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INTRODUCTION

In p o e t r y ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  t h e r e ' s  no 
room a t  a l l  f o r  t r a s h .  I t ' s  g o t  
to  be a b s o l u t e l y  impeccable ,  
a b s o l u t e l y  p e r f e c t .

—Will iam Faulkner
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1

The making o f  the  dream

In a r em in iscence  about  h i s  e a r l y  f r i e n d s h i p  w i th  Sherwood 

Anderson in  New Orleans  p u b l i sh e d  in  1953,  Fau lkner r e c a l l s  s ee in g  

Anderson " s i t t i n g  on a bench in  Jackson Square ,  laughing  with  h i m s e l f . "  

The rea son  f o r  h i s  s o l i t a r y  l a u g h t e r  was a dream Anderson had had in  

which he found h im s e l f  walking along  country  roads w h i le  le ad ing  a 

ho rse  which he was t r y i n g  t o  exchange f o r  a n i g h t ' s  s l e e p .  Faulkner  

j o i n e d  Anderson on th e  bench ,  and,  "with me t o  l i s t e n  now," Anderson 

began t o  t e l l  abou t  the  dream, " e l a b o r a t i n g  i t ,  b u i l d i n g  i t  i n t o  a 

work o f  a r t  w i th  the  same t e d io u s  ( i t  had the  appearance  o f  fumbling 

bu t  a c t u a l l y  i t  w a s n ' t :  i t  was s e e k in g ,  hun t ing)  a lmos t  e x c r u c i a t i n g

p a t i e n c e  and h u m i l i t y  w i th  which he d id  a l l  o f  h i s  w r i t i n g ,  me l i s t e n 

ing  and b e l i e v i n g  no word o f  i t :  t h a t  i s ,  t h a t  i t  had been any dream

dreamed in  s l e e p .  Because I knew b e t t e r .  I knew t h a t  he had in v e n ted

i t ,  made i t ;  he had made most o f  i t  o r  a t  l e a s t  some o f  i t  while  I was
2

t h e r e  w atching  and l i s t e n i n g  to  him."

The moment t h e  a t t e n t i v e  Faulkner  s a t  down on th e  bench Anderson 

assumed th e  r o l e  o f  t a l e  t e l l e r ,  co n f ro n t in g  in  l i f e  as he did  in  h i s

f i c t i o n  th e  problem o f  words as a medium f o r  t e l l i n g .  By means o f  h i s

^Will iam F au lkne r ,  E s s a y s , Speeches , & Pub l ic  L e t t e r s , e d i t e d  by 
James B. Meriwether (New York: Random House, I n c . ,  1965) ,  p.  3.

2 I b i d . , pp.  3-4 .

2
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s p e c i a l  c o n f r o n t a t i o n - - h i s  " se e k in g ,  hunting"  f o r  t h e  exac t  p h r a s e — 

Anderson b u i l t  t h e  t e l l i n g  o f  h i s  dream i n t o  a work o f  a r t .  In 

F a u lk n e r ' s  mind t h e  t e l l i n g  was the  r e a l  accomplishment ,  no t  h i s  

f r i e n d ' s  a b i l i t y  t o  communicate in  words the  p r e c i s e  na tu re  o f  the 

dream. He saw Anderson 's  t e l l i n g  o f  t h e  dream as a co n s c io u s ,  imagin

a t i v e  s t r u c t u r i n g  o f  meaning,  a p r e l im in a ry  sk e tc h  f o r  a work o f  verba l  

a r t .  He took f o r  g ran ted  t h a t  "no word" o f  th e  t e l l i n g  corresponded t o  

th e  unconscious r e a l i t y  o f  Anderson 's  e x p e r i e n c e .  Yet Fau lkner  p e rc e iv e d  

( a t  l e a s t  by 1953 i f  no t  d u r ing  t h a t  moment in  Jackson  Square)  t h a t  f o r  

h i s  a c t  o f  t e l l i n g  Anderson needed to  s u s t a i n  th e  i l l u s i o n  t h a t  his  

"fumbling" was s imply  h i s  way o f  seek ing  th e  e x a c t  sequence o f  words 

which would e x p re s s  th e  r e a l i t y  of  the  dream, and t h a t  the t e l l i n g  was 

merely a means t o  an end ,  t h a t  end being  the  r e c r e a t i o n  of  t h e  exper i enced  

dream. One a s p e c t  o f  t h i s  i l l u s i o n ,  t h a t  the  t e l l i n g  i s  a means to  convey 

the  t r u t h ,  i s  t h e  i m p l i c i t  con fes s ion  t h a t  the  p u r i t y  o f  the  ex p e r i en ced  

dream about  the  ho rse  and t h e  n i g h t ' s  s l e e p  w i l l  n e v e r  f u l l y  be rendered  

in  words; the t e l l i n g  w i l l  be i n t e r r u p t e d  by c o n t in u a l  r e v i s i o n  and a m p l i 

f i c a t i o n .  "His was t h a t  fumbling f o r  e x a c t i t u d e , "  Faulkner s a y s ,  " th e  

e x a c t  word and p h ra s e  w i th i n  th e  l i m i t e d  scope o f  a vocabulary  c o n t r o l l e d  

and even r e p r e s s e d  by what was in him almos t  a f e t i s h  f o r  s i m p l i c i t y ,  t o  

milk them both d r y ,  to  seek always to  p e n e t r a t e  t o  t h o u g h t ' s  u t t e r m o s t  

e n d . " 3

F a u lk n e r ' s  a n a l y s i s  o f  h i s  f r i e n d ' s  need t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  h is  

fumbling was mere ly  a t e ch n iq u e  f o r  seek ing  th e  r i g h t  words t o  convey th e

3l b i d . , p . 5.
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t r u t h  a l s o  comments on Anderson 's  ph i losophy  o f  l i t e r a r y  a r t .  We know 

t h a t  Anderson f e l t  t h a t  the i n s p i r a t i o n  of  t h e  a r t i s t  i s  incommunicable,  

and t h a t  he regarded  th e  complex ity o f  language as an o b s t a c l e  t o  be 

c i rcumvented  through s i m p l i f i c a t i o n  o f  syntax and d i c t i o n . ^  Faulkner  

saw t h a t  Anderson th ough t  o f  h i s  dream as a k ind  of  prophecy analogous  

to  t h e  i n s p i r a t i o n  o f  the  a r t i s t ,  and t h a t  t h e  t e l l i n g  o f  the  dream 

would be doomed from the  f i r s t  spoken word t o  an e n d l e s s  p e n e t r a t i o n  o f  

t h o u g h t ' s  u t t e r m o s t  end.  Somewhat l i k e  the A ncient  M ar in e r ,  Anderson 

f e e l s  compelled to  t e l l  someone about  h i s  dream while he knows a l l  along  

t h a t  t h e  coherence o f  the  ex p e r i e n c e d  dream w i l l  d i s s i p a t e  as i t  i s  made 

to  conform w i th  the  p a t t e r n s  o f  verba l  syn tax .  Anderson i s  a Romantic 

h e r e ,  s k e p t i c a l  of  t h e  a r t i s t ' s  a b i l i t y  to  commit the  in c h o a te  energy o f  

i n s p i r a t i o n  t o  the  d i s c i p l i n e  o f  c o n c re te  f o r m . 5 The word,  i n  s h o r t ,  i s  

a b a r r i e r  t o  t h e  t e l l i n g .

Fau lkner  sensed  a d eg ree  of  s e l f - d e l u s i o n  n o t  on ly  in  Anderson 's  

a c t  o f  t e l l i n g  ( th e  i l l u s i o n  t h a t  he was r e a l l y  t e l l i n g  the "dream 

dreamed in  s l e e p " ) ,  b u t  a l so  i n  the meaning o f  the  dream i t s e l f .  With

out  A nderson 's  knowing i t ,  t h e  horse i n  the dream, acco rd ing  t o  Fau lkner ,  

r e p r e s e n t e d  th e  exper ience  o f  Anderson 's  e n t i r e  l i f e t i m e ,  "h is  own 

America ."  He was t r y i n g  to  swap t h i s  horse (w i thou t  s u c c e s s ,  i t  t u r n s

^Roger A ss e l in e a u ,  "Language and S ty l e  in  Sherwood A nderson 's  
Winesburg , Oh io ," and J a r v i s  A. T hurs ton ,  "Technique i n  Winesburg, O h io ," 
r e p r i n t e d  i n  Winesburg, Ohio by Sherwood Anderson,  e d i t e d  by John F e r res  
(New York: Viking P r e s s ,  1966) .

r

Mario P raz ,  The Romantic Agony (New York: Noonday P r e s s ,  1956) ,  
p. 14. See a l s o  Char les  F e i d e l s o n ' s  d i s c u s s io n  of  t h e  " t rue  romant ic"  
in h i s  Symbolism and American L i t e r a t u r e  (Chicago:  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  Chicago
P r e s s ,  1953),  pp. 45-46.
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out)  n o t  f o r  a n i g h t ' s  r e s t  b u t  f o r  " h i s  own dream o f  p u r i t y  and i n -
g

t e g r i t y  and h a rd  and u n re m i t t i n g  work ."  Fau lkner  see s  the dream as a 

"parab le"  o f  A nderson 's  "whole biography"  and as a symbol o f  th e  pa radox

i c a l  n a tu re  o f  his  ph i lo sophy  o f  a r t .  Anderson i s  compelled t o  make end

le s s  a t t e m p t s  to  "swap," to  t r a n s fo rm  th e  c o a r s e  s t u f f  o f  h i s  e x p e r i en ce  

in t o  the  p u r i t y  of  a r t .  But he w i l l  n e v e r—t o  con t inue  F a u lk n e r ' s  i n -  

t e r p r e t a t i o n — succeed in  r e n d e r in g  i n t o  words t h e  p r i v a t e  v i s i o n  o f  h i s  

e x p e r i e n c e ,  he w i l l  never  g e t  t h a t  n i g h t ' s  s l e e p .  Anderson "would never  

have been a b l e  to s e e  i t  even ,  and he c e r t a i n l y  would have den ied  i t ,  

probably  p r e t t y  v i o l e n t l y ,  i f  I had t r i e d  t o  p o i n t  i t  o u t  t o  h im ." 7

The f a c t  t h a t  F au lkne r ,  the  l i s t e n e r  t o  the  t e l l e r ,  saw something 

in  A nderson 's  mode o f  t e l l i n g  t h a t  Anderson h im s e l f  could n e i t h e r  s ee  nor  

put  i n t o  words i s  an i n s t r u c t i v e  dimension t o  t h i s  compl ica ted  t e l l i n g  o f  

a t e l l i n g  o f  a dream about a ho rse .  F au lkne r  i s  a c t i n g  as a c o o p e r a t iv e  

shaping s p i r i t  f o r  A nderson 's  t a l e ,  and F a u lk n e r ' s  compl ica ted  r o l e  as 

l i s t e n e r  t o  Anderson i s  in some ways a model f o r  our  own l i s t e n i n g  r o l e  

as r e a d e rs  o f  F a u lk n e r ' s  n o v e l s .  F a u l k n e r ' s  r i c h  response  to  th e  s i l e n c e s  

of  Anderson,  h is  a b i l i t y  t o  ske tch  i n  the  i n t e r v a l s  between words caused 

by A nderson 's  fumbl ing ,  i s  an example o f  F a u l k n e r ' s  a t t r a c t i o n  t o  a mode 

of  language t h a t  c la im s  as i t s  p rov ince  th e  v a s t  reaches  beyond the  

f r o n t i e r s  o f  the spoken word. I t  i s  what  Anderson does no t^ say  in  words 

t h a t  i n t e r e s t s  Fau lkner  most .  As l i s t e n e r s  t o  th e  many vo ices  t h a t  

abound in  F a u l k n e r ' s  n o v e l s ,  we must keep our  e a r s  tuned t o  th o s e  i n t e r 

6F a u lk n e r ,  E s s a y s , p .  4.

7m , p.  4 .
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v a l s  o f  s i l e n c e  which c a r r y  so much meaning.  F a u lk n e r ' s  a c t u a l  words,  

o f  which t h e r e  a r e  many in  the se  n o v e l s ,  g e n e ra te  t h r u s t s  o f  movement t o 

ward a language beyond words;  th e y  b r ing  us to  a p o i n t  where we can 

"overpass"  the  n a t u ra l  i n h i b i t i n g  c h a r a c t e r  o f  t h e  word and l e t  us hear  

f o r  o u r s e l v e s ,  by means o f  a c r e a t i v e  " in f e r e n c e "  o f  our own (a te rm 

Rosa C o ld f i e ld  u s e s ) ,  a s i l e n t  b u t  powerful  communion. F a u l k n e r ' s  la n g 

uage a s p i r e s  toward s i l e n t  communion, and th e  p r o l i x i t y  o f  h i s  words 

s u p p l i e s  th e  p ro tea n  forms t h a t  t h e  word can assume in  o r d e r  t o  t r a n s c e n d  

i t s e l f . 3

While Anderson pursues  a loud  the  meaning o f  th e  dream, Fau lkner

s i l e n t l y  pursues  the  meaning o f  A nderson 's  s p e c ia l  mode o f  t e l l i n g ,  and

t h i s  meaning seems somehow v i b r a t i n g  w i t h i n  the  spaces  o f  s i l e n c e  t h a t

appear  between th e  fumbling words. The s i t u a t i o n  i s  analogous t o  what

Robert  M. Adams says  a bou t  the r e t i c e n c e  o f  Mynheer Peeperkorn i n  Mann's

The Magic Mounta in : .

By say ing  n o th i n g ,  [P eeperkorn ]  im p l ie s  the  v i t a l  r eve rence  
which i s  e v e r y t h i n g .  A g e s t u r e ,  a meaningle ss  p h r a s e ,  a t o u c h ,  
an i n a u d ib l e  d e d i c a t i o n - - i t  i s  a l l  i n  t h e  r e f u s a l  to  smudge 
what  i s  s a c re d  with mere words- -and  t h e  chord u n f u l f i l l e d ,  t h e  g 
b e a t  m issed ,  by a f a m i l i a r  i n v e r s i o n ,  becomes supremely emphat ic .

F l o r e n c e  Leaver ,  "Fau lkner :  The Word as P r i n c i p l e  and Power,"  
r e p r i n t e d  in  Will iam F a u lk n e r : Three  Decades o f  C r i t i c i s m , e d i t e d  by 
F red e r ic k  J .  Hoffman and Olga Vickery  ( E a s t  Lans ing:  Michigan S t a t e  
U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1960),  p. 201. Leaver d i s c u s s e s  F a u lk n e r ' s  a b i l i t y  t o  
make language  t r a n s c e n d  i t s e l f  th rough  th e  use o f  a b s t r a c t i o n s .  Fau lkner 
"knowingly f ace s  the  inadequacy o f  language ;  he knowingly c o n f ro n t s  the  
i m p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  unders tand ing  t h e  imponderab le s .  Making use o f  a b s t r a c t  
terms around which have c l u s t e r e d  un to ld  a s s o c i a t i o n s ,  he makes language 
t r a n s c e n d  i t s e l f  by h y p e r s u g g e s t io n . "

^Robert  M. Adams, S t r a i n s  o f  D i s c o r d : S tu d ie s  in  L i t e r a r y  
Openness , ( I t h a c a :  Cornel l  U n iv e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1958) ,  p . T 8 2 .
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Anderson does n o t  say n o t h i n g ,  b u t  he i s  a f r a i d  t o  smudge th e  s a c r e d 

ness  o f  h i s  dream with  words ,  and so h i s  t e l l i n g  r e f l e c t s  a kind of  

d e s p a i r ,  a sense  o f  f u t i l i t y  with  th e  medium.

The word f o r  Anderson was a s tumbl ing  b lock  r a t h e r  than  a 

f l u i d  medium f o r  h i s  a r t .  The dynamic energy  t h a t  Kenneth Burke sees  

in  the  l i f e  o f  t h e  word Anderson looks a t  as an o b s t a c l e .  Burke c a l l s  

t h e  word the  "base" o f  t h e  w r i t e r ' s  s e n te n c e .  The word,  con t inues  Burke,  

i s  " th e  f i r s t  f u l l  ' p e r f e c t i o n '  o f  a term. And we move from i t  e i t h e r  

way as our b a s e ,  e i t h e r  'b a c k '  to  t h e  d i s s o l u t i o n  o f  meaning t h a t  

t h r e a t e n s  i t  by reason  o f  i t s  a c c id e n t a l  punwise a s s o c i a t e s ,  o r  ' f o rw a rd '  

t o  i t s  d i s s o l u t i o n  th rough  i n c l u s i o n  in  a ' h i g h e r  meaning , '  which a t t a i n s  

i t s  p e r f e c t i o n  in  the  s e n t e n c e . " ^ 0 Anderson was made uneasy by the  i n d i 

v idua l  w ord 's  tendency t o  d i s s o l v e  i t s e l f  i n t o  o t h e r  meanings.

F a u lk n e r ' s  accoun t  o f  h i s  l i s t e n i n g  t o  h i s  f r i e n d ' s  words i s  a 

d r am a t ic  example of  j u s t  t h i s  u n p r e d i c t a b l e  b eh av io r  o f  words t h a t  con

t i n u a l l y  d i s t u r b e d  Anderson. From Anderson 's  v ie w po in t  th roughout  a l l  

t h i s  t e l l i n g  o f  a dream, words r e a l l y  a re  o b s t a c l e s  t o  th e  t r u t h ,  s imply  

because  h i s  l i s t e n e r  i s  n o t  l i s t e n i n g  to  t h e  words b u t  to  the  i n t e r v a l s  

o f  s i l e n c e  c r e a t e d  by Anderson 's  fumblings w i th  words.

Fau lkner  was c e r t a i n l y  aware long b e fo re  1953 t h a t  he was th e  

g r e a t e r  a r t i s t ,  and f o r  h i s  formal remin iscence  o f  Anderson y e a r s  a f t e r  

h i s  dea th  Faulkner  had an u n c l u t t e r e d  p e r s p e c t i v e  from which to  judge  

h i s  former  m a s t e r ' s  l i m i t a t i o n s  as a w r i t e r .  Fau lkner  was n o t  the  f i r s t

^ K e n n e th  Burke,  " F a c t ,  I n f e r e n c e ,  and P roof  i n  th e  Analys is  o f  
L i t e r a r y  Symbolism," Symbols and V a lues : An I n i t i a l  Study (New York: 
Harper  & B r o t h e r s ,  1954) ,  p.  284.
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t o  recogn ize  t h a t  A nderson 's  f i c t i o n  had become " j u s t  s t y l e , "  as he puts  

i t ,  "an end i n s t e a d  o f  a means.  His remarks a re  com pass iona te ,  bu t  

ph rases  l i k e  "he had to  b e l i e v e  t h i s  . . .  he would never  have been able  

t o  see i t "  q u a l i f y  t o  an e x t e n t  some o f  the  h o n es t  p r a i s e  in  the  e s s a y .

Yet  in  s p i t e  of  F a u lk n e r ' s  i n c i s i v e  c r i t i c i s m s  of  Anderson's  ph i losophy  

o f  a r t - - e s p e c i a l l y  h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t  t h e  t e l l e r  somehow compromised th e  

t r u t h ,  th e  meaning o f  the  t a l e ,  by u s in g  words ,  and so was fo rc e d  t o  pursue 

t h e  t e l l i n g  t o  t h o u g h t ' s  u t t e r m o s t  e n d —a t  th e  t ime o f  t h e i r  meeting  on 

t h e  bench i n  Jackson Square the r e l a t i o n s h i p  between th e  two men was the  

o t h e r  way around: Anderson was th e  accomplished a r t i s t  (Winesburg , Ohio

had r e c e n t l y  been p u b l i s h e d )  and F au lk n e r  had y e t  t o  w r i t e  h i s  f i r s t  nove l .  

Fau lkner ,  t o  be s u r e ,  acknowledged t h a t  he l e a r n e d  a g r e a t  deal  from 

Anderson.  " I  l e a r n e d  t h a t ,  t o  be a w r i t e r ,  one has f i r s t  go t  to  be what 

he i s ,  what  he was born.  . . ." And s o ,  Fau lkner  c o n t i n u e s ,  i t  was Ander

son who encouraged  him to  w r i t e  ab o u t  M i s s i s s i p p i .  " 'Y o u ' r e  a coun t ry

boy;  a l l  you  know i s  t h a t  l i t t l e  p a t c h  up t h e r e  in  M is s i s s ip p i  where you
12

s t a r t e d  f rom.  But t h a t ' s  a l l  r i g h t  t o o .  I t ' s  America to o .  . . . ' "

But a l l  o f  t h i s  t a k e n  t o g e t h e r — F a u lk n e r ' s  s u p e r i o r  t o n e ,  h i s  

acknowledgement o f  deb t  t o  Anderson i n  only  t h e  most genera l  t e r m s ,  of  

which the  ph rase  " t o  w r i t e  about M i s s i s s i p p i "  i s  a good example— g lo s s e s  

o ve r  the f a c t  t h a t  f o r  a long  time t h e i r  t h i n k i n g  about  th e  problem o f  

words as a medium o f  a r t — th e  very paradox t h a t  Faulkner f e l t  l i m i t e d  

Anderson 's  achievement—was q u i t e  s i m i l a r .  The b e l i e f  t h a t  the  s p e a k e r ,

^ F a u l k n e r ,  E s s a y s , p. 5.

^ I b i d . , p .  8.
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t h e  t e l l e r  o f  t h e  t a l e ,  i s  f a c e d  with  a paradox when he chooses to  s p e a k ,  

t h a t  t h i s  paradox invo lves  t h e  d i s p a r i t y  between t h e  ex p e r i e n c e  and th e  

word f o r  th e  e x p e r i e n c e ,  t h a t  t h e  "pure" t e l l e r  must speak a language 

which would assume, p a r a d o x i c a l l y ,  some form of  s i l e n c e - a l l  a re  working 

assumpt ions  in  F a u lk n e r ' s  f i c t i o n  well  p a s t  the  w r i t i n g  o f  The Sound and 

th e  F u ry , and indeed form some o f  th e  t e n s i o n s  t h a t  g e n e ra te  h i s  f i n e s t  

lo n g e r  f i c t i o n s ,  As I Lay Dying and Absalom, Absalom!

II

All t h i s  i s  n o t  to  say  t h a t  Anderson was unconscious  o f  the  

d ram a t ic  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  p r e s e n t  in  a s i t u a t i o n  where a f i c t i v e  t e l l e r  

co n fe s se s  h is  inadequacy with  language ,  and t r i e s  t o  fumble h i s  way p a s t  

th e  b a r r i e r  o f  the  word.  In a p e r c e p t i v e  a r t i c l e  t h a t  ana lyzes  what he 

terms th e  " r h e t o r i c  o f  s i l e n c e "  in  Winesburg, Ohio, Glen Love concludes  

t h a t  " th e s e  re p e a te d  p r o f e s s i o n s  o f  ve rba l  inadequacy encourage the

r e a d e r  t o  doubt the  power o f  words and s e rv e  to  i n t e n s i f y  t h e  verba l

13f a i l u r e s  which occur  w i th in  t h e  s t o r i e s  the m s e lv e s . "  Although Love 

a l s o  see s  Anderson as an a r t i s t  who i s ,  " a t  bottom, s k e p t i c a l  o f  h is  

medium," he f e e l s  t h a t  Anderson was a t t r a c t e d  to  t h e  va lues  o f  s i l e n c e  

because  o f  h i s  concern with  " th e  lo s s  o f  human s i g n i f i c a n c e  in  America 

w i th  t h e  o n s e t  o f  u rban ,  machine c i v i l i z a t i o n , "  w i th  a l l  i t s  accompanying 

n o i s e  and d i s t r a c t i o n . ^  My own f e e l i n g  i s  t h a t  Anderson 's  d i s t r u s t  o f  

words stems no t  from f e a r  o f  n o i s e ,  o f  mindless  b a b b l e ,  bu t  from an

^3Glen A. Love,  "Winesburg, Ohio and the  R h e to r i c  o f  S i l e n c e , "  
American L i t e r a t u r e , 40 (March, 1968) ,  p.  52.

^ L o v e ,  p.  55.
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av e r s io n  t o  ambigui ty  i t s e l f ,  e s p e c i a l l y  the  am bigu ity  o f  language .

Anderson's  "fumbling f o r  e x a c t i t u d e , "  t o  use F a u lk n e r ' s  ph ra se  

a g a i n ,  was prompted by a b e l i e f  t h a t  the  t r u t h  o f  a r t  i s  b e s t  communicated 

by the  l e a s t  complica ted  arrangement o f  words,  and t h a t  th e  mark o f  

genu ine ly  good w r i t i n g  i s  s p o n t a n e i t y .  In h is  own accoun t  o f  the  com

p o s i t i o n  o f  Winesburg, O h io , f o r  example,  Anderson i n s i s t e d  t h a t  the  

words came s w i f t l y ,  s p o n ta n e o u s ly ,  p roduc ts  o f  t h e  i n s p i r a t i o n  o f  t h e  

moment: "I wrote t h e  f i r s t  o f  the  s t o r i e s ,  a f t e rw a rd s  to  be known as the

Winesburg s t o r i e s .  I wrote  i t ,  as I wro te  them a l l ,  complete in  one s i t -

15t i n g .  I do not  t h i n k  I a f t e rw a rd s  changed a word o f  i t . "  We know from 

th e  ev idence  o f  the  m anusc r ip t s  t h a t ,  i n  f a c t ,  Anderson changed many 

words:  b u t  Anderson was a t t r a c t e d  t o  t h e  no t ion  o f  spontaneous  and i n 

s p i r e d  composit ion  because  he b e l i e v e d  t h a t  such w r i t i n g  "aroused t h e  

poet"  in  him, b reak ing  down f o r  t h e  moment th e  b a r r i e r  o f  words and d i s 

s o lv in g  th e  i n h i b i t i n g  p re s e n c e  o f  a s k e p t i c a l  l i s t e n e r  t o  h i s  v o ic e .  

Anderson l i k e d  to  t h i n k  t h a t  f o r  h i s  b e s t  w r i t i n g  he wro te  to  h im s e l f ,  

t h e  only l i s t e n e r  he ev e r  t r u s t e d :  "Tears f lowed from my e y e s , "  he 

r e c a l l s  a f t e r  f i n i s h i n g  th e  s t o r y ,  "Hands." " I t  i s  s o l i d , "  I s a id  to  

myse l f .  " I t  i s  l i k e  a rock .  I t  i s  t h e r e .  . . . " ^ 6

For Anderson,  the  most s i g n i f i c a n t  moment o f  th e  t r u t h  t e l l i n g  

a c t  occurs  when th e  s p e a k e r  i s  a l s o  the  l i s t e n e r .  Each so p e r f e c t l y  

unders tands  the  o t h e r  t h a t  language ,  and a l l  t h e  problems i n h e r e n t  i n

4

^Sherwood Anderson,  Sherwood Anderson 's  Memoirs (New York: 
H a rc o u r t ,  Brace and Company, 1942) ,  p.  286.

^ A n d e r s o n ,  Memoirs , p.  279.
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la nguage ,  can simply  be d ispensed  w i t h - - t h e  paradox  o f  the  t e l l i n g  

p rocess  d i s s o l v e s .  Hence the  sav ing  g race  o f  t h e  o ld  w r i t e r  w i th  th e  

w hi te  mustache in  Winesburg, Ohio , and the  t e s t  o f  h i s  a u t h e n t i c i t y  as a 

t r u t h - t e l l e r ,  i s  h i s  d e t e rm in a t io n  t o  w r i t e  t h e  s t o r i e s  o f  t h e  g ro te sq u es  

but  n o t  to  p u b l i s h  them. The o ld  w r i t e r  i s  t h e  t r u t h  t e l l i n g  a c t  i n 

c a r n a t e ;  he speaks  th e  t r u e s t  language because  he i s  h i s  own l i s t e n e r ,  

and t h i s  language cannot  be communicated t o  a n o t h e r .  Although the  o ld  

w r i t e r  was " f i l l e d  w i th  words" and w ro te  "hundreds o f  pages" we, the 

r e a d e r s  of  Winesburg , Ohio , never  do l i s t e n  to  h i s  voice--we only  know 

t h a t  t h e  s p eak e r  read  the  o ld  w r i t e r ' s  words ,  and t h a t  they  "made an i n 

d e l i b l e  im press ion"  on h is  mind.

Fau lkner  admired Winesburg, Ohio and was impressed by A nderson 's  

a r t f u l  use o f  t h e  b a f f l e d  t e l l e r .  The s t o r i e s  in  Winesburg, Ohio were 

good, he s a i d ,  because  "they d id  sound clumsy and n o t  q u i t e  s t r a i n e d  

but  a l i t t l e  p u z z l e d . " ^  Fau lkner  sensed  t h a t  A nderson 's  r e a l  a c h i e v e 

ment was the c r e a t i o n  o f  a unique f i c t i v e  vo ice  which "sounds" clumsy 

in  o r d e r  to  d ra m a t iz e  the  groping e f f e c t  t h a t  i s  p a r t  o f  the  t e l l i n g  

p ro c e s s .  A nderson 's  f i c t i v e  speake r  and F a u l k n e r ' s  r e c o g n i t i o n  of  t h e  

r h e t o r i c a l  f u n c t i o n  o f  t h a t  speaker  r e p r e s e n t  the  l i m i t e d  common ground 

f o r  each  w r i t e r ' s  d i s t i n c t i v e  ph i losophy  o f  la nguage .  The two men s u s t a i n 

ed a p u b l i c  image o f  themselves  as pure s t o r y  t e l l e r s ,  bu t  each  was more 

concerned in  h i s  f i c t i o n  with  d ram a t iz ing  some f a c e t  o f  the  t e l l i n g  

p r o c e s s .  Anderson and Fau lkner ,  moreover,  both  p o s i t  an id e a l  a c t  o f  

t r u t h  t e l l i n g  i n  which the  speake r  ( c a l l e d  t h e  "poe t"  on d i f f e r e n t

^ F r e d e r i c k  L. Gwynn and Joseph L. B l o t n e r ,  Fau lkner i n  the 
U n iv e r s i t y  ( C h a r l o t t e s v i l l e :  U n iv e r s i t y  o f  V i r g i n i a  P r e s s ,  1959),  p.  229.
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occa s ions  by each w r i t e r )  ci rcumvents  t h e  problems i n h e r e n t  in  t h e  com

p l e x i t y  o f  language by composing an a l t e r n a t i v e  language which i s ,  

p a r a d o x i c a l l y ,  some form o f  s i l e n t  communion. The p o e t - s p e a k e r  t h e r e 

f o r e  s ees  language  as a r i s k  and s i l e n c e  as an i d e a l .  Perhaps George 

S t e i n e r ' s  d i s c u s s i o n  o f  the  poe t  pu ts  i t  b e s t :

To sp eak ,  t o  assume th e  p r i v i l e d g e d  s i n g u l a r i t y  and s o l i t u d e  
o f  man in  th e  s i l e n c e  o f  c r e a t i o n ,  i s  dangerous .  To speak with  
the  utmost  s t r e n g t h  o f  th e  word,  which i s  the p o e t ' s ,  supremely 
so .  Thus even to  the  w r i t e r ,  perhaps t o  him more than t o  o t h e r s ,  
s i l e n c e  i s  a t e m p ta t io n ,  a r e fuge  when Apollo i s  nea r  J  8

In the  case  o f  Caddy as speake r  in  The Sound and t h e  Fury , f o r  i n s t a n c e ,

Faulkner chose n o t  to  r i s k  language.  Caddy was " too  b e a u t i f u l  and too

19moving to  reduce  her  to  t e l l i n g . "  She i s  l i k e  t h e  poe t  t a k in g  re fu g e  

in  s i l e n c e ,  n o t  because she has no th ing  t o  s a y ,  b u t  because she has too  

much d iv in e  f i r e  in  h e r ,  too  much to  s ay .  Quentin Compson, th e  one 

b r o t h e r  who t e l l s  Caddy's t a l e  as i f  i t  were a r i s k ,  i s  obsessed  by the  

s i l e n c e  t h a t  Caddy's  n o n - t e l l i n g  r e p r e s e n t s ,  and s e e s  h i s  own phycho log ica l  

c o n d i t io n  in  terms o f  the  same c r i s i s  o f  language t h a t  the  poe t  f a c e s .  

F aulkner  once d e s c r ib e d  Quentin as a s p e a k e r  who " d ispensed  w i th  grammar," 

a remark which s u gges t s  Q u e n t i n ' s  r o l e  as t e l l e r  w i l l  i n v o l v e ,  t o  some 

e x t e n t ,  an a t t e m p t  to  p u r i f y  language o f  i t s  s y n t a c t i c a l  r e s t r i c t i o n s ,  i t s  

r a t i o n a l  s t r u c t u r e .  Q uent in ,  l i k e  S t e i n e r ' s  p o e t ,  speaks w i th  th e  utmost  

s t r e n g t h  o f  th e  word in o r d e r  t o  d i spense  with  the  word.

l 8George S t e i n e r ,  Language and S i l e n c e . Essays on Language, 
L i t e r a t u r e , and th e  Inhuman (New York: Atheneum, 1967) ,  p.  39.

1^ Faulkner  in  th e  U n i v e r s i t y , p . 1.
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About the  same t ime t h a t  he wro te  t h e  rem in iscence  o f  Anderson,  

Faulkner  began to  comment i n  p u b l i c  about  t h e  e v o l u t io n  o f  th e  w r i t i n g  

o f  some o f  h i s  n o v e l s .  What he s a i d  about  The Sound and th e  Fury- - a  book 

which in  s t y l e  and form i s  d r a m a t i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  from th e  s t u d i e d  sim

p l i c i t y  o f  Anderson 's  f i c t i o n - - s u g g e s t s  the  e x t e n t  to  which Fau lkner  a t  

t h i s  e a r l y  s t a g e  in  h i s  c a r e e r  was f a s c i n a t e d  by the  s p e c i a l  p l i g h t  

Anderson so well em bodied- - the  t e l l e r  who i s  obsessed by th e  c o n v i c t i o n  

t h a t  words a r e  o b s t a c l e s  t o  the  t e l l i n g .  In an i n t e r v i e w  with  Jean  S te in  

i n  1956 he r e c a l l e d  t h a t  The Sound and the  Fury a l l  began w i th  a p a r t i c 

u l a r  "mental p i c t u r e "  (a te rm he changes l a t e r  in  th e  c o n v e r s a t i o n  to  

"dream") which he f e l t  compelled t o  t e l l  even though he knew he would 

f a i l  in  t h e  t e l l i n g . ^ ®  "I d i d n ' t  r e a l i z e  a t  the  t im e , "  he c o n t i n u e s ,  

t h a t  the  image was " sy m b o l ic a l . "  "The p i c t u r e  was o f  t h e  muddy s e a t  o f  

a l i t t l e  g i r l ' s  d r a w e r ' s  i n  a pea r  t r e e ,  where she could  see  th rough  a 

window where her  g randm othe r ' s  f u n e r a l  was t a k in g  p la ce  and r e p o r t  what 

was happening to  h e r  b r o th e r s  on t h e  ground below. By th e  time I e x p l a i n 

ed who they  were and what they  were doing and how h e r  p a n t s  got  muddy,

I r e a l i z e d  t h a t  i t  would be im p o ss ib le  to  g e t  a l l  o f  i t  i n t o  a s h o r t
pi

s t o r y  and i t  would have t o  be a book."  What Fau lkner c a l l s  a mental  

p i c t u r e ,  and which l a t e r  becomes s y m b o l i c a l ,  i s  r e a l l y  a dynamic o b j e c t

2°Jean  S t e i n ,  "Will iam Fau lkner :  An I n t e r v i e w , "  r e p r i n t e d  in
Will iam F a u lk n e r : Three Decades o f  C r i t i c i s m , e d i t e d  by F re d e r i c k  J .
Hoffman and Olga Vickery (E a s t  Lans ing:  Michigan S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y ,
1960),  p.  73.

^ S t e i n ,  p.  73.
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p e rc e iv e d  as v o ic e .  I t  i s  no t  so much h e r  muddy drawers t h a t  caught  

t h e  i n n e r  eye o f  F a u lk n e r—i t  i s  Caddy's  r h e t o r i c a l  s t a n c e ,  h e r  p o s i t i o n  

as t e l l e r  o f  a t a l e  t o  a s p e c i f i c  au d ien ce ,  he r  b r o t h e r s .  As she looks  

th rough the  window and c o n f ro n t s  the  suddenly new expe r ience  o f  d e a t h ,  

she s i l e n t l y  p e r c e iv e s  an i n s i g h t  which immedia te ly  becomes a problem 

o f  language when she a t t em p ts  t o  t e l l  what  she sees  t o  h e r  l i s t e n i n g  

b r o t h e r s  who s tan d  below, unsee ing .  F a u lk n e r ' s  i n i t i a l  p e r c e p t io n  o f  

t h e  novel takes  the  form o f  a t e l l e r  p o is ed  in  a moment o f  s t a s i s ,  abou t  

t o  engage in  the  a c t  o f  t e l l i n g ,  bu t  neve r  a c t u a l l y  doing so .

Fau lkne r  a m p l i f i e d  h i s  remarks about  th e  mental  p i c t u r e  o f  Caddy's  

drawers by r e l a t i n g  i t s  o r i g i n  t o  a dream. Like Anderson 's  h o r s e ,  Caddy 

and h e r  drawers f i r s t  appeared  in  a dream, and th e  f r e s h n e s s  o f  h i s  non

verba l  image i s  the  mark o f  i t s  t r u t h .  But the  problem o f  communicating 

t h e  t r u t h  o f  the  image w i l l  be f r u s t r a t i n g  and e n d l e s s  beca use ,  and he re  

i s  Anderson 's  paradox a g a i n ,  t h e  t e l l i n g  p rocess  must invo lve  words. "I 

wro te  i t  [The Sound and the  Fury] f i v e  s e p a r a t e  t i m e s , "  he s a i d  in  t h e

same in t e r v i e w  with  Jean  S t e i n ,  " t r y i n g  t o  t e l l  t h e  s t o r y ,  to  r i d  m yse l f

22o f  the  dream which would co n t in u e  to  anguish  me u n t i l  I d i d . "  Fau lkner 

f e l t  t h a t  even a f t e r  t h e  f i f t h  t e l l i n g  he f a i l e d  t o  r e n d e r  t h e  s t o r y  in  

a way t h a t  would r e c a p t u r e  th e  f r e s h n e s s  o f  t h e  image in  th e  dream. In 

an in t e r v i e w  with  Cynthia  G re n ie r  in  1955 Faulkner  r e v e a le d  t h a t  he had 

always f e l t  t h a t  h i s  s e v e ra l  a t t em p ts  a t  t e l l i n g  Caddy's  s t o r y  were "no t  

enough" :

22s te in ,  p. 73.
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The s t o r y  t o l d  w a s n ' t  a l l .  The i d i o t  c h i l d  had s t a r t e d  ou t  
as a s imple prop a t  f i r s t  as a b id  f o r  e x t r a  sympathy. Then 
I th ough t  what would t h e  s t o r y  be t o l d  l i k e  as he saw i t .  So 
I had him look a t  i t .  When I ' d  f i n i s h e d  I had a q u a r t e r  o f  
t h e  book w r i t t e n ,  bu t  i t  s t i l l  w a s n ' t  enough. So then  Quentin 
t o l d  th e  s t o r y  as he saw i t  and i t  s t i l l  w a s n ' t  enough.  Then 
I t r i e d  to  t e l l  the  s t o r y  and i t  s t i l l  w a s n ' t  enough,  and so 
I wrote t h e  appendix and i t  w a s n ' t  enough .23

With so much s a i d  p u b l i c l y  by Fau lkner  about  h i s  f a s c i n a t i o n  w i th  t h e  

image o f  Caddy on th e  verge of  t e l l i n g  what  she  saw through the  window, 

he was asked s e v e r a l  t imes why Caddy never  a c t u a l l y  says what she s e e s .  

( In  Sec t ion  I she u t t e r s  a sound--"Shhhhhhh"- -bu t  no word to  h e r  b r o th e r s  

below h e r . )  F a u lk n e r ' s  answer t o  one such query a t  the  U n iv e r s i t y  o f  

V i r g in i a  i s  r e v e a l i n g .  He s a id  t h a t  he had t r i e d  t o  t e l l  the s t o r y  o f  

Caddy and h e r  muddy drawers th rough t h r e e  o t h e r  p e o p l e ,  h e r  b r o t h e r s ,  

who were a l l  s t a n d i n g  below t h a t  p e a r  t r e e .  He c a l l e d  on th e se  o t h e r  

t e l l e r s  o f  what  i s  r e a l l y  Caddy's  s t o r y  "because Caddy was s t i l l  t o  me 

to o  b e a u t i f u l  and too  moving to  reduce her  t o  t e l l i n g  what  was going on,  

t h a t  i t  would be more p a s s io n a t e  t o  s ee  her  th rough somebody e l s e ' s  e y e s ,  

I t h o u g h t . " 2^ Faulkner  s u g g es t s  he re  t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  as a young w r i t e r  

he had assumed t h a t  the  problems about  words and t r u t h  which had mesmer

i z e d  Anderson were a l s o  h i s  own prob lems.  Caddy would be "reduced" in  

s i g n i f i c a n c e  th e  moment she moved from the  s t a t i c  p o s tu r e  of  t e l l e r  

p o i s ed  i n  th e  t r e e  t o  th e  ac tua l  t e l l i n g  o f  what she  saw through th e  

window, and th e  n o n - v e r b a l ,  mental p i c t u r e  o f  Caddy—th e  dream he f e l t  

compelled t o  " r i d "  h im s e l f  of - -would  be v i t i a t e d  by th e  only  medium t h a t

33Cynthia G r e n ie r ,  "The A r t  o f  F i c t i o n :  An In te rv iew  with  
Wil l iam Fau lk n e r , "  A c c e n t , XVI (Summer, 1956),  p. 168.

^ F a u l k n e r  in  th e  U n i v e r s i t y , p.  1.
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allowed Faulkner  t h e  w r i t e r  to  be r i d  o f  i t .  " I t  would be more p a s s i o n 

a te "  t o  s ee  Caddy th rough  a n o t h e r ' s  e y e s .  The word " p a s s i o n a te "  was 

once used by Ger t rude  S t e i n  to  d e s c r i b e  the  q u a l i t y  o f  Anderson 's  sen 

t e n c e s .  I f  Anderson,  as Miss S t e i n  had s a i d ,  was the  on ly  w r i t e r  in  

America capab le  o f  w r i t i n g  a " p a s s i o n a t e  s e n te n c e , "  t h e r e  was a t  l e a s t  

one o t h e r  young w r i t e r  who was t r y i n g  very  hard t o  c a p t u r e  t h a t  kind o f  

p a s s io n .

Caddy was n o t  th e  only  c h a r a c t e r  Fau lkner  t a l k e d  about  almost  

e x c l u s i v e l y  in  terms o f  h e r  p o t e n t i a l  r o l e  as a t e l l e r .  More than any 

o t h e r  q u a l i t y ,  the  range  o f  f i c t i v e  v o ic e s  in  h is  nove ls  drew h is  most 

i n t r i g u i n g  comments about  h i s  a r t .  He th ough t  o f  a lm os t  a l l  o f  h is  

c h a r a c t e r s  as t e l l e r s - - e v e n  Caddy, who i s  an id e a l  t e l l e r  and t e l l s  

no th ing  in  th e  conven t iona l  sense o f  t h e  word.  R e f e r r i n g  to  Q u en t in ' s  

r o l e  in  Absalom, Absalom!, f o r  example,  he s a i d  t h a t  a l though  the  novel 

i s  r e a l l y  S u tp en ' s  s t o r y ,  "every t ime any c h a r a c t e r  g e t s  i n t o  a book, 

no m a t t e r  how minor ,  h e ' s  a c t u a l l y  t e l l i n g  h i s  b iog rap h y — t h a t ' s  a l l  

anyone e v e r  does ,  he t e l l s  h is  own b io g ra p h y ,  t a l k i n g  abou t  h im s e l f ,  i n
p r

a thousand  d i f f e r e n t  t e rm s ,  b u t  h i m s e l f . "  Each o f  t h e s e  c h a r a c t e r s — 

Q uen t in ,  Rosa C o l d f i e l d ,  Caddy, and o t h e r s — i s  f o r  Fau lkner  n o t  a l i v i n g  

personage b u t  a f o c a l  p o i n t  o f  v o ic e ,  whose p o t e n t i a l  a b i l i t y  to  t a l k  

about  h im s e l f  i s  a c o n t i n u a l l y  p r e s e n t  phenomenon. On one occasion  he 

s a i d  t h a t  w i th i n  h i s  mind " the  c h a r a c t e r s  themselves a r e  walking out  o f
p£

t h a t  book s t i l l  in  m ot ion ,  s t i l l  t a l k i n g ,  and s t i l l  a c t i n g . "  The s i g n

25I b i d . ,  p.  275.

26I b i d . ,  p.  198.
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o f  v i t a l i t y  in  h i s  c h a r a c t e r s ,  Fau lkner  f e l t ,  i s  the  sound o f  t h e i r  v o i c e ,  

j u s t  as he va lued  most in  r e a l  people he knew in  M is s i s s i p p i  t h e  s p e c ia l  

way they  t a l k e d :  "I l i k e  t h e s e  p eop le ,  t h a t  i s ,  I l i k e  to  l i s t e n  t o  them,
?7

the  way th e y  t a l k  o r  t h e  t h i n g s  they  t a l k  a b o u t . "

For Fau lkner ,  t h e r e  i s  something t i m e l e s s  about  t h e  a c t  o f  speak

i n g ,  and t h i s  paradox—th e  ephemeral n a t u r e  o f  v o i c e ,  which emanates from 

s i l e n c e  and r e t u r n s  to  s i l e n c e ,  and the  d i s t i n c t l y  o u t - o f - t i m e  e x i s t e n c e  

o f  h i s  " s t i l l  t a l k i n g "  f i c t i v e  v o ic e s — i s  an index  to  h i s  ph i losophy  o f  

language.  As J u d i t h  Sutpen says about  h e r  l e t t e r  from h e r  dead l o v e r ,  

Char les  Bon, ( o r  i s  made t o  say by Mr. Compson's h y p o t h e s i s ) ,  the  a c t  of  

speech which momentari ly l i n k s  "one mind t o  ano the r"  c r e a t e s  a mark o f
OO

remembrance on a l i v i n g  moment t h a t  "was .n t  This mark i s  n o t  l i k e  a 

s c r a t c h  on a b lock o f  s t o n e ,  J u d i t h  c o n t i n u e s ,  b u t  r a t h e r  a cap s u le  con-
OQ

t a i n i n g  a f l u i d  moment o f  t i m e ,  p u l s a t i n g  o u t s i d e  o f  c h r o n o c i t y , 7 f r e e  

from p r o c e s s .  Speech,  which i s  an a s p e c t  o f  p rocess  and c h r o n o c i t y ,  some

t imes can escape  p r o c e s s ,  t h r u s t  i t s e l f  beyond the  claims  o f  t i m e ,  so t h a t  

c e r t a i n  v o ic e s  can be " s t i l l  t a l k i n g "  f o r  th o s e  who can h e a r .

The way Fau lkner  h im s e l f  t a l k e d  when he responded a loud to  ques

t i o n s  abou t  the  s t a t e  o f  h i s  mind during  t h e  w r i t i n g  o f  one o r  a n o th e r  of

27I b i d . ,  p. 233.

28Will iam F au lkne r ,  Absalom, Absalom! (New York: Random House,
I n c . ,  1936) ,  p. 127.

2^Frank Kermode, The Sense o f  an Ending (New York: Oxford Univer
s i t y  P r e s s ,  1967),  pp.  44-50 .  Kermode c o in s  the  word " ch ro n o c i ty "  from 
th e  Greek "ch ronos ,"  meaning "pass ing  t i m e . "  Chronoc ity i s  t h e  f low of  
t ime w i t h o u t  a sense  o f  f u l f i l l m e n t ;  God's t i m e ,  or  th e  f u l f i l l m e n t  o f  
t im e ,  i s  d e f in e d  by th e  Greek word,  " k a i r o s . "  Q u e n t in ' s  n o t i o n  o f  time 
p re c lu d e s  a sense  o f  f u l f i l l m e n t ;  f o r  him t h e r e  i s  only  t ime as "chronos ."
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h i s  f i c t i o n s  i s  a l i s t e n i n g  e x p e r i en ce  in  i t s  own r i g h t .  While each of  

h i s  e x p la n a t io n s  v a r i e s  s l i g h t l y  accord ing  t o  the  p a r t i c u l a r  q u e s t i o n  

from th e  au d ien ce ,  most  invo lve  an impromptu sea rch  f o r  a metaphor t o  

d e s c r i b e  h i s  s p e c i a l  e x p e r i e n c e ,  and most  o f  th e s e  metaphors r e l a t e  th e  

i n t a n g i b l e  a c t  o f  t e l l i n g  t o  th e  hand l ing  o f  a t a n g i b l e  t o o l .  To a ques

t i o n  about  the  e v o l u t i o n  o f  the  Yoknapatawpha County m a t e r i a l ,  f o r  example,  

Fau lkner  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  responded t h a t  he was us ing  th e  " q u ic k e s t  too l  

t o  hand ."  "I was u s i n g , "  he c o n t i n u e s ,  "what I knew b e s t ,  which was the

l o c a l e  where I was born and had l i v e d  most o f  my l i f e .  That  was j u s t  l i k e
30

th e  c a r p e n t e r  b u i l d i n g  the  f e n c e - -h e  uses th e  n e a r e s t  hammer." Fau lkner  

no t  only l i k e d  t o  t h i n k  o f  h is  own a c t  o f  t e l l i n g  in  te rms o f  m a n ipu la t ing  

a t o o l ,  he o f t e n  saw h is  f i c t i v e  t e l l e r s  as so many too l  h a n d l e r s .  He 

s a i d  o f  Caddy t h a t  "she was my h e a r t ' s  d a r l i n g .  T h a t ' s  what  I wrote  th e  

book about  and I used the  t o o l s  which seemed to  me the  p ro p e r  t o o l s  t o  t r y
Ol

t o  t e l l ,  t r y  to  draw the  p i c t u r e  o f  Caddy." The r e n d e r in g  o f  moral 

q u a l i t y  in  some o f  h i s  c h a r a c t e r s  he rega rded  as a problem o f  choosing 

th e  r i g h t  too l  f o r  t h e  t e l l i n g .  N a rc i s s a  Benbow's a p p a re n t  change in  

c h a r a c t e r  th roughou t  two d i f f e r e n t  novels  prompted t h i s  remark:  "There

again  I am us ing  t h e  most a v a i l a b l e  t o o l  t o  t e l l  what  I 'm  t r y i n g  to  t e l l ,  

and nqy ide a  i s  t h a t  no person i s  wholly  good o r  whol ly  bad ,  t h a t  a l l  

peop le  in  my b e l i e f  t r y  to  be b e t t e r  than  they  a r e  and probab ly  w i l l  be.

And t h a t  i f - -w hen  I need f o r  a too l  a p a r t i c u l a r  q u a l i t y  in  an in d i v id u a l  

I t h i n k  t h a t  q u a l i t y  i s  t h e r e . " 32 The choice  o f  B e n jy ' s  a g e - - t h i r t y - t h r e e

^ Faulkner  i n  the  U n i v e r s i t y , p . 3.

3^ I b i d . , p.  6.

32 i b i d . i  p .  9.
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- -w a s ,  a g a i n ,  s imply  a "ready-made axe t o  u s e ,  b u t  i t  was j u s t  one o f
OO

s e v e r a l  t o o l s . "  Even th e  q u a l i t y  o f  th e  t e l l i n g  i s  t o  Fau lkner  a

q u e s t i o n  o f  choosing the  r i g h t  t o o l .  S e n s a t i o n a l i s m ,  f o r  example,  i s

" in  a way an i n c i d e n t a l  t o o l ,  . . . [ t h e  w r i t e r ]  might  use s e n s a t i o n a l i s m

as th e  c a r p e n t e r  p icks  up a n o th e r  hammer t o  d r iv e  a n a i l .  But he d o e s n ' t

- - t h e  c a r p e n t e r  d o n ' t  b u i l d  a house j u s t  t o  d r iv e  n a i l s .  He d r iv e s  n a i l s

to  b u i l d  a h o u s e . 1,34 His cho ice  o f  c e r t a i n  s i g n i f i c a n t  d a t e s  in  The

Sound and th e  Fury was,  he s a y s ,  merely "a m a t t e r  o f  h u n t in g  around in

th e  c a r p e n t e r ' s  shop to  f i n d  a to o l  t h a t  w i l l  make a b e t t e r  ch icken-  
35

house ."  He was n o t  co n s c io u s ly  " w r i t i n g  any symbolism o f  th e  Pass ion  

Week," he c o n t i n u e s ,  "I j u s t —t h a t  was a too l  t h a t  was good f o r  th e  p a r 

t i c u l a r  c o r n e r  I was going t o  t u r n  in  my ch icken-house  and so I used 

i t . " 36

A f t e r  comparing th e  numerous v a r i a n t s  of  F a u lk n e r ' s  metaphor of  

th e  a r t i s t - c a r p e n t e r  endowing some t a n g i b l e  subs tance  w i th  f j r m ,  by means 

o f  a t o o l ,  what  we come away w i th  i s  n o t  so much an i n s i g h t  i n t o  h i s  mind 

engaged in  the  a c t  o f  l i t e r a r y  composi t ion  as a deeper  a p p r e c i a t i o n  f o r  

t h e  dynamic f low o f  h i s  vo ice  as i t  seeks  in  metaphor an a l t e r n a t i v e  to  

t h e  language o f  l i t e r a l  s t a t e m e n t .  Thus i f  we do no t  t a k e  s e r i o u s l y  

what  Fau lkner  says about  t h e  a r t i s t  f i t t i n g  words t o g e t h e r  as i f  they

33I b i d . , p .  17.

34I b i d . ,  p.  49.

35I b i d . , p.  68.

3^ I b i d . , p.  68.
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were so many b locks  o f  wood, we do ta ke  s e r i o u s l y  the  way i n  which h i s  

v o i c e ,  in  answering t h i s  q u e s t i o n  on d i f f e r e n t  o c c a s i o n s ,  c o n s i s t e n t l y  

c i r c l e s  back to  t h e  metaphor  o f  th e  c a r p e n t e r  and h i s  t o o l s ,  em be l l i sh ing  

and adding new v a r i a t i o n s  t o  i t  as he goes a long .  These anecdotes  about  

th e  p rocess  o f  com posi t ion  a re  themselves  minor works o f  a r t —his  voice 

rambles on about  t o o l s  and lumber and ch icken  houses b u t  i t  i s  h is  a b i l i t y  

t o  assume the  p o s tu r e  o f  t a l e  t e l l e r  t h a t  f a s c i n a t e s  u s ,  j u s t  as he him

s e l f  was f a s c i n a t e d  by the  sound o f  A nderson 's  t a l e - t e l l i n g  v o ice .  To 

F au lk n e r ,  voice s i g n a l s  the  p resence  o f  l i f e  i t s e l f ,  and f o r  h is  s p e c i a l  

r e n d e r in g s  in  words o f  the  i l l u s i o n  o f  l i f e ,  t o  use Henry Jam es ' s  p h r a s e ,  

Fau lkner  tu rned  t o  c e r t a i n  r h e t o r i c a l  s i t u a t i o n s  which dramat ized  b e s t  

h i s  c o n v i c t io n  t h a t  t h e  sound o f  one human vo ice  a r t i c u l a t i n g  meaning to  

a n o th e r  i s  i t s e l f  a symbol o f  th e  s u b t l e s t ,  most complex f u n c t i o n  o f  the  

human mind.

The most s i g n i f i c a n t  o f  th e s e  r h e t o r i c a l  s i t u a t i o n s ,  and t h e  one 

which p rov ides  th e  framework f o r  p a r t s  o f  a l l  o f  h is  f i n e s t  f i c t i o n s - - T h e  

Sound and the  Fury , As I Lay Dying, and Absalom, Absa1om!--can  be d e s c r i b 

ed by th e  s p e c i a l  way i t  f u n c t i o n s  as an a u r a l - o r a l  d i a l e t i c .  For such 

a r h e t o r i c  o f  vo ice  Fau lkner  p la ce s  in  a s t a t i c  s e t t i n g  two f i c t i v e  

s p e a k e r - h e a r e r s  who t a k e  t u r n s  a r t i c u l a t i n g  and l i s t e n i n g  t o  an e x p e r 

ie nce  t h a t  i s  more an a n a l y s i s  o f  the  complexity  of  language  as a mode 

o f  communication th a n  i t  i s  a " s t o ry "  in  th e  o rd in a ry  u n d e r s tan d in g  of  

th e  word.  (F a u lk n e r ,  f o r  example,  o f t e n  r e f e r r e d  to  t h e  " s t o r y "  i n  "The 

Bear" as i f  i t  were a sen tence  s t r u c t u r e :  "The p u r s u i t  o f  t h e  b e a r  was

simply what  you migh t  c a l l  a dang l ing  c l a u s e  in  the  d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  t h a t
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man when he was a young b o y . " ) 37 The form o f  the  a u r a l - o r a l  d i a l e t i c ,  

w i th  i t s  accompanying t e n s i o n  between the two po le s  o f  f i c t i v e  v o i c e ,  

g e n e ra t e s  a unique rhythmica l  flow t o  the n a r r a t i o n .  This f low,  i f  the  

term d i a l e t i c  in  the  Hegel ian  sense i s  too  r e s t r i c t e d  to  i l l u m i n a t e  a 

f i c t i o n  as complica ted  as Absalom, Absalom!, n e v e r t h e l e s s  does invo lve  a 

movement from confus ion  t o  i n s i g h t ,  from da rkness  t o  l i g h t ,  from a la n g 

uage t h a t  dramat izes  t h e  d i s u n i t y  between e x p e r i e n c e  f e l t  and ex p e r i e n c e  

communicated t o  a language t h a t  a t tempts  t o  u n i fy  ex p e r i e n c e  f e l t  and 

e x p e r i e n c e  communicated by means o f  a sense o f  sudden r e l a t i o n  o f  mean

i n g ,  o f  v i s i o n .  The e f f e c t  o f  the  d i a l e t i c  i s  t o  t h r u s t  t h e  language o f  

th e  speakers  toward a s i l e n t  communion. The word b r in g s  about  a d i s p e n 

s a t i o n  from the  b a r r i e r  o f  t h e  word.

IV

Fau lkne r ,  p o e t r y ,  and the  need f o r  s i l e n c e  

F a u lk n e r ' s  e a r l i e s t  e f f o r t s  to  w r i t e  c r e a t i v e l y  took the  form o f
OO

l y r i c  poems w r i t t e n  in  the  s t y l e  o f  the French s y m b o l i s t s ,  and th ro u g h 

o u t  h i s  l i f e  he regarded  h im s e l f  as a p o e t ,  a l th o u g h ,  as he s a i d ,  a " f a i l -  

39ed" one.  His concep t ion  o f  p o e t ry  i s  c o n s i s t e n t  i f  c o n v e n t io n a l ;  he 

once d e f in e d  a poem as "some moving,  p a s s io n a t e  moment o f  the  human

37I b i d . ,  p. 273.

^38Aside from F a u l k n e r ' s  i m i t a t i o n s  o f  the  French s y m b o l i s t s ,  
Mallarme and V e r l a i n e ,  h i s  i n t e r e s t  in  the  French Symbol i s t  movement 
i s  well  documented in  H. Edward R ic h a rd so n ' s  Wil l iam F a u lk n e r ; The 
Journey  t o  S e l f -D is c o v e ry  (Columbia: U n iv e r s i t y  o f  Missouri  P r e s s ,
1969),  pp.  52-56.

^ Faulkner  in  th e  U n i v e r s i t y , p . 4.
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c o n d i t i o n  d i s t i l l e d  to  i t s  a b s o lu t e  e s s e n c e , "  a d e f i n i t i o n  t h a t  h i s

i n d i v i d u a l  poems do not  always l i v e  up t o ,  poems l i k e  h i s  f i r s t ,

"L'Apres-Midi  d 'u n  Faune,"  or  t h e  volume o f  poems in  The Marble Faun,

h i s  f i r s t  p u b l i sh e d  book. Another comment about  the  n a t u r e  o f  p o e t r y ,

made many yea r s  a f t e r  he had ceased  t o  w r i t e  i t ,  s u g g es t s  t h a t  Fau lkner

th ough t  o f  the  p o e t  no t  so  much as an accomplished w r i t e r ,  penning

a c t u a l  words as he i s  i n s p i r e d ,  bu t  as an id e a l  to  be approached ,  a

kind  o f  e v e r  i l l u s i v e  g o a l .  The poe t  to  Faulkner  i s  a r h e t o r i c a l  s t a n c e ,

a p o s tu r e  o f  a s p i r a t i o n ,  compelled to  t e l l  o f  man's  c o n d i t i o n  y e t  somehow

dispensed  from th e  burden o f  language:

I d o n ' t  t h in k  t h a t  d i f f i c u l t y  i s  th e  word. I t ' s  a combi
n a t i o n  o f  a demon and a f i r e  t h a t  you have.  D i f f i c u l t y  or  
e a s e  has no th ing  to  do w i th  i t .  I wish I d id  know e x a c t l y  
what  i t  i s  t h a t  i t  t a k e s  t o  make a p o e t .  I t h i n k  t h a t  any 
w r i t e r  i s  b e t t e r  o f f  i f  he looks on h im s e l f  as a p o e t — h e ' s  
a f a i l e d  p o e t ,  I ag ree  with  y o u - - b u t  to  look on h im s e l f  prima
r i l y  as a p o e t .  That  he has found man's h i s t o r y  in  i t s  muta
t i o n s ,  in  t h e  i n s t a n c e s  in  which i t  becomes a p p a r e n t ,  h i s  
a n g u i s h ,  h i s  t r ium ph ,  h i s  f a i l u r e s ,  th e  whole p a s s io n  o f  b r e a t h 
i n g ,  i s  so s t r o n g  and so u rg e n t  t h a t  i t  must  be r ec o rd e d .  I f  
he i s  very  f o r t u n a t e ,  he can do i t  as the  poe t s  d id  i t .  I f  
h e ' s  a l i t t l e  l e s s  f o r t u n a t e ,  he can do i t  as th e  s h o r t  s t o r y  
w r i t e r s  do i t —as Chekov d id  i t .  I f  he i s  l e a s t  f o r t u n a t e ,  
h e ' s  go t  to  go back t o  the  clumsy method o f  Mark Twain and 
D r e i s e r . 41

With terms l i k e  f i r e  and demon we a re  very  c l o s e  to  P l a t o ' s  ide a  o f  the 

p o e t ,  and in  the  end i t  i s  t h i s  age o ld  concep t  of  th e  p o e t  as a person 

d r iv e n  t o  exp res s  a t r u t h  t h a t  "must be recorded"  t h a t  l e ad s  Faulkner  

t o  r e g a rd  p o e t ry  as the  h i g h e s t  form o f  l i t e r a r y  achievement.  But i f  

Chekhov r e p r e s e n t s  the  " l e s s  f o r t u n a t e "  g i f t  o f  words,  we g e t  th e  im-

i
\

40I b i d . ,  p.  202. 

41I b i d . ,  p.  145.
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p r e s s io n  t h a t  the  p u r e s t  p o e t  would be w r i t i n g  some form o f  a b b r e v i a t e d  

language ,  one even i n  which words have no p l a c e .  I t  i s  t h i s  no t ion  o f  

the p o e t  t h a t  c h a r a c t e r i z e s  F a u lk n e r ' s  t h i n k i n g  on t h e  problem of  language .  

The b e s t  s a y e r  o f  the  word,  t h e  p o e t ,  somehow ge ts  beyond words. Those 

w r i t e r s  most enmeshed in  words--Twain and D r e i s e r - - a r e  l e s s e r  a r t i s t s ,  

p r e c i s e l y  because  they  cannot  f r e e  themselves  from words.

Some o f  F a u lk n e r ' s  e a r l y  poems do r e f l e c t  t h i s  s t r a i n  f o r  r e l e a s e

from language  t h a t  c o n s t i t u t e s  F a u lk n e r ' s  more mature d e f i n i t i o n  o f  p o e t ry .

His y o u th fu l  i m i t a t i o n s  o f  Mallarme and V er la in e  touch  on themes t h a t  he

would l a t e r  deve lop as a w r i t e r  o f  p rose  f i c t i o n ,  b u t  th e s e  admiring

t r i b u t e s  t o  th e  t r a d i t i o n  o f  t h e  French sym bo l i s t s  c a r r y  w i th  them some

of  h i s  French mode l ' s  assumptions  about  th e  poem, namely,  t h a t  the

language o f  a poem i s  most p o e t i c  when i t  a s p i r e s  t o  the  c o n d i t io n  o f

m u s i c . ^  The p o e t ,  as i t  w e re ,  a r r an g es  words to  d i r e c t  o u r  response

beyond those  words. The poem thus  v i b r a t e s  on the  t h r e s h o l d  o f  musical

t o n e ,  which i s  a more numinous and " t r u e r "  language than  words. George

S t e i n e r  a p t l y  sums up the l i n g u i s t i c  assumption o f  t h e  sym bo l i s t  p o e t s

whom Faulkner  a c t i v e l y  s t r o v e  to  i m i t a t e :

The p r i n c i p a l  moods and e n e r g i e s  of  Symbolism and o f  t h e  
Wagnerian d i a l e t i c  o f  musica l  t o t a l i t y  now l i e  behind  us .
But th e  id e a  t h a t  music i§_ d e e p e r ,  more comprehensive than  
language ,  t h a t  r i s e s  w i th  immediacy from th e  s o u rc e s  o f  our 
b e in g ,  has no t  l o s t  i t s  r e l e v a n c e  and f a s c i n a t i o n . 43

^ S p e a k i n g  o f  p o e t ry  in  h i s  e s s a y ,  "Music and L i t e r a t u r e , "  Mallarme 
s a i d ,  "Then when the  melodic l i n e  has g iven way to  s i l e n c e ,  we seem to  
hear  such themes as a re  t h e  very l o g i c  and s u b s t a n c e  o f  our  s o u l . "
Mallarme: S e l e c t e d  Prose Poems, E s s a y s , and L e t t e r s , t r a n s l a t e d  by
Bradford  Cook (Bal t im ore :  Johns Hopkins P r e s s ,  1 956 ) ,  pp.  43-56.

43George S t e i n e r ,  Language and S i l e n c e , p.  45 .



www.manaraa.com

24
•V

F a u lk n e r ' s  f i r s t  p u b l i sh e d  poem, "L1 Apres-Midi d 'un  Faune,"

appeared in  the  New Republ ic  on August 6 ,  1919. He r e c e iv e d  $15.00 f o r

i t .  The cho ice  o f  Mallarme as a model f o r  h i s  poem i s  s i g n i f i c a n t  n o t

because i t  d i s p l a y s  a n a s c e n t  t a l e n t  f o r  l y r i c  p o e t r y ,  b u t  because i t

r e f l e c t s  h i s  d e t e rm in a t io n  t o  use verba l  language to  evoke i n d e f i n i t e

images r a t h e r  than  to  s t a t e  e x p l i c i t l y  t h e  p l i g h t  o f  th e  speake r .  His

poem i s  a v e h i c l e  t h a t  moves us w i th i n  range o f  th e  i n e f f a b l e ,  an a t t e m p t

to  escape  th e  r e s t r i c t i o n s  o f  verbal  s y n t a x .  The "Faun" o f  t h e  t i t l e  i s

the  s p e a k e r  o f  th e s e  conc lud ing  l i n e s  from th e  poem:

I have a nameless wish to  go 
To some f a r  s i l e n t  m idn igh t  noon 
Where l o n e ly  s treams w h ispe r  and flow 
And s igh  on sands b lanched  by th e  moon,
And the  b lond  limbed dancers  w h i r l i n g  p a s t ,
The s e n i l e  worn moon s t a r i n g  through
T h e i r  h a i r  i s  powdered b r i g h t  with  dew.
And t h e i r  sad  slow limbs and brows 
Are p e t a l s  d r i f t i n g  on th e  b reeze  
Shed from t h e  f i n g e r s  o f  t h e  boughs;
Then sudden ly  on a l l  o f  t h e s e ,
A sound l i k e  some g r e a t  deep b e l l  s t r o k e  
F a l l s ,  and they  dance ,  unc lad  and c o l d - -  
I t  was t h e  e a r t h ' s  g r e a t  h e a r t  t h a t  broke 
For s p r in g s  b e fo re  the  world  grew o ld .

The "nameless wish" i s  nameless because ve rba l  language ,  i t  seems,  cannot

express  i t .  But the  c h a n t i n g ,  l i l t i n g  l i n e s  sugges t  t o  us t h a t  i f  the

wish canno t  be named i t  can be i n f e r r e d  by a s i l e n t  i n t u i t i v e  a c t  o f  our

own. The poem's c l i m a c t i c  moment i s  an unnamed sound,  one " l i k e  a g r e a t

deep b e l l  s t r o k e , "  and we sense  t h a t  t h i s  sound r e s o n a te s  o u t s id e  o f

language as an a s p e c t  o f  musical  to n e .  The poem co n fes se s  t h a t  words

cannot  be a dequa te ly  m a rs h a l l e d  to  convey th e  n a tu re  o f  t h i s  "sound,"

bu t  i t  i s  l i k e  a b e l l  s t r o k e ,  and so we seem to  p rog re s s  from verbal

s i m i l e  t o  the  non-verbal  and thus  p u r e r  language o f  music.
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The Marble Faun (1924) was w r i t t e n  s h o r t l y  a f t e r  the  p u b l i c a t i o n  

o f  "L' Apres-Midi d 'un  Faune,"  and r e p r e s e n t s  an extended v e r s io n  o f  th e  

Faun-speaker ,  who i s  now a marble s t a t u e  endowed, as Richard P. Adams 

s a y s ,  w i th  "consc iousness  b u t  n o t  w ith  the  power o f  m o t i o n . " ^  The 

in d i v id u a l  poems o f  the  volume a re  a r ranged  t o  fo l low  the  cyc le  o f  t h e  

season ,  and f o r  each season th e  Faun-speaker  laments  t h a t  he canno t  

p a r t i c i p a t e  in  i t s  flow o f  l i f e  because he "marble bound must e v e r  b e . "  

The F aun -speake r1s s t a n c e  i s  th e  r e v e r s e  o f  Quentin Compson in  The Sound 

and the Fury . Quentin i s  in  p rocess  and wants t o  e s c a p e ,  w hi le  th e  faun  

i s  o u t s i d e  th e  f low o f  p roces s  and wants to  e n t e r  i t .  The mood o f  t h e  

Faun-speaker  i s  f r u s t r a t i o n .  He yearns  t o  escape  from a r i g i d  mode o f  

e x p re s s io n  so as to  en joy th e  freedom o f  the  "qu ick  green  snake" he sees  

in  the  garden .  The poem s t r a i n s  between the  two pole s  o f  r i g i d i t y  and 

ex p a n s iv e n e s s ,  and th e  fo l lo w in g  passage  from th e  Prologue i s  r e p r e s e n t a 

t i v e  o f  the  e n t i r e  c y c l e :

Why am I n o t  co n ten t?  The sky 
Warms me and y e t  I cannot  break  
My marble bonds.  That  qu ick keen snake 
Is  f r e e  t o  come and go,  whi le  I 
Am p r i s o n e r  t o  dream and s igh  
For t h i n g s  I know, y e t  cannot  know,
'Twixt  sky above and e a r t h  be low .45

The Faun' s  l y r i c  c ry  t h a t  he i s  a " p r i s o n e r  t o  dream and s i g h /  For t h in g s

I know, y e t  canno t  know," sums up not  only  h i s  p l i g h t  as an immobil ized

co n s c io u s n e s s ,  b u t  F a u lk n e r ' s  p l i g h t  as a young w r i t e r  exper im en t ing  with

^ R i c h a r d  P. Adams, F a u lk n e r : Myth and Motion (P r in c e t o n :
P r in ce to n  U n iv e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1968) ,  p. 18.

45Will iam Fau lkne r ,  The Marble Faun and A Green Bough (New York:
Random House, I n c . ,  1965),  p.  12.
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l i t e r a r y  forms.  Faulkner i n  The Marble Faun i s  w r i t i n g  w i t h i n  a r i g i d  

framework from which he wants  to  escape .

Richard P. Adams, in  commenting on th e  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  The Marble 

Faun, f a u l t s  F a u lk n e r ' s  use  o f  imagery.  "The imagery o f  t h e  poem i s  so 

r e p e t i t i o u s ,  and in  such a f l a t l y  redundant  way, t h a t  i t s  e f f e c t  i s  l o s t  

in  monotony."46 But t o  s t r e s s  th e  i l l  e f f e c t s  o f  the  r e p e t i t i o u s n e s s ,  

the  redundancy,  i s  to  over look  th e  assumptions  about  verba l  language and 

music t h a t  u n d e r l i e  F a u lk n e r ' s  d e l i b e r a t e l y  r e p e t i t i v e  and redundant  rhymes. 

Faulkner i s  t r y i n g ,  as were h is  models ,  Mallarme and V e r l a i n e ,  to  a r range  

words in  such a rhythmica l  way t h a t  they  s u g g e s t  more compell ing modes o f  

e x p r e s s io n .  He i s  a im ing ,  in  s h o r t ,  a t  m us ic ,  no t  c l a r i t y  o f  s t a t e m e n t .  

Adams r e g r e t s  th e  absence o f  a " c l e a r  and f i rm  d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n  o f  the  

seasons"  in  the  poem,47 b u t  here  ag a in ,  Fau lkner  shou ld  n o t  be censured  

f o r  n o t  accompl ishing something he never  in t e n d e d .  He d id  i n t e n d  t o  f r e e  

h im s e l f  from th e  r e s t r i c t i o n s  o f  verbal  s y n t a x ,  o f  " c l e a r  and f i rm  d i s 

t i n c t i o n s , "  in  o rd e r  t o  c r e a t e  a w ord le ss  s e n s a t i o n  o f  music .  The r ep e 

t i t i o n s  and monotonous chan ts  o f  the  poems a r e  d e l i b e r a t e  r h e t o r i c a l  

dev ices  t o  push the  word p a s t  i t s  own i n h i b i t i n g  powers.

The Faun-speaker  s ig h s  f o r  t h in g s  he knows and canno t  know, and 

t h i s  pa rad o x ica l  s t a r t i n g  p o i n t  i s  a l s o  F a u l k n e r ' s ,  whose poem i s  a long 

s igh  f o r  a more compell ing  language than  t h e  one he i s  working in .  When 

the  Faun says o f  the  s e a s o n s ,  "They sorrow n o t  t h a t  they  a r e  dumb:/ For 

they  would no t  a god become," the  chan t ing  may be monotonous,  bu t  the

46Richard P. Adams, p.  20.

