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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

Time present and time past 
Are both perhaps present in time future, 

And time future contained in time past. 
If all time is eternally present 

All time is unredeemable. 

"Burnt Norton" 
T. S. Eliot 

Criticizing one of the works of William Faulkner, 

Clifton Fadiman insists: "One may sum up both substance 

and style by saying that every person . . . comes to no 

good end, and they all take a hell of a time coming even 

1 that far." Though Mr. Fadiman • s statement is laughingly 

abrupt, after a glimpse into both The Sound and the Fury 

and Absalom, Absalom!, the reader is inclined to agree that 

the critique is also grimly apt. For surely Benjy's idiocy, 

Caddy's banishment, Quentin's suicide, Jason's loss of the 

money for which he has virtually destroyed lives, and even 

the almost indomitable Dilsey•s flagging spirit at the end 

of The Sound and the Fury (not to mention the implications 

of the title) suggest characters whose lives are, at least, 

less than fortunate. Certainly, Thomas Sutpen, who spends 

a lifetime alternately building and destroying his life, 

Rosa Coldfield, who spends her life hating Thomas Sutpen, 

lclifton Fadiman, "Appendix I: Notes and Comments," 
Faulkner: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Robert Penn 
warren (New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1966), p. 289. 
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and Charles Bon, who wittingly or unwittingly destroys him-

self, portray such persons in Absalom, Absalom!. 

In both novels the characters are caught up into a 

web of life from which they do not escape: a web in the 

form of a permeating influence of the past. In The Sound 

and the Fury that past is transferred immediately in the 

relationships of father to son, mother to child, sister to 

brother, uncle to niece. In Absalom, the past is trans-

ferred through one entire generation to another. These 

tales accomplish the purpose of depicting man 1 s inseparable 

association with the past. Faulkner states: 11 No man is 

himself, he is the sum of his past. There is no such thing 

as was because the past is. It is a part of every man·, 

2 every woman, and every moment. 11 In these novels his char-

acters are creations of this fact. One of the aims of this 

paper is to portray this depiction of people as sums of 

their pasts. It is also an aim of this study to show that, 

having made his characters products of the past, the author 

2 

projects this past as an omnipresent tyrannical force to 

which even the strongest of his characters submit. The life 

portrayed in The Sound and the Fury and in Absalom, Absalom! 

only hints of hope in a world of confusion and despair. 

2william Faulkner, Faulkner in the University: 
Class conferences at the University of Vir.ginia 1957-1958, 
ed. Frederick L. Gwynn and Joseph Blotner (New York: 
Vintage Books, 1959), p. 84. 



CHAPTER II 

THE PAST AND THE CHARACTERS OF 

THE SOUND AND THE FURY 

Faulkner's The Sound and the Fury begins, appro

priately for a book so entitled, with an idiot's tale. 

Benjamin Compson, first of the three Compson narrators, un-

folds an amalgamation of past and present experiences span-

ning thirty-three years. Through Benjy's experiences the 

author introduces the personalities of his characters. 

There are Jason, the troublemaker, self-seeker; Quentin the 

pensive, dependent one; Caddy--thoughtful, bold, innocent, 

loving, sacrificing; Dilsey--constant, realistic, perceptive; 

Mrs. Caroline Compson--domineering, grasping, self-centered; 

Mr. Jason Compson I--fatalistic, defeated; young Quentin--

defensive, rebellious. 

Though Benjy's lack of chronology is maddening 

enough to have evoked from one critic the declaration: 

"One can almost imagine Mr. Faulkner inventing his stories 

in regular chronological order and then recasting them in 

1 'd' I ' f h h some distorted form," the 1 1ot s presentat1on o t e car-

acters is acutely perceptive. He reveals them exactly as 

they remain throughout the novel in spite of narrations by 

!Granville Hicks, "The Past and Future of \'Tilliam 
Faulkner," Bookman, September 1931, p. 22. 

3 
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different characters and an omniscient author. 2 

If Benjy's introduction of the personalities is a 

3 
miniature character study, the question then arises, does 

perhaps his presentation of the past, too, hold some sort 

of key to the novel? It 1s logical for the reader, recog-

nizing Benjy's idiocy, to sort the happenings into chrono-

logical order and to consider Benjy's memories as mere 

chance recollections; they are more than that. It is Ben-

jamin who leads the reader into this myriad past with which 

the novel is concerned. 

Benjamin Compson's time begins with the present of 

April 7, 1928, his birthday; however, it 1s not the present 

time with which the idiot is concerned. While some 717 

lines chronologically depict the present day, 1934 lines, 

2At the end of the novel, if not at the end of Ben's 
chapter, one has the eerie feeling that this idiot is wiser 
than he first appears, a thought shared by several of Faulk
ner's characters. There are Roskus' persistent repetitions, 
"he knows lot more than most folks thinks .. (pp. 36-37), and 
the profound Dilsey's "you just say it and see if he dent 
[know]" (p. 37). There are also the repeated incidents in 
which he seems totally aware of Caddy's indiscretions, a 
perception which Caddy acknowledges throughout chapter one. 
Cleanth Brooks suggests this in his description of Benjy, 
who "can somehow sense what the sane adult cannot: he can 
apprehend the presence of death; he knows of Caddy's dis
honor" ( 11 Primi tivism in The Sound and the Fury." English 
Institute Essays 1952-1954, ed. Alan S. Downer [New York: 
columbia University Press, 1954], pp. 5-28). (Hereinafter 
referred to as 11 Primitivism 11

). 

3Lawrence E. Bowling describes Benjy's section as, 
in fact, 11 the whole novel in miniature. It presents all 
the main characters in situations which foreshadow the main 
action" ('Faulkner: Technique of The Sound and the Fury, " 
Kenyon Review, X [Autumn 1948] , pp. 552-566) . 
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roughly 2/3 of the chapter, interrupt that present with 

4 
happenings of the past. How Benjy presents his past dis-

closes the first glimpse into Faulkner's presentation of 

the influence of the past on man. 

Benjy's past lS a personal past. Centering obser-

vations around events of his childhood, he recalls--what 

the reader is to find--every major past event of the novel 

(only his niece Quentin's runn1ng away is not revealed, 

obviously, because it has not yet happened~ but even that 
5 

occurrence is prophesied in a threat) . There is the grand-

mother's death, an incident significant in Quentin's chap-

ter because of the branch scene; there are Caddy's teen 

years which Quentin recalls~ there are her wedding and the 

birth of her daughter, Quentin, which Jason recalls; and 

there are the occasions containing Mr. and Mrs. Compson's 

debating and philosophizing, which Quentin also recounts. 

Besides introducing the major events of the novel 

and revealing the characters, in his disjointed scatterings 

of memories, Benjy reveals something of himself, too. He 

begins his story in the past tense, as if recalling even 

the experience of his present day. 
. It 1s soon apparent 

4
The pages depicting Benjamin Compson's present are 

listed in Appendix A. These references and all references 
to The sound and the Fury are taken from the following edi
tion: William Faulkner, The Sound and the Fury (New York: 
Vintage Books, 1956). 

5
rbid., pp. 85, 87. 
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that Benjamin's tale is both a description of events as 

they happen and a depiction of events of the past. But he 

consistently describes his present in the past tense; only 

when the idiot switches from the past tense to the present 

does the reader realize the significance of Benjy's time. 

Ben three times uses the present tense in his tale, twice 

near the beginning and once at the end. Each time the 

present is used, contrarily, to describe past actions, 

never present ones. Finally, even the end of his tale un-

derscores the idiot's conception of past and present; for 

Benjy, who begins his story with a present event described 

1n past tense, ends his tale in a past described in terms 

of the present: "Then the dark began to go in smooth, bright 

shapes, like it always does, even when Caddy says that I 

6 
have been asleep." 

Adding this fact--that Benjy sees his past in terms 

of present time--to the earlier mentioned fact that he cen-

ters the major part of his chapter in events of the past, 

the reader is made doubly aware that to Benjy, at least, the 

past and present are one unity: simply, the present "was"; 

the past "is." 

6william Faulkner, The Sound and the Fury (New York: 
vintage Books, 1956), p. 92. Further quotations taken from 
this edition will be cited in the body of the paper. 



7 

Benjy's role does not yet end. He also helps to 

set the mood of futility with which Quentin's chapter is 

permeated. And if Benjy's memory at first appears to be 

mere idiot ramblings, it is soon obvious that Mr. Faulkner 

is in careful control after all. 7 When he sorts out Benja-

min's tale, the reader realizes that not only is everything 

that Benjy reveals long past, therefore unchangable, but 

that the idiot discloses even these past happenings in such 

a way as to allow no anticipation of hope. When Quentin 

and his father are introduced by Benjy, they are in the 
8 

cemetery--dead. Before the reader can begin to organ1ze 

Benjy's memories, he learns that there have "been two now, 

going to be one more [death]" (p. 34); and, almost irmne-

diately, "that's three [deaths] thank the Lawd" (p. 36). 

Finally the observer is allowed no hope for even Benjy's 

darling Caddy; for, while revealing a wedding early, before 

presenting her as anything but a child, Ben discloses that 

Caddy has been disowned and her child taken by the Compson 
9 

family. 

At the end of Benjamin Compson's chapter, the once 

unwary reader has had to sort events to find out what 

7Lawrence E. 
tion of his novel as 
disorder ("Faulkner: 

Bowling discusses Faulkner's organiza
a parallel projection of his theme of 
Technique of The Sound and the Fury"). 

8 Faulkner, The Sound and the Fury, p. 12. 

9 Ibid. I pp. 2 6, 3 7 . 
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happened, place them in past or present settings to find 

out when they happened, and then recast them into the 

original to find out why Ben (or Faulkner) chose to place 

them in such order. The characters are revealed; the events 

introduced; and Ben's attitude about the past is exposed. 

And in the end, while he has bellowed consistently through-

out, Ben is content. Neither his brother Quentin, who nar-

rates the second chapter, nor the reader is so "lucky." 

Quentin Compson begins chapter two with the present 

of June 7, 1910, a day over eighteen years before the idiot's 

thirty-third birthday. Like Benjy's, even the physical 

structure of the tale concentrates on the past. In a chap-

ter totaling 3754 lines in which Quentin's thoughts rush 

from present to past to present, 1738 center around his 

present day--a present, aga1n emulating his brother 1n chap-

10 
ter one, presented as already past. For Quentin, as well 

11 
as his idiot brother, the past and present are inseparable. 

10The pages depicting Quentin's present are listed 
1n Appendix B. 

11 
It should be noted here that, unlike the idiot, 

Quentin does refer to the future (a fact which is discussed 
later in this chapter), but even those references project 
such a feeling of futility that, as Jean-Paul Sartre re
marks: "There is never any progression, never anything 
comes from the future. " There is such a backward-looking 
feeling that Mr. Sartre even concludes that since "Quentin 
thinks of his last day in the past, like someone who is re
membering, .. the boy "is already dead" ("On The Sound and the 
Fury: Time in the Work of Faulkner, 11 Literary and Philo
sophical Essays, trans. by Annette Michelson [New York: 
criterion 1955], pp. 79-87). 
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Here the similarity between the brothers' view of 

the past ends. While for Benjy the amalgamation of the 

past into the present is for the most part a comfort 1n 

life, for his older brother it is inescapable hell. Quen-

tin's chapter is the presentation of his preparation to de-

stray himself, and it is the revelation of his thoughts on 

the last day of his life. But, just as Benjy's chapter 1s 

more than the obvious presentation of the characters of the 

tale, so is Quentin's more than its ostensible appearance. 

For here emerges the theme to which Benjy, though he cannot 

voice the idea, points the way in his recordings of conver-

sations -from his past--a theme that from this time permeates 

the entire novel and the thoughts of all its major charac-

ters--the presentation of man's inescapability from the 

power of the past: the "curse" of the past on man. 

In Benjy's chapter, other than the idiot's living 

in past experiences, only a suggestion is made of the char-

acters' awareness of the influence of the past; and even 

that suggestion is issued in statements offhand enough to 

be almost disregarded. In the first pages of the novel 

Benjamin records Mrs. Compson's recurring statement of "it's 

a judgment on me," 12 which is picked up in the superstitions 
13 

of Roskus in his "no luck on this place," and finally even 

12 Faulkner, The Sound and the Fury, pp. 4, 12. 

13 rbid., pp. 34-37, 71. 
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centered 1n an air of futility in Mr. Cornpson's philosophiz-

ing that man is "created by disease, within putrefaction 

into decay 11 (p. 53) . 

Benjy simply records these comments; Quentin reveals 

their significance. First recalling the servant's conver-

sations about Benjy: "Can he smell bad luck? . . luck 

cant do him no hurt" (p. 109), Quentin discloses for the 

reader the characters' impressions of the power of the past. 

Mrs. Compson sees her disappointments as punishments for 

past . s1ns: hers, her husband's, her husband's ancestors', 

and even her children's. It is she who first describes the 
14 

tragedies of her family as a "curse" upon the house. 

While Jason Compson I does not attribute to a curse 

the influence of the past on man, as Quentin recalls, he 

sees its influence as something malevolent. Mr. Compson 

believes that there is little that man can do about anything: 

The course of man is simply to watch as the 11 dark dicemen 11 

cast what Mr. Compson alternately calls the 11 loaded 11 dice 

and 11 sequence of natural events and their causes which shad-

ows every mars [sic] brow" (p. 220) . 

The concern of the characters that man is at least 

in some way controlled by the past is suggested by these 

various statements sprinkled through Benjy's and Quentin's 

chapters (and emphasized in future chapters) . And while 

14rbid., pp. 127-128. 
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Benjy•s narration reveals the existence of the past in man's 

present (a fact reinforced by Quentin's chapter1 Quentin's 

is a study of the influence of that pas-t on one man. Quen-

tin's past lS an immediate past, and in his narration his 

concern and frustration revolve around his sister Caddy. 