47I b i d . ,  p. 20.
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u t t e r a n c e  i s  r i c h  w i th  i m p l i c a t i o n s  about  th e  va lue  o f  language .  The 

Faun wants to  pass  from dumbness t o  d i v i n i t y ,  p a s t  th e  b a r r i e r  o f  verba l  

language  to  a g o d - l i k e  language ,  which i s  a v e r s io n  o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  d iv i n e  

powers o f  w ord le ss  u t t e r a n c e  t h a t  Fau lkner  d e f in e d  y e a r s  l a t e r  as t h e  

p o e t ' s  s p e c i a l  g r a c e .

F a u l k n e r ' s  p o e t ry  w r i t i n g  p e r io d  ended s h o r t l y  a f t e r  t h e  p u b l i c a 

t i o n  o f  The Marble Faun, al though  he d id  p ub l i sh  a volume o f  poems under 

t h e  t i t l e  A Green Bough (1933) which con ta ined  s l i g h t l y  r e v i s e d  v e r s io n s  

o f  poems w r i t t e n  no t  much l a t e r  th a n  1925. The f i r s t  poem o f  A Green 

Bough' s  f o r t y - f o u r  poems, Poem I ,  r e p r e s e n t s  a s i g n i f i c a n t  s t e p  beyond 

th e  rhythmic chan t s  o f  f r u s t r a t i o n  w i th  r i g i d i t y  o f  e x p re s s io n  t h a t  made

up A Marble Faun. Poem I i s  a r e p r i n t  o f  th e  poem "The L i l a c s :  To A.........

and H   Royal A i r  Force: August  1925," f i r s t  p u b l i sh e d  i n  th e  Double

D ea le r  f o r  June 1925 b u t  w r i t t e n  e a r l i e r . ^ ®  "The L i l a c s "  i s  composed f o r  

t h e  most  p a r t  o f  an unnamed p i l o t  s u f f e r i n g  from an emotional  t rauma 

b rough t  on by a war wound. He i s  c l e a r l y  a f o r e r u n n e r  o f  Donald Mahon 

i n  F a u lk n e r ' s  f i r s t  n o v e l ,  S o l d i e r ' s  Pay (1926).  The p i l o t - s p e a k e r  t a l k s  

t o  h im s e l f  s i l e n t l y  w h i le  he o v e rh e a rs  o t h e r  vo ices  t a l k i n g  about  him in 

a tone t h a t  v a r i e s  from compassion to  detachment.  Two companions o f  the 

sp e a k e r  ( a p p a r e n t ly  a l s o  p i l o t s )  a r e  p r e s e n t  in  t h e  s e t t i n g ,  and a l l  t h r e e  

a r e  "d r in k in g  t e a /  Beneath the  l i l a c s  on a summer a f t e r n o o n , "  bu t  they  

do no t  hea r  t h i s  s p e a k e r ' s  v o ic e .  Severa l  l a d i e s  walk by the  p i l o t s  and 

"eye us s t r a n g e l y  as they  p a s s , "  observes  the  p i l o t  s p e a k e r ,  and a l though

48carve l  C o l l i n s ,  Wil l iam F a u lk n e r : Ear ly  Prose  and P oe t ry
(Boston:  A t l a n t i c ,  L i t t l e ,  Brown, I n c . ,  1962),  p .  11.
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fragments o f  the  l a d i e s '  c o n v e r s a t io n  i n t r u d e  i n t o  h i s  consc iousness  

("Are you q u i t e  a l l  r i g h t ,  s i r ?  she s to p s  t o  a s k " ) ,  none o f  the  l a d i e s  

i s  p r iv y  t o  h i s  th o u g h t s .  As Quentin w i l l  do in  The Sound and th e  Fury , 

the vo ice  o f  the  p i l o t  a r t i c u l a t e s  a wish f o r  some k ind  o f  w ate ry  ob

l i v i o n :  "I  shou ld  l i k e  to  b e /  An i l e x  in  an i s l e  in  pu rp le  s e a s . "  The 

p i l o t  vo ice  then  assumes a more o b j e c t i v e  r o l e ,  and a r t i c u l a t e s  on be

h a l f  o f  h i s  two p i l o t  companions t h e i r  mutual i n d i f f e r e n c e  to  t h e  p a s s 

ing l a d i e s :  "To us they  a re  l i k e  f i g u r e s  on a masque." Thus th e  person 

al s u f f e r i n g  th e  p i l o t  vo ice r e v e a l s  a t  t h e  beginning  o f  t h e  poem we now 

begin to  s e e  as a more genera l  m a la i s e  s u f f e r e d  by th o s e  who have expe r 

ienced  t h e  war:

To us they  a re  l i k e  f i g u r e s  on a masque.
- -W ho?--sho t  down
L a s t  s p r i n g —Poor chap ,  h i s  mind
 doc to rs  s a y . . . h o p i n g  r e s t  w i l l  b r i n g —
Busy with  t h e i r  t e a  and c i g a r e t t e s  and books 
T h e i r  vo ices  come to  us l i k e  t a n g le d  rooks .
We s i t  i n  s i l e n t  amity .

The p i l o t  t akes  r e fuge  in s i l e n c e .  He and h i s  f e l l o w  p i l o t s  a re  l i n k ed  

to g e t h e r  i n  a w ord les s  communion, and t h i s  co re  of  " s i l e n t  amity" i s  

surrounded  by t h e  n o i s e  o f  vo ices  l i k e  " t a n g le d  ro o k s , "  harsh  and g r a t i n g  

and obv ious ly  f a r  i n f e r i o r  i n  va lue  to  the  r i c h  s o l a c e  o f  t h e i r  s i l e n t  

amity .  The p i l o t  vo ice  probes t h e  meaning o f  language and s i l e n c e ,  and 

i t  i s  c l e a r  he i s  c r ip p l e d  n o t  so much by th e  war as he i s  by t h e  b a r r i e r  

o f  the  word.  The fo l low ing  passage  from "The L i l a c s "  marks s t i l l  ano the r  

s h i f t  in  t h e  r o l e  of  f i c t i v e  vo ice  in  t h e  poem. Where once t h e  p i l o t  

vo ice  a r t i c u l a t e d  a th ough t  on b e h a l f  o f  h i s  s i l e n t  b u t  m utua l ly  s u f f e r 

ing  companions--"we s i t  in  s i l e n t  am i ty"— now a new vo ice  emanating from 

a source  o u t s i d e  the mind o f  the  p i l o t - s p e a k e r  beg ins  t o  a r t i c u l a t e  a
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s i g n i f i c a n c e  about  t h e  p i l o t  t h a t  he h im s e l f  i s  in c ap ab le  o f  p e rc e iv in g :  

One shou ld  no t  d ie  l i k e  t h i s .
His vo ice  has dropped and t h e  wind i s  mouthing h i s  words 
While l i l a c s  nod t h e i r  heads on s l e n d e r  s t a l k s ,
Agreeing w hi le  he t a l k s ,
Caring n o t  i f  he i s  heard o r  no t  heard .
One shou ld  n o t  d ie  l i k e  t h i s .
H al f  a u d i b l e ,  h a l f  s i l e n t  words 
Tha t  hover  l i k e  gray b i rd s  
About ou r  heads .

The f i c t i v e  vo ice  f o r  t h i s  p a r t  o f  th e  poem i s  in  e f f e c t  comment

ing  on the l y r i c  shor tcomings  o f  th e  p i l o t ' s  v o ic e .  We s ee  the  p i l o t  

i s o l a t e d  now by h i s  language .  His vo ice  has become s u b j e c t  f o r  parody ,  

in  so  f a r  t h a t  t h e  wind i s  mouthing h i s  words and h i s  only  au d ie n c e - -  

l i l a c s - - i s  i n d i f f e r e n t  to  what  he s a y s ,  "Caring  n o t  i f  he i s  heard  o r  n o t  

h e a rd . "  The p i l o t  s p e a k e r ' s  language ,  r e v e r b e r a t i n g  halfway between the 

p o in t s  of  sound and s i l e n c e ,  has evo lved  i n t o  a symbol o f  h i s  emotional  

s t a s i s .  His words "hover l i k e  gray  b i r d s "  and have a s e p a r a t e ,  a lmos t  

t a n g i b l e  e x i s t e n c e  o u t s i d e  h i s  mind. The focus of  th e  poem on i t s  s u b j e c t  

m a t t e r  has changed r a d i c a l l y .  We a re  n o t  c o n f ro n t in g  in  "The L i l a c s "  t h e  

l y r i c  cry o f  a t r a u m a t i z e d  p i l o t  so much as we a re  w i t n e s s i n g  the  spon

taneous  probing  o f  t h e  l i m i t s  o f  t h e  spoken word by a p a r t i c u l a r  sp e a k e r .  

The poem d i r e c t s  ou r  a t t e n t i o n  t o  the  s i l e n c e  beyond the  l i f e  of  t h e  

word,  to  t h e  " h a l f  a u d i b l e ,  h a l f  s i l e n t  words ,"  which we sense  a r e  s u p e r i 

or  t o  the  ac tu a l  words spoken in  the  poem. Like The Marble Faun, "The 

L i l a c s "  s t r i v e s  t o  r e l e a s e  i t s e l f  from th e  c on f ine s  o f  v e rb a l  s t a t e m e n t  

by assuming a p u r e r  mode o f  e x p r e s s i o n ,  one akin to  musical  tone .  The 

poem's d i v e r s e  and cadenced vo ices  s u g g e s t  a consc ious  loosen ing  o f  form. 

George S t e i n e r ' s  a n a l y s i s  o f  the  i n t e n t i o n  o f  s y m b o l i s t  p o e t ry  cou ld  be 

a p p l i e d  with  equal  f o r c e  t o  F a u lk n e r ' s  poem, "The L i l a c s " :
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By a gradual  loosen ing  o r  t r a n s c e n d e n c e  o f  i t s  own forms ,  
t h e  poem s t r i v e s  to  escape  from th e  l i n e a r ,  d e n o t a t i v e ,  
l o g i c a l l y  de te rmined  bonds o f  l i n g u i s t i c  syn tax  i n t o  what  
t h e  poe t  t a k e s  to  be th e  s i m u l t a n e i t i e s ,  im mediac ies ,  and 
f r e e  p la y  o f  musical  fo rm .49

The language o f  F a u lk n e r ' s  p o e t ry  never  reached  the  p u r i t y  he demanded o f

his  id e a l  p o e t ,  t h e  w r i t e r  touched  with  "a demon and a f i r e , "  and so he

modulated t o  t h e  " l e s s  f o r t u n a t e "  mode o f  e x p r e s s io n ,  t h e  s h o r t  prose

ske tch  f o r  which he d e s ig n a t ed  Chekhov as the  maste r .

V

"F rank ie  and Johnny:" F a u l k n e r ' s  e a r l y  prose s k e t c h e s

and the  v a l u e  o f  s i l e n c e

F a u lk n e r ' s  abandonment o f  p o e t ry  co inc ides  roughly  with  th e  time

he began to  know Sherwood Anderson in  New O r leans .  Between 1924 ( t h e

da te  o f  the  p u b l i c a t i o n  o f  The Marble Faun) and 1925 F au lkne r  began to

exper iment w i th  p r o s e ,  and a number o f  s h o r t  monologues,  c r i t i c a l  e s s a y s ,

and d e s c r i p t i v e  s k e tc h e s  were p u b l i s h e d  in  The Double D ea le r  and th e  New

50Orleans  T im es-P icayune . Var ious  e x p l a n a t i o n s  have been o f f e r e d  t o  ex

p l a i n  F a u lk n e r ' s  s h i f t  from v e r s e  to  p r o s e ,  and most ag ree  t h a t  Anderson 's  

f r i e n d s h i p  w i th  t h e  young w r i t e r  was in s t r u m e n t a l .  H. Edward Richardson,  

in  an e x h a u s t i v e  a n a l y s i s  o f  F a u l k n e r ' s  p o e t ry  and e a r l y  p r o s e ,  a t t r i b u t e s  

t h e s e  e n e r g e t i c  exper iments  w i th  p rose  f i c t i o n  to  F a u l k n e r ' s  r ead ing  o f  

Winesburg, Ohio and o t h e r  works by Anderson.  "When F au lkne r  read  Ander

s o n ' s  books,  l e n t  t o  him by Ph i l  S to n e ,  he was encouraged a t  the  p o s s i b i l -

^ S t e i n e r ,  p.  43.

^ C a r v e l  C o l l i n s ,  "About t h e  S k e t c h e s , "  Wil l iam Fau lkner:  New
Orleans  Sketches  (New Brunswick:  Rutgers U n iv e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1958),
pp. 9-34.
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i t i e s  which p rose  f i c t i o n  o f f e r e d . "  This  c o n j e c tu r e  n e e d l e s s l y  assumes 

t h a t  F a u lk n e r ' s  a cqua in ta nce  w i th  f i n e  p rose  f i c t i o n  p r i o r  t o  1925 was 

l i m i t e d  indeed .  A more convinc ing  r e a s o n ,  i t  seems t o  me, f o r  F a u lk n e r ' s  

t u r n i n g  t o  th e  k ind o f  p rose  r e p r e s e n t e d  by the  e leven  "New Orleans"  

s ke tche s  p u b l i sh e d  in  th e  1925 January -Feb rua ry  i s s u e  o f  The Double 

Deale r  can be deduced from th e  i n t e r n a l  ev idence  o f  t h e  poems we have 

looked a t .  The Marble Faun and "The L i l a c s "  s h a re  a common theme o f  

escape from r i g i d i t y  o f  e x p re s s io n  and awareness o f  language  as a p o te n 

t i a l  b a r r i e r  t o  communication. Fau lkner  d id  no t  have to  read  Anderson's  

books " l e n t  t o  him by Phil  Stone" t o  sense  t h a t  t h e  n o t ion  o f  th e  word as 

o b s t a c l e  which c o n f ro n t s  the  Faun-speaker  and th e  p i l o t  o f  "The L i l a c s "  

could  be dramat ized  in  prose  w i th  a f u l l e r  sense  o f  t h e  v i t a l i t y  o f  the  

spoken word.

One o f  t h e s e  e leven  "New Orleans"  monologues,  e n t i t l e d  "Frankie  

and Johnny ,"  r e p r e s e n t s  a s i g n i f i c a n t  t r a n s i t i o n a l  p ie ce  between th e  need 

f o r  s i l e n c e  on t h e  p a r t  o f  t h e  wounded p i l o t  in  "The L i l a c s "  and the  

the m a t ic  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  th e  s i l e n c e  o f  Donald Mahon, a n o t h e r  wounded 

ai rman ,  whose r e t u r n  home p r e c i p i t a t e s  the  i n c i d e n t s  t h a t  compose S o l d i e r ' s  

Pay (1926) ,  F a u l k n e r ' s  f i r s t  nove l .  "F rank ie  and Johnny" media te s  between 

the  poem's and th e  n o v e l ' s  a s p i r a t i o n s  f o r  s i l e n c e .

In "The L i l a c s "  the  p i l o t ' s  vo ice  a lone  cannot  convey a sense  o f  

h i s  i s o l a t i o n ,  and,  as we have s e e n ,  an o b j e c t i v e  vo ice  p o in t s  out  the  

c r i p p l e d  s t a t u r e  o f  h i s  language .  The s h o r t  s k e t c h ,  "Frank ie  and Johnny ,"

51H. Edward R ichardson ,  Will iam Fau lkne r :  The Journey  to  S e l f -  
Discovery (Columbia: U n i v e r s i t y  o f  Missouri  P r e s s ,  1969) ,  p.  123.



www.manaraa.com

i s  composed of  one v o i c e - - J o h n n y ' s - - w h i c h  accompli shes  s e v e r a l  r h e t o r i c a l  

t a s k s  a t  once.  Johnny a t tem p ts  to  a r t i c u l a t e  an emotion to  F ra n k ie ,  bu t  

comes up immediate ly  a g a i n s t  th e  b a r r i e r  o f  language .  I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  t o  

f i n d  t h e  words t h a t  would say what  he wants t o  s a y .  Faulkner  renders  

J ohnny ' s  voice in  th e  a c t  o f  c o n f r o n t i n g  th e  word as a b a r r i e r .  We hear  

him c o n s t r u c t  an a l t e r n a t e  language in  metaphor  f o r  what cannot  be ex

p re s s e d  l i t e r a l l y ,  and h i s  s e a rc h  f o r  t h i s  metaphor  p rov ides  both a d r a 

m a t ic  s e t t i n g  f o r  t h e  f i c t i v e  l i s t e n e r ,  F r a n k ie ,  and a moment in  t ime 

from which p a s t  a c t i o n  can be r e c a l l e d :

L i s t e n ,  Baby, b e fo re  I seen  you i t  was l i k e  I was one o f  them 
f e r r y  boa ts  y o n d e r ,  c r o s s i n g  and c r o s s i n g  a dark  r i v e r  o r  some
th i n g  by m y s e l f ;  a c r o s s in g  and a c ro s s in g  and never  g e t t i n g  no- 
wheres and no t  knowing i t  and th i n k in g  I was a l l  the  t ime .
You know—being f u l l  o f  a l o t  o f  names o f  people  and th in g s  
busy with  t h e i r  own b u s i n e s s ,  and t h i n k i n g  I was the  b e r r i e s  
a l l  t h e  t ime.  And s a y ,  l i s t e n :  . . . and when you k i s s e d  me
i t  was l i k e  one morning a gang o f  us was b e a t in g  our way back 
to  town on a r a t t l e r  and th e  b u l l s  jumped us and t r u n  us o f f  
and we walked in  and I seen  day b reak ing  a c r o s t  th e  w a te r  when 
i t  was kind  o f  blue  and dark  a t  th e  same t im e ,  and th e  boats  
was s t i l l  on th e  w a te r  and t h e r e  was b la ck  t r e e s  a c r o s t ,  and th e  
sky was k ind o f  ye l low  and gold  and b lu e .  And a wind came ove r  
th e  w a t e r ,  making funny l i t t l e  sucking  n o i s e s .  I t  was l i k e  when 
you a re  i n  a dark  room o r  someth ing ,  and a l l  on a sudden some
body tu rn s  up th e  l i g h t ,  and t h a t ' s  a l l .  . . .52

"Frank ie  and Johnny" c r e a t e s  th e  i l l u s i o n  f o r  us o f  h ea r in g  a 

sp e a k e r  engaged in  seek ing  th e  r i g h t  words f o r  what  he needs to  say 

(b u t  perhaps b e l i e v e s  i s  u n s a y a b le ) ,  im prov is ing  metaphors as each new 

d i f f i c u l t y  w i th  us ing  a c tu a l  words a r i s e s .  In s p i t e  o f  the  b r e v i t y  o f  

t h e  monologue,  we sense  t h e  t e n s i o n  between Johnny and th e  im pl ied  l i s t e n 

e r  t o  h i s  words,  th e  s i l e n t  F rank ie .  What we have here  in  m i n i a t u r e  i s  

one o f  F a u lk n e r ' s  most  c o n s i s t e n t  r h e t o r i c a l  s i t u a t i o n s  f o r  probing  th e

52carve l  C o l l i n s ,  Will iam Fau lkner :  New Orleans  S k e t c h e s , p.  42.
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i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  language as a p o t e n t i a l  b a r r i e r  to  a c h a r a c t e r  who i s  

n e v e r t h e l e s s  compelled to  speak .  This r h e t o r i c  c o n s i s t s  o f  a c o n t in u in g  

d i a l e t i c  between two s p e a k e r - h e a r e r s  who a re  i n  some way a n t i t h e t i c a l ,  

o f t e n ,  as h e r e ,  o f  t h e  o p p o s i t e  s ex .  The speakers  make to r t u o u s  p ro g re s s  

toward overcoming,  o r  " o v e r p a s s i n g " - - F a u l k n e r ' s  own term f o r  i t - - t h e  

phenomenon o f  th e  word as o b s t a c l e .  In the  most  com pl ica ted  and s k i l l f u l  

o f  t h e s e  d i a l e c t s ,  t h e  p ro g re s s  toward " ove rpass ing"  r e s u l t s  in  a mutual 

v i s i o n  in  which both speake rs  achieve  a le ve l  o f  i n t i m a t e  communion w i t h 

o u t  "us ing  the  words ,"  as Dewey Dell says  in  As I Lay Dying. These male-  

female ve rba l  t h r u s t s  p a s t  words themselves  and i n t o  s i l e n c e  a r e  t h e  

s k e l e t a l  frames around which Fau lkner winds a p rose  r i c h  w i th  i m p l i c a t i o n  

about  language  as a medium o f  a r t ,  as a symbol o f  ou r  humaneness,  and as 

a gateway to  t h e  " t i m e l e s s . "

In "F rank ie  and Johnny ,"  we have the  rough o u t l i n e  o f  the  c r i s i s  

o f  language t h a t  Dari and Quentin face  in  F a u lk n e r ' s  l a t e r  n o v e l s .

Johnny,  moreover ,  i s  fumbl ing  w i th  words the  way Anderson d i d .  He wants 

t o  s t r i k e  on th e  most convinc ing  verba l  e x p re s s io n  o f  h i s  love f o r  

F r a n k ie ,  and he i s  aware t h a t  up to  the  moment o f  h i s  u t t e r a n c e  h i s  l i f e  

had been c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by a la ck  o f  f a i t h  in  t h e  word: he had been " f u l l  

o f  a l o t  o f  names o f  peop le  and th i n g s "  but  had f a i l e d  to  e s t a b l i s h  a 

l i v i n g  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between the  word and th e  e x p e r i e n c e .  J ohnny ' s  s i t 

u a t io n  i s  l i k e  A dd ie ' s  in  As I Lay Dying—words go one way and "doing"
53goes a n o t h e r ,  and th e  word becomes only  a "shape to  f i l l  a l a c k . "

^ W i l l i a m  F au lk n e r ,  As I Lay Dying (New York: Jona than  Cape and 
H ar r i son  Smith ,  1930, r e p r i n t e d  by Random House,  I n c . ,  Vintage Books,  
1957),  p.  164.



www.manaraa.com

Johnny sees  h i s  p l i g h t  in  terms o f  l i n g u i s t i c  bank ru p tc y ,  and l i k e  

Q u e n t i n ' s  c i r c u l a r  q u e s t  in  The Sound and th e  F u ry , h i s  l i f e  has been a 

f l i g h t  w i th o u t  mot ion ,  c ro s s in g  r i v e r s  compuls ive ly  b u t  "never  g e t t i n g  

nowheres ."  Yet Johnny ' s  d e t e r m in a t io n  to  con t inue  " a c ro s s in g  and a c r o s s 

ing"  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t ,  f o r  i t  im p l ie s  a need f o r  a r a d i c a l  convers ion  from 

one realm o f  be ing  to  a n o t h e r ,  from land t o  w a t e r ,  from words t o  wordless  

communion. When Johnny c o n f ro n ts  t h e  i n e f f a b l e - - t h e  n a t u re  o f  h e r  k i s s - -  

he gropes f o r  a metaphor t h a t  s t r a i n s  away from touch  and toward s i l e n t  

v i s i o n .  The e n t i r e  metaphor o f  movement a c ro s s  w a te r  i s  Johnny 's  way 

o f  us ing  words to  overpass  t h e  o b s t a c l e  o f  th e  i n d e s c r i b a b l e  k i s s ,  and 

th e  metaphor d i s s o l v e s  in  word less  i l l u m i n a t i o n .  " I t  was l i k e  when you 

a r e  in  a dark  room o r  something ,  and a l l  o f  a sudden somebody t u r n s  up 

th e  l i g h t ,  and t h a t ' s  a l l .  . . ." Johnny 's  vo ice  i s  c o l l o q u i a l ,  i n 

c o h e r e n t ,  even c o a r s e ,  bu t  h i s  e f f o r t s  to  overcome th e  fo rm idab le  block 

t h a t  words have p laced  in  th e  way o f  h is  need t o  a r t i c u l a t e  the  n a t u r e  

o f  F r a n k i e ' s  k i s s  r e s u l t  in  e loquence .

The s i t u a t i o n  o f  a s p e a k e r  c o n f ro n t in g  th e  l i m i t s  o f  h is  a b i l i t y  

t o  sp eak ,  to  f o r c e  t h e  word t o  y i e l d  up i t s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i th  t h e  ex p e r 

i e n c e ,  i s  F a u lk n e r ' s  most c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  r h e t o r i c a l  dev ice  f o r  h i s  n o v e l s .  

I t  s t r u c t u r e s  c e r t a i n  im por tan t  scenes  in  h i s  f i r s t  n o v e l ,  S o l d i e r ' s  P ay , 

when, f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  Mrs. Powers a t tem p ts  t o  a r t i c u l a t e  t o  G i l l i g a n  an 

i n t i m a t i o n  o f  h e r  s u f f e r i n g .  In h i s  second n o v e l ,  Mosquitoes (1927) the  

"F rank ie  and Johnny" ske tch  appears  in a r e v i s e d  form as a t h i r d - p e r s o n  

d e s c r i p t i o n  o f  a moment o f  s i l e n t  communication between David,  the  

s teward  on the  y a c h t ,  N aus ikaa , and P a t r i c i a ,  n i e c e  o f  th e  y a c h t ' s  owner. 

The p a s s a g e ' s  s e t t i n g  o f  dawn over  the  w a t e r ,  t h e  c o l l o q u i a l  d i c t i o n ,
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and t h e  metaphor o f  sudden i l l u m i n a t i o n ,  i s  remarkably  s i m i l a r  to

"Frank ie  and Johnny."

. . . and i t  was l i k e  he had been in  a dark room and a l l  o f  a 
sudden the  l i g h t s  had come on: s im p le ,  l i k e  t h a t .

I t  was l i k e  one morning when he was in a bunch o f  hoboes 
r i d i n g  a f r e i g h t  i n t o  San F ranc isco  and the  b u l l s  had jumped 
them and they  had to  walk in .  Along th e  w a t e r f r o n t  i t  was,  
and t h e r e  were a l o t  o f  boa ts  i n  the  w a te r  k ind o f  rock ing  
back and f o r t h  a t  anchor .  . . .54

The metaphor o f  a jou rney  a c ro s s  w a te r  aga in  d i s s o l v e s  i n t o  s i l e n t

i l l u m i n a t i o n ,  " s im p le ,  l i k e  t h a t . "  The complexity  o f  language ,  under

the  p r e s s u r e  o f  th e  d i a l e c t i c  of  s p e a k e r - h e a r e r s , t r a n s c e n d s  i t s e l f  i n t o

pure ,  "simple" w ord less  communion.

VI

A f t e r  w r i t i n g  in  r a p i d  s u c c e s s io n  a number o f  s ke tche s  l i k e  

"Frank ie  and Johnny,"  Fau lkner  began S o l d i e r ' s  P a y , a book which ,  among 

o t h e r  accompli shments ,  probes  again  and aga in  in  scenes  l i k e  t h a t  c r e a t e d  

by Johnny ' s  vo ice  th e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  language as a p o s s i b l e  mode o f  

e x p re s s io n  which i s  b e s t  r e a l i z e d  when i t  i s  "overpassed"  i n t o  s i l e n t  

communion. We have a l r e a d y  seen how the kind o f  r h e t o r i c  r e p r e s e n t e d  by 

Johnny speaking  to  a female l i s t e n e r  f u n c t io n s  as an expanded v e r s io n  in  

F a u lk n e r ' s  second n o v e l ,  M osqu i toes . But th e  nove ls  t h a t  d i s p l a y  the  

most complex v a r i a t i o n s  o f  t h i s  c l a s h  o f  male -female  vo ices  t h a t  move 

us p a s t  language i n t o  s i l e n c e  are a l s o  F a u lk n e r ' s  g r e a t e s t  f i c t i o n s :  The

Sound and th e  Fury , As I_ Lay Dying, and Absalom, Absalom! The d i a l e t i c  

exchanges between Quentin and h is  h y p o th e s i s  o f  Caddy, between Dari and

^ W i l l i a m  F au lk n e r ,  Mosquitoes (New York: Horace L i v e r i g h t ,  I n c . ,
1927, r e p r i n t e d  by Dell P u b l i s h in g  Company, Laurel  E d i t i o n ,  1965).
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h is  dead m o the r ,  Addie,  and between Quentin and Rosa a r e  t h e  s h a r p -  

edged in s t r u m e n t s  w ith  which Fau lkner  ca rve s  h i s  deep " K i l ro y  was h e r e , "  

a wry comment he once made to  sum up h i s  a s p i r a t i o n  as a w r i t e r .  The 

s u b j e c t  o f  t h i s  s t u d y ,  t h e n , w i l l  embrace f i v e  o f  F a u lk n e r ' s  n o v e l s .  The 

f i r s t  two, S o l d i e r ' s  Pay and M o sq u i to es , r e f l e c t  F a u l k n e r ' s  e x t e n s i v e  

p a i r i n g s  o f  s p e a k e r - h e a r e r s  and i n c r e a s i n g  awareness o f  th e  va lue  o f  

s i l e n c e  in  a f i c t i o n .  In each o f  th e  l a s t  t h r e e  n o v e l s ,  The Sound and 

th e  F u ry , As I Lay Dying, and Absalom, Absalom!, Fau lkner  experiments  

w ith  r a d i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  v a r i a t i o n s  o f  t h e  male-fem ale d i a l e t i c ,  and 

each novel r e p r e s e n t s  a unique d r a m a t i z a t i o n  o f  the  p red icam en t  o f  the  

s p eak e r  who s e e s  h i s  p l i g h t  in  terms o f  a breakdown o f  language .  By 

ana lyz ing  what  Faulkner  makes h i s  f i c t i v e  vo ices  say t o  each o t h e r  about  

language and th e  need f o r  escape  from i t s  c o n s t r i c t i o n ,  I hope t o  p o i n t  

o u t  some o f  t h e  Romantic assumptions  o f  h i s  a r t  and t o  i l l u m i n a t e  h i s  

ph i losophy  o f  language .

We can say b r i e f l y  here  t h a t  F a u l k n e r ' s  ph i losophy  o f  language

p o s i t s ,  a t  l e a s t  in  t h e o ry ,  an id e a l  s p e a k e r  whom he c a l l s  th e  p o e t ,  who
55speaks an " a b s o l u t e l y  im peccab le ,  a b s o l u t e l y  p e r f e c t "  language .  Like 

Caddy, the  i d e a l  speaker  i s  too  b e a u t i f u l  t o  be reduced to  t e l l i n g ,  and 

so s u r r o g a t e  speakers  must be c a l l e d ,  sp eak e r s  l i k e  Benjy and Q uen t in ,  

t o  g rapp le  w i th  th e  i n t r a c t a b i l i t y  o f  t h e  spoken word. These s u r r o g a t e  

s p e a k e r s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  Quentin ,  s ee  t h e  word no t  only as c o n f in i n g  b u t  as 

t h e  only  medium o f  escape from t h i s  c o n f in e m e n t - - f o r  them th e  word i s  

both  b a r r i e r  and b u i l d in g  b loc k .  I f  t h e s e  speakers  a r e  "reduced"  in

^ F a u l k n e r  in  the  U n i v e r s i t y , p.  2 0 7 . ’
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s t a t u r e ,  made l e s s  b e a u t i f u l  than th e  id e a l  poe t  because o f  t h e i r  com

p u l s i v e  a s s a u l t s  on th e  w ord 's  l i m i t a t i o n s ,  they  a l s o  assume an endu r 

ing  r e a l i t y  f o r  us t h a t  the  ide a l  p o e t  does n o t ,  because t h e r e  i s  no 

" a b s o lu t e ly  imbeccable" language as Fau lkner  knows f u l l  w e l l .  I hope 

a l s o  t o  e x p l a in  why F a u lk n e r ' s  a c u t e  sense  o f  t h e  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  verba l  

language did n o t  le ad  him t o  ac tua l  s i l e n c e ,  to  becoming a "one-o r - tw o-
c /r

bookman," a p h ra s e  he used t o  d e s c r ib e  Sherwood Anderson.  His a f f e c 

t i o n  f o r  the  p u r i t y  o f  s i l e n c e ,  f o r  h i s  " to o  b e a u t i f u l "  Caddy, d id  not  

stem i n  the l e a s t  h i s  l i f e - l o n g  flow o f  more and more e l o q u e n t  words.

From "F ra nk ie  and Johnny" we can go d i r e c t l y  t o  S o l d i e r ' s  Pay .

^6Wi11iam F au lkne r ,  E s s a y s , Speeche s , and Pub l ic  L e t t e r s , p.  6.
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CHAPTER ONE

SOLDIER'S PAY: THE SOLDIER AS SILENT PROPHET

The s i l e n c e  o f  the  p r e fo rm a t io n  expressed  
in  and through language  cannot  be ex
p re s s e d  by language.  But language can be 
used t o  convey what i t  cannot  s a y - -b y  i t s  
i n t e r s t i c e s ,  by i t s  em ptiness  and l a p s e s ,  
by the  l a t t i c e w o r k  o f  w ords ,  s y n t a x ,  sound 
and meanings. The modula t ions  o f  p i t c h  
and volume d i l i n e a t e  t h e  form p r e c i s e l y  by 
n o t  f i l l i n g  in  the  spaces  between the  
l i n e s .  But i t  i s  a g rave  m is take  to  take  
th e  l i n e s  f o r  t h e  p a t t e r n ,  o r  the  p a t t e r n  
f o r  t h a t  which i t  i s  p a t t e r n i n g .

— R. D. Laing ,  The P o l i t i c s  o f  Exper ience
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(

I

F a u lk n e r ' s  f i r s t  nove l ,  S o l d i e r ' s  Pay , i s  a r a p i d l y  w r i t t e n  book,  

and in  s t y l e ,  t o n e ,  and t e c h n ic a l  e x p e r i m e n t a t io n  i t  r e p r e s e n t s  a d i r e c t  

f low er ing  o f  t h a t  concern f o r  t h e  l i m i t  and power o f  verba l  e x p r e s s io n  

t h a t  we can s e n s e  as a g a th e r in g  fo r c e  i n  h i s  poe t ry  and f i r s t  p rose  

s k e t c h e s .  Fau lkner  p r e f a c e s  t h i s  novel w i th  f o u r  l i n e s  o f  v e r s e  e n t i t l e d  

" S o ld ie r "  w hich ,  by s e t t i n g  up th e  theme in  terms of  music ,  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  

the  book 's  p ro s e  s t y l e  w i l l  o f f e r  a c o n t i n u i n g  tona l  v a r i a t i o n  on th e  

theme. The words of  th e  s h o r t  poem a r e  a r ranged  as a form o f  i n c a n t a t i o n ,  

and we a re  l e f t  w ith  t h e  vague im p res s io n  t h a t  th e re  i s  some numinous 

s i g n i f i c a n c e  i n  the  r e t u r n  o f  t h i s  unnamed s o l d i e r  "home a g a i n , "  and 

t h a t  th e  p ro p e r  re sponse  to  h i s  r e t u r n - - " H u s h ,  h u s h ! " - - i s  n o t  words but  

some form o f  s i l e n c e .

" S o ld i e r "

The hushed p l i a n t  o f  wind i n  s t r i c k e n  t r e e s  
S h ive rs  the  g ra s s  in  p a t h  and lane  

And G r ie f  and Time a r e  t i d e l e s s  golden s e a s - -  
Hush, hush! He's home a g a i n .

There i s  something about  the  p r i o r i t y  p la c e d  on the  melodic des ign  o f  

c e r t a i n  words i n  th e s e  l i n e s  t h a t  h i n t s  a t  one o f  the  i m p l i c i t  l i n 

g u i s t i c  assumptions about  s t y l e  in  S o l d i e r ' s  Pay. As in  t h e  cyc le  o f  

poems t h a t  made up The Marble Faun, mus ica l  tone  r e p r e s e n t s  a r i c h e r

^Will iam Fau lkne r ,  S o l d i e r ' s  Pay (New York: Horace L i v e r i g h t ,  
I n c . ,  1926, r e i s s u e d  by The New American L ib ra ry  o f  World L i t e r a t u r e ,
I n c . ,  1961).

39
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mode o f  e x p r e s s io n  than  d i r e c t  ve rba l  s t a t e m e n t .  For th o s e  more s i g 

n i f i c a n t  moments in  h i s  f i r s t  novel  F a u lk n e r ' s  r e n d e r in g  o f  the  n a r 

r a t o r ' s  vo ice  s t r i k e s  on a p rose  so i n c a n t a t o r y  t h a t  we f i n d  o u r s e lv es  

look ing  beyond th e  a c t u a l  words f o r  some s i l e n t  i l l u m i n a t i o n .  By a r r a n g 

ing  words t h a t  push our awareness toward the  edges of  musical  t o n e ,  

Faulkner  makes s p e c i a l  demands o f  the  r e a d e r .  He i s  a s k in g  us t o  

coope ra te  w ith  a voice t h a t  confesses  t h a t  i t  cannot  s t a t e  d i r e c t l y ,  i t  

can only  s u g g e s t ;  by i m p l i c a t i o n  he i s  a l s o  ask ing  us t o  p o s t u l a t e  some 

form o f  s i l e n t  language by means o f  which t h i s  kind o f  w ord less  communion 

i s  p o s s i b l e .

The en ig m a t ic  power o f  l a nguage ,  the  complexi ty o f  t h e  t e l l i n g  

p r o c e s s ,  t h e  r e l a t i o n  o f  t r u t h  and the  e n e r g i e s  o f  the  word assume 

c e n t r a l  im por tance  in  S o l d i e r ' s  Pay. Fau lkner  not  only  demands t h a t  we 

d i s c r i m i n a t e  between kinds  o f  v o i c e s - - t h e r e  i s  a g r e a t  range  o f  verba l  

command i n  the  languages  o f  G i l l i g a n ,  Emmy, J o n e s ,  and Mrs. Powers—we 

must a l s o  d i s c r i m i n a t e  between kinds  o f  s i l e n c e .  The s i l e n c e  o f  Cadet 

Lowe, f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  s i g n a l s  l i t t l e  more than h i s  ca l low s u p e r f i c i a l i t y .

He has had no meaningful  ex p e r i e n c e  ( l i k e  F au lk n e r ,  Lowe missed th e  w a r ) ,  

and so he has n o t  been fo r c e d  to  take  up the  burden o f  a r t i c u l a t i o n .

The i n t e r v a l s  o f  s i l e n c e  i n  G i l l i g a n ' s  s p e e c h ,  on the  o t h e r  hand,  r e f l e c t  

h i s  f r u s t r a t i o n  with  th e  i l l u s i v e  n a t u r e  o f  t h e  word; t h e  unspeakable  

r e a l i t y  o f  h i s  w ar - t im e  e x p e r i e n c e s  a c t s  to  smother  h i s  a t t em p ts  to  

a r t i c u l a t e  t h e i r  s i g n i f i c a n c e .  Mrs. Power 's  v e r s io n  o f  s i l e n c e  i s  r i c h  

wi th  t h e  s u g g e s t io n  t h a t  h e r  r e t i c e n c e  i s  a s t r a t e g y ,  and t h a t  she i s  

co n se rv in g  h e r  i n n e r  though ts  f o r  s p e c i a l  moments o f  a r t i c u l a t i o n  in  

which a s y m p a th e t i c  l i s t e n e r  would c a l l  f o r t h  from he r  p r i v a t e  s i l e n c e
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t h e  most  meaningful ve rba l  e x p r e s s io n .  Mahon's s i l e n c e  i s  im p e n e t r a b le ,  

gnomic; w hatever  s e a r i n g  v i s i o n  has been h i s ,  i t  has b l a s t e d  h i s  verbal  

power w h i l e  l e a v in g  h in i jp a r a d o x i c a l l y ,  on t h e  verge o f  t e l l i n g  a l l .  

Mahon's p o t e n t i a l  t e l l i n g  con fe r s  a core  o f  s i l e n c e  t o  th e  book. We 

f e e l  h i s  a c t u a l  s i l e n c e  i s  a mode o f  language somehow s u p e r i o r  t o  the  

mindless  c l i c h e s  o f  the  townspeople who sur round  him, and t o  the  abor

t i v e  a t t e m p t s  by C e c i ly ,  Emmy, and th e  Rector  to  a r t i c u l a t e  the  meaning 

o f  h i s  r e t u r n .

S o l d i e r ' s  Pay a l s o  t e l l s  us much about  th e  way Faulkner  saw 

c h a r a c t e r  as a form o f  v o i c e ;  each o f  th e  s e v e ra l  f i c t i v e  speake rs  of  

the  book embodies a p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  s t y l e .  Jones  and G i l l i g a n ,  f o r  ex

ample,  a r e  a n t i t h e t i c a l  c h a r a c t e r s ,  and they  e v e n t u a l l y  come to  phys ica l  

blows.  But th e  p a i r  a l s o  r e p r e s e n t  two s i d e s  o f  a co n t in u in g  d i a l e c t i c  

between th e  loquacious  and l a c o n ic  modes o f  human speech ,  and by the  

end o f  t h e  book we f e e l  t h a t  G i l l i g a n ' s  r e t i c e n c e  i s  the  s u p e r i o r  s t y l e .  

Moreover, th e  p rox im i ty  t o  s i l e n c e  i m p l i c i t  i n  G i l l i g a n ' s  speech h in t s  

in  s t i l l  a n o th e r  way o f  t h e  assumption about  language t h a t  c o n t r o l s  the  

book- -conven t iona l  speech i s  a l i m i t e d  medium f o r  r e n d e r in g  the  t r u t h  o f  

e x p e r i e n c e ,  and perhaps  th e  whole t e l l i n g  p roces s  i s  in  doubt .

Two forms o f  v o ic e  s h a re  in  th e  composi t ion o f  S o l d i e r ' s  Pay. 

There i s  th e  range o f  t h e  vo ices  o f  t h e  i n d i v id u a l  c h a r a c t e r s ,  which we 

can c a l l  d r a m a t ic .  The o t h e r  and more dominant vo ice  i s  t h a t  o f  the  

n a r r a t o r  h i m s e l f ,  whose p rose  s t y l e  em ula tes  the  l y r i c a l  a s p i r a t i o n s  o f  

th e  poems in  The Marble Faun. The chan t ing  f low o f  the n a r r a t o r ' s  words 

n o t  only  c a l l s  a t t e n t i o n  t o  th e  p a u c i t y  o f  language t h a t  i s ,  t o  one 

degree  o r  a n o t h e r ,  each c h a r a c t e r ' s  p l i g h t  ( n o t  even Mrs. Powers can
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match th e  f l i g h t s  o f  language t h a t  we come to  e x p ec t  as r o u t i n e  in  th e  n a r 

r a t o r ' s  v o i c e ) ,  b u t  i t  a l s o  im p l ie s  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  s t i l l  a r i c h e r  mode o f  

e x p re s s io n  ly in g  j u s t  beyond th e  reach o f  even th e  n a r r a t o r ' s  words.  The 

combination o f  c l u s t e r s  o f  i n a r t i c u l a t e  d ram a t ic  vo ices  w i th  t h e  l y r i c  

b ia s  o f  th e  n a r r a t o r ' s  vo ice  i s  i t s e l f  a s i g n i f i c a n t  s t a t e m e n t :  Fau lkner

i s  ask ing  us to  c o n s id e r  th e  word in  i t s  most p e r s u a s iv e  form a l lows  our 

im ag ina t ion  to  pass  beyond t h e  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  t h e  word,  and t h a t  beyond 

th e  w ord 's  f r o n t i e r  t h e r e  i s  a s u p e r i o r  k ind o f  l i t e r a c y  which t a k e s  i t s  

contours  n o t  from the word b u t  from musical  tone  and even s i l e n c e  i t s e l f .

I I

The n o v e l ' s  p l o t  o f f e r s  l i t t l e  t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  i t  from t h e  mass of  

novels  p u b l i sh e d  dur ing  the  same p e r io d  about  d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t  w i th  t h a t  

war to  end a l l  w ars .  Olga Vickery  says o f  S o l d i e r ' s  Pay , "h is  c h a r a c t e r s  

a re  seldom more than  t y p e s - - t h e  s e n s i t i v e  v e t e r a n ,  the  u n f a i t h f u l  sweet 

h e a r t ,  t h e  bereaved mother ,  t h e  envious  y o u n g s t e r s ,  and th e  c a l l o u s  c i v i l -
p

i a n s - - a l l  o f  whom move woodenly th rough  s to c k  s i t u a t i o n s . '  The p l o t  ge ts  

underway when Donald Mahon, wounded in  t h e  war and now g r a d u a l l y  dy ing ,  

i s  a s s i s t e d  home by Mrs. Powers and G i l l i g a n ,  two in d i v i d u a l s  who a re  

a l s o  caught  up i n  the  cosmic movement o f  d isband ing  a rm ies .  The t h r e e  

a r r i v e  a t  Char les town,  G eorg ia ,  Mahon's home, where h i s  badly  s c a r r e d  face  

and obvious unawareness o f  h i s  su r round ings  shock h is  f a t h e r ,  t h e  Rec to r ,  

ou t  o f  h i s  complacent  view o f  l i f e .  Mahon's f i a n c e  b e fo re  th e  w ar ,  C e c i ly ,  

i s  so a p p a l l e d  a t  h is  face  t h a t  she b reaks  o f f  th e  engagement,  g r i e v i n g

201ga V ickery ,  The Novels o f  Mi H i  am Faulkner  (Baton Rouge: 
Lou is iana  S t a t e  U n iv e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1959,  r e v i s e d  e d i t i o n ,  1964) ,  p.  2.
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t h e  Rector  i n f i n i t e l y  more than Mahon, who i s  p a t h e t i c a l l y  unaware o f  

any th ing .  J a n u a r iu s  J o n e s ,  d e s c r ib e d  as a " s a t y r , "  immediately chases  

a f t e r  C e c i ly ,  and h i s  f r u s t r a t i n g  a t t e m p t s  t o  seduce  h e r  p rov ide  th e  

book with  a number o f  humorous s c e n e s .  As the  days p ro g re s s  through 

summer, th e  Rector  grows more d e s p a i r i n g ,  G i l l i g a n  f a l l s  in  love w i th  

Mrs. Powers,  and Jones  g ives  up p u r s u in g  Cec i ly  and s e t t l e s  f o r  t h e  p l a i n  

Emniy. F in a l ly  Mrs. Powers m arr i e s  Mahon o u t  o f  p i t y ,  and he d ie s  s h o r t l y  

a f t e r  the  wedding.  She leaves  Charlestown and G i l l i g a n ,  and the  novel 

c l o s e s  with  the  R ec to r  and G i l l i g a n  walk ing  t o g e t h e r  a t  n i g h t ,  t r y i n g  to  

a r t i c u l a t e  the  meaning o f  i t  a l l .

The opening scene o f  t h i s  f i r s t  novel i s  a c u r io u s  a f f a i r ,  and 

i t  g ives  us a g l impse o f  th e  kind o f  exp e r im e n ta t io n  w i th  f i c t i v e  vo ices  

Fau lkner  was e a g e r  t o  t a k e  on in  h i s  f i r s t  book. F i r s t  we hea r  f r a g 

ments from an "Old P lay (About 19— ? ) " :

A c h i l l e s —Did you shave t h i s  morn ing,  Cadet?
Mercury—Yes , S i r .
A c h i l l e s —What w i t h ,  Cadet?
M e rc u ry - - I s s u e ,  S i r .
A c h i l l e s —Carry on ,  Cadet .

The compressed n a t u r e  o f  the  exchange between A c h i l l e s  and Mercury,  w i th  

i t s  s a t i r i c  t h r u s t  a t  t h e  pompous f o r m a l i t y  o f  m i l i t a r y  l i f e ,  f u n c t i o n s  

as a c o u n t e r p o in t  t o  th e  wandering d i a lo g u e  o f  Lowe and G i l l i g a n ,  who 

a re  both in  the p ro ces s  o f  d i v e s t i n g  themselves o f  m i l i t a r y  c l a im s .  The 

n a r r a t o r  informs us o f  Lowe's p l i g h t — "They s topped  the  war on him" (7) 

—b u t  G i l l i g a n  speaks  in  h i s  own v o i c e ,  and when we h e a r  him im pe rsona t 

ing  a range o f  o t h e r  vo ices  we sen s e  t h a t  we are  be ing  t r e a t e d  to  th e  

sounds o f  a consummate t a l e  t e l l e r  engaged in  the  a c t  o f  h i s  a r t :
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" L i s t e n ,  I had a swell  ja ne  and she s a i d ,  ' f o r  C h r i s t ' s  sake ,  
you c a n ' t  d a n c e . '  And I s a i d ,  ' l i k e  h e l l  I c a n ' t ; '  And we 
was dancing  and she s a i d ,  'wha t  a re  you anyways?'  And I s a y s ,
'what  do you wanta know fo r?  I can dance as wel l  as any gen
e r a l  o r  major  or  even s e r g e a n t ,  because I j u s t  win f o u r  hundred 
in  a poker  game, '  and she s a i d ,  'oh ,  you d id ? '  and I s a i d ,  ' s u r e ,  
s t i c k  with  me, k i d , '  and she s a i d ,  'where i s  i t ? '  Only I w o u ld n ' t  
show i t  t o  h e r  and then  t h i s  f e l low  come up t o  h e r  and s a i d ,  ' a r e  
you danc ing t h i s  one? '  And she s a i d ,  ' s u r e ,  I am. This b i r d  
d o n ' t  d a n c e . '  Wel l ,  he was a s e r g e a n t ,  t h e  b i g g e s t  one I ev e r  
seen .  Say, he was l i k e  t h a t  f e l l o w  in  Arkansaw t h a t  had some 
t r o u b l e  w i th  a n ig g e r  and a f r i e n d  s a i d  t o  him, ' w e l l ,  I hear  
you k i l l e d  a n ig g e r  y e s t e r d a y . '  And he s a i d ,  ' y e s ,  weighed two 
hundred pounds . '  Like a b e a r . "  (8)

Lowe i s  an u n w i l l in g  l i s t e n e r  t o  t h i s  im persona to r  o f  v o i c e s ,  and h is

s i l e n t  incomprehension  a t  th e  c l o s e  o f  G i l l i g a n ' s  t a l e  sugges t s  t h a t  i f

the war i s  t h e i r  common bond,  language i s  t h e i r  common b a r r i e r ,  and t h a t

the  meaning o f  t h e i r  i n d i v id u a l  e x p e r i en ce  w i l l  c o n s i s t e n t l y  e lude  t h e i r

a t tem p ts  t o  a r t i c u l a t e  t h a t  meaning. There i s  something  s t e r i l e  in  th e

verba l  exchanges between Lowe and G i l l i g a n ,  and t h i s  s ense  o f  s t e r i l i t y

i s  en fo rced  by th e  lush  p rose  o f  t h e  n a r r a t o r ,  whose vo ice  now a r t i c u l a t e s

the  pathos  o f  t h e i r  s i t u a t i o n ,  which they  perhaps f e e l  b u t  cannot  s ay :

O uts ide  the  s t a t i o n  in  the  t w i l i g h t  th e  c i t y  broke s h a rp ly  
i t s  s k y l i n e  a g a i n s t  th e  w i n t e r  evening and l i g h t s  were 
shimmering b i r d s  on m o t io n le s s  golden w ings ,  b e l l  no te s  in  
a r r e s t e d  f l i g h t ;  ugly  everywhere beneath a rumored r e t r e a t 
ing  magic o f  c o l o r .

Food f o r  the  b e l l y ,  and w i n t e r ,  through s p r in g  was some
where in  th e  w o r ld ,  from th e  sou th  blown up l i k e  f o r g o t t e n  
music.  Caught both in  th e  magic o f  change th e y  s tood  f e e l 
ing th e  s p r i n g  in  th e  co ld  a i r ,  as i f  they  had b u t  r e c e n t l y  
come i n t o  a new w or ld ,  f e e l i n g  t h e i r  l i t t l e n e s s  and b e l i e v 
ing  to o  t h a t  ly in g  in  w a i t  f o r  them was something new and 
s t r a n g e .  They were ashamed o f  t h i s  and s i l e n c e  was unbear
a b l e .  (17)

The n a r r a t o r ' s  prose  t e x t u r e s  t h e  i m p l i c i t  themes o f  t h e  n o ve l - -m o t ion 

l e s s  f l i g h t ,  sound he ld  i n  s t a s i s ,  the  r e l e n t l e s s  i f  b e a u t i f u l  f low o f  

p r o c e s s ,  th e  y e a rn in g  f o r  some v i s i o n  o f  a n o th e r  kind  o f  l i f e ,  t h e
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p o te n t  s i l e n c e  o f  w ord le ss  th o u g h t s .  The f i r s t  s e c t i o n  o f  F a u lk n e r ' s  

novel c lo s e s  w i th  two s p e a k e r s ,  G i l l i g a n  and Lowe, musing in  "unbear 

ab le"  s i l e n c e ,  " b e l i e v i n g  too  t h a t  l y i n g  in  w a i t  f o r  them was something 

new and s t r a n g e . "  The l y r i c  g r a c e  o f  the  n a r r a t o r  h i n t s  a t  even f i n e r  

tones  o f  language l y i n g  in  w a i t  j u s t  beyond th e  l i m i t s  o f  the  w ord--  

t o n e s ,  pe rh ap s ,  o f  s i l e n c e  as pu re  as b e l l  no te s  in  a r r e s t e d  f l i g h t .

The t r a i n  on which G i l l i g a n  and Lowe a re  r i d i n g  th roughou t  t h i s  

opening c h a p te r  i s  r e a l l y  a s t a t i c  s e t t i n g  t h a t  a l lows  Fau lkner t h e  

o p p o r tu n i ty  to  move f i c t i v e  v o ic e s  in  and o u t  o f  ou r  h e a r i n g .  In s e c t i o n  

I I  o f  t h i s  f i r s t  c h a p t e r ,  the  two d i s ch a rg e d  s o l d i e r s  come upon a t h i r d  

- - t h e  wounded Donald Mahon. G i l l i g a n  i s  moved by Mahon's s u f f e r i n g ,  and 

by means o f  t h e  b a r e s t  minimum o f  ve rba l  exchange,  t h e  ac tu a l  t a l e  t e l l e r  

and the  p o t e n t i a l  t a l e  t e l l e r  s t r i k e  up a form o f  w ord less  u n d e r s t a n d in g :  

"The two of  them s a t  in  s i l e n t  comradeship ,  t h e  comradeship of  th o s e  

whose l i v e s  had become p o i n t l e s s  th rough  t h e  s h e e r  eq u iv o c a t io n  o f  e v e n t s ,  

o f  the  s o r r y  j a d e ,  C ircumstance ."  (23)

Mrs. Powers'  appearance on th e  t r a i n ,  and h e r  spontaneous show 

o f  sympathy f o r  the  s i l e n t  Mahon, provokes c o n t r a s t i n g  responses  in  th e  

minds o f  G i l l i g a n  and Lowe: "(She i s  m a r r i e d ,  and about  t w e n t y - f i v e ,

thought  G i l l i g a n )  (She i s  about  n i n e t e e n ,  and she i s  n o t  in  l o v e ,  Lowe 

d e c i d e d . ) "  (24) The c o n t r a s t  between t h e i r  p r i v a t e  surmises  o f  Mrs. 

Powers s u gges t s  t o  us t h a t  h e r  r e a l  n a t u re  perhaps w i l l  never  be g l impsed  

by e i t h e r  G i l l i g a n  o r  Lowe; t h e i r  words w i l l  co n t in u e  t o  o b fu s c a te  r a t h e r  

than t o  i l l u m i n a t e  t h e  t r u t h  o f  h e r  c h a r a c t e r .  I t  i s  a l s o  a p p a re n t  t h a t  

Mrs. Powers i s  a new c e n t e r  o f  awareness i n  th e  f i c t i o n ,  s u p e r i o r  i n  

a r t i c u l a t i o n  t o  any o f  her  o b s e r v e r s .  The language o f  Mrs. Powers i s ,
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i n  f a c t ,  one o f  th e  o r i g i n a l  t r iumphs  of  t h e  book. Although h e r  s i t 

u a t i o n  i s  summarized i n i t i a l l y  in  a r a t h e r  s t i l t e d  p rose  by the  n a r r a t o r  

("She th ough t  o f  her  husband youngly  dead i n  France . . Fau lkner  

makes a s e r i o u s  e f f o r t  t o  r e n d e r  the  verbal  p la y  o f  h e r  mind. Much more 

so than  G i l l i g a n ,  who i s  an a u t h e n t i c  t a l e  t e l l e r ,  Mrs. Powers'  vo ice  i s  

a r i c h  r e p o s i t o r y  of  remembered v o ic e s .  Her s i l e n t  r e v e r i e  w h i le  a lone  

i n  bed i l l u s t r a t e s  F a u l k n e r ' s  most i n t r i c a t e  b le nd ing  o f  d i f f e r e n t  kinds

o f  vo ices  r e s o n a t i n g  w i t h i n  a s i n g l e  i n t e l l i g e n c e  thus  f a r  in  t h e  book:
\

(Dick,  Dick. Dead, ugly  Dick.  Once you were a l i v e  and young 
and p a s s i o n a t e  and u g ly ,  a f t e r  a time you were dead ,  dea r  Dick: 
t h a t  f l e s h ,  t h a t  body,  which I loved and d id  n o t  lo v e ;  your  
b e a u t i f u l ,  young,  ug ly  body,  dear  Dick,  become now a s e e th i n g  
o f  worms, l i k e  new m i lk .  Dear Dick .)  (32)

The j a r r i n g  c o n t r a s t  between " s e e th in g  worms" and "new milk" i s  i t s e l f

symbolic o f  the  p a r a d o x ic a l  n a t u r e  o f  her  mind,  and the  words e n fo rc e

t h e  p o l a r  t e n s i o n s  o f  h e r  e x p e r i e n c e —the  Dick she loved and d id  no t

l o v e ,  h e r  s im ul taneous  a t t r a c t i o n  and r e v u l s i o n  from h e r  husband 's

body,  h e r  p r e s e n t  em pt iness  and h e r  remembered g a i e t y ,  th e  dead Powers

and the  dying Mahon. Again and aga in her  v o ic e  s t r a i n s  t o  a r t i c u l a t e

t h e  b roade r  them at ic  movements o f  the  n o v e l ,  and she does so  from a

p o s i t i o n  o f  paradox.  Her language i s  more a r t i c u l a t e  than  any f i c t i v e

s p e a k e r  in  the  book,  y e t  h e r  words imply t h a t  t h e  deeper  meanings o f

an expe r i ence  a r e  somehow unsayab le .

In th e  opening c h a p t e r  o f  h i s  f i r s t  novel Fau lkner  has s u c 

ceeded in  p la c in g  us w i t h i n  h e a r in g  of  t h r e e  d i s t i n c t  f i c t i v e  s p e a k e r s ,  

each o f  whom has a d i f f e r e n t  idiom and r e p r e s e n t s  d i f f e r e n t  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  

o f  language .  Lowe's language  i s  composed o f  w a r - t im e  c l i c h e s  and f a i l s  

t o  evoke any th ing  more than  s e l f  p i t y ;  G i l l i g a n ' s  vo ice  i s  r i c h e r ,
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r e f l e c t s  a w id e r  range  o f  e x p e r i e n c e ,  and we s u s p e c t  t h a t  h i s  c o a r s e ,  

c o l l o q u i a l  d i c t i o n  i s  a mask f o r  h i s  in n e r  s e n s i t i v i t y ;  Mrs. Powers'  

language can reach th e  l y r i c  q u a l i t i e s  needed to  a r t i c u l a t e  th e  f i n e r  

i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  t h e i r  common sadness  and ennu i .  Only Mahon has no 

v o i c e ,  and i f  f o r  t h i s  reason  h is  c h a r a c t e r  r e p r e s e n t s  the  book 's  major
O

f law as some re a d e r s  have a s s e r t e d ,  h is  r o l e  o f  f r u s t r a t e d  s p e a k e r ,  

l i k e  t h e  p i l o t  vo ice  i n  Poem I of  A Green Bough, draws our a t t e n t i o n  to  

the  r a d i c a l  n a t u r e  o f  h i s  f u n c t i o n :  Mahon i s  a h y p o t h e t i c a l  v o i c e ,

whose mode o f  e x p re s s io n  i s  s i l e n c e .  Like Caddy in  The Sound and th e  

F u ry , he e x i s t s  in  a s t a t e  o f  p o t e n t i a l  s p e a k in g ,  and he r e p r e s e n t s  a 

form o f  prophecy t h a t  i s  nev e r  reduced t o  t h e  ambigui ty  o f  a c tu a l  words.

3H ya t t  H. Waggoner, Wil l i am F a u lk n e r : From J e f f e r s o n  to  th e
World (Lexington:  U n i v e r s i t y  o f  Kentucky P r e s s ,  1959) ,  pp.  1-5.
Waggoner cla ims t h a t  Mahon's s i l e n c e  and G i l l i g a n ' s  u t t e r a n c e s  a r e  no t  
enough to  make us f e e l  th e  pa thos  o f  t h e i r  s i t u a t i o n .  Waggoner groups 
t o g e t h e r  Mahon and G i l l i g a n  as examples o f  r e t u r n i n g  s o l d i e r ' s  who 
" t e l l  us they  a re  in  d e s p a i r ,  and t e l l  us why, and the  vo ice  o f  th e  
n a r r a t o r  undersco res  t h e i r  e x p l a n a t i o n s . "  But as a n o v e l ,  co n t in u es  
Waggoner, th e  r e s u l t  i s  a f a i l u r e .  Waggoner does n o t  d i s c r i m i n a t e ,  as 
I t h i n k  one s h ou ld ,  between th e  mode o f  t e l l i n g  r e p r e s e n t e d  by G i l l i g a n  
and t h a t  o f  Mahon. Olga V icke ry ,  i n  h e r  a r t i c l e ,  " F a u lk n e r ' s  F i r s t  
Nove l ,"  Western Humanit ies  Review, I I  (Summer, 1957) ,  pp.  251-256,  
s u g g es t s  t h a t  i f  t h e  novel was meant to  be b u i l t  around th e  d ram at ic  
t e n s i o n  between t h e  two f i g u r e s  o f  Jones and Mahon, " then  i t  f a i l s ,  
f o r  Donald 's  complete p a s s i v i t y  i s  an i n s u f f i c i e n t  f o i l  f o r  J o n e s ' s  
rampaging v i t a l i t y . "  R ichard  P. Adams, in  h i s  book,  Wil l iam F a u lk n e r : 
Myth and Motion ( P r i n c e t o n :  P r in c e to n  U n iv e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1968) ,  p.  35 ,
sees  a more p o s i t i v e  s i d e  t o  Mahon's s i l e n c e .  "The o p p o s i t i o n  o f  h i s  
s t a s i s  to  th e  dynamism o f  l i f e  t h a t  su r rounds  him in  n a t u re  and o t h e r  
people  e s t a b l i s h e s  the  t e c h n ic a l  s t r a t e g y  and the  moral meaning o f  the  
book." Michael Mi l i g a t e ,  i n  h is  The Achievement o f  Will iam Fau lkner  
(New York: Random House, 1966) ,  pp.  64-65 ,  sees  Mahon and Jones as
p o l a r  o p p o s i t e s  who g e n e r a t e  meaning between them; Mahon's fu n c t i o n  i s  
to  r e p r e s e n t  the  " t e r r i b l e  r e a l i t i e s  o f  w a r , "  in  a kind o f  p a s s iv e  
exemplum f o r  the  o t h e r  c h a r a c t e r s  t o  t a l k  about .  Few c r i t i c s  see 
Mahon as a s u c c e s s f u l  c h a r a c t e r  in  h i s  own r i g h t .

(
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Chapter  Two r e l i e s  on the  same b a s i c  r h e t o r i c a l  s e t t i n g  f o r  

i t s  s t r u c t u r e - - t w o  vo ices  speak ing  to  each o t h e r  w i t h i n  a s t a t i c  frame

work,  he re  a ro se  garden i n s t e a d  o f  the  s e a t s  o f  a pa s sen g e r  t r a i n .

But th e  exchange between J a n u a r iu s  Jones and the  Rector  d i s p l a y s  a g r e a t 

e r  range o f  verba l  t a l e n t  than  t h a t  o f  G i l l i g a n  and Lowe. The pagan 

am o ra l i ty  o f  J o n e s ,  " l a t e l y  a f e l l o w  o f  L a t in  a t  a small  c o l l e g e , "  and 

th e  g ood-w i l l ed  i f  conven t iona l  m o r a l i t y  o f  the  o l d e r  Rector  f i n d  a

s u r p r i s i n g  r a p p o r t  in  t h e i r  mutual love o f  a language few can speak ,

L a t in .  Jones  chan ts  the  opening and th e  Rector  th e  concluding  l i n e s  

o f  a passage  from Ovid,  a f t e r  which each s i l e n t l y  rega rds  th e  o t h e r  w ith  

"gen ia l  e n th u s i a s m ."  (41) T h e i r  knowledge o f  L a t in  t a k es  on th e  im p l i 

c a t i o n s  o f  a p r i v a t e  language used t o  i s o l a t e  th e  speakers  from o t h e r  

and perhaps more meaningful  modes o f  speech .  But a s id e  from t h e i r  gen ia l  

en thus iasm about  L a t i n ,  t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  languages  a re  d e c id e d ly  d i f f e r 

e n t .  The garden  in  which we f i r s t  hea r  them speaking  i s  i t s e l f  a p o i n t  

o f  r e f e r e n c e  t h a t  marks th e  range o f  t h e i r  d i f f e r i n g  verba l  re sponse  

t o  e x p e r i e n c e .  The Rec tor  sees  in  a p a r t i c u l a r  ro s e  bush a symbol o f  

h i s  l o s t  y o u th ;  t h e  rose  bush sur rounds  t h e  essence  o f  h i s  you th  "as 

wine i s  im prisoned  i n  a wine j a r " ;  th e  same bush t o  Jones i s  merely a

reminder t h a t  "one does n o t  become a t t a c h e d  to  t h i n g s  one has long

known." (44) T h e i r  idioms a re  a n t i t h e t i c a l .  The Rector  s ee s  i n  the  

word a s u b s t i t u t e  f o r  a c t i o n ;  Jones  sees  t h e  word as a co n v e n ie n t  d i s 

g u i s e  f o r  a c t i o n .  T h e i r  c o n v e r s a t i o n  wanders th rough  a v a r i e t y  o f  

t o p i c s  (anarch ism,  weakening o f  t h e  w h i te  r a c e ,  P rovidence)  which a c t  

to  expand t h e  scope o f  the  book beyond th e  more l i m i t e d  p o s t -w a r
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rum ina t ions  o f  G i l l i g a n  and Lowe. The r a t h e r  verbose  exchanges between 

the  Rector  and Jones  about  remote t h e o r e t i c a l  i s s u e s  i s  F a u lk n e r ' s  way 

o f  r e n d e r in g  th e  s t e r i l i t y  o f  th e  word when i t  i s  c u t  o f f  from r e a l  

e x p e r i e n c e ,  r e v e r b e r a t i n g  ho llowly  in  t h e  mouths o f  t e l l e r s  who a re  

a f r a i d  o f  t r u t h .

Mason's a r r i v a l  shocks the  Rector  i n t o  s i l e n c e .  The f a c t  o f  

h i s  s o n ' s  phys ica l  and p sych ic  ru in  i s  f o r  the  Rec to r  s imply unsayab le .  

All th e  g l i t t e r i n g  words t h a t  had p r o t e c t e d  him from expe r ience  a re  

reduced to  no th ing  in  the  f a c e  o f  Mahon's grim r e t u r n  from th e  dead.

The s i l e n t  son c o n fe r s  s i l e n c e  on h i s  f a t h e r .  But i f  t h e  c r i s i s  o f  

Mahon's sudden p resence  exposes  the  hollowness o f  th e  R e c t o r ' s  l anguage ,  

i t  s i g n a l s  a new growth i n  the  language o f  Mrs. Powers. She i s  now th e  

on ly  f i c t i v e  s p e a k e r  q u a l i f i e d  to  r e g i s t e r  the  manifo ld  im p l i c a t i o n s  o f  

t h i s  s o l d i e r ' s  r e t u r n ,  and she takes  on some o f  the  l y r i c  f o r c e  o f  t h e  

s h o r t  poem t h a t  p r e f a c e s  t h e  book. Mrs. P ow ers ' s  i n t e r i o r  vo ice  s i l e n t l y  

i n t u i t s  w i th  " i n s t i n c t i v e  p e r s p i c u i t y "  (58) t h a t  the  Rector  i s  now w i t h 

ou t  a language ,  t h a t  C ec i ly  i s  masking h e r  h o r r o r  o f  Mahon behind c l i c h e s  

o f  l o v e ,  t h a t  Jones  i s  a 1 e t c h e r  and w i l l  now d i r e c t  h i s  verba l  s k i l l  

toward seducing  C e c i l y ,  and t h a t  s h e ,  Mrs. Powers,  a lone  loves  Mahon 

d i s p a s s i o n a t e l y  f o r  what he i s ,  n o t  f o r  what  he was. Mrs. Powers 's  

s i l e n t  i n t e r i o r  v o ic e  becomes i n c r e a s i n g l y  a sounding board f o r  t h e  i n 

a r t i c u l a t e  y e a r n i n g s  o f  t h e  o t h e r  c h a r a c t e r s .

Although Mahon has no vo ice capab le  o f  a r t i c u l a t i n g  more than  a 

momentary gl immering o f  h i s  r e a l  s i t u a t i o n ,  h i s  s i l e n c e  i n i t i a l l y  a c t s  

as a c a t a l y s t  f o r  a h o s t  o f  voices  s e v e ra l  removes from th e  l e v e l  o f  

awareness o f  Mrs. Powers,  a l l  o f  whom, by assuming th e  r o l e  o f  e x p r e s s in g
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t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  h i s  sudden appea rance ,  r evea l  th e  o u t e r  edges of

th e  f i c t i o n a l  world f o r  which Mahon's r e t u r n  i s  the  c e n t r a l  ev e n t .

Beginning with  C e c i l y ' s  f a m i ly ,  th e  wor ld  o f  t h e  town unfo lds  g r a d u a l ly

u n t i l  i t  reaches  the  anonymous l o a f e r s  around th e  town h a l l .  The

p h y s ic a l  d e t a i l s  of  th e  town a r e  d e s c r ib e d  by th e  o m n isc ien t  n a r r a t o r :

"Char les town,  l i k e  numberless o t h e r  towns th roughou t  t h e  s o u t h ,  had

been b u i l t  around a c i r c l e  o f  t e t h e r e d  horses  and m u les ."  (78) Faulkner

nex t  a t t e m p t s  to  r e n d e r  d r a m a t i c a l l y  th e  c o rp o ra t e  mind o f  Charlestown

by means o f  a s e r i e s  o f  voices  imagined as overhea rd  by the  r e a d e r  bu t

no t  by t h e  r e c t o r  o r  G i l l i g a n ,  whose p as s in g  p resence  prompts th e s e  vo ices

to  speak :

(One o f  them a i r y - p l a n e  f e l l e r s . )
(S 'w h a t  I s ay :  i f  t h e  Lord had in ten d ed  f o r  f o lk s  to  
f l y  around in  the  a i r  He'd ' a '  g ive  'em w in g s . )
(W el l ,  h e ' s  been c l o s t e r  t o  th e  Lord 'n  y o u ' l l  e v e r  g i t . )  (78)

The passage  ca tches  t h e  sound o f  the p r o v i n c i a l i s m  and tedium o f  small

town l i f e ,  bu t  th e  d isem bodied ,  h a n g i n g - i n - t h e - a i r  q u a l i t y  o f  th e se

vo ices  aga in  a re  too l i m i t e d  t o  evoke a response  w ider  than  t h e i r  own

i n d i f f e r e n c e ;  when th e y  f a l l  s i l e n t ,  t h e  n a r r a t o r  s k e tc h e s  in  the  f i n a l

l y r i c  touch f o r  th e  s c en e :  "And above a l l  brooded e a r l y  Apr i l  sweetly

p reg n an t  w ith  noon." (78) The c o u n t e rp o in t  o f  town vo ice  and the

n a r r a t o r ' s  l y r i c  vo ice  c a l l s  o u r  a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  t h a t  a

given ex p e r i e n c e  can g e n e ra te  a m u l t i p l e  verba l  r e s p o n s e ,  each f a i l i n g ,

to  one degree  o r  a n o t h e r ,  t o  do j u s t i c e  to  i t s  r e a l  meaning.

The vo ice  o f  Emmy a r t i c u l a t e s  a s p e c i a l  r esponse  to  t h e  presence  

o f  Mahon. The om n isc ien t  n a r r a t o r  f i r s t  s k e tc h e s  in  h e r  p a s t ,  making 

in  th e  p rocess  a s u r p r i s i n g  appea l  to  t h e  r e a d e r  f o r  im a g in a t iv e



www.manaraa.com

c o o p e ra t io n :  "There was something w i ld  about  Emmy's f a c e ;  you knew

t h a t  she  o u t - r a n ,  o u t - f o u g h t ,  ou t -c l im bed  h e r  b r o t h e r s :  you could 

imagine h e r  deve lop ing  l i k e  a small  b u t  s t u r d y  greenness  on a d u n g h i l l . "  

(84) But once the  r h e t o r i c a l  s e t t i n g  i s  es tabl ished--Emmy and Mrs.

Powers a re  a lone  t o g e t h e r  where "heed le ss  r a i n "  f i l l s  th e  room w i th  

"hushed monotonous sound"—Emmy i s  f r e e  to  t e l l  "he r  b r i e f  s t o r y . "

The v igorous  c o l l o q u i a l i s m  o f  h e r  language  f i n d s  i t s  n a t u r a l  c o u n t e r 

p a r t  in  the  s i l e n t  l i s t e n i n g  o f  Mrs. Powers,  who by h e r  s i l e n c e  modula tes  

the  f low o f  Emmy's words.

The r h e t o r i c a l  s t r u c t u r e  in  which a l l  t h i s  t akes  p lace  i s  what  

I would l i k e  to  term th e  f i r s t  d i a l e t i c  v i s i o n  in  the  nove l .  Unl ike  

the  p rose  sk e tch  "F rank ie  and Johnny,"  we h e a r  two vo ices  speaking  to  

each o t h e r  in  t u r n ,  and each makes an e f f o r t  t o  grope f o r  th e  sequence 

o f  words which would a r t i c u l a t e  b e s t  th e  meaning o f  an e x p e r i en ce . .

The b e s t  r e n d e r in g  o f  words w i l l  p e rm i t  a momentary p a s s in g  over  from 

the  l i m i t s  o f  words t o  a w ord le ss  language w i th  which th e  two s p e a k e r -  

h e a r e r s  commune in  s i l e n c e .  What happens between Emmy and Mrs. Powers 

p r e f i g u r e s  th e  e x t e n s i v e  d i a l e t i c  exchange between Rosa and Quentin in  

Absalom, Absalom!; on a much v a s t e r  s c a l e ,  th e y  a l s o  move p a s t  t h e  need 

f o r  words i n t o  the  realms o f  s i l e n t  v i s i o n .  Here Emmy f i r s t  evokes in  

the  l i s t e n i n g  Mrs. Powers an image o f  the  Donald Mahon o f  the p a s t :  

"Sometimes he used to  walk home from school w i th  me. He w o u ld n ' t  never  

have a h a t  o r  c o a t ,  and h i s  f ace  was l i k e —i t  was l i k e  he ought  t o  l i v e  

in  th e  woods."  (87) Emmy appea ls  to  Mrs. Powers (as Faulkner does to  

us as r e a d e r s )  f o r  a mutual s h a r in g  in  th e  t a s k  o f  prob ing  f o r  meaning: 

"You know: n o t  l i k e  he ought  to  went  t o  school  o r  had t o  dress  up . "
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52
L:

Mrs. Powers in  t u r n  a d j u s t s  th e  f low o f  Emmy's vo ice  so t h a t  t h e i r  two

vo ices  t o g e t h e r  become the  mode o f  e x p re s s io n  f o r  the  t o t a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e

of  t h i s  one n i g h t  o f  Mahon's p a s t :  " A r e n ' t  you going too  f a s t ?  . . .

But you a r e  going  too  f a s t . "  Emmy c o n t i n u e s :

' I  c o u l d n ' t  see  h i s  e y e s ,  b u t  I could  f e e l  them somehow l i k e  
t h i n g s  touch ing  me. When he looks  a t  you--you  f e e l  l i k e  a 
b i r d ,  kind o f :  l i k e  you was going swooping r i g h t  away from
th e  ground o r  someth ing.  But now t h e r e  was something d i f f e r 
e n t ,  too .  I could h ea r  him p a n t in g  from ru n n in g ,  and I could 
f e e l  something i n s i d e  me p a n t i n g ,  to o .  I was a f r a i d  and I 
w a s n ' t  a f r a i d .  I t  was l i k e  e v e r y t h in g  was dead exce p t  u s .  . . . '  
(88-89)

The f i n a l  e f f e c t  o f  the  d i a l e c t i c  exchange between Emmy and Mrs. 

Powers,  th e  e lement  t h a t  m e r i t s  t h e  te rm " v i s i o n , "  occurs when an 

e p ip h a n y - l ik e  re sponse  in  each mind u n i t e s  them te m p o r a r i l y  in  s i l e n t  

communion. When Emmy ceases  he r  s t o r y  he r  f a c e  i s  "calmed, purged" f o r  

the  f i r s t  t im e ,  and Mrs. Powers,  v i s i b l y  a f f e c t e d ,  no l o n g e r  f e e l s  

" s u p e r io r "  to  Emmy—t h e i r  f a t e  i s  one a f t e r  a l l :  both  mourn war-

d es t ro y ed  l o v e r s .  The sense  o f  communion between th e  two i s  f e l t  most 

i n t e n s e l y  when th e  a c tu a l  words cease  be ing  spoken.  S i l e n c e  i s  a con

d i t i o n  of  t h i s  communion; words draw t h e  s p e a k e r - h e a r e r s  t o  a p o i n t  

where words can be d i spensed  w i th .  The scene  c l o s e s  on Mrs. Powers 's  

gradual  r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  " the  r a i n  had ceased and long l a n ces  o f  s u n l i g h t "  

now p i e r c e  " the  washed immaculate a i r . "  (90) The u n i fy in g  g race  o f  

s i l e n t  communion reached  by a d i a l e c t i c  exchange o f  words i s  en fo rced  by 

the  sequence o f  r a i n  to  s u n l i g h t  w i t h i n  which i t  has f u n c t i o n e d ;  th e  

long ou tpour ing  o f  words by Emmy and Mrs. Powers has i t s  c o u n t e r p a r t  

in  t h e  u n fo ld ing  o f  seasona l  p rocess  i t s e l f .

In the  same s e c t i o n  o f  Chapte r  I I  Fau lkner  next  a r r a n g e s  a chorus
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of  v o i c e s ,  none o f  which s i n g l e  voice i s  heard by a n o t h e r  f i c t i o n a l  

l i s t e n e r :

The Town:
War Hero Returns . . .
His f a c e  . . . t h e  way t h a t  g i r l  goes on w i th  t h a t  F a r r  boy . . .

Young Robert  Saunders :
I j u s t  want t o  see  h is  s c a r  . . .

C ec i ly :
And now I 'm n o t  a good woman any more. Oh, w e l l ,  i t  had t o  
be sometime, I guess . . .

George F a r r :
Yes! Yes! She was a v i r g i n !  But i f  she w o n ' t  see  me, 
i t  means somebody e l s e .  Her body in  a n o t h e r ' s  arms . . .
Why must  you? What do you want? Te l l  me: I w i l l  do any
t h i n g ,  any th ing  . . .

Margaret  Powers:
Can no th ing  a t  a l l  move me again? Nothing to  d e s i r e ?
Nothing to  s t i r  me, to  move me, save  p i t y ?  . . . (105)

And so on. There i s  no s p e a k e r - h e a r e r  frame h e r e ;  a l l  a r e  merely

s p e a k e r s .  This  chorus o f  i s o l a t e d  v o ic e s  i s  r a p i d l y  fo l lowed  by a n o th e r

l e t t e r  from th e  ab s e n t  J u l i a n  Lowe t o  Mrs. Powers,  t h e  e f f e c t  o f  which

i s  t o  c h a r t  f u r t h e r  t h e  irony  o f  h i s  d im in i s h in g  s i g n i f i c a n c e .  Again,

th e  i n t e n t i o n  o f  both chorus and l e t t e r  i s  t o  i n c r e a s e  t h e  range o f

vocal  re sponse  w i th i n  the  f i c t i o n  to  Mahon's r e t u r n .  Taken t o g e t h e r ,

t h e s e  disembodied fo r c e s  us t o  make some leaps  o f  language o u r s e l v e s .

The long parade o f  c h a r a c t e r s  who a re  unable to  marsha l l  the  r i g h t  words

i s  a t e s t  o f  our  empathic powers--we have t o  l i s t e n  f o r  the  words they

a re  t r y i n g  t o  say in  a d d i t i o n  to  th o s e  they  a r e  a c t u a l l y  sa y in g .

IV

S e c t io n  IV o f  Chapter  IV co n ta in s  a n o t h e r  v e r s io n  o f  t h e  d i a l e c t i c  

s ea rch  f o r  a language  t h a t  communicates w o r d l e s s ly .  Here Mrs. Powers and



www.manaraa.com

G i l l i g a n ,  th e  two most g i f t e d  t r u t h  t e l l e r s ,  engage in  a le n g th y  verbal  

exchange t h a t  r e s u l t s  in  a new sense o f  communion between them. F i r s t  

the n a r r a t o r  s e t s  th e  scene f o r  t h e i r  d i a l e c t i c  by means o f  a p rose  

which h i n t s  a t  language  t h a t  i s  shad ing  i n t o  s i l e n c e :  "The sun was

a lmost  down. Only t h e  t i p s  o f  t r e e s  were y e t  dipped in  f a d in g  l i g h t  

and where they  s a t  t h e  shadow became a v i o l e t  subs tance  in  which the  

th ru s h  sang and then  f e l l  s t i l l . "  (112) Like K ea ts ' s  n i g h t i n g a l e ,  the  

b i r d ' s  song seems most i n t e n s e l y  heard as i t  pas ses  i n t o  s i l e n c e .  Mrs. 

Powers then opens th e  exchange with  G i l l i g a n  by r e c a l l i n g  a p a s t  in 

which G i l l i g a n  can p a r t i c i p a t e .  The p r o l i f e r a t i o n  o f  t h e  ph ra se  "you 

see"  and "you know" r e v e a l s  both  h e r  s en s e  o f  urgency a t  be ing  under

s tood  and h e r  con f ide nce  in  G i l l i g a n ' s  empathy: "You remember how i t

was th e n —everybody e x c i t e d  and h y s t e r i c a l ,  l i k e  a b ig  c i r c u s .  . . .

You know how i t  was: a l l  s o l d i e r s  t a l k i n g  o f  dying g l o r i o u s l y  i n  b a t t l e

w i th o u t  r e a l l y  b e l i e v i n g  i t  o r  knowing very  much about  i t .  . . ."  (112)

She touches  n e x t  on h e r  b r i e f  l i f e  as Dick Powers ' s  w i fe :  "He c a l l e d

f o r  me and we went t o  h i s  h o t e l .  You s e e ,  J o e ,  i t  was l i k e  when you a re  

a c h i l d  in  t h e  dark  and you keep on s a y i n g ,  I t  i s n ' t  d a r k ,  i t  i s n ' t  da rk .  

We were t o g e t h e r  f o r  t h r e e  days and then  h is  b o a t  s a i l e d . "  (113) A f t e r  

the  i n e v i t a b l e  f e e l i n g  o f  d i s i l l u s i o n  s e t  i n ,  she c o n t i n u e s ,  she  wrote 

to  Powers to  end t h e i r  m a r r i a g e ,  b u t  "He died  b e l i e v i n g  e v e r y t h in g  was 

the  same between u s . "  (113) The n a r r a t o r ' s  vo ice  c l o s e s  o f f  t h e  scene 

with an a p p r o p r i a t e  mood o f  w ord le ss  peace :  "The sun was com ple te ly  gone

and they  walked th rough a v i o l e t  s i l e n c e  s o f t  as m i lk . "  (114) The v i o l e t  

s i l e n c e  they  walk th rough we sense  i s  th e  t h r e s h o l d  o f  words i t s e l f ,  and 

whateve r  v i s i o n  they  now s h a re  we know does n o t  need words t o  s u s t a i n  i t .
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Up to  t h i s  p o i n t  in  t h e  nove l ,  Faulkner  has c l e a r l y  been e x p e r i 

menting w i th  c e r t a i n  r h e t o r i c a l  s t r a t e g i e s  t h a t  would i l l u m i n a t e  t h e  

co m p le x i t i e s  o f  the  human vo ice  in  t h e  a c t  o f  s peak ing  w hi le  a t  t h e  same 

t ime would f u l f i l l  needed t a s k s  f o r  t h e  novel as a whole.  He wants a 

f i c t i v e  voice t h a t  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  to  h e a r  in  i t s e l f  and which a l s o  ad

vances t h e  a c t i o n ,  says something about  an o th e r  c h a r a c t e r ,  f i l l s  i n  the 

r e a d e r  about  t h e  p a s t ,  inc rem en ts  the s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  c e r t a i n  m o t i f s ,

and so on.  Here,  with  t h e  v o ic e  of  Mrs. Powers engaged w i th  a n o th e r  vo ice

in  a d i a l e c t i c  s ea rch  f o r  a r i c h e r  mode of  s a y i n g ,  he has s t r u c k  on a 

te c h n iq u e  t h a t  answers th e s e  needs .

Faulkner  nex t  a t t em p ts  in  s e c t i o n  IV o f  Chap te r  V h i s  most

am bi t ious  exper iment w i th  r e n d e r in g  m u l t i p l e  ve rba l  re sponses  to  a

s i n g l e  e x p e r i e n c e - - t h e  b eds ide  v i s i t  w i th  Mahon by s e v e ra l  c h a r a c t e r s .

As Mrs. Burney,  who has l o s t  a son in  th e  w ar ,  i s  p r e s e n t e d  t o  t h e  s ick

Mahon, we hea r  a flow o f  vo ices  both s i l e n t  and a loud  from Mrs. Burney

and Mrs. Powers,  the  n a r r a t o r ,  and even the dead Dick P o w e rs - - a l l  a re

s peak ing  s im u l tan e o u s ly  from w i t h i n  a s i n g l e  moment o f  suspended t ime.

The words p i l e  up around the  c e n t r a l  core  o f  s i l e n c e  t h a t  i s  Mahon, and

each word we f e e l  f a i l s  to  cope with t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  t h a t  s i l e n c e :

(Oh, the  poor  man, the  poor  man. And y o u r  s c a r r e d  face !
Madden d i d n ' t  t e l l  me y o u r  face  was s c a r r e d ,  Donald .)

Pigeons l i k e  slow s l e e p ,  a f te rnoon  p a s s in g  away, dying.
Mrs. Burney,  in  h e r  t i g h t ,  ho t  b l a c k ,  t h e  r e c t o r ,  huge and
b la c k  and s h a p e l e s s ,  Mrs. Burney w i th  an unhealed  sor row,
Mrs. Powers— (Dick,  Dick . . .  My body f low ing  away from me, 
d i v i d i n g .  How ugly men a r e ,  naked.  D on ' t  l e a v e  me! D on ' t  
l e a v e  me! No! No! We d o n ' t  love  each o t h e r !  we d o n ' t !  we 
d o n ' t !  Hold me c l o s e ,  c l o s e :  my body 's  in t im a cy  i s  broken ,  
unsee ing .  Thank God my body cannot  see .  Your body i s  so 
u g l y ,  Dick! Dear Dick.  Your bones ,  your  mouth hard and 
shaped  as bone: r i g i d .  My body f lows away: you cannot  hold
i t .  Why do you s l e e p ,  Dick? My body f lows on and on.  You



www.manaraa.com

cannot  hold  i t  f o r  yours  i s  so  u g ly ,  dear  Dick.  . . . "You 
may n o t  h e a r  from me f o r  some t im e .  I w i l l  w r i t e  when I 
can. . . . " )  (126)

The moment o f  s t a s i s  f lows back i n t o  normal s e q u e n t i a l  t ime when th e

n a r r a t i v e  s h i f t s  to  Mahon, who i s  s i t t i n g  "h ea r in g  v o i c e s , "  a l though  i t

i s  c l e a r  he has on ly  heard  sound w i th o u t  meaning: "He f e l t  su b s t a n c e

he could  no t  s e e ,  heard what  d id  n o t  move him a t  a l l . "  Yet h i s  p a s s iv e

s i l e n c e  somehow seems the  w i s e r  way. His t o n e l e s s  "Carry on,  Joe"

f u n c t i o n s  as a s y s t o l e  w ith  the  p u l s in g  d i a s t o l e  o f  the  l y r i c  v o ic e :

"Sucking s i l v e r  sound o f  pigeons s l a n t i n g  to  and from the  s p i r e  l i k e

smears o f  s o f t  p a i n t  on a c l o u d l e s s  s k y ."  (127) The im p l i c a t i o n  o f

Mahon's s i l e n c e  and th e  l y r i c  v o ic e  work t o g e t h e r  to  c r e a t e  a rhythmic

ch a n t  t h a t  f u s e s  human dea th  w i th  th e  beauty  o f  mind less  n a t u r e .

V

When Fau lkner  a r r e s t s  t h e  ch rono log ica l  f low o f  e ven t s  to  

s c r u t i n i z e  t h e  workings of  human speech as he does i n  the  c o l l o c a t i o n  

o f  vo ices  j u s t  d i s c u s s e d ,  he b r in g s  a n o th e r  d imens ion to  h i s  twin  

concern w i th  t h e  a c t  o f  human l i t e r a c y  and th e  problem o f  th e  word as 

a v i t a l  e lem en t  in  t r u t h  t e l l i n g .  From t h i s  p o i n t  on in  both  S o l d i e r ' s  

Pay^ and h i s  succeed ing  f i c t i o n ,  t h e  grand q u e s t s  f o r  a s u p e r i o r  form 

o f  s t a t e m e n t  t h a t  we see  embodied in  Quentin Compson, Dari and Addie 

Bundren,  Rosa C o l d f i e l d ,  Shreve Mackenzie,  and o t h e r s  o f  F a u lk n e r ' s  

more memorable f i c t i v e  s p e a k e r s ,  a re  a l s o  so many c o n f r o n t a t i o n s  w i th  

t h e  phenomenon o f  process  i t s e l f .  The a c t  o f  speak ing  becomes a way o f  

d e a l in g  with  t h e  enigma o f  t ime .

Whenever two s p e a k e r - h e a r e r s  come t o g e t h e r  i n  S o l d i e r ' s  Pay
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f o r  some form o f  verba l  exchange ,  the  c o n d i t i o n  o f  language i s  an 

i m p l i c i t  concern which we f e e l  hover ing  around the edges o f  what  they  

a r e  t r y i n g  t o  s a y .  This  s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s  about  language m a n i f e s t  in 

both th e  i n a r t i c u l a t e  c r i e s  o f  the  s e v e ra l  c h a r a c t e r s  and in  t h e  l u s h ,  

dreamy p rose  o f  t h e  n a r r a t o r  i s  i t s e l f  a c o n d i t i o n  o f  paradox.  When 

words a r e  d e l i b e r a t e l y  a r ranged  f o r  the  purpose o f  h o ld ing  them up 

a g a i n s t  th e  l i g h t ,  f o r  s t r e t c h i n g  ou t  upon t h e  t a b l e  a l l  t h e i r  over tones  

and u n d e r to n e s ,  we a re  in  t h e  presence  o f  paradox as a form o f  e x p re s s io n .  

One o f  the  forms paradox assumes in  S o l d i e r ' s  Pay i s  s a t i r e .  In th e  

h a n d s - - o r  b e t t e r ,  in  t h e  m ou ths - -o f  c h a r a c t e r s  who a re  n o t  committed to  

t r u t h  t e l l i n g  in  the  way Mrs. Powers and G i l l i g a n  a r e ,  th e  s e a rc h  f o r  

t h e  word t u r n s  back a g a i n s t  i t s e l f  and we see  the  t e l l i n g  p rocess  as a 

parody .  In J a n u a r iu s  J o n e s ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  we w i tn e s s  th e  s p e c t a c l e  of  

language used t o  undermine i t s  s p e c i a l  powers;  Jones o f f e r s  us p e r 

v e r s io n  o f  th e  word i n s t e a d  o f  g r a p p l in g s  w i th  the  w ord 's  en ig m a t ic  

n a t u r e .  His verbose  p o s t u r i n g  i s  an i r o n i c  commentary on th e  reverence  

f o r  t h e  most  compell ing  way o f  s ay ing  t h a t  marks t h e  exchange between 

Mrs. Powers and Emmy.

F a u l k n e r ' s  tendency t o  s t e p  back from the  Mahon s t o r y  and 

g e n e r a l i z e  about  human n a t u r e  in c re a s e s  toward th e  co n c lu s io n  o f  the  

book,  e s p e c i a l l y  a f t e r  th e  m arr iage  o f  Mahon and Mrs. Powers.  Sec t ion  I I  

o f  Chapte r  V I I I ,  f o r  example,  r e v e a l s  a b reezy  i f  n o t  f l i p p a n t  a t t i t u d e  

toward h i s  c h a r a c t e r s .  With Mahon's m arr iage  o v e r ,  the  de tached  n a r r a t o r  

c o n f i d e s ,  t h e  town has o t h e r  t o p i c s  o f  c o n v e r s a t i o n :  " . . .  t h i s  was

the  l y i n g - i n  p e r io d  o f  the  K.K.K. and the  l y i n g - o u t  pe r io d  o f  Mr. Wilson,  

a democra t i sh  gentleman l i v i n g  in  Washington,  D.C." (194) The pseudo-
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s o p h i s t i c a t e d  tone  o f  such language p a r a l l e l s  the  genera l  r e l a x a t i o n

o f  t e n s i o n  t h a t  occurs between the  moments o f  Mahon's m arr iage  and h i s

ensuing  d e a th .  The p l i g h t  o f  th e  dying Mahon, p a r t l y  because o f  the

p a s s iv e  n a t u r e  o f  h i s  p o t e n t i a l  t e l l i n g ,  i s  s imply too  remote a demand

on our  sympathy.  As a r e s u l t ,  f o r  much o f  Chapter  V I I I ,  Faulkner  r e l i e s

on th e  comic b u r le s q u e  o f  J o n e s ' s  p u r s u i t  o f  Emmy. Comedy a l t e r n a t e s

with  th e  n a r r a t o r ' s  l u s h l y  rh a p s o d ic  d e s c r i p t i o n s  o f  seasona l  p ro c e s s :

. . . when e a r t h ,  l i k e  a f a t  woman, r e c k l e s s l y  t r y i n g  giddy 
h a t  a f t e r  h a t ,  t r y i n g  a tr imming o f  ap p le  and p ea r  and peach ,  
threw i t  away; t r i e d  n a r c i s s i  and j o n q u i l  and f l a g :  threw i t
away--so e a r l y  f low ers  bloomed and passed  and l a t e r  f low ers  
bloomed to  fade  and f a l l ,  g iv ing  p la c e  t o  y e t  l a t e r  ones .  (195)

To some e x t e n t  th e  n a r r a t o r ' s  l y r i c i s m  does succeed here  in  s e t t i n g  the

cyc le  o f  t h e  season as an a p p r o p r i a t e  background f o r  t h e  human t r a g e d y ;

the  r e a d e r  senses  by i m p l i c a t i o n  t h a t  the  b l i n d  Mahon i s  approaching

h is  end unaware o f  such b eau ty .  But because  the  n a r r a t o r ' s  p e r s p e c t i v e

i s  so  de tached  in  t h e s e  n a t u r e  rh a p s o d ie s ,  on ly  the  most genera l  no t ion

o f  h i s  t r a g e d y  i s  s u gges ted .

Perhaps to  compensate f o r  our growing sense  o f  remoteness  from 

Mahon, th e  n a r r a t o r  focuses  in  on Mahon's f i n a l  s i l e n t  w r e s t l i n g s  w ith  

the  p o t e n t i a l  words t h a t  would say a l l .  In s e c t i o n  VIII  o f  Chapter  V I I I ,  

t h e  n a r r a t o r  g ives  us some glimpses  a t  Mahon's a t tem pts  to  a r t i c u l a t e  h i s  

dream o f  d e a t h .  And by th e  end o f  th e  s e c t i o n  we know t h a t  t h e  dream i s  

t r u e .  Mahon's death r e p r e s e n t s  the  e x t i n c t i o n  o f  a p o t e n t i a l  t e l l e r ,  

the  f a i l u r e  o f  a hypo thes i s  o f  a language w i th o u t  words spoken on t h i s  

s i d e  o f  t h e  t h r e s h o l d  o f  d e a t h ,  and in  t h i s  sense  Mahon p r e f i g u r e s  two 

o t h e r  t e l l e r s  in  F a u lk n e r ' s  f i c t i o n  whose words come t o  us from j u s t  such 

a b o r d e r l i n e  e x i s t e n c e  between l i f e  and d ea th - -Q u e n t in  in  The Sound and
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the  Fury and Addie,  who has pas sed  beyond t h a t  b o r d e r ,  in  As I Lay

Dying. Here,  in  S o l d i e r ' s  P ay , Mahon i s  sudden ly  conscious  t h a t  he i s

p as s in g  beyond th e  cla ims o f  p r o c e s s ,  l e a v in g  behind  h i s  own l i f e  and

the  l i f e  o f  language :

Donald Mahon la y  q u i e t l y  consc ious  o f  unseen f o r g o t t e n  
s p r i n g ,  o f  g reenness  n e i t h e r  r e c a l l e d  nor  f o r g o t .  A f te r  
a t ime t h e  no th ingness  in  which he l i v e d  took  him wholly 
a g a i n ,  b u t  r e s t l e s s l y .  I t  was l i k e  a s ea  i n t o  which he 
could n e i t h e r  comple te ly  pass  nor  comple te ly  go away from.
Day became a f t e r n o o n ,  became dusk and imminent evening:  even
ing  l i k e  a s h i p ,  with  t w i l i g h t - c o l o r e d  s a i l s ,  dreamed down th e  
world d a rk ly  toward d a rk n e s s .  And suddenly  he found t h a t  he 
was p a s s in g  from th e  dark  wor ld  in  which he had l i v e d  f o r  a 
t ime he could  n o t  remember, aga in  i n t o  a day t h a t  had long  
p a s s e d ,  t h a t  had a l re a d y  been s p e n t  by th o s e  who l i v e d  and 
wept and d i e d ,  and so remembering i t ,  t h i s  day was h is  a lo n e :  
th e  one t ro p h y  he had r e f t  o f  Time and Space.  (202-203)

Mahon d ie s  dreaming o f  g l i d i n g  o u t  on "an immeasurable sea" i n  a b o a t

with  " t w i l i g h t - c o l o r e d  s a i l s , "  f u s i n g  t o g e t h e r  t h e  images o f  w a t e r  and

t w i l i g h t  t h a t  form so much o f  Quentin  Compson's s i l e n t  t h o u g h t s .  And as

with  Q u e n t in ' s  verba l  s t y l e ,  Mahon's syn tax  i s  p a r a d o x i c a l ;  h i s  dying  i s

l i k e  a s ea  " i n t o  which he cou ld  n e i t h e r  completely- pass  nor  com ple te ly

go away f rom,"  and he moves i n t o  a new day t h a t  has a l r e a d y  long s in c e

passed .

VI

The f i n a l  c h a p t e r ,  C hap te r  IX, works o u t  th e  r a m i f i c a t i o n s  

o f  th e  dea th  o f  Mahon f o r  t h e  remain ing c h a r a c t e r s  w h i le  i n t e n s i f y i n g  

th e  mood o f  d i s s o l u t i o n  and d e a t h .  But voice exper iments  d e c r e a s e .  

I n s t e a d ,  one c h a r a c t e r  a f t e r  a n o t h e r  i s  t r e a t e d  mere ly as a f o ca l  p o i n t  

f o r  the  i n c r e a s i n g l y  dominating  tone  o f  the  n a r r a t o r ' s  vo ice .  Mahon's 

dea th  becomes th e  occasion  f o r  a l i t a n y  o f  t h e  u n iv e r s a l  e x p e r i e n c e
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4o f  d e a t h .  The f i r s t  pa rag raph  of  s e c t i o n  I ,  f o r  example,  sums up the

major  themes of  t h e  book i n  language t h a t  i s  p a t t e r n e d ,  a b s t r a c t ,  and

phrased  as d e f i n i t i o n ,  e x c l a m a t io n ,  and r h e t o r i c a l  q u e s t i o n :

Sex and Death: th e  f r o n t  door and t h e  back door o f  the
w or ld .  How i n d i s s o l u b l y  a r e  they  a s s o c i a t e d  in  us! In 
you th  they  l i f t  us o u t  o f  th e  f l e s h ,  i n  o ld  age they  reduce
us again  to  t h e  f l e s h ;  one t o  f a t t e n  u s ,  th e  o t h e r  to  f l a y
u s ,  f o r  the  worm. When a r e  sexua l  compulsions more r e a d i l y  
answered than in  war o r  famine o r  f lo o d  o r  f i r e ?  (204)

What t h e  n a r r a t o r ' s  vo ice  i s  doing h e r e ,  i n  e f f e c t ,  i s  s t a t i n g  d i r e c t l y

th e  manifo ld  im p l i c a t i o n s  f o r  human l i f e  o f  t h a t  n a t u r e - c y c l e  so e f f e c t i v e 

ly  r e n d e re d  through rhapsody in  the  p rev ious  c h a p t e r .  The passage  i l l u s 

t r a t e s  th e  tendency in  t h e  f i n a l  c h a p t e r  t o  "exp la in"  what  had a l re ad y  

been sugges ted .  The e f f e c t  i s  to  undermine the  r a t i o n a l e  f o r  the  n a t u r e -  

cy c l e  s e c t i o n s  c o m p le te ly .  Faulkner  i s  so  concerned w i th  o r d e r in g  the  

p r o p e r  e l e g i a c  mood t h a t  he works a g a i n s t  some o f  th e  te ch n iq u es  used 

b e f o r e  with  some success - -m ean ing  groped f o r  and a r t i c u l a t e d  by a voice 

in  t h e  f i c t i o n ,  moods o f  a c h a r a c t e r  en fo rced  by p a r a l l e l  moods i n  n a t u r e ,  

mis-matched s p e a k e r - h e a r e r s ,  vo ice  w i t h i n  a v o i c e ,  and so on.  Indeed ,  

f o r  t h e s e  l a s t  s e c t i o n s  o f  S o l d i e r ' s  Pay , the  rhythm and d i c t i o n  o f  the  

n a r r a t o r ' s  language remind us more and more o f  a prose g lo s s  o f  th e  poem 

" S o l d i e r . "

In the  f i n a l  pages o f  the  book G i l l i g a n  and t h e  much-changed 

Rec to r  walk in t o  the  n i g h t ,  t a l k i n g .  The Rec tor  has l o s t  h i s  s o n ,  G i l l i -  

gan has f a i l e d  t o  win Mrs.  Powers. Both speake rs  c o n s t i t u t e  an o th e r

^Michael Mi 11 g a t e ,  The Achievement o f  Will iam Faulkner  (New York: 
Random House, 1966) ,  p.  64.  Mi l i g a t e  a l s o  sees  Mahon as embodying 
u n i v e r s a l  concerns .  "The p o i n t  about  Mahon seems to  be t h a t  he i s  in 
l a r g e  measure conceived  i n  a b s t r a c t  terms as t h e  Wounded Hero,  a f i g u r e  
o f  myth."
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a n t i t h e t i c a l  p a i r i n g —one i s  o l d ,  c u l t u r e d ,  the  o t h e r  young,  w i th  l i t t l e  

formal e d u c a t io n —b u t  he re  t h e i r  common s u f f e r i n g  c o n fe r s  a new urgency 

t o  t h e i r  words.  The R e c t o r ' s  f i n a l  u t t e r a n c e s  to  G i l l i g a n ,  f o r  example,  

ep i tom ize  the  book 's  b ro ad e r  concerns i n  a language t h a t  seems s t r i p p e d  

o f  adornment,  compressed in  s y n t a x ,  and d r a m a t i c a l l y  u n l i k e  th e  f lowery  

d i c t i o n  o f  the  R e c t o r ' s  speech b e fo re  h i s  s o n ' s  r e t u r n :  "God i s  ci rcum

s t a n c e ,  J o e .  God i s  in  t h i s  l i f e .  We know no th ing  about  the  n e x t .  . . . 

We make our  heaven o r  h e l l  i n  t h i s  w o r ld . "  (220) The r e s ig n e d  pessimism 

o f  the  R e c t o r ' s  words c o n t r a s t s  w i th  G i l l i g a n ' s  r e l u c t a n c e  to  ac c e p t  

t h e i r  i m p l i c a t i o n s .  The whole l a s t  scene  looks forward t o  the same kind  

o f  d i a l e c t i c  exchange between Mr. Compson and Quentin i n  The Sound and 

t h e  F u ry , e s p e c i a l l y  in  terms o f  t h e  R e c t o r ' s  i n s i s t e n c e  on the  t r a n s i e n c e  

o f  human ex p e r i e n c e  and th e  e r o s io n  o f  meaning because o f  p ro c e s s :

The d iv i n e  p u t  h i s  heavy arm a c ro s s  G i l l i g a n ' s  s h o u ld e r .
"You a r e  s u f f e r i n g  from d is ap p o in tm e n t .  But t h i s  w i l l  pass 
away. The s a d d e s t  t h i n g  about  l o v e ,  J o e ,  i s  t h a t  n o t  only 
t h e  love  cannot  l a s t  f o r e v e r ,  bu t  even the  h e a r t b r e a k  i s  soon 
f o r g o t t e n .  How does i t  go? 'Men have d ie d  and worms have 
e a t e n  them, b u t  n o t  f o r  l o v e . '  No, no ,"  as G i l l i g a n  would have 
i n t e r r u p t e d ,  "I know t h a t  i s  an unbearab le  b e l i e f ,  b u t  a l l  t r u t h  
i s  un b e a ra b le .  Do we not  s u f f e r  a t  t h i s  moment from the  f a c t s  
o f  d i v i s i o n  and dea th?"  (220)

As th e  two f a l l  s i l e n t ,  they  walk c l o s e r  to  a m ys te r ious  new sound—a

sound unheard as y e t  in  th e  ex p e r i e n c e  o f  the  two men, and which s u g g es t s

to  us t h a t  th e  book i t s e l f  i s  l a b o r i n g  t o  approach th e  i l l u s i v e  n a t u re

o f  a n o t h e r  mode o f  speak ing :  "The road dropped on again  descending

between r edd ish  g a s h e s ,  and ac ro s s  a l e v e l ,  m o o n - l i t  s p a c e ,  broken by

a clump o f  s a p l i n g s ,  came a pure q u iv e r i n g  chord o f  music w ord le ss  and

f a r  away." (220) The p rose  seems to  be c o l l e c t i n g  i t s  energy f o r  one

l a s t  plunge through the  b a r r i e r  o f  words to  reach a " p u r e , "  "wordless"
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language .  The sound th e  two men h ea r  i s  unseen Negro vo ices  s in g in g

in  a d i s t a n t  church ,  and t h a t  sound i s  i n s c r u t a b l e  ("No one knows why

they  do t h a t , "  says  the  Rector )  and p a r a d o x i c a l :

Feed Thy Sheep,  0 J e s u s .  The v o ic e s  ro se  f u l l  and s o f t .
There was no o rg an ;  no organ was needed as above t h e  harmonic 
p a s s io n  o f  bass and b a r i t o n e  s o a re d  a c l e a r  soprano  o f  
women's vo ices  l i k e  a f l i g h t  o f  go ld  and heavenly  b i r d s .
They s tood  t o g e t h e r  i n  the  d u s t ,  t h e  r e c t o r  in  h i s  sh a p e le s s
b l a c k ,  and G i l l i g a n  i n  h i s  new hard  s e r g e ,  l i s t e n i n g ,  s ee in g
t h e  shabby church become b e a u t i f u l  w ith  mellow lo n g i n g ,  p a s 
s i o n a t e  and s ad .  Then th e  s i n g in g  d i e d ,  fad ing  away along 
t h e  mooned land  i n e v i t a b l e  w ith  to-morrow and s w e a t ,  w ith  
sex  and dea th and damnat ion;  and th e y  tu rn e d  townward under 
t h e  moon, f e e l i n g  d u s t  in  t h e i r  s h o e s .  (221)

The sound o f  th e s e  b a r i t o n e  and soprano  vo ices  t h a t  f l y  l i k e  heavenly  

b i r d s  moves p a s t  the  range  o f  t h e  R e c t o r ' s  and G i l l i g a n ' s  h e a r i n g ,  l e a v 

ing  them beh ind ;  when th e  song d i e s ,  we o u r s e lv e s  a re  l e f t  l i s t e n i n g  f o r

t h a t  language o f  s i l e n c e  t h a t  hovers j u s t  beyond t h e i r  h e a r in g .

VII

Stepp ing back f o r  a moment from the  book,  we can see  s i g n i f i 

c a n t  developments in  F a u lk n e r ' s  s t y l e  and a t t i t u d e s  toward th e  word 

t h a t  were i m p l i c i t  in  h i s  e a r l i e r  work as a p o e t .  As i n  The Marble Faun, 

sea so n a l  process  c o u n t e r p o in t s  human b e h a v i o r ,  and t h e  claims of  p r o 

cess  assume the  f u n c t i o n  o f  a p r i v a t e ,  non-verbal  language t h a t  p a r a l l e l s  

t h e  u t t e r a n c e s  o f  the  human word. C o n t r a s t  and j u x t a p o s i t i o n  o f  vo ices  

and languages  i s  pe rhaps  F a u lk n e r ' s  most  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  t e c h n iq u e ,  and 

in  S o l d i e r ' s  Pay we can s ee  t h a t  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  opens i n  th e  co ldness  o f  

t h e  North on a t r a i n  t h a t  i s  pa s s in g  th rough a c i t y ,  and ends in  th e  

r i p e  f u l l n e s s  o f  a summer f i e l d  in  t h e  South.  Moreover,  a l l  the  a c t i o n  

between th e s e  two p o l a r  p o in t s  o f  t ime and space  i s  p a t t e r n e d  a f t e r  the
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c y c l e  o f  d a y - t o - n i g h t .  George F a r r  and J o n e s ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  w a i t  f o r  

n i g h t  t o  meet  C ec i ly ,  then  f i g h t  in  d a r k n e s s ,  then w a i t  f o r  dawn. P a r 

t i c u l a r  hours o f  the day a re  e i t h e r  s p e c i f i c a l l y  r eco rded  (George F a r r ' s  

o b s e s s io n  f o r  Cecily i s  d e s c r ib e d  in  a s e p a r a t e  v i g n e t t e  f o r  each h a l f  

hour  between 9 :30 and 11:30 p .m.)  o r  evoked by one o f  t h e  n a r r a t o r ' s  many 

mood p ie c e s  f o r  c e r t a i n  h o u r s - - t h e  Negroes s l e e p i n g  a t  noon,  the  many 

images o f  b i r d s  awakening a t  dawn, th e  noon as a b l i s s f u l l y  s l e e p i n g  woman

As he d id  in  The Marble Faun, moreover ,  Fau lkner  uses  h igh ly  

a l l i t e r a t i v e  d i c t i o n  and s en ten c e  p a t t e r n s  t h a t  a r e  c o n s c io u s ly  rhy thmic:  

"Sucking s i l v e r  sounds o f  pigeons  s l a n t i n g  t o  and from th e  s p i r e  l i k e  

smears o f  s o f t  p a i n t  on a c l o u d le s s  s k y . "  (127) The tendency  to  l i n k  

c a p i t a l i z e d  a b s t r a c t i o n s  w i th  e l a b o r a t e l y  a r t i f i c i a l  s i m i l e s  i s  a n o th e r  

c a r r y o v e r  from h is  work as a p o e t :  "Sex and Death;  th e  f r o n t  door and

th e  back door o f  the w o r l d . "  (204) F i n a l l y ,  S o l d i e r ' s  Pay shows Faulkner  

a t t r a c t i o n  t o  s t a t i c ,  s e l f - c o n t a i n e d  s e t t i n g s  l i k e  the  ro se  ga rden ,  th e  

t r a i n ,  t h e  h o te l  room, the  Rectory and so  on f o r  t h e  locus  o f  verba l  e x 

changes by p a i r s  of  f i c t i v e  s p e a k e r s .

F a u lk n e r ' s  n e x t  novel r e l i e s  h e a v i l y  on such s t a t i c  s e t t i n g s  f o r  

l e n g th y  and o f t e n  t e d io u s  d i a l e c t i c  exchanges between a v a r i e t y  o f  s p eak 

e r s  who v e r b a l i z e  abou t  th e  r e l a t i o n  between the  word and t h e  e x p e r i e n c e ,  

and th e  r o l e  o f  the word in  the  c r e a t i o n  o f  a r t .  I f  Mosquitoes has i t s  

d u l l  moments, i t  t e l l s  us much about  F a u lk n e r ' s  i n c r e a s i n g l y  complex 

i n t e r e s t  i n  th e  t e l l i n g  p rocess  as both  theme and o rg a n iz in g  p r i n c i p l e  

o f  h i s  f i c t i o n .  Mosquitoes a l s o  r e p r e s e n t s  an advance i n  h i s  a b i l i t y  to  

r e l a t e  th e  l i f e  of  language  with  th e  phenomenon o f  p ro c e s s .
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE SILENT MOSQUITOES

In the  s t r i c t e s t  s e n s e ,  a l l  t h e  con ten ts  
o f  consc iousness  a r e  i n e f f a b l e .  Even th e  
s i m p l e s t  s e n s a t i o n  i s ,  in  i t s  t o t a l i t y ,  i n 
d e s c r i b a b l e .  Every work o f  a r t ,  t h e r e f o r e ,  
needs to  be unders tood  n o t  only  as something 
r e n d e r e d ,  bu t  a l s o  as a c e r t a i n  hand l ing  o f  
th e  i n e f f a b l e .  In the  g r e a t e s t  a r t ,  one i s  
always aware o f  t h in g s  t h a t  cannot  be s a i d  
( r u l e s  o f  "decorum"),  o f  th e  c o n t r a d i c t i o n  
between e x p re s s io n  and th e  p resence  of  the  
i n e x p r e s s i b l e .  S t y l i s t i c  dev ices  a re  a l s o  
te ch n iq u es  o f  avo idance .  The most p o t e n t  
el emen ts  in  a work o f  a r t  a r e ,  o f t e n ,  i t s  
s i l e n c e s .

- -Susan Son tag ,  A ga ins t  I n t e r p r e t a t i o n
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I

I

The potency o f  Mahon's s i l e n c e  and the  impotency o f  the  ac tua l  

words o f  th e  o t h e r  main c h a r a c t e r s  r a i s e d  some problems f o r  Fau lkner 

about  the  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  t r y i n g  t o  say th e  unsayab le .  Mahon's f u n c t i o n  

i s  c l e a r l y  hover ing  a t  the  o u t e r  r eac h es  o f  what  language  can s t a t e ,  

and the  paradox he r e p r e s e n t s  i s  a c h a l l e n g e  to  F au lkne r  as an a r t i s t .  

Faulkner  cannot  a f f o r d  t o  a r t i c u l a t e  too  well the  q u a l i t y  o f  Mahon's 

s i l e n c e ,  o r  he w i l l  reduce t h a t  q u a l i t y ,  a concern he vo iced  many yea r s  

l a t e r  when he t a l k e d  about  Caddy. His second n o v e l ,  Mosquitoes ( 1 9 2 7 ) J  

s h a re s  some o f  the  themes and exper im en ts  in  s t y l e  o f  S o l d i e r ' s  Pay , b u t  

e xp lo re s  more i n t e n s e l y  and e x p l i c i t l y  the  paradox o f  l anguage—the  

s im ul taneous  energy  and r e s t r i c t i o n  o f  th e  word. F au lkne r  takes  more 

r i s k s  in M osqu i toes . He t r i e s  t o  r e n d e r  t h a t  q u a l i t y  o f  s i l e n c e  in  

more exper imenta l  and ev o ca t iv e  p ro s e .  Gordon the  a r t i s t  t a k es  on the  

r o l e  o f  Mahon, bu t  i t  has now become a more demanding one.  Gordon speaks 

to  o t h e r  c h a r a c t e r s  much more than  Mahon, y e t  he d i s d a i n s  what he c a l l s  

" t a l k ,  t a l k ,  t a l k :  t h e  u t t e r  and h e a r t b r e a k in g  s t u p i d i t y  o f  words. "

(153) His r e a l  language i s  not  words a t  a l l ,  bu t  the  m a l l e a b le  forms he 

s c u l p t u r e s  in  s i l e n c e .  I t  i s  t h i s  c r e a t i v e  s i l e n c e  t h a t  Fau lkner must 

s u g g e s t  to  us by means o f  words,  and t h i s  goal i s  more d a r in g  than  the

^Will iam F a u lk n e r ,  Mosquitoes (New York: Horace L i v e r i g h t ,  I n c . ,  
1927,  r e p r i n t e d  by Dell  P u b l i s h in g  Company, Laurel  E d i t i o n ,  1965).

65
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r e n d e r i n g  of  Mahon's p a s s iv e  s i l e n c e ,  which f o r  t h e  most p a r t  we simply 

i n f e r r e d ,  r e l y i n g  on hypo thes i s  more than  the  e loquence  o f  F a u lk n e r ' s  

language .

F a u lk n e r ' s  second novel i s  d a r in g  in  o t h e r  ways. Mosquitoes i s  

a s a t i r e  on h i s  l i t e r a r y  acqu a in ta n c e s  and exp e r i e n c e s  i n  New O r l e a n s ,  

and r e p r e s e n t s  a conscious  t u r n i n g  away from th e  c u l t u r a l  m i l i e u  in
p

which he wrote S o l d i e r ' s  P ay . The a c t  o f  r e j e c t i o n  i s  a major  theme

i n  the  nove l ,  and as such Mosquitoes i s  a wate rshed  f o r  Fau lkner  as a

w r i t e r .  T h i r t y  y e a r s  l a t e r  he s a i d  t h a t  he was n o t  ashamed o f  the  book,

t h a t  he r ega rded  i t  as the  " c h i p s ,  the  badly sawn p lanks  t h a t  t h e  ca rpen-
3

t e r  produces w h i le  h e ' s  l e a r n i n g  t o  be a f i r s t - r a t e  c a r p e n t e r .  . . . "

The analogy s u g g e s t s  t h a t  a f t e r  Mosquitoes he l e a r n e d  to  w r i t e  w i th  more 

s k i l l  (which he d i d ) ,  sawing th e  p lanks  c l ean ly  r a t h e r  than  b a d ly .  What 

r e a l l y  happened i s  t h a t  Fau lkner t h e  c a r p e n t e r - - t o  s t a y  with  th e  analogy 

— threw away th e  b l u e p r i n t s  r i g h t  i n  th e  middle o f  M osqu i toes , and con

c e n t r a t e d  no t  so  much on sawing b e t t e r  b u t  on c r e a t i n g  a more imagin 

a t i v e  d es ig n .  Perhaps Fau lkner needed th e  momentum g en e ra te d  by sawing 

f i r s t  and look ing  a t  the  b l u e p r i n t s  l a t e r .

At any r a t e ,  the  form o f  Mosquitoes i s  a s e a rc h  f o r  form. Each 

o f  t h e  main c h a r a c t e r s ,  Gordon, Wiseman, and F a i r c h i l d ,  has a c r e a t i v e  

energy t h a t  i s  lo ok ing  f o r  the  p r o p e r  form to  g ive  i t  l a s t i n g  l i f e .  The

^Michael Mi 11 g a t e ,  The Achievement of  Wil l iam Faulkner  (New York: 
Random House, 1966) ,  p. 68. M i l l g a t e  l i s t s  p o s s i b l e  r e a l  persons  whom 
Faulkner  knew and might  be s a t i r i z i n g  in  c e r t a i n  c h a r a c t e r s .

3F rede r ic k  L. Gwynn and Joseph L. B l o t n e r ,  Fau lkner  in  th e  
U n iv e r s i t y  ( C h a r l o t t e s v i l l e :  U n i v e r s i t y  of  V i r g i n i a  P r e s s ,  1959),
p.  257.
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s e t t i n g  in  which most of  th e s e  s e a rch es  take  p la c e  i s  mode lled on the  

t h e a t r e ;  s e v e ra l  c h a r a c t e r s  t a ke  tu rn s  t a l k i n g  to  each o t h e r  on th e  deck 

of  th e  y a c h t  N a u s ik a a , and th e  open-ended n a t u re  o f  t h i s  f l o a t i n g  forum 

gives us the  i n i t i a l  impression  t h a t  th e  s ea rch  f o r  form w i l l  be e n d l e s s ,  

t h a t  t h e  co n t in u in g  d i a l e c t i c a l  exchanges on th e  value  o f  a r t ,  p o e t r y ,  

and l i f e  w i l l  come to  no f r u i t i o n .  Near the  end o f  t h e  book,  in  th e  

n in th  s e c t i o n  o f  the  ep i logue  to  be e x a c t ,  t h e  s t a t i c ,  s t a g e - l i k e  s e t t i n g  

of  the  Nausikaa i s  r e p la c e d  by t h e  sudden forward movement o f  a journey  

through the  darkened s t r e e t s  o f  New O r leans .  With i t  t h e  n o v e l ' s  s t r u c 

tu r e  changes from a s t a g e  t o  a q u e s t ,  one in  which the  t h r e e  main c h a r 

a c t e r s  seek and f i n d  the holy  g r a i l  t h a t  i s  t h e  essence  o f  a r t .  The 

ques t  i s  the  des ign  t h a t  g ives  form t o  the  a im less  m u l t i p l e  s e a rc h e s  

t h a t  compose n e a r l y  a l l  o f  M osqui toes . But i t  i s  n o t  a t  a l l  e v i d e n t  

t h a t  Fau lkner  had t h i s  des ign  in  mind when he began the  book,  and indeed 

the q u e s t  t a k es  up only  the  n in th  s e c t i o n .  The t e n t h  and l a s t  s e c t i o n  in  

the book r e t u r n s  t o  a s t a t i c  s e t t i n g  and f r u i t l e s s  v e r b a l i z a t i o n  between 

c h a r a c t e r s  t h a t  marked a l l  t h e  w r i t i n g  in  Mosquitoes up u n t i l  t h i s  n in th  

s e c t i o n  of  the  Epilogue.  F a u lk n e r ' s  fondness in  t h i s  second novel f o r  

the r h e t o r i c a l  s t r u c t u r e  o f  s e t s  o f  f i c t i v e  speake rs  engaged in  spon

taneous d i a l e c t i c a l  arguments can be a t t r i b u t e d  to  h i s  growing need to  

work o u t  the  p h i l o s o p h i c a l  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  th e  a c t  o f  u t t e r a n c e ,  th e  l i f e  

of  th e  word,  the  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  r e l a t i n g  the  t r a n s i e n c e  o f  language  to  

the t i m e l e s s n e s s  o f  a r t .  To some e x t e n t  th e s e  i s s u e s  were r a i s e d  by 

his  f r i e n d  Sherwood Anderson in  both i s  f i c t i o n ,  which Faulkner  read  

and admired,  and in  h is  c o n v e r s a t io n s  with  th e  young and v i r t u a l l y  unknown 

Faulkner.
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One way o f  look ing  a t  t h e  r h e t o r i c a l  s t r u c t u r e  t h a t  dominates 

Mosquitoes b e fo re  the  Epi logue ,  i n  f a c t ,  i s  to  look aga in  a t  F a u lk n e r ' s  

remin iscence  o f  Anderson 's  t e l l i n g  o f  h i s  dream about  th e  h o r s e .  In 

t h i s  e s s a y  o f  1954, Faulkner  ana lyzes  h i s  i n i t i a l  f a s c i n a t i o n  with  h is  

f r i e n d ' s  fumbling e f f o r t s  to  channel  t h e  l i f e  o f  h i s  dream i n t o  th e  form
4

of  the  spoken word,  an e f f o r t  which i t s e l f  takes  on th e  form o f  a q u e s t .  

Reading th e  e s s a y  we h e a r  two d i f f e r e n t  v o ic e s :  F a u l k n e r ' s  h igh ly  p e r 

ce p t iv e  c r i t i c a l  v o ic e ,  and F a u lk n e r ' s  r e n d i t i o n  o f  Anderson 's  vo ice 

engaged p a i n s t a k i n g l y  in  the  a c t  o f  t e l l i n g  th e  dream o f  t h e  ho rse .

Much o f  th e  n a r r a t i v e  o f  h is  second n o v e l ,  w r i t t e n  so c lo s e  in  t ime to  

the  a c t u a l  t e l l i n g  o f  th e  dream on the  bench,  i s  s t r u c t u r e d  the  same way. 

Dawson F a i r c h i l d ,  s t o r y  t e l l e r  and sometime n o v e l i s t  (obv ious ly  based 

on Anderson) t e l l s  one t a l e  a f t e r  an o th e r  to  a sy m p a th e t i c  b u t  c r i t i c a l  

l i s t e n i n g  i n t e l l i g e n c e ,  J u l i u s  Wiseman, who i s  j u s t  as  obv ious ly  a wise 

man. F a i r c h i l d ' s  vo ice  renders  t o  us th e  complexity  o f  the  l i v i n g  word 

as i t  i s  b rough t  i n t o  our  hea r in g  by th e  a c t  o f  t e l l i n g ;  h i s  p a in fu l  

e f f o r t s  to  b r in g  f o r t h  th e  r i g h t  word remind us o f  t h e  pangs o f  b i r t h  

i t s e l f .  The simple d i c t i o n  and b a f f l e d ,  s i n c e r e  tone  o f  F a i r c h i l d ' s  

t a l e s - - w e  th i n k  o f  th e  A1 Jackson s t o r i e s ,  h i s  adv en tu re  in  an ou thouse ,  

h is  r e c o l l e c t i o n s  of  boyhood--a re  g e n e r a l l y  s u c c e s s f u l  i m i t a t i o n s  o f  

A nderson 's  s t o r y  t e l l i n g  te c h n iq u e .  Wiseman's comments on h i s  f r i e n d ' s  

l a b o r io u s  a c t s  o f  word making d i s p l a y  the  same c u r i o s i t y  and i n s i g h t  

i n t o  t h e  a r t  o f  t e l l i n g  as F a u lk n e r ' s  a n a l y s i s  o f  A nderson 's  t e l l i n g  o f

^Will iam F au lkne r ,  E s s a y s , Speeches and P u b l i c  L e t t e r s  (New York: 
Random House,  1965),  e d i t e d  by James B. Mer iwether ,  "A Note on Sherwood 
Anderson,"  pp.  3-10.
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the  dream. Both novel  and e s s a y ,  moreover have a s t a t i c  s e t t i n g  t h a t  

i s  su r rounded  by f e r t i l e  and no isy  forms o f  l i f e - - a  q u i e t  bench in  the

middle  o f  Jackson s quare  and the  deck o f  a y a c h t  grounded in  th e  c e n t e r

o f  an im pene t rab le  swamp.

A f t e r  F a i r c h i l d ' s  t a l e  about  h i s  boyhood d i s c o v e ry  in  t h e  o u t 

h ouse ,  to  c i t e  an example o f  M osqui toes ' s  most  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  s t r u c t u r a l  

d e v i c e ,  Wiseman ana lyzes  a loud  t o  ano the r  l i s t e n e r  the  l i m i t s  o f  F a i r 

c h i l d ' s  a r t  o f  t e l l i n g .  The tone  and d r i f t  o f  Wiseman's remarks p r e f i g u r e  

F a u l k n e r ' s  op in ion  o f  Anderson in  th e  essay  w r i t t e n  twenty f i v e  yea r s  

l a t e r :

His w r i t i n g  seems fum bl ing ,  n o t  because l i f e  i s  u n c l e a r  to  
him, but  because o f  h i s  i n n a t e  humorless b e l i e f  t h a t ,  though 
i t  bew i lde r  him a t  t i m e s ,  l i f e  a t  bottom i s  sound and admir
a b l e  and f i n e ;  . . .  He need only  l e t  h im s e l f  go,  l e t  h im se l f
f o r g e t  a l l  t h i s  f e t i s h  o f  c u l t u r e  and ed u c a t io n  which h i s  up
b r in g i n g  and the  g h os t s  o f  th o s e  whom c i rcum stances  p e rm i t t e d  
t o  r e s i d e  l o n g e r  a t  c o l l e g e  than  h i m s e l f ,  and whom d e s p i t e  
h im s e l f  he rega rds  w i th  awe, a s s u re  him t h a t  he l a c k s .  For by 
g e t t i n g  h im s e l f  and h i s  own bewilderment and i n h i b i t i o n s  o u t  
o f  the  way by d e s c r i b i n g ,  in  a manner t h a t  even t r a n s l a t i o n  
cannot  i n j u r e  (as  Ba lzac  d id )  American l i f e  as American l i f e  
i s ,  i t  w i l l  become e t e r n a l  and t im e le s s  d e s p i t e  him. (200-201)

What Wiseman has g l impsed  he re  i s  t h a t  F a i r c h i l d ' s  r e t i c e n c e  w i th  words,  

h i s  d e l i b e r a t e  "fumbling" f o r  t h e  e x a c t  word,  i n h i b i t s  h i s  growth as an 

a r t i s t .  In s t e a d  o f  u s in g  words t o  t r a n s c e n d  the  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  the  word,  

t o  pass  over  i n t o  t h e  " e t e r n a l  and t i m e l e s s "  rea lm o f  a r t ,  F a i r c h i l d  

uses  the  word to  d ram a t iz e  th e  inadequacy o f  the  word.  Wiseman's c r i t i 

cism o f  F a i r c h i l d ' s  s t y l e  h i n t s  a t  th e  d i r e c t i o n  Faulkner  h im s e l f  would 

t a k e  as a w r i t e r ,  and i n d e e d ,  was t a k in g  in  t h i s  very  nove l .  With 

M osqu i toe s , Faulkner  was a l r e a d y  l e t t i n g  go. The range o f  s t y l e s ,  t h e  

v a r i e t y  o f  c h a r a c t e r s ,  v o ic e  e x p e r im en t s ,  s a t i r i c  t h r u s t s  a t  t h e  s u p p o r t e r s
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o f  the  a r t s ,  and th e  v i r t u o s i t y  o f  the  n a r r a t o r  i n  Mosquitoes a r e  a l l

rem arkab le .  We t h i n k  of  S t e i n e r ' s  phrase ag a in :  "Fau lkner  i s  n o t
5

a f r a i d  o f  words even where they  submerge him." Anderson was a f r a i d  

o f  words,  and Mosquitoes i s  t h e  young F a u lk n e r ' s  e x o r c i s i o n  o f  t h e  i n 

f lu e n c e  and assumpt ions  abou t  language t h a t  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  the  o l d e r  

and c e l e b r a t e d  n o v e l i s t .

I I

The s c u l p t u r e  and t h e  poem 

As he did  w i th  S o l d i e r ' s  P a y , Fau lkner p re face d  Mosquitoes with  

an e p i g r a p h - - i n  t h i s  case a prose  poem—t h a t  a c t s  to  s e t  up our response  

t o  the  novel as a whole.  The poem " S o ld ie r "  asked us t o  c o n s id e r  i f  

s i l e n c e  were no t  t h e  b e s t  response  t o  th e  s o l d i e r ' s  r e t u r n .  The e p i 

graph t o  Mosquitoes s u gges t s  the  i n t o l e r a b l e  p resence  o f  mosquitoes
%

w i th o u t  us ing  the  a c tu a l  word "m osqu i toe s , "  and r e p r e s e n t s  an a t t e m p t  

to  make language t r a n s c e n d  i t s e l f ,  bypass ing  the  l i m i t s  o f  the  spoken 

word by means of  t h e  s i l e n t ,  imagined word.  The i m p l i c a t io n  o f  t h e  e p i 

graph i s  t h a t  the  energy o f  th e  unheard word i s  d i s s i p a t e d  by t h e  a c t  

o f  u t t e r a n c e ,  and t h i s  n o t i o n ,  so im p o r ta n t  to  F a u lk n e r ' s  a t t i t u d e  t o 

ward language ,  a n t i c i p a t e s  t h e  r h e t o r i c  o f  Caddy's  ac tu a l  s i l e n c e  and 

p o t e n t i a l  t e l l i n g ,  and Addie Bundren 's  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  th e  word " v i r g i n "  

as a b la nk  space ,  a t o t a l  s i l e n c e .  The ep igraph  shows s im u l ta n e o u s ly  

F a u lk n e r ' s  p r o l i x i t y  and r e t i c e n c e  with  words:

5Georqe S t e i n e r ,  Lanquaqe and S i l e n c e  (New York: Atheneum, 
1967) ,  p.  32.

(
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In s p r i n g ,  t h e  sweet  young s p r i n g ,  decked ou t  w ith  l i t t l e  
g r e e n ,  n e c k la c e d ,  b r a c e l e t e d  w i th  th e  song o f  i d i o t i c  b i r d s ,  
s p u r ious  and sweet  and tawdry as a s h o p g i r l  in  h e r  cheap
f i n e r y ,  l i k e  an i d i o t  with  money and no t a s t e ;  they  were
l i t t l e  and young and t r u s t i n g ,  you could  k i l l  them sometimes.
But now, as August  l i k e  a languorous  r e p l e t e  b i r d  winged 
slowly  th rough th e  p a l e  summer toward th e  moon o f  decay 
and d e a t h ,  th e y  were b i g g e r ,  v i c i o u s ;  u b iq u i to u s  as under 
t a k e r s ,  cunning as pawnbrokers ,  c o n f i d e n t  and unavoidab le  
as p o l i t i c i a n s .  . . .  a b i b l i c a l  p la gue  seen  through th e  
wrong end o f  a b in o c u l a r :  th e  m a je s ty  o f  Fate become con
temptuous th rough u b iq u i ty  and s h e e r  r e p e t i t i o n .  (8)

The p rose  chan ts  o f  b i r d s ,  s p r i n g ,  and b i b l i c a l  p l a g u e s — 

d e f i n i t e  verbal  c o n c e p t s —b u t  s h i e s  away from u t t e r i n g  the  a c t u a l  word 

f o r  the  i n s e c t .  At the  end o f  the  e p ig ra ph  we are  look ing  beyond the  

l i m i t s  o f  the a c t u a l  words,  towards some more compell ing mode o f  ex

p r e s s i o n ,  of  which th e  s i l e n c e  o f  t h e  unnamed "mosquitoes" i s  a p a r t i a l

g l impse .  The l y r i c  q u a l i t y  o f  the  n a r r a t o r ' s  v o i c e —so a p p a re n t  here  in

the  e p ig ra p h —i n  f a c t  a c t s  th ro u g h o u t  t h e  novel t o  r e l e a s e  o u r  imagi

n a t ion  from th e  r e s t r i c t i o n s  o f  th e  word.  Gordon, t h e  t a c i t u r n  but

p a s s i o n a t e  s c u l p t o r ,  i s ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  t h e  s p e c i a l  concern o f  the  

n a r r a t o r ' s  l y r i c i s m .  Gordon's  language  i s  a c t i o n ,  h i s  vocabu la ry  con

s i s t s  o f  mauls ,  c h i s e l s ,  and m a l l e a b le  s u b s t a n c e s .  He looks a t  the 

spoken word as a b a r r i e r  t o  meaning,  and we guess h i s  s i l e n c e  i s  s u p e r i o r  

t o  the inane  w i t t y  t a l k  t h a t  he hea rs  from th e  admirers  o f  t h e  a r t s  who 

g a t h e r  around him. Yet he p r e s e n t s  a problem to  the  nove l .  His voice 

i s  in c ap ab le  o f  s u g g e s t in g  to  us t h e  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  h i s  a r t .  The p a r a 

doxical  n a tu re  o f  h i s  p o s i t i o n  resembles  t h a t  o f  Mahon in  S o l d i e r ' s  P ay , 

whose own voice i s  power less  to  say  t h a t  h i s  s i l e n c e  i s  s u p e r i o r  to  th e  

words o f  the  o t h e r  s p e a k e r s .  Gordon i s  a l s o  l i k e  Caddy in  t h a t  h is  

p o t e n t i a l  t e l l i n g  i s  more s i g n i f i c a n t  than  th e  few words he a c t u a l l y  say s .
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As a r e s u l t ,  t h e  n a r r a t o r  m a rs h a l l s  the  same l u s h ,  rhy thmical  p ro se  to  

imply the  s i l e n t  s t r e n g t h  o f  Gordon's  v i s i o n  as he does in  t h e  e p ig ra ph  

w i th o u t  u t t e r i n g  th e  ac tu a l  word "m osqu i toe s . "

In th e  f i r s t  s e c t i o n  o f  the P ro lo g u e ,  f o r  example,  the  n a r r a t o r

r e p r e s e n t s  Gordon in  th e  a c t  o f  speaking h i s  la nguage .  We see  him moving

h i s  " rhythmic  maul" w i th  "mute f l a s h i n g , "  and g r a d u a l ly  the  form o f  a

female t o r s o  emerges from t h e  block o f  marb le  he i s  c a rv in g .  The n a r r a t o r ' s

l y r i c i s m  s t r a i n s  t o  a r t i c u l a t e  the  r i c h  and pa rad o x ica l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f

Gordon's  s c u l p t u r e ,  which i s  a l s o  a w ord less  code o f  meaning:

As you e n t e r e d  t h e  room t h e  th in g  drew y o u r  eyes :  you tu rn e d  
s h a rp ly  as t o  a sound,  e xpec t ing  movement. But i t  was m a rb le ,  
i t  could n o t  move. And when you t o r e  y ou r  eyes away and tu rn e d  
y our  back on i t  a t  l a s t ,  you go t  aga in  u n t a rn i s h e d  and high 
and c lean  t h a t  s en s e  o f  s w i f t n e s s ,  o f  space  encompassed;  b u t  
on looking  aga in i t  was as be fo re :  m o t io n le s s  and p a s s i o n a t e 
ly  e t e r n a l - - t h e  v i r g i n a l  b r e a s t l e s s  t o r s o  o f  a g i r l ,  h e a d l e s s ,  
a rm le s s ,  l e g l e s s ,  in marble t e m p o ra r i l y  caught  and hushed y e t  
p a s s i o n a t e  s t i l l  f o r  e s c a p e ,  p a s s i o n a t e  and s imple  and e t e r n a l  
in  the equ ivoca l  d e r i s i v e  darkness  o f  t h e  wor ld .  (10-11)

Like the  urn i n  K e a t s ' s  "Grecian Urn,"  Gordon's s c u l p t u r e  assumes 

l i f e  by t r a n s c e n d in g  momentari ly the  bounds o f  p rocess  and e s cap in g  i n t o  

th e  " e t e r n a l . "  The n a r r a t o r ' s  prose chan ts  th e  meaning o f  Gordon 's  

language ,  d i r e c t i n g  ou r  re sponse  to  some deepe r  and s i l e n t  meaning 

beyond the  reach  o f  th e  n a r r a t o r ' s  a c t u a l  words.  The word in  Mosquitoes 

i s  c o n t i n u a l l y  in  a s t a t e  o f  pas s ing  o ve r  t o  t h e  realm o f  s i l e n c e  in  

which Gordon's  s c u l p t u r e  g e n e ra te s  meaning w o r d l e s s l y ;  we read  t h e  book 

as i f  the  p rose  were l a b o r i n g  to  be born i n t o  s i l e n c e .  The " p a s s i o n a t e l y  

e t e r n a l "  n a t u r e  o f  Gordon 's  s c u l p t u r e  i s  f o r  th e  n a r r a t o r  i t s  most s i g 

n i f i c a n t  s t a t e m e n t ;  escape  from process  i s  th e  goal o f  a r t ,  even more so 

than  th e  c r e a t i o n  o f  beau ty .  The female t o r s o ,  which appears  in  v a ry ing
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s t a g e s  o f  metamorphosis  th roughou t  M osqui toes , symbolizes  the  book' s  

concern with  language:  the  word becomes a r t  a t  the  moment when i t  seems 

to  f r e e  i t s e l f  from t h e  conf ine s  o f  p ro c e s s .  Years l a t e r  Faulkner r e 

f e r r e d  t o  h is  a s p i r a t i o n s  as a w r i t e r  i n  terms o f  t h e  same metaphor o f  

p a s s in g  over  i n t o  a n o t h e r  mode o f  b e in g ,  th ro u g h ,  as he put  i t ,  " the 

wall o f  o b l i v i o n " :

But p robab ly  t h a t ' s  what he [ t h e  w r i t e r ]  w a n t s ,  t h a t  r e a l l y  
t h e  w r i t e r  d o e s n ' t  want s u c c e s s ,  t h a t  he knows he has a s h o r t  
span  of  l i f e ,  t h a t  th e  day w i l l  come when he must pass  through 
t h e  wall o f  o b l i v i o n ,  and he wants t o  leave  a s c r a t c h  on t h a t  
w a l l - - K i l r o y  was h e r e —t h a t  somebody a hundred ,  a thousand 
y e a r s  l a t e r  w i l l  s e e . 6

Language i s  t h a t  s c r a t c h  on the  w a l l ,  t h e  opening to  t h e  t i m e l e s s ,  " p a s s 

i o n a t e l y  e t e r n a l "  world o f  a r t .  Yet language can a l s o  be a b a r r i e r  t o  

the t i m e l e s s ,  a k i l l e r  o f  t ime r a t h e r  than  an escape  th rough  t h e  wall 

t h a t  i s  p ro c e s s .  And t h i s  p u l s a t i o n  between t h e  word as promise o f  t h e  

e t e r n a l  and t h e  word as t h r e a t  t o  l i f e ,  between the  t a l i s m a n  and the 

c l i c h e ,  gives a rhythmic ebb and f low t o  the  n a r r a t i v e  o f  Mosquitoes . We 

hear  t h e  word o s c i l l a t e  between f u l f i l l m e n t  and p e r v e r s io n .

I f  Gordon i s  t h e  t r a g i c  hero  in  the  s t a g e - l i k e  p o r t i o n  o f  

M osqu i toes , F a i r c h i l d  and Wiseman p la y  the  r o l e  o f  W i tness ,  i n t e r p r e t 

ing and commenting on Gordon's s i l e n t  a c t i o n s . ^  The long  verba l  ex-

C

Gwynn and B l o t n e r ,  Fau lkner  i n  the  U n i v e r s i t y , p. 61.

^Warren Beck, "Will iam F a u lk n e r ' s  S t y l e . "  In Will iam F a u lk n e r : 
Three Decades o f  C r i t i c i s m . Ed. F rede r ick  J .  Hoffman and Olga Vickery 
(Eas t  Lansing:  Michigan S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1960) ,  p. 151. Although
he i s  n o t  r e f e r r i n g  s p e c i f i c a l l y  to  M osqu i toes , Beck makes t h i s  p e r t i n e n t  
comment about  F a u lk n e r ' s  s t y l e  i n  g e n e r a l : "Tt  i s  i n t e r e s t i n g  to  no te
t h a t  F a u l k n e r ' s  f u l l  s t y l e  somewhat resembles o l d e r  l i t e r a r y  u s e s ,  such 
as t h e  d ram a t ic  cho rus ,  the  p ro logue  and e p i l o g u e ,  and the  d ramati s  
personae  themselves i n  s o l i l o q u y  and extended s p e e c h . "
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changes between th e  two men a re  choruses  t h a t  c o n f e r  meaning on Gordon's  

s u f f e r i n g s ,  which would o th e rw is e  be im pene t ra b le  s i l e n c e  t o  us .  The 

l y r i c  s k i l l  of  t h e  n a r r a t o r  i s  a l s o  a . k i n d  o f  chora l  v o i c e ,  chan t ing  

th e  meanings t h a t  su r round  Gordon's  marb le  t o r s o ,  d e f t l y  implying  t h a t  

t h e r e  a r e  deeper meanings beyond the  reach  even o f  l y r i c i s m .

M osgu i toes , moreover,  r e v e a l s  F a u lk n e r ' s  changing p r i o r i t i e s  

about  vo ice  and p o i n t  o f .v i e w .  As in  S o l d i e r ' s  Pay , the  l y r i c i s m  o f  

th e  n a r r a t o r  in  Mosquitoes a r t i c u l a t e s  a g r e a t  p a r t  o f  th e  book 's  theme, 

mood, and s ym bo ls - - the  marble t o r s o ' s  meaning i s  an exam ple - -bu t  Fau lkner  

i s  obv ious ly  more i n t e r e s t e d  in  p r e s e n t i n g  th e  phenomenon o f  the  a c t  o f  

u t t e r a n c e  i t s e l f ,  however fumbling o r  g rop ing .  The r en d e r in g  o f  d i a 

logue between f i c t i v e  speakers  composes a much g r e a t e r  p e rcen tage  o f  

th e  n a r r a t i v e  in  Mosquitoes than  in  h i s  f i r s t  nove l .  Thus th e  r o l e  o f  

Gordon i s  im p o r ta n t—he i s  t h e  embodiment o f  t h e  a r t i s t  everyone i s  

t a l k i n g  about—b u t  the  r o l e  o f  Witness i s  more im p o r t a n t ,  because  the  

h e r o ' s  way i s  t h e  pure a c t  and th e  W i tn e s s ' s  way i s  t h e  word. Wiseman 

and F a i r c h i l d ,  t h e  c o l l e c t i v e  w i tn e s s e s  f o r  M osqu i toes , ta ke  more o f  a 

r i s k  than  does Gordon. They a r e  more prone to  r i d i c u l e ,  to  parody,  t o  

m isunde rs tand ing  because  they depend on the  word t o  coax meaning from 

e x p e r i e n c e .  When we h e a r  the  n a r r a t o r ' s  voice a r t i c u l a t e  t h e  s i g n i f i 

cance o f  Gordon's  s c u l p t u r e ,  we are  c o n f id e n t  we have the  book 's  c e n t r a l  

symbol; when we h ea r  Wiseman and F a i r c h i l d  grope f o r  th e  b e s t  word,  

f i g h t  o f f  in c o h e ren ce ,  swi tch  t o p i c s  i n  m id - se n te n c e ,  w r e s t l e  with 

d e f i n i t i o n s  o f  a b s t r a c t  s u b j e c t s  l i k e  a r t ,  we sense  t h e r e  i s  more a t  

s t a k e .  We a re  i n  the  p re sen ce  o f  the  l i v i n g  word s t r u g g l i n g  to  be b o rn ,  

and i t  i s  p a in fu l  and marvelous to  watch.
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The c o n c r e t e  form o f  Gordon's  s i l e n c e  i s  the  marble t o r s o ,  h i s  

h e r o i c  a c t .  The word i s  th e  medium o f  a r t  f o r  Wiseman and F a i r c h i l d ,  

and they  t e s t  i t s  energy  by probing i t s  most s c u l p t u r e d  form, t h e  poem. 

At t h e  h e a r t  o f  t h e i r  l eng thy  d i a l e c t i c a l  exchange on the  n a t u r e  o f  a r t  

l i e  two poems t h a t  a c t  as ve rba l  c o u n t e r p a r t s  to  Gordon's  s c u l p t u r e .  

F a i r c h i l d  r e a d s  both  poems a lo u d ,  s a v o r in g  th e  sounds o f  t h e  words.  The 

f i r s t  i s  an obvious parody o f  T. S. E l i o t ' s  "Sweeney Among th e  N ig h t i n 

g a l e s , "  and i t s  f u s i o n  of  t h e  images o f  "droppings"  and " sc e n te d  mouths" 

s u gges t s  some savage  p e r v e r s io n  o f  t h e  a c t  o f  u t t e r a n c e ,  l i k e  M e l v i l l e ' s  

sharks  ben t  l i k e  bows, devour ing t h e i r  own e n t r a i l s  " to  be o p p o s i t e l y
g

voided  by t h e  gaping wound."

"The Raven b le a k  and Philomel 
Amid t h e  b le e d in g  t r e e s  were f i x e d ,
His hoa rse  cry  and h e r s  were mixed 
And th rough t h e  dark t h e i r  droppings f e l l

"Upon th e  red  e ru p te d  r o s e ,
Upon t h e  broken branch o f  peach 
B lu r red  with s c e n te d  mouths ,  t h a t  each 
To a n o th e r  s i n g ,  and c l o s e — " (204)

F a i r c h i l d  f i n i s h e s  read ing  and asks f o r  a r e a c t i o n .  Wiseman sees  the

poem as a s t i l l b o r n  u t t e r a n c e ,  and c a l l s  i t  "Mostly w ords ." (204) But

F a i r c h i l d  f e e l s  a "dark  t h i n g , "  and i n s c r u t a b l e  power in  t h e  poem t h a t

speaks to  him o u t s i d e  the s y n tax  o f  t h e  ac tu a l  words he j u s t  r ead .