However, two other characters are portrayed as the real 

powers in the boy's life: his mother and, more importantly, 

his father. 

Although he often recalls her, Quentin seems to see 

his mother as having little influence upon him; for nearing 

the end of his chapter, he declares: "If I'd just had a 

15 
mother so I could say Mother Mother." The reader, on the 

other hand, is acutely aware of the force of Mrs. Compson 

on her son; for repeatedly the boy voices opinions as his 
16 

which he reveals as views first owned by his mother. 

Affirming Mrs. Compson's conception of the past, 

Quentin dejectedly accedes that, because of "our fore-

fathers," "we are all poisoned 11 (p. 126) . And though he 

wavers, Quentin even echoes the woman in his "theres [sic] 
17 

a curse on us." 

15Ibid., p. 213. Quentin even at the first of his 
chapter makes essentially this same statement in his "if I 
could say Mother, Mother" (p. 117). 

16cleanth Brooks discusses the significance of Mrs. 
compson and her negative but permeating influence as "the 
cancer of the Compson household" ("Primitivism"). 

l7Faulkner, The Sound and the Fury, p. 196. Mrs. 
comoson's similar comments are recorded on pp. 128, 374. _._ 



12 

Again ap1ng his mother, however unaware, Quentin, 

admitting the curse, ironically imagines tha.t he can es-

cape it. He recalls his mother's plea that his father al-

low her and Jason to "go where nobody knows usn (p. 126) 

to start life over and "escape this curse [and] try to for-

get that the others ever were" (p. 128). Then twenty-five 

pages later the boy records a conversation in which he begs 

Caddy to go away with him and Ben "where nobody knows us." 18 

Quentin often parallels Mrs. Compson's warped 

thought. While expounding her awareness that she has to 

pay for the sins of her ancestors, the woman obversely 
19 

states that it is also her job to stiffer for her children. 

Quentin echoes this contradiction not only in his "I am my 

fathers [sic] progenitive I invented him created I him" 

(p. 152), but in his insistence upon suffering for the sins 

of Caddy (Benjy recounts the incident when Quentin insists 

upon suffering with Caddy in the branch scene, and Quentin 

recalls this and a similar incident in his own memories) . 20 

Even in his recalled attempt to murder Caddy and himself, 

Quentin anticipates a desire voiced by his mother to Jason 

that she would rather see "even you dead in your grave" 

• h II f • 1121 before accept1ng t e wages o s1n. 

18Ibid., p. 153. Other references to this idea are 
on pp. 144, 185. 

19 . 
Ibld., pp. 118, 274, 325. 

20rbid., pp. 21, 167-172, 188-189. 
21 rbid., p. 274. See pp. 246, 273 for the irony of 

Mrs. Compson's speech. 
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Like his mother, Quentin has a confused v1ew of 

himself which would be laughable if its consequences were 

not so dire. While Mrs. Compson carefully records that 

"1't lS all my fault,'' ' · "I m the one to suffer for 1t, 11 "I 

will be gone soon and you . . . will . get along bet-

ter,"
22 

the reader is aware that she sees little as actually 

her own doing; and, if she suffers, as Jason says, she has 

a "whale of a time" (p. 250) at it. Others are depicted as 

virtually destroyed by her dictates. The irony, then, . 
lS 

obvious when Quentin in his own death statement echoes his 

mother one last time: 11 It will be better for all of us 11 

(p. 221). 

Quentin's view of himself 1s as false as his mother's 

conception of her life. While he carefully reveals to the 

reader "I learned that the best way to take all people 

is to take them for what they think they are, then leave 

them alone" (p. 106), Quentin's whole being is a contrary 

projection of this belief, a projection which at the end 

of his narration he verbalizes: "If people could only change 

one another forever 11 (p. 219) . 

Quentin's desire is to change people (more specifi-

cally--to change Caddy) to his own conception of how they 

should be. The belief of Jason Compson I is that nnothing 

is even worth the changing of it 11 (p. 96) . Set in the 

22 b'd I 1 • , pp. 12, 73, 224, 244, 276, 280, 307. 
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framework of these opposlng beliefs ls Quentin's chapter, 

a chapter which ends, as it begins, with a present described 

in the past: a chapter which, immediately after this begin-

ning and before its ending, reveals Quentin in recalled con-

23 
versations with his father. The physical construction 

suggests the impact of his father on the boy. Quentin under-

scores this suggestion throughout his chapter with some two 

hundred lines revealing recollections of his father's con

versations.24 What soon becomes apparent and significant 

is that even though Quentin carefully tries to document 

their differences, he reveals pronounced similarities in 

his and his father's thoughts and actions. 

From the beginning, the boy incorporates his thoughts 

into his father's. In the introduction of Mr. Compson's con-

versation begun with .. Father said,'' he repeats the statements 

"that never had a sister," ''that had no sister 11 (p. 94). It 

becomes obvious that these words are not his father's: they 

are Quentin's thoughts which he repeatedly recalls in his 

narration and which, after this time, he reveals as his 

25 own. Then Quentin introduces a statement as his, "its 

23The last of these conversations, according to 
Faulkner, took place only in Quentin's mind; however, since 
the boy recalls all of them as actual fact so shall this 
paper treat them (Faulkner in the University, p. 262). 

24The pages recording the conversations of Quentin's 
father are listed in Appendix D. 

25Faulkner, The Sound and the Fury, pp. 96, 113, 117, 
171, 199, 206. 
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because she loves Caddy" (p. 119), which he later twice at-

tributes to his father: "Father says because she loves 

Caddy" (p. 124) , and: "It's because she loves Caddy" (p. 

217). This fusion of his and his father's thoughts is the 

evidence of a confused mind, but it is more than that. It 

is Quentin's acknowledgment of the power of his father upon 

him, an awesome power that the boy aga1n accedes to in his 

acceptance of the philosophy of Jason Compson I. 

Mr. Compson's philosophy of defeat lS immediately 

apparent in his earlier mentioned "nothing ls even worth 

the changing of it." And Quentin's acceptance of that 

philosophy of defeat is apparent almost as quickly: 11 It's 

not when you realize that nothing can help you--religion, 

pride, anything--it's when you realize you dont [sic] need 

any aid 11 (p. 98). While Quentin seems unaware of the simi-

larity of their ideas, the author apparently is wholly con-

sc1ous of the fact, for, having first revealed Quentin's 

unity of the thoughts of the men, Faulkner provides an ironic 

parallel of the two even in the first recalled conversation. 

While he condemns his father in his "you can shirk all 

things" (p. 98), not only does Quentin proceed to document 

for the reader how he sees himself coming to shirk his own 

26 
responsibilities, but, conversely, he reveals that Mr. 

26Ibid., pp. 116, 126, 131, 138, 139, 143, 153, 154. 



16 

Cornpson, who has repl:i_ed to Quentin's condemnation with an 

"ah can you" has set about, like Quentin, to commit his ov-m 

f f . . d 27 orrn o su1c1 e. 

Even Quentin's anticipation of an escape from the 

past is an echo of the words of Jason Compson I. Quentin 

begins his narration with a discussion of time. His utter 

desolation 1s that things do not ''finish themselves" (p. 

197) . Seeing that Quentin's first action is to tear the 

hands off his watch to escape time, the reader is not sur-

prised when the boy soon documents, "Father says clocks 

slay time. He says time is dead when it is being clicked 

off by little wheels--only when the clock stops does time 

come to life" (p. lOS). Quentin's problem, as he relates 

it, is that his past keeps cropping up into his present, 

both in his thoughts and his actions. For him (for once 

unlike his father for whom "was" is "the saddest word") 

"again" lS the tragedy of life: "Again. Sadder than was. 

Again saddest of all. Again" (p. 118) . On the influence 

of his father, whose philosophy he both despises and emu-

lates, Quentin sets out to end time for himself. 

The irony is that while he contrives carefully to 

disregard time, Quentin is actually acutely aware of it. He 

27This parallel of the two is later reinforced ver
bally by Mrs. Compson's ironic "It's in the blood. Like 
uncle, like niece" (p. 374). 
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can even figure out the time by the "feel" of it. 28 And 

though he attempts to ignore it throughout his entire nar-

rative, he is aware that h2 has not really stopped time, 

an awareness which he finally announces near the end of his 
29 

tale. 

Quentin centers his warped v1ew of time around re-

called conversations with his father, who has given him 

the timepiece handed down through Compson generations. It 

is significant and ironic that it is Mr. Compson who, hav-

ing confused the boy, attempts to straighten out his son's 

thinking. Quentin's last memory is an argument with his 

father in which the old man discusses his son's possible 

suicide. His father declares: 

You are not thinking of finitude you are contem
plating an apotheosis in which a temporary state 
of mind will become symmetrical above the flesh 
and aware both of itself and of the flesh it will 
not quite discard you will not even be dead. (p. 
220) 

28Quentin's references to time: pp. 93, 94, 95, 981 
99, 101, 102, 103, 104, 105, 109, 114, 118, 124, 128, 1291 
13 8 I 148 I 14 9 1 1 7 0 1 1 7 2 1 212 1 213 1 216 1 218 1 2 2 2 • 

29on p. 209 Quentin says, "as if time really had 
stopped for a while" (my italics). He seems also to acknowl
edge this feeling in his visit to the jeweler to see if the 
watch can be fixed (p. 104). He does not destroy the watch; 
he only removes the hands. Critic Peter Swiggart suggests 
that the watch's "destruction marks the end of a family 
tradition" ("Time in Faulkner's Novels," Modern Fiction 
Studies, I [May 1955], pp. 25-29). But this is precisely 
Quentin's point--in acknowledging that he has not destroyed 
the watch, he simultaneously admits that he cannot end the 
"family tradition"; he cannot end this "curse." 
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This statement recalls one at the beginning of Quentin's 

narrative made, then too, by Mr. Compson, "It's like death, 

only a state in which others are left .. (p. 96). Though 

Quentin desires death, even on the day of his suicide, he 

refers to his own future as though it, like time, were end-

less. He first suggests his participation in the future 

early 1n the narrative as he lS buying the flat-irons with 

which to drown himself: 11 Maybe by next year . . maybe it 

takes two years in school to learn to do that properly" 
30 

(p. 105). He again suggests his action in some future 

experience twelve pages later when, again referring to 

Harvard, he states: 11 In three years I can not wear a hat"; 

then correcting himself, he finishes 11 I could not. Was 11 

(p. 117). Even realizing his imminent death, he tells the 

little foreigner: "Hear them swimming, sister? I wouldn't 

mind doing that myself." Then to himself he thinks, 11 If I 

had time. When I have time" (p. 170) . 

At the same time that he attempts to straighten out 

Quentin's conception of time, Mr. Compson is actually pass-

ing on more of his philosophy from father to son, and even 

this is full of ironic overtones. As the narrative (along 

with Quentin's life) approaches its end, the boy twice re-

calls his father's admonishment that "every man is arbiter 

30It might be argued even as early as p. 98 that 
Quentin suggests a time in the future, but this time can 
be viewed as his looking from a spiritual world; therefore, 
it is not the same as the other comparisons in which he sees 
himself in the same physical world. 
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of his own virtues" (p. 219), and, similarly, that "every 

man lS arbiter of his own virtues but let no man prescribe 

for another's well beingll (p. 221). However, as Quentin 

has thoroughly depicted for the reader, this "arbiter of 

his own virtues" has carefully instilled in his son a phi

losophy of utter defeat which the boy has, in fact, attempted 

to reject. But even as he weakly insists: "I believe there 

ls something else but there may not be" (p. 152), Quentin 

cannot overcome his father's "there is nothing else 

you will find that even injustice is scarcely worthy of 

what you believe yourself to be" (p. 192). Finally, us1ng 

his father's own words, Quentin voices his acceptance of 

the philosophy: "Man the sum of his climatic exper1ences 

Father said. Man the sum of what have you, a problem in 

impure properties carried tediously to an unvarying nil 

stalemate of dust and desire" (p. 153) . 

Quentin,depicted by another author, might have by 

this time become almost a caricature of "like father like 

son"; but a caricature suggests absurdity or contempt, and 

Quentin evokes neither of these feelings; he evokes pity 

and in the end, like Benjy in his chapter, a feeling of 

futility. For, finally, more than just assuming the older 

man's thoughts and ideas, Quentin records yet another step 

in his almost complete assimilation of his personality into 

that of Mr. Cornpson. Midway into his chapter Quentin re

calls a conversation in which Caddy tells him: "Father will 



20 

be dead 1n a year they say if he doesn't stop drinking and 

he wont stop, he cant stop•• (p. 154). Then at the end of 

his tale Quentin thinks: ·~A quarter hour yet. And then 

I'll not be. . I will be dead in. Was it one year 

Caddy said. Shreve has a bottle in his trunk. Sir I will 

not need Shreve's,. (p. 216) . Though he dies before Mr. 

Compson dies, Quentin has even taken the action of his sui

cide from the influence of his father. 

At the end of Quentin's chapter the reader has the 

same feeling of futility created by Benjy's introduction 

of his major characte~s as either dead or exiled, a ~eeling 

which Quentin introduces by reminding the reader from the 

first of his preparations for his death and which he con

tinues until he has all those preparations completed. Along 

with the feeling of futility, however, is the distinct ~

pression that--though Quentin is indeed influenced by an 

ominous past exemplified by his father and mother--the boy, 

as he twice reveals in his contemplation of the place of 

his death, can see "down for a long way, but not as far as 

the bottom" (pp. 143-144). Quentin Compson can see an ln

fluence from the past which the innocent Ben cannot conceive. 