" I t ' s  a kind  o f  dark  th i n g .  I t ' s  k ind  o f  l i k e  somebody b r in g s  you t o

a dark  door.  Will you e n t e r  t h a t  room o r  no t?"  (205) The "dark th in g "

i s  t h e  m ys te r ious  o r i g i n s  o f  language .  F a i r c h i l d  i s  more s e n s i t i v e  than

O
Herman M e l v i l l e ,  Moby-Dick o r ,  The Whale, e d i t e d  by Char les  

F e id e l s o n ,  J r .  (New York: Bobbs-M err i l l  Company, I n c . ,  1964) ,  p.  395.
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Wiseman to  p o e t r y ' s  p r i m i t i v e  r o o t s  in  r i t u a l ,  even magic,  and h i s  

metaphor  o f  t h e  door as choice  r e v e a l s  h i s  awareness o f  t h e  p o e t ' s  

d i v i n e  b u t  dangerous g i f t ,  h i s  cho ice  o f  s a l v a t i o n  o r  d e s t r u c t i o n .  We 

t h i n k  o f  S t e i n e r ' s  v i s i o n  o f  t h e  p o e t  hammering on the  door  o f  t h e  gods.  

To speak i s  dangerous ,  S t e i n e r  s a y s ,  b u t  t o  speak "with t h e  utmost
g

s t r e n g t h  o f  t h e  word,  which i s  t h e  p o e t ' s ,  supremely s o . "

F a i r c h i l d  knows t h a t  love  o f  words i s  t h e  d i v i n e  f i r e ,  and h is

r e a d in g  aloud  o f  the  poem i s  h i s  a c t  o f  f a i t h  in  t h e  primacy o f  th e

word: " T h a t ' s  when you hammer o u t  good p o e t r y ,  g r e a t  p o e t r y .  A kind

o f  s in g in g  rhythm in t h e  world t h a t  you g e t  i n t o  w i th o u t  knowing i t ,

l i k e  a swimmer ge t s  i n t o  a c u r r e n t . "  (205) F a i r c h i l d  admits  he i s  a

f a i l e d  p o e t ,  t h a t  the  l y r i c  g r a c e ,  th e  " s in g in g  rhythm" i s  gone: "Words

. . . t h a t  s h e e r  i n f a t u a t i o n  w i th  and marve ling  o ver  the  beauty  and

power o f  words.  That  has gone o u t  o f  me." (205-206) Now the  word

i n h i b i t s  him, and i n s t e a d  o f  l o v e ,  t h e  " s h e e r  i n f a t u a t i o n , "  t h e r e  i s

o n ly  s u s p i c i o n ,  the l i n g u i s t i c  s k e p t i c i s m  t h a t  Olga Vickery remarked

o n J ^ 1 But h i s  n o s t a l g i a  f o r  t h a t  l o s t  g race  i s  s t r o n g :

" I t ' s  a k ind o f  c h i l d l i k e  f a i t h  in  t h e  e f f i c a c y  o f  words,  you 
s e e ,  a k ind  of  b e l i e f  t h a t  c i rc um s tanc e  somehow w i l l  i n v e s t  the  
v e r i e s t  p l a t i t u d e  w i th  magic.  And, darn i t ,  i t  does happen a t  
t im e s ,  l e t  i t  be h i s t o r i c a l l y  o r  g ram m at ica l ly  i n c o r r e c t  o r  
p h y s i c a l l y  im p o s s ib l e ;  l e t  i t  even be t r i t e :  t h e r e  comes a
time when i t  w i l l  be i n v e s t e d  w i th  a something not  o f  t h i s  l i f e ,  
t h i s  w o r ld ,  a t  a l l .  I t ' s  a k ind  o f  f i r e ,  you know. . . ." He 
fumbled h im s e l f  among words,  . . . (206)

9S t e i n e r ,  Language and S i l e n c e , p.  39.

^°01ga Vickery ,  " F a u lk n e r ' s  M osqu i toes ,"  The U n i v e r s i t y  of  
Kansas C ity  Review (S p r in g ,  1958) ,  pp. 219-220.
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F a i r c h i l d  fumbles t h e  way Anderson fumbled w i th  words on th e  bench w i th  

F au lk n e r ,  b u t  F a i r c h i l d ' s  v o i c e —caugh t  so well  in  t h e  a c t  o f  fumbling 

—manages t o  c a r r y  o f f  the  i l l u s i o n  o f  the immediacy o f  s p eech ,  o f  th e  

pain  behind every  u t t e r a n c e  t h a t  a t t e m p t s  to  escape  " th e  v e r i e s t  p l a t i 

tude"  and i n v e s t  i t s e l f  w i th  "something n o t  o f  t h i s  l i f e . "  This  i s  th e  

paradox o f  F a i r c h i l d ' s  p o s i t i o n ;  he wants t h e  word t o  escape  the  p l a t i 

t u d e ,  bu t  t h e  p l a t i t u d e  i t s e l f  i s  composed o f  words.  The word in  the  

a c t  o f  escap ing  the  l i m i t s  o f  the  word becomes both F a i r c h i l d ' s  obses s ion  

and t h e  widening concern o f  th e  novel  as i t  approaches  the  Epigraph.

F a i r c h i l d  then  t u r n s  to  the second poem which he f e e l s  has 

"something n o t  o f  t h i s  l i f e . "  I t  i s  a s o n n e t  c a l l e d  "Hermaphroditus 

and i t s  K eats ian  d i c t i o n  and suspens ion  o f  p o l a r  o p p o s i t e s  r e c a l l s  the  

r i c h n e s s  o f  th e  Romantic p o e t ry  of  t h e  p a s t .  As a s o n n e t ,  i t  looks 

backward to  an o l d e r ,  and perhaps a t ro p h i e d  p o e t i c  form,  and i t s  r e l i a n c e  

on mouth imagery—th e  organ o f  u t t e r a n c e —co n t in u es  t h e  f i r s t  poem's 

concern  w i th  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  the  p e rv e r s io n  o f  la nguage .  F a i r c h i l d  

r eads  the  e n t i r e  s o n n e t ,  o f  which t h e  fo l low ing  i s  t h e  concluding  s e x t e t :

"Weary thy  mouth w i th  s m i l i n g ;  c a n s t  thou b r i d e  
T h y s e l f  with  th e e  and t h i n e  own k i s s i n g  s l a k e ?
Thy v i r g i n ' s  waking doth i t s e l f  d e r id e  
With s l e e p ' s  sha rp  absence ,  coming so  awake,
And n e a r  th y  mouth thy  twinned h e a r t ' s  g r i e f  doth h ide
For t h e r e ' s  no b r e a s t  between:  i t  canno t  b r e a k . "  (208)

These two s c e n e s —p o e t ry  r e a d i n g s ,  r e a l l y —a r e  l i k e  Chinese boxes ;  we 

h ea r  the  n a r r a t o r  an a ly z in g  F a i r c h i l d ' s  a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  poem's v o i c e ,  

which i s  i t s e l f  an echo o f  the  vo ice  o f  Kea ts .  With th e s e  p o e t ry  r e a d 

i n g s ,  th e  word i s  c a l l e d  up t o  probe  the  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  escap ing  from

th e  word.  Language i s  t u r n i n g  back upon i t s e l f ,  which i s  th e  theme o f
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t h e  poem F a i r c h i l d  i s  r e a d in g .  1,1 H erm aphrod i tu s , ' "  says  F a i r c h i l d .  

" T h a t ' s  what i t ' s  abou t .  I t ' s  a kind o f  dark  p e r v e r s i o n .  Like a f i r e  

t h a t  d o n ' t  need any f u e l ,  t h a t  l i v e s  on i t s  own h e a t .  I mean, a l l  

modern ve r se  i s  a k ind  o f  p e r v e r s i o n . "  (208) The word feed ing  on i t 

s e l f  as i t  does in  "Hermaphroditus" he c a l l s  a dark  p e r v e r s i o n ,  an 

a t t e m p t  to  escape  p r o c e s s .  There i s  p r e s e n t  i n  t h i s  i n s i g h t  by F a i r c h i l d  

an i n c i p i e n t  metaphor  o f  i n c e s t  which i s  a s i m i l a r  p e rv e r s io n  t h a t  seeks 

t o  s to p  the  n a t u r a l  f low o f  p ro c e s s .  J[n an a r t i c l e  e n t i t l e d  "Fau lkner  

and the  Exi led  G e n e ra t io n ,"  M. Rabi p o i n t s  ou t  t h a t  i n c e s t  " i s  a s s o c i a t e d  

w ith  t h e  joys  o f  ch i ld h o o d ,  t h e  innocence  o f  t h e  f i r s t  days ,  t h e  f l i g h t  

beyond the  boundar ie s  o f  t i m e ,  and th e  escape  from the  world  o f  s u f f e r 

i n g . " ^  F a i r c h i l d ' s  image o f  the  p e r v e r s i o n  o f  the  word in  terms o f  

f i r e  u n n a t u r a l l y  f e e d in g  i t s e l f  looks forward  t o  Quentin Compson's 

ch e r i sh e d  f a n t a s y  o f  c o n j o in in g  with Caddy in  t h e  "c lean  f lame" o f  h e l l .  

That  f lame would burn e t e r n a l l y  as a w i tn e s s  t o  the  i n c e s t  t h a t  p rov ided  

h i s  escape  i n t o  t h e  no- t ime o f  h e l l .

The two p o e t ry  read ings  and t h e i r  concom itan t  q u e s t i o n i n g s  o f  

t h e  r o l e  o f  language in  the  c r e a t i o n  o f  a r t  ap p ea r  in  t h e  c e n t e r  o f  t h e  

book ' s  f i r s t  long movement, t h e  voyage o f  the  N aus ikaa . F a i r c h i l d ' s  

a t t e m p t  to  a r t i c u l a t e  the  power of  t h e  word from the two poems occu r  a t  

th e  n a d i r  o f  the  phys ica l  movement o f  t h e  y a c h t ,  when i t  i s  aground on a 

s andbar .  The two men's  d i s c u s s i o n —v/andering a t  f i r s t - - h a s  assumed t h e  

form o f  a s e a rc h  f o r  the  sou rce  of  t h e  power o f  the  word. F a i r c h i l d ' s

^ M .  Rabi ,  "Fau lkner  and the E x i led  G e n e ra t io n , "  in  Will iam 
F a u lk n e r : Two Decades of  C r i t i c i s m . Ed. F r e d e r i c k  J .  Hoffman and 
Olga Vickery (E a s t  Lansing:  Michigan S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1951) ,
p. 136.
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i n s i g h t  about  the  dark p e rv e r s io n  o f  i n t e n s e l y  imagined l i t e r a t u r e  i s  the  

cl imax  o f  a s e r i e s  o f  i n s i g h t s  t h a t  have gene ra ted  th e  i l l u s i o n  o f  i n t e l 

l e c t u a l  p r o g r e s s io n  p r e c i s e l y  when t h e  book 's  a c t i o n  i s  a t  a s t a n d s t i l l ,  

and when t h e  t a l k  t h a t  has been going on among th e  r e s t  o f  t h e  N aus ikaa ' s  

p a s senge r s  has co n fe r r e d  s t e r i l i t y  on the  word.

I l l

The s i l e n c e  b e f o r e  the  word

This  c o u n t e r p o in t  between t h e  s t e r i l i t y  and f e r t i l i t y  o f  language 

i s  one o f  th e  r e c u r r e n t  rhythms o f  M osqu i toes . All t h e  w h i l e  t h a t  Wise

man and F a i r c h i l d  have been on t h e i r  j o i n t  odyssey f o r  th e  l i f e  o f  th e  

word,  two o t h e r  c h a r a c t e r s ,  younger and l e s s  a r t i c u l a t e ,  have been 

wandering  th rough th e  swamp t h a t  su r rounds  th e  y a c h t  in  an a b o r t i v e  

a t t e m p t  t o  escape  th e  s o c i a l  c o n s t r i c t i o n s  t h a t  abound t h e r e .  David,  

th e  y a c h t ' s  s t e w a rd ,  and P a t ,  the  n i e c e  o f  Mrs. M aur ie r ,  owner o f  th e  

N au s ik aa , r e t u r n  to  the  y a c h t ,  but  n o t  be fo re  t h e i r  a c t  o f  r e j e c t i o n  has 

assumed th e  c h a r a c t e r  o f  an unconsc ious  jo u rney  to  the  o r i g i n s  o f  th e  

l i f e  o f  language .  As they  wander, d e e p e r  i n t o  th e  swamp and f u r t h e r  

from th e  s o p h i s t i c a t e d  l i f e  s t y l e  o f  th e  y a c h t ,  they  u n w i t t i n g l y  approach 

th e  p r im o rd ia l  h e a r t  b e a t  o f  c r e a t i o n  i t s e l f .  The g r e a t  swamp, th e  womb 

o f  both  animal and human l i f e ,  i s  a l s o  the  provenance o f  language .  Here 

i s  th e  home o f  th e  unnamed m o sq u i to es ,  which we know from t h e  ep igraph  

a r e  a l r e a d y  "u b iq u i to u s"  and "monstrous" and have metamorphosed i n t o  a 

i n t o  a r i p e  s i l e n c e  f o r  which the  word t h a t  would name them i s  in a d e q u a te .

David and P a t  c o n f r o n t  the  s i l e n t  power o f  th e  m osqu i toes ,  and 

then  th e  power o f  s i l e n c e  i t s e l f .  Without  i n t e n d in g  t o ,  they  stumble
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i n t o  the  p r im o rd ia l  s i l e n c e  o f  t h e  Word as i t  was i n  the  beg inn ing .

The whole scene  resembles  Mrs. Moore's  un w i l l in g  w i tn e s s  t o  the  sound 

o f  t h e  Mirabar  caves in  F o r s t e r ' s  A Passage  to  I n d i a  (1924) ,  and what  

David and P a t  s ee  in  th e  swamp i s  as c e n t r a l  to  t h e  meaning o f  Mosquitoes 

as Mrs. Moore's p e r c e p t io n  o f  t h e  meaningless  "bourn" she h e a r s  i s  t o  an 

u n d e r s t a n d in g  o f  F o r s t e r ' s  c l a s s i c .

Trees  heavy and a n c i e n t  w i th  moss loomed o u t  o f  i t  
hugely and g r a y ly :  th e  m i s t  . . . might  have been the  f i r s t
p r e h i s t o r i c  morning o f  t ime i t s e l f ;  i t  might have been th e  
very su b s t a n c e  in  which th e  seed  o f  t h e  beg inn ing  of  t h i n g s  
fecunda ted  and th e s e  huge and s i l e n t  t r e e s  might  have been 
the  f i r s t  o f  l i v i n g  t h i n g s ,  too  r e c e n t l y  born t o  know e i t h e r  
f e a r  o r  a s to n i sh m e n t ,  d ragg ing  t h e i r  s lu g g is h  um b i l ic a l  cords 
from o u t  the  o ld  miasmic womb of  a no th ingness  l a t e n t  and 
d r e a d f u l .  She crowded a g a i n s t  him, suddenly q u i e t  and s ub 
dued,  t r em b l in g  a l i t t l e  l i k e  a puppy a g a i n s t  t h e  r e a s s u ra n c e  
o f  h i s  arm. "Gee,"  she s a i d  in  a smal l  vo ic e .

Tha t  small sound d id  n o t  d ie  away. I t  mere ly  d i s s o lv e d  
i n t o  t h e  mois t  g ray  su r ro u n d in g  them, and i t  was as i f  a t  a 
movement o f  any s o r t  the  word might  r e p e a t  i t s e l f  somewhere 
between sky and ground as a pebb le  i s  shaken o u t  of  c o t t o n  
b a t t i n g .  He pu t  h i s  arm a c ro s s  h e r  shou lders  and a t  h i s  
touch she  tu rned  q u ic k ly  benea th  h i s  a rm p i t ,  h id in g  h e r  
f a c e .  (139-140)

P a t  and David ' s  v i s i o n  o f  the  b i r t h  o f  language from the  "o ld  

miasmic womb o f  a n o th ingness"  overwhelms them, and they a r e  d r iven  o u t  

o f  t h i s  pre-Eden world  as much by th e  f r i g h t e n i n g  s i l e n c e  as the  s t i n g s  

o f  th e  "need le s  o f  f i r e "  t h a t  a r e  the  mosquitoes .  (145) There i s  some

t h i n g  s a c r e d  about  t h e  s i l e n c e  t h a t  co n f ro n t s  them in  the  swamp. The 

sound o f  t h e i r  words seems a s a c r i l e g e ,  and the t r e e s  look down l i k e  

"gods r eg a rd in g  w i th o u t  alarm t h i s  puny d e s e c r a t i o n  o f  a s i l e n c e  o f  a i r  

and e a r t h  and w a te r  a n c i e n t  when hoary o ld  Time h im s e l f  was a pink  and 

d read fu l  m i r a c l e  in  h i s  m o th e r ' s  a rms."  (143) When they  r e t u r n  to  th e

y a c h t  we f e e l  more s t r o n g l y  than  e v e r  t h a t  the redemption o f  the  word
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l i e s  in  i t s  a b i l i t y  t o  d i v e s t  i t s e l f  o f  p r o c e s s ,  be born again i n t o  th e  

a n c i e n t  s i l e n c e  from which i t  sprang .

IV

The q u e s t  f o r  the  magic word 

With the  r e t u r n  t o  New O r lean s ,  the  jo u rn e y  to  Lake P on tcha r -  

t r a i n  on th e  Nausikaa i s  o v e r ,  bu t  a new and more s i g n i f i c a n t  jo u rn ey  

i s  about  t o  beg in .  The second movement o f  M osqu i toes , much s h o r t e r  

than  the  Nausikaa e p i s o d e ,  t a k e s  up t h e  n in th  s e c t i o n  o f  th e  E p i logue ,  

and i t  i s  h e re  t h a t  we sense  t h e  g r e a t  log  jam o f  words t h a t  has thus  

f a r  composed the  book a t  l a s t  w i l l  b reak  up,  and t h a t  some s t a t e m e n t  

about  the  r o l e  o f  language  i n  the  c r e a t i o n  o f  a r t  w i l l  be a r t i c u l a t e d .  

In t h i s  l a s t  p a r t  o f  t h e  n o v e l ,  moreover,  F au lkne r  makes an a t t e m p t  t o  

i n t e g r a t e  more s u c c e s s f u l l y  t h e  a c t  o f  human u t t e r a n c e  and the  image 

o f  human s e x u a l i t y  and r e p r o d u c t io n .  The metaphor  o f  a r t  and sexual  

f u l f i l l m e n t  has been i m p l i c i t  th roughou t  the  s e c t i o n s  d e a l in g  w i th  

Gordon's  c a rv in g  o f  a marble b u s t  o f  a young female  and h i s  ob s es s io n  

w i th  Pa t .  I t  i s  on ly  i n  t h e s e  l a t e r  passages  conce rn ing  Wiseman and 

F a i r c h i l d  t h a t  Fau lkner  develops  the  symbol o f  t h e  womb o f  time g iv in g  

b i r t h  to  language ,  w i th  i t s  a n c i l l a r y  image o f  t h e  human mouth as a 

womb g iv ing  b i r t h  t o  th e  word.  The i m p l i c a t i o n s  of  t h i s  r i c h  symbol 

unfo ld  w i th  i n c r e a s i n g  complex ity and im a g in a t iv e  power as Faulkner  

moves from novel t o  n o v e l .  Here in  M osqu i toe s , a dec ided ly  i n f e r i o r  

work t o ,  s a y ,  The Sound and the  Fury o r  Absalom, Absalom!, we can s ee  

t h a t  Faulkner  r e g a rd s  th e  word in  th e  a c t  o f  be ing  born as both p a r t  

o f  the  g r e a t  wheel o f  p rocess  r e m o rs e l e s s ly  t u r n i n g ,  and an e scape
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from p r o c e s s ,  an immortal f l i g h t  o u t s i d e  the  wheel .  To be born  i s  t o  

d i e ,  we know, b u t  b i r t h  a l s o  con fe rs  a v e r s io n  o f  im m o r ta l i t y  on the  

p r o g e n i t o r ,  as every  r e a d e r  o f  S h a k e s p e a re ' s  sonne ts  knows. The sonne ts  

themselves  u rge  th e  m ys te r ious  W.H. t o  bege t  p rogeny,  b u t  th e y  a l so  

b o a s t  t h a t  t h e  very  words u rg ing  progeny a re  themselves  e t e r n a l :  "So

long as men can b r e a t h e ,  o r  eyes can s e e , /  So long l i v e s  t h i s ,  and t h i s  

g ives  l i f e  t o  t h e e . "  Fau lkner  v i s u a l i z e s  p o t e n t i a l  l i f e  and dea th  in  

the  power o f  l anguage ,  and w i th  Mosquitoes we a re  in  a p o s i t i o n  t o  s ee  

t h a t  h i s  f a s c i n a t i o n  with  c r e a t i n g  a speake r  in  th e  a c t  o f  a r t i c u l a t i o n ,  

suspended in  a t i m e l e s s  moment l i k e  an embryo in  a womb, i s  a q u a s i 

r e l i g i o u s  a c t ,  h i s  persona l  s ac ram en t  o f  the  word. I t  i s  F a u lk n e r ' s  

a t t em p t  t o  f o r e s t a l l  the  e r o s io n  o f  t ime w hi le  abso rb ing  h im s e l f  in  th e  

pu lse  o f  l i f e .

To r e t u r n  to  the  q u e s t  m o t i f  t h a t  s t r u c t u r e s  p a r t  o f  th e  Epi

graph o f  M osqu i toes , we see  Wiseman, F a i r c h i l d  and Gordon wandering 

th rough th e  s t r e e t s  o f  New O r leans  on a c o l l e c t i v e  p u r s u i t  f o r  a 

s u p e r i o r  mode o f  e x p r e s s i o n ,  one t h a t  would bestow l a s t i n g  l i f e  to  

t h e i r  t u r b u l e n t  and in c h o a te  im a g in a t iv e  energy .  Somewhat l i k e  the  

wanderings o f  Bloom and Dedal us in  J o y c e ' s  U l y s s e s , t h e  jo u rn e y  ta k es  

p la ce  a t  n i g h t ,  they  a re  d r in k i n g  h e a v i l y ,  c o n f r o n t  p r o s t i t u t e s ,  s ense  

the  hidden underworld l i f e  around them, and come to  a s e r i e s  o f  doors 

t h a t  seem t o  promise some meaningful  d i s c o v e ry .  Gordon i s  t h e  l e a d e r  

through th e s e  narrow "canyons o f  shadow," and i t  i s  h i s  s i l e n c e  t h a t  

g r a n t s  him t h i s  a u t h o r i t y .  (277) But the  q u e s t  i s  a l s o  a s ea rch  f o r  

the  r i g h t  words to  d e f in e  th e  n a t u r e  o f  a r t ,  and Gordon can only  p o i n t  

s i l e n t l y  t o  what  he f e e l s  i s  i t s  e s s e n c e .  F a i r c h i l d  and Wiseman must
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a r t i c u l a t e  t h e  v i s i o n  Gordon comes t o  e x p e r i e n c e ,  and th e y  a r e  thus  both  

chorus and p a r t i c i p a n t s  in  th e  a c t i o n .  The w i tn e s s  evo lves  i n t o  th e  hero

Gordon i s  l i k e  a to rch  b e a r e r ,  throwing l i g h t  on th e  "dark s i d e "  

of  t h e  word t h a t  F a i r c h i l d  had always f e l t  was t h e r e .  When Gordon j e r k s  

open a door on the s t r e e t  he l e t s  a " s h e e t  o f  l i g h t  f a l l  outward ac ross  

the  pavement;"  when he shu ts  the  door i t  " sna tches  the  s h e e t  o f  l i g h t  

a g a i n . "  (278) Gordon i s  F a i r c h i l d ' s  e y es .  His word less  a c t i o n s  resembl 

e y e l i d s  b l i n k i n g  open and s h u t ,  c a s t i n g  sharp  o u t l i n e s  f o r  F a i r c h i l d ' s  

im ag ina t ion  t o  sk e tc h  in .  S t i l l  a n o th e r  door opens and s h u t s ,  and Gordon 

l eads  the r e v e l s  c a r r y i n g  now a new b o t t l e  o f  l i q u o r ,  which he s ha res  

w i th  h is  two f r i e n d s .  The whole ep i sode  begins  to  resemble a Dionysian 

f r e n z y ,  a p e e l i n g  away o f  i n h i b i t i o n  so t h a t  t h e  word can r e g a i n  i t s  

naked power:

( In  a doorway s l i g h t l y  a j a r  were women, t h e i r  f ace s  i n  
th e  s t a r l i g h t  f l a t  and p a l l i d  and r i f e ,  odorous and e x c i t i n g  
and u n ch as te .  Gordon h e l l o  dempsey loomed h a t l e s s  above h i s  
two companions. He s t r o d e  on,  paying th e  women no heed.  F a i r 
c h i ld  l a g g e d ,  t h e  S em i t ic  man p e r f o r c e  a l s o .  A woman la ughed ,  
r i f e  and hushed and r i c h  in  th e  odorous dark  come i n  boys l o t s  
o f  g i r l s  cool you o f f  come in  boys.  The SemKic  man drew F a i r 
c h i ld  onward,  b ab b l in g  e x c i t e d l y . )

T h a t ' s  i t ,  t h a t ' s  i t !  You walk along a dark s t r e e t ,  i n  
the  da rk .  The dark  i s  c lo s e  and i n t i m a t e  about  y o u ,  ho ld ing  
a l l  t h i n g s ,  a n y th in g —you need only  pu t  o u t  your hand to  touch 
l i f e  t o  f e e l  t h e  b e a t in g  h e a r t  o f  l i f e .  Beauty:  a t h i n g  unseen ,
s u g g es ted :  n a t u r a l  and fecund and f o u l - - y o u  d o n ' t  s to p  f o r  i t ;  
you pass  on. (277)

Beauty i s  t h e  b e a t in g  h e a r t  o f  l i f e ,  Wiseman s e e s ,  and th e  way to  

b e a u t y ,  which i s  an "unseen t h i n g , "  i s  t o  "pass  on,"  t o  move p a s t  the  

t h r e s h o l d  t h a t  i s  p r o c e s s ,  which i s  " n a tu r a l  and fecund and f o u l . "

While Wiseman comes to  th e  i n s i g h t  about  p a s s in g  on,  Gordon co n t in u e s  

h i s  s i l e n t  a c t s  t h a t  t e s t  o u t  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  form. He s e i z e s  one o f
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th e  p r o s t i t u t e s  and r a i s e s  h e r  a g a i n s t  th e  "mad s t a r s . "  (280) As he 

holds  her  t h e r e ,  both  a r e  s i l h o u e t t e d  a g a i n s t  s t i l l  an o th e r  open door ,  

c r e a t i n g  a v i s i o n  o f  p a s s in g  on which Wiseman sees  as an " i n s t a n t  moment," 

and which t h e  l y r i c i s m  o f  the  n a r r a t o r  s t r a i n s  to  c a p tu re :  "Then vo ices

and sounds , shadows and echoes change form s w i r l i n g , become t h e  h e a d l e s s , 

a r m l e s s , l e g l e s s  t o r s o  o f  â  g i r l , m o t io n le s s  and v i r g i n a l  and p a s s i o n a t e 

ly  e t e r n a l  b e f o r e  the  shadows and echoes w h i r l  away." (280) Gordon 's  

f i n a l  g e s tu r e  i s  the  cu lm ina t ion  o f  h i s  q u e s t  as an a r t i s t .  The female 

t o r s o  t h a t  has metamorphosed i n t o  so many forms becomes f o r  an i n s t a n t  o f  

t i m e - o u t - o f - t i m e  th e  id e a l  form o f  a r t ,  Gordon 's  persona l  v i s i o n  o f  th e  

p a s s in g  over  t o  th e  t i m e l e s s .  As t h e  door s h u t s  behind Gordon and th e  

s t r e e t  d a rk e n s ,  F a i r c h i l d  and Wiseman a r e  l e f t  alone  f o r  the  t a s k  of  

a r t i c u l a t i n g  t h e  r o l e  o f  t h e  word in  t h e  c r e a t i o n  o f  t h e  a r t  t h a t  Gordon's  

v i s i o n  has g iven  l i f e  t o .  F a i r c h i l d ' s  s t a t e m e n t  i s  t h e  verbal  c o u n t e r p a r t  

t o  Gordon's s i l e n t  g e s t u r e ,  j u s t  as t h e  two poems were to  G ordon 's  marble 

s c u l p t u r e .  "Gen ius ,"  says  F a i r c h i l d ,  i s  " t h a t  Passion  Week o f  t h e  h e a r t  

. . . with which th e  mind,  th e  b r a i n ,  has no th ing  t o  do a t  a l l ,  i n  which 

th e  hackneyed a c c id e n t s  which make up t h i s  w o r ld - - !o v e  and l i f e  and dea th  

and sex and so r row —bro u g h t  t o g e t h e r  by chance in  p e r f e c t  p r o p o r t i o n s ,  

t a k e  on a k ind  o f  s p l e n d i d  and t i m e l e s s  b e a u t y . "  (281)

The P ass ion  Week o f  th e  h e a r t .  F a i r c h i l d  i n t u i t s  th e  r e l i g i o u s  

n a t u r e  of  t h e  word " p ass ion"  which Gordon has so d r a m a t i c a l l y  embodied 

in  h i s  own p a s s i o n a t e  g e s t u r e  w i th  th e  p r o s t i t u t e ,  r a i s i n g  h e r  a g a i n s t  

th e  mad s t a r s .  While F a i r c h i l d  ponders th e  goal o f  a r t —t i m e l e s s  beauty  

—Wiseman i l l u m i n a t e s  t h e  problem o f  t e c h n iq u e  f o r  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  a r t i s t .  

Wiseman has been ch an t in g  to  h i m s e l f ,  a t  v a r io u s  moments in t h e  n in th
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s e c t i o n ,  t h r e e  words which he " l o v e s " - - " g o l d ,  m arb le ,  and p u r p l e . "

(279) The t h r e e  words combine t o  s u g g e s t  a m a t r ix  o f  b a s i c  el emen ts  

f o r  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  a r t i s t .  A f t e r  F a i r c h i l d  f i n i s h e s  h i s  Passion  Week 

o f  the  h e a r t  s t a t e m e n t ,  Wiseman f e e l s  he has a t  l a s t  s tumbled onto  th e  

"magic Word," a p h r a s e  used by a minor c h a r a c t e r ,  Mr. T a l l i a f e r r o ,  in  

h i s  own f r u i t l e s s  q u e s t  f o r  meaning.  (253) Wiseman's "Word" i s  r e a l l y  

t h r e e  words which he fuses  t o g e t h e r  in  h i s  own s y n t a c t i c a l  a r rangement:  

"form s o l i d i t y  c o l o r . "  The phrase  a c t s  as a k ind o f  Open Sesame; i t  i s  

Wiseman's f i n a l  ep iphany  about  the  n a tu re  o f  a r t ,  and what  he sees  and 

how he says  i t  a r e  one.  With Wiseman's magic Word--form s o l i d i t y  c o l o r — 

t h e  q u e s t  ends.

Among the  s i g n s  t h a t  i n d i c a t e  F a u lk n e r ' s  growing command o f  a 

f u l l - l e n g t h  n o v e l ,  we would want to  number t h e  d i a l e c t i c  exchanges 

between s e t s  o f  f i c t i v e  s p e a k e r s ,  th e  c o u n t e r p o i n t  between s t e r i l e  and 

f e r t i l e  modes o f  e x p r e s s i o n ,  and th e  o v e r a l l  s t r u c t u r e  o f  a q u e s t  f o r  

t h e  holy g r a i l  o f  a r t .  But th e  book 's  s i l e n c e s —e s p e c i a l l y  t h a t  o f  

Gordon the  a r t i s t — a r e  i t s  most p o t e n t  e l e m e n t s ,  and th e  i n c i p i e n t  

q u e s t  f o r  s i l e n c e  t h a t  we s ee  in  Mosquitoes looks forward more than 

does any o t h e r  t e c h n iq u e  to  F a u lk n e r ' s  majo r  t r iumph t o  come—Quentin  

Compson's q u e s t  f o r  s i l e n c e  in  The Sound and th e  Fury.

(
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CHAPTER THREE 

QUENTIN AND THE QUEST FOR SILENCE

0 love ly  green  dragon o f  t h e  new day,  
t h e  undawned day ,  come, come in  to u c h ,  
and r e l e a s e  us from th e  h o r r i d  g r ip  
o f  the e v i l - s m e l l i n g  o ld  Logos! Come 
in  s i l e n c e ,  and say  n o th in g .

—D. H. Lawrence,  Apocalypse
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S h o r t l y  a f t e r  h i s  s t a y  in  New O r leans ,  a p e r io d  dur ing  which ,  as 

we have s e e n ,  he produced t h e  New Orleans  s k e tc h e s  and th e  f i r s t  d r a f t  

o f  S o l d i e r ' s  Pay, Faulkner  began t o  w r i t e  l o n g e r  and more com pl ica ted  

p rose  f i c t i o n s ,  each o f  which s u g g e s t s  a f r e s h  a s s a u l t  on th e  r e s t r i c t e d  

n a t u r e  o f  the  medium o f  l i t e r a r y  a r t - -w o rd s  the m se lves .  P a r t l y  because 

o f  h i s  f r i e n d  A nderson 's  pronounced s k e p t i c i s m  w i th  h is  medium, bu t  more 

because o f  h i s  own growing d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  w i th  one genre o f  w r i t i n g  

a f t e r  a n o t h e r ,  Fau lkner  i n c r e a s i n g l y  s e t  up w i t h i n  th e  f i c t i o n  a ch a r 

a c t e r  who vo ices  m isg iv ings  about  th e  behav io r  o f  words. Whether th e s e  

f i c t i v e  speakers  a r e  merely e c c e n t r i c s ,  l i k e  Dawson F a i r c h i l d  i n  Mos- 

q u i t o e s , o r  p o t e n t i a l  s u i c i d e s ,  l i k e  Quentin Compson in  The Sound and 

th e  Fu ry , they  come a l i v e  t o  t h e  r e a d e r  because o f  t h e i r  s p e c i a l  mode 

o f  i n q u i r y  i n t o  fundamental  p h i l o s o p h i c  assumptions about t h e  n a t u r e  o f  

l anguage ,  e s p e c i a l l y  th e  assumption t h a t  the  spoken word i s  a v i a b l e  

medium f o r  th e  communication o f  t r u t h  from one human mind t o  a n o t h e r .  

T h e i r  m isg iv ings  w ith  th e  word express  t h e i r  need t o  communicate p e r 

f e c t l y ,  t o  speak the  " a b s o l u t e l y  impeccable" language  t h a t  F a u lk n e r ' s  

id e a l  p o e t  speaks .  They f e e l  on ly  t h i s  id e a l  form o f  language would 

n o t  b e t r a y  e x p e r i e n c e .

Some o f  th e s e  f i c t i v e  speakers  make e l a b o r a t e  e f f o r t s  t o  compen

s a t e  f o r  the  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  verba l  language by s eek in g  a l t e r n a t e  modes
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o f  e x p r e s s i o n .  Such e f f o r t s  a re  i n h e r e n t l y  pa rad o x ica l  in  t h a t  t h e  

speaker  would use words to  c r e a t e  a mode o f  t e l l i n g  t h a t  would be f r e e  

from t h e  ambiguity ,  i n s t a b i l i t y ,  and d i s s o l u t i o n ,  t o  use Kenneth Burke 's  

phrase  a g a i n ,  t h a t  c o n s t i t u t e  p a r t  o f  th e  energy o f  the  word. Paradox 

i s  th e  n a t u r a l  idiom o f  such s p e a k e r s ,  and t h e i r  q u e s t s  a re  f o r  some 

form o f  l i n g u i s t i c  s t a s i s  in  which they  can speak  th e  a b s o l u t e l y  im

p eccab le  language ,  a language t h a t  i s  f r e e  from t h e  s i n  ( p ecc a ) o f  words.

The vo ice  o f  Quentin in  The Sound and the  Fury r e p r e s e n t s  Fau lk 

n e r ' s  most  ambit ious a t t e m p t  to  push language beyond th e  t h r e s h o l d  o f  

i t s  normal l i m i t s J  Apar t  from i t s  im por tan t  p o s i t i o n  in  the  novel  as 

a w ho le ,  Sec t ion  I I  i s  a monologue spoken by a c h a r a c t e r  who expends 

h is  ene rgy  r a i l i n g  a g a i n s t  the  f r u s t r a t i n g  way t h a t  words behave .  Quentin 

seeks a language s a f e  from the  e r o s io n  o f  p r o c e s s ,  j u s t  as th e  sp e a k e r  

in  K e a t s ' s  "Ode on a Grec ian  Urn" seeks  an i n s i g h t  i n t o  th e  meaning o f  

p rocess  by momentari ly f r e e z i n g  i t s  f low. The s p e a k e r  o f  t h a t  poem i s  

aware t h a t  h i s  i n i t i a t i o n  i n t o  t h i s  moment o f  s t a s i s - - a  moment in  which 

the  n a t u r a l  laws o f  sound a re  suspended so t h a t  a m e lo d i s t  may f o r e v e r  

p ipe  songs f o r e v e r  new--depends on h i s  a b i l i t y  to  speak a new language ,  

one t h a t  i s  n o t  d i r e c t e d  to  th e  " sensua l  ea r"  b u t  t o  th e  " s p i r i t  d i t t i e s  

o f  no t o n e . "  In h i s  own s t r a n g e  way, Quentin f e e l s  compelled t o  under take  

th e  q u e s t  f o r  an u n a t t a i n a b l e  g r a i l - - a  language f r e e  from p ro c e s s  whose

l i n g u i s t i c  p r o p e r t i e s  would be s w e e te r  p r e c i s e l y  because  they  a r e  "unheard ,"
?

a language  I am te rm in g ,  a f t e r  George S t e i n e r ,  t h e  language o f  s i l e n c e .

^Will iam F a u lk n e r ,  The Sound and the  Fury (New York: Jona than
Cape and Har r ison  Smith ,  1929, r e p r i n t e d  by Random House, I n c . ,  Vintage 
Books,  1956).

^George S t e i n e r ,  The Language o f  S i l e n c e  (New York: Atheneum,
1967),  p.  46.
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S t e i n e r ,  speak ing  o f  v a r ious  modes o f  t r anscendence  o f  language ,  de

s c r i b e s  t h a t  moment when language  "simply c e a s e s ,  and th e  motion of  

s p i r i t  g ives  no f u r t h e r  outward m a n i f e s t a t i o n  o f  i t s  b e i n g . "  At such

t i m e s ,  he c o n t i n u e s ,  th e  p o e t  " e n t e r s  i n t o  s i l e n c e .  Here the  word
3

borde rs  n o t  on r a d ia n c e  o r  music ,  b u t  on n i g h t . "

We h e a r  Q u e n t i n ' s  vo ice  a t  j u s t  such a moment. His language ,  

a s p i r i n g  as i t  does to  s i l e n c e ,  borders  on the  n i g h t ,  in  t h a t  i n d e f i n i t e  

t w i l i g h t  zone between l i v i n g  speech  and th e  p o e t ' s  w ord less  s i l e n c e .  

T w i l i g h t ,  moreover ,  i s  an im p o r ta n t  symbol f o r  both the  novel as a whole 

and f o r  t h e  c h a r a c t e r  o f  Q u e n t in ,^  whose consc iousness  on t h i s  l a s t  day 

r e s i d e s  in  a t w i l i g h t  a l r e a d y  darkening  i n t o  t h e  long n i g h t  o f  dea th :

" .  . . 1  could  see  the  t w i l i g h t  a g a i n ,  t h a t  q u a l i t y  of  l i g h t  as  i f  t ime 

r e a l l y  had s topped  f o r  a w h i l e ,  w i th  the  sun hanging j u s t  under the  

h o r i z o n ,  and then  we passed  . . . t h e  road going on under the  t w i l i g h t ,  

i n t o  t w i l i g h t  and the  s ense  o f  w a te r  peacefu l  and s w i f t  beyond."  (209-210)

I I

Quentin and th e  wisdom o f  t h e  " s t i l l  tongue"

Because Caddy h e r s e l f  i s  n o t  " r educed , "  we r e c a l l ,  t o  th e  a c t  o f  

t e l l i n g ,  h e r  language  e x i s t s  on ly  as a p o s s i b i l i t y ,  a pure form o f  hy

p o t h e s i s .  She i s  an id e a l  speakej— a "poet"  i n  the  sense  o f  F a u lk n e r ' s

^ S t e i n e r ,  p.  46.

^Michael Mi 11 g a t e ,  The Achievement o f  Wil l iam Fau lkner  (New York: 
Random House,  I n c . ,  1966) ,  p.  86"! Mi 11 g a t e  says  t h a t  t h e  " s i n g l e  most 
a r r e s t i n g  f a c t  about  th e  m a nusc r ip t  of  The Sound and the  Fury i s  t h a t  
t h e  f i r s t  page bears  t h e  u n d e le ted  t i t l e ,  " ' T w i l i g h t ' 11 Mi l i g a t e  s ugges t s  
t h a t  " T w il igh t"  could e a s i l y  s u b s t i t u t e  f o r  t h e  t i t l e  o f  the  whole book.
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d e f i n i t i o n - - a n d  h e r  a b s o l u t e l y  p e r f e c t  language  i s  s i l e n c e .  Q u e n t i n ' s  

v o i c e ,  on th e  o t h e r  hand,  i s  n o t  a h y p o th e t i c a l  one.  I t  i s  a c t u a l ;  

we hear  i t .  But what  we a l s o  h e a r  in  t h i s  long l y r i c  cry  which i s  h is  

vo ice  i s  the  sound o f  words b e ing  a r ranged  and rea r ran g e d  by Quentin in  

th e  hope t h a t  a c e r t a i n  word o r  p h ra s e  might become th e  t a l i s m a n  t h a t  

would c a r r y  h i s  consc iousness  away from th e  rea lm o f  ac tu a l  sounds ,  o f  

p a i n ,  o f  words f o r  p a i n ,  and i n t o  t h e  realm o f  p o s s i b i l i t y  where he 

could f u l f i l l  t h e  r o l e  o f  id e a l  t e l l e r  and speak t h a t  h y p o th e t i c a l  

language o f  s i l e n c e .  Quentin i s  ve ry  much aware t h a t  he has been "reduced" 

to  the  a c t u a l  r o l e  o f  t e l l e r ,  and he seeks to  escape  from both h i s  s u f f e r 

ing  and the  compulsive need t o  v e r b a l i z e  about  t h a t  s u f f e r i n g .  His mono

logue i s  a vo ice  in  sea rch  o f  a s u r r o g a t e  language  as much as i t  i s  th e  

vo ice  o f  a s u r r o g a t e  t e l l e r .  We h e a r  Q u e n t in ' s  voice hover ing  on the 

t h r e s h o l d  o f  s i l e n c e ,  and then  i t  pas ses  beyond the  range o f  o u r  hea r in g .

In s e c t i o n  IV o f  the  novel a n o th e r  m a s t e r fu l  s p e a k e r ,  t h e  Rever

end Shegog, a r t i c u l a t e s  so magical  an ar rangem ent o f  words t h a t  f o r  a few 

s h o r t  moments i t  seems he has t h e  g i f t  o f  tongues .  He i s  l i k e  t h e  a n c i e n t  

bard speak ing  t o  t h e  t r i b e ,  and h i s  u t t e r a n c e ,  th e  E a s t e r  Sunday sermon,  

succeeds  in  e s t a b l i s h i n g  a w ord les s  communication with  h i s  h e a r e r s ,  a 

communion based on fo rg iv e n e s s  and communal b e l i e f ,  w h i le  Q uen t in ,  s o l i 

t a r y  and u n f o r g iv i n g ,  f a i l s .  I f  Caddy i s  a h y p o th e t i c a l  p o e t ,  t h e  Rever

end Shegog i s  an a c tu a l  one; he loves  both  th e  Word and th e  word.

The Reverend Shegog 's  E a s t e r  Sunday sermon beg ins  on a n o te  o f  

confus ion  o f  i d e n t i t y .  His monkey-l ike  appearance  i n i t i a l l y  a l i e n a t e s  

a l l  o f  h i s  p o t e n t i a l  h e a r e rs  e x c e p t  the  p e r c e p t i v e  D i l s e y ,  who w hispers  

t o  her  d a u g h t e r ,  Frony,  " ' I ' v e  knowed de Lawd t o  use c u i s e r  t o o l s  dan
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d a t , " 1 (366) s t r i k i n g  on a metaphor  of  vo ice  as a too l  t h a t  a n t i c i 

p a t e s  th e  way Faulkner  would l a t e r  t a l k  about  t h e  c r e a t i o n  o f  D i l s ey  

h e r s e l f .

The Reverend Shegog co n c e a l s  h is  i d e n t i t y  beh ind a mask o f  w h i te  

man's  speech .  As th e  "sonorous echoes"  o f  h i s  vo ice  i n c r e a s e ,  t h e  mask 

comes o f f ,  r e v e a l i n g  f i r s t  a "neg ro id"  vo ice  and then  an u t t e r l y  new 

v o ic e  o f  word less  speech .  At t h i s  i n s t a n t  o f  unmasking the  h e a r t s  o f  

t h e  Reverend and th e  cong rega t ion  speak s i l e n t l y  t o  one an o th e r  w i th  a 

s p i r i t u a l  d i r e c t n e s s .  The vo ice  o f  Reverend Shegog consumes n o t  on ly  

h i s  own i d e n t i t y ,  b u t  the  i d e n t i t y  o f  everyone w i t h i n  h e a r in g :  " th e

v o ic e  took them i n t o  i t s e l f . "  (368) At some p o i n t  w i th i n  t h e  moment of  

s t a s i s  s u s t a i n e d  by th e  unmasking,  the  Reverend Shegog' s  voice moves 

through two d i a l e c t s  o f  c o n v en t io n a l  language and then  passes  beyond the  

range  o f  o rd in a ry  speech a l t o g e t h e r :

When th e  v i s i t o r  ro se  t o  speak  he sounded l i k e  a white  
man. His vo ice  was le v e l  and co ld .  I t  sounded too  b ig  to  
have come from him and th e y  l i s t e n e d  a t  f i r s t  th rough  c u r i o s i t y ,  
as they would have t o  a monkey t a l k i n g .  (366)

I t  was d i f f e r e n t  as day and d a rk  from h is  fo rmer  t o n e ,  w i th  a 
s a d ,  t imbrous  q u a l i t y  l i k e  an a l t o  ho rn ,  s i n k i n g  i n t o  t h e i r  
h e a r t s  and speak ing  t h e re  a g a in  when i t  had ceased  in  fad in g  
and cumulate echoes .  (367)

With h i s  body he seemed t o  f e e d  the  vo ice  t h a t ,  succubus l i k e ,  
had f l e s h e d  i t s  t e e t h  i n  him. And th e  c o n g reg a t io n  seemed t o  
watch w i th  i t s  own eyes w h i l e  the  voice consumed him, u n t i l  he 
was no th ing  and t h e r e  was n o t  even a vo ice  b u t  i n s t e a d  t h e i r  
h e a r t s  were speak ing  t o  one a n o th e r  in  c h a n t in g  measures be
yond th e  need f o r  words.  . . . (367)

The sermon o v e r ,  D i l sey  s i l e n t l y  hears  o t h e r  members o f  t h e  con g reg a t io n

d e f i n e  the  n a t u r e  o f  Reverend Shegog' s  power i n  terms o f  v i s i o n :  "He
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seed  de power en de g l o r y . "  (371) Because h is  h e a r t  i s  open t o  th e  

p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  v i s i o n - - t o  p r i v a t e  g l impses  of  the  power and th e  g lo ry  

- - t h e  Reverend Shegog can lay  c la im  t o  h i s  own v e r s io n  o f  the  g i f t  o f  

to n g u e s .  He sees  i n t o  th e  l i f e  o f  t h i n g s  and so i s  p r i v i l e g e d  to  speak 

th e  language  of  w o rd le s s  communion. This  q u a l i t y  o f  speech i s  what 

Quen tin  i s  look ing  f o r ;  he c a l l s  i t  t h e  wisdom o f  th e  " s t i l l  tongue ."  

(146) But Quentin never  speaks th e  language  o f  th e  s t i l l  tongue because 

he d e l i b e r a t e l y  narrows h i s  p e r c e p t i v e  powers so as t o  exc lude  the  p o s s i 

b i l i t y  o f  v i s i o n .  Quentin r e f u s e s  t o  s e e ;  he w i l l  only  l i s t e n ,  and h i s  

language  e x p re s s e s  t h a t  b l i n d n e s s  and p a s s i v i t y .

I l l

Quentin and th e  language o f  h i s  b r o th e r s  

Q u e n t in ' s  mode o f  speak ing  echoes t h a t  o f  h i s  b r o t h e r  Benjy in  

t h e  way both of  t h e s e  t e l l e r s  apprehend th e  common s u b j e c t  o f  t h e i r  

t a l e s — Caddy. T h e i r  i n d i v id u a l  concep t ions  of  Caddy f l o a t  i n a d v e r t e n t l y  

i n t o  t h e i r  t e l l i n g  r a t h e r  than  p r e s i d e  a t  the c e n t e r  o f  the  t a l e .  Each 

b r o t h e r  sees  Caddy no t  in  h e r  t o t a l i t y  b u t  in  a t r u n c a t e d  v e r s io n  which 

i s  framed w i th i n  a s p e c ia l  t ime s p o t .  The time s p o ts  themselves  a re  

apprehended as f r e e  from the  ravages  o f  p r o c e s s , and each o f  th e s e  

moments o f  s t a s i s  r e p r e s e n t s  a t r a n s i t i o n a l  phase in  Caddy's  i n e v i t a b l e  

growth t o  womanhood, whether  o r  n o t  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  t e l l e r  unders tands  

o r  acc e p t s  the  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  th e s e  changes in  h i s  s i s t e r .  Quentin ,  

moreover ,  sha re s  some o f  th e  c l a i r v o y a n c e  of  h i s  younger b r o t h e r  Benjy ,  

and so i s  f u l l y  capab le  of  super im pos ing  d i s p a r a t e  g l impses o f  the  p a s t  

as  i f  they  were v e r s io n s  of  t h e  a c t u a l  p r e s e n t .  With l e s s  o f  th e  r i g i d
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c o n s i s t e n c y  of  Benjy ,  Quentin  responds  t o  an e x p e r i e n c e  un fo ld in g  w i th i n  

the  f low o f  t h i s  a c t u a l  p r e s e n t  as i f  i t  were an ex t e n s io n  o f  a s i m i l a r  

e x p e r i en ce  o f  the  p a s t ,  which i s  what  happens when he f in d s  h im s e l f

f i g h t i n g  w i th  Gerald Bland.  I f  Benjy i s  unaware t h a t  Caddy i s  t h e  c e n t e r

o f  h i s  t a l e ,  Quentin has such p a in fu l  a s s o c i a t i o n s  w ith  h i s  many s e p a r 

a t e  images o f  Caddy t h a t  he spends most o f  h i s  consc ious  t e l l i n g  d e s p e r 

a t e l y  t a l k i n g  about  something e l s e .  We have ,  t h e n ,  s t i l l  a n o th e r  cu r ious  

a f f i n i t y  between the  modes o f  t e l l i n g  o f  t h e s e  f i r s t  two t e l l e r s  o f

Caddy's  t a l e :  Benjy does n o t  know he i s  t e l l i n g  Caddy's t a l e  and Quentin

does not  want  t o .  And th e s e  a r e  the  two b r o t h e r s  who mean th e  most t o  

Caddy. J a s o n ,  the  t h i r d  t e l l e r  o f  Caddy's t a l e ,  t a l k s  almos t  e x c l u s i v e l y  

about  h i m s e l f ,  and seems t o  r e l i s h  the  speed  w i th  which he d i s p a t c h e s  

Caddy from h is  t e l l i n g .

Yet f o r  a l l  t h e  s i m i l a r i t i e s  between th e  s p e c i a l  languages  o f  

Benjy and Q uent in ,  Q u e n t i n ' s  vo ice a n t i c i p a t e s  many o f  J a s o n ' s  i d i o -  

s y n c r a c i e s  o f  speech .  Although he does n o t  e x p l o i t  i t  t o  the  e x t e n t  

t h a t  Jason does ,  Quentin  has h i s  younger  b r o t h e r ' s  f l a i r  f o r  i r r e v e r e n t  

parody ,  and h i s  own p r e j u d i c e s  sometimes f l a s h  o u t  in  a phrase  Jason  

would a p p r e c i a t e .  As Quentin  walks i n t o  t h e  bake ry ,  f o r  example,  he 

g lances  a t  the  I t a l i a n  g i r l  and s i l e n t l y  p a r o d ie s  a l i n e  from the  

n a t io n a l  anthem: "Land o f  the  kike  home o f  t h e  wop." (155) With t h i s

k ind  o f  language  we a r e  n o t  f a r  from th e  crude c a t e g o r i z i n g  o f  J a s o n ' s  

remark abou t  th e  Jews:  " ' I  have no th ing  a g a i n s t  jews as an i n d i v i d u a l , '

I s a y s .  ' I t ' s  j u s t  t h e  r a c e . ' "  (237) When Quentin  and Shreve watch 

t h e  Deacon s t r u t  along in  a p a r a d e ,  Shreve remarks humorously t h a t  

Q u e n t i n ' s  g r a n d f a t h e r  r e a l l y  should  not  have h e ld  the  l i k e s  o f  th e  Deacon
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in  s l a v e r y .  Q u e n t i n ' s  r e p l y  to  Shreve seems t o  come r i g h t  ou t  of  the  

mouth of  Jason .  '"Now he can spend day a f t e r  day marching in  parades .

I f  i t  h a d n ' t  been f o r  my g r a n d f a t h e r ,  h e ' d  have to  work l i k e  w h i t e f o l k s . '"  

(101) This from Q uen t in ,  who a p p a r e n t l y  has n o t  l i f t e d  a f i n g e r  in  work 

h i s  e n t i r e  l i f e .  Jason  o f f e r s  more b i t i n g  comments on th e  Negro, bu t  a t  

l e a s t  Jason  works.

In a d d i t i o n  t o  c e r t a i n  s i m i l a r i t i e s  o f  s p e e c h ,  many o f  the  s p e c i a l  

g e s tu r e s  Quentin makes a n t i c i p a t e  th o s e  o f  J a s o n .  Like h i s  younger 

b r o t h e r ,  Quentin  o f t e n  g iv e s  outward form to  h i s  f r u s t r a t i o n s  by engag

ing  in  f r a n t i c  b u r s t s  o f  movement. We s ee  Quentin runn ing  from one 

t r o l l e y  ca r  t o  t h e  n e x t ,  j o u rn e y in g  back and f o r t h  s e v e r a l  t imes across  

th e  Charles  R ive r ,  s p r i n t i n g  from the  I t a l i a n  g i r l  on ly  t o  c i r c l e  back 

u n w i t t i n g ly  t o  e x a c t l y  where he s t a r t e d .  His two formal g e s tu r e s  to  the  

a r t  o f  gent lemanly  d e f e n s e - - t h e  f i g h t s  w i th  J u l i o  and B la n d - -a re  as s e l f 

co n sc io u s ly  q u i x o t i c  as J a s o n ' s  own c o n f r o n t a t i o n  w i th  t h e  wiry o ld  man 

w i th  t h e  h a t c h e t . ^

IV

Quentin  and th e  s ea rch  f o r  a n o t h e r  language

The complexity  o f  Q u e n t in ' s  v o ic e  goes beyond i t s  s t r u c t u r a l  

f u n c t i o n  as a s y n t h e s i s  o f  two r a d i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  modes o f  t e l l i n g  

r e p r e s e n t e d  by Benjy and Ja son .  S e c t io n  I I  i s  F a u lk n e r ' s  most s u s t a in e d  

r en d e r in g  thus f a r  o f  a f i c t i o n a l  s p e a k e r  whose t a l e - t e l l i n g  i s  both an

^01ga Vickery ,  The Novels o f  Will iam Fau lkner  (Baton Rouge: 
L ou is iana  S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1959) ,  p.  43.  Miss Vickery  sees  
Jason as a "modern Sancho Panza" and Q uen t in ,  by i m p l i c a t i o n ,  as a 
Don Q uixo te .
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a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  language and a consc ious  p u r s u i t  o f  a 

p u r e r  mode of  sp eak in g .  Quentin  i s  th e  s u c c e s s o r  t o  a l i n e  o f  f i c t i v e  

speakers  who embody th e  paradox o f  the t e l l i n g  p r o c e s s ,  who would c a l l  

on the  word t o  escape from i t s  r e s t r i c t i o n s - - t h e  p i l o t  in  "The L i l a c s , "  

Johnny in  "F rank ie  and Johnny ,"  Donald Mahon in  S o l d i e r ' s  P ay , and th e  

main speakers  o f  Mosquitoes

Q u e n t i n ' s  t a l e  can be regarded  as a s ea rch  f o r  a n o t h e r  v o ic e .  In 

Conrad 's  Hear t  o f  D a rkness , Marlow j o u r n i e s  up th e  r i v e r  and deepe r  i n t o  

moral d a rk n e s s ,  r e l e n t l e s s l y  d r i v i n g  h im s e l f  onward in  h i s  own p r i v a t e  

s e a r c h  f o r  a n o th e r  v o i c e ,  th e  vo ice  o f  Kur tz .  "The man p re s e n te d  him

s e l f  as a v o i c e , "  says  Marlow y e a r s  l a t e r .  Q u e n t in ' s  own s e a rc h  f o r  a 

v o ic e  t a k e s  him a c ro s s  a r i v e r  s e v e ra l  t imes  u n t i l  he c o n f ro n t s  the  

i l l u s i o n  o f  Dalton Ames's vo ice  embodied i n  Gerald  Bland.  But Q u en t in ' s  

s e a r c h  i s  not  n e a r l y  as s u c c e s s f u l  as Mar low's .  Quentin  g ive s  up t h e  

se a rc h  i n  the Harvard bedroom where i t  began.  His a t t e m p t  t o  escape  

p ro cess  by a r t i c u l a t i n g  a language which i t s e l f  escapes  p ro cess  i s  a 

f a i l u r e .  While he i s  a l i v e  th roughou t  h i s  l a s t  day ,  h i s  vo ice  can only  

t e s t  o u t  in  one h y p o th e s i s  a f t e r  a n o th e r  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  such a 

language  o f  s i l e n c e .  He must c o n f ro n t  t h e  f l u i d i t y  o f  words,  c o n c e p t s ,  

meanings with  t h e  only  weapon he h a s ,  words them se lves .  But then  Quentin 

i s  one o f  the  most s k i l l f u l  m an ipu la to r s  o f  words in  a l l  o f  F a u lk n e r ' s  

f i c t i o n ,  and even i f  h i s  q u e s t  i s  doomed from th e  s t a r t ,  h i s  s i n g l e -

6A case  could  be made f o r  Bayard S a r t o r i s  i n  S a r t o r i s  (1929) ,  
who, l i k e  Mahon, r e t u r n s  from t h e  war unab le  to  speak about  h i s  e x p e r 
i e n c e s .  Bayard seeks  an a l t e r n a t e  language in  th e  s i l e n t  and mindless  
a c t i o n  o f  v io l e n c e .  He i s  as s e l f - d e s t r u c t i v e  as Q uen t in ,  b u t  w i th o u t  
t h e  l a t t e r ' s  c e r e b ra l  ene rgy .
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handed b a t t l e  with  words i s  a s p l e n d i d  s p e c t a c l e .

The range o f  Q u e n t in ' s  v o i c e ,  f i r s t  o f  a l l ,  i s  remarkab le .

Unlike J a s o n ,  who quo te s  only  h im se l f - - "O nce  a b i t c h  always a b i t c h ,  

what  I s a y " —Q u e n t i n ' s  vo ice  a c t s  l i k e  an echo chamber w i th i n  which an 

immense v a r i e t y  of  v o ic e  r e v e r b e r a t e s .  When we l i s t e n  to  Q u e n t i n ' s  long 

s u s t a i n e d  c ry  we h e a r  p r e s e n t  c o n v e r s a t io n s  merge w i th  p a s t  c o n v e r s a t i o n s ,  

r e a l  vo ices  and vo ices  imagined by Q uen t in ,  s c a t t e r e d  phrases  from Negro 

l o r e  ("Niggers  say a drowned man's shadow was w atching  f o r  him in  the  

w a te r  a l l  t h e  t i m e " ) ,  fragments  from the  B ib le  ("Benjamin th e  c h i l d  o f  

mine o ld  age he ld  hos tage  i n  E gyp t" ) ,  c l i c h e s  ( " I ' l l  give you u n t i l  s un 

down t o  le a v e  town") ,  g a rb led  formulas  ( t h e  " r e d u c t i o  absurdum i s  equal 

to  t h e  something o f  t h e  s o m e th in g " ) ,  w ord less  sounds ("WhoOoooo. WhoOoo- 

ooooooo") ,  a b s t r a c t  d e f i n i t i o n s  ("man i s  t h e  sum o f  h i s  m i s f o r t u n e s " ) ,  

b i t s  o f  legend ( " .  . . and Washington no t  t e l l i n g  l i e s " ) ,  f o rm a l ,  L a t i n a t e  

d i c t i o n  ( " D e l i c a t e  e q u i l i b r i u m  o f  p e r i o d i c a l  f i l t h  . . . L iquid  p u t r e 

f a c t i o n " ) ,  c o l l o q u i a l  i d i o m a t i c  p h ra se s  ( " t h e  sparrow q u i t  swapping 

eyes . . . " ) ,  p ro v e rb s ,  t a l l  t a l e s ,  p a r o d i e s ,  and so  on. Q u e n t in ' s  

vo ice  i s  a fo rm idab le  in s t ru m e n t  w i th  which t o  a t t e m p t  to  s t r u c t u r e  a 

h y p o th e t i c a l  l a nguage ,  and h i s  a c t  o f  t e l l i n g ,  l i k e  Anderson 's  t e l l i n g  

o f  t h e  dream, i s  more s i g n i f i c a n t  th a n  the  ac tua l  t a l e .

•fylga V icke ry ,  p. 31.  Miss Vickery c o n fe r s  on th e s e  l i t e r a r y  
echoes th e  s t a t u s  o f  a r i t u a l  by which Quentin a t tem p ts  t o  " con ju re  
e xpe r i ence  i n t o  conformi ty  w i th  h i s  w i s h e s . "

{
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Q u e n t in ' s  i d e n t i t y  and the  power o f  th e  word

From th e  f i r s t  sound o f  h i s  vo ice  we sense  t h a t  Quentin has 

s t a k e d  th e  p r e s e r v a t i o n  o f  h i s  i d e n t i t y  on h i s  a b i l i t y  to  r e s t r i c t  the  

meaning o f  c e r t a i n  a b s t r a c t  words so t h a t  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  word 's  m u l t i p l e  

co n n o ta t io n s  w i l l  n o t  i n a d v e r t e n t l y  comment on h i s  own p re c a r i o u s  p e r 

sonal  l i f e .  He i s  convinced  t h a t  to  s u r v iv e  from moment t o  moment he 

must p r e v e n t  the  word " v i r g i n i t y , "  f o r  example,  from s t i r r i n g  up again 

in  h i s  consc iousness  a l l  t h e  d i s a s t r o u s  memories o f  Caddy's  lo s s  o f  

v i r g i n i t y .  I f  Quentin a c c i d e n t a l l y  hears  t h e  word " v i r g i n i t y "  e i t h e r  in  

co n v e r s a t io n  or  w i t h i n  one o f  h i s  many f l a s h b a c k s  t o  p a s t  c o n v e r s a t i o n s ,  

h i s  f i r s t  r e a c t i o n  i s  to  c u t  o f f  the  sp re a d in g  co n n o ta t io n s  o f  t h e  word 

by d e l i b e r a t e l y  opening h im s e l f  to  o t h e r  sounds.  I f  t h e r e  a re  no sounds 

immediate ly  a v a i l a b l e ,  th e n  he w i l l  co n ju re  up sounds- -a  remembered 

c o n v e r s a t i o n ,  a dog how l ing ,  a q u o ta t io n  from th e  B i b l e ,  any sound a t  a l l ,  

as long as i t  b locks  o u t  f o r  the  moment t h e  p a i n fu l  personal  r e f e r e n c e s  

Quentin f e e l s  have been a c c r e t i n g  around t h i s  word e v e r  s in c e  t h e  Dalton 

Ames ep i sode .

Quentin i s  both  a moral and l i n g u i s t i c  a b s o l u t i s t .  His p l i g h t  

i s  in  p a r t  r e v e a le d  by h i s  s ing le -minded  demand t h a t  the  word f o r  the  

concep t  o f  v i r g i n i t y  have a s t r i c t ,  r i g i d  meaning,  and t h a t  t h e  word 

i t s e l f  shou ld  s i g n i f y  t h e  p resence  o f  an e q u a l ly  unambiguous form o f  moral 

b eh av io r .  When Quentin r e t u r n s  t o  Mrs. B la n d ' s  c a r  a f t e r  e s cap in g  th e  

c l u t c h e s  o f  Anse th e  s h e r i f f ,  f o r  example ,  he sees  G e r a l d ' s  g i r l f r i e n d s  

in  t h e  c a r  and senses  t h a t  behind the  v e i l s  t h a t  h id e  t h e i r  i d e n t i t y  

they  b r e a t h e  in  t h a t  n jys te r ious  atmosphere o f  n o n - v i r g i n i t y .  The r e a l i 2 -
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a t i o n  t h a t  th e s e  i n t r i g u i n g  embodiments o f  f e m i n i n i t y  can f l o u r i s h  i n 

d i f f e r e n t  t o  t h e  concep t  o f  v i r g i n i t y  f o r c e s  Quentin t o  ponder on th e  

e x t e n t  he has c o n s t r u c t e d  h i s  own sense  o f  h im s e l f  on t h e  s h i f t i n g  sands 

o f  t h a t  concept  and th e  word t h a t  s tan d s  f o r  i t :

But s t i l l  I c o u ld n t  s to p  i t  and then  I knew t h a t  i f  I t r i e d  
to o  hard  t o  s to p  i t  I ' d  be c ry in g  and I though t  about  how I ' d  
though t  about  I could no t  be a v i r g i n ,  w i th  so many o f  them 
walking along  in  t h e  shadows and w h is p e r in g  w i th  t h e i r  s o f t  
g i r l  vo ices  l i n g e r i n g  in  the  shadowy p l a c e s  and th e  words coming 
ou t  and perfume and eyes you could  f e e l  no t  s e e ,  b u t  i f  i t  was 
t h a t  s imple t o  do i t  wouldnt  be any th ing  and i f  i t  wasnt  any
t h i n g ,  what  was I and then Mrs Bland s a i d ,  "Quentin? Is  he 
s i c k ,  Mr Mackenzie?" (183)

I f  v i r g i n i t y  i s  n o th ing  b u t  a word,  and s i g n a l s  no i d e n t i f i a b l e  l i f e

s t y l e ,  Quentin can j u s t l y  q u es t i o n  as he does he re  the  i m p l i c a t i o n s  f o r

h i s  own i d e n t i t y .  Perhaps h i s  i d e n t i t y  i s  as f r a g i l e  as a word.

There a r e  o t h e r  words t h a t  Quentin r ega rds  as v i t a l  t o  h i s  n o t ion  

o f  h im s e l f .  "Harvard ,"  l i k e  " v i r g i n i t y , "  has s p e c i a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e ;  he 

rega rds  the  word as a s u r r o g a t e  f o r  h is  own name. J u s t  as l i t t l e  Maury 

was renamed Benjamin by h i s  mother ,  w ith  a l l  the  symbol ic  r e j e c t i o n  t h a t  

a c t  i m p l i e s ,  Quent in  i s  c a l l e d  by Mrs. Compson "My Harvard boy ,"  (114) a 

r e - c h r i s t e n i n g  t h a t  v i r t u a l l y  a s s u re s  t h a t  Quentin w i l l  s e l e c t  Harvard 

as th e  s e t t i n g  f o r  h i s  own u l t i m a t e  r e j e c t i o n .

"Harvard my Harvard boy Harvard h a r v a r d . . . ."  (114) The phrase

f l o a t s  in  and o u t  o f  h i s  t h o u g h t s ,  c o n t i n u a l l y  reminding him t h a t  h i s  

i d e n t i t y  sha res  t h e  same c o n d i t io n  o f  f l u x  t h a t  words do ,  and t h a t  he 

cannot  b ea r  t h i s  c o n d i t i o n  much lo n g e r .  On one occas ion  a vo ice  o u t s id e  

o f  h i s  consc iousness  h a r s h ly  undersco res  th e  f l u i d  n a t u r e  o f  h i s  name:

"'Go on away, H a r v a r d ! , " '  c r i e s  one o f  t h e  boys swimming in  t h e  c r e e k .  

(171) F i n a l l y ,  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  H e rb e r t  Head, Q u e n t in ' s  h a ted  r i v a l  f o r
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Caddy's  l o v e ,  i s  a l s o  a Harvard man, and has succeeded in  winning Mrs. 

Compson's e n t h u s i a s t i c  a p p ro v a l ,  i n t e n s i f i e s  Q u e n t in ' s  r e a c t i o n  a g a i n s t  

t h e  word "Harvard ."  When he e v e n t u a l l y  makes t h a t  le ap  from th e  b r id g e  

he i s  j u s t  as de te rm ined  to  drown the  m u l t i p l e  c o n n o ta t io n s  o f  the  word 

"Harvard" as he i s  t o  f r e e z e  t h e  normal f low o f  h i s  own l i f e .  "I can 

be dead in  H arvard ,"  he says t o  h im s e l f  j u s t  b e fo re  h i s  monologue c e a s e s ;  

t h e  word "Harvard" he t h i n k s  i s  "such a f i n e  sound" f o r  th e  a c t  o f  s u i 

c i d e  i t s e l f .  "A f i n e  dead sound we w i l l  swap B en jy ' s  p a s t u r e  f o r  a f i n e  

dead sound ."  (217) By th e  end o f  S e c t io n  I I  we come to  p e r c e iv e  Quentin  

h im s e l f  as l i t t l e  more than  a f i n e  dead sound j u s t  b e fo re  d i s s o l v i n g  i n t o  

a f i n e  dead s i l e n c e .

All  t h i s  f r a n t i c  m a n ipu la t ion  o f  words l i k e  " v i r g i n i t y "  and "Har

vard"  ta k es  p la c e  behind  the  s e r e n e ,  gen t lemanly  e x t e r i o r  o f  Q u e n t in ' s  

mask,  which i s  h i s  p u b l i c  v o ic e .  To th e  boys f i s h i n g  in  th e  creek t h i s  

p u b l i c  vo ice  sounds l i k e  a "co loured  man," b u t  i t  i s  r e a l l y  Q u e n t i n ' s  own 

r e n d i t i o n  o f  h i s  f a t h e r ' s  v o i c e —c o u r t l y , d e t a c h e d ,  i r o n i c .  Except  f o r  

t h e  r e a d e r ,  no one knows what  i n n e r  tu rm oil  t h i s  p u b l i c  vo ice  h i d e s ,  even 

Shreve.  But t h e  p r i v a t e  vo ice  speak ing  to  i t s e l f  beh ind th e  p u b l i c  mask 

we know i s  d e s p e r a t e l y  t r y i n g  to  do many t h i n g s  a t  once .  Q u e n t i n ' s  p r i 

v a t e  vo ice  i s  compulsion i t s e l f ,  d r iv e n  t o  f i l l  up t h e  vacuum o f  s i l e n c e  

w i th  some form o f  sound,  to  propose e l a b o r a t e  h y p o th e t i c a l  escapes  from 

h i s  o b s e s s i o n s ,  to  c r e a t e  e n t i r e  c o n v e r s a t io n s  in  h i s  mind t h a t  never
g

took  p la c e  anywhere e l s e .  The cumula t ive  e f f e c t  o f  a l l  t h i s - - h i s

^F re d e r i c k  L. Gywnn and Joseph  L. B l o t n e r ,  Fau lkner  i n  the  Univer-  
s i t y  ( C h a r l o t t e s v i l l e :  U n iv e r s i t y  o f  V i r g i n i a  P r e s s ,  1959),  p.  262. Fau lk 
n e r  i n s i s t s  r a t h e r  s t r o n g l y  t h a t  Q u e n t i n ' s  c o n v e r s a t io n s  w i th  h i s  f a t h e r  were 
" im a g ina ry . "  "He s a i d ,  I f  I were b r a v e ,  I would— I might  say t h i s  t o  my 
f a t h e r ,  maybe he would answer back th e  magic word which would r e l i e v e  me 
o f  t h i s  anguish and agony which I l i v e  w i t h . "
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C 100
f r u s t r a t i o n  w i th  a l l  forms o f  f l u x ,  f o r  which language i t s e l f  i s  a 

symbol—compel!s  Quentin t o  seek a language f r e e  from f l u x  e n t i r e l y ,  and 

t h i s  s ea rch  takes  him beyond l i f e  i t s e l f .

VI

Quentin and th e  Bascombe-Compson vo ice  

Much has been w r i t t e n  about  Q u e n t in ' s  "problem"—h i s  f i x a t i o n  with  

d e a t h ,  h i s  r e f u s a l  t o  ac c e p t  change ,  h i s  f e a r  o f  s e x ,  h i s  q u i x o t i c  sense  

o f  honor and gen tlemanly  b e h a v io r .  Those c r i t i c s  who s t r e s s  the  n e g a t iv e  

i n f l u e n c e  o f  each o f  h is  p a r e n t s  on t h e  develop ing  c h a r a c t e r  o f  Quentin 

a r e  s u r e l y  c o r r e c t .  But t h e  way in  which we come t o  sense  t h e  i n f l u e n c e  

o f  h i s  p a r e n t s  on Q u en t in ' s  c h a r a c t e r  i s  n o t  e a s i l y  c h a r t e d  because  both 

Mr. and Mrs. Compson e x i s t  in  th e  monologue only as remembered vo ices  

con ju red  up by Quentin .  As such th e y  are f a c e t s  o f  t h e  same h a l l u c i n a t o r y  

mind t h a t  i s  capab le  o f  r e a c t i n g  w i l d l y  with  phys ica l  v i o l e n c e  to  th e  

sound o f  a s i n g l e  phrase  about  s i s t e r s .  Q u en t in ' s  f a t h e r  and mother can

n o t  be de tached  from the  c o n t e x t  in  which they  appear  and h e ld  up as a 

case  h i s t o r y  o f  unwholesome p a r e n t a l  b e h av io r .  I t  i s  c l e a r ,  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  

t h a t  Quentin d e f in e s  h is  own s i t u a t i o n  by r e a c t i n g  t o  th e  two d i f f e r e n t  

vo ices  o f  h i s  p a r e n t s .  Quentin  see s  h im s e l f  occupying a middle ground 

between t h e i r  c o n f l i c t i n g  v o i c e s ,  compelled to  engage in  a d i a l e c t i c  

t h a t  p i t s  h i s  vo ice  a g a i n s t  t h e i r  c o l l e c t i v e  v o ice .  His f a t h e r ' s  vo ice  

i s  d i f f e r e n t  from h i s  m o t h e r ' s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  b u t  both t o g e t h e r  r e p r e s e n t  

t h r e a t s  t o  Q uent in ,  and he f e e l s  he must r a i s e  h i s  own vo ice  a g a i n s t

t
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each o f  t h e i r s - - t h e  Bascombe voice and th e  Compson voice.

Quentin re c o g n iz e s  in  each o f  h i s  p a r e n t s  an a t t r a c t i o n  t o  the  

f i n a l i t y  o f  e x p e r i e n c e  and an a v e r s io n  to  th e  ongoing r a m i f i c a t i o n s  o f  

e x p e r i e n c e .  His m o t h e r ' s  a b i l i t y  t o  reg a rd  e x p e r i e n c e ,  e s p e c i a l l y  

p a i n fu l  e x p e r i e n c e ,  as  an a s p e c t  o f  a c l o s e d  p a s t  Quentin ep i tom izes  in 

th e  word " f i n i s h e d , "  which she  u t t e r s  on s e v e r a l  o c c a s io n s ,  and which 

r e p r e s e n t s  t h e  a n t i t h e s i s  o f  Q u e n t in ' s  c o n v i c t io n  t h a t  t h e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  

of  c e r t a i n  moments o f  exper ience  a r e  never  f i n i s h e d .  Quentin chooses 

the  word "was" to  ep i to m ize  h i s  f a t h e r ' s  c a t e g o r i z i n g  o f  e x p e r i e n c e  as 

i f  con ta ined  in  s e p a r a t e  b locks  o f  t im e ,  each block c a n c e l l i n g  o u t  the  

meaning of  the  p re v io u s  e x p e r i e n c e ,  each becoming something t h a t  merely 

was.

When Quentin c o n f ro n t s  the  remembered vo ice  of  h i s  m othe r ,  the  

s h e e r  flow o f  h e r  words i n t o  h is  consc iousness  seems to  Quentin  t o  drone 

on w i th o u t  beg inn ing  o r  end.  The long l y r i c  wail  o f  the  Bascombe vo ice  

makes verbal  re sponse  n e a r l y  im poss ib le :

what have I done to  have been g iven  c h i l d r e n  l i k e  th e s e  
Benjamin was punishment enough and now f o r  h e r  to  have no more 
regard  f o r  me h e r  own mother I ' v e  s u f f e r e d  f o r  her  dreamed and 
planned and s a c r i f i c e d  I went down i n t o  th e  v a l l e y  y e t  never  
s in c e  she opened h e r  eyes has she g iven  me one u n s e l f i s h  th o u g h t  
a t  t imes I look a t  her  I wonder i f  she  can be my c h i l d  e x ce p t  
Jason  he has n e v e r  given me one moment's sorrow s in c e  I f i r s t  
he ld  him in  my arms I knew then  t h a t  he was t o  be my jo y  and my 
s a l v a t i o n  I th o u g h t  t h a t  Benjamin was punishment enough f o r  any 
s in s  I have committed I thought he was my punishment f o r  p u t t i n g  
a s id e  my p r id e  and marrying a man who he ld  h im se l f  above me I

Beverly G ro ss ,  "Form and F u l f i l l m e n t  in  The Sound and t h e  F u ry ," 
Modern Language Q u a r t e r l y , XXIX (1968 ) ,  p .  441. Miss Gross see s  as 
p a r t  o f  th e  novel s o v e r a l l  movement a c l a s h  between the  "Bascombe" and 
the  "Compson" s t r a i n s  of  fami ly  b e h a v io r .  "We s ee  the 'Bascombe'  in  
the  fami ly  tr ium phing  more and more over  th e  'Compson.'"
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dont complain I loved  him above a l l  o f  them because  o f  i t  
because  my duty  though Jason  p u l l i n g  a t  my h e a r t  a l l  the  
w h i le  b u t  I s ee  now t h a t  I have no t  s u f f e r e d  enough.  . . .  (127)

Mrs. Compson's vo ice  as i t  i s  he re  imagined by Quentin needs no l i s t e n e r ;  

i t  speaks  only to  i t s e l f ,  and exc ludes  a p o t e n t i a l  answer from Quentin 

as e f f e c t i v e l y  as Mrs. Compson excluded  her  o l d e s t  son from h e r  l i f e .  

Quentin has no th ing  to  say  to  t h i s  e n d l e s s l y  whining Bascombe v o i c e ,  j u s t  

as he had no th ing  to  say  to  h i s  mother th roughou t  h i s  y e a r s  a t  home.

Mrs. Compson's a t t i t u d e  toward Caddy's  l o s s  o f  v i r g i n i t y  marks t h e  g r e a t  

d i f f e r e n c e  between the  ways mother and son e v a l u a t e  e x p e r i e n c e .  Unlike 

Q uen t in ,  Mrs. Compson i s  capable  o f  " f i n i s h i n g "  her  response  t o  Caddy's 

d i s g r a c e :  "Done in  m o th e r ' s  mind th ough . F i n i s h e d , F i n i s h e d ," Quentin

t h i n k s .  (125) He knows a l s o  t h a t  he h im s e l f  i s  "done" in  h i s  m o th e r ' s  

mind,  and he hea rs  aga in  the  Bascombe voice s l i p p i n g  i n t o  h i s  c o n s c io u s 

n e s s ,  p ray ing  now t h a t  Jason  "may escape  t h i s  cu rse  t r y  to  f o r g e t  t h a t  

th e  o t h e r s  e v e r  w ere . "  (128) The " o th e r s "  a r e  J a s o n ' s  two b r o t h e r s  and 

Caddy. His m o th e r ' s  vo iced  wish t h a t  Quentin never  were born s e t s  o f f  a 

com pl ica ted  p a t t e r n  o f  s e l f - a n a l y s i s  in  h is  mind: i f  h i s  mother wishes

he never  was, then  who i s  he?

Quentin never d i r e c t l y  answers the  Bascombe v o ic e .  I n s t e a d ,  he 

probes t h e  im p l i c a t i o n s  o f  her  words by c o n s t r u c t i n g  a s e r i e s  o f  word 

games i n  which he can t e s t  o u t - - f ro m  a p e r s p e c t i v e  o f  detachment and 

even o f  humor—what i t  would be l i k e  never  t o  have been .  He sees  a ha t  

on a man walking by,  n o te s  t h a t  th e  h a t  becomes b leached  as i t  moves 

th rough p r o c e s s ,  and t h a t  he ,  Q uen t in ,  i s  no l e s s  s u b j e c t  to  p rocess  than  

th e  h a t .  Thus t h e  game o f  h a t  versus  non -ha t  can be a s a f e  way t o  t a l k  

about  Quentin  and non-Quentin :  "Hats n o t  unbleached  and n o t  h a t s .  In
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t h r e e  y e a r s  I can n o t  wear a h a t .  I could  n o t .  Was. Will t h e r e  be 

h a t s  then  s in c e  I was n o t  and n o t  Harvard t h e n . "  (117)

I f  the  sound o f  t h e  Bascombe vo ice  echoing in  Q u e n t i n ' s  mind 

provokes a d e s p e r a t e l y  ingen ious  word game, th e  sound o f  the Compson 

vo ice c a l l s  Quentin to  d i r e c t  ve rba l  c o n f r o n t a t i o n .  While th e  p a s s i v e 

ness o f  t h e  Bascombe vo ice  p re c lu d e s  a l i s t e n e r ,  the  Compson vo ice  i s  

n a t u r a l l y  dynamic and a rg u m e n ta t iv e ;  each r e p r e s e n t s  a d i s s e n t i n g  view 

from Q u e n t in ' s  own way o f  d e f i n i n g  th e  n a t u r e  o f  h is  i d e n t i t y  i n  the  

c o n te x t  o f  t ime .  In a more fragmented  form than  the  Bascombe v o i c e ,  

the  Compson voice i n t r u d e s  i n t o  Q u e n t in ' s  consc iousness  even w h i le  he 

i s  l i s t e n i n g  to  an o th e r  sound.  When he i s  look ing  a t  t h e  s t r e e t  l i g h t s  

in  Cambridge,  f o r  example,  Quentin i s  r e a l l y  " f e e l i n g  F a th e r  behind  me 

beyond t h e  r a s p in g  darkness  o f  summer and August the  s t r e e t  1 amps." 

(119)

So p e r s i s t e n t  i s  Mr. Compson's verba l  p resence  in  Q u e n t in ' s  

mind t h a t  a l a r g e  p o r t i o n  o f  Q u e n t i n ' s  monologue i s  composed o f  f r a g 

ments t h a t  Quentin e i t h e r  imagines  o r  remembers t h a t  " F a th e r  s a i d . "  

"F a th e r  s a i d  a man i s  the  sum o f  h i s  m i s f o r t u n e s .  One day y o u 'd  t h i n k  

m is fo r tu n e  would g e t  t i r e d ,  b u t  then  t ime i s  your  m i s fo r tu n e  F a the r  

s a i d . "  (129) The n a t u r a l  idiom o f  Mr. Compson's v o ic e  i s  an a b s t r a c t  

d e f i n i t i o n  t h a t  reduces  t h e  complexity  o f  human e x p e r i en ce  to  a mathe

m a t ica l  e q u a t io n .  For t h e  Compson v o i c e ,  man i s  the  "sum o f  h i s  mis 

f o r t u n e s , "  t ime i s  the " r ed u c to  absurdum o f  a l l  human e x p e r i e n c e , "  (93) 

man i s  " the  sum o f  h i s  c l i m a c t i c  expe r i ences  Fa the r  s a i d .  Man th e  sum 

o f  what  have you.  A problem i n  impure p r o p e r t i e s  c a r r i e d  t e d i o u s l y  to  

an unvarying n i l . "  (153) The Bascombe voice d e l i b e r a t e l y  exc ludes
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p a in  from p r i v a t e  memory; the  Compson vo ice  j u s t  as d e l i b e r a t e l y  t r a n s 

f e r s  p r i v a t e  h u r t  to  th e  s a f e t y  o f  p u b l i c ,  u n iv e r s a l  co n c e p t s .  Mr. 

Compson, f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  rega rds  t h e  d i s i n t e g r a t i o n  o f  h i s  f a m i ly  as a 

microcosom o f  t h a t  rem orse le s s  n i h i l i s m  t h a t  he f e e l s  permeates  a l l  o f  

human e x p e r i e n c e .  Thus h i s  p ro v o c a t iv e  d e f i n i t i o n s  r e p r e s e n t  dynamic 

p o in t s  o f  verba l  c o n t a c t  f o r  Q u e n t i n ' s  musings ;  long a f t e r  t h e  i n i t i a l  

exchanges between h im s e l f  and h i s  f a t h e r  have taken  p l a c e ,  Quentin i s  

s t i l l  answ er ing ,  r e t o r t i n g ,  m u l l in g  over  new responses  to  t h e  im p l i c a 

t i o n s  o f  h i s  f a t h e r ' s  words. Quentin  i s  so  de term ined  to  respond to  

c e r t a i n  o f  th e s e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  t h a t  on occas ion  he w i l l  d e l i b e r a t e l y  

compose a h y p o th e t i c a l  Compson vo ice  in  o r d e r  to  a rgue  with  i t .  I t  i s  

a t  such t imes  t h a t  we hea r  Q u e n t i n ' s  p r i v a t e  vo ice  c o n j u r i n g  up a verba l  

d i a l e c t i c  t h a t  i s  no t  a f l a s h b a c k  to  a r e a l  c o n v e r s a t io n  w i th  h i s  f a t h e r  

in  the  p a s t ,  bu t  a comple te ly  h y p o t h e t i c a l  exchange.  In t h i s  kind o f  

c o n t r o l l e d  d i a l e c t i c  w ith  an imagined form o f  th e  Compson v o i c e ,  Quentin 

s a t i s f i e s  h i s  need f o r  v igorous  r e t o r t ;  whole f ragments  o f  S ec t io n  I I  

a r e  n o th ing  more than  f a n t a s i e s  o f  a g g r e s s iv e  word p la y  t h a t  the  h ap le ss  

Quentin was never  capab le  o f  i n  r e a l  l i f e J 0

In  the  f i r s t  few of  t h e s e  h y p o th e t i c a l  d i a l e c t i c s ,  t h e  Compson 

vo ice  r e v e a l s  i t s e l f  as a fo rm idab le  opponen t ,  pe rhaps  even a d e l i b e r a t e 

ly  s u p e r i o r  vo ice  to  Q u e n t i n ' s  own. Q u e n t in ' s  a b i l i t y  to  c o n s t r u c t  in  

h i s  mind a voice w ith  more a rgum en ta t ive  fo rc e  than  h i s  own seems c o n s i s t 

e n t  w i th  h i s  outwardly  m a s o c h i s t i c  b eh av io r :  he has a l r e a d y  provoked

^Gwynn and B l o t n e r ,  Fau lkner  i n  the  U n i v e r s i t y , p.  262. Again,  
F a u l k n e r ' s  i n s i s t e n c e  on Q u e n t i n ' s  im aginary c o n v e r s a t io n s  i s  s i g n i f i 
c a n t .
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p h y s ica l  encoun te r s  w ith  Ames and J u l i o ,  and h e r e ,  w i t h i n  t h e  scope o f  

h i s  im ag ina t ion  he seems t o  provoke th e  most damaging r e t o r t s  from t h i s  

Compson v o ic e .  Quentin  o f t e n  makes th e  Compson voice throw verbal  d a r t s  

a t  h i s  own most c h e r i s h e d  o b s e s s i o n s .

Quentin makes h i s  i n i t i a l  c o n t a c t  w i th  t h i s  h y p o th e t i c a l  v e r s io n

o f  t h e  Compson vo ice  w hi le  he l i e s  in  bed l i s t e n i n g  t o  th e  Harvard chimes

. . . Dalton Ames. Dalton Ames. I f  he could  have j u s t  done 
something so d read fu l  and F a th e r  s a i d  T h a t ' s  sad t o o ,  people  
cannot  do any th ing  t h a t  d re a d fu l  they  cannot  do any th ing  very  
d r ead fu l  a t  a l l  they  cannot  even remember tomorrow what  seemed 
d read fu l  today and I s a i d ,  You can s h i r k  a l l  t h i n g s  and he s a i d ,
Ah can you.  . . . (98)

Q u e n t i n ' s  r e t o r t  t o  th e  a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  no meaning can s u rv iv e  the  f a t a l

c o r r o s io n s  o f  t im e ,  t h a t  no th ing  can remain very  d r e a d f u l ,  seems r a t h e r

lame.  "You can s h i r k  a l l  t h i n g s , "  he says  to  th e  Compson v o i c e ,  meaning,

p ro b a b ly ,  t h a t  a person  has th e  cho ice  o f  withdrawing from and thus

s h i r k i n g  t h e  consequences o f  th e  f low o f  t im e ,  t h e re b y  p r e v e n t in g  the

s te a d y  e r o s i o n  o f  s i g n i f i c a n c e  from a given a c t .  "Ah can y o u , "  responds

th e  Compson v o ic e ,  and Quentin has no th ing  to  say .

A more s u s t a i n e d  en c o u n te r  w i th  t h i s  h y p o t h e t i c a l  v e r s io n  o f  the

Compson v o ic e  invo lves  th e  meaning o f  v i r g i n i t y  in  t h e  c o n t e x t  o f  p rocess

The immediate outcome o f  t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  exchange f o r  Quentin i s  a r a p i d

c r y s t a l l i z a t i o n  o f  what  Caddy means t o  him:

Because i t  means l e s s  t o  women, F a th e r  s a i d .  He s a i d  i t  was men 
in v e n te d  v i r g i n i t y  no t  women. F a th e r  s a i d  i t ' s  l i k e  d e a th :  
only a s t a t e  i n  which th e  o th e r s  a re  l e f t  and I s a i d ,  But to  
b e l i e v e  i t  d o e s n ' t  m a t t e r  and he s a i d ,  T h a t ' s  w h a t ' s  so sad 
about  any th ing :  no t  only  v i r g i n i t y ,  and I s a i d ,  Why c o u l d n ' t
i t  have been me and n o t  h e r  who i s  u n v i rg in  and he s a i d ,  T h a t ' s  
why t h a t ' s  sad  to o ;  n o th in g  i s  even worth th e  changing o f  i t ,
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Quentin  i s  c o n f r o n t i n g  here  the  i m p l i c a t i o n  t h a t  h i s  pe r sona l  concept  

o f  v i r g i n i t y ,  around which he has c o n s t r u c t e d  h i s  own and Caddy's  

i d e n t i t y  ( " h e r  who i s  u n v i rg in " )  i s  based on no th ing  more s u b s t a n t i a l  

than  a word. "But t o  b e l i e v e "  in  t h e  c o n c e p t ,  Quentin r e t o r t s ,  " i t  

d o e s n ' t  m a t t e r "  i f  men d id  in v e n t  t h e  s t a t e  o f  v i r g i n i t y .  V i r g i n i t y ,  

and by i m p l i c a t i o n ,  t h e  word f o r  i t ,  i n s i s t s  Q uent in ,  i s  s t i l l  a v a l u 

ab l e  r e f e r e n c e  p o i n t  f o r  the  mapping o f  o n e ' s  i d e n t i t y .  Quentin shows 

here  t h a t  he w i l l  n o t  g ive  up h i s  hold  on the  no t ion  t h a t  some words 

can mould e x p e r i e n c e ,  and even h a l t  p r o c e s s .  But a g a i n ,  t h e  Compson 

vo ice  seems more i n c i s i v e .

Under the  p r e s s u r e  o f  t h i s  d i a l e c t i c a l  c l a s h  w i th  th e  Compson 

v o i c e ,  Quentin g r a d u a l ly  d e f in e s  h i s  i d e n t i t y .  One exchange prompts 

a n o t h e r ,  and each opens up f o r  us a new f a c e t  o f  Q u e n t in ' s  h ig h ly  com

p l i c a t e d  p e r s o n a l i t y .  L a t e r  on in  the  day ,  when Quentin reaches  the  

small  b r idge  under which th e  unca tch ab le  t r o u t  swims,  he c o n t in u es  to  

probe a t  t h e  meaning o f  v i r g i n i t y - - a n d  th e  v i r g i n i t y  o f  w ords- -by  con

f r o n t i n g  once more a h y p o th e t i c a l  form o f  the  Compson v o ic e :

And F a th e r  s a i d  i t ' s  because you a re  a v i r g i n :  d o n ' t  you
see?  Women a re  never v i r g i n s .  P u r i t y  i s  a n e g a t iv e  s t a t e  
and t h e r e f o r e  c o n t r a r y  to  n a t u r e .  I t ' s  n a t u r e  i s  h u r t i n g  
you n o t  Caddy and I s a i d  T h a t ' s  j u s t  words and he s a i d  So i s  
v i r g i n i t y  and I s a i d  you don t  know. You c a n t  know and he 
s a id  Yes. On th e  i n s t a n t  when we come to  r e a l i z e  t h a t  t r ag e d y  
i s  second-hand.  (143)

To t h e  c h a l l e n g e  t h a t  n a tu re - -n o rm a l  growth from ch i ldhood  to  a d u l t 

hood— i s  " h u r t i n g "  him, Q u e n t in ' s  re sponse  i s  " T h a t ' s  j u s t  words. "  

Q u e n t in ' s  d i s m i s s a l  o f  the  ch a l l e n g e  i s  " j u s t  words" seems on th e  s u r 

f a c e  mere p o s t u r i n g  by Q uentin ,  a kind  o f  i n t e l l e c t u a l  w h i s t l i n g  in  

t h e  da rk .  But h i s  d i s m i s s a l  o f  t h e  power o f  words i s  r e a l l y  a n o th e r
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one o f  Q u e n t in ' s  masks ;  l i k e  the  Y ea ts ian  a n t i - s e l f ,  h is  words c r e a t e  a 

p o l a r  i d e n t i t y  t o  mask—and hence t o  d e f i n e — h is  r e a l  s e l f .  And h i s  r e a l  

s e l f ,  as we know, i s  very  much aware o f  th e  power o f  words.  On s e v e r a l  

occas ions  Quentin shows h im s e l f  so much im pressed  by the  power o f  words 

t h a t  he convinces h i m s e l f  t h a t  the  say ing  o f  t h e  word w i l l  a u t o m a t i c a l l y  

c r e a t e  t h e  r e a l i t y  t h e  word d e s c r i b e s .  When he l e a r n s  from Caddy t h a t  

she i s  " u n v i r g i n , "  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  he t h r e a t e n s  Caddy with  t e l l i n g  t h e i r  

f a t h e r  t h a t  they  have committed i n c e s t :  ".  . . we d id  how can you n o t  

know i t  i f .  you 11 j u s t  w a i t  I ' l l  t e l  1 you how i t  was i t  was â  cr ime we 

d id  a t e r r i b l e  cr ime i t  canno t  be h id  . . . I ' l l  t e l l  Fa the r  then i t l l  

have to  be .  . . . "  (185) I f  he mouths th e  word " i n c e s t "  t o  h i s  f a t h e r ,

t h i n k s  Q uentin ,  i t  w i l l  have t o  be ;  t h e  word w i l l  t r a n s fo rm  v e r b a l i z e d  

hy p o th e s i s  i n t o  accomplished f a c t .  By r e t o r t i n g  to  the  Compson vo ice  

t h a t  words a re  w i t h o u t  power Quentin s e t s  up t h e  mask o f  h i s  c o u n t e r 

s e l f :  a c o n f i d e n t ,  a g g r e s s iv e  Q uentin ,  a Quentin who never  was.

VII

Quen tin  and th e  language o f  h y p o th e s i s  

Q u e n t in ' s  c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t  t h e  s a y in g  o f  th e  word " i n c e s t "  w i l l  

induce  a c t u a l i t y  from hypo thes i s  i s  a symptom o f  h i s  ambivalent  a t t i t u d e  

toward language i t s e l f .  Quentin i s  a p p a l l e d  a t  the  way th e  meaning o f  

c e r t a i n  words i s  j u s t  as s u b j e c t  t o  p rocess  as t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  ex p e r 

iences  th e  words d e s c r i b e .  At the  same t ime he i s  f a s c i n a t e d  by th e  

way words can c i rcum ven t  t h e  e ro s io n  o f  p ro c e s s  by p o s i t i n g  a h y p o t h e t i 

ca l  realm o f  s t a s i s .  Like many o f  F a u lk n e r ' s  f i c t i v e  s p e a k e r s ,  Q u e n t i n ' s  

r h e t o r i c a l  p o s tu r e  i s  p a r a d o x i c a l .  He i s  aware t h a t  vo ice i s  a dynamic,
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ongoing phenomenon, y e t  he would a t t e m p t  to  f r e e z e  words under some form 

o f  s t a s i s ,  o f  s i l e n c e  and no sound ,  o f  " c o n f l i c t  tempered s i l e n c e  recon

c i l e d . "  (211) The r e s u l t  o f  t h i s  paradox i s  Q u e n t i n ' s  r e l i a n c e  on the  

language o f  h y p o th e s i s ,  a language a p t l y  s u i t e d  f o r  p rob ing  the  b o r d e r 

l i n e  between p o s s i b i l i t y  and a c t u a l i t y ,  s t a s i s  and p r o c e s s ,  sound and 

s i l e n c e .  "P e rh ap s ,"  "maybe," " i f  o n l y " - - t h e s e  r e c u r r i n g  p h rases  s ig n a l  

Q u e n t in ' s  a b s o r p t i o n  with  t h e  h y p o t h e t i c a l .  Q u e n t i n ' s  vo ice  i s  a p r o 

l i f i c  c r e a t o r  o f  p o s s i b i l i t i e s ,  and each new h y p o the s i s  e s t a b l i s h e s  a 

temporary s a n c tu a r y  t h a t  p ro v id e s  h i s  consc iousness  w i th  escape from 

p r o c e s s ,  e s p e c i a l l y  from t h e  s im ul taneous  e ro s io n  o f  t h e  meaning o f  the  

word and t h e  expe r i ence  t h e  word d e s c r i b e s .

Q u e n t i n ' s  a n a l y s i s  o f  t h e  Deacon's use o f  th e  language  o f  

h y p o th e s i s  i l l u m i n a t e s  f o r  th e  r e a d e r  Q uen t in ' s  own u n d e r s tan d in g  o f  

i t s  f u n c t i o n .  When Quentin  f i n a l l y  meets th e  Deacon on t h e  s t r e e t s  o f  

Cambridge he s i l e n t l y  r e c a l l s  t h e  Deacon's h a b i t  o f  a s s e r t i n g  to  ev e ry 

one t h a t  he g radua ted  from Harvard D iv in i ty  School:  "And when he came

t o  un d e r s tan d  what i t  meant he was so taken w i th  i t  t h a t  he began to  

r e t a i l  t h e  s t o r y  h i m s e l f ,  u n t i l  a t  l a s t  he must come t o  b e l i e v e  he 

r e a l l y  had . "  (120) What i n i t i a t e d  in  Deacon's mind as a h y p o th e s i s ,  

assumed f o r  th e  purpose  o f  i n c r e a s i n g  h i s  sense  o f  s e l f  im por tance ,  

g r a d u a l ly  e vo lved - -by  means o f  Deacon's  con t inua l  t e l l i n g - - i n t o  an 

a c t u a l  b e l i e f ,  a t r u t h  f o r  th e  t e l l e r .  Q u en t in ' s  condescens ion  toward 

th e  Deacon f a i l s  t o  conceal  r e a l  envy of  the  Deacon's  a b i l i t y  to  use the  

t e l l i n g  p ro cess  t o  c r e a t e  a t r u t h ;  Quentin h im s e l f  would l i k e  to  " t e l l "  

a h y p o th e s i s  u n t i l  i t  became a t r u t h  he could b e l i e v e  i n .

Q u e n t i n ’s p r e f e r e n c e  f o r  t h e  language o f  h y p o th e s i s  r e s u l t s  in
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some " t r u t h s "  f a r  more b i z a r r e  than th e  Deacon's  g r a d u a t io n  from Harvard 

D iv in i ty  School.  When Quentin l i s t e n s  t o  the  Harvard chimes from h is  

bedroom, f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  h i s  thoughts  t a k e  th e  form o f  a s e r i e s  o f  con

d i t i o n a l  s e n t e n c e s .  " I f  t h i n g s  j u s t  f i n i s h e d  th e m s e lv e s , "  Quentin muses,  

th i n k in g  o f  th e  co n t in u in g  r e v e r b e r a t i o n s  o f  Caddy's  l o s s  o f  v i r g i n i t y .  

"Because i f  i t  were j u s t  t o  h e l l ;  i f  t h a t  were a l l  o f  i t .  F in i s h e d .  I f  

t h i n g s  j u s t  f i n i s h e d  them se lves .  Nobody e l s e  t h e r e  b u t  h e r  and me. I f  

we could j u s t  have done something so d read fu l  t h a t  they  would have f l e d  

h e l l  e x ce p t  us .  I have committed i n c e s t  I s a i d  F a the r  i t  was I i t  was 

no t  Dalton Ames." (97) We s ee  here  Q u e n t i n ' s  im ag ina t ion  r a p i d l y  

s t r u c t u r i n g  a t e n t a t i v e  r e a l i t y  from a sequence o f  h y po the ses .  F i r s t  he 

p o s i t s  a s t a t i c  mode o f  e x i s t e n c e  in  which he and Caddy could remain 

f o r e v e r  s a f e  from p r o c e s s ;  when the  t e n s i o n  from th e s e  m u l t i p l e  " i f s "  

b u i l d s  to  a peak,  he c a l l s  on the  shock power o f  th e  word " i n c e s t "  to  

o b l i t e r a t e  th e  a c t u a l  r e a l i t y  of  Caddy's  a f f a i r  w i th  Dalton Ames, r e 

p la c in g  t h a t  ha ted  a c t u a l i t y  w ith  t h e  wish f u l f i l l m e n t  o f  h y p o th e t i c a l  

i n c e s t .

The th ough t  o f  Dalton  Ames th e n  t r i g g e r s  s t i l l  a n o th e r  h y p o t h e s i s ,  

t h i s  one an h y p o the s i s  o f  u l t i m a t e  d e n i a l :  i f  o n ly ,  Quentin t h i n k s ,  he

could  have been Dal ton  Ames's mother . . .  he n o t  only  would d e s t r o y  Ames, 

he would i n t e r f e r e  w ith  Ames's own c o n c e p t io n ,  making Ames a person  who 

never  was— th e  very  wish Mrs. Compson once made about  Quen tin .  " I f  I 

could  have been h i s  mother l y i n g  w i th  open body l i f t e d  l a u g h in g ,  ho ld ing  

h i s  f a t h e r  w i th  my hand r e f r a i n i n g ,  s e e i n g ,  w atching  him d ie  b e f o r e  he 

l i v e d . "  (98) Q u e n t i n ' s  p ow er fu l ly  imagined g e s t u r e  o f  female den ia l  

p r e f i g u r e s  a s i m i l a r  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  between Ike McCasslin and h i s  w i fe  in
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"The B e a r , "  when I k e ' s  w i fe  holds  him back with  one hand ,  o f f e r i n g  her  

body and I k e ' s  p o t e n t i a l  c h i l d r e n  i n  exchange f o r  a promise from Ike .

In both scenes  Faulkner  v i s u a l i z e s  t h e  female body as an i n c a r n a t i o n  o f  

h y p o th e s i s .  As Ames's h y p o t h e t i c a l  m other ,  Quentin  can p r e v e n t  th e  

p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  Ames's e v e r  coming i n t o  e x i s t e n c e .  The whole w e i rd  s e 

quence beg ins  and ends i n  Q u e n t i n ' s  mind w i th  t h e  ph ra se  " i f  o n ly , "  

c r e a t i n g  a c i r c u l a r  p a t t e r n  t h a t  ep i tom izes  th e  p r o g r e s s i o n  o f  h i s  

t h o u g h t s .  Like a p e t  ham ster  r a c i n g  i n s i d e  a w i re  w hee l ,  Q u e n t i n ' s  mind 

runs f a s t e r  and f a s t e r  b u t  always ends up j u s t  where he s t a r t e d ,  speak

ing th e  language o f  h y p o th e s i s  and l i v i n g  with  t h e  consequences o f  p ro c e s s .

Although Quentin i s  o f t e n  capable  o f  th e  kind o f  verba l  s e l f 

hypnosis  he d i s p l a y s  in  h i s  r o l e  as Dalton Ames's m o the r ,  he can a t  t imes  

be de tached  and c r i t i c a l  o f  t h e  a r t  o f  t r a n s fo rm in g  h y p o th e s i s  i n t o  a 

t r u t h .  One o f  th e  more f a s c i n a t i n g  a s p e c t s  o f  h i s  v o ic e  i s  t h e  s k i l l  

w ith  which he can c o o l l y  ana lyze  h i s  own verbal  ex t ra vaganza s  in  o rd e r  

t o  deduce r u l e s  about  th e  b e h a v io r  o f  vo ice  in  g e n e r a l .  We have seen 

how Quen tin  ana lyzes  t h e  Deacon's  own t a l e n t  f o r  t r a n s fo rm in g  th e  p o s s 

i b l e  i n t o  the  a c tu a l  by means o f  h i s  r o l e  o f  t e l l e r .  At a l a t e r  time 

a f t e r  t h e  meeting w i th  t h e  Deacon Quentin i s  a t t r a c t e d  t o  th e  s h r i l l  

vo ices  o f  a group o f  boys on a b r id g e  f i s h i n g  f o r  t h a t  u nca tchab le  t r o u t .  

Quentin i s  an ac u te  l i s t e n e r ,  and he soon p e rc e iv e s  t h a t  the  d r i f t  o f  

t h e i r  t a l k  about  the  f i s h  fo l low s  the  same p a t t e r n  he saw in  t h e  voice o f  

the  Deacon: a hypo thes i s  t o l d  o v e r  and over  w i l l  assume a r e a l i t y  t h a t

the  t e l l e r  a c c ep ts  as t r u t h .  "They a l l  t a l k e d  a t  o n c e , "  Quentin  no te s  o f  

the  b o y s ,  " t h e i r  vo ices  i n s i s t e n t  and c o n t r a d i c t o r y  and i m p a t i e n t ,  making 

o f  u n r e a l i t y  a p o s s i b i l i t y ,  then  a p r o b a b i l i t y ,  then an i n c o n t r o v e r t i b l e
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f a c t ,  as people  w i l l  when t h e i r  d e s i r e s  become words ."  (145) Q u e n t in ' s  

g e n e r a l i z a t i o n  about  people  t r a n s fo rm in g  p o s s i b i l i t y  by p u t t i n g  t h e i r  

d e s i r e s  i n t o  words sounds so much l i k e  a remark h i s  f a t h e r  would make 

t h a t  we can r e g a r d  t h i s  assumed p o s tu r e  o f  de tached  s k e p t i c i s m  as an o th e r  

one o f  Q u e n t in ' s  masks. The impersonal  tone  o f  Q u e n t in ' s  words s h i e l d s  

him from th e  p r i v a t e  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  h i s  own g e n e r a l i z a t i o n ,  namely,  t h a t  

he more than  anyone a t t em p ts  to  make o f  u n r e a l i t y  a p o s s i b i l i t y ,  then  a 

p r o b a b i l i t y ,  then  a f a c t ,  a t r u t h ,  and t h a t  he b e l i e v e s  he can t r a n s fo rm  

hy p o th e s i s  i n t o  a c t u a l i t y  by bes towing to  h i s  in c h o a te  d e s i r e s  th e  l i f e -  

g iv ing  power o f  t h e  word.

VIII

Quentin and th e  sea rch  f o r  t h e  language  o f  s i l e n c e

I f  we choose t o  j o i n  Quentin on the  odyssey t h a t  forms h i s  l a s t  

day o f  l i f e ,  we can accompany him only  as a l i s t e n e r  in  complete communion 

w ith  h i s  remarkable  v o ic e .  Q u e n t in ' s  vo ice  f lows on w i th o u t  cognizance 

o f  o u r  p r e s e n c e ,  b u t  t h e  cum ula t ive  e f f e c t  o f  h i s  words c r e a t e s  a r e l a t i o n 

sh ip  between us and h i s  vo ice  t h a t  i s  s i m i l a r  t o  t h a t  between th e  Rever

end Shegog and h i s  c o n g re g a t io n .  Like th e  Reverend Shegog,  Q u e n t in ' s  

i d e n t i t y  i s  "consumed" by th e  sound o f  h i s  own v o i c e ,  and a t  t imes he 

seems to  be c h a n t in g  to  us "beyond th e  need f o r  words. "  (367) This 

sense  o f  communion i s  r e a l l y  t h e  s ig n  o f  th e  language  Quentin  i s  s e a r c h 

ing f o r - - t h e  language  t h a t  has no need f o r  words.  But Quentin  never  

f u l f i l l s  h i s  q u e s t  because  he ex p e r i e n c e s  no sen s e  o f  communion, no 

v i s i o n a r y  g l impse  o f  "de power en de g l o r y . "

Q u e n t i n ' s  q u e s t  f o r  a new language  i s  a f a i l u r e  j u s t  as h i s  a t t e m p t
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t o  t e l l  Caddy's t a l e  i s  a f a i l u r e .  To t e l l  Caddy's  s t o r y  a d e q u a te l y ,  

Quentin or  any o t h e r  s u r r o g a t e  t e l l e r  would have to  emula te  the  van tage 

p o i n t  o f  h e r  p o t e n t i a l  t e l l i n g ,  a p o i n t  which i s  po ised  on th e  t h r e s h o l d  

o f  sound and s i l e n c e ,  somewhat l i k e - - r e c a l l i n g  K e a t s ' s  ode a g a i n - - t h e  

p i p e r  who p ipe s  c e a s e l e s s l y  to  t h e  d i t t i e s  o f  no to n e .  But i f  t h e  q u e s t  

i s  n o t  f u l f i l l e d ,  t h e  im ag in a t iv e  power gene ra ted  by Q u e n t i n ' s  s p e c i a l  

mode o f  s e a r c h in g  i s  i t s  own s u c c e s s .  Q u e n t i n ' s  own a c t  o f  t e l l i n g - - t h e  

e n t i r e  monologue— i s  an a t tem p t  t o  f a b r i c a t e  a s y n t h e t i c  language  out  o f  

the  fragments  o f  c e r t a i n  words,  p h r a s e s ,  remembered o r  imagined conver

s a t i o n s ,  h y p o t h e t i c a l  s t a t e m e n t s ,  d e f i n i t i o n s ,  and so on,  and h i s  s u s 

t a i n e d  a c t  o f  t e l l i n g  i s  more s i g n i f i c a n t  than  the r e a l i z a t i o n  o f  such a 

language .  However q u i x o t i c  the  g e s t u r e ,  we a t  l e a s t  must concede t h a t  

Quentin i s  consp icuous ly  q u a l i f i e d  to  launch such a l i n g u i s t i c  odyssey.  

We have seen th e  range  o f  i n n e r  vo ices  he can co n ju re  up. Moreover,  he 

i s  a keen l i s t e n e r  t o  vo ices  o u t s i d e  o f  h i s  c o n s c io u s n e s s .  As a Miss- 

i s s i p p i a n  l i v i n g  i n  M assachuse t t s  and h e a r in g  d a i l y  th e  vo ices  o f  a 

Canadian ,  a Kentuck ian ,  v a r ious  Cambridge townspeople ,  and a Northern 

Negro among o t h e r s ,  Quentin  i s  keenly aware o f  the  wide range  o f  sound 

p o s s i b l e  f o r  even a s i n g l e  word.  When he looks a t  an elm t r e e ,  f o r  

i n s t a n c e ,  he muses on the  sound o f  the  word,  "Elm" and then  a d j u s t s  h i s  

own p r o n u n c ia t i o n  so  t h a t  i t  mimics t h e  idiom o f  a New Englander :  "Elm.

No: e l lum.  Ellum." (154) He savors  t h e  a l i e n  New England a c c e n t  as 

i f  i t  were an e x o t i c  f r u i t .  The i n c i d e n t  i s  one o f  many s ig n s  o f  

Q u e n t in ' s  a c u t e  s e n s i t i v i t y  to  t h e  nuances o f  the  spoken word.

Q u e n t in ' s  i n n e r  odyssey o f  l i n g u i s t i c  d i s co v e ry  i s  p a r a l l e l e d  

by h i s  outward jo u rn e y  along  t h e  ro a d s ,  b r i d g e s ,  and t r o l l e y  t r a c k s  o f
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Cambridge and Boston. His movements th rough Harvard Square and a c ro s s  

th e s e  b r id g e s  p rov ide  a sequence o f  r e f e r e n c e  p o in t s  t h a t  al low us t o  

c h a r t  t h e  v a r io u s  s t a g e s  o f  h is  q u e s t  f o r  th e  language o f  s i l e n c e .  That  

p a r t  o f  h i s  q u e s t  t h a t  we a c t u a l l y  h e a r - - t h e  complete monologue—begins  

and ends in  Q u e n t in ' s  Harvard bedroom, and th e  f i r s t  words we h e a r  from 

Quentin as he l i e s  in  bed s u g g e s t  t h a t  he i s  a t t e m p t in g  t o  t r a i n  h i s  mind 

to  apprehend r e a l i t y  a lm os t  e x c l u s i v e l y  in  terms o f  v o ic e .  We see  him 

i n i t i a l l y  so deeply  c o n c e n t r a t i n g  on th e  a c t  o f  h e a r in g  t h a t  he w i l l  no t  

al low h i s  eyes  to  r e g i s t e r  v i s u a l  e x p e r i e n c e ,  e s p e c i a l l y  t h e  s i g h t  o f  

the  movement o f  t im e .  Quentin  may be an i n t e n s e  l i s t e n e r  t o  th e  sound 

o f  c l o c k s ,  ch imes ,  and w h i s t l e s ,  b u t  he r e f u s e s  t o  look a t  th e s e  a r t i 

f i c i a l  measurers  o f  t im e .  Quentin wakes up in  h i s  bedroom " in  t ime 

a g a i n ,  h e a r in g  th e  w a tch ,"  and then  t u r n s  h i s  back on th e  s i g h t  o f  th e  

watch.  His g e s t u r e  o f  r e j e c t i o n  prompts a n ic e  d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  in  h i s  

mind between th e  a c t  o f  l i s t e n i n g  and t h a t  o f  h e a r i n g :  l i s t e n i n g ,  he

muses,  in v o lv es  a c o n s c io u s ,  cohe re n t  e f f o r t ;  f o r  t h e  a c t  o f  h e a r i n g ,

"You can be o b l i v io u s  t o  t h e  sound f o r  a long w h i l e ,  then  i n  a second 

o f  t i c k i n g  i t  [ t h e  sound o f  the  watch]  can c r e a t e  in  t h e  mind unbroken 

the  long d im in is h in g  parade  o f  t ime you d i d n ' t  h e a r . "  (94) The a c t  of  

h e a r i n g ,  in  the  sense  Quentin i s  us ing  i t ,  i s  an i n t u i t i v e ,  a lmost  un

conscious  power o f  p e r c e p t io n  t h a t  can " c r e a t e  in  t h e  mind" a sudden 

i l l u m i n a t i o n  by means o f  sound - -a  k ind o f  a u d i to r y  i n s i g h t  t h a t  condenses 

i n t o  a new wholeness a s p e c i f i c  p e r io d  i n  the  "long d im in is h in g  parade  

o f  t i m e . "  Thus Quentin l i s t e n s  to  t h e  sound o f  h i s  watch t i c k i n g  in  the  

p r e s e n t  w h i l e  he i s  h e a r in g  the  sound o f  vo ices  speak ing  from a p o i n t  in  

t h a t  long parade  o f  t ime:
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I t  was G r a n d f a t h e r ' s  and when F a th e r  gave i t  t o  me he s a i d ,
Q uent in ,  I g ive  you t h e  mausoleum o f  a l l  hope and d e s i r e ;  
i t ' s  r a t h e r  e x c r u c i a t i n g - l y  a p t  t h a t  you w i l l  use i t  t o  ga in  
the  red u c to  absurdum o f  a l l  human e x p e r i e n c e  which can f i t  
yo u r  i n d i v i d u a l  needs no b e t t e r  than  i t  f i t t e d  h i s  o r  h i s  
f a t h e r ' s .  I give i t  t o  you not  t h a t  you may remember t im e ,  
but  t h a t  you might f o r g e t  i t  now and then  f o r  a moment and 
no t  spend a l l  your  b r e a t h  t r y i n g  to  conquer i t .  Because no 
b a t t l e  i s  e v e r  won he s a i d .  (93)

Quentin i s ,  o f  c o u r s e ,  doing p r e c i s e l y  what t h i s  remembered vo ice  

of  h is  f a t h e r  warned a g a i n s t - - s p e n d i n g  a l l  h i s  b r e a th  and a l l  h i s  verba l  

s k i l l  t r y i n g  to  conquer t h e  consequences o f  p ro c e s s .  To Q uent in ,  p ro cess  

has i t s  own language.  The sound o f  ch imes ,  th e  t i c k i n g  o f  c l o c k s ,  th e  

blowing o f  w h i s t l e s  a re  u t t e r a n c e s  w i t h o u t  words.  To escape  p rocess  he 

must s h u t  h i s  e a r s  t o  t h e s e  vo ices  o f  p r o c e s s ,  un le a rn  i t s  language .

Thus Quentin w i l l  hea r  v o ic e s  from the  p a s t ,  l i k e  h is  f a t h e r ' s  v o ic e ,  

b u t  he w i l l  only  l i s t e n  t o  th e  voice o f  p r o c e s s .  Q u e n t i n ' s  c a r e fu l  

d i s t i n c t i o n  between two k inds  o f  a u d i t o r y  powers g ives  us a glimpse a t  

t h e  way he a n t i c i p a t e s  s t r i k i n g  on t h a t  language which would be f r e e  

from p r o c e s s .  Throughout h i s  q u e s t  we s e e  him o f f e r i n g  on ly  s u r f a c e  

a t t e n t i o n  t o  those  p e r c e p t io n s  t h a t  come t o  him by way o f  h is  "sensua l  

e a r , "  in  K e a t s ' s  ph rase .  Quentin d i r e c t s  h i s  s e r i o u s  a t t e n t i o n  to  h i s  

i n n e r  e a r ,  w a i t i n g  h o p e f u l l y  f o r  the  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  an a u d i t o r y  i n s i g h t  

t o  f l a s h  in  h i s  mind,  c r e a t i n g  " in  a second"  the  "unbroken" ep iphany - -  

t h e  parade o f  t ime he neve r  heard  b e f o r e .

We can p a r t i c i p a t e  in  Q u e n t in ' s  q u e s t ,  t h e n ,  by s e e in g  him no t  

as one who t e s t s  out  new ways o f  say ing  b u t  new ways o f  h e a r i n g .  Quentin 

looks to  some form o f  sound f o r  the  t a l i s m a n  t h a t  would t a k e  him beyond 

th e  t h r e s h o l d  o f  o rd in a ry  speech .  The q u e s t  i t s e l f  t a k e s  him from one
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a dven tu re  pe rce ived  as sound t o  a n o t h e r ,  and Quentin c o n f r o n t s  in  r a p id  

o r d e r  the  vo ices  o f  t ime in th e  form o f  h i s  w a tch ,  the  Harvard chimes ,  

t h e  vo ices  o f  the  Deacon and o f  t h e  boys f i s h i n g ,  th e  sound o f  th e  b e e s ,  

t h e  s i l e n t  g e s t u r e s  o f  the  I t a l i a n  g i r l ,  and the  vo ice  o f  Dalton Ames 

embodied i n  th e  p h y s i c a l  presence  o f  Gerald Bland.  A f t e r  t h i s  l a s t  

P r o t e u s - l i k e  e n c o u n t e r ,  Quentin j o u r n i e s  back ac ro ss  t h e  r i v e r  t o  h is  

Harvard bedroom where i t  a l l  began.

Q u e n t in ' s  q u e s t  i s  a l r e a d y  underway when we see  him l i s t e n i n g  

to  t h e  t i c k i n g  o f  h i s  watch and h e a r i n g  th e  vo ice  o f  h i s  f a t h e r  speak ing  

in  a remembered v e r s i o n  of  a p a s t  moment. Quentin  then  removes th e  hands 

from his  watch .  Shorn o f  i t s  d i s t r a c t i n g  v i s u a l  power,  h i s  watch now 

speaks  a more c o n c e n t r a t e d  form o f  v o i c e ;  i t  does not  have t h e  " c o n t r a 

d i c t o r y  as su rance"  t h a t  those  ly in g  watches  in  th e  j e w e l l e r ' s  shop have .  

(104) A f t e r  e a t i n g  b r e a k f a s t  a t  P a r k e r ' s ,  Quentin buys two s i x  pound 

f l a t i r o n s  and t a k e s  a t r o l l e y  to  a b r id g e  o ve r  t h e  Char les  R ive r .  As 

he gazes a t  t h e  w a t e r  benea th the  b r i d g e ,  he sees  h i s  shadow looking  

back a t  him. But he r e fu s e s  to  p e r c e iv e  t h i s  N a r c i s s u s - l i k e  image as 

a v i s u a l  o b j e c t ,  choosing i n s t e a d ,  as he d id  w i th  h is  w a tc h ,  to  rega rd  

t h e  shadow as a form o f  vo ice .  The shadow speaks  in  t h e  idiom o f  Negro 

f o l k l o r e :  "Niggers say a drowned man's  shadow was watching f o r  him in

th e  w a te r  a l l  t h e  t i m e . "  ( I l l )

Quentin then  walks o f f  th e  b r id g e  and r e t u r n s  t o  Harvard by 

t r o l l e y  t o  co n t in u e  h i s  search  f o r  th e  Deacon, whom Quentin t h i n k s  of  

as a speaker  o f  o r a c l e s .  Quentin i s  e s p e c i a l l y  f a s c i n a t e d  by th e  Deacon's  

a b i l i t y  t o  assume any accen t  of  speech rang ing  from Nor thern  t o  S ou the rn ,  

w h i te  t o  Negro; moreover ,  th e  Deacon, l i k e  Q uen t in ,  i s  a keen l i s t e n e r
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t o  vo ices  h i m s e l f :  " . . .  once he had heard  you s peak ,  he could  name

y our  s t a t e . "  (119) When Quentin  f i n a l l y  does speak with  t h e  Deacon, 

he senses  t h a t  th e  o ld  man has a p u b l i c  vo ice  t h a t  masks h i s  i d e n t i t y  

very much l i k e  h i s  own mask, and t h a t  the  Deacon's  p u b l i c  vo ice  i s  com

posed o f  " w h i t e f o l k ' s  c l a p t r a p . "  But behind t h e  mask,  Quentin  recogn izes  

t h e  r e a l  Deacon as a " s e c r e t ,  i n a r t i c u l a t e ,  and sad" pe rson .  (123) 

Because o f  t h e  Deacon's  hidden i n n e r  core o f  i n a r t i c u l a t e n e s s ,  Quentin 

concludes  t h a t  t h i s  b lack  c a r i c a t u r e  o f  th e  a n c i e n t  N es to r  has l i t t l e  

wisdom to  pass  on t o  him, and he beg ins  again  h i s  q u e s t .

Quentin boards a n o th e r  t r o l l e y  and r i d e s  to  the  c o u n t r y s i d e ,  

where the  coo lness  and q u i e t  o f  a shaded walk c r e a t e  f o r  him a s p e c i a l  

atmosphere o f  s i l e n c e .  "Even sound seemed to  f a i l  i n  t h i s  a i r ,  l i k e  the  

a i r  was worn ou t  w i th  c a r r y i n g  sounds so lo n g , "  he muses. (140) The 

s i l e n c e  he e x p e r i e n c e s  as a lm os t  t a n g i b l e  ex tends  t o  a nearby b r i d g e ,  

and th e  s a n c t i t y  o f  th e  p la c e  appea ls  to  Quentin .  The b r id g e  w i l l  be 

t h e  s e t t i n g  f o r  h i s  ac tua l  jump t o  dea th  and f o r  h i s  symbolic a t t e m p t  to  

t h r u s t  h im s e l f  beyond the  reach  o f  p ro c e s s .  I t  i s  he re  t h a t  he dec ides  

t o  h id e  the  f l a t i r o n s .  He then  pee rs  down i n t o  the  w a te r  and s e e s - - i f  

we may r e t u r n  b r i e f l y  to  t h a t  scene  in  which t h e  boys f i s h  f o r  the  un- 

c a t c h a b l e  o ld  t r o u t - - s t i l l  a n o t h e r  shadow in  t h e  w a te r :  " .  . . a  f a t

arrow stemming i n t o  the  c u r r e n t . "  (144) Quentin p e r c e iv e s  t h e  t r o u t  

as an a p o th e o s i s  o f  h im s e l f .  The t r o u t  hangs " d e l i c a t e  and m o t io n le s s "  

in  i t s  w a te ry  e l em en t ,  the  way t h a t  Quentin would l i k e  t o  suspend  him

s e l f  in  the  "c lean  f lame" o f  a n o t h e r  mode o f  b e i n g ,  f r e e  from change.

" I f  i t  could j u s t  be a. h e l l  beyond t h a t , Quentin muses , " the  c l ean  flame 

th e  two o f  us more than  dead ."  (144) The f a t  arrow p o in t s  t h e  way to
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t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  a n o t h e r  mode o f  being  and a n o th e r  mode o f  language .  

S i l e n c e  and w ord le s sness  p r e s i d e  in  th e se  coo l ing  w a te rs  below the  

b r i d g e ,  and t h e  l i f e  f o r c e  o f  th e  t r o u t  beckons Quentin to  l e a v e  behind 

the  world  o f  p rocess  com ple te ly .

Quentin i s  n o t  t h e  on ly  person who i s  t e a s e d  o u t  o f  th o u g h t  by 

th e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  the  t r o u t  seems t o  s u g g e s t .  As we have s e e n ,  s e v e ra l  

boys a r e  a l s o  eyeing  th e  same m ot ion le ss  shadow in  th e  w a te r .  At f i r s t  

Quentin hea rs  only  d i s c o r d  and c o n f l i c t  in  t h e i r  v o i c e s .  But the  " c o n t r a 

d i c t o r y "  and " im p a t i e n t "  s t r a i n s  o f  t h e i r  i n d i v i d u a l  vo ices  q u ic k ly  move 

toward a s y n t h e s i s ;  t h e i r  c o l l e c t i v e  vo ice  t r an s fo rm s  u n r e a l i t y  to  p o s s i 

b i l i t y ,  to  p r o b a b i l i t y ,  and then  t o  f a c t .  Because t h e i r  words c r e a t e  a 

t r u t h  ou t  o f  mere h y p o t h e s i s ,  t h e i r  i n d i v i d u a l  vo ices  e s t a b l i s h  a com

munion in  which a l l  c o n f l i c t s  o f  sound,  a l l  c o n t r a d i c t o r y  s t r a i n s  a re  

harmonized i n t o  s i l e n c e —f o r  an i n s t a n t ,  t h e i r  vo ices  ach ieve  th e  wisdom 

o f  t h e  " s t i l l  tongue ."  Quentin  sees  t h a t  i n  t h i s  moment o f  s p e e c h le s s  

communion " . . .  th e  acrimony,  th e  c o n f l i c t ,  was gone from t h e i r  v o i c e s ,  

as i f  t o  them too  i t  was as though he had c a p tu re d  th e  f i s h .  . . ."

(146) Quentin ponders th e  e f f i c a c y  o f  t h e  language  o f  hypo thes i s  he has 

j u s t  w i tn e s s e d  in  th e s e  young,  u n i n h i b i t e d  s p e a k e r s .  As he was with  the  

Deacon, Quentin i s  condescending bu t  a l s o  en v io u s :  "I suppose  t h a t  p e o p le ,

us ing  themselves  and each o t h e r  so much by w ords ,  a re  a t  l e a s t  c o n s i s t e n t  

in  a t t r i b u t i n g  wisdom to  a s t i l l  tongue .  . . ."  (146) I t  i s  j u s t  t h i s

wisdom o f  th e  s t i l l  tongue t h a t  Quentin h im s e l f  seeks  and t h e  s t i l l i n g  

o f  h i s  tongue in  d e a t h ,  he t h i n k s ,  w i l l  be h i s  w ate ry  i n i t i a t i o n  t o  the  

wisdom o f  t h e  language  o f  s i l e n c e .
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A f t e r  t h e  vo ices  of  t h e  boys fade  away, Quentin i s  drawn to  a 

new sound.  "In t h e  o rchard  th e  bees  sounded l i k e  a wind g e t t i n g  up,  

a sound caught  by a s p e l l  j u s t  under  c rescendo and s u s t a i n e d . "  (151)

The sound o f  the  bees i s  to  Quentin  an o th e r  a u d i t o r y  i n s i g h t .  The word

l e s s  buzz " j u s t  under  crescendo"  and seemingly  w i th o u t  end o r  beg inn ing  

seems to  p r e f i g u r e  th e  way he ex p ec ts  th e  language o f  s i l e n c e  to  f u n c t i o n .  

The sound o f  th e  bees i s  p a r a d o x i c a l - - i t  seems to  i n c r e a s e  and d im in ish  

s im u l t a n e o u s l y ,  f o r e v e r  buzzing  tones  f o r e v e r  new. "The sound o f  t h e  

bees d im in i s h e d ,  s u s t a in e d  y e t ,  as though i n s t e a d  o f  s in k in g  i n t o  s i l e n c e ,  

s i l e n c e  merely i n c r e a s e d  between u s ,  as w a te r  r i s e s . "  (153) S i l e n c e  

in c re a s e s  as w a t e r  r i s e s .  Like t h e  t r o u t - a r r o w  p o i n t i n g  to  t h e  w ate ry  

v e i l  beyond which l i e s  the  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  a new mode o f  s p e a k in g ,  t h e  

sound o f  t h e  bees  becomes t o  Quentin  an a u d i b le  s ig n  t h a t  the  hypo thes i s  

o f  wordless  speech  can be made a t r u t h ,  and t h a t  t h e  i n i t i a t o r y  r i t e  

f o r  the  sp e a k e r  o f  such a language would be w a te r .

Quentin takes  a t e n t a t i v e  s t e p  c l o s e r  to  t h e  kind o f  word less  

communion he saw--f rom a de tached  p e r s p e c t i v e - - e v o l v i n g  among the  boys 

f i s h i n g  from th e  b r id g e  when he s t r i k e s  a temporary a l l i a n c e  w i th  the  

s i l e n t  I t a l i a n  g i r l  whom he meets in  a bakery .  Between Quentin and 

t h i s  small  w a i f  t h e r e  i s  a minimal exchange o f  conven t iona l  la nguage .  

Quentin asks h e r  s e v e ra l  q u e s t i o n s  about  h e r  i d e n t i t y  b u t  she r e t u r n s  

only s i l e n t  s t a r e s .  Nonetheless  Quentin i s  a t t r a c t e d  to  h e r  s i l e n c e  as 

much as any q u a l i t y ,  and he q u i c k l y  i d e n t i f i e s  w i th  he r  s i t u a t i o n — they 

a re  bo th ,  a t  l e a s t ,  o u t s i d e r s  wandering f a r  from t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  homes. 

Quentin c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  seeks  an au d ib le  symbol f o r  t h e i r  unspoken 

r a p p o r t ,  and he t e l l s  the  s k e p t i c a l  woman in  charge o f  th e  bakery  t h a t
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t h e  b e l l  over  the  door " rang  once f o r  both  o f  u s . "  (156) The q u a l i t y  

o f  sound from t h i s  b e l l  seems t o  Quentin to  promise  a meaning hidden 

j u s t  beyond th e  range o f  h i s  h e a r i n g .  He s enses  t h a t  th e  b e l l  i s  t r y 

ing  t o  t o l l  him away from h i s  s o l e  s e l f :  "When you opened th e  door  a

b e l l  t i n k l e d ,  bu t  j u s t  once ,  h igh and c l e a r  and small  in  the  n e a t  

o b s c u r i t y  above the  doo r ,  as though i t  were gauged and tempered t o  

make t h a t  s i n g l e  c l e a r  smal l  sound so as n o t  t o  wear th e  b e l l  o u t  nor  

t o  r e q u i r e  the  e x p e n d i tu r e  o f  to o  much s i l e n c e  in  r e s t o r i n g  i t  when the 

door opened upon th e  r e c e n t  warm s c e n t  o f  b a k in g ."  (155) The b e l l ,  

l i k e  t h e  sound of  th e  b e e s ,  i s  a n o th e r  h y p o th e s i s  about  language ;  i t s  

r i n g i n g  i s  a paradox ,  i t s  sound gauged as i f  t o  p r e s e r v e  and expend 

s i l e n c e  s im u l ta n e o u s ly .

We can see  Quentin  a t  t h i s  s t a g e  o f  h i s  q u e s t  a t t em p t in g  t o  

p r e s e r v e  an e q u i l i b r i u m  between sound and s i l e n c e .  He seeks an aud

i t o r y  i n s i g h t ,  y e t  one which does not  expend too  much s i l e n c e .  As he 

walks along with  h i s  s i l e n t  companion hoping t o  r e t u r n  her  to  h e r  home, 

he f e a r s  i n c r e a s i n g l y  t h a t  too  much s i l e n c e  i s  be ing  expended.  The 

g i r l  says  no th ing  t o  h i s  q u e s t i o n s  about  where she came from, and she 

remains nameless th roughou t  t h e i r  so journ  t o g e t h e r .  Quentin b r in g s  

h e r  t o  a house with  "no movement" a p p a re n t ,  on ly  a garment hanging 

from an upper window i n  "no w ind ."  He s i g n a l s  h i s  p resence  by means 

o f  a " b e l l  p u l l  w ith  a p o r c e l a i n  knob," bu t  i t  makes no sound.  (163) 

The woman who does answer can on ly  say t h a t  h e r  language i s  in a d e q u a te :  

'"No s p i k a . ' "  Quentin views t h i s  a imless  s e a r c h  f o r  th e  g i r l ' s  home 

with  i n c r e a s i n g  a n x i e t y .  He f e a r s  t h a t  the  e q u i l i b r i u m  between sound 

and s i l e n c e  i s  in  danger  o f  be ing  u p s e t ,  and h i s  nex t  h y p o th e s i s  has
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an a i r  o f  d e s p e r a t i o n  a bou t  i t :

We went on. The houses a l l  seemed empty.  Not a soul  in
s i g h t .  A s o r t  o f  b r e a t h l e s s n e s s  t h a t  empty houses have.
Yet they  c o u ld n t  a l l  be empty. All t h e  d i f f e r e n t  rooms,  i f  
you could  j u s t  s l i c e  t h e  w a l l s  away a l l  o f  a sudden Madam,
y o u r  d a u g h t e r ,  i f  you p l e a s e .  No. Madam, f o r  God's s a k e ,
y o u r  d a u g h te r .  (164)

Quentin  i n t e r r u p t s  h i s  h y p o th e s i s  about  s l i c i n g  w a l l s  away t o  engage 

in  an u n c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  b u r s t  o f  a c t i o n .  He runs away from th e  g i r l ,  

f r a n t i c a l l y  c l im bing  w a l l s  and running  down empty s t r e e t s ,  on ly  to  

f i n d  h im s e l f  p r e c i s e l y  where he s t a r t e d —-fac ing  th e  s i l e n t  g i r l  s t i l l  

chewing her  b r e a d ,  as i f  t h e r e  had been no f l i g h t  a t  a l l .  With a new 

awareness o f  th e  f u t i l i t y  o f  h i s  s i t u a t i o n ,  Quentin walks t o g e t h e r  with  

the  g i r l  once more in  s i l e n c e .  "We went on in  the  t h i n  d u s t ,  our  f e e t  

s i l e n t  as r u b b e r  in  th e  t h i n  d u s t . "  (167)

S h o r t l y  a f t e r  Q u e n t i n ' s  a b o r t i v e  f l i g h t ,  t h e  g i r l ' s  b r o t h e r ,  

J u l i o ,  pounces on Quentin .  The i n s t a n t  o f  the  a t t a c k  t r i g g e r s  a c l u s t e r  

o f  a u d i t o r y  i n s i g h t s  f o r  Quent in :  th e  g i r l  can s p e a k ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  and

speak E n g l i s h .  " ' T h e r e ' s  J u l i o , " '  she c r i e s .  (172) Moreover,  Quentin 

l e a r n s  t h a t  h e ,  th e  s e e k e r ,  has h im s e l f  been sought f o r  as th e  abduc tor  

o f  t h e  g i r l .  F i n a l l y ,  t h e  s h e r i f f ,  Anse,  o rd e r s  Quentin t o  "make t h a t  

gal s h u t  up t h a t  n o i s e , "  when a l l  along he had been t r y i n g  u n s u c c e s s f u l ly  

t o  make h e r  speak .  (174) Q u e n t in ' s  on ly  vocal  re sponse  t o  t h e s e  accum

u l a t e d  i r o n i e s ,  l i k e  D a r i ' s  response  in  As I Lay Dying, i s  a paroxysm 

o f  l a u g h t e r .

A f t e r  Quentin i s  c l e a r e d  o f  th e  abduc t ion  c h a r g e s ,  he r e t u r n s  to  

Mrs. B la n d 's  c a r ,  where,  as we have s e e n ,  th e  "u n v i rg in "  g i r l s  h ide  t h e i r  

i d e n t i t y  beh ind  v e i l s ,  j u s t  as t h e i r  r e a l  n a tu re s  a re  e f f e c t i v e l y  clouded
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by Q u e n t i n ' s  r i g i d  concep t  o f  th e  word " v i r g i n i t y . "  As he l i s t e n s  t o  

Mrs. B la n d 's  vo ice  drone on about  he r  s o n ' s  conques ts  o f  v a r io u s  v i r g i n s ,  

Quentin begins to  h e a r  a more compel l ing  v o i c e - - t h e  voice o f  Caddy, and 

then  o f  Dalton Ames, the  conquere r  o f  Caddy's  v i r g i n i t y .  The gradua l  

b l u r r i n g  o f  syn tax  i n  Mrs. B land 's  voice s i g n a l s  Q u e n t in ' s  growing 

a b s o r p t i o n  by th e se  vo ices  from h is  p a s t .  " . . .  what book d id  you 

r e a d , "  he b a r e l y  l i s t e n s  t o  her  s a y ,  " t h a t  in  the  one where Geralds  row

ing  s u i t  o f  wine was a n ece s s a ry  p a r t  o f  any g e n t lem e n 's  p i c n i c  b a s 

k e t .  . . ." (185) Quen tin  p e rce iv es  Mrs. B la n d ' s  vo ice  as an i n d i s t i n 

g u i s h a b l e  monotone because  he i s  a t  t h i s  moment hea r in g  Caddy say t o  him 

o f  h e r  l o v e r s ,  "When they  touched me I d i e d ."  (185) In t h i s  most 

s u s t a i n e d  f l a s h b a c k  t o  a t ime i n  h is  p a s t ,  Quentin makes two u t t e r l y  

f u t i l e  g e s t u r e s :  he demands o f  Caddy t h a t  she  deny h e r  a t t r a c t i o n  t o

Dalton Ames, and he demands of  Ames h im s e l f  t h a t  he behave acco rd ing  

t o  Q u e n t in ' s  own r i g i d  concep t  o f  honor.  He i s  r e b u f f e d  on both  coun t s .  

But i t  i s  t y p i c a l  o f  Q u e n t in ' s  f a s c i n a t i o n  w i th  vo ice  t h a t  he remembers 

both scenes  o f  r e j e c t i o n - - t h e  f i r s t  w ith  Caddy by th e  c r e e k ,  the  second 

w i th  Ames on a small b r i d g e —s o l e l y  in  terms o f  verbal  exchange.  Many 

moments in  th e  n o v e l ,  in  f a c t ,  a re  p a t t e r n e d  a f t e r  th e s e  two s c e n e s — 

the  sound o f  words i n  some d i a l e c t i c  c l a s h  ju x ta p o s e d  to  th e  s i l e n c e  o f  

w a te r .  Language, F au lkne r  seems to  be s a y i n g ,  i s  a t  i t s  most  i n t e n s e  

le v e l  o f  v i t a l i t y  j u s t  as  i t  i s  brought  t o  t h e  verge o f  a plunge i n t o  

s i l e n c e .

When Ames g ives  h i s  cyn ica l  r e p l y  t o  Q u e n t in ’s r e q u e s t  t h a t  he 

r e s p e c t  Caddy's  honor ,  Quentin im p u ls iv e ly  s t r i k e s  a t  Ames, and i t  i s  

a t  t h i s  moment in  th e  p r e s e n t  t h a t  he begins  t o  f i g h t  Gerald  Bland.
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Quentin i s  beaten p h y s i c a l l y  by Bland w h i le  h i s  consc iousness  s u f f e r s  

a l l  over  again  the  emot iona l  b e a t in g  he r e c e iv e d  from Ames's p h r a s e ,  

" th e y re  a l l  b i t c h e s . "  All the  d e t a i l s  from t h a t  scene  on th e  b r i d g e  

w i th  Ames now f l o a t  i n t o  h i s  aw areness ,  and each d e t a i l  Quentin p e r 

ce ives  as a sound.  He r e c a l l s  r e g a i n in g  consc iousness  a f t e r  f a i n t i n g  

in  h i s  opponen t 's  arms: " . . .  I cou ld  h e a r  rny b lood .  . . ." (200)

Then he hea rs  aga in  the  sound o f  Caddy r i d i n g  t o  h i s  r e s c u e ,  in  an 

i r o n i c  r e v e r s a l  o f  r o l e s :  "I heard  t h e  ho rse  coming f a s t  I s a t  t h e r e

w i th  rny eyes c lo sed  and hea rd  i t s  f e e t  bunch s c u t t e r i n g  th e  h i s s i n g  

sand and f e e t  running  and h e r  hard  running  hands fool  foo l  a re  you 

h u r t .  . . . "  (201) But when he opens h i s  e y e s ,  he sees  n o t  Caddy 

b u t  Shreve ,  who unknowingly r e p e a t s  Caddy's  g e s tu r e  by h e lp in g  Quentin  

t o  h i s  f e e t .  At t h i s  p o i n t  he can see  t h a t  h i s  p a s t  h u m i l i a t i o n  a t  the  

hands o f  Ames has j u s t  been d u p l i c a t e d  by th e  p hys ica l  t h r a s h i n g  he 

r e c e iv e d  from Bland,  and t h a t  both c o n f r o n t a t i o n s  f u r t h e r  unde rsco re  

t h e  f u t i l i t y  of  h i s  s i t u a t i o n .

Quentin now sees  h i s  q u e s t  as a complete f a i l u r e .  The s e r i e s  

o f  a u d i t o r y  i n s i g h t s  have r e s u l t e d  i n  t e n t a t i v e  p r o m i s e s - - e s p e c i a l l y  

as r e a l i z e d  in  t h e  sound o f  the  bees and th e  t i n k l i n g  o f  t h e  bakery  

b e l l —b u t  no a c t u a l  b reakthrough i n t o  th e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  speak ing  

a n o t h e r  mode of  language .  Quentin then  begins  t o  complete th e  c i r c u l a r  

movement o f  h is  q u e s t  by r e t u r n i n g  t o  h i s  Harvard bedroom, and boards  

a t r o l l e y  t h a t  w i l l  take  him ac ross  th e  Char les  River  a g a i n .  "We 

c ro s s e d  th e  r i v e r .  The b r i d g e ,  t h a t  i s ,  a r c h in g  slow and high  i n t o  

s p a c e ,  between s i l e n c e  and n o th in g n e s s .  . . . "  (212) He senses  t h a t

t h e  momentum of  h i s  jou rney  i s  r e p e t i t i v e  r a t h e r  than  p r o g r e s s i v e ;
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even th e  l i g h t s  on t h e  b r id g e  seem t o  be " r e p e a t i n g  them se lves"  in

ye l low  and red  and g reen .  When he e n t e r s  h i s  bedroom i t  i s  a l r e a d y

dark ,  and the  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  h is  l a s t  t r i p  over  the  b r id g e  f l a s h e s

in t o  h i s  mind in  a r a d i c a l l y  c o n c e n t r a t e d  form o f  sy n ta x :

se e in g  on th e  ru sh in g  darkness  on ly  h i s  own face  . . .
when o u t  o f  darkness  two l i g h t e d  windows in  r i g i d  f l e e 
ing  c rash  gone h i s  T a c e  and mine j u s t  I_ s ee  saw d id  I_ see
n o t  goodbyeTFe marquee empty o f  e a t i n g  t h e  road empty in
darkness  in  s i l e n c e  tHe~ b r id g e  a r c h i n g  i n t o  s i l e n c e  d a r k 
ness  s l e e p  t h e  w a te r  peacefu l  and s w i f t  n o t  goodbye (214)

The s y n t a c t i c a l  p a t t e r n  o f  t h i s  passage  t e l l s  us something abou t  th e

s t a t e  o f  Q u e n t in ' s  mind.  I t  i s  open-ended,  having no formal beg inn ing

o r  en d in g ,  no commas o r  p e r i o d s .  The words evoke f l u i d i t y  w i t h o u t  a

co r respond ing  sense  o f  p r o g r e s s .  His mind i s  moving,  in  s h o r t ,  b u t

g e t t i n g  nowhere. The passage  has v e r b a l s  ( " s e e i n g , "  " r u s h i n g , "  "go ing ,"

" f l e e i n g " )  b u t  no complete  verbs  e x c e p t  those  a r ranged  t o  cance l  each

o t h e r  o u t :  " . . .  I see  saw d id  I s e e .  . . . "  The v e r b a l s  hold  in

check th e  n a t u r a l  forward movement o f  a s en ten c e  j u s t  as e f f e c t i v e l y

as t h e  s e v e ra l  oxymorons,  l i k e  " r i g i d  f l e e i n g , "  r e l e g a t e  t h e  nouns to

a s t a t e  o f  p a r a l y s i s .  I t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  Quentin s ees  t h e  b r id g e  as a

symbol o f  h i s  mind,  which he imagines as a rc h in g  away from p r o c e s s ,

l i k e  th e  b r i d g e ,  toward " s i l e n c e  da rkness  s l e e p  the  w a t e r . "  The b r i d g e ,

we know, i s  a l s o  t h e  outward form o f  h i s  upcoming escape  from p ro c e s s .

But Q u e n t i n ' s  s y n ta x  s u gges t s  both  an approach and an avoidance  o f  t h a t

s i l e n c e  on the  o t h e r  s id e  o f  the  b r i d g e .  His syn tax  i s  a paradigm o f

h i s  s t a t i c  l i f e - s t y l e ;  i n s t e a d  o f  moving ac ross  the  b r i d g e ,  he jumps

from i t .

Once i n s i d e  h i s  darkened bedroom, Quentin forms h i s  mental im-
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p r e s s i o n s  from primal  impulses  l i k e  h i s  sense  o f  smell  and to u c h .  He

says  he can "see"  th e  g a s o l i n e  odor  on h i s  v e s t ,  and "see" th e  door

w i th  h i s  hands .  He then walks down a dark  and empty c o r r i d o r  t o  the 

ba throom, and r e c a l l s  how he used t o  f e e l  h i s  way down the  dark  h a l l  o f  

h i s  home: " . . .  I would have to  g e t  up and f e e l  my way l i k e  when I

was a 1i t t l e  boy hands can s ee  touch ing  in  the  mind shaping  unseen door 

Door now n o th in g  hands can s e e . (215) The image sugges t s  t h a t  Quentin 

f e e l s  h im s e l f  on t h e  verge o f  some i l l u m i n a t i o n ,  some opening t o  a n o th e r  

mode o f  be ing  which would r e l e a s e  him from d a rk n e s s .  Quentin i s  the 

a r c h e ty p a l  blindman h e r e ,  s e e in g  w i th  h i s  hands ,  shap ing  in  h i s  mind an 

unseen door .  He i s  t h e  a n t i t h e s i s  o f  t h e  Reverend Shegog,  whose a b i l i t y  

to  t r a n s c e n d  ve rba l  language by words i s  dependent  on h is  v i s u a l  power:

"I sees  de l i g h t  en I s ees  de word,  po s i n n e r ! "  (368) Quentin sees

only  d a rk n e s s ;  he a v e r t s  h is  eyes from th e  g l a r e  o f  "de word ."