Quentin is "cursed" by a past which he cannot escape: but 

somehow, in spite of the feeling of futility which per

meates the narrative, the reader has the distinct feeling, 

as Quentin recalls that Dilsey would have, that all this is 

" a s in fu 1 waste " ( p . 111 ) . 
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In The Sound and the Fury a last character rema1ns 

as the embodiment of Faulkner's depiction of people as sums 

of their past: the youngest Compson brother, Jason II. 

Like his two brothers, Jason, narrator of the third chap-

ter of the novel, and one of the two central characters of 

the omnisciently narrated last chapter, begins his tale in 

the morning and ends it at night. Here the ostensible simi-

larity ends, for Jason Compson II sees himself as a man of 

the present: and, unlike his brothers who cast even their 

presents in an aura of the past, the youngest Compson not 

only describes his present time in terms of the present but 

also projects his past in present terms. But even Jason is 

obsessed with the past, and though he spends less time dwell-

ing in it than either of his brothers, almost one-third of 
31 

his chapter is a recollection of past experiences. He re-

fuses to admit it, but Jason, the reader sees, is as caught 

up 1n the "curse" of his past as either Benjamin or Quentin; 

and he is influenced, as the others are, both by people and 
32 

by events out of that past. 

31out of 3081 lines, 2168 are in the present time. 
The pages depicting Jason's present are listed in Appendix c. 

32nuncan Aswell projects this idea of Jason's being 
as ''trapped" by his past as both of his brothers are, and 
he points out their similarities to their father. Aswell 
also insists that Jason "is incapable of hurting anyone but 
himself," and "because he cannot escape the heritage of his 
past, his life is quite as pathetic and miserable as Benjy's 
or Quentin's." ("The Recollection and the Blood: Jason's 
Role in The Sound and the Fury, 11 Mississippi Quarterly XXI 
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Jason's character has been introduced by Ben. He 

1s a troublemaker. He is the only child who is recalled as 

being punished in Ben's chapter; at least once Mr. Compson 

spanks the child, an action with which the mild-mannered 
33 

Dilsey threatens the boy. Though Quentin and Caddy are 

seen disobeying, their actions are not malicious; Jason's 

b . 1 34 o v1ous y are. And this early, Jason's devastating cruelty 

is introduced. Though it is much later before the reader 

understands completely, from the first, the author more 

than hints that Jason, who wants to get rid of Ben, plans 

h 'd' ' . 35 even t e 1 10t s castrat1on. 

Ben often describes Jason with "his hands in his 
36 

pockets," an action Versh explains as "Jason going to be 

rich man ... he carrying his money all the time" (p. 43). 

Quentin reiterates the observation and extends the revela-

tion of Jason's character by showing that Jason's interest 

[Summer 1968], pp. 211-218). I hope to show that Jason's 
life is pathetic because, like all the pasts which have 
influenced him, his influences others, and he can and does 
(with glee) hurt others and himself. 

33Faulkner, The sound and the Fury, pp. 83, 88, 90. 

34His actions even as a child are described on pp. 
79-80. He also repeatedly threatens the others on pp. 22, 
31, 47, 54, 91. Even the partial Mrs. Compson admits that 
Jason is "spoiled" on p. 77. 

35Faulkner, The Sound and the Fury, pp. 63, 66. 

36Ibid., pp. 23, 27, 42, 43, 76. 
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ln finances, like his relationship with his brothers and 

sister, is not entirely above-board.
37 

Quentin's real sig-

nificance, as revealer of Jason Compson II, however, lies 

in his recollections of his mother's comments. It is she 

who insists that Jason is different from the others; Jason 

38 
is "more Bascornb than Compson." If Quentin is cursed 

primarily by the past influence of his father, Jason epit-

omlzes the collective sins of the despicable Bascombs. 

Jason Compson II sees himself as his own man: "I 

39 
can stand on my own feet, 11 he says; but the reader recalls 

the careful records of his repeated falls as a child. Al-

though he seems to conceive of himself as totally inde-

pendent, he is subtly compared to the idiot Benjy by the 

omniscient narrator of the last chapter in the description 

"he could almost smell it."
40 

And after revealing a phi-

losophy almost as defeatist as his brother Quentin's: 

"Sometimes I think what's the use of anything" (p. 293), 

he is even accused, again in the last chapter, of attempt-

ing actions reminiscent of his older brother's in "what 

37 Ibid., pp. 124, 217, 218. 

38rbid., pp. 116, 126-28. Even Mr. Compson suggests 
Jason's likeness to the Bascombs on p. 217. 

39 b"d I l . I pp. 256, 262, 263, 327. 

40Ibid., p. 384. He seems to suggest 
ln his own statement "Like I was crazy too." 
it is debatable whether Jason is referring to 
Benjy, or to both (p. 290). 

this idea again 
Here, though, 
Quentin, to 
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were you trying to do commit suicide?" (p. 388). 

While Jason Compsqn II inherits his name from his 

father, as he insists, he is "a different breed of cat from 
41 

Father... Most of all, Jason II is the son of his mother, 

42 
a fact Mrs. Compson carefully repeats. Even at one point 

the author reinforces this similarity with his description: 

"[Jason] and his mother appeared to wait . in identical 

attitudes; the one cold and shrewd ... the other cold 

and querulous" (p. 548) . 

Like his mother, Jason seems to get 11 an actual 

pleasure out of his outrage and impotence" (p. 378). And 

like Mrs. Compson, Jaso~ while pretending to keep young 

Quentin away from Caddy for the child's good, actually 

punishes Caddy not for her sexual "sins" but because she 

does not hide those sins well enough to stay married to 

Herbert and thus insure Jason's future job. 

Mrs. Compson alternately displays and conceals her 

knowledge of Caddy's sexual transgressions. In Benjy's 

43 
chapter she is enough aware to confront Caddy about them. 

41Ibid., pp. 250, 258, 260. However, Duncan Aswell 
describes an interesting parallel of Jason's and his 
father's lives. He states: "Jason unwittingly lives his 
life according to the system of values believed by his 
father, for whom he holds nothing but contempt" ("The Recol
lection and the Blood"). Wendell Harris sees all of Mr. 
Compson' s "major attributes 11 exemplified in each of his 
children ("Faulkner's The Sound and the Fury," Explicator, 
XXI [March 1963] , Item 54) • 

27 5, 

42 Faulkner, 
277, 279. 

43 b'd I 1 ., p. 

The sound and the Fury, pp. 244, 249, 

84. 
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In Quentin's chapter she reveals to Mr. Compson: ''I know 

things she's done that I'd die before I'd have you kno\v 11 

(p. 127). Then in Jason's, she insists: "Thank God I dont 

know about such wickedness. I dont even want to know about 

it. I'm not like most people" (p. 323). When Herbert is 

introduced, Mrs. Compson, if she was before, is evidently 

no longer interested in punishing Caddy for whatever indis

cretions she has committed in the past. The woman obviously 

wants her "little baby girl" (p. 116) to be her "grown mar-

ried daughter" (p. 117), a fact that the woman mentions at 

the same time she reveals that Jason is to be taken into 

Herbert's bank. And when Mrs. Compson insists that she 

would rather see even Jasen "dead" before accepting the 

wages of sin, the irony of her statement is obvious to 

both the reader and Jason; for it is Jason who has earlier 

recorded the following conversation: 

Father says "No she shall not touch his money 
not one cent of it" and Mother says "He can be 
forced to by law. He can prove nothing, unless-
Jason Compson," she says, "were you fool enough 
to tell--" (p. 246) 

Out of her own frustration Mrs. Cornpson punishes Caddy. 

Jason does the same thing for the same reason. But 

he extends this "curse": he forces the daughter, Quentin, 

to reap the results of the sin of the mother, Caddy--namely 

the "sin" of losing Jason's job which the reader sees (and 
44 

Jason suggests) was not assured in the first place. 

44
Ib1' d., 134 27 5 pp • I • 
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Jason refers to his lost job at least seven times. 45 

He is obsessed with it, and when Jason meets caddy after 

his father's funeral, he immediately mentions it. Then 

when he makes Caddy pay for what he allows as only a glimpse 

of her child, he gloats: "You already cost me one job" 

(p. 255), and "You'll think t'i.,Tice before [you] deprive me 

[of another] job" (p. 256). 

To this point, Quentin has seemed to be the inno-

cent recipient of Jason's outrage at her mother. Jason 

suggests that she 1s more than that: as the daughter of 

Caddy she is responsible for the actions of her progenitor. 

If her mother was guilty, Quentin is equally guilty. And 

after an entire narrative of punishing her, Jason even de-

scribes Quentin with a statement he has earlier used to de-

scribe the mother: "The bitch that cost me a job, the one 
46 

chance I ever had to get ahead." 

with the presentation of Jason Compson II, Faulkner 

ends his depiction of sons receiving and in their turns be-

stowing an influence from the past. For in each of these 

three characters to a significant degree the past exists as 

a present entity. For Benjy there is no difference in the 

45 rbid., pp. 251, 255, 256, 275, 379, 382, 383. 

46Faulkner, The Sound and the Fury, p. 379. It is 
significant, too, that Mrs. Cornpson suggests Quentin's 
share in the guilt when the baby is born: "You' 11 never 
know the suffering you've caused" (p. 247). 



27 

two; Quentin sees the difference but can neither divorce 

himself from that past nor accept it as a part of his life. 

Jason pretends to ignore it; yet he orders his entire exls

tence around an experience of -the past. However, just prov

ing the existence of a past extending into the present from 

father to son is surely not all of the author's aim, or he 

could have ended his novel with the presentation of the 

three brothers. There is more. There is Dilsey--one of 

Faulkner's "good" people, a person outside the Compson 

family proper, but not outside the influence of this past. 

Through this old woman Faulkner powerfully suggests the 

projection of this past into even those who are not blood 

relations of this particular southern family--but joined 

to it just the same. Beginning with Benjy's chapter, Dil

sey is portrayed as rational, perceptive, strong. Benjy 

suggests her logic when the superstitious Roskus, fearing 

the curse of the past, chants his "there's two now • . • 

goin to be one more, •• to which Dilsey stoically answers: 

"Going to be more than one more Show me the main aint going 

to die bless Jesus'' (p. 37). Quentin reinforces her logic 

in his statement on his suicide: "Dilsey would say what a 

sinful waste." Jason suggests her insight repeatedly 1n 

his revelations of the old woman's reactions to him. 

Dilsey is aware of what is happening. Throughout 

the ramblings of idiocy, insanity, and egomania, she is the 

author's stabilizing force in the novel. And in a world 
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containing an inescapable past, like "a gull on an invisible 

wire attached through space dragged" (p. 129), Dilsey is 

the singular major character who does not dwell on events 

of the past. 

Unlike Benjy, who shows his misconception of time 

by mixing tenses into a unity of past and present, Dilsey 

knows the difference, as the author records: 11 I've seed de 

first and de last. 

de endin. "
47 

. I seed de beginnin, en now I sees 

Unlike Quentin, who mutilates his watch in a futile 

effort to destroy time, Dilsey imperviously tells the exact 

time by a kitchen clock "on the wall above the cupboard 

invisible save by night, by lamp light and even then evinc-

1ng a enigmatic profundity because it had but one hand" 

(p. 341), a clock which, appropriately since it is Compson 

property, never chimes a present time but one three hours 

48 
past. • 

47 Ibid., p. 371 (my italics). She repeats this 
statement on p. 375. 

48olga Vickery describes the novel as "Dilsey's 
triumph" because of 11 her patient preoccupation with the 
present ... her ability to deal with [the past] .•. 
without attempting to perpetuate it" (The Sound and the 
Fury: A Study in Perspective," Publications of the Modern 
Language Association, LXIX, [December 1954], pp. 1017-1037). 
Harry M. campbell, in his admiration for the old woman, 
suggests that Faulkner exempts the servant Dilsey from his 
pervading "tone" of "life's fitfu~ fever, desolate and . 
meaningless" ( 11 Experirnent and Ach1evement: As I Lay Dy1ng 
and The sound and the Fury," sewanee Review, LI [April 1943), 
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Finally, it is Dilsey who suggests the extension 

Of the II II f th - curse o e Cornpson past to include even her own 

family. When Lucas declares "Des is funny folks. I glad 

I a in t none of th ern" ( p . 3 4 4) , D i 1 s ey rep 1 i e s : 11 Aint none 

of who? . . Lemme tell you something, nigger boy, you 

got jes as much Compson devilment in you as any of em ... 

Then, af·ter Dilsey has included her own people, in her pres-

ence the Reverend Shegog extends that curse to all men: 

"I sees de darkness en death everlastin upon de generations .. 

(p. 370). Accepting the preacher's statements, Dilsey ex-

tends that curse to mankind. 

From the beginning of this tale, the reader is 

aware of Faulkner's creation of a structure projecting the 

power of the past. From the first, he introduces all the 

maJor events which are later to be revealed at length, and 

he discloses these past happenings in such a way as to al-

low no anticipation of hope for change. The past is set, 

he suggests, and man must deal with it as such. Then the 

author extends his depiction of the power of the past by 

portraying in the revelations of the thoughts and actions 

pp. 305-320). Cleanth Brooks, describing Dilsey as "every
thing that Mrs. Compson is not," sees the old woman as 
Faulkner's projection, however limited, of hope for man in 
"her resistance to compson disintegration" ( .. Primitivism") 
John v. Hagopian, admitting Dilsey's positive role, insists 
that it is, however, Mr. Compson's and not Dilsey's whose 
"values finally prevail.. ("Nihilism in Faulkner's The Sound 
and the Fury, 11 Modern Fiction Studies, XIII [Spring, 1967], 
pp. 45-55). 
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of three brothers the powerful influence of that past, an 

influence revealed not only through their absorption in it, 

but by the depiction of them as both receivers and bestowers 

of this past. Finally, through the character of the outsider 

Dilsey, Faulkner projects this 11 Curse" of the past as one 

not merely handed from father to son, but even extended to 

Peopl e supposedly 0 t "d th ~ . 1 f "1 49 
~ u Sl e e curse or a part1cu ar arnl y. 