As Quentin r e t u r n s  t o  h i s  room a long  th e  same c o r r i d o r ,  he t h i n k s

o f  the  unseen Door in  terms o f  dea th  i t s e l f .  As a c h i l d  he had always

imagined dea th  as a f a m i l i a r  and f r i e n d l y  vo ice  emanating from a darkened

room in  h i s  home--the room o f  h i s  dead g r a n d f a t h e r .  The c o n d i t i o n  f o r

opening th e  door t o  t h i s  room t o  hea r  t h e  f r i e n d l y  vo ice  i s  s i l e n c e :

I t  used t o  be I th ough t  o f  dea th  as a man something l i k e  
G ra n d fa th e r  a f r i e n d  o f  h i s  a k ind o f  p r i v a t e  and p a r t i c u l a r  
f r i e n d  l i k e  we used t o  th in k  o f  G r a n d f a t h e r ' s  desk n o t  t o  
touch i t  n o t  even to  t a l k  loud i n  t h e  room where i t  was I 
always th o u g h t  o f  them as be ing  t o g e t h e r  somewhere a l l  t h e
t ime w a i t i n g  f o r  o ld  Colonel S a r t o r i s  t o  come down and s i t  
w i th  them w a i t i n g  on a high p l a c e  beyond c ed a r  t r e e s  Colonel  
S a r t o r i s  was on a s t i l l  h i g h e r  p l a c e  looking  o u t  ac ross  a t  
something and they  were w a i t i n g  f o r  him to  g e t  done look ing  
a t  i t  and come down G ra n d fa th e r  wore h i s  uniform and we could 
h ea r  t h e  murmur o f  t h e i r  vo ices  from beyond th e  cedars  th e y  
were always t a l k i n g  and G ran d fa th e r  was always r i g h t .  (218-219)
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Quentin  wants to  speak  t h e  same language t h a t  h i s  g r a n d f a t h e r  i s  

"always t a l k i n g , "  and th e  unseen Door o f  dea th  i s  t h e  e n t r a n c e  t o  t h a t  

mode o f  speaking .

At t h i s  p o i n t  Quentin f e e l s  he has the  r e l e n t l e s s  flow o f  pro

cess  under h i s  c o n t ro l  because  he knows e x a c t l y  how much lo nge r  he w i l l  

be a c a p t iv e  of  p r o c e s s .  "A q u a r t e r  hour y e t .  And then  I ' l l  n o t  be . "

(216) As th e  Harvard chimes beg in  to  measure o u t  the  l a s t  moments of 

h i s  l i f e ,  Quentin e x p e r i e n c e s  th e  l a s t  and most s i g n i f i c a n t  o f  h i s  aud

i t o r y  i n s i g h t s ,  t h i s  one coming t o  him i n  the  form o f  h i s  f i n a l  d i a l e c t i c a l  

e n c o u n te r  w i th  th e  Compson v o ice .  The d i a l e c t i c  movement here i s  toward

some i l l u m i n a t i o n ,  and t h e  exchanges by bo th  th e  Compson voice and

Q u e n t in ' s  d i s s e n t i n g  vo ice  are s p r i n k l e d  by phrases  l i k e  " t h a t ' s  i t "  and 

"now were g e t t i n g  a t  i t "  which c o n t r i b u t e  t o  th e  i l l u s i o n  t h a t  Quentin  

i s  coming c l o s e r  t o  a f i n a l  d i s c o v e r y ,  a l a s t  opening o f  the  unseen Door.

The d i a l e c t i c  i t s e l f  Fau lkner  w r i t e s  in  a s t y l e  t h a t  reminds us o f  the

11Molly Bloom s e c t i o n  o f  U lysse s ;  only  t h e  phrases  "and he" and "and i"

i n d i c a t e  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e  between t h e  Compson voice and t h e  voice  Quentin

adopts  to  d i s s e n t  from t h a t  vo ice :

and i you don t  b e l i e v e  i am s e r i o u s  and he i t h i n k  you are
too s e r i o u s  t o  give me any cause  f o r  al a rm you wouldn t  have
f e l t  d r iven  t o  th e  ex p e d ie n t  o f  t e l l i n g  me you have committed 
i n c e s t  o th e rw is e  and i i w asn t  ly in g  i  wasnt  l y in g  and he you 
wanted t o  s u b l im a te  a p iece  o f  n a t u r a l  human f o l l y  i n t o  a 
h o r r o r  and th e n  e x o r c i s e  i t  w i th  t r u t h  and i i t  was t o  i s o l a t e  
he r  o u t  o f  t h e  loud world  so  t h a t  i t  would have t o  f l e e  us o f  
n e c e s s i t y  and then  th e  sound o f  i t  would be as though i t  had 
never  been (219-220)

^ M ic h a e l  Mi 11 g a t e ,  The Achievement o f  Wil l iam F a u lk n e r , p.  97.
Mi 11 ga te  see s  o t h e r  a f f i n i t i e s  w i th  J o y c e ' s  U ly s s e s ; Q uent in ,  he 
s u g g e s t s ,  i s  a v e r s io n  o f  the  a r t i s t ,  "o r  a t  l e a s t  t h e  a e s t h e t e ,  as h e r o . "
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Under the  p r e s s u r e  o f  t h i s  imaginary  e n co u n te r  w i th  the  Compson v o i c e ,  

Quentin  l a y s  bare  h i s  unique n o t io n  o f  h i s  e x i s t e n c e .  The e n t i r e  mono

logue  can be read  as an a t t em p t  by Quentin t o  i s o l a t e  Caddy ou t  o f  t h e  

loud wor ld .  Q u e n t in ' s  f u r y ,  in  s h o r t ,  i s  aimed a t  sound.  By so i s o l a t 

ing  Caddy, th e  sound o f  a l l  t h a t  has h u r t  him, Ames's v o ic e ,  h i s  m o t h e r ' s  

v o i c e ,  H e rbe r t  Head 's  v o i c e ,  and so on,  would be "as though i t  had neve r  

b een . "  By evoking th e  language o f  s i l e n c e  Quentin had hoped to  t r a n s 

form the  "loud world" o f  was i n t o  a new and d i f f e r e n t  is_.

Quentin co n t in u e s  to  c o n f r o n t  the  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  th e  Compson 

v o ic e .  When t h a t  v o ic e  t h e o r i z e s  t h a t  " . . .  you a re  n o t  t h in k in g  o f  

f i n i t u d e  you a r e  c o n tem pla t ing  an a p o th e o s i s  in  which a temporary s t a t e  

o f  mind w i l l  become symmetrical  above the  f l e s h  and aware both o f  i t s e l f  

and o f  th e  f l e s h  i t  w i l l  n o t  q u i t e  d i s c a r d  you w i l l  n o t  even be d e a d , "  

Quentin can only r e t o r t  w ith  one word: " tem p o ra ry ."  (220) Quentin i s

amazed t h a t  h i s  f a t h e r  can so g l i b l y  c h a r a c t e r i z e  th e  s t a t e  o f  h i s  s o n ' s  

mind as " tem porary ,"  and Quentin can only r e p e a t  the  word d u l l y  f o r  each 

new s ta t e m e n t  by th e  Compson v o ic e .  He knows to o  well  t h a t  h i s  s t a t e  of  

mind i s  any th ing  b u t  te mporary ,  and t h a t  h i s  e n t i r e  q u e s t  on t h i s  l a s t  

day has been an e f f o r t  t o  deny th e  temporary.  Quentin r e p e a t s  th e  word 

"temporary"  f o u r  more t i m e s ,  and each u t t e r a n c e  o f  the  word s i g n a l s  h i s  

deepening c o n v ic t io n  t h a t  t h e r e  i s  an immense gap between h i s  own and 

h i s  f a t h e r ' s  id e a  o f  h i m s e l f .  The d i a l e c t i c  comes t o  an end when t h e  

Compson vo ice  d e f in e s  Q u e n t in ' s  p l i g h t  in  terms o f  the  word "was,"  v a ry 

ing  a l i n e  from W h i t t i e r  ( "For  o f  a l l  sad words o f  tongue o r  p e n , /  The 

s a d d e s t  a r e  t h e s e :  I t  might  have b e e n ! " ) .  The word "was" i s  even sadder

t o  the  Compson v o ic e :
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ancj i temporary i t  w i l l  be b e t t e r  f o r  me fo r  a l l  o f  us and 
he every  man i s  t h e  a r b i t e r  o f  h i s  own v i r t u e s  b u t  l e t  no man 
p r e s c r i b e  f o r  a n o t h e r  mans w e l lbe ing  and i temporary and he 
was the  s a d d e s t  word o f  a l l  t h e r e  i s  n o th in g  e l s e  in  th e  
world i t s  n o t  d e s p a i r  u n t i l  t ime i t s  n o t  even t ime u n t i l  i t  
was (221-222)

The d i a l e c t i c  ends j u s t  as t h e  l a s t  note o f  the  Harvard chimes fades  

i n t o  s i l e n c e .  When t h e  chimes f i n a l l y  s t o p  v i b r a t i n g ,  Quentin pu ts  on 

h i s  v e s t ,  b rushes  h i s  t e e t h ,  and walks ou t  o f  our h e a r i n g .

IX

A number o f  r e a d e r s  o f  The  ̂ Sound and the  Fury have seen in  the

many q u i x o t i c  g e s t u r e s  o f  Quentin q u a l i t i e s  o f  b eh av io r  g e n e r a l l y

a s s o c i a t e d  w i th  the  d a r k ,  g u i l t - r i d d e n  h e ro es  of  Romantic l i t e r a t u r e .

At l e a s t  one c r i t i c  has  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  Quentin  as a " rom an t ic , "  a l though

she  does so t o  s u p p o r t  an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  o f  Quentin as a f i g u r e  doomed
12

t o  love a more " c h i v a l r i c  and a r i s t o c r a t i c  Southern p a s t . "  My own 

i n t e r e s t  in  Quentin as a roman t ic  hero  i s  based  on d i f f e r e n t  s t r a i n s  

o f  the  complex and i l l u s i v e  phenomenon we c a l l  Romanticism. Mario 

P raz  o f f e r s  a s u c c i n c t  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  t h a t  a s p e c t  o f  Romanticism t h a t  I 

f e e l  i s  consp icuous ly  r e l e v a n t  to  both  F a u l k n e r ' s  concep t ion  o f  Quentin 

and h i s  growing i n t e r e s t  in  th e  verba l  a r t i s t ' s  r e l a t i o n  t o  h i s  medium. 

"The essence  o f  Romanticism," Praz  s a y s ,  "comes t o  c o n s i s t  in  t h a t  which 

canno t  be d e s c r ib e d .  . . . The Romantic e x a l t s  t h e  a r t i s t  who does n o t  

g iv e  a m a te r i a l  form t o  h is  d ream s- - the  p o e t  e c s t a t i c  in  f r o n t  o f  a

^ L o u i s e  Dauner,  "Quentin and the  Walking Shadow: The Dilemma 
o f  Nature and C u l t u r e , "  Arizona Q u a r t e r l y , XVIII (Summer, 1965) ,  p.  160. 
See a l s o  Robert  M. S l a b e y , " 'T h e  Romanticism'  of  The Sound and th e  F u ry , 
M is s i s s i p p i  Q u a r t e r l y , XVI (Summer, 1963) ,  pp. 152-157.
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f o r e v e r  b lank page ,  t h e  m us ic ian  who l i s t e n s  t o  th e  p rod ig ious  c o n c e r t s

o f  h i s  soul  w i th o u t  a t t e m p t in g  to  t r a n s l a t e  them i n t o  n o t e s .  I t  i s

rom an t ic  to  c o n s id e r  c o n c r e t e  e x p re s s io n  as a decadence ,  a contamin-  

13a t i o n .  I f  P r a z ' s  d e f i n i t i o n  holds f o r  th e  e s sence  o f  Romanticism, 

then  Quentin i s  indeed  a rom an t ic  h e ro ;  Quentin may n o t  be e c s t a t i c  

in  f r o n t  o f  t h e  blank page,  b u t  he i s  s u r e l y  e c s t a t i c  on t h e  t h r e s h o l d  

o f  speak ing  a language f r e e  from the  c o n s t r i c t i n g  form o f  words.

S a r t r e  once s a i d  t h a t  t o  speak  i s  to  a c t ,  and so e v e ry t h in g  t h a t  

we name th e re b y  lo se s  i t s  innoc ence ,  becomes p a r t  o f  our w o r ld ,  p a r t  o f  

p r o c e s s . ^  Quentin s e e s  h i s  own p l i g h t  in  very  much the  same way; he 

f e e l s  t h a t  th e  words o f  t h i n g s  are j u s t  as con tamina ted  by f l u x ,  by t h e  

t e r r i f y i n g  sound of  p r o c e s s ,  as the  t h in g s  the m se lves .  But i f  Quentin 

sees  t h e  " c o n c re te  e x p r e s s io n "  o f  h i s  t e l l i n g  as a "c o n ta m in a t io n , "  t o  

some e x t e n t  Faulkner  does a l s o .  I t  was F au lkne r ,  we r e c a l l ,  who f e l t  

t h a t  t h e  n a t u re  o f  Caddy was " too  b e a u t i f u l "  to  be "reduced" t o  t e l l i n g  

he r  s t o r y  and thus  be contamina ted  by the  " c o n c re t e  e x p re s s io n "  o f  t h a t  

t e l l i n g .

Q uen t in ,  t h e n ,  i s  F a u lk n e r ' s  most a r t i c u l a t e  spokesman f o r  both  

h i s  own d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  with  c l a s s i c  forms o f  l i t e r a t u r e  and f o r  h i s  

f a s c i n a t i o n  w i t h ,  in  P r a z ' s  p h r a s e ,  " t h a t  which canno t  be d e s c r i b e d " — 

the  i n e f f a b l e .  Quentin can a l s o  be seen  as a d ram at ized  v e r s io n  o f  t h e  

p l i g h t  o f  F a u lk n e r ' s  former m a s t e r ,  Sherwood Anderson,  who as an a r t i s t

l 3Mario P ra z ,  The Romantic Agony (New York: Noonday P r e s s ,
1956) ,  p.  14.

^ J e a n - P a u l  S a r t r e ,  What Is L i t e r a t u r e ? , t r a n s l a t e d  by Bernard  
Frechtman (New York: P h i lo s o p h ic a l  L i b r a r y ,  1949) ,  pp.  38-65.
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always f e l t  t h a t  he could n e v e r - - d e s p i t e  t o r t u o u s  e f f o r t s — give  m a te r i a l  

form to  h i s  dreams by means o f  words. The Sound and th e  Fury in  g e n e r a l ,  

and the  Quentin  s e c t i o n  in  p a r t i c u l a r ,  s u g g e s t  t h a t  as a p r o l i f i c  u s e r  

o f  words F au lk n e r  h im s e l f  does n o t  a s p i r e  to  s i l e n c e ;  i n s t e a d  he c r e a t e s  

c o n s i s t e n t l y  and w i th  i n c r e a s i n g  complexity  f i c t i v e  s p eak e r s  who them

s e lv e s  a s p i r e  to  s i l e n c e .  How th e  nex t  c l u s t e r  o f  f i c t i v e  s p e a k e r s — 

e s p e c i a l l y  Dari and Addie in  As I Lay Dying and Quentin and Rosa in  

Absalom, Absalom!— r e p r e s e n t  new exper iments  by Faulkner  with  the  

phenomenon o f  language and the  r o l e  o f  t h e  ve rba l  a r t i s t  w i l l  be the  

s u b j e c t  o f  t h e  n e x t  two c h a p t e r s .

(
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CHAPTER FOUR

THE SILENT COMMUNION BETWEEN DARL AND ADDIE IN AS I LAY DYING

The j a r  was round upon the  ground 
And t a l l  and o f  a p o r t  in  a i r .

I t  took dominion everywhere.

- -W al lace  S t e v e n s ,  "Anecdote o f  t h e  J a r "

The speake r  l i s t e n s  w hi le  th e  h e a r e r  s peaks .

- - W a l t e r  J .  Ong, S . J . ,  The B arbar ian  
W i t h i n , Chapter  Four.
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I have su g g es ted  t h a t  Q u e n t in ' s  p r i v a t e  s ea rch  f o r  a way o f  

u t t e r i n g  th e  i n e f f a b l e  w i t h o u t  r e s o r t i n g  to  t h e  c o n s t r i c t i n g  n a t u re  o f  

words r e p r e s e n t s  F a u l k n e r ' s  own v e r s io n  o f  th e  Romantic paradox in  which 

t h e  i n t e n s i t y  o f  t h e  a r t i s t ' s  v i s i o n  was f e l t  t o  d im in ish  with  th e  a c t  

o f  a r t i c u l a t i o n ,  l i k e  so many fad in g  l i v e  c o a l s ,  t o  use S h e l l e y ' s  a n a l o g y J  

The g e n e r a t i v e  t e n s i o n  w i t h i n  Quen tin 's ,  v o i c e ,  moreover ,  I a t t r i b u t e  t o  

t h e  unspoken in te rd ep en d en c e  o f  h i s  and Caddy's  r o l e  as t e l l e r .  Q u e n t in ' s  

p l i g h t —e s p e c i a l l y  h is  r e v u l s i o n  from process  and th e  e r o s io n  o f  th e  

word w i t h i n  process - -comes  a l i v e  f o r  us as r e a d e r s  because  o f  t h e  s t a r k  

c o n t r a s t  between Q u e n t in ' s  r e l u c t a n t  r e l i a n c e  on th e  word f o r  h i s  a c tu a l  

t e l l i n g  and h is  d e t e r m in a t io n  t o  pass over t o  a n o th e r  mode of  t e l l i n g ,  

one in  which a s i l e n t ,  w ord les s  language could  s u r v i v e ,  and f o r  which 

Caddy's  h y p o th e t i c a l  t e l l i n g  i s  a s i l e n t  promise .  The t e n s i o n ,  moreover,  

between Q u e n t in ' s  a c tua l  words and th e  p o t e n t i a l l y  p u r e r  form o f  t e l l i n g  

r e p r e s e n t e d  by Caddy's  s i l e n c e  i s  in  a sense  a n o t h e r  v e r s io n  o f  the  

d i a l e c t i c a l  encoun te r  between two c h a r a c t e r s  who a t t e m p t  t o  pass over  

t o  a mode o f  speak ing  which i s  p u re r  than  words .

We can s a y ,  t h e n ,  t h a t  w ith  th e  w r i t i n g  o f  The Sound and the  

Fury (1929) ,  Fau lkner  saw r i c h  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  f o r  h i s  a r t  i n  the  r e n d e r in g

^Percy S h e l l e y ,  "A Defence o f  P o e t r y , "  in  The S e l e c t e d  P o e t ry  and 
Prose o f  Percy Bysshe S h e l l e y  (New York: Random House,  I n c . ,  1951),  
p .  517. " .  '. . f o r  th e  mind in  c r e a t i o n  i s  as a f ad in g  c o a l ,  . . . "

!
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o f  p a i r s  o f  f i c t i v e  voices  who speak n o t  in  t h e  vacuum o f  a monologue,  

b u t  w i th i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  of  a speak ing  and l i s t e n i n g  c o u n t e r p a r t  to  t h a t  

v o ic e .  F au lkne r  h im s e l f  always regarded  Q uen t in ' s  v o ic e  a c t i v e l y  con

f r o n t i n g  a l i s t e n i n g  p resence .  "Quentin was s t i l l  t r y i n g  t o  g e t  God

t o  t e l l  him why,  in  Absalom, Absalom 1 as he was in  The Sound and th e  
2

Fury ."  Although we may not  f e e l  t h a t  i t  i s  r e a l l y  God whom Quentin i s  

a d d r e s s in g ,  God does e x i s t  o u t s i d e  t h e  claims of  p r o c e s s ,  and F a u lk n e r ' s  

c asua l  remark a t  l e a s t  s u g g e s t s  the r a d i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  realms o f  be ing  

Quentin i s  a t t e m p t i n g  to  b r i d g e  by means o f  t h e  word.  My own i n c l i n a t i o n  

i s  t o  see Quen tin  t r y i n g  to  g e t  Caddy to  t e l l  him why h i s  language must  

be roo ted  in  p rocess  and her  language i s  no t .

The a c t  of  human u t t e r a n c e ,  moreover ,  becomes a f t e r  The Sound 

and th e  Fury t h e  s u b j e c t  o f  i n c r e a s i n g l y  s u b t l e  a n a l y s i s  in  t h e  f i c t i o n ,  

sometimes reminding us of  P r o u s t ' s  manner by the  s in g le -m in d e d  i n t e n s i t y  

w i th  which F au lkne r  pursues each  new p e r c e p t io n  o f  t h e  way t h e  human mind 

a r t i c u l a t e s  words o r  hears words from a n o th e r  s p e a k e r .  The problem o f  

th e  power and the  weakness o f  the word r a i s e d  by Anderson on t h a t  bench 

in  New O rleans  y e a r s  before  becomes i n  the  two n o v e l s ,  As I Lay Dying 

(1930) and Absalom, Absalom! (1936),  th e  u rg e n t  concern  o f  each major  

c h a r a c t e r .  We can a l s o  s a y ,  t o  t a k e  a l o n g e r  view f o r  the  moment, t h a t  

F a u lk n e r ' s  mos t  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  o rg a n iz in g  p r i n c i p l e  f o r  both  the se  novels  

and The Sound and th e  Fury i s  a d i a l e c t i c  exchange between speakers  who 

a r e  p a i r e d  i n  complex and c o n s t a n t l y  s h i f t i n g  r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  in  which the

^ F re d e r i c k  L. Gwynn and Joseph  L. B l o t n e r ,  Faulkner i n  the 
U n iv e r s i t y  ( C h a r l o t t e s v i l l e :  U n iv e r s i t y  o f  V i r g i n i a  P r e s s ,  1959)7
p.  275.
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te n s i o n  i s  g e n e ra te d  not  so much between th e  t e l l e r  and h i s  t a l e ,  as 

in "The L i l a c s "  and p a r t s  o f  S o l d i e r ' s  Pay and M osqui toes , b u t  between 

two speake rs  who s h a r e  the  burden o f  t e l l i n g  a t a l e  whose n a t u r e  p e r 

haps n e i t h e r  t e l l e r  u n d e r s t a n d s ,  o r  between two speakers  whose t a l e  

r e p r e s e n t s  a p o s s i b i l i t y  f o r  t e l l i n g  r a t h e r  than  an a c tu a l  t a l e .  At 

t h i s  p o i n t  we can no te  t h a t  th e  kind o f  human u t t e r a n c e  t h a t  f a s c i n a t e s  

Fau lkner t h e  most i s  one r e p l e t e  w i th  pa radox—a speaker  a s p i r i n g  t o  

s i l e n c e ,  f o r  example ,  i s  in  e f f e c t  a t t e m p t in g  t o  cancel  o u t  h i s  own u t t e r 

ance.  That  such an a t t e m p t  r e p r e s e n t s  a form o f  l i n g u i s t i c  s u i c i d e  sug

g es t s  why, p e rh a p s ,  Faulkner  i s  so fond o f  speakers  who imagine  themselves  

on th e  edge o f  some kind o f  s e l f - d e s t r u c t i v e  a c t ,  l i k e  Dari Bundren and 

Quentin Compson, o r  who have a l r e a d y  been r e l e a s e d  from th e  bonds o f  

p r o c e s s ,  l i k e  Addie Bundren and Thomas Su tpen .

As I Lay Dying, F a u lk n e r ' s  n ex t  ex tended  d r a m a t i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  i n 

adequacy o f  the  word,  i s  a book w i th  so many " c e n te r s "  t h a t  some have 

seen only  co n fu s io n .  James Guet t i  c a l l s  i t s  main f law " s t r u c t u r a l  d i s 

o r d e r . " ^  W al te r  S l a t o f f  i s  th e  most a r t i c u l a t e  of  th o s e  who d e s p a i r  of
5

ever knowing "what t h e  book i s  c h i e f l y  a b o u t . "  Richard P. Adams says
g

t h a t  "no s i n g l e  p a t t e r n  o r  p o i n t  o f  view dominates o r  governs t h e  w hole ."

3Wi11iam F au lk n e r ,  As I Lay Dying (New York: Jona than  Cape and
H arr i son  Smith,  1930,  r e p r i n t e d  by Random House, I n c . ,  Vin tage  Books,
1957).

^James G u e t t i , The Li mi t s  o f  M etaphor : A Study o f  M e l v i l l e , 
Conrad, and F au lkne r  ( I t h a c a :  Corne ll  U n iv e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1967) ,  p.  148.

5Wa1ter S l a t o f f ,  Quest  f o r  F a i l u r e : A Study o f  Will iam Faulkner  
( I t h a c a :  Cornel l  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1960) ,  p.  159.

^Richard  P. Adams, Wil l iam F a u lk n e r : Myth and Motion ( P r in c e t o n :
P r in ce to n  U n iv e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1967) ,  p.  82.
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Most r e a d e r s  ag ree  t h a t  t h e  sea rch  f o r  t h e  p r e c i s e  c e n t e r  o f  i n t e r e s t  in  

As I Lay Dying i s  f r u s t r a t i n g  because t h e  c e n t e r  i s  so i l l u s i v e .  My own 

way o f  look ing  a t  th e  bo o k ' s  o v e r a l l  form i s  t o  r ega rd  i t s  main s t r u c t u r 

al  p r i n c i p l e  no t  as  " d i s o r d e r "  on the  one hand o r  any th ing  so c l e a r  c u t
7

as " l i n e a r "  on t h e  o t h e r  (Olga V ic k e ry ' s  t e r m ) ,  b u t  as r o t a t i n g  s e t s  o f  

communions between p a i r s  o f  s p e a k e r - h e a r e r s , each o f  which forms a r a d i a l  

o f f s h o o t  from t h e  c e n t r a l  ax i s  which i s  t h e  s p e c i a l  communion between 

Addie and Dar i .  The r e l a t i o n s h i p  o f  i n t i m a t e  unders tand ing  between th e s e  

two c h a r a c t e r s  amounts t o  a p r i v a t e ,  w ord les s  language .  The book conveys 

s im u l ta n e o u s ly  a s ense  o f  motion and s t a s i s .  Dari c a l l s  Addie th e  "r im" 

o f  a w hee l ,  bu t  she  i s  a l s o  the  a x i s ,  t h e  unmoving c e n t e r ,  and h i s  a b i l 

i t y  to  communicate with  h e r  s i l e n t l y  p l a c e s  him in  t h a t  c e n t e r .  Thus th e  

jo u rney  t o  Jackson  seems to  be moving forw ard  and going nowhere a t  th e  

same t ime.

More than  any th ing  e l s e ,  As I Lay Dying i s  a novel abou t  language ,  

and a passage  spoken by one c h a r a c t e r ,  Vernon T u l l ,  ep i tom izes  th e  o f f i c e  

o f  language in  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  as a whole.  As i n  The Sound and th e  F u ry , 

a formal u t t e r a n c e  by a p r e a c h e r  t o  h i s  cong reg a t io n  s e t s  up an id e a l  

s t a n d a r d  o f  language w i th  which we can ju dge  th e  verba l  per formance o f  

each s p e a k e r .  The f u n e ra l  o r a t i o n  by t h e  Reverend W h i t f i e l d ,  l i k e  the  

Reverend Shegog' s  E a s t e r  Sunday sermon,  beg ins  j u s t  as a hymn i s  ended,  

and h is  words seem to  draw s t r e n g t h  from the  l y r i c  g race  o f  t h i s  dying 

song.  His congrega t ion  i n i t i a l l y  hears  h i s  a c t u a l  words ,  b u t  g r a d u a l ly

^01ga V ickery ,  The Novels o f  Will iam Fau lkner (Baton Rouge: 
Lou is iana  S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1959 and 1964) ,  p.  55. Miss Vickery 
a l s o  sees  the  novel  in  terms of  a " c e n t r i f u g a l  as well  as l i n e a r "  p r o 
g r e s s i o n .
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each o f  h i s  l i s t e n e r s  seems t o  hear  a s i l e n t  language  beyond th o s e  words.  

In the  course  o f  T u l l ' s  accoun t  of  t h i s  c o l l e c t i v e  p a s s in g  over  i n t o  

t h e  language o f  s i l e n c e ,  he a r t i c u l a t e s  a metaphor  t h a t  c i rc um sc r ibes  

t h e  problem of  language in  th e  book. The id e a l  s p e a k e r ,  we l e a r n  from 

T u l l ,  i s  a paradox.  He must fu se  t o g e t h e r  two d i v e r g e n t  f o r c e s - - t h e  l i f e  

o f  th e  word and t h e  l i v i n g  deed:

The song ends ;  t h e  vo ices  quaver  away w i th  a r i c h  and 
dying f a l l .  W h i t f i e l d  b e g in s .  His voice i s  b i g g e r  than him.
I t ' s  l i k e  t h e y  are n o t  th e  same. I t ' s  l i k e  he i s  one ,  and h i s  
vo ice  i s  one ,  swimming on two h o r s e s  s id e  by s i d e  ac ros s  the  
f o rd  and coming i n t o  the  house,  t h e  mud-splashed  one and the  
one t h a t  n e v e r  even got  w e t ,  t r ium phant  and sad .  Somebody in  
the  house beg ins  to  c ry .  I t  sounds l i k e  h e r  eyes and h e r  
vo ice  were tu r n e d  back i n s i d e  h e r ,  l i s t e n i n g ;  we move, s h i f t 
ing t o  the o t h e r  l e g ,  meeting one a n o t h e r ' s  eye and making 
l i k e  they h a d n ' t  touched .  (86)

Reverend W h i t f i e l d ' s  v o ic e  i s  " b ig g e r  than him" ( ag a in  we a r e  reminded o f

th e  Reverend Shegog' s  v o i c e ,  which consumed h i s  i d e n t i t y ) ,  and the  power

o f  h i s  language pe rm i t s  him t o  r i d e  t h e  two h o r s e s  as i f  on one s a d d l e ,

f u s in g  word and deed.

A ddie ' s  p l i g h t  i s  t h a t  she a t tem p ts  t o  r i d e  t h i s  same meta

p h o r i c a l  ho rse .  When a l i v e ,  she  saw th e  word "go s t r a i g h t  up in  a t h i n  

l i n e , "  w h i le  the  deed ,  th e  l i v i n g  e x p e r i e n c e ,  went  "a long  th e  e a r t h ,  

c l i n g i n g  t o  i t . "  (165) Addie f e e l s  t h a t  th e  ho rse  canno t  be mounted: 

" . . .  t h e  two l i n e s  a r e  too  f a r  a p a r t  f o r  t h e  same person  t o  s t r a d d l e  

from one t o  the  o t h e r . "  (165) But W h i t f i e l d  does s t r a d d l e  them, a t  

l e a s t  f o r  a moment, and h is  words a c t  to  c a r r y  o t h e r  minds i n t o  the  

rea lm o f  wordless  communion.

There i s  a n o t h e r  complex ana logy t h a t  F au lkne r  develops  to  

d i r e c t  o u r  a t t e n t i o n  t o  the  i s s u e  o f  language i n  As I Lay Dying.
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Riding a h o r s e  has t r a d i t i o n a l l y  been an image o f  sexua l  un ion .  The 

a c t  o f  f a i t h  i n  language t h a t  we see  the  Reverend W h i t f i e l d  make w i th  

h i s  l i s t e n i n g  c o n g re g a t io n ,  a s ac ram en t ,  r e a l l y ,  has a l s o  i t s  sexual  

c o u n t e r p a r t .  The Reverend W h i t f i e l d  i s  in deed  a s e x u a l l y  powerful  

f i g u r e ,  and h i s  union w i th  Addie was a shedding  n o t  j u s t  o f  c l o t h e s ,  

b u t  o f  empty meaningless words.  T h e i r  union was an a f f i r m a t i o n  o f  the  

naked fo r c e  o f  language.  The c o r o l l a r y  to  t h i s  d e l i b e r a t e  f u s io n  o f  

sexual  prowess and verba l  g race  i s  t h a t  th e  s o l i t a r y  s p e a k e r ,  l i k e  D ar i ,  

f o r  example,  whose vo ice  seeks  in  vain  ve rba l  communion, i s  i n  some way 

s e x u a l l y  c r i p p l e d .  His language  moves n o t  toward sacrament b u t  s a c r i l e g e .

Each o f  t h e  major c h a r a c t e r s  o f  As I Lay Dying i s  concerned  in 

h i s  own way w i th  th e  n o t io n  o f  language ,  and each e x p re s s e s  some degree  

o f  d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n  with  t h e  inadequacy o f  t h e  word when con f ron ted  with  

t h e  immediacy of  e x p e r i e n c e .  G e t t in g  back t o  the  two most  a r t i c u l a t e  

speakers  in  t h e  book,  Addie and D a r i ,  we f i n d  t h a t  both  imagine them

s e lv e s  on s e p a r a t e  b u t  p a r a l l e l  q u es t s  f o r  new and more a u t h e n t i c  ways 

o f  a r t i c u l a t i n g  meaning,  and t h a t  both have on occas ion  spoken a l a n 

guage "w i th o u t  the words , "  in  Dewey D e l l ' s  p h r a s e .  (26) Dari and Addie,  

t h e n ,  a l though  n e i t h e r  speaks  t o  th e  o t h e r  i n  d i r e c t  d i a l o g u e ,  s e t  up 

f o r  us the  most  s i g n i f i c a n t  communion o f  v o ic e  because t h e i r  mode o f  

speak ing  i s  t h e  p u r e s t .  T h e i r  d i a l e c t i c  o f  s i l e n c e  r e l i e s  f o r  i t s  

s t r e n g t h  on o u r  a b i l i t y  t o  h e a r  them speak ing  beyond th e  scope  o f  the  

p r i n t e d  page we a re  a c t u a l l y  r e a d i n g .  All t h e  o t h e r  communions, both  

verba l  and s i l e n t ,  a r e  modelled  on t h i s  s i l e n t  language between Addie 

and D a r i ,  b u t  each in v o lv es  some concess ion  t o  th e  word f o r  i t s  l i f e ,  

and so each i s  to  some deg ree  "reduced" ( t o  use F a u lk n e r ' s  ph rase  again)



www.manaraa.com

137

t o  th e  t e l l i n g  p r o c e s s ,  and t h e r e f o r e  l e s s  pure th a n  the  s i l e n t  

language o f  Addie and D ar i .

P a r t  o f  t h e  un iqueness  o f  t h e  p r i v a t e  communion between Addie 

and Dari s tems from th e  r a d i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  n a t u r e  o f  t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  

p o s tu r e s  o f  t e l l i n g .  The two a r e  u n i t e d  in  t h e i r  s k e p t i c i s m  toward 

th e  word;  b u t  D a r i ,  l i k e  Q uen t in ,  bea r s  the  burden of  the  a c tu a l  t e l l 

in g ,  and so claims the g r e a t e r  sha re  o f  s u f f e r i n g .  Addie ' s  t e l l i n g ,  on 

the  o t h e r  hand,  i s  a c tu a l - -w e  h e a r  h e r  spontaneous  arrangement o f  words 

- - b u t  h e r  vo ice  emanates from th e  rea lm o f  h y p o t h e s i s :  Fau lkner i s  say 

ing  i f  Addie could speak a f t e r  h e r  dea th  she would say what she say s  in  

the  monologue e n t i t l e d  "Addie."  D a r i ' s  voice i s  i n  p r o c e s s ;  A dd ie ' s  i s

f r e e  from p r o c e s s ,  and h e r  words come t o  us from t h e  s i l e n c e  o f  t h e

g r a v e . 8

The pa radox ica l  n a t u re  o f  A dd ie ' s  t e l l i n g  reminds us of  Caddy's  

s p e c i a l  r o l e  as t e l l e r ,  po ised  on verge  o f  t e l l i n g  what she sees  th rough 

the  window, b u t  never  doing  s o .  The f a c t  t h a t  Addie does speak  a c t u a l  

words and Caddy does n o t  i s  due perhaps to  F a u lk n e r ' s  r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  a 

s e r i o u s  f law in  The Sound and t h e  Fury—Caddy, t h e  " b e a u t i f u l  one ,"  

never  r e a l l y  comes a l i v e  f o r  us in  t h e  b e a u t i f u l  s ense  Faulkner  meant .

The t h r e e  s u r r o g a t e  t e l l e r s  o f  h e r  t a l e  f a i l  t o  convey to  us the f e e l i n g  

t h a t  she r e a l l y  i s  too  b e a u t i f u l  t o  be "reduced"  t o  t e l l i n g  h e r  own s t o r y .

Because Caddy e x i s t s  in  our minds f o r e v e r  p o is ed  in  t h a t  p e a r  t r e e ,  f o r e v e r

8V ickery ,  p. 53.  I would,  o f  c o u r s e ,  d i s a g r e e  w i th  Miss V ic k e ry ' s  
a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  t h e  "Addie" monologue r e p r e s e n t s  "Addie Bundren 's  dying  
t h o u g h t s . "  The t im e l e s s n e s s  o f  her  s y n t a x ,  the  absence o f  any r e f e r e n c e  
to  t h e  a c t u a l  scene  o f  h e r  d ea thbed ,  and the  coherence  o f  h e r  t h o u g h t s ,  
a l l  work a g a i n s t  a r e a l i s t i c  r e n d e r in g  o f  a dy ing woman's p r i v a t e  
r e f l e c t i o n s .
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about t o  a r t i c u l a t e  what  she a lone  c a n - s e e ,  she l i v e s  as a h y p o t h e s i s ,  

an embodiment o f  th e  Romantic i n s p i r a t i o n  b e fo re  i t  i s  con tamina ted  

by form. Caddy may be f r e e  from th e  r e s t r i c t i o n s  o f  the  word,  b u t  she 

i s  a l s o  i n a c c e s s i b l e  t o  us in  a way t h a t  Q uent in ,  however con tam ina ted ,  

i s  n o t .  In The Sound and the  Fury Caddy's  vo ice  i s  a c t u a l l y  s i l e n t ;  

i n  As I Lay Dying, A dd ie ' s  vo ice  a s p i r e s  t o  s i l e n c e  w h i le  us ing  words 

t o  do so .

I I

A dd ie ' s  and Q u e n t i n ' s  t r o u b l e s  with  t h e  word 

When Addie s p e a k s ,  h e r  vo ice  sounds f a m i l i a r .  Her monologue i s  

an a s s i m i l a t i o n  o f  Q u e n t i n ' s  r e v u l s i o n  from the  word and Caddy's  f r e e 

dom from p r o c e s s .  Addie speaks from a s t a n c e  o u t s i d e  p ro cess  t o  which 

Quentin i s  c o n s t a n t l y  s t r i v i n g ,  and h e r  vo ice  echoes some o f  Q u e n t in ' s
Q

o b sess io n s  and conce rns .  We s en s e  t h a t  A d d ie ' s  r e v o l t  a g a i n s t  the  

word stems j u s t  as  much from h e r  ha ted  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in  p ro cess  as i t  

does from h e r  anguish  w i th  th e  i n e v i t a b l e  decay o f  language w i t h i n  

p r o c e s s —and t h i s  i s  s u r e l y  Q u e n t i n ' s  s p e c i a l  a n g s t .  Like Q uen t in ,  

moreover ,  Addie i n i t i a l l y  r e s i s t s  her  body ' s  growing demands f o r  sexual  

u n io n ,  and l i n k s  h e r  l o n e ly  b a t t l e  with  th e  p rocess  o f  t h e  s e a s o n s .

The coming o f  s p r i n g ,  w i th  a l l  i t s  rampant f e r t i l i t y ,  Addie d e s ig n a t e s  

as t h e  "wors t"  t ime f o r  he r :

^Michael Mi 11 g a t e ,  The Achievement o f  Wil l iam Fau lkner  (New York 
Random House,  I n c . ,  1966) ,  p. 106^ Mi 11 g a t e  s ees  Addie and Quentin 
r e l a t e d  t h e m a t i c a l l y  by the  concep t  o f  t w i l i g h t .  "Addie Bundren i s  
h e r s e l f  a t  th e  t w i l i g h t  p o i n t ,  t h e  po ised  moment, between l i f e  and 
d e a t h ; .  . ."
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In th e  e a r l y  s p r in g  i t  was w o r s t .  Sometimes I th ough t  
t h a t  I cou ld  n o t  b e a r  i t ,  l y in g  i n  bed a t  n i g h t ,  w i th  th e  
w i ld  geese going  n o r th  and t h e i r  honking coming f a i n t  and 
high  and w i ld  o u t  o f  the  d a rk n e s s ,  and dur ing  th e  day i t  
would seem as though I c o u l d n ' t  w a i t  f o r  th e  l a s t  one t o  go 
so  I could go down t o  t h e  s p r i n g .  (162)

Addie d e l i b e r a t e l y  seeks  e scape  from th e  u b iq u i to u s  p resence  o f  

s easona l  change in  t h e  s i g h t  o f  a q u i e t  body o f  w a t e r ,  and in  ways t h a t  

remind us o f  Q uen t in ,  she s t a r e s  a t  t h e  s h i f t i n g  s u r f a c e  o f  a s p r in g  

"with t h e  w a te r  bubb l ing  up and away" as i f  s o l a c e ,  freedom from p r o c e s s ,  

and th e  redemption o f  s i l e n c e  were beckoning to  h e r .  Addie a l s o  f e e l s  

t h a t  t h e  i n t e g r i t y  o f  h e r  i d e n t i t y  i s  cha l lenged  by th e  va lues  o f  h e r  

dead f a t h e r ,  whose vo ice  i s  an a c t i v e  p a r t  o f  h e r  c o n s c io u s n e s s .  " I  

could j u s t  remember how my f a t h e r  used  to  say t h a t  t h e  reason  f o r  l i v i n g  

was to  g e t  ready  to  s t a y  dead a long t im e . "  ( 1 6 1 )  Her f a t h e r ' s  words 

a re  a t h r e a t  because  " l i v i n g "  f o r  Addie i s  f a c i n g  each day the  knowledge 

t h a t  the  human p e r s o n a l i t y  i s  h o p e l e s s l y  i s o l a t e d ,  im pr isoned  w i th i n  t h e  

c i r c l e  o f  h i s  own " s e c r e t  and s e l f i s h  t h o u g h t , "  whose very  blood i s  

" s t r a n g e  to  each o t h e r  b lo o d ,  and s t r a n g e  t o  mine ."  ( 1 6 1 - 1 6 2 )  With such 

the  c o n d i t io n  o f  human a f f a i r s ,  i t  i s  no wonder Addie t h in k s  o f  h e r  f a t h e r  

as an enemy: " I  would h a t e  my f a t h e r  f o r  having e v e r  p la n t e d  me." ( 1 6 2 )

A ddie ' s  d i s g u s t  a t  be ing  "p lan ted"  i n  the  f low o f  p rocess  i s  an i m p l i c i t  

a c c u s a t io n  t h a t  Quentin makes o f  h i s  f a t h e r  when he t h in k s  o f  Mr. Compson 

as " p h i l o p r o g e n i t i v e , "  the  g e n e r a t i v e  fo rc e  r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  p la c in g  

Quentin "in  t i m e . "

Addie,  moreover,  has some o f  Q u e n t in ' s  morbid w i t .  She t e l l s  

Anse t h a t  she  has "people"  in  J e f f e r s o n ,  b u t  warns t h a t  t h e s e  people  w i l l  

be "hard  to  t a l k  t o . "  (163) In t h i s  s h o r t  t a l e  o f  h e r  peop le  in  J e f f e r 

son ,  Addie d i s p l a y s  t h e  mark o f  a s k i l l e d  s t o r y  t e l l e r ;  she  knows how
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t o  pause be fo re  d e l i v e r i n g  th e  punch l i n e  t o  Anse: "He was w atch ing  nty

f a c e .  'T h e y ' r e  in  t h e  c e m e t e r y . ' "  (163) But t h i s  kind o f  humor i s

l o s t  on Anse, and she  s h a re s  t o  a degree  Q u e n t i n ' s  awareness t h a t  verbal  

s k i l l  tends  to  i s o l a t e  th e  s p e a k e r ,  making o f  h im s e l f  h i s  own b e s t  

l i s t e n e r .

Addie and Quentin a re  most a l i k e  i n  t h e i r  q u e s t s  f o r  a n o th e r  

language ,  one p u r e r  th a n  words.  Addie i s  j u s t  as aware as Quentin o f  

t h e  pa rad o x ica l  n a t u r e  o f  h e r  a s s a u l t  on t h e  t r e a c h e r y  o f  words.  She 

knows t h a t  the word i s  h e r  weapon f o r  such an a s s a u l t ,  and as a speaker  

she w i l l  have t o  b r id g e  th e  gap between th e  word f o r  the  ex p e r i e n c e  and 

th e  e x p e r i en ce  i t s e l f .  Addie d e f i e s  h e r  p l i g h t  in  terms o f  t r y i n g  to  

" s t r a d d l e "  t h i s  gap:  "And so when Cora Tul l  would t e l l  me I was no t  a

t r u e  mother ,  I would t h i n k  how words go s t r a i g h t  up in  a t h i n  l i n e ,

qu ick  and h a rm le s s ,  and how t e r r i b l y  doing goes a long th e  e a r t h ,  c l i n g 

ing  t o  i t ,  so t h a t  a f t e r  a w h i l e  the  two l i n e s  a re  too  f a r  a p a r t  f o r  

th e  same person t o  s t r a d d l e  from one t o  th e  o t h e r . "  (165) Exper ience  

c l i n g s  to  the  e a r t h ;  words go s t r a i g h t  up i n t o  the  a i r .

This  shock o f  r e c o g n i t i o n  a t  t h e  i n a b i l i t y  o f  ve rba l  language 

t o  deal  w ith  the  raw s t u f f  o f  l i f e  comes t o  Addie the  same way i t  came 

t o  Q uent in—through th e  unexpec ted r e a l i t y  o f  a pregnancy.  Q u e n t in ' s  

c r i s i s  o f  words comes when he senses  Caddy i s  p r e g n a n t ;  y e t  as  long as 

Caddy r e fu s e s  t o  u t t e r  the  word t h a t  d e s c r i b e s  h e r  c o n d i t i o n  and c r i e s  

doom t o  Q u en t in ' s  s ense  o f  honor ,  he r e f u s e s  to  b e l i e v e .  Q u e n t in ' s  

l i n g u i s t i c  ext remism claims  t h a t  the word t r a n s f o r m s ,  even c r e a t e s  

e x p e r i e n c e ,  and t h e  r e a l i t y  o f  h i s  s i s t e r ' s  p l i g h t  i s  s p a red  some o f  

i t s  h o r r o r  f o r  Quentin  because  f o r  a t ime i t  remains unnamed, w ord les s .
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When Addie e x p e r i e n c e s  her  f i r s t  pregnancy and then  hears  the  word f o r  

i t ,  she i s  j o l t e d  i n t o  a s k e p t i c i s m  about  words t h a t  i s  f a r  more p e r 

v as iv e  than  Q u e n t i n ' s :

And when I knew t h a t  I had Cash,  I knew t h a t  l i v i n g  was 
t e r r i b l e  and t h a t  t h i s  was th e  answer t o  i t .  That  was when 
I l e a r n e d  t h a t  words a r e  no good; t h a t  words dont  e v e r  f i t  
even what  they  a r e  t r y i n g  to  say  a t .  When he was born I 
knew t h a t  motherhood was i n v e n te d  by someone who had to  
have a word f o r  i t  because  t h e  ones t h a t  had th e  c h i l d r e n  
d i d n ' t  c a re  whether  t h e r e  was a word f o r  i t  o r  n o t .  (163)

The passage  dem onst ra tes  s i m i l a r i t i e s  between A dd ie ' s  and 

Q u e n t in ' s  la nguage .  Both blame t h e i r  r e v u l s i o n  w i th  language  on 

e x p e r i en ces  in  th e  p a s t ,  and so bo th  r e l y  on "when" c l a u s e s  w ith  p a s t  

t e n ses  t o  i l l u m i n a t e  th e  source  o f  t h e i r  angu ish .  There a r e  s t ro n g  

n e g a t iv e  p h rases  in  t h e  speech o f  b o th .  But Addie r e j e c t s  th e  promise 

o f  th e  word more d e c i s i v e l y  than  does Q uentin ,  and her  s y n tax  i s  con

s e q u e n t l y  more co h e re n t  and d i s c i p l i n e d .  Not f o r  he r  a r e  th e  long 

ram b l ing ,  open-ended s e n ten c es  o f  Q uentin .  Her i n d i c tm e n t  o f  language 

i s  t o  t h e  p o i n t :  "That was when I l e a rn e d  t h a t  words a r e  no good;

. . . "  Rather  than  sp in  o u t  e n d l e s s  ana ly se s  o f  t h e  l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  

l anguage ,  Addie a p p a r e n t ly  sough t  and found a n o th e r  mode o f  e x p r e s s i o n ,  

one based e n t i r e l y  on wordless  a c t i o n .  Quentin t e s t s  o u t  new words,  

new sounds ,  b u t  Addie ci rcumvents  t h e  p i t f a l l s  o f  language by the  

s i l e n c e  o f  an a d u l t e ro u s  union w i th  th e  lo c a l  m i n i s t e r ,  an a c t  which 

she would ag ree  i s  p e r f e c t l y  unspeakab le .

From t h i s  s i l e n t  union Addie l e a r n s  over  again t h e  energy o f  

the  word,  and i t  i s  p r e c i s e l y  t h e  l a c k  o f  t h i s  s o r t  o f  communion t h a t  

condemns Quentin  to  h i s  l o n e ly  b a t t l e  w i th  the  word d ivo rced  from 

e x p e r i e n c e .  Addie knows t h a t  h e r  union w i th  W h i t f i e l d  i s  a paradox;
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i t  i s  by n a t u r e  s e c r e t i v e ,  y e t  she can s a y ,  "I h id  n o th in g .  I t r i e d  

t o  dece ive  no one ."  (167) She in t e n d s  t o  fo r c e  a s i l e n t  a c t  to  r e 

v i t a l i z e  t h e  l i f e  o f  the  word,  and h e r  a c t s  o f  p a s s io n  w i th  W h i t f i e l d  

a re  a t tem p ts  t o  f o r c e  back i n t o  t h e  empty v e s s e l s  o f  words a new surge 

o f  l i f e  b lood :  "I would t h i n k  o f  t h e  s i n  as garments which we would

remove in  o r d e r  to  shape and coe rce  the  t e r r i b l e  blood t o  t h e  f o r l o r n  

echo o f  the dead word high in  the  a i r . "  (167) A dd ie ' s  s i l e n t  a c t s  

w i th  h e r  l o v e r  a re  so many a t t em p ts  to  b r in g  the  word back down from 

th e  high  a i r ,  back t o  where "doing goes along  th e  e a r t h ,  c l i n g i n g  to  

i t . "  (165) Like Q uen t in ,  A dd ie ' s  a c t  o f  r e j e c t i o n  o f  one k ind o f  

language  i s  a l s o  a q u e s t  f o r  a n o t h e r ,  and t h i s  i l l u s i o n  o f  read ing  

words t h a t  seem to  make us look beyond words i s  one o f  F a u lk n e r ' s  

major r h e t o r i c a l  achievements in  both  t h i s  novel and in  Absalom, 

Absalom!

Both Quentin and Addie come to  focus  a l l  t h e i r  c h a o t i c  d i s 

pu te s  with  t h e  word in  genera l  on th e  s l i p p e r y  b eh av io r  o f  one 

s p e c i f i c  word ,  " u n v i r g i n , "  which ep i to m iz e s  th e  v i r g i n i t y  o f  language 

they  seek .  They see  in  t h i s  word,  moreover,  a tendency t o  d i s s o l v e  

i n t o  o t h e r  meanings o r  i n t o  no meaning,  and they  sense  t h a t  a l l  verbal  

language behaves t h i s  way. Once, t h i n k s  Addie,  she was " v i r g i n , "  and 

now, a f t e r  marry ing Anse,  she f i n d s  h e r s e l f  " u n v i r g i n . "  The word 

"Anse," moreover,  seems t o  he r  somehow r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r  h e r  c o n d i t i o n ,  

and Addie ponders th e  way one word begets  an o th e r  word w i th  th e  same 

f i n a l i t y  and i m p e r s o n a l i t y  with  which Anse begot  Dari on A dd ie ' s  body.

Sometimes I would l i e  by him i n  the  d a rk ,  h e a r in g  the  land
t h a t  was now o f  my blood  and f l e s h ,  and I would t h i n k :  Anse.
Why Anse. Why a r e  you Anse. I would t h i n k  about  h i s  name
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u n t i l  a f t e r  a while  I could  s ee  t h e  word as a s h a p e ,  a v e s s e l ,  
and I would watch him l i q u e f y  and f low i n t o  i t  l i k e  co ld  
molasses  f lowing o u t  o f  t h e  darkness  i n t o  the  v e s s e l ,  u n t i l  
th e  j a r  s tood  f u l l  and m o t io n le s s :  a ' s i g n i f i c a n t  shape pro
found ly  w i th o u t  l i f e  l i k e  an empty door f rame; and then  I 
would f i n d  t h a t  I had f o r g o t t e n  th e  name o f  th e  j a r .  I would 
t h i n k :  th e  shape o f  my body where I used t o  be a v i r g i n  i s
in  th e  shape o f  a and I c o u l d n ' t  t h i n k  Anse, c o u l d n ' t
remember Anse . I t  was n o t  t h a t  I could t h i n k  o f  m yse l f  as no 
l o n g e r  u n v i r g i n ,  because I was t h r e e  now. (165)

The passage  i s  r i c h  w i th  im p l i c a t i o n s  abou t  th e  fu n c t i o n  o f  

language .  Addie sees  the  word making process  as an e x t e n s i o n  o f  s exua l  

r e p r o d u c t io n .  Before the  a c t  o f  speech ,  the  word s t a n d s  as a p o t e n t i a l  

embryo, abou t  t o  take  shape i n  a v e s s e l .  With a r t i c u l a t i o n ,  the  word 

becomes i n c a r n a t e ,  a " s i g n i f i c a n t  sh ap e , "  y e t  a l s o ,  p a r a d o x i c a l l y ,  a 

shape "p ro found ly  w i th o u t  l i f e . "  Anse 's  seed f lows i n t o  Addie ' s  body 

to  come f o r t h  in  the  shape o f  D a r i ,  who i s  "p ro found ly  w i th o u t  l i f e "  

in  the  s en s e  t h a t  he sha re s  some o f  Q u en t in ' s  f a s c i n a t i o n  w i th  dea th 

and r e l u c t a n c e  to  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  l i f e .  When Dari does become a s h a p e ,  

the  word "Anse" ceases  to  e x i s t  in  Addie ' s  mind. She " c o u l d n ' t  t h i n k  

Anse, c o u l d n ' t  remember Anse,"  and indeed ,  Anse i s  dead t o  Addie from 

t h i s  p o i n t  on in  her  l i f e .  And t h e r e  a re  o t h e r  d ea th s  t h a t  stem from 

the  ve rba l  and b i o l o g i c a l  co n ce p t io n  o f  Dar i .  The word " v i r g i n , "  which 

had d e f in e d  A d d ie ' s  i d e n t i t y  and hence had been p a r t  o f  h e r  no tion  o f  

h e r s e l f ,  i s  now dead ,  and Addie cannot  remember t h e  word "v i rg in "  any 

more: " I  would t h i n k :  the  shape  o f  my body where I  used t o  be a v i r g i n

i s  in  t h e  shape o f  a ."

Addie i s  "unv i rg in"  now, and so  her  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  v i r g i n  must

s ha re  t h e  f a t e  o f  h e r  lo s s  o f  v i r g i n i t y .  "Virg in"  i s  now th e  shape o f

a b lank  space  on a page ,  and t h e  dea th  of  t h i s  word c a n c e l s  out  i t s
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form— l e t t e r s  a r ranged  on a s h e e t  o f  pape r .  A d d ie ' s  d e f i n i t i o n  o f  the  

word " v i r g i n "  in  terms o f  complete s i l e n c e  i s  perhaps  th e  c l o s e s t  

p o i n t  t h a t  th e  n a t u re  o f  h e r  n a r r a t i v e  approaches  th e  pure s i l e n c e  o f  

Caddy's  h y p o t h e t i c a l  t e l l i n g .  But i t  a l s o  resembles  Q u e n t i n ' s  a n a l y s i s  

o f  th e  meaning o f  th e  word " v i r g i n , "  so im p o r tan t  t o  h i s  id e a  o f  honor ,  

( o f  h is  i d e a  o f  Caddy's honor ,  r e a l l y ) ,  when he c o n f ro n t s  B land 's  g i r l  

f r i e n d s ,  who a r e  obv ious ly  n o t  " v i r g i n "  b u t  " u n v i r g i n . "

The word as a " shape ,  a v e s s e l "  i s  a l s o  a symbol o f  the  s p a t i a l  

a s p e c t  o f  language .  A word i s  more than  l e t t e r s  marked on a page ,  bu t  

eve ry  word i s  a t  l e a s t  t h a t ,  and so  language s u p p o r t s  a p h y s ica l  e x i s t 

e n c e —i t s  s p a t i a l  m o d e - i n d e p e n d e n t  o f  any meaning.  That  t h e  "shape" 

o f  a word can s u r v iv e  in d e p en d en t ly  o f  i t s  meaning causes profound d i s 

may t o  Addie ,  and l a n g u a g e ' s  s p a t i a l  l i f e  becomes form w i th o u t  meaning, 

an empty door f rame,  a " s i g n i f i c a n t  shape p rofoundly  w i th o u t  l i f e . "  For 

Q uen t in ,  t h e  word i s  o f t e n  a t a l i s m a n ;  f o r  Addie,  i t  i s  an empty j a r .

Both Quentin and Addie see  the  rem orse le s s  flow o f  p rocess  as

a pe rsona l  rebuke .  I t  i s  p rocess  t h a t  changes t h e  n a t u re  o f  our  

i d e n t i t y  from v i r g i n  to  u n v i r g i n ,  from lo v e r  t o  mother ,  from l i v i n g

t o  dead.  Process  d i s t o r t s  the  meaning o f  words,  and so both  c h a r a c t e r s

seek  some p u r e r  language f r e e  from p r o c e s s ' s  power t o  e r o d e .  Some

what  l i k e  Q uen t in ,  A dd ie ' s  d i s g u s t  w i th  t h e  way people  use words to  

" f i l l  a l a ck"  i s  o f f s e t  by h e r  c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t  a r e a l  communion can 

be found i f  only  language could  escape  th e  s p a t i a l  r e s t r i c t i o n s  o f  the  

word,  r e s t r i c t i o n s  which she  sees  in  terms o f  empty door frames and 

j a r s .  I t  i s  to  th e  sounds o f  p r o c e s s ,  i r o n i c a l l y ,  t h a t  Addie l i s t e n s  

f o r  some h i n t  o f  th e  sou rce  o f  such w ord le ss  communion. J u s t  as Quentin
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c o n c e n t r a t e d  a l l  h i s  a u d i t o r y  powers on th e  sound o f  t h e  bees i n  hopes 

o f  t h e  same h i n t ,  Addie l i s t e n s  i n t e n t l y  to  th e  sound o f  th e  "dark 

l a n d . "  During c e r t a i n  moments when she  f e e l s  she has s u c c e s s f u l l y  to rn  

away th e  v e i l  o f  words t h a t  h ides  t r u t h ,  e s p e c i a l l y  in  h e r  encoun te rs  

w i th  he r  l o v e r ,  Addie i s  p r i v i l e d g e d  to  hear  " th e  dark land  t a l k i n g  the  

v o i c e l e s s  s p e e c h . "  (167) When she does hear  t h e  dark la nd  t a l k i n g ,  

t h e  "dark v o i c e l e s s n e s s "  c r e a t e s  a c o n d i t i o n  " in  which th e  words a r e  

t h e  deeds . "  (166) A d d ie ' s  communion with  th e  dark  la n d ,  a com ple te ly  

s i l e n t  communion, r e s t o r e s  l i f e  to  t h e  word f o r  he r .  Now word and deed 

a r e  fu sed  i n  a union t h a t  i s  temporal  and s p a t i a l ;  t h e  j a r  i s  f u l l ,  

p rofoundly  w i th  l i f e .  Form and c o n t e n t ,  the  word and th e  ex p e r i e n c e  a re  

dynamical ly  r e l a t e d .

A d d ie ' s  r e j e c t i o n  o f  the  word b r ings  about  a r e b i r t h  o f  f a i t h  in 

th e  word.  She can see  th e  word as a nece ssa ry  c o n d i t io n  t h a t  p e rm i t s  us 

to  h e a r  the  v o i c e l e s s  speech t h a t  l i e s  beyond th e  w ord 's  f r o n t i e r .  When 

we f i n a l l y  h e a r  h e r ,  she i s  a l r e a d y ,  i n  a s e n s e ,  v o i c e l e s s  because  she 

speaks  t o  us from beyond p r o c e s s . ^

I l l

Dari and Addie: th e  s i l e n t  communion

The vo ice  in  "Add ie" - -because  o f  the q u a l i t y  o f  v o i c e l e s s n e s s  

t h a t  Addie has won—i s  one o f  F a u lk n e r ' s  most complex i l l u s i o n s  in  th e  

book. Addie speaks t h e  kind  o f  language  t h a t  Quentin always wanted to

^ S e e  E r ic  L a r s e n ' s  a r t i c l e ,  "The B a r r i e r  o f  Language: The I rony  
o f  Language i n  F a u lk n e r , "  Modern F i c t i o n  S t u d i e s , XIII (S p r in g ,  1967) ,  pp. 
19-31 .  Mr. Larsen a l s o  sees  Addie somehow o u t s i d e  p rocess  a t  t h e  p o i n t  
t h a t  we h ea r  h e r :  "Her b u r i a l  i s  s y m b o l i c a l ly  almost  a f i n a l  a c t i o n ,  a
f i n a l  f u l f i l l m e n t  o f  h e r  l i f e —she d o es ,  a f t e r  a l l ,  s t i l l  speak  even 
though o s t e n s i b l y  dead ."
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speak ,  b u t  c a n n o t ,  beca use ,  as he i s  wel l  aw are ,  he i s  a p a r t  o f  

p rocess  as long as he l i v e s .  When she s p e a k s ,  the t e n s e s  o f  h e r  verbs  

r e f l e c t  he r  c o n d i t i o n - - s h e  i s  o u t s i d e  p rocess  and so has no p r e s e n t .

Her r e l i a n c e  on p a s t  t e n s e s  with  t h e  c o n d i t i o n a l  "would," i n d i c a t i n g  

h a b i t u a l ,  even e n d le s s  a c t i o n ,  i t s e l f  speaks o f  he r  escape  from t ime:

"I would go down to  the  h i l l  . . . I t  would be q u i e t  t h e r e  . . .  I 

could j u s t  remember . . .  I would t h i n k  . . . "  and so  on. A dd ie ' s  

language in  h e r  monologue succeeds  in  d i s p e l l i n g  a sense  o f  t h e  p r e s e n t  

moment as i f  i t  were so much d u s t ;  she has c l e a n e d  h e r  house ,  as she 

s a y s ,  and her  s y n ta x  i s  as  scrubbed  o f  the  t a i n t  o f  process  as i s  t h e  

house t h a t  i s  h e r  c o n s c ie n ce .  The "Addie" monologue,  moreover ,  appears  

a t  t h e  c e n t e r  o f  the  book ,  and i f  we imagine h e r  vo ice  as t r u l y  s i l e n t - -  

and I th in k  Faulkner  wants us to  imagine t h i s - - t h e n  a t  the  h e a r t  o f  t h e  

novel we hear t h e  deep t h r o b  of  s i l e n c e .  A d d ie ' s  s i l e n c e  i s  a v e r s io n  

o f  Mahon's in  S o l d i e r ' s  Pay a f t e r  he passed  o v e r  t o  t h a t  " t w i l i g h t  s e a . "

In As I Lay Dying, A dd ie ' s  s i l e n t  language g iv e s  us t h e  form o f  the  book.

She i s  the  p o i n t  to  which Dari i s  a s p i r i n g ,  and s i n c e  Dari i s  in  d i r e c t  

verba l  touch w i th  a l l  the  s i g n i f i c a n t  s p e a k e r s ,  the  whole marvelous 

c o l l e c t i o n  o f  v o ic e s  ac t s  t o  make us look fo rw ard  and backward to  i t s  

s t r u c t u r a l  c e n t e r  o f  s i l e n c e .

I f  Addie speaks from the  same van tage  p o i n t  o u t s id e  o f  p ro cess  

t h a t  Quentin a s p i r e s  t o ,  A dd ie ' s  most  l i t e r a t e  son ,  D a r i ,  by co n s c io u s ly  

a r r a n g in g  h is  words to  e scap e  from the  burden o f  t e l l i n g  w i t h i n  th e  i n 

t o l e r a b l e  c o n t e x t  o f  t h e  p r e s e n t ,  d i r e c t s  h i s  language toward h i s  m o t h e r ' s  

mode o f  speak ing .  The two speakers  s u s t a i n  a s p e c i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  th ro u g h 

out  t h e  book which we can imagine as a communion o f  s i l e n t  u n d e r s t a n d in g .
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Dari i s  A d d ie ' s  word i n c a r n a t e ;  he i s  the  s i g n i f i c a n t  shape 

t h a t  once f i l l e d  t h e  " j a r "  o f  h e r  body, and h i s  concep t ion  a l s o  b rough t  

t o  Addie the  dea th  o f  t h e  word "Anse." D a r i ' s  b i r t h ,  n o t  C a s h ' s ,  d e s t ro y s  

t h e  word " v i rg in "  f o r  Addie,  and k i l l s  a p a r t  o f  h e r s e l f ,  f o r c in g  h e r ,  

we r e c a l l ,  t o  l e a r n  a new w o r d - - " u n v i rg i n . "  D a r i ' s  concep t ion  s i g n a l s  

t h e  dea th  o f  Anse as a person i n  A dd ie ' s  l i f e ,  and d e f in e s  D a r i ' s  doom. 

When Addie senses  D a r i ' s  growing l i f e  w i th i n  h e r ,  she s t r i k e s  ou t  a t  the  

t r e a c h e r y  o f  t h e  word: " I t  was as though he had t r i c k e d  me, hidden w i t h 

in  a word l i k e  w i t h i n  a paper  s c r e e n  and s t r u c k  me i n  the  back th rough 

i t . "  (164) By a t t a c k i n g  the  word "love" w i th  s t i l l  a n o th e r  w ord--A nse 's  

word t h a t  he w i l l  bury  he r  i n  Jackson--Addie  i n s u r e s  t h a t  th e  ambiguity 

o f  language  w i l l  be D a r i ' s  b i r t h r i g h t ,  and t h a t  D a r i ' s  f i n a l  q u e s t  f o r  a 

s u p e r i o r  kind o f  language w i l l  a l s o  be h is  jo u rn e y  t o  a madhouse. "And 

when Dari was born I asked Anse to  promise t o  t a k e  me back t o  J e f f e r s o n  

when I d ie d .  . . ." (164-165) Anse keeps h i s  word t o  Addie and b u r i e s

he r  i n  J e f f e r s o n ,  b u t  he a l s o  cons igns  h i s  on ly  a r t i c u l a t e  son to  a 

l i v i n g  b u r i a l ,  and by doing s o ,  Anse d e s t ro y s  h i s  most  f e r t i l e  e x p re s s io n  

o f  h i m s e l f ,  h i s  b e s t  a r t i c u l a t i o n .  Anse 's  p rogeny,  t h e  r e s u l t  o f  h i s  

"chapp ing ,"  as he p u t s  i t ,  i s  r e a l l y  h i s  only  meaningful  language .

Dari and Addie a re  c l o s e s t  in  t h e i r  common s ea rch  f o r  a language 

w i th o u t  words and f o r  a l i f e  o u t s i d e  the  e r o s i o n  o f  p r o c e s s .  Both s h a re  

s i m i l a r  powers o f  i n t u i t i o n  and even c l a i r v o y a n c e .  Addie senses  t h a t  

the  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  a " v o i c e l e s s  speech" i s  l i n k e d  somehow w i th  th e  "dark 

l a n d , "  an image o f  seasona l  p r o c e s s .  D a r i ' s  own g i f t  o f  p e r c e p t io n  i s  

a l s o  ro o te d  in  an in t im acy  w i th  the  la n d .  Anse complains t h a t  Dari has 

"got  h i s  eyes f u l l  o f  the  la n d  a l l  t h e  t i m e , "  (35) and Dewey Dell f e e l s
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t h r e a t e n e d  by D a r i ' s  i n t u i t i v e  powers ,  which she sees  drawing i t s  

m ys te r ious  s t r e n g t h  from th e  land :  "The land  runs  out  o f  D a r i ' s  eyes ;

they  swim t o  p i n p o i n t s . "  (115) Dari and Addie bo th  have th e  h a b i t  of  

gaz ing a t  t h e  f low o f  the  seasons  and th e  changing la n d ,  s ee in g  th e  

promise o f  a realm o f  s t a s i s  beyond,  in  which words would be i r r e l e v a n t .

IV

D a r i ' s  q u e s t  f o r  a new language 

The "Addie" monologue,  al though  th e  informing c e n t e r  o f  th e  

n ove l ,  composes only  a few pages .  I t  i s  D a r i ' s  vo ice  and h i s  b a t t l e  w ith  

th e  b eh av io r  o f  words t h a t  makes up most  o f  the  book.  Addie has gained 

h e r  q u e s t ,  b u t  Dari must s u f f e r  th rough h i s ,  and th e  i n c r e a s i n g  p r e s s 

u re  o f  new s u f f e r i n g  each day o f  th e  grim jo u rney  to  J e f f e r s o n  fo r c e s  

co n t in u a l  t e s t i n g s  o f  the  r e l e v a n c e  o f  one vocabulary  o v e r  a n o t h e r .

The c r i s i s  o f  language in  th e  f a c e  o f  what  i s  becoming an unspeakable

e x p e r ien ce  prompts a d ram a t ic  growth in  D a r i ' s  command o f  words (and,

t o  a l e s s e r  d e g re e ,  i n  Vardaman's)  and h i s  d e l i b e r a t e  d i s c a r d i n g  o f  one 

vocabula ry  f o r  a n o t h e r  amounts t o  a s e a rc h  f o r  a mode o f  speaking  

commensurate to  h i s  growing need f o r  s i l e n c e .  When we f i r s t  h e a r  

D a r i ' s  v o i c e ,  h i s  vocabu la ry  i s  composed o f  l i t e r a l  f a c t - - p l a n e s , 

a n g l e s ,  f e e t ,  p lu m b - l in e s — and h i s  monotonous sequence o f  verbs  i n  the  

p r e s e n t  t e n s e  g ives  us ex p e r i e n c e  a t  i t s  s t a r k e s t  l e v e l :

The path runs s t r a i g h t  as  a p lu m b - l in e ,  worn smooth by 
f e e t  and baked b r i c k - h a r d  by J u l y ,  between t h e  green rows o f  
l a i d - b y  c o t t o n ,  to  the  co t tonhouse  i n  the  c e n t e r  o f  th e  f i e l d ,  
where i t  t u r n s  and c i r c l e s  th e  co t tonhouse  a t  fou r  s o f t  r i g h t
ang les  and goes on ac ross  t h e  f i e l d  a g a i n ,  worn so by f e e t  i n
fa d in g  p r e c i s i o n .  (3)
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The words a re  m onosy l l ab le s  shorn  o f  c o n n o t a t i o n s ,  y e t  we f e e l  h i s

compulsive l i t e r a l i s m  i s  only an a t t e m p t  t o  c o n t ro l  h i s  growing in n e r

t u r m o i l .  He even v e r b a l i z e s  the  sound o f  C a s h ' s  t o o l :  "Chuck. Chuck.

Chuck." (4) His l a nguage ,  in  f a c t ,  c l o s e l y  resembles  the  vocabu la ry

o f  Cash,  which i s  made up o f  t o o l s ,  a n g l e s ,  and s o l i d  s u b s t a n c e s .  But

w h i le  Cash's  vocabu la ry  o f  t o o l s  remains unchanged almost  to  t h e  end o f

th e  book,  by h i s  second monologue,  Dari uses p a s t  t e n s e s  and beg ins  t o

fo rm u la te  r i c h ,  complex metaphors :

I used to  l i e  on t h e  p a l l e t  i n  th e  h a l l ,  w a i t i n g  u n t i l  I 
could h ea r  them a l l  a s l e e p ,  so I could g e t  up and go back 
t o  the  b ucke t .  I t  would be b l a c k ,  the s h e l f  b l a c k ,  the 
s t i l l  s u r f a c e  o f  t h e  w a te r  a round o r i f a c e  in  n o th i n g n e s s ,  
where b e f o r e  I s t i r r e d  i t  awake with  t h e  d ip p e r  I could s e e  
maybe a s t a r  o r  two i n  the  b u c k e t ,  and maybe i n  the  d ip p e r  
a s t a r  o r  two b e f o r e  I drank.  (10-11)

Like Addie,  Dari seeks some so la c e  i n  t h e  s i g h t  o f  w a t e r ,  whose 

m e rc u r ia l  s u r f a c e  seems to  promise some redeeming l i f e  f o r c e  ( " I  s t i r r e d  

i t  awake") ready to  r e v e a l  i t s e l f ,  and an uncompromising n i h i l i s m  ( " a  

round o r i f i c e  i n  n o th in g n e s s " )  a t  th e  same t im e .  Dari i s  beg inn ing  t o  

r e v e a l  some o f  h i s  v i s i o n a r y  powers--he  d e s c r i b e s  even t s  around him 

from a v iewpoin t  o f  d e tached  s k e p t i c i s m .  Yet i s  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  he 

r e g a rd s  th e se  as so many v e i l s  t o  be t o rn  away in  much the  same way 

Addie saw th e  word as a mask. D a r i ,  we know, can be both c l a i r v o y a n t  

and l i t e r a l  i n  the  same s t a t e m e n t .  He d e s c r i b e s  th e  way th e  b reez e  

draws through th e  h a l l  o f  t h e i r  t i l t i n g  house " u p s l a n t i n g , "  then  compares 

t h e  b reeze  t o  t h e  phenomenon o f  v o ic e :  " .  . . s o  w i th  v o i c e s .  As you

e n t e r  the  h a l l ,  they  sound as though they  were  speaking  o u t  t h e  a i r  abou t  

y o u r  head ."  (19) Dari seems t o  be p rob ing  th e  i n t r i c a c i e s  o f  the  a c t  

o f  human u t t e r a n c e  in  o r d e r  t o  t r a n s c e n d  i t s  l i m i t s .
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D a r i ' s  a b i l i t y  t o  hea r  vo ices  "speak ing  o u t  o f  the  a i r "  makes

him t h e  p ro p e r  t e l l e r  o f  A dd ie ' s  d ea th .  Tha t  he i s  many m i les  from

h e r  b eds ide  when she d i e s  does n o t  d i s q u a l i f y  h i s  t e l l i n g - - h e  simply

l i s t e n s  t o  th ose  vo ices  speak ing  out  o f  th e  a i r :

Pa s t a n d s  bes ide  t h e  bed.  From behind h i s  leg  Vardaman 
p e e r s ,  w ith  h i s  round head and h i s  eyes round and h i s  mouth 
beg inn ing  to  open.  She looks  a t  pa;  a l l  h e r  f a i l i n g  l i f e  
appears  to  d ra in  i n t o  h e r  e y e s ,  u r g e n t ,  i r r e m e d ia b le .  " I t ' s  
Jewel she w an ts ,"  Dewey Dell s ay s .  (46)

But Jewel i s  no t  a t  t h e  b e d s id e .  He i s  w i th  D a r i ,  who fo r c e d  Jewel to  

accompany him to  f e t c h  some lumber.  J e w e l ' s  absence  from h i s  m o th e r ' s  

deathbed i s  D a r i ' s  revenge on Addie f o r  h e r  love  o f  Jewel and i n d i f f e r 

ence t o  him. Dari had always r e s e n te d  th e  way Addie had "whipped him 

and p e t t e d  him more." (17) A d d ie ' s  revenge on Anse f o r  g iv ing  h e r  Dari 

i s  h i s  word t h a t  he w i l l  bury h e r  in  J e f f e r s o n ;  D a r i ' s  revenge on Addie 

f o r  r e j e c t i n g  him i s  j u s t  as f i n a l .

The bedroom scene  o f  A d d ie ' s  l a s t  b r e a t h  c o n t in u es  to  u n fo ld  in 

D a r i ' s  mind. He sees  t h e  l i g h t  in  h e r  eyes go o u t  "as though someone 

had leaned  down and blown upon them." (47) But h e r  dea th  does n o t  

s i l e n c e  h e r  powers o f  communication— Dari imagines  t h a t  even in  dea th  

she i s  speak ing  to  Cash,  whose r e l e n t l e s s  saw ing ,  accompanied by h i s  

w ord le ss  and d e l i b e r a t e  m e asu r ings ,  smooth ings ,  and c u t t i n g s ,  beg ins  

t o  t a k e  on th e  l i f e  o f  a s u r r o g a t e  language:  "The sound o f  the  saw

i s  s t e a d y ,  competent ,  u n h u r r i e d ,  s t i r r i n g  t h e  dying l i g h t  so  t h a t  a t  

each s t r o k e  her  face  seems t o  wake a l i t t l e  i n t o  an e x p re s s io n  o f  l i s t e n 

ing and o f  w a i t i n g ,  as though she  were c o un t ing  th e  s t r o k e s . "  (49) 

A dd ie ' s  "waking" a f t e r  h e r  dea th  i s  a r e s u r r e c t i o n  i n t o  t h e  l i f e  o f  the
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language o f  s i l e n c e ,  and i f  she seems to  Dari t o  be coun t ing  th e  

s t r o k e s  o f  Cash 's  saw, i t  i s  Dari who i s  beg inn ing  t o  sound l i k e  

A dd ie ' s  monologue.

With A dd ie ' s  d e a t h ,  D a r i ' s  v o ic e  s p l i t s  in  two; h i s  language 

o s c i l l a t e s  between the  l i t e r a l  and t h e  symbol ic  modes o f  s p e e c h ,  and 

h i s  e f f o r t s  t o  l i n k  the  two r e p r e s e n t  a n o th e r  " s t r a d d l i n g "  o f  d iv e r g e n t

f o r c e s .  D a r i ,  f o r  example ,  d e s c r ib e s  in  a d u l l  monotone and i n  the

s i m p l e s t  d i c t i o n  p o s s i b l e  how the  l a n t e r n  s i t s  on a s tump,  how Cash 

p la c e s  th e  p l a n k s ,  and what  th e  a i r  sm e l ls  l i k e —s u l p h u r ,  w h i le  a t  the  

same t ime h i s  mind la b o rs  t o  make sen s e  o f  t h e  whole r a p i d l y  d i s i n t e 

g r a t i n g  s i t u a t i o n .  Dari s e e s  an ou t rageous  b l a s t i n g  o f  meaning behind 

th e  l o g i c  and o r d e r  o f  C ash ' s  p lanks  and beve led  ed g es ,  and so  h is  

vo ice  calmly begins  to  p a t t e r n  in  s y n ta x  and l o g i c  t h e  madness he e n 

v i s i o n s .  Word games, p a ro d ie s  of  t h e  s y l l o g i s m ,  and nonsense s t a t e 

ments r e p l a c e  th e  communal l i f e  o f  verba l  language .

In a s t r a n g e  room you must empty y o u r s e l f  f o r  s l e e p .
And be fo re  you a r e  em ptied  f o r  s l e e p ,  what  a re  you .  And 
when you a r e  emptied f o r  s l e e p ,  you are  n o t .  And when you 
a re  f i l l e d  w i th  s l e e p ,  you never  were.  I don t  know what I 
am. I dont  know i f  I am o r  n o t . . .  . . And s in c e  s l e e p  i s  
i s - n o t  and r a i n  and wind a re  w a s , i t  i s  n o t .  Yet th e  wagon 
i s , because when the  wagon i s  w a s , Addie Bundren w i l l  n o t  be.
And Jewel is_, so Addie Bundren must be.  And then  I must b e ,  
o r  I could  n o t  empty m yse l f  f o r  s l e e p  in  a s t r a n g e  room. And
so i f  I am n o t  empt ied  y e t ,  I am i £ .  (76)

D a r i ,  i n  the  p ro ces s  o f  emptying h im s e l f  o f  t h e  burden o f  words,  

i n v e r t s  language .  He i s  l o s i n g  h i s  sense  o f  i d e n t i t y  because  he i s  

shedding  h im s e l f  o f  the  words t h a t  once made up t h a t  i d e n t i t y .  Addie 

l o s t  p a r t  o f  h e r s e l f  when she l o s t  th e  word " v i r g i n " ;  Dari l o s e s  a whole 

way o f  s p e a k in g ,  and so he lo se s  h i s  s a n i t y .  The language o f  madness
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s i l e n c e s  t h e  language  o f  f a c t .  J u s t  as Addie f e l t  t h a t  from he r  t e l l 

i n g  p o s tu r e  in "Addie" she  had e scaped  p r o c e s s ,  had c le a n e d  h e r  house ,  

Dari i s  moving r a p i d l y  t o  h e r  k ind  o f  t e l l i n g .  Already t h e  p s e u d o - lo g i c  

o f  h is  s y n t a x ,  t h e  upsidedown s y l l o g i s m s ,  echoes th e  language Addie 

u s e s  when she d e s c r ib e s  h e r  own r e t r e a t  from the  word: " I  did  no t  even

a s k  him f o r  what  he could have g iven  me: not-Anse.  That  was my duty  t o

h im ,  to n o t  ask t h a t ,  and t h a t  du ty  I f u l f i l l e d .  I would be I ;  I would 

l e t  him be the  shape and echo o f  h i s  word ."  (166) Dari i s  becoming t h e  

echo of  h i s  own word.

When Cash,  Jew e l ,  Anse, and Dari l i f t  the  c o f f i n  and s t a g g e r  t o  

t h e  wagon, D a r i ' s  vocabulary  s t r a i n s  to  embrace ( a n o t h e r  s t r a d d l i n g )  

two a d d i t i o n a l  realms o f  b e i n g - - t h e  a c t u a l  and th e  h y p o t h e t i c a l .  His 

v o ic e  d a r t s  back and f o r t h  between d e s c r i p t i o n s  o f  th e  a c tu a l  l i f t i n g  

("He s toops  among us above i t ,  two o f  t h e  e i g h t  hands")  (91) and 

e l a b o r a t e  hypotheses  about  th e  n a t u r e  o f  Addie ' s  p e r s i s t e n t  communica

t i o n s  w i th  the  l i v i n g ,  which Dari i s  convinced he i s  h e a r in g  more i n 

t e n s e l y  w i th  each  new h i n t  o f  h e r  bo d y ' s  decay:

For an i n s t a n t  i t  [ t h e  c o f f i n ]  r e s i s t s ,  as though 
v o l i t i o n a l ,  as though w i t h i n  i t  h e r  p o l e - t h i n  body c l i n g s  
f u r i o u s l y ,  even though dead ,  t o  a s o r t  o f  modesty ,  as  she 
would have t r i e d  to  conceal  a s o i l e d  garment t h a t  she could 
not  p r e v e n t  he r  body s o i l i n g .  (91)

With t h e  wagon f i n a l l y  i n  m o t ion ,  i t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  D a r i ' s  

language has a l s o  moved f a r  beyond th e  l i t e r a l i s m  o f  h i s  speech when 

we f i r s t  heard  h i s  vo ice .  Tools a r e  s t i l l  t o o l s  f o r  Cash ,  b u t  now 

Dari sees  t o o l s  as metaphors.  When he looks a t  Dewey D e l l s ' s  l e g s ,  he 

s e e s  " t h a t  l e v e r  which moves th e  w o r ld ;  one o f  t h a t  c a l i p e r  which 

measures th e  l e n g th  and b read th  o f  l i f e . "  (97-98) The road they  a re
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t a k in g  i s  n o t  s imply a " r ed  s c o r i a t i o n  cu rv ing  away i n t o  t h e  p i n e s , "

b u t  i t  i s  " l i k e  a spoke o f  which Addie Bundren i s  th e  r im . "  (102)

D a r i ' s  d i c t i o n  c r e a t e s  t h e  impress ion  t h a t  he i s  s e t t i n g  th e  word

a g a i n s t  t h e  word: Anglo-Saxon monosy ll ab le s  c l a s h i n g  a g a i n s t  e r u d i t e ,

L a t in a t e  p o l y s y l l a b i c  words.  The motion o f  the  wagon, Dari s a y s ,  i s

" s o p o r i f i c , "  " u n i f e r a n t  o f  p r o g r e s s , "  and road s ig n s  have a "profound

d e s o l a t i o n , "  a " t r a n q u i l  a s s e r t i o n . "  (102) But when Jewel ga l lops  b y ,

"a gout o f  mud . . . p lo p s  onto  th e  box ."  (102)

More and more,  D a r i ' s  vo ice  sounds l i k e  Addie.  He a c t s  as i f

th e  p r e s e n t  exper ience  o f  s i t t i n g  in  th e  wagon t h a t  i s  moving h i s  m o th e r ' s

r o t t i n g  body i s  i t s e l f  un fo ld in g  o u t s i d e  o f  c h r o n o c i t y ,  "d ream l ik e , "  and

s t a t i c .  His vo ice  sounds as i f  he were a l r e a d y  dead ,  and p r i v i l e g e d  t o

speak from th e  s i l e n c e  o f  th e  g rave .  D a r i ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  r e c a l l s  J e w e l ' s

n i g h t l y  absences  from home, and how i t  l e d  to  D a r i ' s  p r o p h e t i c  gl impse

i n t o  A dd ie ' s  n a t u r e :

And t h a t  may have been when I f i r s t  found i t  o u t ,  t h a t  Addie 
Bundren should  be h i d i n g  any th ing  she  d i d ,  who had t r i e d  to  
te ach  us t h a t  d e c e i t  was such t h a t ,  i n  a wor ld  where i t  was, 
no th ing  e l s e  could be very bad or  very im p o r t a n t ,  n o t  even 
p o v e r ty .  And a t  t im es  when I went i n  t o  go t o  bed ,  she would 
be s i t t i n g  i n  th e  d a rk  by Jewel where he was a s l e e p .  And 
I knew t h a t  she was h a t in g  h e r s e l f  f o r  t h a t  d e c e i t  and ha t ing  
Jewel because  she had t o  love  him so t h a t  she had t o  a c t  the  
d e c e i t .  (123)

D a r i ' s  f l a s h b a c k  beg ins  w ith  Jewel b u t  i n e v i t a b l y  focuses  in  on A d d ie ' s  

b e t r a y a l  o f  h e r  word. Addie looked on th e  concep t ion  and b i r t h  o f  h e r  

second s o n ,  D a r i ,  as a d e c e i t  by Anse,  who " t r i c k e d "  h e r ,  "hidden w i t h i n  

a word l i k e  w i th in  a p a p e r  s c re e n  and s t r u c k  me i n  t h e  back th rough i t . "  

But Dari s e e s  h i s  mother  in  p r e c i s e l y  such te rm s .  And D a r i ' s  p e r c e p t io n  

o f  the  da rk  s i d e  o f  h i s  m o th e r ' s  c h a r a c t e r  p r e c i p i t a t e s  a sudden v i s i o n
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o f  h e r  p a s t  1 i f e - - D a r l  i n t u i t s  t h a t  Jewel i s  t h e  o f f s p r i n g  o f  an 

a d u l t e r o u s  l a i s o n ,  t h a t  D a r i ' s  f a t h e r  i s  n o t  J e w e l ' s  f a t h e r :  "And 

then  I knew t h a t  I knew. I knew t h a t  as p l a i n  on t h a t  day as I knew 

about  Dewey Dell on t h a t  day ."  (129) D a r i ' s  knowledge o f  h i s  m o the r ' s  

g u i l t  and h is  j e a l o u s y  o f  Jewel s u g g e s t  t h a t  a powerful  i f  unspoken 

bond had f l o u r i s h e d  between mother  and son up u n t i l  A dd ie ' s  d e a th .  The 

bond was a communion o f  h a t e .  " I  cannot  love my mother because I have 

no m othe r ."  (89) But now t h a t  Addie i s  dead ,  Dari wants n o t  A dd ie ' s  

l o v e ,  o r  r e c o g n i t i o n ,  o r  even f o r g i v e n e s s ,  b u t  A dd ie ' s  s i l e n c e .

By the t ime t h e  fam i ly  r eaches  the  f looded  r i v e r ,  D a r i ' s  l a n g 

uage has reached th e  le ve l  o f  symbolic speech ,  a kind  o f  l i n g u i s t i c  

c r e s t  o f  h i s  own. The f lood  i t s e l f  becomes a paradigm o f  t h e  a c t  o f  

u t t e r a n c e .  I t  has a " p l a i n t i v e  sound,  a musing sound ,"  and i t  t a l k s  to 

D ar i .  (134) I t s  changing y e t  s t a t i c  s u r f a c e  seems t o  promise some 

form o f  s i l e n t  communion ly i n g  i n  w a i t  f o r  th e  sp e a k e r  to  pass through i t .

I t  t a l k s  up t o  us in  a murmur become c e a s e l e s s  and myra id ,  
t h e  ye l low s u r f a c e  dimpled mons t rous ly  i n t o  fa d in g  s w i r l s  
t r a v e l l i n g  along th e  s u r f a c e  f o r  an i n s t a n t ,  s i l e n t ,  im
permanent  and p ro found ly  s i g n i f i c a n t ,  as though j u s t  b e 
n ea th  the  s u r f a c e  something huge and a l i v e  waked f o r  a 
moment o f  la zy  a l e r t n e s s  out  o f  and i n t o  l i g h t  s lumber 
a g a i n .  (134)

The f lo o d  "clucks  and murmurs" t o  Dari in  a language t h a t  i s  "p rofoundly  

s i g n i f i c a n t "  because  i t s  powerful  l i f e  f o r c e ,  "huge and a l i v e , "  i s  un

t ram mel led  by th e  c o n f in e s  o f  f ro zen  form. The f l o o d ,  we might  s a y ,  i s  

th e  o p p o s i t e  o f  A d d ie ' s  j a r .  The f lood  moves pow er fu l ly  o u t s i d e  the  

r i g i d i t y  o f  the  r i v e r b e d ;  i t  t r a n s c e n d s  i t s  form and thus  ga ins  a "pro 

foundly  s i g n i f i c a n t "  v i t a l i t y .  The f l o o d ,  moreover ,  beckons t o  Dari the  

way t h e  r i v e r  d id  to  Quentin .  When Dari p lunges i n t o  th e  f l o o d ,  he sheds
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a way o f  s p e a k in g ,  a c c e l e r a t i n g  t h e  p a i n fu l  process  o f  d i s c a r d i n g  words 

in  f a v o r  o f  s i l e n c e  t h a t  occup ies  Dari u n t i l  the  end o f  t h e  book.  Like 

Addie ,  Dari i s  c l e a n in g  h i s  house.  He ga ins  the  r i v e r  bank,  d renched ,  

c l e a n s e d ,  and speaking  a p u re r  language ,  b u t  one which i s o l a t e s  him 

f u r t h e r .  Before  h i s  jump i n t o  th e  r i v e r ,  Dari and Cash had spoken 

s i l e n t l y  to  each o t h e r ;  t h e i r  communion i t s e l f  p r e f i g u r e d  th e  immersion 

i n t o  w a te r  th e y  would both  soon e x p e r i e n c e :  " .  . . h e  and I look a t

one a n o th e r  w i th  long p rob ing  lo o k s ,  looks t h a t  plunge unimpeded th rough 

one a n o t h e r ' s  eyes and i n t o  th e  u l t i m a t e  s e c r e t  p l a c e  where f o r  an i n s t a n t  

Cash and Dari crouch f l a g r a n t  and unabashed in  a l l  t h e  o ld  t e r r o r .  . . . "  

(135) But when Dari reaches  th e  o t h e r  s i d e  o f  th e  r i v e r ,  t h e  unspoken 

communion w i th  Cash i s  l o s t .  D a r i ' s  language has passed  beyond Cash 's  

range  o f  comprehension,  and he has n o th in g  to  say t o  Cash now. He r e 

f u s e s  to  go back to  th e  i n j u r e d  Cash to  ask  him what  t o o l s  he l o s t  in  

t h e  f l o o d :  " ' P a ' s  t h e r e , '  I s a y . "  (151) Cash l o s e s  f o r  th e  moment h i s

t o o l s  in  th e  f l o o d ;  Dari lo s e s  f o r  a l l  t ime h i s  ho ld  on th e  vocabu la ry  

o f  t o o l s .

D a r i ' s  q u e s t  f o r  s i l e n c e  i s  a c c e l e r a t i n g .  The q u a l i t y  o f  h is

language s u g g es t s  t h a t  h i s  s a n i t y  has been l e f t  behind  on the  f a r  bank

o f  th e  r i v e r .  He pays l i p  s e r v i c e  to  b a s i c  g e s tu r e s  between fami ly

members (he holds  the  ro p e ,  pours cement on Cash, i n t e r c e d e s  on b e h a l f

o f  Jewel in  an impending f i g h t ) ,  bu t  h i s  language ,  i n v e r t i n g  back to

h im s e l f  as h i s  only  l i s t e n e r ,  becomes f u r t h e r  c o n t o r t e d  by r e p e t i t i o n s ,

m u l t i p l e  n e g a t i v e s ,  and in c o h e r e n t  s y n tax :

How do o u r  l i v e s  r av e l  ou t  i n t o  th e  no-wind,  no-sound ,  t h e  
weary g e s t u r e s  w e a r i l y  r e c a p i t u l a n t :  echoes o f  old compuls
ions  w i th  no-hand on n o - s t r i n g s :  i n  s u n s e t  we f a l l  i n t o
f u r i o u s  a t t i t u d e s ,  dead g e s tu r e s  o f  d o l l s .  Cash broke h i s
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leg  and now th e  sawdust  i s  running  o u t .  He i s  b le e d in g  to
death  i s  Cash. (196-197)

Dari now sees  Cash as a d o l l ,  a c o n t a i n e r ,  a n o th e r  j a r .  His "sawdust  

i s  runn ing  o u t , "  s ays  D ar i ,  and inde ed ,  C ash 's  v i t a l i t y  does seem t o  

be t r i c k l i n g  away as he l i e s  w i th  h i s  l e g  encased ( s t i l l  a n o t h e r  con

t a i n e r )  i n  c o n c r e t e ,  h is  n a t u r a l  dynamism n e u t r a l i z e d .  Here in  l i f e ,

Dari s a y s ,  our  l i v e s  a re  n o t  even r e a l  s o u n d s - - t h e y  a r e  "echoes o f  o ld  

com puls ions ."  The sound o f  no-hand on n o - s t r i n g s ,  l i k e  t h e  Zen proverb 

t h a t  s p e c u l a t e s  abou t  the  sound o f  one hand c l a p p i n g ,  asks us to  th ink  

o f  th e  tones  o f  s i l e n c e  t h a t  r e s o n a t e  beyond p ro c e s s .

A f t e r  f o rm u l a t in g  t h i s  p e r c e p t io n  o f  Cash as an emptying con

t a i n e r ,  a d o l l  whose fo rm -g iv ing  sawdust  i s  running o u t ,  Dari d i r e c t s  

h i s  e n e r g i e s  toward s to p p in g  h i s  own r a v e l l i n g  ou t  i n t o  th e  no-wind,  

no-sound.  He s e t s  f i r e  to  t h e  barn in  which A d d ie ' s  c o f f i n  l i e s ,  hoping ,  

p e rh a p s ,  t o  b r in g  an end a t  l e a s t  t o  t h e  jou rney  t o  J e f f e r s o n ,  a journey  

which has become t o  him symbolic o f  th e  u n r a v e l l i n g  power o f  p ro c e s s .

The e lement  o f  f i r e ,  moreover ,  has a t i m e l e s s  l i f e  f o r c e  t h a t  i s  

a t t r a c t i v e  t o  D a r i ,  and he imagines t h a t  t h e  f lames a r e  o f f e r i n g  him 

a vocal c o u n t e r p a r t  t o  th e  vo ice  o f  the  f l o o d .  "The sound o f  i t  [ th e  

f i r e ]  has become q u i t e  peace fu l  now, l i k e  the  sound o f  t h e  r i v e r  d id . "  

(211) But J e w e l ' s  r e scu e  o f  A dd ie ' s  c o f f i n  from t h e  bu rn ing  barn  i n 

su re s  t h a t  th e  j o u r n e y  and t h e  f low o f  p ro ces s  w i l l  con t inue  t o  u n ra v e l .  

For a s i n g l e  i n s t a n t  be fo re  t h e  barn  c o l l a p s e d  in  f l a m e s ,  A d d ie ' s  c o f f i n  

was framed by " the  d i s s o l v i n g  proscenium o f  th e  doorway." (211) Poised 

on the  edge o f  p a s s i n g  o u t  o f  phys ica l  e x i s t e n c e  e n t i r e l y ,  A dd ie ' s  c o f f i n  

i s  s n a tch e d  from t h e  f lames by J ew el ,  r e s t o r i n g  h e r  body t o  i t s  p lace



www.manaraa.com

i n  t h e  m id s t  o f  he r  f a m i l y ,  where h e r  phys ica l  decay con t inues  t o  m i r r o r  

the  i n c r e a s i n g  d i s i n t e g r a t i o n  o f  any sense  o f  fam i ly  u n i t y  in  h e r  s u r 

v iv ing  o f f s p r i n g .  To D a r i ' s  d e s p a i r ,  the  jou rney  goes on.

As Dari approaches  the  moment o f  A dd ie ' s  b u r i a l ,  which i s  a t  

once t h e  end o f  th e  jou rney  and the  beg inn ing  o f  h i s  own in t e r m e n t ,  he 

g r a d u a l ly  p e rc e iv e s  human s e x u a l i t y  as a symbol o f  t h e  a c t  o f  u t t e r a n c e ,  

an i n s i g h t  which r e v e a l s  the  s i m i l a r i t y  o f  h i s  and h i s  m o th e r ' s  play  

o f  mind. In an e a r l i e r  exchange with  Vardaman, who s h a re s  w i th  him a 

common vocabula ry  o f  nonsense ,  Dari had l i n k e d  A d d ie ' s  c h i l d  b e a r in g  

and word making c a p a c i t y .  Her f e r t i l i t y ,  he s e n s e d ,  was a form o f  

l a nguage ,  her  o f f s p r i n g  so many v e rb s :  " T h a t ' s  why I am n o t  2£ .  Are_

i s  too  many f o r  one woman to  f o a l . "  (95) Dari t o l d  Vardaman t h a t  he 

c o n s id e re d  h im s e l f  an " a r e . "  Now, with  t h e  b u r i a l  ceremony underway in  

t h e  J e f f e r s o n  cem ete ry ,  D a r i ' s  vo ice  a r t i c u l a t e s  a new sense  o f  ou t rage  

a t  th e  v i o l a t i o n  o f  th e  wholeness o f  h i s  i d e n t i t y .  Trapped l i k e  an 

animal by h is  f a m i l y ,  Dari r e a c t s  a g a i n s t  t h i s  dismembering o f  h i s  word 

making f a c u l t y  as i f  i t  were a p e r v e r s io n  o f  normal sexual  un ion .  I n 

s t e a d  o f  verbs  as o f f s p r i n g ,  D a r i ' s  language on th e  t r a i n  to  Jackson 

engenders  a f r i g h t e n i n g  image o f  i n c e s t  i n  the  b e a s t  w i th  two b a c k s ,  a 

v a r i a t i o n  o f  th e  image o f  sexual  o u t r a g e  t h a t  haun ted  Quentin.  D a r i ' s  

b e a s t  undergoes a b i z a r r e  metamorphosis as  he a r t i c u l a t e s  i t :

One o f  them [ t h e  a t t e n d a n t s  t a k in g  Dari t o  t h e  Jackson mad
house]  had t o  r i d e  backward because  t h e  s t a t e ' s  money has a 
f a c e  to  each backs ide  and a backs ide  t o  each f a c e ,  and they  
a r e  r i d i n g  on th e  s t a t e ' s  money, which i s  i n c e s t .  A n icke l  
has a woman on one s i d e  and a b u f f a l o  on the  o t h e r ;  two faces  
and no back.  I don t  know what t h a t  i s .  Dari had a l i t t l e  
s p y - g l a s s  he g o t  in  France a t  th e  war.  In i t  i t  had a woman 
and a p ig  w i th  two backs and no f a c e .  I know what t h a t  i s .
(244)
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Dari t a l k s  o f  h im s e l f  as  i f  he were a n o t h e r  person  o u t s i d e  o f  h i m s e l f ,  

t h e  l o g i c a l  e x t e n s i o n  o f  h i s  concept  o f  h im s e l f  as  an "a re"  r a t h e r  than 

an " i s . "  He s e e s  the  s t a t e  and h i s  f am i ly  co o p e ra t in g  in  an in c e s tu o u s  

ar rangem ent to  c r i p p l e  h i s  sexual  and verba l  s t r e n g t h .  Dari a l s o  f e e l s  

t h a t  h i s  own language has been fo rced  i n t o  an in c e s tu o u s  l a i s o n ;  h i s  

words mate w i th  no th ing  b u t  th e m s e lv es ,  producing n o t  progeny b u t  p e r 

v e r s i o n s ,  unspeakable l i n k i n g s  between animal and human forms.  D a r i ' s  

vo ice  has been i t s  only  l i s t e n e r  f o r  t o o  long .  Voice echoing i t s e l f  i s  

s t e r i l e ,  p e r v e r t i n g  th e  communal purpose o f  language .  The Reverend 

W h i t f i e l d ' s  v o ic e  con fe r s  a sense o f  communion on i t s  l i s t e n e r s ,  and 

t o g e t h e r  they  e n a c t  the  sacrament o f  language .  But D a r i ' s  vo ice  speaks 

in  s o l i t a r y  confinement o f  monstrous a c t s ,  and h i s  consc ious  o b s c e n i ty  

i s  h i s  f i n a l  g e s t u r e  o f  verba l  d e f i a n c e  b e fo re  t h e  pure s i l e n c e  t h a t  

aw ai t s  the  c onc lu s ion  o f  h i s  scream "Yes yes yes  yes  yes yes yes  y e s . "

(244) D a r i ' s  vo ice  ends in  s a c r i l e g e .

V

A d d ie ' s  j a r  takes  dominion i f  no t  everywhere then  a t  l e a s t  over  

a s i g n i f i c a n t  p o r t i o n  o f  t h e  novel .  The j a r  i s  t h e  b a s i c  symbol f o r  

F a u lk n e r ' s  concern  in  As I Lay Dying with  th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between form 

and c o n t e n t .  Vers ions o f  th e  j a r ,  as  we have s e e n ,  s u p p o r t  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  

th roughou t :  t h e  f looded  r i v e r ,  the  c o n c re te  c a s t  on Cash 's  l e g ,  th e

d o l l  and i t s  saw dus t ,  and f i n a l l y ,  t h e  c o f f i n  i t s e l f .  This p e r s i s t e n t  

p r e s s u r e  o f  c o n te n t s  a g a i n s t  c o n t a i n e r  i s  an ano logy ,  moreover ,  o f  the  

o f f i c e  o f  language in  t h e  book.  The word,  Fau lkner  i s  pe rhaps  s a y i n g ,  

can be a c o f f i n  encas ing  a c o rp s e ,  an empty door f rame,  o r  an u n f i l l e d

j a r  . . . each profoundly  w i th o u t  l i f e .  But t h e  word can a l s o  be an
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overf low ing  r i v e r ,  t h e  dark  v o i c e l e s s n e s s  o f  t h e  l a n d ,  o r  a j a r  p r o 

foundly  f u l l  o f  l i f e .  When the  j a r  i s  f i l l i n g  up,  language  i s  dynamic,  

ongoing,  a p rocess  in  t h e  s t a t e  o f  becoming r a t h e r  than  a s t a t i c  

phenomenon. I t  i s  p r e c i s e l y  t h i s  cho ice  between th e  word as a "shape 

to  f i l l  a l a ck"  and th e  word as a c r y s t a l  o f  meaning in  o n e ' s  in c h o a te  

ex p e r i en ce  t h a t  c o n f ro n t s  each c h a r a c t e r  in  t h e  novel .

The f i l l i n g  o f  th e  j a r ,  we can s a y ,  i s  a l s o  a paradigm o f  the  

n a r r a t i v e ' s  momentum, which o s c i l l a t e s  between emptiness  and f u l l n e s s  

of  form. The r e l a t i o n s h i p s  between c e r t a i n  c h a r a c t e r s ,  f o r  example,  

a re  mode lled on the  j a r  in  the  p ro c e s s  of  be ing  emptied  o r  f i l l e d .

Cash 's  c a p a c i t y  to  t h i n k  expands th ro u g h o u t  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  as D a r i ' s  

c a p a c i t y  c o n t r a c t s .  Dari g r a d u a l ly  abandons t h e  co n tem p la t iv e  mode 

in  f a v o r  o f  d i r e c t  a c t i o n .  He becomes a p o u re r  o f  cement,  a b u rn e r  of  

b a r n s ,  a peacemaker between Jewel and an enraged  s t r a n g e r .  We f i r s t  

see  Cash a c t i v e l y  c o n s t r u c t i n g  a c o f f i n ,  and we see  him l a s t  ly in g  

i n e r t  i n  a wagon. The r e s p e c t i v e  l i f e  s t y l e s  o f  Dari and Cash,  in  s h o r t ,  

flow o u t  o f  the  one and i n t o  th e  o t h e r .

Language a l s o  f lows from one r e c e p t a c l e  to  a n o th e r .  The idiom 

o f  madness t h a t  becomes D a r i ' s  dominant mode o f  e x p r e s s i o n - - h i s  end

l e s s  d i s t i n c t i o n s  between be ing  and non -be ing ,  h i s  a n t i - s y l l o g i s m s ,  

i n v e r t e d  l o g i c — g r a d u a l l y  f low i n t o  th e  consc iousness  o f  Vardaman, u n t i l  

t h i s  y o u n g es t  o f  A dd ie ' s  sons assumes com ple te ly  th e  con tours  o f  D a r i ' s  

speech.  As Dari i s  be ing  taken  away t o  Jackson by t r a i n ,  he babbles  

of  t r a i n s ,  b e i n g ,  and non -be ing ,  and a t  j u s t  t h i s  moment Dari sees  

Vardaman th rough  the  window, who i s  now b a bb l ing  about  t r a i n s ,  b e in g ,  

and non-be ing :  "He had t o  g e t  on th e  t r a i n  t o  go t o  J a c k s o n . I have
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n o t  been on the  t r a i n . , b u t  Dari has been on th e  t r a i n . D a r i . Dari i s  

my b r o t h e r . D a r i . Dari [ . ] "  (242) No p u n c tu a t io n  fo l low s  t h i s  l a s t  

word u t t e r e d  by Vardaman, whose syn tax  has taken  on th e  same open-ended,  

d i s co n n ec ted  q u a l i t y  of  D a r i ' s .  D a r i ' s  language seems t o  empty i t s e l f  

o f  words u n t i l  we h ea r  only  s i l e n c e .  But th e  s p e c i a l  f l a v o r  o f  D a r i ' s  

language a l s o  seems t o  f low i n t o  th e  open j a r  o f  Vardaman's mind.
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CHAPTER FIVE

ROSA COLDFIELD: THE DOLL IN THE NIGHTMARE, MAKING NO SOUND; 

POETRY AND SILENCE IN ABSALOM, ABSALOM!

But th e  o p e r a t i o n  o f  w r i t i n g  im pl ie s  
t h a t  o f  read in g  as i t s  d i a l e c t i c a l  
c o r r e l a t i v e  and th e s e  two connec ted 
a c t s  n e c e s s i t a t e  two d i s t i n c t  ag e n t s .  
I t  i s  t h e  j o i n t  e f f o r t  o f  a u tho r  and 
r e a d e r  which b r in g s  upon th e  scene 
t h a t  c o n c re te  and im aginary  o b j e c t  
which i s  th e  work o f  t h e  mind. There 
i s  no a r t  e x c e p t  f o r  and by o t h e r s .

—Jean-Pau l  S a r t r e
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F a u lk n e r ' s  Absalom, Absalom! i s  h is  most am bit ious  a t t e m p t  to  

push th e  word beyond i t s  conven t iona l  l i m i t s . ^  As we read  th e  novel 

we sense  t h a t  the  "exper ience"  o f  th e  book i s  c o n t i n u a l l y  d i s s o l v i n g  

i n t o  h y p o t h e s i s ,  am b igu i ty ,  and p a radox ,  bu t  what  we read  n e v e r t h e l e s s  

assumes a t i m e l e s s n e s s ,  t h e  i l l u s i o n  o f  an e t e r n a l  p r e s e n t  u n fo ld ing  

be fo re  our  eyes .  In d i r e c t i n g  i t s e l f  so r e l e n t l e s s l y  t o  process  we 

f e e l  t h a t  th e  book escape s  i t .  There i s  no formula o r  key t o  t h i s  

nove l .  But i t s  form does resemble t h e  very a c t  o f  s e a r c h in g  f o r  such 

a key.  All i s  i l l u s i v e ,  h y p o t h e t i c a l ,  e x p l o r a t i v e .  The book 's  r e a l  

drama p r e s e n t s  the  word tu r n i n g  back on i t s e l f ,  t h e  word m a rsha l led  

by one s p e a k e r  a f t e r  a n o t h e r  f o r  t h e  exp res s  purpose o f  e x p l o r i n g  the  

p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  l a nguage ,  o f  t e s t i n g  ways of  t e l  l i n g , o f  q u e s t i o n in g  

the  whole a c t  o f  t e l l i n g .  In Absalom, Absalom! language  t a l k s  about  

i t s e l f ,  and c h a r a c t e r s  embody v e r s io n s  o f  t e l l i n g ;  i f  they  t e l l  us 

about  an e x p e r i e n c e ,  a gl impse o f  Thomas Sutpen ,  s a y ,  they  a l s o  hold  up 

the  a c t  o f  u t t e r a n c e  f o r  r igo rous  a n a l y s i s ,  and end up by undermining 

t h e i r  f a i t h  t h a t  they  can t e l l  a n y th in g  a t  a l l .  But  they  speak so 

e l o q u e n t ly  o f  t h e i r  d i s b e l i e f  in  th e  power of  l a nguage ,  they  s c r u t i n i z e  

so c l o s e l y  the  words th e y  u s e ,  t h a t  we b e l i e v e  them a l l  the  more. The 

words o f  Rosa and Quentin  and the  o t h e r  c h a r a c t e r s  c r e a t e  the  i l l u s i o n

^Will iam F a u lk n e r ,  Absalom, Absalom! (New York: Random House,
I n c . ,  1936,  r e p r i n t e d  by Modern L i b r a r y ,  1951).



www.manaraa.com

f o r  us as r e a d e r s  t h a t  we a l l  sha re  in  momentary gl impses o f  t h e  un- 

s ay ab le .

Faulkner  l e t s  h i s  speakers  r ev ea l  themselves  a t  v a r io u s  moments 

o f  t h e i r  own metamorphosis from one kind  o f  t e l l e r  i n t o  a n o t h e r .  T h e i r  

t e l l i n g  i s  suspended a t  c e r t a i n  c r u c i a l  p o i n t s  in  t h e i r  own awakening 

r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  the  power and l i m i t s  o f  t h e  word. Like m u l t i p l e  Andersons 

on the  bench,  we see them waking from th e  dream, de te rmined to  t e l l  

about  t h e  dream even as they  demonst rate t h a t  i t s  r e a l  s i g n i f i c a n c e  i s  

l o s t ,  and t h a t  the  word i s  a b a r r i e r  to  t h e  t e l l i n g .  We see  them being  

born ag a in ;  t h e i r  a c t s  o f  u t t e r a n c e  they  know a r e  f a i l u r e s ,  y e t  i t  i s  

because o f  th e s e  f a i l u r e s  t h a t  they l i v e  f o r  u s .  To be born i n  th e  

book i s  t o  speak ,  to  b reak  o u t  o f  th e  "v e l v e t  s i l e n c e  o f  the  womb," 

as Rosa say s .  (145) A r t i c u l a t i o n  i s  p a i n f u l ,  Faulkner im p l ie s  in  

Absalom, Absa loml, bu t  t h a t  a c t  marks our  a l i v e n e s s ,  and i n  the  end our  

a r t i c u l a t i o n  i s  th e  only  way we can reach  th e  e t e r n a l .

I I

Language,  s e x u a l i t y ,  and t ime

Glancing backward f o r  a moment a t  t h e  novels  t h a t  are th e  s u b j e c t  

of  t h i s  s t u d y ,  we can s ee  t h a t  the  i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  prophecy embodied in  

the  s i l e n c e  o f  Donald Mahon and in  th e  r e t i c e n c e  o f  the  a r t i s t  Gordon 

evo lved ,  w ith  the  c r e a t i o n  o f  Q u en t in ' s  v o ic e  in  The Sound and th e  F u ry , 

and the  vo ices  o f  Dari and Addie in  As I Lay Dying, i n t o  more complex 

r h e t o r i c a l  s i t u a t i o n s  which al lowed F au lkne r  b e t t e r  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  t o  

analyze  th e  meaning o f  s i l e n c e ,  to  d r a m a t iz e  more conv inc ing ly  the  

p h i l o s o p h i c a l  r a m i f i c a t i o n s  of  the  a c t  o f  human u t t e r a n c e ,  and to
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i n t e g r a t e  more f u l l y  h i s  f i n d i n g s  with  the  a c t i o n  o f  t h e  nove l .  The 

r h e t o r i c a l  s t r a t e g i e s  t h a t  s t r u c t u r e  t h e s e  l a s t  two nove ls  and Absalom, 

Absalom! a re  d i a l e c t i c  p a i r i n g s  o f  male and female vo ices  in  which the  

s p e c i a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between th e  two speake rs  i s  e i t h e r  i n f e r r e d  by us 

as an hypo thes i s  ( l i k e  th e  exchange between Quentin and Caddy o r  b e 

tween Dari and A dd ie ) ,  o r  openly d i s c u s s e d  by th e  two s p e a k e r s ,  as i t  

i s  done by Rosa and Quentin in  Absalom, Absalom! One e x p la n a t io n  f o r  

F a u lk n e r ' s  co n t in u in g  f a s c i n a t i o n  with  male-fem ale s e t s  o f  vo ices  i s  

t h a t  t h e  in t im a cy  o f  th e s e  verba l  encoun te r s  most a p t l y  s ugges t s  and 

m i r ro r s  the  complex a f f i n i t i e s  he sees  between language  and human r e 

p ro d u c t io n .  In each o f  th e s e  p a i r i n g s  o f  vo ices  th e  s e p a r a t e  q u e s t s  f o r  

a s u p e r i o r  mode o f  s p e a k in g ,  one p u re r  than  words,  depend f o r  t h e i r  

success  on the  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  some mutual o v e r - p a s s i n g ,  a c o l l e c t i v e  

t h r u s t  p a s t  th e  b a r r i e r  t o  u n d e r s tan d in g  t h a t  language can o f t e n  become, 

to  a realm o f  be ing  t h a t  can s u p p o r t  a w ord le ss  and p e r f e c t  communion.

The i n t e r a c t i o n  o f  th e s e  male-fem ale t h r u s t s  p a s t  t h e  l i m i t s  o f  t h e  

word have obvious an a lo g ie s  w i th  the  a c t  o f  i n t e r c o u r s e ;  inde ed ,  Fau lkner 

seems e ag e r  t o  remind us t h a t  i n t e r c o u r s e  means both  sexua l  union and 

human d i s c o u r s e ,  communication as well  as p hys ica l  communion.

The r e l a t i o n s h i p  between language and human s e x u a l i t y ,  moreover,  

i s  d e f in e d  n e g a t i v e l y  in  Absalom, Absalom! I n c e s t  and v i r g i n i t y ,  which 

a re  ne g a t io n s  o f  human r e p r o d u c t io n ,  u n d e r l i e  a concep t  o f  s e l fh o o d  t h a t  

shapes the  way language i s  used in  t h e  nove l .  R osa ' s  n o t ion  o f  h e r s e l f ,  

f o r  example,  i s  ro o te d  in  h e r  awareness o f  the  paradox o f  v i r g i n i t y .  

Because she never  t a s t e d  the  "moment which only  v i r g i n s  know," t ime has 

s topped  f o r  h e r .  Rosa loved a man who never  was,  gave him a l l  she had,
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she s a y s ,  which was n o th in g .  Rosa ' s  c o n d i t i o n  o f  e t e r n a l  v i r g i n i t y  

de te rmines  th e  paradox ica l  q u a l i t y  o f  h e r  la nguage .  Q uen t in ,  on the  

o t h e r  hand,  i s  j u s t  as f a s c i n a t e d  by the  concep t  o f  i n c e s t ,  and h i s  

e l a b o r a t e  h y p o th e s i s  about  t h e  n a t u re  o f  H enry ' s  love f o r  h i s  s i s t e r  

i s  r e a l l y  Q u e n t i n ' s  way o f  g iv in g  l i f e  t o  h i s  own in c e s tu o u s  f a n t a s i e s .  

Mr. Compson o f f e r s  t o  Quentin an a n a l y s i s  o f  the  l i n g u i s t i c  r a m i f i 

c a t i o n s  o f  v i r g i n i t y  and i n c e s t ,  and h i s  e x p l a n a t i o n ,  coming as i t  does 

e a r l y  in  th e  s t o r y ,  a l e r t s  us to  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  th e  b eh a v io r  o f  language 

w i l l  be th e  deep concern o f  t h e  major  c h a r a c t e r s .

[H e n ry ' s ]  s i s t e r ' s  v i r g i n i t y  was a f a l s e  q u a n t i t y  which 
must i n c o r p o r a t e  in  i t s e l f  an i n a b i l i t y  to  endure  in  o r d e r  
t o  be p r e c i o u s ,  t o  e x i s t ,  and so must depend upon i t s  l o s s ,  
absence ,  t o  have e x i s t e d  a t  a l l .  In f a c t ,  perhaps t h i s  i s  
th e  pure and p e r f e c t  i n c e s t :  t h e  b r o t h e r  r e a l i z i n g  t h a t
the  s i s t e r ' s  v i r g i n i t y  must  be d e s t ro y e d  in  o r d e r  to  have 
e x i s t e d  a t  a l l ,  t a k in g  t h a t  v i r g i n i t y  i n  the  person o f  the  
b r o t h e r - i n - l a w ,  t h e  man whom he would be i f  he could become, 
metamorphose i n t o ,  th e  l o v e r ,  the  husband;  by whom he would 
be d e s p o i l e d ,  choose f o r  d e s p o i l e r ,  i f  he could  become, 
metamorphose i n t o  the  s i s t e r ,  the  m i s t r e s s ,  the  b r i d e .  (96)

Language must a l s o  depend f o r  i t s  e x i s t e n c e  on i t s  own " l o s s ,

absence ."  "The vocal performance  o f  man," W al te r  Ong s a y s ,  "has no
o

permanence b u t  a l t e r n a t e s  w i th  s i l e n c e . "  When th e  word r e t u r n s  to  the  

s i l e n c e  from whence,  by an a c t  o f  speech ,  i t  came f o r t h ,  we then know 

i t s  shape ,  i t s  con tour  o f  meaning.  Mr. Compson's metaphor f o r  the  

r e l a t i o n  between th e  energy o f  language and the  need f o r  i t s  own absence 

( i n  th e  form o f  i n t e r v a l s  o f  s i l e n c e ) ,  an e s s e n t i a l l y  pa rad o x ica l  r e 

l a t i o n ,  i s  t h e  concep t  o f  i n c e s t .  I n c e s t ,  says Mr. Compson, d e s c r ib e s

^Wal te r  J .  Ong, S . J . ,  The B arba r i an  W i th in , and O ther  F u g i t i v e  
Essays and S tu d ie s  (New York: The MacMillan Company, 1962) ,  p.  9.
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both t h e  n a t u re  o f  Henry S u tp e n ' s  f a n t a s y  and th e  s p e c i a l  use o f  l a n 

guage he employs t o  l i v e  momentari ly in  t h a t  f a n t a s y .  Henry saw h i s  

s i s t e r ' s  v i r g i n i t y  as a " f a l s e  q u a n t i t y , "  a n e g a t io n ,  in  need o f  a 

p o s i t i v e  a f f i r m a t i o n .  J u d i t h ' s  v i r g i n i t y  i s  f o r  Henry a language 

b a r r i e r  which can be overcome by m a n ip u la t in g  words.  To a f f i r m  the  

t r u e  " q u a l i t y "  o f  h e r  v i r g i n i t y ,  Henry c h o o s e s - - t o  con t inue  Mr. Compson's 

a n a l y s i s - - t o  change th e  word " b r o t h e r , "  which d e f in e s  h i s  p u b l i c  r o l e  in  

r e l a t i o n  t o  h i s  s i s t e r ,  t o  th e  word " l o v e r , "  which d e f in e s  a p r i v a t e ,  

in c es tu o u s  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i th  h e r .  Henry 's  word j u g g l i n g ,  h is  hope f o r  

verba l  metamorphosis  i n t o  a n o t h e r  i d e n t i t y ,  beg ins  as an a c t  o f  a f f i r m 

a t i o n  o f  J u d i t h ' s  v i r g i n i t y  and ends as an a t t e m p t  o f  e scape  from h i s  

n o t ion  o f  h im s e l f .  But Henry 's  h y p o th e s i s  o f  h im s e l f  as lo v e r  o f  r a t h e r  

than b r o t h e r  t o  J u d i t h  p rov ides  n o t  e scape  bu t  r e in fo rc e m e n t  o f  s e l f ;  

Henry 's  a t t e m p t  to  i n v e r t  th e  communal f u n c t i o n  o f  language and t o  l i v e  

momentari ly  in  a verba l  h y p o th e s i s  o f  h im s e l f  i s  a l i n g u i s t i c  a c t  t h a t  

resembles th e  very  i n c e s t  he wishes t o  ach ieve  with  J u d i t h .

Many speakers  in  Absalom, Absa lom!, i t  should  be s a i d ,  a re  n o th in g  

more than  h y p o th e t i c a l  v e r s io n s  o f  one o f  t h e  f o u r  main n a r r a t o r s .  Mr. 

Compson's h y p o the s i s  o f  J u d i t h  S tupen ,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  a r t i c u l a t e s  a p a r a l 

l e l  b u t  r i c h e r  s t a t e m e n t  about  th e  need f o r  l a n g u a g e ' s  l o s s ,  ab sence ,  as 

a c o n d i t i o n  f o r  l a n g u a g e ' s  meaningful s u r v i v a l .  What she  s a y s ,  o r  more 

a c c u r a t e l y ,  what  Mr. Compson has her  say  about  t h e  t r a n s i e n c e  o f  ex p e r 

ie nce  and th e  need f o r  t h e  word to  r e s c u e  meaning,  r e c a p i t u l a t e s  what  Mr. 

Compson s a i d  about  t h e  p a r ad o x ica l  r e l a t i o n  between language and the  

s i l e n c e  ( "absence" )  i t  depends on f o r  i t s  e x i s t e n c e .  J u d i t h  i s  t a l k i n g
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about h e r  l e t t e r  from Bon, and h e r  hope f o r  some "pass  over"  to  the

e t e r n a l  by means o f  t h i s  p r e s e n t - a b s e n c e  rhythm o f  language.

' .  . . a t  l e a s t  i t  would be something j u s t  because  i t  
would have happened,  be remembered even i f  on ly  from 
p a s s in g  from one hand t o  a n o t h e r ,  one mind t o  a n o t h e r ,  
and i t  would be a t  l e a s t  a s c r a t c h ,  som eth ing ,  something 
t h a t  might  make a mark on something t h a t  was once f o r  t h e  
reason  t h a t  i t  can d ie  someday, while  the  b lock  o f  s tone  
c a n t  be i s_because  i t  never  can become was because  i t  c a n t  
e v e r  d i e  or  p e r i s h .  ! . (127-128)

J u d i t h  t h i n k s  t h a t  Bon's  l e t t e r  al lows th e  word t o  "pass" from "one 

mind t o  a n o t h e r , "  and t h i s  p a s s in g  on i s  both a s t a t i c  and dynamic 

phenomenon. I t  i s  a s c r a t c h  making a mark,  y e t  i t  i s  a l i v e ,  i t  can 

even " d ie  some day ."  J u d i t h ' s  p e r c e p t i o n  o f  e t e r n i t y  i s  s i g n i f i c a n t .

The word i s  e t e r n a l  p r e c i s e l y  because i t  can p e r i s h - - i t  i s  a l i v e .  But 

th e  block  o f  s t o n e ,  t h e  tombstone on which Bon's  name i s  i n s c r i b e d ,  

f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  cannot  be e t e r n a l - - " c a n t  be i s - - b e c a u s e  i t  canno t  change,  

become "w as ."  E t e r n i t y  f o r  Faulkner  must be ro o te d  in  t ime p a s s i n g ,  

n o t  in  some f rozen  moment. The word in  t h e  a c t  o f  u t t e r a n c e  i s  e t e r n a l  

because  i t  comes o u t  o f  s i l e n c e  and r e t u r n s  t o  s i l e n c e .  I t  can become 

was ,  to  p a rap h ra s e  J u d i t h .  This a c t  o f  p a s s in g  o v e r ,  which i s  a metaphor 

o f  e t e r n i t y ,  a p p l i e s  no t  j u s t  t o  Bon's  l e t t e r ,  o r  to  Mr. Compson's 

h y p o th e s i s  to  Quentin about  J u d i t h  and h e r  l e t t e r ,  b u t  t o  t h e  way we 

read  th e  novel i t s e l f :  i t  i s  our  r ead ing  which ach ieves  t h e  only  t im e

l e s s n e s s ,  the  only  escape  from " i s "  t h a t  i s  p o s s i b l e .  The word in  the  

a c t  o f  u t t e r a n c e  i s  F a u lk n e r ' s  e l a b o r a t e  escape  from th e  in e x o ra b le  flow 

o f  t ime.  J u d i t h ' s  " s c r a t c h "  i s  a m i n i a t u r e  o f  t h e  much deepe r  s c r a t c h  

t h a t  i s  Absalom, Absalom!, F a u lk n e r ' s  most  c a r e f u l l y  ca rved  "Ki lroy  was 

h e r e . "
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The movement o f  the  novel t h r u s t s  in  s e v e ra l  d i r e c t i o n s  a t  once;  

we f e e l  we are  going forward as we l e a r n  more and more about  Sutpen 

from th e  ex p e r i e n c e s  o f  succeed ing  s e t s  o f  s p e a k e r - h e a r e r  communions, a 

movement t h a t  perhaps  can be c h a r a c t e r i z e d  by th e  s e n s a t i o n  o f  watch ing  

th e  dawn come u p - - f i r s t  t h e  d a rk ,  t h e n ,  g r a d u a l l y ,  t h e  l i g h t .  As the  

n a r r a t i o n  p ro c e e d s ,  moreover,  we a l s o  f e e l  t h a t  we a r e  going backwards 

i n t o  th e  p a s t ,  u n t i l  t h e  r e a l i t y  o f  c e r t a i n  scenes  t h a t  took p lace  long 

b e f o r e  t h e  b i r t h  o f  t h e  speakers  d e s c r i b i n g  th e  scene seem t o  be more 

v i b r a n t  and " l i v i n g "  than  the  moment and c o n t e x t  in  which th e  t e l l e r  i s  

s p e a k in g - -w h e th e r  on th e  Compson porch in  th e  summer o r  the  c h i l l  bed

room o f  Shreve and Quentin  a t  Harvard.  At the  same t ime t h a t  we sense  

t h e s e  movements, we a r e  a l s o  c o n s t a n t l y  b ack t rack in g  o ver  covered ground.

At t h r e e  d i f f e r e n t  p o i n t s  in  th e  novel we h ea r  sp eak e r s  o f f e r  t h e i r  

v e r s i o n s  of  Wash J o n e s ' s  announcement t o  Rosa t h a t  Henry had j u s t  k i l l e d  

C har les  Bon, and each v e r s io n  b r in g s  o u t  a new d e t a i l ,  a n o th e r  nuance 

t o  th e  ev e n t .

The e n t i r e  book o s c i l l a t e s  between ac tu a l  words being  spoken and 

h y p o t h e t i c a l  words c r e a t e d  by t h a t  s p e a k in g ,  between a given r e a l i t y ,  

and an imagined c o n s t r u c t  t h a t  a t t e m p t s  to  e x p l a in  t h a t  r e a l i t y ,  o r  

s u b s t i t u t e  f o r  i t ,  o r  even wish i t  away. We move from th e  word to  th e  

sp e e c h le s s  v i s i o n  beyond the  word,  and then back a g a i n ,  where i t  seems 

we j u s t  were.

F i n a l l y ,  c u t t i n g  ac ross  t h e s e  i l l u s i o n s  o f  movement f o r  the  

r e a d e r ,  we have th e  s t r o n g  s e n s a t i o n  o f  being suspended in  a s i n g l e  

co re  o f  t im e ,  in  which i t  seems we a r e  t r e a d in g  w a te r  very  much l i k e  th e  

f o u r  Sutpen members a f l o a t  in  "sunny s u s p e n s io n , "  as Mr. Compson s a y s .  (74)
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We a r e  not  g e t t i n g  anywhere so  much as we a r e  t h e r e  from th e  f i r s t  

page " in  th e  m i d d e s t . " ^  When we know t h a t  " l i s t e n i n g "  can "renege"

- - a n d  we a re  l i s t e n i n g - - a n d  " h e a r in g - s e n s e  o f  s e l f - c o n f o u n d , "  we know 

t h a t  our re sponse  to  the  book w i l l  have t o  be unconvent ional  and h igh ly  

empathic .  Fau lkne r  i s  ask ing  us t o  a c c e p t  th e  paradox  o f  s imul taneous  

movement and s t a s i s  as an i n i t i a t i o n  i n t o  an u n d e r s tan d in g  o f  the  book.

I l l

The m arr iage  o f  speak ing  and h e a r in g  

Speaking and h ea r ing  a r e  v i r t u a l l y  f u n c t i o n s  o f  t h e  same imagin

a t i v e  a c t  i n  Absalom, Absalom!, so much so t h a t  a t  s e v e r a l  p o in t s  in  th e  

n o v e l - - u s u a l l y  a t  moments o f  deep i n s i g h t  by v a r ious  s p e a k e r s - - F a u lk n e r  

makes i t  c l e a r  t h a t  i t  does n o t  m a t t e r  who i s  speak ing  and who i s  l i s t e n 

i n g —because both  a r e ;  t h e i r  v o ic e s  have consumed each o t h e r ' s  i d e n t i t y ,  

somewhat l i k e  t h e  way th e  Reverend Shegog 's  voice consumed h is  own.

T h e i r  communion o f  speaking  and l i s t e n i n g  c r e a t e s ,  g ives  b i r t h  t o ,  

a n o t h e r  i d e n t i t y  i n t o  which t h e i r  own vo ices  f low, b l u r r i n g  a l l  d i s t i n c t i o n  

between s p e a k e r  and s u b j e c t ,  t e l l e r  and t a l e ,  the  a c t u a l  and the  hypo

t h e t i c a l  word.  Quentin and S h reve ,  f o r  e x a m p le , c o n s t r u c t  between them 

th e  h y p o th e t i c a l  vo ices  o f  Bon and Henry over  such a p e r io d  o f  t ime t h a t  

a l l  fou r  v o i c e s - - t h e  ac tu a l  and t h e  two hy p o th e t i c a l - -b e c o m e  fused  i n t o  

one " t e l l i n g " :

^Frank Kermode, The  ̂ Sense o f  An Ending: S tu d ie s  in  the  Theory
o f  F i c t i o n  (New York: Oxford U n iv e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1966) ,  p.  8. I am com
p a r in g  Rosa 's  use o f  the  f i c t i v e  s t r u c t u r e  o f  th e  t a l e - w i t h  Kermode's 
p e n e t r a t i n g  a n a l y s i s  o f  the  power o f  a n t i c i p a t e d  endings  in  f i c t i o n s .
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Shreve ceased .  That  i s ,  f o r  a l l  the  two o f  them,
Shreve  and Q uentin ,  knew he had s to p p e d ,  s i n c e  f o r  a l l  t h e  
two o f  them knew he had nev e r  begun,  s in c e  i t  did  n o t  m a t t e r  
(and p o s s i b ly  n e i t h e r  o f  them consc ious  o f  t h e  d i s t i n c t i o n )  
which one had been doing the  t a l k i n g .  So t h a t  now i t  was 
n o t  two b u t  fou r  o f  them r i d i n g  th e  two horses  th rough 
th e  dark over  t h e  f rozen  December r u t s  o f  t h a t  Christmas 
Eve: f o u r  o f  them and then  j u s t  tw o- -C har le s -S h reve  and
Quentin-Henry ,  th e  two o f  them both  b e l i e v i n g  t h a t  Henry 
was th i n k in g  He (meaning h i s  f a t h e r )  has d e s t ro y e d  us a l l ,  
n o t  f o r  one moment t h i n k in g  !te (meaning Bon) mustThave known 
o r  a t  l e a s t  s u spe c ted  t h i s  a l l  t h e  t i m e ; . . . (333-334)

This i n t e r p e n e t r a t i o n  of  v o i c e s ,  in  which the  h y p o th e t i c a l  vo ice  o f  

Char les  Bon sp r in g s  from th e  union o f  t h e  ac tua l  vo ices  o f  Quentin and 

S hreve ,  i s  a r h e t o r i c a l  t e ch n iq u e  t h a t  has c l e a r  a n a lo g ie s  w i th  the  

p ro cess  o f  b i r t h  and the  n u r t u r i n g  o f  progeny ,  and both  o f  t h e s e  con

cep t s  a r e  v i t a l  to  t h e  theme o f  Absalom, Absalom!— th e  r i s e  and f a l l  

o f  t h e  Sutpen dynas ty .  The long ve rba l  exchange between Quentin and 

Shreve a l s o  resembles a c o u r t s h i p ;  both  seem de termined  to  reach  an 

u n d e r s t a n d in g  o f  love  by l e a r n i n g  t h e  language o f  c o u r t s h i p .  T h e i r  

d i s c u s s i o n s  about  love  are  fo r m a l ,  ce remonious,  and t h e i r  o v e r tu r e s  to  

each o t h e r  c o n s t i t u t e  what F au lkne r  c a l l s  marr iages  o f  "speak ing and 

h e a r i n g . "  The "happy marr iage"  between Q u e n t in ' s  and S h r e v e ' s  r e s p e c 

t i v e  t e l l i n g s  o f  the  Sutpen t a l e — a t a l e  o f  unhappy m a r r i a g e s ,  and 

m a r r i a g e s  t h a t  never  were—b r in g  about  th e  only s u c c e s s f u l  m arr iage  in  

th e  n o v e l .

"And now," Shreve s a i d ,  " w e ' r e  going to  t a l k  about  l o v e . "
But he d i d n ' t  need to  say  t h a t  e i t h e r ,  any more than  he had 
needed t o  s p e c i f y  which he meant by he ,  s i n c e  n e i t h e r  o f  them 
had been th i n k in g  about  a ny th ing  e l s e ;  a l l  t h a t  had gone 
b e f o r e  j u s t  so much t h a t  had t o  be overpassed  and none e l s e  
p r e s e n t  t o  overpass  i t  b u t  them, as someone always has to  
r ak e  the  leaves  up b e fo re  you can have the b o n f i r e .  That  
was why i t  did n o t  m a t t e r  t o  e i t h e r  o f  them which one did  
th e  t a l k i n g ,  s i n c e  i t  was n o t  t h e  t a l k i n g  a lone  which d id  i t ,
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performed and accomplished th e  o v e rp a s s in g ,  b u t  some 
happy m arr iage  o f  speak ing  and hea r in g  wherein  each be
f o r e  t h e  demand, th e  r e q u i r e m e n t ,  fo rgave  condoned and 
f o r g o t  the  f a u l t i n g  o f  th e  o t h e r — fau l  t i n g s  bo th  in  the  
c r e a t i n g  o f  t h i s  shade whom th e y  d i s c u s s e d  ( r a t h e r ,  e x i s t 
ed in )  and in  t h e  h e a r in g  and s i f t i n g  and d i s c a r d i n g  the  
f a l s e  and conse rv ing  what  seemed t r u e ,  o r  f i t  t h e  p recon
c e i v e d - - ^  o rde r  t o  overpass  t o  lo v e ,  where t h e r e  might  be 
paradox and in c o n s i s t e n c y  b u t  no th ing  f a u l t  o r  f a l s e .  (316)

"We're go ing  to  t a l k  about  l o v e . "  The way in  which Shreve and Quentin 

t a l k  abou t  love becomes a r i t u a l  t h a t  con fe r s  love*, t h e i r  happy marr iage  

o f  speak ing  and h e a r in g  p e r f e c t l y  a n t i c i p a t e s  and f u l f i l l s  the  l o v e r ' s  

needs b e f o r e  t h a t  l o v e r  even knows he has those  needs .  They f o r g iv e  each 

o t h e r  " b e fo re  the  demand t o  f o r g i v e , "  which i s  t h e  kind  o f  c o u r t s h i p  by 

words t h a t  i s  needed " in  o r d e r  t o  overpass  to  l o v e . "  T h e i r  long ,  lov ing  

exchange o f  words conserves  "what seemed t r u e "  in  "paradox and i n c o n s i s t 

ency" and d i s c a r d s  t h e  f a l s e .  S h r e v e ' s  and Q u e n t i n ' s  happy marr iage  i s  

t h e  model f o r  what Fau lkner  hopes w i l l  be s t i l l  a n o t h e r  happy marr iage  

o f  speak ing  and h e a r i n g —between F a u lk n e r ' s  p a ra d o x ic a l  and o f ten  i n 

c o n s i s t e n t  ar rangement o f  words and our  read in g  o f  th o s e  words.  And 

i t  i s  t h e  need to  be lo v e d ,  a need u n s a t i s f i e d  a l l  h e r  l i f e ,  t h a t  f i n a l l y  

makes Rosa t u r n  to  Quentin .  R osa ' s  and Q u e n t i n ' s  m arr iage  o f  speaking  

and h e a r i n g —happy o r  n o t—i s  t h e  c l o s e s t  Rosa e v e r  comes t o  the  re a l  

t h i n g ,  h i s  sym pa the t ic  l i s t e n i n g  h e r  only  c o u r t s h i p .

IV

The v a l i d i t y  o f  t h e  mouth-to-mouth t a l e  

I t  i s  t r a d i t i o n a l  i n  speak ing  about  Absalom, Absalom! to  begin  

by l i s t i n g  th e  main n a r r a t o r s  o f  t h e  Sutpen s t o r y — Rosa,  Mr. Compson, 

Q uen t in ,  and Shreve— and then  t o  comment on th e  bo o k ' s  c e n t r a l  i n t e l l i -
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gence ,  Q uen t in ,  whose own t e l l i n g  o v e r la p s  and t o  some e x t e n t  appro-
4

p n a t e s  t h a t  o f  t h e  o t h e r  t h r e e .  My own way o f  look ing  a t  t h i s  com

p l e x  and i n t r i c a t e l y  des igned  n o v e l ,  t h e  epitme o f  F a u lk n e r ' s  s ea rch  

f o r  form as a n o v e l i s t  and h i s  most p e n e t r a t i n g  a n a l y s i s  o f  the l i f e  o f  

l a nguage ,  i s  to  r e g a rd  t h e  i l l u s i v e  b u t  compell ing  Sutpen s t o r y  as a
5

metaphor  o f  the  a c t  o f  t e l l i n g  i t s e l f .  The novel d ram a t izes  and em

bod ie s  m u l t i p l e  ways o f  t e l l i n g ,  and i t  i s  no t  peopled  so much with  

c h a r a c t e r s  as i t  d iv id e d  up i n t o  p o s s i b l e  ways o f  c o n f ro n t i n g  the  p ro b 

lem o f  t e l l i n g .  We do n o t  h e a r  s i n g l e  n a r r a t o r s  speak ing  in  sequence 

b u t  r o t a t i n g  s e t s  o f  speak ing  and hea r in g  communions— l i k e  the  "happy 

m a r r i ag e"  o f  Quentin and S hreve— one s i d e  o f  each s e t  i n t e r l o c k i n g  with  

s t i l l  a n o th e r  s e t ,  so t h a t  a l l  t h e  speakers  a re  l i n k e d  by t h e i r  t e l l i n g s  

t o  each o t h e r .  The Sutpen s t o r y  i s  a l s o  a s e e d ,  an embryo p la n ted  in  

s i l e n c e ;  i t  i s  a p o t e n t i a l  t a l e ,  needing only  th e  e l a b o r a t e  and o f t e n  

l o v i n g  midwifery o f  a s p e a k e r  t o  b r in g  i t s  energy  f o r t h  i n t o  the  l i g h t  

o f  day ,  i n t o  the  sound o f  l i v i n g  v o ic e s .  The t e l l e r s  themselves  a r e  

l i n k e d  t o  the  embryo o f  t h i s  unborn t a l e ,  t i e d  t o  i t ,  w he ther  they  w i l l  

o r  n o t ,  l i k e  so many u m b i l i c a l  c o r d s ,  an image Fau lkner  i s  e s p e c i a l l y

^Richard P. Adams, Wil l iam F a u lk n e r : Myth and Motion ( I t h a c a :  
C orne l l  U n iv e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1968) ,  p.  175. Adams s t r e s s e s  t h e  impor tance 
o f  Q u e n t i n ' s  r o l e  in  t h e  n o v e l .  "The ' h i s t o r y '  i n  th e  book i s  perhaps  
more concerned  w i th  th e  f i c t i o n a l  b iography o f  Quentin than  with  t h a t  
o f  Sutpen o r ,  in  any d i r e c t  way, w ith  t h e  a c tu a l  r i s e  and f a l l  o f  t h e  
p l a n t a t i o n  a r i s t o c r a c y  o f  t h e  S ou th ."

5James G u e t t i , The Limit s  o f  Metaphor: A Study o f  M e l v i l l e , 
Conrad , and Fau lkner  ( I t h a c a :  Cornel l  U n iv e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1966),  p.  101.
G u e t t i ' s  t h e s i s ,  p r o v o c a t iv e  and i n t e r e s t i n g  th ro u g h o u t ,  sees  th e  book 
denying t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  metaphor.  "The v i t a l i t y  o f  t h e  e n t i r e  
n a r r a t i v e  o f  Absalom, Absalom! depends upon th e  i n a b i l i t y  to  c r e a t e  a 
s i n g l e ,  dominant metaphor .  . . . "
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fond o f  i n  t h i s  novel .

Absalom, Absalom!' s  s k i l l f u l  ar rangement o f  o v e r l a p p in g  com

munions between p a i r s  o f  s p e a k e r - h e a r e r s  makes i t  m i s l e a d in g  to  t a l k  

about  one s e t  as i f  u n r e l a t e d  t o  a n o t h e r ;  a l l  o f  them,  we r e c a l l ,  a r e  

u l t i m a t e l y  subsumed under  the Q uentin-Q uent in  communion, i n  which one 

f a c e t  o f  h i s  i n t e l l i g e n c e  i s  c o n t i n u a l l y  speaking  t o  a n o th e r  f a c e t  in  

t h e  language o f  " n o tp e o p le ,  in  n o t l a n g u a g e . "  (9) The v a r io u s  exchanges 

between Rosa and Q uen t in ,  n e v e r t h e l e s s ,  no t  only  ep i tom ize  t h e  n o v e l ' s  

t e c h n i q u e ,  bu t  they  r e p r e s e n t  t h e  cu lm ina t ion  o f  t h e  s e r i e s  o f  i n c r e a s 

i n g l y  s u b t l e  a r rangem ents  of  male - fem ale  v o i c e s , s p e a k in g  i n  s u s t a i n e d  

d i a l e c t i c s  t h a t  we saw in  The  ̂ Sound and th e  Fury and Aŝ  I_ Lay Dying. 

Rosa 's  v o ic e  con fe r s  a s p e c i a l  p resence  to  t h e  book.^  Her language 

undergoes a more d ram a t ic  metamorphosis  than  does t h a t  of  any o th e r  

c h a r a c t e r .  Of t h e  f o u r  main n a r r a t o r s ,  Rosa i s  t h e  only  one who knew 

Sutpen p e r s o n a l l y ,  and f o r  a s h o r t  t ime she was a p a r t  o f  S u tp en ' s  

" d e s i g n . "  Her vo ice  s t r u c t u r e s  the  b e g in n in g ,  m id d le ,  and ending o f  

t h e  n o v e l .  In Chapter  I ,  f o r  example ,  we h e a r  R osa ' s  vo ice speaking  

i n  an a i r l e s s  room in  th e  South on a September a f t e r n o o n ;  i n  Chapter  V, 

t h e  e x a c t  c e n t e r  o f  t h e  n o v e l ' s  nine  c h a p t e r s ,  we h e a r  her  speaking  

in  the  same room l a t e r  i n  the  even ing .  Faulkner  h e r e  i t a l i c i z e s  h e r  

words t o  i n d i c a t e  a "pass  over"  from th e  k ind  o f  language  she spoke in  

Chapter  I .  In Chapter  IX R osa 's  vo ice comes t o  us i n  the form o f  a 

r e c o l l e c t i o n  by Q uent in ,  who l i e s  in  bed t a l k i n g  t o  h i s  Harvard room-

G u e t t i ,  p. 98 .  Gue t t i  a t t r i b u t e s  t o  Rosa a high degree o f  
awareness  of  th e  f u t i l i t y  o f  language  in  t h e  f ace  o f  the mystery o f  
Sutpen .  Rosa,  he a s s e r t s ,  " q u e s t io n s  he r  own metaphors more th o ro u g h ly . "
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mate ,  Shreve,  on a w i n t e r  evening in  t h e  North .  Quentin i s  th e  s u r r o 

g a t e  f o r  R osa ' s  v o i c e ,  speaking  on b e h a l f  o f  he r  about  t h a t  l a s t  jou rney  

they  made t o  t h e  Sutpen mansion.  She i s  dead ,  b u t  h e r  t e l l i n g  goes on,  

spanning North and S o u th ,  t ime p a s t  and t ime p r e s e n t ,  l i f e  and d e a t h .

The t a l e  Rosa t e l l s ,  moreover ,  ep i tom izes  th e  r o l e  o f  language 

in Absalom, Absalom!^ Her t e l l i n g  i s  a q u e s t  f o r  a s u p e r i o r  mode o f  

e x p r e s s io n ,  an e x h a u s t i v e  a t t e m p t  t o  escape  th e  l i m i t s  o f  t h e  word,  to  

a b d i c a t e ,  i n  f a c t ,  t h e  r o l e  o f  t e l l e r .  E v e n tu a l ly  Rosa abandons t e l l i n g  

a l t o g e t h e r ,  choos ing s i l e n t  a c t i o n  over  words .  Her d e t e rm in a t io n  t o  

s l a s h  through the  " a r r a s - v e i l "  o f  t h e  Sutpen mystery cl imaxes  in  h e r  

s i l e n t  c o n f r o n t a t i o n  w i th  Henry Sutpen in  t h e  decaying s h e l l  o f  S u tp e n ' s  

Hundred. What they s a y  to  each o t h e r — i f  a n y th in g —remains unknown to  

u s ,  and r e p r e s e n t s  one o f  the  more momentous cores  o f  pure s i l e n c e  t h a t  

appear  th roughou t  th e  nove l .  Rosa 's  q u e s t  began with  words and ends in  

s i l e n c e .  S h o r t l y  a f t e r  her  e n c o u n te r  w i th  Henry Sutpen she i s  dead ,  

l e a v in g  Quentin as t h e  d e s ig n a t e d  h e i r  t o  w hateve r  meaning she ach ieved .  