In The Sound and the Fury, it is an unobtrusive but power

ful suggestion. In Absalom, ~~salom!, the author further 

extends the suggestion of man's unity into the past, making 

in Absalom this past a common past of all mankind. 

49Malcolm Cowley even in his celebrated proof of 
Faulkner's depiction of the fall of the south projects this 
idea of the influence of the past on posterity, though Cow
ley limits the influence to Southerners (William Faulkner, 
The Portable Faulkner, with an Introduction by Malcolm 
Cowley [New York: Viking Press, 1967] pp. vi-xxxiii). 
Carvel Collins insists that The Sound and the Fury, "in
stead of describing peculiar Southern institutions, [has] 
as [its] main subject the general lack of love in a family 
("The Interior Monologues of The Sound and the Fury," Eng
lish Institute Essays 1952, pp. 29-55). Accepting Cowley's 
idea of Faulkner's theme of the breakup of the South, 
Brooks also extends that breakup to "the institution of the 
family ... places in a Southern context ("Primitivism"). 
Melvin Backman attempts to show that the parallel of "Quen
tin's disintegration within the decay of the South ... is 
to miss and distort the novel's meaning" ( .. Faulkner's Sick 
Heroes--Bayard Sartoris and Quentin Compson," Modern Fic
tion Studies II [Autumn 19561 , pp. 93-108). 



CHAPTER III 

THE PAST AND THE CHARACTERS OF 

ABSALOM, ABSALOM! 

Absalom, Absalom! begins in the present; it ends 

in the present. But it 1s a novel concerned with and cen-

tered around the past. It spans a five month period (it 

actually comprises two days) beginning with a meeting be-

tween Rosa Coldfield and Quentin Compson in September, 1909, 

and ending with Mr. Compson's letter to Quentin at Harvard 

in January, 1910, announcing the old woman's death. Those 

events along with one other--Quentin's meeting with his 

father after his first meeting with Miss Rosa as he 1s wait-

ing for his second ·conference with her later that same day--

constitute the total "action" of the novel. Nothing else 

happens: everything further (and even those present actions 

are simply centers for a discussion of the past) 1s simply 

a depiction of the past by each of the narrators of the 

tale: 

son, 

son; 

Rosa, the only one who actually knew Sutpen; Mr. Comp-

son of Sutpen's best friend; Quentin, son of Mr. Comp

and Shreve, roommate of Quentin. 1 

lclaude-Edrnonde Magny appropriately suggests: "Each 
episode, wrapped in obscurity, sends the reader back to an
other one, equally obscure, which occurred twenty or thirty 
years before" ("Faulkner or Theological Inversion," Faulk
ner: A Collection of Critical Essays, ed. Robert Penn Warren 
[New Jersey: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1966], pp. 66-78). Jean
Paul Sartre develops this same idea about The Sound and the 

31 
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Like The Sound and the Fury, Absalom, Absalom! . 
lS 

immersed in the past; and, like the first novel, its projec-

tion of time is s1'ml'la - r. Not only has its axis character 

been dead almost half a century, but even the revelation of 

his story is projected end first. Thomas sutpen is a ghost 

when he is introduced; then the reader learns about his 

life 1n which "[his sons and daughters] destroyed him 

or he destroyed them . . and died. 11 One knows what hap-

pened--only the why is left for the narrators and the reader 
2 

to ponder. And, again recalling the first novel, salted 

through Absalom is a feeling of doom--of futility--an in-
3 

escapable submission to the handiwork of fate. 

Fury. He states: "Nothing happens; the story does not un
fold; we discover it under each word, like an obscene and 
obstructing presence, more or less condensed, depending 
upon the particular case" ("On The Sound and the Fury: 
Time in the Work of Faulkner"). 

2 . 
As I have tr1ed to show about The Sound and the 

Fury and now with Absalom, Absalom!, so does Jean Pouillon 
see a method in Faulkner's structuring of his novels: "one 
of the purposes of Faulkner's apparently . . nature of 
things") "Time and Destiny in Faulkner, .. Faulkner: A Col
lection of Critical Essays, pp. 79-86. 

3Malcolm Cowley (Portable Faulkner, p. 41) discus
ses this "fate" on the characters in his discussion that 
"almost all [are] defeated by circumstances and they carry 
with them a sense of their own doom. They also carry .. 
a curious sense of submission to -their fate." Claude
Edmonde Magny extends this idea in his "these people all 
want their lives to become destinies . . as they wait for 
the unpredictable and necessary catastrophe which is to 
seize them ("Faulkner or Theological Inversion," p. 69). 
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Certainly it ls obvious that in this tale none 

associated with this nineteenth century 
4 

"Abraham" emerge 

unsca-thed. It is also obvious that Faulkner lS more than 

telling a story of happenings long ago; once more·he pro

jects for the reader the influence of a past upon people 

of the present: some who actually participated in that 

past and others who experience it vicariously, but all are 

influenced by its ominous power. 

Omnisciently narrated and centered around a visit 

with Miss Rosa Coldfield on a September afternoon in 1909, 

chapter one of Absalom, ~bsalom! is a revelation of Quen-

tin Compson's and Rosa's impressions of a past commencing 

some seventy-five years earlier--a time beginning when 

Quentin, a young man just entering college, and even Rosa 

Coldfield, an old woman and ostensibly a chief authority 

since she actually knew the people about whom this tale of 

the past is centered, are yet unborn. 

Like Benjy's chapter in The Sound and the Fury, the 

first chapter of Absalom, Absalom! provides what the reader 

later sees as a basic, if confused, outline of the entire 

tale. Almost immediately Quentin reveals: 

4shreve uses the Abraham analogy to describe Sutpen 

and the curse of the past. 



It seems that this demon--his name was sutpen-
(Colonel Sutpen)--Colonel Sutpen. Who came out 

34 

of nowhere and without warning upon the land with 
a band ?f strange niggers and built a plantation--
(Tore v1olently a plantation, Miss Rosa Coldfield 
says)--tore violently. And married her sister Ellen 
and begot a son and a daughter which--(Without 
gentleness begot, Miss Rosa Coldfield says)--with
out gentleness. Which should have been the jewels 
of his pride and the shield and comfort of his old 
age, only--(Only they destroyed him or something 
or he destroyed them or something. And died)--
and died. Without regret, Miss Rosa Coldfield says 
--(Save by her) Yes, save by her. (And by Quentin 
Compson) Yes. And by Quentin Compson.5 

The reader has then, from the first, a skeleton of 

the tale and an introduction, as the last two lines indi-

cate, to the characters' obsessed interest in it as a part 

of their heritage of the past; the rest of the novel . 1s a 

complex amplification of these two--an amplification begin-

ning in Rosa Coldfield's depiction of the tale with its 

careful interruptions by either Quentin or the narrator to 

affirm or deny the old woman's facts. 

While Quentin reveals that he himself knows part 

of the story of the Sutpen past which took place "between 

this September afternoon in 1909 and that Sunday morning 

in June in 1833 when [Sutpen] first rode into town out of 

no discernible past" (p. 11), Rosa provides most of the 

first chapter's information about that past. According to 
6 

Rosa (and supported by Quentin and the narrator), Sutpen 

5william Faulkner, Absalom, Absalom! (New York: 
The Modern Library, 1964), p. 9. Further quotations taken 
from this edition will be cited in the body of the paper. 

6 rbid., pp. 11, 51. 
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marrles Ellen because he needs "respectability, the shield 

of a virtuous woman 11 (p. 14) ; they have two children; 

Ellen dies; Henry repudiates his home and disappears; he 

returns home and murders his sister's fiance; he disappears; 

Sutpen and Rosa agree to marry; Sutpen dies. 

At this point the reader is not aware (though he 

later sees Rosa's complete ignorance of significant facts 

of the Sutpen past) of how little the woman actually knows . 

But he . 
lS aware, already, that not everything Rosa says is 

actual =act; for Quentin and the narrator's intercessions 

into the tale--as well as the author's depictions of the 

old woman as "a character cold, implacable, and even ruth-

less '1 (p. 10) and as "profoundly and sternly prophetic out 

of all proportion 11 (p. 22) --are enough to suggest Rosa's 

doubtful veracity. But even Rosa unwittingly points out 

her questionable "facts 11
; for, when she insists upon Thomas 

Sutpen's and Julia's demonia, she actually suggests the op-

posite in her presentation of their past. 

First announcing, 11 I had had twenty years in which 

to watch him" (p. 18) , Rosa then adrni ts that she seldom 
7 

even saw the family; then about her association with the 

"demon" himself, the old woman changes her story: "He 

showed us . . he showed Ellen that is not me. I was 

7Faulkner, Absalom, Absalom!, p. 23. 
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8 
not there.~~ And, describing- an experience 1n which she 

really sees the demonic Julia 1n action, Rosa (who ten 

pages earlier records that she is four years younger than 

her niece) confides: "It has been Julia, a girl of six, who 

had instigated the runaway" (p. 25). Here, the reader must 

believe that either the old woman has their ages confused 

or that she expects the judgment of a two year old to be 

. . 
conv1nc1ng. 

Finally, 1n a last presentation of Julia, Rosa pre-

sents a careful depiction of an entire happening, conversa-

tion and all, only to end, "But I was not there. I was not 

there to see the two Sutpen faces this time--once on Judith 
9 

and once on the negro girl beside her. 11 

The author's presentation of Rosa as a source of 

both fact and imagination about the past unobtrusively pre-

pares the reader to sort a phantasm of information by sUb-

sequent characters of the tale~ for from this point ideas 

are introduced, amended, disputed, solidified with amazing--

and often ~ot always merely a littl~ confusing--rapidity. 

So Rosa, with Quentin's help, introduces the story 

of Absalom, and she unknowingly warns the reader to analyze 

(with the aid of the narrator and various characters) the 

8 Ibid. , p. 27. Italics rn1ne. 

9 
Ibid. I p. 30. Mr. Compson refers to this as a fact, 

too, on p. 120. 
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validity of the information which 1s presented. But her 

function does not ye·t end. Though Mr. Compson and Quentin 
10 

introduce the idea, it 1s Rosa Coldfield who first vo1ces 

the maJOr concern of the novel: a belief 1n a curse of the 

past on man, a concern which is heralded by even the title 

of Faulkner•s Absalom, Absalom! 

Beginning her narration, the old woman carefully 

excludes the outsider Quentin. He is neither sutpen nor 

Coldfield; he is not kin to her; thus, 11 You were fortunate 

enough to escape yourself" (p. 10). Yet ten pages later 

she, who has just exempted Quentin, unites the curse of her 

family to that of the entire southern United States: "Yes, 

a fatality and curse on the South and on our family as 

though because some ancestor of ours had elected to estab-

lish his descent in a land primed for fatality and already 
11 

cursed with it" ( 21) . And through it all, she contrarily 

and repeatedly insists that rather than the curse of the 

12 
past 11 it is from themselves that they need protection."-

Rosa Coldfield is as contradictory in her presenta-

tion of her belief in ·the power of the past as she is in 

her presentation of that past. And in her contradictions 

of these beliefs as in her contradictions of the past, the 

10
rbid., pp. 9, 12, 13. 

11 rbid., This idea is reinforced on p. 28. 

12 rbid., pp. 22, 25, 27. 
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old \•>'Oman prepares the reader for yet another fact about 

this tale: the philosophies projected by the various char

acters--the philosophies which through their impact on 

their O\vners ultimately point. up the theme of this novel--

are not divulged in simple s-tatements~ they, like the pres en-

tation of the actual past (and again not without the aid of 

the narrator and various characters) , must be sorted, 

amended, corrected, and revealed. 

As Rosa's short narration approaches its end, the 

old woman states: "There is a breathing-point . . where 

you can . . say to yourself, thank God, this is all; at 

least I now know all of it 11 (29). But if at the end of 

chapter one the reader is acutely aware that Miss Rosa does 

not "know all of it," he is equally aware that neither does 

he. 

Chapters two, three, and four of Absalom are Quen-

tin's recollection of discussions with his father which 

reveal the past both through stories told by Quentin's grand-

father to his son and through ideas at which Quentin's 

father has arrived through his own impressions of the past. 

Mr. Compson's narration extends Rosa's and Quen-

tin's skeletal presentation and, like the narrator and Quen-

tin in chapter one, alternately reinforces and deprecates 
13 

parts of the old woman's tale. And like Rosa's, Mr. 

13Ibid., pp. 43, 51, 74, 78, 62. 
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Compson's story is full both of facts and of mere assump

tions by the speaker. 

Though the fanaticism of the old woman about Sut-

pen's demonia, even without such opposite narrative descrip

tions of the demonic ghost as "quiet inattentive and harm

less" (8), is enough to deprecate that part of her tale, 

Mr. Compson further reinforces the idea of the normalcy 

of Sutpen in his revelation that the demonic language of 

Sutpen's "wild negroes" was actually French which the J.g

norant Jeffersonites could not understand. He also points 

out the dubious character of those often responsible for the 

revelations to the town of happenings on Sutpen's Hundred.
14 

Yet, in spite of his logic and insight, the old 

man's tale, like Rosa's, is flawed; for, though Mr. Camp

son does not contradict himself as Rosa does, he does some-

thing as revealing; interspersed through his actual facts 

of the sutpen past, Mr. Compson creates from his imaginings 

his own story complete with conversation--a story so con

vincing that only with the aid of the old man's qualifying 

statements and later with those of Shreve and Quentin, who 

point out its imperfections, does the reader realize that 

the maJOr part of his tale is simply the imaginings by a 

man of merely what could--but does not--transpire. 

14
rbid., pp. 36, 57. 
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Rosa's chimeric proj2ction of the past is easily 

disregarded. Though his information is at least second 

hand having passed to him from his father who was Sutpen 1 s 

friend, Mr. Compson 1 s portrait of the past is extremely 
. . 

conv1nc1ng. Yet an analysis of his narration reveals that 

t l t h . 15 
on a eas t lrty-two pages the man qualifies his arnpli-

fication of the tale with such remarks as "in all probability, 11 

11 doubtless, " "must have, " "I suppose, " 11 I think, .. 11 perhaps. " 

Obviously engrossed in it, the man carefully analyzes the 

facts of the Sutpen past. Though he has centered his story 

around solid facts, he has not divined the truth, and while 

the reader does not yet know that truth, Mr. Compson him-

self, through these qualifications, convinces the reader 

not to accept this rendition of the tale. In fact, he does 

more than that; even in his narration he carefully under-

scores the questionability of his theory of the past. 

According to Rosa Coldfield 1 s interpretation of the 

story, Judith was forbidden to marry Charles Bon 11 Without 

rhyme or reason or shadow of excuse" (p. 18). Mr. Cornpson 

centers his narration around his explanation of that rea-

son: Bon was an "intending bigamist .. (p. 90) who was al-

ready wed to a mulatto woman in New Orleans. He was the 

15rbid., pp. 43, 45, 46, 47, 49, 51, 55, 58, 61, 62, 
63, 64, 65, 66, 67, 70, 77, 80, 87, 90, 91, 99, 100, 106, 
108, 110, 120, 122, 124, 126, 132. 
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father of the woman's son. Although this information about 

a wife and child is verified in succeeding chapters, it is 

no-t the reason that Charles could not marry Judith; and, 

even as he describes it, Mr. Compson comes to question the 

veracity of his story, for in spite of his elaborate tale 

the man insists to Quentin: 

Yes, granted that, even to the unworldly Henry, 
let alone the more travelled father, the exis
tence of the eighth part negro mistress and six
teenth part negro son, granted even the morganatic 
ceremony--a situation which was as much a part of 
a wealthy young New Orleansian's social and fash
ionable equipment as his dancing slippers--was 
reason enough, which is drawing honor a little fine 
even for the shadowy paragons which are our an
cestors born in the South and come to man--and 
womanhood about eighteen sixty or sixty one. It's 
just incredible. It just does not explain. Or 
perhaps that's it: they dont [sic] explain and 
we are not supposed to know. . . Something is 
missing. (pp. 100-101) 

Like Rosa, Mr. Compson relies on his imaginings to 

attempt to explain the past. Like Quentin's father, Rosa 

also feels that "something is missing." In the fifth chap-

ter the reader learns that the reason, in fact, that Rosa 

compelled Quentin's appearance is to see exactly what the 

missing "something" is. And in her preparation to go to 

Sutpen's Hundred to find the something that is "out there," 

the old woman reveals more of the Sutpen past, and she 

clarifies for the reader her own preoccupation with that 

past. 

Rosa Coldfield is a simple epitome of contradiction 

in chapter one. By chapter five the reader has learned to 
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disregard at least the old woman's demonizing of Sutpen. 

When she aguin begins her account of the tale, it is neither 

surpr1s1ng nor convincing when Rosa resorts to such descrip-

tions as "Thomas Sutpen's devil's fate" (p. 134), his 

"devil' s heritage" ( 13 5) " b t t f p. , an ogre, some eas ou o a 

tale to frighten children with" (p. 158); however, seem-

ingly aware that she is convincing no one of her creation 

of the Sutpen demon, the old woman abruptly, conversely, 

and convincingly admits: 

There was a shape which rode away beneath a flag 
and (demon or no) courageously suffered--and I 
did more than just forgive: I slew it . 
[and] no ogre; mad true enough . . but no ogre, 
because it was de~d, vanished, consumed somewhere 

. among the lonely craggy peaks of my child
hood's solitary remembering." (p. 167) 

Suddenly, according to even Rosa, Thomas Sutpen 

16 
1s no demon; so at last Rosa has clarified one point of 

contradiction on which she centers her first chapter. The 

old woman also further reveals, though she never clarifies, 

her position concerning the other contradiction in her 

chapter one: that of the curse of the past on man, projected 

on the one hand by Miss Coldfield as an inescapable doom on 

man and on the other as a self-imposed design. 

Her story is full of the former from "brute instru-

ment of that justice which presides over human events," 

16Though even to the end, she continues to refer to 
him as the "demon." 
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''t\vO accursed children, 11 "the accelerating circle's fatal 

curvlng course of his ruthless pride, his lust for vain 

magnificence," 11 there was a fate on it," to "the very dark 

17 
forces of fa t.e which he had evoJ-ced and dared... Partially, 

Rosa does not convince here simply because in the middle 

of it all she changes her mind about Sutpen's demonia; but 

more than that, because, significantly (and consistently 

by now for Rosa), she again suggests the antithesis to her 

theory of the curse of the past; a belief in man's own chosen 

design for his life. 

In her description of two happenings Rosa Coldfield 

projects man as the agent of his own fate. While she con-

sistently condemns Sutpen and her own father as being those 

primarily responsible for her misspent and ill-fated life, 

Rosa's descriptions of her one moment of real interaction 

(opposed to vicarious living) with an individual--her en-

gagement to Thomas Sutpen--runs rampant with her insistence 

that it was she who directed her "fate." She insists: "I 

agreed to marry him 11 (p. 118); "It took me just three 

months" (p. 158); "that was my courtship . . I could have 

made reply" (p. 164); "I could have forced that niche myself 

if I had willed to" (p. 164). 

17 b 1 I 135 162 168 Faulkner, Absalom, A sa om., pp. , , , 
165; other references are seen on pp. 138, 168, 169. 
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Finally, 1n her description of Clytie, Rosa under

scores this idea that the individual is not solely directed 

by the II S l• n s II 0 f h l• S f th f h • • a ers; or, w lle she adm1ts Clyte-

mestra's limitations imposed by a past over which she has 

no control, the old woman insists about the servant: "I 

found a face which was its soul's own inquisitor, a hand 

which was the agent of its O'Nrl crucifixion" (p. 142). 

Thus, Rosa, who introduces the major concern of 

Absalom, Absalom!--the curse of the past on man--alternately 

supports and depreciates her assertions of man's inescap-

able doom. 

Quentin's father can not decide exactly what to call 

the force, "fate, destiny, retribution, irony--the stage 

manager" (p. 72), "what Judge or Arbiter" (p. 124); but, 

while there is some intangible and unexplanable flaw in his 

tale, he never suggests that the flaw is in his presentation 

of a fate on the family. 
18 

A.ccording to the man, there is 

a fate on mankind. And at one point he is almost hopeful: 

Have you noticed how so often when we try to recon
struct the causes which lead up to the actions of 
men and women, how with a sort of astonishment we 
find ourselves now and then reduced to the belief 

. that they stemmed from some of the old vir
ture? The thief who steals not for greed but for 
love, the murderer who kills not out of lust but 
pity?" (p. 121) 

18Mr. cornpson refers to this ominous doom on the 
following pages: 59, 86, 118, 61, 68, 71, 72, 74, 78, 87, 89, 
91, 94, 105, 108, 114, 118, 120, 123, 124, 127, 129, 131, 132. 
(However, he does once refer to Rosa as .. a creature clois-
tered now by deliberate choice" (p. 65) . 
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His hope, though, ls short-lived; and what emerges is a be

wildered pessimism which almost parallels his confusion 1n 

the physical facts of the tale. Mr. Compson sums up his O\ID 

perplexity through his projection of the thoughts of sutpen's 

daughter Julia: 

You make so little impression, you see. You get born 
and you try this and you dont [sic] kno\v why only you 
keep on trying to, having to, move your arms and 
legs with strings only the same strings are hitched 
to all the other arms and legs . . . all trying to 
make a rug on the same loom only each one wants to 
weave his own pattern into the rug; and it cant [sic] 
matter, you know that or the Ones that set up the 
loom would have arranged things a little better, and 
yet it must matter because you keep on trying or hav
ing to keep on trying and then all of a sudden it's 
all over and all you have left is a block of stone 
with scratches on it v • and it doesn't matter. (p. 
127) . 

Though Rosa • s couple 'J£ relatively quiet assertions 

about an opposite conception of the influence of the past 

. . b . d h' . 19 
are almost ins1gnif1cant enough to e 1gnore at t ls po1nt, 

when they are added to Mr. Compson's obvious, though pess1-

mistic, bafflement concerning the "fate" of man, the reader 

is aware that the old woman, as well as Mr. Compson, has re-

lied on Quentin for more than she knows; and at the end of 

chapter five the boy is to take her to Sutpen's Hundred to 

find the "something that is missing" from her story. Find 

it he does, and, more than merely sieving the facts of this 

even more 
which use 
thesis. 

19They are recalled, however, and t~erefore made 
significant by further references ~n the novel 
the same crucifixion symbol connot1ng the same 
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t a 1 e 0 f " fury " ( 2 0 7 ) · +- · h P· , , 1.__ lS t e task of this young South-

erner and his Canadian roommate to supply what Rosa and Quen-

tin's father cannot: the missing meaning to this tale. It 

is they who direct the reader through this spectacle of 

fact and fantasy and contradiction to their conception (and 

Faulkner's) of the past and the influence of that past on 

mankind. 

As earlier stated, it would be logical if those 

closest to the actual happenings of the past were most in 

authority: Rosa, who actually knew the participants, and 

Mr. Compson, who at least received his information only 

second hand. However, Faulkner makes his final authorities 

of those most distant from that past: Shreve McCannon and 

Quentin Cornpson; but that they are his authorities he clearly 

reveals. Early in the boys' amplification the narrator care-

fully asserts their truth; then the author has Quentin him-

self reveal: "If I had been there I could not have seen it 

this plain" (p. 190) . 

Immediately into their interpretation another point 

1s made; in spite of their differing backgrounds, Quentin 

and Shreve are much alike. They are the same age; their 

thoughts about the past are so similar that often it is im

possible to tell who is say1ng what (indeed, as the author 

himself points out, "it did not matter which one of them did 
20 

the talking," and perhaps even more suggestive, neither 

2°Faulkner, Absalom, Absalom!, p. 316. See also 
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Shreve the Canadian nor Quentin the Southerner lS actually 

a blood relation to the people in this tale of the past, a 

fact reinforced unobtrusively but carefully by Shreve's ques-

tion: 11 You mean she was no kin to you?'' and Quentin • s in-

sistence, "no neither aunt, cousin, nor uncle, Rosa .. (p. 174). 

Until this point in the Faulkner story, the charac

ters have been preoccupied with the depiction of members of 

a particular family caught up ln events over which they have 

no apparent control, events from out of the past influencing 

them ln one way or another. And surely Miss Rosa, Mr. Comp-

son, and Quentin, though they waver, are almost totally con-

vincing in their presentation of this fate as an ominous 

force which is 11 going to turn and destroy us all some day" 

(p. 12). So engrossing is the depiction of this destructive 

force that the reader could almost, if again the author did 

not constantly point it out, overlook a fact of paramount 

significance which arises in the last half of the novel and 

one toward which this entire tale of the past has been point-

ing; for at last the author reveals that, indeed, regardless 

of how he views it, no one is exempt from this curse of the 

past--not Sutpen's sons, daughters, and grandchildren; not 

his wife; nor Rosa, his kin by marriage; nor Quentin, merely 

p. 303 for further support. I am aware that ~n Faulk~er in 
the Universitv Faulkner suggests that "[Quent1n] was JUst 
one of the thirteen ways to look at Sutpen, and his way may 
ha,re been the--one of the most erroneous. Probably his friend 
McCannon had a much truer picture of sutpen . . than Quen-
tin himself did" (p. 274). 
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grandson of a friend; nor even Shreve, friend of the grand-

son of a friend. It is a universal burden shared alike by 

members of individual families, their friends, friends of 

friends; it is not limited to the southern United States, nor 

even to one country; it is a burden of all mankind. 

Quentin and Shreve are responsible for sorting, re-

Vlslng, and ordering this information about the past into a 

clarified and unified whole; but that task 1s only a portion 

21 of their responsibility as the authorities of the tale. 

For in their depiction of it, these two people born "half a 

continent apart" (p. 258) merge themselves into this past by 

making themselves a part of it, as much, in fact, as Benja-

min in The Sound and the Fury merges his past and present 

into one; and though these two can leave that past and re-

enter their present lives, even for them at some point the 

past "is." 

At least s1x times the author records: "There was 

now not two of them but four; the two who breathed not indi-

viduals now yet something both more and less than twins ... 

21cleanth Brooks also suggests this idea of the im
portance of the boys, but he insists that Shreve "at the end 
is able to shrug off the tragic implications and resume the 
tone of easy banter" (''History and the Sense of the Tragic: 
Absalom, Absalom!," Faulkner: A Collection of Critical 
Essays, pp. 186-203). Hyatt Waggoner also.a~knowledges.their 
importance; he suggests that even the boys lnterpretatlons 
are different; "Not that Shreve is right and Quentin wrong, 
but that Shreve's in another, and clarifying, point of view." 
("Past as Present: Absalom, Absalom!," Faulkner: A Collec
tion of Critical Essays, pp. 175-185). 
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Not two of them in a New England college sitting room but one 

22 
in a Mississippi library sixty years ago... The signifi-

cance of what is revealed from their amalgamation into the 

past cannot be the mere correction of a tale of the past be-

cause, even though the boys' presentation of that past is 

several times underscored with the authors' accent of "true 
23 

enough, •• the omniscient narrator plainly states: "both 

[Shreve and Quentin were] thinking as one ... creating 

. people who perhaps had never existed . . . who . . . 

were shadows not of flesh and blood but shadows ... of 

. shades too.. (p. 303). Finally the narrator actually 

reveals: 

Each . . forgave condoned and forgot the faulting 
of the other--faultings both in the creating of 
this shade whom they discussed (rather existed in) 
and in the hearing and sifting and discarding the 
false and conserving what seemed true, or fit the 
preconceived" (p. 316). 

Shreve's and Quentin's significance lies not just 1n the 

clarification of what possibly (and probably, the narrator 

agrees) transpired 1n the past, not merely their story tell

ing ability, then, but also in their symbolic significance. 

In their immersion of themselves into this past concerning 

people about whom it has been carefully asserted that there 

are no blood ties, these two--Quentin, the Southerner, and 

22 Faulkner, Absalom, Absalom!, pp. 294, 299, 333, 
345, 346, 351. 

23
rbid., pp. 335, 336. 
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Shreve, one from outside the country even--represent the 

collective unity of man into the influence of an inescapable 

past, a unity which is repeatedly reinforced throughout their 

narrative. 

From the first pages of the novel, Quentin and Mr. 

Compson are aware, if Rosa is not, that by being ''born and 

bred ln the deep South .. (p. 9) they are intimately involved 

with this story of the Sutpen past, a thought which lS re-

peated in the latter half of the novel when Quentin thinks: 

11 You knew it already, had learned, absorbed it ... without 

the medium of speech somehow from having been born and liv-

ing beside it 11 (212). 

The Canadian Shreve's involvement with the past is 

drawn almost as explicitly as that of Quentin and his father. 

His earlier described thought processes parallel with those 

of his southern roommate are enough to imply the unity of 

the two boys .. In addition to that revelation, the author 

almost step-by-step continues to reinforce Shreve's fusion 

into that past. 

The author first reveals the close relationship of 

the ideas of Shreve with those of Quentin's father. Re-

peatedly Quentin describes his roommate Shreve as sounding 

24 
"almost exactly like Father... Finally, through these ref-

erences all three characters are joined by the Canadian's 

24rbid., pp. 181, 207, 211. See also 277, 303, 334. 



52 

insistence to Quentin: 11

D~nt [sic] say it's just me sounds 

like your old man 11 
( 261) p. . 

It is Shreve who acknowledges his and Quentin's 

kinship to the past when he insists upon describing Rosa 

Cold field as "Aunt Rosa, 11 an epithet he consistently uses 

both in spite of the fact that he knows she is not related 

by blood to even Quentin, and in spite of Quentin's weak 

corrections. At first ·the reader assumes that the boy is 

merely being flippant, but the author clarifies Shreve's 

intention; and when Shreve later makes another statement of 

a similarly light nature, the narrator explains: 

His remark was not intended for flippancy or even 
derogation. It was born (if from any source) of 
that incorrigible unsentimental sentimentality of 
the young which takes the form of hard and often 
crass levity. (p. 275) 

Finally, and most significantly, the seern1ng geo-

graphical difference even depicts the unity of Quentin and 

Shreve.. Describing the boys as "both young, both born within 

the same year," the narrator continues: 

born half a continent apart yet joined, connected 
after a fashion in a sort of geographical transub
stantiation by the Continental Trough, that River 
which runs not only through the physical land of 
which it is the geographical umbilical, not only 
runs through the spiritual lives of the beings with
in its scope, but is very Environment itself which 
laughs at degrees of latitude and temperature. (p. 
258) 

Having pointed out the unity of these two outsiders 

into what becomes a co~~on past, the author has Quentin at-

tempt to verbalize that unity: 



Maybe we are bC:th ~a~her. Maybe nothing ever hap
pens once and ls flnlshed. Maybe happen is never 
once but like ripples maybe on water after the 
pebble sinks, the ripples moving on, spreading, 
th7 pool attached . . . to the next pool . . . let 
thls second pool contain a different temperature 
of water ... different tone ... it doesn't mat
ter; that pebble's watery echo whose fall it did not 
even see moves across its surface too at the orig
inal ripple-space .... We are both Father. Or 
maybe Father and I are both Shreve, maybe it took 
Father and me both to make Shreve or Shreve and me 
both to make Father or maybe Thomas Sutpen to make 
all of us. (p. 262) 

Quentin suggests the extending influence of the 
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past in his analogy which he later restates in his "not only 

a man never outlives his father but not even his friends and 

acquaintances do" (p. 277). Then Shreve, gradually but dis-

tinctly, attests his awareness of his own amalgamation into 

that past. Reiterating the curse theory first voiced by 

Rosa Coldfield, Shreve acknowledges the influence of a past 

transferred from fathers to sons when he compares the Thomas 

sutpen story to the biblical teaching of the sins of the 

fathers passing to the sons, a teaching he mistakenly cen

ters around Abraham instead of King David and Absalom. 25rn 

spite of his mistake, Shreve makes his point: It wasn't 

going to be the old man who would have to pay the check; 

who should do the paying if not his own sons, his get 

[his] sons to bear the burdens of [his] iniquities and 

persecutions" (p. 325). 

25Though apparently Shreve has Abraham confused with 
David and his Absalom story, the idea of the transfer of the 
sins of man through the generations is what he is attempting 
t~ and succeeding in projecting. 
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Then, though he carefully accents the boys' differ

ences when he insists that this concern with the past is 

11 SOmething my people haven't got. Or if we have got it, ... 
lL 

all happened long ago across the water and so now there aint 

anything to look at every day to remind us of it" (p. 361). 

In his last statement (and in almost the last words of the 

Faulkner tale) Shreve McCannon acknowledges his and his pos

terity's filiation with that burden of the past--a past whose 

curse is not limited to one man, one family, one section of 

a country, or even to one country. For in the end there 1s 

left only one descendent of Thomas Sutpen to carry on that 

curse of the past: Jim Bond, "a hulking, young light-colored 

negro man . [with] saddle-colored and slack-mouthed idiot 

face . . the scion, the heir, the apparent" (p. 370). And 

about this inheritor and progenitor of the influence of an 

inescapable past Quentin's Canadian roommate Shreve asserts: 

In time the Jim Bonds are going to conquer the 
western hemisphere. Of course it wont be in our 
time and of course as they spread toward the poles 
they will bleach out again like the rabbits and the 
birds do, so they wont show up so sharp against the 
snow. But it will still be Jim Bond; and so in a 
few thousand years, I who regard you will also have 
sprung from the loins of African kings.26 

26Faulkner, Absalom, Absalom!, p. 378. In Portable 
Faulkner, Malcolm Cowley disparages Faulkner's organization 
of Absalom, Absalom! by his shift "halfway through the book 
from the principal theme of Colonel Sutpen's ambition to the 
secondary theme of incest and miscegenation" (p. 42). How
ever, if Faulkner's theme is, as his title suggests, the ex
tension of the past into man's present, then there is no 
shift in theme; it is a single continuation. Waggoner ("Past 
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Recalling Quentin's analogous thoughts some one 

hundred pages earlier, the reader continues, ''from the loins 

of the Thomas Sutpens, the Shreve McCannons, and any other 

sons of fathers in the 'ripples . . spreading . . to the 

next pool . [of a] different temperature . [a] dif-

ferent tone . [as] the pebbles watery echo whose fall it 

did not even see moves across its soil.'" 

Though the characters of Absalom, Absalom! are con-

cerned with the influence of a distant instead of an imme-

diate past, like The Sound and the Fury, Absalom is immersed 

1n that past; and, like the earlier novel, Absalom's time 

is projected end first. Not only have all the major events 

happened by the time they are introduced, but they happened 

as many as seventy-five years before. Again, as in The Sound 

and the Fury, spread throughout Absalom, Absalom! is the 

careful presentation of man's receiving the "curse" of the 

past; and around the extension of that curse is projected a 

feeling of doom, of submission to what the characters see 

as the work of fate. 

as Present: Absalom, A.bsalom! '', p. 182) also describes this 
additional theme as "one meaning of Absalom, then, is that 
when the Old south was faced with a choice it could not 
avoid, it chose to destroy itself rather than admit brother
hood across racial lines." This complaint about two themes 
is voiced even by Claude-Edmonde Magny in his "[Faulkner] 
needs to have two stories to tell at the same time'' ("Faulk
ner or Theological Inversion," p. 66). 
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There is no escape; neither for Thomas Sutpen, nor 

for his sons and daughters; neither for Rosa Coldfield, who 

is only his sister-in-law, nor for Mr. Compson, who is merely 

the son of Sutpen's best friend; neither for Quentin, who is 

simply the son of the son of the friend, nor for Shreve, who 

is merely a roonu-nate of -that son of the son of that friend. 

All are influenced by this past of mankind. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE POWER OF THE PAST IN THE SOUND AND 

THE FURY AND ABSALOM, ABSALOM! 

In both The Sound and the Fury and Absalom, Absalom! 

Faulkner depicts a ubiquitous past permeating the present 

of mankind, a past owned commonly by all men. The author 

portrays the assimilation of this past in the lives of Benjy, 

Quentin, and Jason in The Sound and the Fury, and in Rosa, 

Mr. Compson, Quentin, and Shreve in Absalom, Absalom!. While 

in this assimilation, the past's ominous force is suggested, 

it is Thomas Sutpen, the axis character of Absalom, who 

points up the results of the "curse" of man's past~ and it is 

Faulkner's stabilizing forces--Dilsey in The Sound and the 

Fury and Shreve in Absalom, Absalom!--who extend the author's 

proof that none are exempt from this everpresent tyrannical 

force upon man. 1 

Obsessed by a childhood experience in which he is 

turned away from the front door of his father's employer by 

lin his "Faulkner's Use of the Past: A Comment," 
(Renascence: A Critical Journal of Letters, XX [Summer 1968], 
pp. 198-207), Terry Otten suggests this idea in his statement: 
"Faulkner constantly retrogresses into past to focus the in
stability and decadency of Man, and not just Southern man. 
Guilt is discovered 11 long before the white man came." Robert 
Penn Warren, reinforcing this thesis, says .. the image of Sut
pen's alienation are only images of Everym~n facing one of 
the possibilities of his world ( 11 Introductlon: Faulkner: 
Past and Present," Faulkner: A Collection of Critical Essays, 
p. 12.) 
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a servant who "told him, even before he had time to say what 

he had come for, never to come to that front door aga1n but 

to go around to the bac1
'" (·p 2 3 2) Tho s t d ., · ~ . , mas u pen spen s n1s 

entire life attempting to implement what he sees as a "de-

sign'' to accomplish his revenge upon the society represented 

2 
by that planter who humiliated him. In this design Sutpen 

attempts to escape his own past, to create a life 1n the 

image of the wealthy planter's, and, 1n so doing, to estab-

lish a refuge for his posterity, for that "little boy with-

out any shoes and with his pap's cut down pants for clothes 
3 to come and knock." 

Sutpen sees the accomplishment and failure of his 

design as his own success and his own failure--not the forces 

of fate: "Not retribution, no sons of the father come home 

to roost, not even bad luck, but just a mistake . . • • a. mls-

take a man could still combat if he could only find out what 

the mistake had been" (p. 268) . The narrator, on the other 

hand, carefully points out the recurring influences of Sut-

pen's inescapable past; for, while the "demon" succeeds in 

2
In "History and the Sense of the Tragic: Absalom, 

Absalom!," (Faulkner: A Collection of Critical Essays, p. 
194.), Cleanth Brooks states that "[Sutpen] is a new man with 
no concern for the past;" however, it is the aim of this pa
per to show that while Sutpen, like Jason II, wishes to have 
"no concern for the past," at the same time he--like the 
others--is acutely influenced by it. 

3Faulkner, Absalom, Absalom!, p. 260. See alsop. 
235 for a repetition of this idea. 
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getting his 'lland and [negroesl and a fin2 house to combat 

[his foes] with" (p. 238), he, like that planter who syrnbo-

lized Sutpen's humiliation and his hope for revenge, comes 

to reject 11 that whatever nameless stranger 11 (p. 261) for 

whom the demon supposedly erects his edifice in the first 

place; and, more than the planter, Thomas sutpen rejects 

even his own children in exactly the manner that the planter 

of his past rejected Sutpen himself. So, in addition to syrn-

bolizing the unity of men's differing pasts into one, this 

rejection is the obvious--if ironic--continuation of the 

cycle of that past cropping up into the life of one who thinks 

he has total control of his existence. Not even Sutpen es-

capes the past; Charles Bon and the unnamed infant of Milly 

and Sutpen symbolize that fact for the edification of both 

the demon and his readers. 

Through Sutpen's first born son the reader sees 

. 4 
Faulkner's parallel of Sutpen's and h1s son's pasts. Bon 

and his mother are 11 put aside" by the demon when Sutpen de-

cides that the mother, as well as her son, .. was not and could 

never be, through no fault of her own, adjunctive or incre-

mental to th~ design which I had in mind, so I provided for 

her and set her aside" (p. 240). So both Sutpen and Bon 

11 through no fault of [their] own,11 as children, are humiliated 

4 
For an extension of this idea see Brooks ( 11 History 

and the Sense of the Tragic 11 Faulkner: A Collection, p. 191) 
who describes Bon as Sutpen's 11 mirror image.~~ 
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and rejected by persons of Po,,u~r .... _ _.._ . 

Then when Charles Bon again emerges into Sutpen's 

life, Sutpen sees the acceptance of the boy as an "ironic 

delusion of all that he had suffered and endured in the 

past" (p. 263). The man never seems to realize that in his 

search for revenge against the planter, Sutpen becomes the 

epitome of that which he despises. When he insists "I did 

all that I set out to do" (p. 240), Sutpen suggests that, 

at this point, instead of revenge, his .intention as Quentin 

declares, is to get "richer and richer" (p. 260). And he 

rejects Bon once more. This time, again, the author parallels 

Sutpen's own experlence out of the past with that of his 

son's, a fact Charles himself reinforces for the reader in 

his statement about his father: "He o • • sent me a message 

like you send a command by a [negro] servant to a beggar or 

5 
a tramp to clear out." 

Then sutpen knowingly negates what he has claimed 

always as the chosen design of his life--the establishment 

of his sanctuary of hope and purpose which "all the men and 

women that had died to make his had left inside of him for 

h · to a o " (p 220) About his own son he states: lrn p ss n . . 

Either course I might choose, leads to the same re
sult, either I destroy my design with my own hand 

. or do nothing 0 • and see my design com-
plete itself . . in such a fashion as to be a 

5Faulkner, Absalom, Absalom!, p. 341. This idea is 
repeated on pp. 229-230, 232. 



mockery.an~ be~rayal of that little boy. . for 
whose Vlndlcatlon the \vhole plan was conceived 
and carried forward. (p. 2 7 4) 

The demon chooses to destroy his design himself. And, 

still, he seems 6 to see himself in control of his life. 

61 

For, once more, and this time as an old man, Sutpen attempts 

to fulfill his design first through Rosa, who soon rejects 

him, and then through Milly, the daughter of Wash Jones. 

And though Sutpen sees this act as a projection of his own 

plans, the reader sees, in this association with Milly, Sut-

pen's final proof of his assimilation into the character 

of the planter out of his past. Here he again refuses to 

acknowledge and accept into his care a child which is his 

own, and this time the parallel is even further accentuated 

not only in the obvious rejection of that child but even in 

the associated metaphors which Sutpen uses--once to describe 

the planter's own reaction to the Sutpen clan and again in 

his own reaction to the birth of his child. 

After his rejection at the door of the wealthy 

planter, Sutpen views his family as he says, "the rich man 

. must have been seeing them all the time--as cattle, 

creatures, heavy and without grace, brutely evacuated into 

6That sutpen is not in control is ironically revealed 
later when Judith and Clytie accept Bon's son into Sutpen's 
Hundred thus acknowledging, as Brooks states, the "blood 
kinship" of Sutpen' s original design ("History and the Sense 
of the Tragic," Faulkner: A Collection of Critical Essays, 
p. 192). 



62 

a world without hope or purpose for them" (p. 235). Then 

over fifty years later, Thomas Sutpen, the once wealthy 

planter, views another child, in another cabin as lowly as 

the first, and asks of it: ''Well . . horse or mare?" 

And, finding that Jones' daughter has g1ven birth to a 

daughter, Sutpen answers, "Well, Milly, too bad youre not 

a mare too. Then I could give you a decent stall in the 

stable 11 (p. 286) . 

In his actions Thomas Sutpen unwittingly projects 

the extension of an act out of the past which he abhors. 

In the beginning he states: "To comba-t them you have to 

have what they have that made them do what the man did. 

You got to have land and [negroes] and a fine house to com

bat them" (p. 238). And through his life revolving around 

an "old morality which had never yet failed to fail him" 

(p. 279), Sutpen displays his own ironic repetition of and 

assimilation into that past he has spent his life trying to 

conquer. But neither his association with nor the irony of 

that past is yet ended. For there remains Wash Jones, who 

symbolizes the unification of Sutpen to his childhood; even 

that past in the end as in the beginning has its impact on 

the man. 

wash Jones seems to be an insignificant, if somewhat 

repulsive, character; he lS simply the grandfather of the 

girl with whom sutpen 1s to try one last time to begin again 

his design. He is also the murderer of Sutpen. Yet, Jones' 
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role is actually of greater importance than it first ap-
7 

pears. In more ways than one he is the •• faithful grave 

digger who opened the play and would close it •· (p. 280). 

He is the antithesis of Thomas Sutpen: he 1s, as the author 

shows, what Sutpen might have been, had it not been for the 

demon's 11 design" which caused him to reject his own past and 

set out to create a new life. 

The parallels of the two men are obvious: they are 

the same age; the Jones family is as scorned in Jefferson 

as Sutpen suggests that his own family was scorned. Jones 

ls as innocent and trusting about Sutpen's reaction to him 

and his people, "whatever your hand tech . . . you will make 

it right" (p. 283), as Sutpen had been in his innocence 

that the planter of his youth "would be as pleased to show 

him the balance of his things as the mountain man would have 

been to show the powder horn and bullet mold that went with 

the rifle" (p. 229) . The narrator repeatedly emphasizes 

that Jones, like the young Sutpen, for many years is not 

even allowed to approach the front of the wealthy planter's 
8 

house. Jones, like Sutpen, has his planter "who owned all 

7At least thirty-seven times the man is recalled, 
surely enough, in that alone, to disclose his significance, 
Faulkner, Absalom, Absalom!, pp. 81, 87, 88, 125, 134, 135, 
150, 151, 152, 154, 156, 161, 166, 168, 171, 172, 181, 182, 
183, 186, 276, 277, 278, 280, 281, 282, 283, 284, 285, 286, 
287, 288, 289, 290, 291, 292, 358. 

8 Ibid., p. 183. It is also a parallel of the two 
that Jones does, finally, enter into the front door of his 
planter's.house. 
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the land . 1n the biggest house he had 

ever seen and who spent most of the afternoon 1n a barrel 

stave hanunock . . with a [negro] who did nothing 
9 

else but fan him and bring him drinks. 11 Finally, after 

providing the evidence to prove their unity, the narrator 

then states about this brutish poor white that even "that 

morality of his . . was a good deal like Sutpen's, that 

told him he was right in the face of all fact and usage and 

everything else" 
10 

(p. 287). 

The irony of Sutpen's supposed escape from his own 

past is starkly evinced when it is Wash Jones who completes 

the revenge the youth Sutpen had considered some fifty 

years before: "I can kill him" (p. 237) Sutpen had stated, 

and Wash Jones does just that. The reader sees that it is 

no incidental choice by the author that Jones cuts the man 

down with a scythe~ time has caught up with Thomas Sutpen. 

Yet, even though it represents the "final outrage and af-

front, .. this scythe, as Shreve points out, is also the 

"symbolic shape" through which Sutpen is extended into the 

present life of Rosa and, indeed, into the lives of future 

mankind. The past has, then, seemingly come full circle 

9
rbid., p. 227. See pp. 125, 227, 289. 

10rn Absalom, Absalom! this morality is finally at
tributed to Sutpen's sons, daughter (p. 120), grandson 
(p. 202, 207) and even to Quentin and Shreve (p. 280). 



65 

for Thomas Sutpen. It is, as the demon himself describes 

his early past, as if "it didn't have either a definite 

beginning or a definite ending . an attenuation . 

during which they did not seem to progress at all but just 

to hang suspended while the earth itself altered 11 (pp. 224-

22 5) . 

Jones' murder of Sutpen is described in almost the 
11 

exact center of the novel. It is an appropriate place. 

For certainly neither the tale of that past nor the influ-

ence of it is yet ended. The narrators in their own de-

pictions prove that influence; but even in the axis tale 

itself there is one more link which is significant as the 

symbolic and literal "bond" of the past of man to his pres-

ent and even his future--one Jim Bond, described earlier, 

the "heir, the apparent (though not obvious), .. as Quentin 

states (p. 370). Jim Bond is the son of Charles Etienne 

Bon, who is the son of Charles Bon, the son of Thomas Sut-

pen. Charles Bon Sutpen named himself; Jim's name seems 

something of an abberrant of the original. It is not. It 

is as carefully chosen by the author as Sutpen evidently 

chose that of Charles Bon. Even Luster is aware of its 

significance, and he directs that significance to the read-

er's attention. About the name Luster states: "Dat's a 

lawyer word. What dey puts you under when de Law ketches 

11Ibid., p. 187 in a novel of 378 pages. 
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you. " And the narrator continues, ,,that h · th was 1m, e name 

was Bond now, and. he woulon't care about that, who had in-

herited what he was from his mother and only what he could 

never have been from his father 11 (p. 215). 

But if Jim Bond doesn't care, and if Luster only 

suggests the significance of the name, the author is obvious-

ly aware that a bond is more than a \-lri tten obligation to 

pay something under the law; a bond (and this Bond) is also 

12 
a person who acts as surety for another's actions; it 1s 

he who must pay for those actions that the original does 

not pay. And, the author insists, all the Absaloms must 

pay 1n order to transfer this "curse" to another generation. 

In these characters the author proves this curse to 

be inescapable, tyrannical, and unending. Clytie, as well 

as the reader, is aware of the futility of her statement, 

"Whatever he done, me and Judith and him have paid it out" 

(p. 370). For even Faulkner's "good" people, even his sym-

bols of hope exemplified through Dilsey in The Sound and the 

Fury and Shreve in Absalom, Absalom! finally succumb to the 

force of the doom of their common past, a doom Quentin 

voices and through which he suggests the action of collec-

tive man from the very first: "What is it to me that ... 

whatever it was got tired of him ... and destroyed him? 

12webster's New world Dictionary of the American 
Language, ed. Joseph H. Friend and David B. Guralnik, New 
York: The World Publishing Company, 1960, p. 166. 
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. It's golng to turn and destroy us all some day, 

whether our name happens to be Sutpen or coldfield or not 11 

(p. 12). Dilsey is portrayed as perceptive, stable, com-

passionate, wise; she, as Faulkner states, "endures." But 

even Dilsey's victory seems slight. For while she, unlike 

the others in The Sound and the Fury, can comprehend time, 

as John Hagopian aptly points out, the woman "cannot get 
13 

the Compson clock in order." Nor can she stop the de-

struction of the Compson family, for whom she herself as-

sumes at least partial responsibility in her twice repeated 
14 

"aint I raised every one of them." And in the end, Dil-

sey even emits the feeling of futility suggested in the be-

ginning by Benjamin. First, there is the author's descrip-

tion of the old woman: 

She had been a big woman once but now her skeleton 
rose, draped loosely in unpadded skin that tightened 
again upon a pauch almost dropsical, as though 
muscle and tissue had been courage or fortitude 
which the days or the years had consumed until only 
the indomitable skeleton was left rising like a 
ruin or a landmark above the somnolent and imper
vious guts, and above that the collapsed face ..• 
lifted into the driving day with an expression at 
once fatalistic and of a child's astonished disap
pointment. (p. 331) 

Then Dilsey herself insists: "I done stood all I kin" 

(p. 357). Finally, this feeling of futility is evinced 

13John v. Hagopian, "Nihilism in Faulkner's The 
sound and the Fury," Modern Fiction Studies, XIII [Spring 
19671 1 PP• 45-55. 

14 Faulkner, Absalom, Absalom!, pp. 37, 246. 
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ln the final action of the old woman. In her conversation 

with Lucas, Dilsey insists: "I does the best I kin. Lawd 

knows dat . . Wes down to worse'n dis, ef folks jest 

knowd" (p. 396). And when she is last seen, Dilsey is 

futilely pointing the best way for Lucas and Benjy to go to 

the graveyard--a way which she knows they will ignore as 

certainly as the others in the tale ignore her. 

Dilsey 1s no savior, but then, she has insisted 

from the first "I aint got no wings" (p. 37). She is only 

human, but in her humanity the old woman points a way out 

of the nothingness which fills this tale of sound and fury. 

She is a crude tool, but as she points out about the rever-

end, there have been .. cuiser tools [used] dan dat" (p. 366) • 

The problem is that in the end nobody is listening to Dil-

sey; it is Benjy who begins the tale, and it is Benjy who 

d '+en s 1 '-. 

Nor in Absalom, Absalom! does Shreve McCannon (who 

1s as responsible for straightening out the Sutpen tale as 

Dilsey is for holding together the Compson family) have the 

. . last word. For while Shreve seems to see man as surv1v1ng 

1n spite of it all, like Benjy in The Sound and the Fury, it 

1s the confused and despairing Quentin who begins and ends 

the story of Absalom. 

Admittedly, Faulkner's projection of man provides 

glimpses of the individual power of man. There is the often 

described architect who is "doomed but not beat yet by a 
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damn sight." And, as Quentin records, Julia insists to the 

son of Bon, 
11

You can be whate\rer you will" (p. 204). And 

Rosa is not the only one who insists that man is the "agent 

of [his] own crucifixion" (p. 142); for Shreve, one of the 

author's avowed authorities in Absalom, describes Charles 

Etienne as "treading the thorny and flint-paved path toward 

the Gethsemane which he had decreed and created for him

self where he had crucified himself and came down from his 

cross for a moment and now returned to it" (p. 208). But 

even at the same time that th2 narrators suggest the indi

vidual's power, they project life as stifled; the present 

is not significant in itself; it is, as Jason Compson ex

plains about one event, an "anti-climax," "the prolongation 

of a conclusion already r1pe to happen." 

In The Sound and the Fury, the permeating influence 

of the past is depicted in the formation of the personali

ties of the characters of Benjy, Quentin, and Jason. The 

ominous and tyrannical power of the past is suggested by 

even the structure of the tale which presents events of the 

novel end first. This power of the past projecting into 

the present of mankind often creates a feeling of doom in 

the characters; and even those who refuse to accept that 

past as their "fate" are characterized for the reader as 

full recipients of that past. 

As the power of the past 1n their lives creates a 

feeling of futility in the characters, the projection of 
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the tale ln its end first pattern creates a feeling of 

futility on the part of the reader. One can hardly hope 

for the escape of Jason Compson I and Quentin from their 

"doom .. if they are first presented as dead. The reader 

cannot feel too optimistic about Caddy's happiness if she 

is first described as disowned by her family and separated 

from her child. Finally, 1n The Sound and the Fury even 

Dilsey seems almost ready to succumb to the fate of the 

others: "I done stood all I kin." 

Though Absalom, Absalom! is concerned with a distant 

instead of an immediate past, like The Sound and the Fury, 

Absalom shows the tyrannical influence of an inescapable 

past on the characters who actually physically participate 

in the past and even on those who must experience it vi

cariously. And in Absalom, as in the earlier novel, every

one--even Thomas Sutpen, who sees his life as the implemen

tation of his own "design"--is a product of that past. 

Once more like the earlier novel·, Absalom suggests 

the ominous power of the past even in its physical structure. 

From the first, the reader knows that the axis character 

and his family are dead: "They destroyed him or something 

or he destroyed them or something; And died. 11 Even from 

the first, Quentin reveals that "whatever it was got tired 

of him at last and turned and destroyed him. . It's 

going to turn and destroy us all some day." Finally, even 

Shreve McCannon, who is Absalom's parallel to The Sound and 
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the Fu~~s Dilsey (and the only maJor charact2r who is not 

in a state of despair when he is last viewed) , exemplifies 

the au thor 1 s proof that none are exempt from the 11 curse 11 

of man's common past. And in the end, as Rosa insists in 

Absalom and The Sound and the Fury suggests by even its 

title, man is "a walking shadow .. (171), an extension, the 

progeny, in these novels, of a past both immediate and long 

ago. 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

As William Faulkner carefully depicts through each 

of his major characters in The Sound and the Fury and 1n 

Absalom, Absalom!, man is 11 the sum of his past .. ~ and, 1n 

these two works, that past is composed of the past of unl

versal man. Symbolizing that unity of mankind into its 

common past, the author creates in both his formation of 

the structure of these tales and in the formation of the 

characters themselves, a depiction of the permeating in

fluence of that past on the individual. The past is set, 

he seems to be saying, and man must deal with it as a part 

of himself. 

In these two novels, The Sound and the Fury and 

Absalom, Absalom!, this influence of the past is viewed by 

the characters as an ominous and unrelenting power. But, 

in spite of the fact that Faulkner projects even 1n his 

structure a feeling of the finality of the power of the 

past, he never allows the complete abandonment of hope for 

man. One recalls that Dilsey is exhausted at the end of 

The Sound and the Fury, but the reader is convinced that 

she, like Faulkner's architect, is .. not beat yet by a damn 

sight 11 ~ and certainly Shreve at the end of Absalom, Absalom! 

is not being merely flippant when he insists upon the con

tinuance of mankind 1n future generations. 

72 
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Yet, ln the end of these tales, the reader 1s back 

wher2 he started. In The Sound and the Fury he 1s left 

with the thirty-three year old Benjamin Compson and his 

alternating wails and contentment; and if at the end of 

Absalom some months rather than days have passed, the be

ginning and ending revolve around a confused and distraught 

Quentin Compson. In the physical construction of these two 

novels there is little time progression. so is the mental 

progression much the same. For in these endings which do 

not end (Benjy is the same at the close of the tale as he 

is when he is first viewed; Quentin at the end is as ob-

sessed with this ''curse" which is "out to get us all" as 

at the beginning), the author seems to be projecting, as 

Rosa insists at one point, that "there 1s no all no finish." 

It is as if, as the narrator finally suggests, the course 

of man is to move as "on a treadmill" "immobile and without 

1 
progress" to no good end. And in his extension of hope for 

mankind through his characters who "endure," the author 

proves that even that endurance is often a "passive ability, 
2 

not the volitional will, to endure." It is something to 

which man is "doomed." 

so, in the ends as 1n the beginnings of the worlds 

of these two novels are Benjamin in The Sound and the Fury 

1Absalom, Absalom!, pp. 150, 225, 312. 

2 
Ibid . I p . 3 5 5 • 

354, 355. 
See also, pp. 65, 144, 349, 350, 
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and Quentin in Absalom, Absalom!: Benjy projecting a quiet

ness which is unquiet, and Quentin projecting an obsessive 

discontent as loud as Benjy's silence. And though the 

reader finds himself echoing Dilsey' s statement "what a 

sinful waste," there is little of optimism in these endings. 

Since he begins and ends these tales with characters lm

mersed in and overcome by the influence of the past, the 

author minimizes the significance of his positive images 

of hope projected by such characters as Dilsey and Shreve, 

who acknowledge and accept the past at the same time that 

they insist upon giving some direction to their own lives. 

Though both Dilsey and Shreve play prominent parts in the 

ending_of these tales, the reader is aware that the author 

does not allow them the last word. Though he never suggests 

the utter depravity of man, neither does Faulkner outline a 

clear-cut path for redemption. There are no hopeful little 

morals appended to The Sound and the Fury and Absalom, 

Absalom!. Clearly the author says that man is limited and 

restricted by his past. Through his good people he suggests 

the possibility of man's endurance in spite of obstacles in 

his past, but Faulkner does not in The Sound and the Fury 

or in Absalom, ~bsalorn! hearld that endurance of man as in

evitable. Indeed, in the tales, not one but both of these 

worlds created around their inescapable and awesome pasts 

end on notes of despair and frustration. They end "not 
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with a bang but a whimper. ~~ 3 And they take a long time 

comlng that far. 

3T. S. Eliot, "The Hollow Man," The Complete Poems 
and Plays 1909-1950 (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 
Inc., 1952), p. 59. 
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APPENDIX A 

BENJAMIN COMPSON'S PRESENT 

Page Lines Total Page Lines Total 

1 1-18 18 41 0 0 
2 1-29 29 42 20-23 4 
3 1-3 3 43 0 0 
4 0 0 44 0 0 
5 23-27 5 45 0 0 

6 0 0 46 0 0 
7 0 0 47 0 0 
8 26-29 4 48 0 0 
9 0 0 49 0 0 

10 0 0 50 0 0 

11 0 0 51 0 0 
12 0 0 52 0 0 
13 4-11 8 53 0 0 
14 0 0 54 0 0 
15 8-29 21 55 29 1 

16 1-29 29 56 1-4, 17-20, 25-26 10 
17 1-29 29 57 0 0 
18 1-29 29 58 24-29 6 
19 1-17 17 59 1-29 29 
20 0 0 60 1-29 29 

21 0 0 61 1-29 29 
22 3-12 9 62 17-29 17 
23 12-13 2 63 0 0 
24 0 0 64 28-29 2 
25 0 0 65 1-29 29 

26 0 0 66 1-29 29 
27 0 0 67 1-29 29 
28 0 0 68 1-4, 13-29 21 
29 0 0 69 1-21 21 
30 0 0 70 1-29 29 

31 0 0 71 12, 24-29 8 
32 0 0 72 1-29 29 
33 0 0 73 1-29 29 
34 0 0 74 1-21 21 
35 0 0 75 0 0 
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Page Lines Total Page Lines Total 

36 0 0 76 0 0 
37 0 0 77 0 0 
38 21-25 5 78 0 0 
39 0 0 79 0 0 
40 0 0 80 10-24 15 

81 1-8, 20-29 18 
82 1-23 23 
83 28-29 2 
84 0 0 
85 14-22 9 

86 15-19, 25-26 7 
87 3-5, 7-9, 13-19, 22-27 19 
88 3-5 3 
89 1-14 14 
90 3-13, 19-29 22 

91 1-5 5 
92 0 0 



APPENDIX B 

QUENTIN COMPSON•s PRESENT 

Page Lines Total Page Lines Total 

93 1-4, 17-18 6 140 1-3 3 94 9-17, 22-23, 27- 143 6-11, 28-29 8 28, 29 14 144 9-16, 20-27 16 95 13-29 17 145 1-24, 28-29 26 
146 1-11, 22-29 19 96 1-9, 25-28 12 

97 10-22 12 147 1-29 29 
98 25-29 5 148 1-29 29 
99 1-3, 8-20, 22-29 24 149 1-19, 29 20 

100 1-7, 23-29 14 150 1-29 29 
151 1-14, 18-29 26 

101 1-10, 26, 29 11 
102 1-2, 6-17, 20-29 23 152 1-5, 10-16, 20-23 16 
103 1-29 29 153 3-8, 11-16, 28-29 14 
104 1-22, 25-26, 29 25 154 1-3, 8-15 11 
105 3-5, 17-18, 155 1-29 29 

24-29 20 156 1-29 29 
109 23-29 7 157 1-29 29 
110 1-29 29 158 1-29 29 
111 1-8, 15-22 15 159 1-12 12 
112 12-13 2 160 1-10, 15-19 24 
113 13-14 2 161 1-29 29 
114 3-10 8 162 1-29 29 
116 19-20 2 163 1-29 29 
118 4, 13-16, 26-28 8 164 1-29 29 
119 4-5, 17-24 10 165 1-28 28 
121 8-29 21 166 18-29 12 
122 1-29 29 167 13-18, 25-29 11 
123 1-2, 5-11, 15-29 24 168 1-2, 14-29 18 
124 1-9, 12-13, 169 5-11, 23-24 9 

27-29 14 170 3-5, 22-29 11 
125 1-23 23 171 1-23 23 
126 21-24 4 172 4-14, 20-29 21 
128 26-29 4 173 1-29 29 
129 1-2, 14-15, 174 1-29 29 

18-27 14 175 1-29 29 
137 25-26 2 176 1-29 29 
138 1-5, 11-12, 

18-26 
139 11-13, 29 3 
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Page Lines Total 

177 1-29 29 
178 1-29 29 
179 1-29 29 
180 1-29 29 
181 1-29 29 

182 1-29 29 
183 1-18, 21-22, 

26, 29 23 
184 3, 9-11, 14, 18, 

22-29 14 
185 14-18 5 
203 12-29 18 

204 1-29 29 
205 1-29 29 
206 1-29 29 
207 l-29 29 
208 1-29 29 

209 1-29 29 
210 1-9, 20-22 12 
211 13-17 5 
212 5-29 25 
213 1-22, 28-29 24 

214 1-10, 21-26 17 
215 20-22 3 
216 1-3, 9-15 10 
219 5-7 3 
222 4-27 24 



APPENDIX C 

JASON COMPSON II'S PRESENT 

Page Lines Total Page Lines Total 

223 1-18 18 . 277 1-29 29 224' 1-29 29 278 1-29 29 225 1-29 29 
226 1-29 29 279 1-29 29 
227 1-29 29 280 1-29 29 

281 1-29 29 
228 1-29 29 282 1-29 29 
229 1-29 29 283 1-29 29 
230 1-20 29 
231 1-29 29 284 1-29 29 
232 1-3, 15-29 18 285 1-29 29 

286 1-8 8 
233 1-29 29 287 3-29 27 
234 1-29 29 288 1-29 29 
235 1-29 29 
236 1-8, 18-29 20 289 1-29 29 
237 1-3, 7-29 26 290 1-9 9 

291 15-29 15 
238 1-29 29 292 1-29 29 
239 1-6, 18-29 18 293 1-29 29 
240 1-16, 23 17 
241 29 1 294 1-3, 18-29 15 
242 1-29 29 295 1-29 29 

296 1-29 29 
243 1-2 2 297 1-8, 23-23 11 
250 6-13 8· 298 10-15, 28-29 17 
261 16-29 14 
262 1-5, 24-29 11 299 1-7, 14-29 22 
263 1-29 29 300 1-24 24 

301 14-29 16 
264 1-29 29 302 1-23 23 
265 1-29 29 303 3-7, 21-29 14 
266 1-29 29 
267 1-29 29 304 1-29 29 
268 1-29 29 305 1-29 29 

306 1-29 29 
269 1-16, 25-29 21 307 1-29 29 
270 1-29 29 308 3-6, 23-29 11 
271 1-29 29 
272 1-29 29 309 5-22 18 
273 1-29 29 310 7-28 22 

311 9-29 21 
274 1-29 29 312 1-8 8 
275 1-29 29 313 6-21, 27-29 19 
276 1-2, 28-29 4 
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Page Lines Total 

314 1-20, 28-29 22 
315 25-29 5 
316 1-29 29 
317 1-29 29 
318 1-29 29 

319 1-29 29 
320 1-29 29 
321 1-29 29 
322 1-29 29 
323 1-29 29 

324 1-29 29 
325 1-29 29 
326 1-29 29 
327 1-29 29 
328 1-23 23 

329 5-18 14 



APPENDIX D 

QUENTIN'S RECORD OF MR. COMPSO~'S 

CONVERSATIONS 

Page Lines Total 

93 4-16 . 13 
94 S-8, 1"7 -201 23-27 12 
95 l, 8-11 5 
96 13-18, 20-21 9 
98 6-11 6 

99 20-23 3 
105 1-3, 18-19 5 
111 10 l 
113 25-26 2 
118 1, 8, 17-19, 21-24 12 

119 1-2, 9-17 11 
124 15-17 3 
125 26-28 3 
126 1-4 4 
129 7-13 7 

143 19-26 8 
152 18-20 3 
153 21-22 2 
159 19-22 4 
166 8-10 3 

217 20-21, 23-28 8 
218 1-10, 14-19 16 
219 18-28 10 
220 1-28 28 
221 1-28 28 

222 1-4 4 
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