Q u en t in ' s  l i s t e n i n g  consc iousness  i s  Rosa 's  s t a g e ;  she e n t e r s ,  dec la ims 

f o r  a w h i l e ,  and makes h e r  f i n a l  e x i t ,  l e a v in g  him with t h e  need t o  p lay  

h e r  r o l e  o v e r  aga in .  He must now dec la im on h i s  own s t a g e ,  speak ing  th e  

language o f  no tp e o p le  t o  h im s e l f .  Rosa pas ses  on t o  Quentin the  burden 

o f  h e r  words and the  compulsion to  t e l l ,  somewhat l i k e  th e  way Addie 

passed  beyond th e  range  of  w ords ,  l e a v in g  Dari t o  s u f f e r  th rough  h i s  

t e l l i n g .  A f t e r  Rosa ' s  death Q u e n t i n ' s  anguished  l i s t e n i n g  i s  p r e c i s e l y

J
Olga V ickery ,  The Novels o f  Will iam Faulkner (Baton Rouge: 

Louis iana  S t a t e  U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1959 and 1962) ,  p.  86. Miss Vickery 
sees  Rosa 's  s t y l e  e p i to m iz in g  th e  n o v e l ' s .
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h i s  s t a t e  o f  mind when we f i r s t  h e a r  him i n  Sec t ion  I I  o f  The Sound and

t h e  F u ry , compuls ively r e f i n i n g  f u r t h e r  h i s  d i s t i n c t i o n s  between h e a r 

in g  and l i s t e n i n g :

Now th e  chimes began ,  r i n g i n g  f o r  one oc lock .  Shreve 
c e a s e d ,  as i f  he were w a i t i n g  f o r  them t o  cease o r  p e r 
haps were even l i s t e n i n g  t o  them. Quentin  lay  s t i l l  t o o ,  
as i f  he were l i s t e n i n g  t o o ,  though he was n o t ;  he j u s t  
heard  them w i th o u t  l i s t e n i n g  as he heard  Shreve w i th o u t  
l i s t e n i n g  o r  answ er ing ,  u n t i l  they  c e a se d ,  d ie d  away i n t o  
th e  i c y  a i r  d e l i c a t e  and f a i n t  and musical  as s t r u c k  g l a s s .
(374)

V

Rosa 's  t a l e  and th e  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  form 

Rosa ' s  vo ice  putsu.s in "the m id d e s t . "  When we hear  h e r  c la im  t h a t  

she w i l l  t e l l  h e r  s t o r y  t o  Q u en t in ,  we f e e l  t h a t  h e r  t e l l i n g  w i l l  g r a d 

u a l l y  open up our  u n d e r s t a n d in g  o f  the  Sutpen  s a g a ,  and t h a t  wha teve r  

i s  i n e f f a b l e  now w i l l  n o t  remain i n d e f i n i t e l y  so .  The o r d e r l y  s y n t a c t i 

cal  p a t t e r n  t h a t  c h a r a c t e r i z e s  h e r  language in  the  beg inn ing  o f  Chapter  

I stems from h e r  c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t  the  s t o r y  "can be t o l d , "  a c la im  she 

makes more than once.  Rosa im p l ie s  t h a t  h e r  t a l e  has an e n d in g ,  t h a t  

she w i l l  revea l  some s a t i s f y i n g  nexus between the  o r i g i n  o f  h e r  s t o r y  

and th e  moment in  t im e—t h e  m id d es t—when we f i r s t  h e a r  h e r  speak ing  to  

Quentin i n  her  home. R osa ' s  a s su rance  t h a t  Quentin could someday t e l l  

h e r  s t o r y ,  su b m i t t in g  i t  t o  a magazine ,  i t s e l f  im p l i e s  she has the  

t r a d i t i o n a l  c lo sed  form o f  a s t o r y  in  mind:

"So maybe you w i l l  e n t e r  th e  l i t e r a r y  p r o f e s s i o n  as so 
many Southern  gentlemen and gentlewomen too  a r e  doing now 
and maybe some day you w i l l  remember t h i s  and w r i t e  about  
i t .  You w i l l  be m a r r i e d  then  I e x p ec t  and perhaps  your  
w i fe  w i l l  want  a new gown o r  a new c h a i r  f o r  t h e  house 
and you can w r i t e  t h i s  and submit  i t  t o  the  magaz ines . "
(9-10)
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Rosa c a r e f u l l y  s u s t a i n s  t h e  i l l u s i o n  t h a t  Quentin w i l l  be in  a 

p o s i t i o n  to  s k e tc h  in  a l l  the  even t s  o f  h e r  t a l e  up u n t i l  t h i s  p r e s e n t  

moment in  which he i s  l i s t e n i n g  to  h e r ,  and t h i s  a n t i c i p a t i o n  i s  a l s o  a 

p a r t  o f  our r e a d in g  re sponse .  We know, i n  f a c t ,  t h a t  Rosa has been a 

p r o l i f i c  p roduce r  o f  conven t iona l  l i t e r a r y  forms— "odes,  eu logy ,  and 

e p i t a p h " —and t h a t  she has been " th e  c o u n t y ' s  p oe te ss  l a u r e a t e . "  (11)

We would then  e x p ec t  a f low er ing  o f  h e r  l i t e r a r y  t a l e n t  in  t h i s  verba l  

n a r r a t i v e  o f  a dead man, Thomas Sutpen .  Yet b e fo re  we a re  very  f a r  i n t o  

Chapter  I ,  Rosa ' s  t e l l i n g  begins t o  show th e  s t r e s s  o f  choosing words 

commensurate w i th  h e r  s en s e  o f  r a g e ,  a r age  she  d id  not  h i n t  a t  in  h e r  

cool d i s c u s s i o n  o f  magazine w r i t i n g .  Her syn tax  becomes c i r c u l a r ,  

r e p e t i t i v e .  The people she l i v e d  among, Rosa s a y s ,  "knew t h a t  we knew 

and we knew th e y  knew we knew and we knew t h a t  they  would have b e l i e v e d  

us .  . . ."  (17) Her image o f  Sutpen breaks  up Rosa 's  a t t em p ts  to

a r t i c u l a t e  meaning,  and h e r  t e l l i n g  keeps r e t u r n i n g  to  s e t  phrases  l i k e  

"No: n o t  even a gentleman" in  o r d e r  t o  g e t  h e r  bea r ings  and s t a r t  anew.

Rosa, we soon s e e ,  i s  in c ap ab le  o f  l o g i c a l ,  s e l f - c o n t a i n e d  u n i t s  o f  

though t .  Her s e n ten c es  a re  open-ended,  t e n t a t i v e ,  as e n i g m a t i c a l ,  in  

f a c t ,  as h e r  s u b j e c t —Thomas Sutpen .  Rosa rushes  i n t o  t h i s  s e n t e n c e ,  

f o r  example,  b u t  cannot  f i n i s h  i t :  "No; j u s t  t h e  face  o f  a man who . . .

a man who so  f a r  . . .  a man who rode i n t o  town ou t  o f  nowhere . . .  a 

man who f l e d  he re  and h i d .  . . . "  (16) The sequence o f  r e l a t i v e  c l a u s e s

hang suspended ,  w a i t i n g  f o r  a verb  t h a t  neve r  comes, j u s t  as th e  mean

ing  o f  Sutpen c o n t i n u a l l y  eludes  d e f i n i t i v e  a r t i c u l a t i o n .

Rosa ' s  vo ice  in  Chapter  V dem ons t ra te s  a d ramatic  sapp ing  o f  

her  con f idence  t h a t  h e r  t a l e  can be t o l d ,  t h a t  words can impose some
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c o n t ro l  on the  s h i f t i n g  images of  h e r  memory o f  Thomas Sutpen .  The 

p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  a d e f i n i t i v e  s t a t e m e n t  seems i n c r e a s i n g l y  more h o p e l e s s .

Her p rose  i s  p u n c tu a te d  by co n fe s s io n s  o f  h e r  i n a b i l i t y  to  conclude h e r  

t a l e :  "That  was a l l . Or r a t h e r , n o t  a l l , s i n c e  t h e r e  i s  no a l l , no

f i n i s h . " (150) The n o t io n  o f  a magazine s t o r y  recedes  f u r t h e r  i n t o

th e  d i s t a n c e  u n t i l  i t  s e r v e s  as an antimodel  f o r  l i v i n g  form. When Rosa 

w hispe rs  to  Quentin t h a t  t h e r e  i s  something  " l i v i n g  hidden in  t h a t  house ,"  

(172) we know t h a t  h e r  s t o r y  cannot  be t o l d  because i t  has no t  ended y e t .  

Her t a l e  i s  s t i l l  open.

This e r o s i o n  o f  Rosa ' s  con f idence  t h a t  she i s  t e l l i n g  a t a l e  

o f  a c lo se d  e x p e r i e n c e  modif ie s  ou r  own e x p e c t a t i o n  o f  a conven t iona l  

ending f o r  Absalom, Absalom! We s u s p e c t  t h a t  a c o n d i t io n  o f  co n t in u in g  

c r i s i s  o f  language i s  r e p l a c in g  t h e  conven t iona l  n o t ion  o f  an impending 

and a l l - r e v e a l i n g  end ing .  We are n o t ,  i t  i s  c l e a r  a t  the  co n c lu s io n  o f  

Chapter  V, going to  know Thomas Sutpen  from Rosa 's  t e l l i n g .  I n s t e a d ,  

th e  p e r s i s t e n t  mys te ry  o f  Sutpen f o r c e s  t h e  metamorphosis o f  Rosa ' s  

language  from l o g i c a l  s y n t a x ,  to  c i r c u l a r  s t a t e m e n t , t o  compulsive 

r e p e t i t i o n ,  and e v e n t u a l l y  to  s i l e n c e .  When she says to  Quentin  t h a t  

t h e r e  i s  something hidden in  t h a t  house ,  h e r  t a l e  goes on b u t  h e r  t e l l 

ing  ends .

Rosa i s  a powerful  fo rce  i n  Chapter  IX, b u t  she e x i s t s  as a p a r t  

o f  Q u e n t in ' s  t e l l i n g .  She has been dead f o r  months,  b u t  comes a l i v e  in  

Q u e n t i n ' s  v o i c e ,  j u s t  as Thomas Sutpen  came a l i v e  in  Rosa ' s  vo ice  when 

Quentin f i r s t  hea rd  i t .  As Quentin t e l l s  Shreve about  h i s  and Rosa 's  

jo u rn e y  t o g e t h e r  t o  S u tp e n ' s  Hundred,  he n o te s  how f a r  Rosa ' s  language 

had evolved  towards s i l e n t  ac t ion  on t h a t  n i g h t ;  she was "no t  t a l k i n g ,
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no t  s ay in g  words ."  (366) I n s t e a d  o f  h y p o th e se s ,  Rosa arms h e r s e l f  

w ith  a h a t c h e t ,  i n s t e a d  o f  i n t u i t i o n ,  she r e l i e s  on a f l a s h l i g h t .  With 

every  s t e p  c l o s e r  to  th e  s e c r e t  t h a t  l i e s  h idden i n  t h e  Sutpen mansion,  

Quentin assumes more o f  the  burden o f  t e l l i n g  as Rosa d i s c a r d s  i t .  Walk

ing  up the  dead " t r e e - a r c h e d  d r i v e , "  Quentin f i n d s  h i m s e l f  " r e p e a t i n g  

h e r  words!' and "aping w i th o u t  knowing i t "  R osa ' s  o b s e s s i o n s .  (366-367) 

When he passes  th rough the  mansion window, he becomes Rosa ' s  k h i g h t - a t -  

arms,  reac h ing  f o r  a holy g r a i l  he n e i t h e r  b e l i e v e s  i n  nor d e s i r e s .  ' " I  

j u s t  d o n ' t  want  t o  know about  whateve r  i t  i s  she  keeps hidden i n  i t . ' "  

(366) But i f  Quentin e n t e r s  th rough th e  window as R o s a ' s  s u r r o g a t e  

s l a s h e r  o f  t h e  " a r r a s - v e i l ,"  he a l s o  passes  th rough  a language  b a r r i e r  

o f  h i s  own making. Once i n s i d e  t h e  room, Quentin  f r e e s  h im s e l f  f o r  the 

f i r s t  t ime o f  " t h a t  something t h a t  he could n o t  p a s s " :  Rosa ' s  h y p o t h e t i 

cal a r t i c u l a t i o n  o f  Henry S u tp e n ' s  mad rush up the  s t a i r s  to  sh o u t  to  

J u d i t h  o f  th e  murder o f  Char les  Bon. Quentin manages t o  "pass over" the  

emotional b lock  o f  h e r  h y p o th e s i s  by means o f  w ord les s  a c t i o n .  He i s  

co n s c io u s ly  r e p e a t i n g  H enry ' s  g e s t u r e ,  s to rm ing  th e  same house ,  moving 

up th e  same s t a i r s ,  toward t h e  same bedroom, only  t o  mee t ,  n o t  J u d i t h ,  

bu t  t h e  dying Henry h i m s e l f .  The scene e p i to m izes  t h e  m i r r o r  t h a t  i s  

Q u e n t in ' s  mind.  Quentin i n  t a l k i n g  to  Henry i s  t a l k i n g  t o  h i m s e l f .  The 

c o n v e r s a t io n  ends where i t  began ,  w i th  a q u e s t i o n :

And you a r e — ?
Henry S u tp en .

And you a r e — ?
Henry S u tp en . (373)

The h y p o th e s i s  o f  Henry,  l i v i n g  in  Q u e n t i n ' s  mind,  fu s e s  w ith  

the  a c tu a l  Henry,  dying in  t h e  mansion.  The word and th e  deed a re  one,
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and ci p a r t  o f  Q u e n t i n ' s  mind i s  doomed to  remain i n s i d e  t h a t  room from 

t h i s  moment on.  Henry ' s  d e a t h - i n - l i f e  e x i s t e n c e  p r e f i g u r e s  Q u e n t i n ' s  

f u t u r e .  Now he w i l l  have t o  l i s t e n  t o  h im s e l f  t a l k i n g  in  " n o t l a n g u a g e , "  

t e l l i n g  abou t  the  need to  t e l l .  "Waking o r  s l e e p i n g  i t  was th e  same and 

would be t h e  same f o r e v e r  as long as he l i v e d . "  (373) Nevermore o f  peace ,  

says Quentin .  At t h e  end o f  Absalom, Absalom!, Quentin  has reached  a 

s t a t e  of  mind s i m i l a r  to  Rosa ' s  a t  t h e  opening of  t h e  n ove l—he must  a t t em p t  

to  a r t i c u l a t e  a s t o r y  t h a t  i s  no t  a s t o r y  because i t  has n o t  ended and 

cannot  be reduced  t o  words.  Like Addie in  As I Lay Dying, Rosa escapes  

Q u e n t in ' s  p l i g h t  by h e r  d e a t h .  She g a i n s ,  i n  the ph rase  Mr. Compson uses 

in h i s  l e t t e r  to  Q uentin ,  " t h a t  p l a c e  o r  bourne where th e  o b j e c t s  o f  the  

o u t r a g e  and o f  the  commiserat ion a l s o  are no lo nge r  ghos ts  b u t  a r e  ac tu a l  

peop le  to  be ac tu a l  r e c i p i e n t s  o f  t h e  h a t r e d  and t h e  p i t y . "  (377) Rosa 

pas ses  over  t o  a mode of  be ing  which Quentin w i l l  soon reach  h i m s e l f ,  

once he can d i v e s t  h im s e l f  o f  th e  burden o f  words and o f  l i v i n g .

Mr. Compson's w r i t t e n  words about  Rosa ' s  b u r i a l  s t r i k e  Q u e n t i n ' s

consc iousness  as i f  he were ex p e r i e n c in g  a v i s i o n ,  and h i s  r e a d in g  o f  the

l e t t e r ,  coming a t  t h e  end o f  the  n o v e l ,  b r i n g s  our  own a n t i c i p a t i o n  t o  a

peak.  Here,  i t  seems,  i s  t h e  i l l u s i v e  meaning,  t h e  f i n a l  r e g i s t e r i n g  o f

the  book 's  e x p e r i e n c e  by Q uent in ,  i t s  c e n t r a l  i n t e l l i g e n c e .  Mr. Compson's

words ,  which s t r a i n  t o  a r t i c u l a t e  t h e  n a t u r e  of  R osa ' s  e scape  from both

t e l l i n g  and p r o c e s s ,  assume f o r  Quentin symbolic form:

The w e a th e r  was b e a u t i f u l  though cold and they  had t o  use 
p icks  t o  break th e  e a r t h ~ f o r  t h e  grave y e t  in  one o f  t h e  
deeper  c lods  I saw a redworm d o u b t l e s s  a l i v e  when th e  c lod  
was thrown up. thougF  by a f t e rn o o n  i t .  was f rozen  a g a i n . (377)
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Rosa i s  t h a t  redworm, frozen  b u t  a l i v e  i n  the  c l o d ,  h e r  f i n a l  metamor

p h o s i s .  We see  now t h a t  Rosa 's  e n t i r e  l i f e  has been a s e r i e s  o f  meta

morphoses,  e scap ing  i n  tu rn  from one cocoon a f t e r  a n o t h e r ,  p a s s in g  

th rough th e  b r i t t l e  s h e l l  o f  h e r  f a t h e r ' s  house i n t o  h e r  s i s t e r ' s  man

s i o n ,  back to  h e r  own house, and in to  t h e  s h e l l  o f  s i l e n c e  t h a t  i s  h e r  

c o f f i n .  The burden o f  language i s  he r  l a s t  shedd ing .  Rosa 's  c o f f i n  

becomes th e  "co coon -caske t  m a rr i aqe -bed  o f  you th  and g r i e f ," a phrase  

Rosa used once f o r  S u tp e n ' s  Hundred. (136)

VI

Rosa: the w i tn e s s  who was n o t  t h e re

A f t e r  Rosa r e v e a l s  to  Quentin t h a t  t h e r e  i s  something hidden in  

th e  Sutpen mansion,  Rosa f o r s a k e s  the promise  o f  the  word f o r  s i l e n t  

a c t i o n .  She ceases  t e l l i n g  h e r  t a l e ,  and ,  accompanied by Q uen t in ,  she 

storms th e  o ld  house ,  knocking down C l y t i e  w i th  a blow " l i k e  a man would 

have ,"  runn ing  up th e  very s t a i r s  t h a t  formed a b a r r i e r  t o  h e r  f o r t y -  

t h r e e  y e a r s  b e f o r e .  (369) Rosa passes  beyond the  range o f  ve rba l  l a n 

guage by t h a t  dash up the  s t a i r s .  When she r e t u r n s  back down th e  s t a i r s  

and o u t  o f  th e  Sutpen house,  she  remains s i l e n t ,  as i f  what  she saw could 

never  be p u t  i n t o  words.  This f i n a l  metamorphosis  o f  Rosa from p a s s iv e  

w i tn e s s  t o  a c t i v e  h e r o i n e ,  which,we l e a r n  from Q u e n t in ' s  r e c o l l e c t i o n  of  

t h a t  n i g h t  i n  Chapte r  IX, i s  t h e  end o f  Rosa ' s  long r e t r e a t  from the  

word.

Our i n i t i a l  encoun te r  w i th  R osa ' s  v o i c e - - t h e  Rosa o f  Chapte r  I — 

t a k es  p l a c e  a t  a much e a r l i e r  s t a g e  o f  -her co n t in u in g  metamorphosis .  In 

Chapter  I we h e a r  Rosa when she  f i r s t  b reaks  t h e  s i l e n c e  o f  f o r t y - t h r e e
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y e a r s .  Rosa 's  d e c i s i o n  t o  speak  o u t  about  h e r  memory o f  Sutpen a c t s  as 

a c a t a l y s t  f o r  t h e  p o t e n t i a l  t e l l i n g  o f  th e  n o v e l .  Her words ge n e ra te  

o t h e r  words in  o t h e r  s p e a k e r s ,  who in  t u r n  seek  ways and v o c a b u l a r i e s  

t h a t  would e l i c i t  meaning from th e  Sutpen myste ry .

Rosa summons Quentin f o r  t h e  r o l e  o f  w i tn e s s  by a d i s c i p l i n e d  

a r rangement o f  words.  Her " s t i f f l y  fo rmal"  no te  t o  him i n  " n e a t  faded 

cramped s c r i p t "  i s  th e  f i r s t  o f  t h r e e  l e t t e r s  t h a t  he lp  t o  s t r u c t u r e  th e  

nove l .  The f i r s t  and th e  t h i r d  a r e  addressed  t o  Q uen t in ,  from Rosa and 

from h i s  f a t h e r .  The second  i s  Bon's l e t t e r  t o  J u d i t h ,  which Mr. Compson 

reads  aloud to  Quentin .  R osa ' s  l e t t e r  comes " o u t  o f  a n o t h e r  w o r ld ,  a l 

m o s t , "  which i s  t h e  world  o f  d e l i b e r a t e  s i l e n c e  in  which Rosa has dwel led  

a l l  t h e s e  y e a r s .  (10) Rosa here  i s  p r i m a r i l y  a t e l l e r ,  and h e r  summons 

t o  Quentin  t c r h e r  d a rk ,  a i r l e s s ,  t o m b - l ik e  home i s  a p a s s in g  on o f  h e r  

t a l e ,  a kind  o f  verba l  l a y i n g  on o f  hands.  Quentin  on ly  p a r t i a l l y  guesses  

h e r  m ot ives :  "She wants i t  t o l d ."* (10) A c t u a l l y ,  Rosa wants t o  escape  

th e  burden of  w ords ,  th e  need t o  t e l l ,  which has weighed h e r  down a l l  t h e s e  

y e a r s .  Rosa ' s  t e l l i n g  i s  a l s o  an awakening f o r  h e r .  Like Anderson on 

th e  bench ,  the n a t u re  o f  what  she wants t o  say i s  r o o t e d  in  t h e  s u b c o n s c io u s ,  

in  t h e  very  s t u f f  o f  dreams,  and th e  word w i l l  be a b a r r i e r  f o r  her  t e l l 

in g .  By a t t e m p t in g  t o  t e l l  o f  t h e  dream, she awakens from it*, by imposing 

verba l  form on th e  dream, she  l o s e s  i t s  power. I t  i s  j u s t  t h i s  p a r a d o x i 

ca l  q u a l i t y  o f  h e r  t e l l i n g ,  i t s  " r e a s o n - f l o u t i n g "  n a t u r e ,  t h a t  im presses  

Quentin t h e  most .

I t  ( t h e  t a l k i n g ,  th e  t e l l i n g )  seemed ( to  him, t o  Quentin)  t o  
p a r t a k e  o f  t h a t  l o g i c - a n d - r e a s o n  f l o u t i n g  q u a l i t y  o f  a dream 
which the  s l e e p e r  knows must have o c c u r r e d ,  s t i l l b o r n  and 
comple te ,  i n  a s econd ,  y e t  t h e  very  q u a l i t y  upon which i t  must 
depend t o  move the  dreamer ( v e r i s i m i l i t u d e )  to  c r e d u l i t y —
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h o r r o r  o r  p l e a s u r e  o r  amazement—depends as complete upon 
a formal r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  and accep tanc e  o f  e l a p s e d  and y e t -  
e l a p s i n g  t ime as music ora ;p r i n t e d  t a l e .  (22)

Quentin knows t h a t  as l i s t e n e r  to  t h i s  t e l l i n g  o f  a dream, he must 

r ecogn ize  t h a t  t h e  t r u t h  o f  the  dream may be i n e f f a b l e ,  b u t  t h e  t e l l 

ing  c r e a t e s  a n o t h e r  k ind o f  t r u t h ,  and t h a t  t h e  word in  t h e  a c t  o f  

u t t e r a n c e ,  ro o ted  i n  e l a p s e d  and y e t - e l a p s i n g  t i m e ,  a l s o  escapes  t ime 

th e  way music does .  Quentin  p e r c e iv e s  t h a t  t h e  a c t  o f  t e l l i n g  i s  an 

a t tem p t  t o  escape p r o c e s s .  His l i s t e n i n g  i s  in  p a r t  a p r e p a r a t i o n  f o r  

h i s  own t e l l i n g  t o  S hreve ,  a t e l l i n g  which Quentin t h in k s  o f  as an a c t  

o f  e x p i a t i o n ,  o f  unburden ing ,  and ,  u l t i m a t e l y ,  o f  e scape .

R osa 's  t e l l i n g  to  Quentin i n  Chap te r  I i s  th e  f i r s t  "marr iage"  

o f  speak ing  and h e a r i n g  in  the  n o v e l .  The m arr iage  bege ts  an image o f  

Sutpen which im media te ly  begins  t o  produce progeny in  Q u e n t i n ' s  mind 

as Sutpen once produced o f f s p r i n g  i n  l i f e .  As "Miss C o l d f i e l d ' s  vo ice  

went o n , "  says  t h e  n a r r a t o r ,  t h e  image o f  th e  "ogre-shape"  r e s o lv e d  

"ou t  o f  i t s e l f  b e f o r e  Q u e n t in ' s  eyes  t h e  two h a l f - o g r e  c h i l d r e n ,  the  

t h r e e  o f  them forming a shadowy background f o r  t h e  f o u r th  one ."  (13) 

Rosa ' s  v o ic e  had been as s i l e n t  as  the  s h u t t e r e d  tomb o f  h e r  house ,  

b u t  t h i s  f i r s t  r u p t u r e  o f  a f o r t y - t h r e e  y e a r  s i l e n c e  c r e a t e s  a s t r eam  

o f  l i f e  where t h e r e  once was o n ly  d u s t .  We h e a r  h e r  vo ice  "not  cea s in g  

b u t  v a n i sh in g  i n t o  and then  o u t  o f  the  long i n t e r v a l s  l i k e  a s t r e a m ,  a 

t r i c k l e  runn ing  from patch  t o  p a t c h  o f  d r i e d  s a n d . "  (8)  Like Japanese  

paper  f low ers  dropped i n  w a te r ,  Rosa 's  words a c t i v a t e  t h e  g h o s t ly  vo ices  

of  Q u e n t i n ' s  memory, c a l l i n g  f o r t h  out  o f  th e  s i l e n c e  t h e i r  "sonorous 

d e f e a te d  names." (12) Rosa manages t o  pass  on t o  Quentin  the  burden 

o f  t e l l i n g ,  b u t  Quent in  has no one e l s e  t o  pass h i s  t e l l i n g  on to  excep t
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h i m s e l f ,  and th e  language t h a t  he adopts  t o  speak  t o  h i m s e l f ,  t h e  l a n 

guage o f  " n o t l a n g u a g e , "  i s  based n o t  on a m arr iage  between two s p e a k e r -  

h e a r e r s ,  b u t  on an a c t  o f  l i n g u i s t i c  i n v e r s i o n .  Language w i th o u t  hope 

o f  communion in  a "happy m arr iage"  o f  speak ing  and h e a r i n g  t u r n s  back 

on i t s e l f  l i k e  th e  d e f i a n t  o b s c e n i t y  o f  Dari o r  Q u e n t i n ' s  lo n e ly  f a n t a 

s i e s  o f  i n c e s t .

Having broken so long a s i l e n c e ,  Rosa i s  s e l f - c o n s c i o u s  about  

the  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  o f  t e l l i n g ,  and she  views h e r  a d v e r s a r y ,  Su tpen ,  as a 

language problem. Rosa a t t r i b u t e s  S u tp e n 1s own unbroken s i l e n c e  about 

h i s  p a s t  (unbroken t o  h e r - -S u tp e n  does t a l k  about  p a r t  o f  h is  p a s t  to  

General  Compson) t o  a conspicuous  language  f a i l u r e .  She sees  S u tp e n 1s 

sudden a r r i v a l  in  town "ou t  o f  nowhere" as the  r e s u l t  o f  an unspeakable  

a c t .  What "he f l e d  from,"  she s a y s ,  "must have been some o p p o s i t e  of  

r e s p e c t a b i l i t y  too  dark  t o  t a l k  a b o u t . "  (17) To a g r e a t  e x t e n t ,  she 

i s  r i g h t .  S u tp e n ' s  d e s ig n ,  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  which she guesses  w i th  some 

a c c u ra c y ,  draws i t s  s t r e n g t h  from th e  Old Testament concep t  o f  f a t h e r 

hood, w i th  i t s  a t t e n d a n t  powers o f  naming o f f s p r i n g  w i th  the  same 

a u t h o r i t y  t h a t  Adam invoked in  naming th e  an im als .  Sutpen a r r i v e d  in  

J e f f e r s o n  because h i s  des ign  had f a i l e d ,  and what  he had done i s  indeed 

too  dark  t o  t a l k  abou t .  We l a t e r  know t h a t  Sutpen had f a t h e r e d  and 

named Char les  Bon, only  to  disown him, r e t r e a t i n g  i n t o  th e  s i l e n c e  in  

which th e  M i s s i s s i p p i  town o f  J e f f e r s o n  f i n d s  him, s eek in g  th e  "c o n c e a l 

ment ,"  Rosa s a y s ,  o f  r e s p e c t a b i l i t y .  In S o l d i e r ' s  P ay , the  unexpected 

r e t u r n  home o f  th e  son p r e c i p i t a t e d  a language c r i s i s  f o r  Donald Mahon's 

f a t h e r ;  in  Absalom, Absalom!, th e  r e t u r n  o f  Bon to  h i s  f a t h e r ' s  door 

provokes a more s e r i o u s  language c r i s i s —S u tp e n ' s  d e s i g n ,  an im p o r ta n t
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p a r t  o f  which i s  t h e  power o f  naming o f f s p r i n g ,  i s  s h a t t e r e d .  Rosa 

does n o t  know th e  rea son  f o r  S u tp e n ' s  s i l e n c e  a bou t  h i s  o r i g i n s ,  bu t  

h e r  s u s p i c io n  t h a t  h i s  i d e n t i t y  hinges on the  unsayab le  i s  p e r c e p t i v e .  

L a t e r  Rosa says t h a t  Sutpen "was not  a r t i c u l a t e d  i n  t h i s  w o r l d ," (171)•  

and she i s  us ing  th e  word " a r t i c u l a t e "  in  the  s e n s e  o f  engendered ,  

c r e a t e d ;  Rosa i s  a l s o  implying  t h a t  to  a r t i c u l a t e  i s  t o  u n i t e ,  t o  j o i n  

- -o n e  o f  th e  r o o t  meanings o f  t h e  word--and t h a t  a r t i c u l a t i o n  i s  the  a c t  

o f  f u s in g  the  word and th e  e s sence  o f  t h e  o b j e c t  d e s c r ib e d .  S u tp e n ' s  

e s sence  d e f i e s  a r t i c u l a t i o n ,  e lu d e s  the  fo rm -g iv in g  and m ean ing- render ing  

word. And s in c e  Sutpen  was n o t  a r t i c u l a t e d  in  t h i s  w o r ld ,  he can never  

be.  Rosa ' s  phrase  c r i s p l y  ep i tom izes  t h e  problem t h a t  Sutpen p r e s e n t s  

to  t h e  o t h e r  n a r r a t o r s  o f  the  s t o r y :  Sutpen e x i s t s  o u t s id e  t h e  claims 

o f  language  because each n a r r a t o r  r e l e g a t e s  th e  source  o f  S u tp e n ' s  v i t a l 

i t y  o u t s i d e  th e  p ro v in c e  o f  humanity i t s e l f .  In the  n o v e l ,  language  a !  

and Su tpen-ness  a r e  neve r  f u l l y  jo i n e d  o r  u n i t e d ,  and s o  he i s  never  

a r t i c u l a t e d .

Perhaps t h i s  awareness o f  the i n t e n s e  v i t a l i t y  o f  Sutpen long 

a f t e r  h i s  phys ica l  d e a t h ,  o f  h i s  niys te rious  ene rgy  t h r i v i n g  in  th e  words 

o f  those  who would a t t e m p t  to  a r t i c u l a t e  him, i s  what f a s c i n a t e s  and 

compels each n a r r a t o r  t o  speak :  Sutpen i s  beyond p r o c e s s ,  th e y  a re  in

p r o c e s s ,  and t h e i r  t a l k i n g  o f  him permi ts  a momentary escape  from p ro 

c e s s .  Su tpen ,  we cou ld  s a y ,  i s  to  the  speake rs  o f  Absalom, Absalom! 

as t h e  n i g h t i n g a l e  i s  t o  the  sp e a k e r  in  K e a t s ' s  ode.

Rosa. The promise  o f  h e r  name— a rose  i n  bloom—is  never  f u l -
*

f i l l e c L b y  her  s t e r i l e ,  v i r g i n a l  l i f e .  Yet Rosa h e r s e l f  i s  a p r o l i f i c  

c r e a t o r  o f  names, and perhaps t h e  f e r t i l e  power o f  h e r  naming i s  a
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v i c a r i o u s  e x p r e s s i o n  o f  th e  sexual  blooming she  never  e x p e r i e n c e d .

Her naming o f  Su tpen ,  a t  any r a t e ,  i s  an a c t  o f  exorci sm. She c a l l s  

Sutpen " f i e n d  b lackguard  and d e v i l , "  (15) " e v i l ' s  source  and h e a d , "

(18) "ogre o r  a d j i n n , "  (23) b u t  i t  i s  c l e a r  t h a t  t h i s  kind  o f  "demon

i z i n g , "  as Shreve  l a t e r  c a l l s  i t ,  r e p r e s e n t s  Rosa ' s  a t t em p t  t o  e x o r c i z e  

from h e r  soul  S u tp e n ' s  g h o s t ly  p r e s e n c e .  Rosa i s  t r y i n g  t o  c a s t  o u t  th e  

d e v i l s  o f  h e r  p a s t  by naming them. N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  i t  i s  n o t  S u t p e n ' s  

d e v i l r y  t h a t  d i s t u r b s  Rosa—to  be i n s u l t e d  by a d e v i l  i s  i m p o s s i b l e ;  we 

can be sn a tc h e d  away t o  th e  p i t ,  p e rh a p s ,  b u t  n o t  i n s u l t e d — i t  i s  S u tp e n ' s  

humanity ( n o t  humaneness)  t h a t  h u r t s  Rosa t h e  most .  Sutpen was a r e a l  

p e r s o n ,  who gave Rosa a r e a l  h u r t .  By c a l l i n g  Sutpen a d e v i l ,  Rosa i s  

c a s t i n g  him o u t  by misnaming him. "One c a s t s  o u t  demons by a vocabu la ry

o f  c o n v e r s i o n ," says  Kenneth Burke,  "by an incongruous  naming,  by c a l l i n g
8them th e  very  t h i n g  in  a l l  the  world  they  a r e  n o t . . . . "  Rosa, in  

f a c t ,  i s  obsessed  w i th  c a l l i n g  Sutpen what  he i s  no t .  She spends  much 

o f  h e r  f i r s t  exchange w i th  Quentin i n s i s t i n g  t h a t  Sutpen was n o t  a g e n t l e 

man, had a name t h a t  "nobody e v e r  heard  b e f o r e , "  "had no p a s t  a t  a l l , "  

was no t  o ld  enough ( " .  . . h e  was too  young . . . " ) ,  y e t  "was no younger  

son s e n t  o u t  from some o ld  q u i e t  coun t ry  l i k e  V i r g i n i a , "  and t h a t  "nobody 

a t  a l l  knew about"  S u tp e n ' s  b eh a v io r  p r i o r  t o  h i s  marr iage  t o  E l l e n  Cold

f i e l d .  (15-18)  Rosa names Sutpen in  terms o f  what  he i s  n o t  because  she 

i s  a f r a i d  o f  t h e  im p l i c a t i o n s  f o r  h e r s e l f  i f  she  named Sutpen  f o r  what  he 

i s ,  w i th  a l l  t h e  t e r r o r  o f  t h a t  naming—a mere man, whom she  once "agreed  

t o  m arry ."  (18)

o
Kenneth Burke,  Permanence and Change: An Anatomy o f  Purpose 

(Los A l t o s ,  C a l i f o r n i a :  Hermes P u b l i c a t i o n s ,  1954) ,  p.  130.
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Rosa sees  S u tp e n ' s  s e a r c h  f o r  r e s p e c t a b i l i t y  i n  terms o f  a t h i c k e t ,  

c la iming  t h a t  "he would have acc e p te d  th e  nece ssa ry  d i s c o m fo r t  and even 

pa in  o f  t h e  b r i e r s  and tho rns  i n  a t h i c k e t  i f  the t h i c k e t  could  have 

given him th e  p r o t e c t i o n  he s o u g h t . "  (16) Her metaphor o f  t h e  t h i c k e t  

i s  t y p i c a l  o f  th e  unique  q u a l i t y  o f  h e r  language .  Her vo ice  a r t i c u l a t e s  

images o f  dense ,  l u s h ,  im pene t ra b le  growth which themselves  resemble the  

r i c h  p r o fu s io n  o f  h e r  t a n g le d  and winding s e n te n c e s .  Rosa ' s  t e l l i n g  i s  

a jou rney  o f  d i s c o v e ry  f o r  h e r s e l f .  She wanders th rough  th e  maze o f  h e r  

own s e n te n c e s .  Indeed ,  the cl imax  o f  h e r  t e l l i n g  in  Chapter  I — the  

t e r r i f y i n g  image o f  J u d i t h  and C l y t i e  w atch ing  t h e i r  f a t h e r  f i g h t  w i th  

h i s  s l a v e s  in  th e  b a r n —Rosa approaches  in  f i t s  and s t a r t s ,  as i f  hack

ing  h e r  way through a n o t h e r  t h i c k e t ,  n o t  on ly  because she i s  n o t  s u r e  of  

i t s  meaning,  shocking  as i t  i s ,  b u t  because  she never  saw i t .  Rosa 

b reaks  i n t o  the  i l l u s i v e  c l e a r i n g ,  on ly  to  f i n d  t h a t  she  i s  n o t  t h e r e :

"But I was n o t  t h e r e .  I was n o t  t h e r e  t o  s e e  the two Sutpen f ace s  t h i s  

t im e—once on J u d i t h  and once on th e  negro g i r l  b e s id e  h e r— looking  down 

through t h e  square  e n t r a n c e  t o  th e  l o f t . "  (30) Rosa r e s e r v e s  her  a u t h o r 

i t y  as w i tn e s s  f o r  an even t  t h a t  she admits  she d id  n o t  s e e .  The paradox 

o f  h e r  t e l l i n g  i s  t h a t  her  language  i s  s t r o n g e s t —i n  h e r  s e l e c t i o n  o f  

d e t a i l s  and command o f  s u sp e n se —p r e c i s e l y  when i t  i s  composed, as i t  i s  

h e r e ,  o f  pure h y p o th e s i s .  The c r e d i b i l i t y  o f  her  r o l e  o f  w i tn e s s  i s  

based on what  she n e v e r  saw. Rosa ' s  c l a i r v o y a n c e ,  i f  we can c a l l  i t  t h a t ,  

i s  a g i f t  t h a t  she manages t o  pass  o n ,  along with  t h e  compulsion t o  t e l l ,  

t o  h e r  l i s t e n e r ,  Q uen t in ,  who comes t o  see  t h e  t h in g s  he never  saw b e t t e r  

than  anyone e l s e  in  t h e  nove l .  " I f  I had been t h e r e  I could n o t  have seen 

i t  t h i s  p l a i n ," Quentin says  on one o c c a s i o n .  (190) I t  i s  Q uen t in ,
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moreover ,  who "sees"  Rosa ' s  f i n a l  r e t u r n  t o  a burn ing S u tp e n ' s  Hundred,  

the  b l a z in g  and d ra m a t ic  end ing o f  her  t a l e .

VII

Rosa ' s  language  and th e  p a r a l y s i s  o f  f l i g h t  

Rosa ' s  vo ice i n  Chapter  V i s  d r a m a t i c a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  from t h a t  o f  

Chapte r  I .  Faulkner i t a l i c i z e s  h e r  language  t o  i n d i c a t e  the degree  t h a t  

h e r  vo ice  has evolved th rough a n o th e r  metamorphosis .  When Quentin r e 

t u r n s  t o  Rosa 's  house a f t e r  an absence o f  a few hours ,  he has heard  h i s  

f a t h e r ' s  a t tem pts  to  throw l i g h t  on th e  Sutpen m ys te ry ,  and Rosa knows 

t h i s .  Her language th u s  r e f l e c t s  an awareness t h a t  h e r  r o l e  as t e l l e r  

must  adap t  i t s e l f  t o  Q u e n t i n ' s  knowledge o f  a n o t h e r  t e l l i n g ,  so her  

n a r r a t i o n  o s c i l l a t e s  between what  she knows Quentin  has been t o l d  ("So 

they  w i l l  have t o l d  you d o u b t l e s s  a l r e a d y  . . . " )  and what  she  knows 

cou ld  n o t  have been t o l d  ( " But they  cannot  t e l l  you how I went  up th e  

d r i v e  . . . " ) .  (134) Rosa ta k es  grim s a t i s f a c t i o n  i n  knowing t h a t

she alone i s  the  p o s s e s s o r  o f  c e r t a i n  a s p e c t s  o f  the  Sutpen s t o r y .

S ince  she must now n o t  only  t e l l  h e r  t a l e ,  b u t  c o r r e c t  a t e l l i n g  she 

neve r  hea rd ,  Rosa i s  doubly consc ious  o f  th e  r i s k s  o f  language .  Her 

cho ice  o f  r h e t o r i c  i s  i t s e l f  an o b s t a c l e  t o  t h e  t e l l i n g .  How s h a l l  she 

begin?  More p r e c i s e l y ,  What medium can she use? Her need i s  f o r  a 

r h e t o r i c ,  a s t r a t e g y  o f  word a r rangem ent ,  which would e f f e c t  a d i s p e n s a 

t i o n  from the  words t h a t  compose t h a t  r h e t o r i c .

X w i l l  t e l l  you what  he d id  and l e t  you be the  j u d g e . (Or t r y  
t o  t e l l  y o u , because  t h e r e  a re  some t h i n g s  f o r  which t h r e e  
words are  t h r e e  to o  many, and t h r e e  thousand  words t h a t  many 
too  l e s s , and t h i s  i s  one o f  them. I t  can be t o l d ; I could  
ta ke  t h a t  many s e n t e n c e s , r e p e a t  the  bo ld  b lank  naked and 
outrageous  words j u s t  as he spoke them, and bequeath you



www.manaraa.com

188

only  t h a t  same aghas t  and o u t rag e d  u n b e l i e f  I_ knew when 1  
comprehended what  he m ean t ; o r  t a k e  t h r e e  thousand s e n te n c e s  
and le a v e  you o n ly ~ th a t  Why? Why? and Why? t h a t  I have asked 
and l i s t e n e d  t o  f o r  a lm os t  f i f t y  y e a r s T j But I_ wi 11 l e t  you 
be t h e  judge  and l e t  you t e l l  me i f  I was n o t  r i g h t . T T 6 6 -1 6 7 )

Rosa 's  w i l l i n g n e s s  to  l e t  Quentin "be t h e  judge" c a r r i e s  w i th  i t  the

o b l i g a t i o n  f o r  Quentin  to  " t e l l  me i f  I was no t  r i g h t , "  which means t h a t

Q uentin"s  l i s t e n i n g  p resence  w i l l  modulate Rosa ' s  t e l l i n g ,  and t h a t  Rosa ' s

t e l l i n g ,  i n  t u r n ,  w i l l  s t r u c t u r e  Q u e n t i n ' s  t e l l i n g .

R osa ' s  h e s i t a t i o n  a t  t h e  cho ice  o f  r h e t o r i c s —w hethe r  t o  use 

t h r e e  thousand  words or  only  t h r e e - - i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  her  t a l e  concerns 

an e v en t  so  t r a u m a t i c  t h a t  i t  would defy  any approach t o  i t  by means o f  

words.  There i s ,  i n  s h o r t ,  an unspeakab le  a c t  embeded w i t h i n  Rosa 's  

t a l e ,  and she conceives  h e r  problem in  terms o f  s e l e c t i o n :  she must

choose words t h a t  would b e s t  b r i n g  h e r  l i s t e n e r ' s  im ag ina t ion  c l o s e  t o  

t h a t  unspeakab le  a c t ,  and hope t h a t  t o g e t h e r  they  could ove rpass  t h a t  

b lock  o f  u n s a y a b le n e s s ,  and move on t o  th e  i l l u s i v e  end ing .  Words, she 

t h i n k s ,  can c a r r y  h e r  t e l l i n g  on ly  so  f a r .  The moment o f  d e e p e s t  mean

in g ,  the  s o u rce  o f  her  " ou t rage"  which has compelled h e r  t o  speak  ou t  in  

t h e  f i r s t  p l a c e ,  l i e s  beyond th e  l i m i t s  o f  language .  Her language  claims 

to  be dynamic ,  t o  n a r r a t e  an a c t i o n  from o r i g i n  to  end ing .  But h e r  t e l l 

i ng  i s  dynamic on ly  as i t  approaches  t h a t  unspeakable  a c t ;  t h e  forward 

motion o f  h e r  n a r r a t i v e  begins  t o  " f r e e z e "  in  f r o n t  o f  t h e s e  i n e f f a b l e  

i n s t a n t s  o f  t ime .  At such moments Rosa ' s  language becomes l y r i c a l ,  

ch an t in g  h e r  sense  o f  d e s p a i r  in  a r r e s t e d  moments o f  s t a s i s .  Rosa wants 

t o  t e l l  a bou t  th e  suspension  o f  h e r  l i f e  f o r  f o r t y - t h r e e  y e a r s ,  and h e r  

t e l l i n g  assumes some o f  the  s t a t i c  n a t u r e  o f  the  t a l e .
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A c tu a l ly  t h e r e  a r e  two a r r e s t e d  moments, unspeakable a c t s ,  t h a t  

hover  in  th e  m id s t  o f  h e r  t a l e ,  and each moment r e p r e s e n t s  a b r u t a l  

sn ip p in g  o f  Rosa ' s  blossoming i n t o  lo v e .  Her c a p a c i t y  to  love was 

crushed  n o t  once b u t  t w i c e —by Bon's dea th  and by S u tp e n ' s  proposal  

f o r  a t r i a l  b reed ing  b e fo re  a formal m a r r i ag e .  Both t r a u m a t i c  moments 

she imagines as a r r e s t e d  mot ion ,  f l i g h t s  w i th o u t  e s c a p e ,  l i k e  our  f u t i l e  

a t t em p ts  to  run in  our  dreams. Rosa 's  f l i g h t  t o  S u tp e n ' s  Hundred a t  the  

news o f  Bon's  murder ends with  C l y t i e ' s  damning touc h ;  the  f l i g h t  away 

from S u tp e n ' s  Hundred a f t e r  S u tp e n ' s  p roposa l  has n o t  ended y e t  a t  the  

t ime o f  h e r  t e l l i n g .  How t o  f i n d  words f o r  t h e s e  unspeakable  a c t s  i s  a 

problem Rosa never  s o l v e s ;  h e r  groping a t tem p ts  to  s o lv e  them, however,  

make up th e  n o v e l ' s  r i c h e s t  p ro s e .  The drama o f  Rosa ' s  s ea rch  f o r  words,  

we can s a y ,  i s  more s i g n i f i c a n t  than  t h e  t a l e  she  t e l l s .

VIII

Rosa and Bon: the  t e l l i n g  o f  t h e  dream

Rosa 's  account  o f  he r  running  t o  the  Sutpen House a t  t h e  news 

t h a t  Henry k i l l e d  Bon i s  a n a r r a t i v e  t h a t  never  approaches  a s en s e  o f  

com ple t ion ,  a l though  we do f e e l  t h a t  she  r e v e a l s  a l l  she  can b e a r  to  

say .  Her words s t r a i n  t o  say th e  u n s a y a b le ,  f a i l ,  and r e t u r n  t o  s t a r t  

ove r .  C l y t i e  s topped  Rosa by touch ing  h e r  arm, b u t  t h a t  touch c r i p p l e d  

Rosa 's  a b i l i t y  t o  d e s c r i b e  how i t  f e l t  t o  be s to p p ed .  Rosa canno t  pass  

over  t h i s  moment in  h e r  t a l e ;  he r  words b u t t  a g a i n s t  th e  unspeakable  

a c t .  "I_ was c ry in g  n o t  t o  someone, s o m e th ing , b u t  ( t r y i n g  t o  c ry)  

through s o m e th ing , th rough  t h a t  f o r c e , t h a t  f u r i o u s  y e t  a b s o l u t e l y  

r o c k l i k e  and immobile an tagonism which had s topped  m e-- t h a t  p r e s e n c e ,
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t h a t  f a m i l i a r  c o f f e e - c o l o r e d  f a c e . . . ."  (137) Rosa s t r u g g l e s  t o

a r t i c u l a t e  h e r  sense  o f  rage  n o t  j u s t  a t  being addressed  by C l y t i e  by

h e r  f i r s t  name, b u t  by having t o  f e e l  " t h a t  b la c k  a r r e s t i n g  and untim-

orous hand on my w h i te  woman's f l e s h ."  (139) For Rosa, touch ing  i s  a

mode o f  e x p re s s io n  t h a t  i s  more e f f i c a c i o u s  than  words:

. . . t h e r e  i s  something in  the  touch  of  f l e s h  with  f l e s h  
which a b r o g a t e s , cu t s  sharp  and s t r a i g h t  a c ro s s  th e  devious  
i n t r i c a t e  channels  o f  decorous ordering . ,  which enemies as 
well  as fove rs  know because i t  makes them b o t h - - tbuch  and 
touch o f  t h a t  which i s  t h e  c i t a d e l  o f  th e  c e n t r a l  I - Am's 
p r i v a t e  own: n o t  s p i r i t , s o u l ; . . . ~7T39)

C l y t i e ' s  touch i s  t r a u m a t i c  f o r  Rosa n o t  j u s t  b e c a u s e ,  as she 

s a y s ,  i t  p i e r c e d  h e r  " c i t a d e l  o f  th e  c e n t r a l  I - Am's p r i v a t e  own," but  

because t h a t  touch was th e  only  p h y s ic a l  in t imacy  Rosa e v e r  exper ienced  

w i th  a n o t h e r  person .  (S u tp e n ' s  p l a c i n g  o f  h i s  dead w i f e ' s  wedding r in g  

on R osa ' s  f i n g e r  i s  something l e s s  th a n  an a c t  o f  i n t i m a c y . )  Rosa 's  

shocked r e c o l l e c t i o n  o f  C l y t i e ' s  unwanted touch evokes an image o f  a 

touch she d e s i r e d  b u t  never  f e l t —th e  " im pr in t"  o f  C har les  Bon's  

" a b s e n t  t h i g h s ."  (148) C l y t i e ' s  touch  was a c t u a l ;  Bon 's  touch was 

p o t e n t i a l ,  and th e s e  two to u c h e s —a c t u a l  and h y p o t h e t i c a l —mark the  

high p o in t s  o f  Rosa 's  emotional  l i f e .

I f  Sutpen i s  Rosa 's  d e v i l ,  e x o r c i z i n g  him by misnomer,  Bon i s  

h e r  p a t ro n  s a i n t .  Rosa e n s h r in e s  Bon by a ve rba l  ceremony o f  h y p o t h e s i s ,  

c a l l i n g  him " Charles  Bon, Char les  Good, Charles  Husband s o o n - t o - b e , "  

names t h a t  a s s u r e  f o r  Rosa h i s  c o n t in u in g  l i f e  o u t s id e  o f  p r o c e s s .  (148) 

The Char les  Bon o f  Rosa ' s  im ag ina t ion  i s  her  most  p o e t i c  h y p o t h e s i s ,  

h e r  most  endur ing  "migh t-have-been  which is_ t h e  s i n g l e  r o c k ," she s a y s , 

"we c l i n g  t o  above th e  maelstrom o f  unbearab le  r e a l i t y . "  (149-150)
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Nearly  h a l f  a c e n tu ry  a f t e r  h i s  d e a t h ,  Rosa s t i l l  c l i n g s  to  t h i s  rock .  

S ince  she never saw Bon—only Iris pho tograph—h e r  c a p a c i t y  to  draw l i f e  

from the  energy o f  a name was never  im pa i red  by th e  a c tu a l  p resence  o f  

th e  r e a l  p e r s o n ,  and Bon's e x i s t e n c e  in  R osa ' s  i m a g in a t io n ,  o u t s i d e  the  

dimensions o f  t ime and s p a c e —i s  ana logous t o  F a u lk n e r ' s  co n t in u in g  

a f f e c t i o n  f o r  the  c h a r a c t e r  o f  Caddy, whose appeal f o r  him depended p r e 

c i s e l y  on h i s  c on fe s sed  i n a b i l i t y  t o  reduce  h is  concep t ion  o f  h e r  t o  a 

s i n g l e ,  permanent  form.

Rosa 's  h y p o th e s i s  o f  Bon, h e r  "vague in f e r e n c e  o f  walking f l e s h ," 

as she c a l l s  i t ,  i s  an a c t  o f  c r e a t i o n  i n  which she i s  j u s t l y  proud.  "X 

do n o t  even know o f  my. own knowledge t h a t  E l len  e v e r  saw i t , t h a t  J u d i t h  

e v e r  loved i t , t h a t  Henry slew i t : so who w i l l  d i s p u t e  me when I_ s a y ,

Why d id  I no t  i n v e n t , c r e a t e  i t ? " (147) Her powers o f  i n v e n t io n  a re

f e r t i l e ,  and she t h i n k s  o f  h e r  ve rba l  prowess as a ga rden ,  w ith  Bon h e r  

s e n s i t i v e  p l a n t .  When Bon passed  by h e r  doo r ,  Rosa t e l l s  Q uen t in ,  th e  

seed  f o r  he r  h y p o th e s i s  was p laced  in  "t h i s  c e l l a r  e a r t h  o f  m ine ,"  caus 

ing  "a c h i l d ' s  v a c a n t  f a i r y - t a l e  t o  come a l i v e  i n  th e  g a rd e n ." (146)

Bon 's  e x i s t e n c e  g ives  "su b s t a n c e  t o  t h a t  shadow" o f  he r  g i r l i s h  f a n t a s i e s ,  

and f o r  a few months in  t h a t  "v in t a g e  y e a r  o f  w i s t e r i a ,"  Rosa l i v e s  a 

v i c a r i o u s  love  a f f a i r  by n u r t u r i n g  a vocabu la ry  o f  c o u r t s h i p .  While 

J u d i t h  walks with  t h e  r e a l  Bon in  t h e  Sutpen g a rd en ,  Rosa walks w i th  h e r  

"vague in f e r e n c e "  o f  Bon i n  th e  garden o f  h e r  im a g in a t io n ,  w orshipping  

th e  name "Char les  Good."

Oh no, X wai not spying while X dreamed in the lurking 
Harborage of my_ own shrub or vine as X believed she dreamed
upon the ~nooky seat which held in v is ib le  imprint of his
absent thighs ju s t  as the obliterating sand, the mi 11ion 
fi'nger-nerves of frond and l e a f , the very sun and moony
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c o n s t e l l a t i o n s  which had looked down a t  h im, the  ci rcum- 
ambient  a i r , he ld  somewhere y e t  h i s  f o o t , h i s  p a s s in g  s h a p e , 
h i s  f a c e , h i s  speaking  v o i c e , h i s  name: Char les  Bon, Char les
Good, Char les  Husband-soon- to -be.  (148)

Rosa 's  c o u r t s h i p  with  a name gave p o e t i c  form t o  h e r  b r i e f

summer o f  j o y ,  j u s t  as h e r  p r o l i f i c  and v a r i e d  naming o f  Sutpen gives

p o e t i c  form to  h e r  l i f e - l o n g  s u f f e r i n g .  Bon i s  Rosa ' s  dream love  in

t h e  g a rd en ,  f o r e v e r  walk ing  beyond to u c h ,  and C l y t i e ' s  touch wakens

Rosa from h e r  dream. Bon's  b u r i a l  i n s u r e s  the  p e r p e t u a t i o n  o f  h i s

b o d i l e s s ,  untouched e x i s t e n c e  i n  Rosa ' s  mind. "One day he was n o t .

Then he was.  Then he was n o t ."  (152) Bon's  d i sa p p e a ra n c e  d id  not

even le a v e  beh ind an "i m p r in t  o f  a body on a m a t t r e s s ,"  rounding o u t

h i s  e x i s t e n c e  f o r  Rosa in  terms o f  a b s e n t  i m p r i n t s ,  g h o s t l y  to u c h es .

IX

Rosa 's  garden  and S u tp e n ' s  swamp 

The t ime between Bon's  dea th  and S u tp e n ' s  r e t u r n  home from 

t h e  war i s  a p e r io d  o f  n e g l e c t  f o r  Rosa 's  ga rden ,  h e r  language cap

a c i t y .  The l i v e s  o f  t h e  t h r e e  women, Rosa,  J u d i t h ,  and C l y t i e ,  e x i s t e d ,  

Rosa s a y s , " l i k e  t h a t  o f  the  b l i n d , u n s e n t i e n t  e a r t h  i t s e l f  which dreams 

a f t e r  no f l o w e r ' s  s t a l k  nor bud . . . . "  (155) T h e i r  hand-to-mouth

e x i s t e n c e  c r i p p l e s  both sexual  and verba l  power f o r  a l l  t h r e e  women; 

they  speak "no language which th e  o t h e r  u n d e r s to o d ," and "s e x ," Rosa 

s a y s ,  was "some f o r g o t t e n  a t r o p h y ."  (155) R osa ' s  ve rba l  g race  i s  l i k e  

an unkempt ga rden ,  ly in g  f a l l o w ,  w a i t i n g  f o r  a n o t h e r  s e e d ,  j u s t  as she  

w a i t s  f o r  S u tp e n ' s  r e t u r n .  S h o r t l y  a f t e r  Sutpen does come back t o  h i s  

ru in e d  p l a n t a t i o n  Rosa f in d s  him "look ing  a t  me," she says  to  Q uent in ,  

w h i l e  she  i s  te n d in g  h e r  okra garden .  Rosa r e v e a l s  t o  Quentin t h a t  she
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th ough t  o f  h e r s e l f  a t  t h a t  moment as h e r s e l f  a g a rd en ,  a p o t e n t i a l l y  

f e r t i l e  c l e a r i n g  f o r  Sutpen .  Ity "p r e s e n c e ,"  she s a y s ,  "was t o  him on ly  

the  absence o f  b lack  morass and s n a r l e d  v ine  and c r e e p e r  to  t h a t  man 

who had s t r u g g l e d  th rough a swamp. . . . "  (166) R osa ' s  c a p a c i t y  f o r

love blossomed a g a i n ,  and she  f e l t  she  could  g ive  t o  Su tpen ,  perhaps  o u t  

o f  p i t y ,  a r e f u g e — " dry s o l i d  ground and sun and a i r " — a l l  t h e  n e c e s s a ry  

components o f  a f e r t i l e  garden .  In deed ,  i t  i s  p r e c i s e l y  in  t h e s e  terms 

t h a t  Sutpen does r e g a rd  t h i s  s i l e n t ,  n in e te e n  y e a r  o ld  Rosa— as a p o t e n 

t i a l l y  f e r t i l e  b e a r e r  o f  h i s  seed .

When Rosa ' s  t e l l i n g  approaches  the  second and f i n a l  b lock  o f  un- 

s a y a b le n e s s —th e  "bo ld  blank naked and ou trageous  words" o f  h i s  p roposa l  

—h e r  language ,  up t o  now so  v e r s a t i l e  and p ro te a n  i n  imagery and d i c 

t i o n ,  begins  t o  f a l t e r .  (167) Rosa now s t r u c t u r e s  h e r  t e l l i n g  by p a ro 

dying o t h e r  vo ices  who t a l k  o f  Rosa. "They w i l l  have t o l d  you how I 

came back home. Oh y e s , I_ know: ' Rosie C o l d f i e l d , l o s e  h im , weep him;

caught a man b u t  c o u l d n ' t  keep him' .  . . . "  (168) Rosa can thus  t a l k

o f  h e r s e l f  in  the  t h i r d  p e r s o n ,  " o b j e c t i f y i n g "  h e r  n a r r a t i v e  t o  d im in ish  

somewhat th e  pa in  o f  t e l l i n g  about  h e r  p a i n .  Rosa ' s  n a r r a t i o n  c i r c l e s  

around t h i s  co re  o f  unspeakab leness  the  way she once prowled around th e  

edge o f  h e r  n e i g h b o r ' s  garden f e n c e s .  The ou t r ag e o u sn e ss  o f  S u tp e n ' s  

words so v i o l a t e s  Rosa ' s  psyche t h a t  she i s  unable  t o  r e p e a t  them t o  Quen tin .  

She does manage to  r e c a l l  t h a t  she f l e d  th e  sound o f  S u tp e n ' s  "ou t rageous  

w o rd s ," r e t r e a t i n g  t o  the  s u n l e s s ,  a i r l e s s  r o o m - o n e  more s u i t a b l e  f o r  the  

growth o f  toad  s t o o l s  than o f  a r o s e — in  which we f i n d  he r  f o r t y - t h r e e  

y e a r s  l a t e r .  Her l i f e  in  t h e  C o ld f i e ld  house seems t o  be a d e l i b e r a t e  

p u rg a t io n  o f  t h a t  metaphor o f  h e r s e l f  as a c l e a r i n g ,  a p o t e n t i a l l y  f e r t i l e
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garden— Rosa as "dry  s o l i d  ground and sun and a i r ." (166) Rosa had 

only  t h e  "freshman y e a r  in  g a r d e n i n g ," she  s a y s ,  and f o r  t h e  y e a r s  a f t e r  

her  f l i g h t  she s u s t a i n e d  h e r s e l f  by "r eac h in g  th rough t h e  garden  fence  

and g a t h e r i n g  v e g e t a b le s "  from h e r  n e i g h b o r ' s  ga rd en s ,  " t h e  r each  o f  he r  

unaided  arm be ing th e  l i m i t  o f  b r igandage  which she neve r  p a s s e d ." (170- 

171)

This l a s t  metamorphosis  o f  Rosa ' s  a c t u a l  t e l l i n g ,  h e r  s h i f t  from 

f i r s t  t o  t h i r d  person  f o r  h e r  n a r r a t i v e ,  i s  accompanied by a new r e s i g 

n a t io n  w i th  h e r  f a i l u r e  t o  r e n d e r  he r  t a l e  t o  Quentin i n  words.  Rosa i s  

humbler  here  f o r  t h i s  f i n a l  summing up o f  t h e  l a s t  f o r t y  o r  so  b leak  y e a r s  

o f  h e r  l i f e ;  h e r  image o f  h e r s e l f  changes from g re v io u s l y  wronged female 

to  de tached  o b s e rv e r  o f  the  v a g a r i e s  and a m b igu i t i e s  o f  human l i f e .  Her 

s h r i l l n e s s  fades  as she  g r a d u a l l y  sees  the  s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  h e r  r o l e  in  

the  Sutpen s t o r y  f a d in g .  Rosa began h e r  t a l e  w ith  a t  l e a s t  p r o v i s i o n a l  

conf idence  in  t h e  t r u t h  o f  an e x p e r i e n c e ,  in  t h i s  c a s e ,  h e r  ex p e r i e n c e  

with  Su tpen .  She was even w i l l i n g  t o  l e t  Quentin  judge  w h e th e r  hers  

was t h e  " r i g h t "  v e r s io n  o r  n o t .  But a f t e r  Rosa 's  many t o r t u r o u s  and 

ex h a u s t in g  encoun te r s  w i th  t h e  b a r r i e r  o f  language ,  she c o n fe s s e s  t h a t  

the  s u b j e c t  o f  h e r  t a l e ,  the  t r u e  c h a r a c t e r  o f  Thomas S u tp e n ,  cannot  be 

a r t i c u l a t e d .  S u tpen ,  she s a y s ,  was a "walking shadow."  (171) Rosa ' s  

s h i f t  from con f idence  i n  words t o  l i n g u i s t i c  s k e p t i c i s m  m i r r o r s  an 

im p o r ta n t  movement o f  t h e  novel  as a whole.  For Rosa,  and f o r  us as 

r e a d e r s ,  t h e r e  w i l l  be no v e r s i o n s  t o  be judged r i g h t  o r  wrong ,  no 

f i n a l  c l e a r i n g  up o f  th e  enigma o f  Su tpen ,  b u t  only th e  p e r s i s t e n t  

v i t a l i t y  o f  new q u e s t i o n s ,  new v e r s i o n s ,  on ly  more o f  R osa ' s  "Why and 

Why. and Why.. . . . "  (170)
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The d o l l  in  t h e  n ig h tm are ,  making no sound 

Rosa ' s  r e a c h in g  th rough th e  garden f ence s  i s  a symbol o f  both 

th e  v e r s a t i l i t y  and l i m i t a t i o n s  o f  he r  language ,  which a s p i r e s  t o  pass 

over  to  a more l i f e - g i v i n g  id iom,  bu t  which i s  doomed t o  s t a y  w i t h i n  

" th e  reach"  o f  h e r  una ided  arm, which we can read  as th e  l i m i t s  o f  

verba l  language i t s e l f .  Rosa ' s  arm in  the  a c t  o f  p a s s in g  th rough the  

fence  ep i tom izes  t h e  pa rodox ica l  energy o f  h e r  speech .  On one hand,  

a p o r t i o n  o f  her  vocabu la ry  s t r a i n s  toward a sense  o f  growth,  o f  

o rg a n ic  f u l f i l l m e n t ,  a tendency which we can r e co g n ize  in  h e r  r e l i a n c e  

on th e  metaphor o f  f l o r a —t h i c k e t s , g a rd e n s ,  swamps, s e e d s ,  w i s t e r i a ,  

p l a n t ,  v in e  c r e e p e r ,  l e a f  and r o o t .  At th e  same t ime an o p p o s i t e  t e n 

dency m a n i f e s t s  i t s e l f  in  h e r  p e r s i s t e n t  use o f  words and ph rases  l i k e  

s h e l l s ,  w a l l s ,  cacoon ,  c lo se d  d o o r s ,  "bedroom l o n g - c l o s e d ," (138) lo ok

ing  "th rough  a p i e c e  o f  smoky g l a s s ," (145) and be ing  l e f t  " immobi le , 

im p o te n t , h e l p l e s s ; f i x e d ."  (151) Like Absalom, Absalom! as a whole ,  

Rosa ' s  language encompasses f l u x  and s t a s i s  s im u l t a n e o u s l y .  Her a s s a u l t s  

on t h e  unspeakab le ,  h e r  s l a s h e s  in  th e  " a r r a s - v e i l ," a r e  so many a t tem p ts  

to  reach  through t h e  r e s t r a i n i n g  " fence"  o f  t h e  w ord 's  l i m i t s  t o  s e i z e  

the  f r u i t  o f  the  g a rd e n ,  f r u i t  which we g r a d u a l l y  r e a l i z e  i s  n o th ing  l e s s  

than  a s u p e r i o r  mode o f  l anguage ,  so v i t a l  and l i f e - g i v i n g  t h a t  i t  i s  

beyond th e  range o f  ve rba l  speech e n t i r e l y .

A f t e r  R osa ' s  t e l l i n g  t o  Quentin we know she op ts  f o r  s i l e n t  

a c t i o n  ove r  the  power o f  t h e  word,  a s s a u l t i n g  w i th  Quentin the  s i l e n t  

s e c r e t  o f  S u tp e n ' s  Hundred.  And t h i s  concep t ion  o f  Rosa i s  t h e  one-
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Quentin i s  fo r c e d  t o  l i v e  w i t h — Rosa 's  m e taphors is  i n t o  w ord le ss  a c t ,

Rosa as " f u r i o u s  c r e a t u r e  making no sound a t  a l l , "  (375) w r i t h i n g  in

h e l p l e s s  anguish as S u tp e n ' s  Hundred burns  to  th e  ground.

. . .  he (Quen tin)  could see  h e r ,  them; he had n o t  been 
t h e r e  b u t  he could see  h e r ,  s t r u g g l i n g  and f i g h t i n g  l i k e  
a d o l l  in  a n igh tm are ,  making no sound.  . . . (376)

Rosa 's  t a l e  o f  a dream t h a t  she a t tem p ts  t o  t e l l  t o  Quentin becomes a

nightmare f o r  th e  l i s t e n e r ,  c o n f e r r i n g  on him th e  need t o  t e l l  h i s  own

dream which i s  about  a s i l e n t  s p e a k e r ,  a d o l l  in  a n ig h tm are ,  making no

sound.
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SOME FINAL WORDS

The poem . . . does n o t  d ie  f o r  having l i v e d :  
i t  i s  e x p r e s s l y  des igned  to  be born aga in  
from i t s  ashes  and t o  become e n d l e s s l y  what 
i t  has j u s t  been .  P o e t ry  can be recogn ized  
by t h i s  p r o p e r t y ,  t h a t  i t  tends  to  g e t  i t s e l f  
reproduced in  i t s  own form: i t  s t i m u l a t e s  us
to  r e c o n s t r u c t  i t  i d e n t i c a l l y .

— Paul V a le ry ,  The Art  o f  Poet ry
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In F a u lk n e r ' s  b e s t  f i c t i o n ,  the a r t i s t  s t r u g g l e s  w ith  h i s  

medium. In novels  l i k e  The Sound and th e  F u ry , As I Lay Dying, and 

Absalom, Absalom!, t h e  t e n s i o n  between a r t i s t  and medium y i e l d s  some 

o f  F a u lk n e r ' s  most p o e t i c  u t t e r a n c e s ,  and th e s e  u t t e r a n c e s  f r e q u e n t l y  

ep i tom ize  h is  a t t i t u d e  toward t h e  n a tu re  o f  l a nguage ,  h i s  own medium.

For the  moment, we can review h i s  f i r s t  n o v e l s ,  S o l d i e r ' s  Pay 

and Mosqui toes , as p r e l i m i n a ry  s t u d i e s  o f  the  a r t i s t  and th e  p u r i t y  ~  

o r  " t r u t h " —o f  h i s  a r t ,  s t u d i e s  which opened up r i c h  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  f o r  

h i s  l a t e r  f i c t i o n .  In S o l d i e r ' s  Pay, Donald Mahon r e p r e s e n t s  th e  

a r t i s t  as a p o t e n t i a l  t r u t h - t e l l e r ,  so consumed by th e  i n t e n s i t y  o f  

h i s  w ar- t im e ex per i ence  t h a t  he i s  in c a p a b le  o f  r e n d e r in g  i t s  s i g n i f i 

cance.  Mahon i s  th e  a r t i s t  dep r ived  of  h i s  medium.

In F a u lk n e r ' s  second n o v e l ,  Gordon th e  s c u l p t o r  and F a i r c h i l d  

t h e  n o v e l i s t  i n c o r p o r a t e  new and more complex t e n s i o n s  t h a t  Fau lkner  

began t o  s e e  in  t h e  person  of  t h e  a r t i s t .  Both Gordon and F a i r c h i l d  

f e e l  compelled t o  s c r u t i n i z e  t h e  p u r i t y  o f  t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  media as 

they  c r e a t e .  Gordon i s  an a r t i s t  with  an " impeccable"  medium a t  h i s  

d i s p o s a l — the  t a n g i b l e  s u b s t a n c e  o f  wood and s t o n e .  But F a i r c h i l d ,  

e q u a l ly  an a r t i s t ,  sees  h i s  medium t h r e a t e n e d  by th e  t a i n t  o f  c o r r u p t i o n ,  

even o f - - t o  use h i s  w o r d - - " p e r v e r s i o n . "  The in d i v i d u a l  words t h a t  F a i r 

c h i l d  b r in g s  to  b e a r  on h i s  im ag ina t ive  f i c t i o n s ,  h i s  t a l e s  about  the

198



www.manaraa.com

ou thouse ,  t h e  man who tu rn e d  i n t o  a s h a r k ,  and so on,  a r e  the  same words 

t h a t  a re  so m i n d le s s ly  u t t e r e d  by th e  p s e u d o - a r t i s t s  who surround him. 

Mosquitoes abounds with  a n t i - a r t i s t s  l i k e  Mrs. Maur ier  and Mr. T a l l i a f e r r o ,  

whose verbose  p o s tu r in g s  as a r t i s t s - o f - l i f e  c o r r u p t ,  in  t h e  mind o f  F a i r 

c h i l d ,  the  p u r i t y  o f  h is  medium. F a i r c h i l d ' s  n o t io n  o f  t h e  a r t i s t  whose 

medium i s  words i s  r e a l l y  an i m p o s s i b i l i t y :  h i s  a r t i s t  would be a moral 

a b s o l u t i s t ,  a c l e a n s in g  f o r c e ,  a redeemer o f  language from the  t a i n t  o f  

man. But i t  i s  p r e c i s e l y  man's t a i n t ,  h i s  "peccab le"  t o u c h ,  t h a t  g ives  

meaning t o  la nguage .

Perhaps F a i r c h i l d ' s  f r e q u e n t l y  t i r e som e  musings about  t h e  p o s s i 

b i l i t i e s  o f  ve rba l  a r t  parody some o f  t h e  mannerisms t h a t  the  s h a rp -e y e d  

young Fau lkner  observed i n  the  o l d e r  Sherwood Anderson.  But they  a l s o  

r e f l e c t  F a u l k n e r ' s  own r e s e r v a t i o n s  w i th  language as an a r t  medium.

The high id e a l  Fau lkner  had o f  verba l  e x p re s s io n  led  him to  

c o n s id e r  th e  phenomenon o f  language from d i f f e r e n t  a n g le s - - f ro m  the  

dumbness o f  B e n jy ' s  i d i o c y ,  th e  s t r i d e n t  incoherence  o f  Q u en t in ' s  

o b s e s s i o n s ,  t o  t h e  r e t i c e n c e  o f  Cash,  even t o  th e  e loquence  o f  s i l e n c e  

i t s e l f .  Not s u r p r i s i n g l y ,  F a u lk n e r ' s  l i n g u i s t i c  s k e p t i c i s m  b rought  him 

t o  focus on the  p l i g h t  and f a i l u r e s  o f  th e  verba l  a r t i s t ,  and t h i s  f i g u r e  

appears  i n  one form or  a n o th e r  in  each o f  th e  t h r e e  nove ls  t h a t  compose 

t h e  bulk  o f  t h i s  s tu d y .  C e r t a in  f i c t i v e  speakers  o f  t h e s e  books— 

e s p e c i a l l y  Q uen t in ,  D a r i ,  Addie,  and Rosa— a re  v a r i a t i o n s  o f  th e  verba l  

maker caugh t  up i n  the  c r i s i s  o f  c r e a t i o n ,  and th e  unique ways t h a t  they  

c o n f r o n t  t h e  n a t u r e  o f  th e  word p rov ide  us w ith  g l impses  o f  the  p h i l o s 

ophy o f  language t h a t  informs them. They a r e  th e  word-makers,  th e  p o e t s ,  

and t h e i r  u t t e r a n c e s  are th e  spa rks  t h a t  f l y  up when F a u lk n e r ' s  c o n f l i c t -
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ing a t t i t u d e s  toward the  word c l a sh  in  -his f i c t i o n .

F a u l k n e r ' s  ph i losophy  o f  language i s  n o t  an a b s t r a c t  t h e o ry .  

Impor tan t  c l u e s  to  h i s  t h i n k i n g  a re  no t  l i k e l y  to  be e x p l i c i t  o r  dog

m a t ic .  I n s t e a d ,  h i s  a t t i t u d e  comes to  us q u i e t l y  through a l l u s i o n  and 

c h a r a c t e r  and o f  course  form. Nor does h i s  view o f  language come 

through u n e q u iv o c a l ly .  Many o f  h is  " s t a t e m e n t s "  a r e  a t  war w i th  one 

a n o th e r .  He i s  capable  o f  embracing such d r a m a t i c a l l y  p o l a r  p o s i t i o n s  

as a s im ul taneous  f a i t h  and s k e p t i c i s m  in  t h e  c r e a t i v e  e n e r g i e s  o f  t h e  

word,  a c o n v i c t i o n  t h a t  a l i t e r a r y  a r t i f i c e  i s  e q u a l ly  t i m e l e s s  and 

t r a n s i e n t ,  a reve rence  f o r  t h e  v i t a l i t y  o f  a c t u a l  words and f o r  the  

h y p o th e t i c a l  p u r i t y  o f  s i l e n c e ,  and a b e l i e f  t h a t  t h e  word in  t h e  a c t  

o f  u t t e r a n c e  i s  bo th  a symbol o f  p rocess  and a mode o f  escape  from the  

consequences of  p ro c e s s .  The c o n f l i c t i n g  n a t u r e  o f  some o f  t h e s e  s t a t e 

ments shou ld  no t  s u r p r i s e  us s in c e  language i t s e l f  i s ,  i n  th e  phrase  o f  

Charles  F e id e l s o n ,  a "k ind o f  p ro top lasm t h a t  i s  capab le  o f  f a l l i n g  i n t o  

f o u r  p r i n c i p l e  shapes :  t h e  c o l l o c a t i o n  o f  w ords ,  grammar, l o g i c ,  and

r h e t o r i c , "  each o f  which t h r i v e s  in  a c o n t in u a l  s t a t e  o f  c o n f l i c t  w i th  

the  o t h e r s . ^  The w arr ing  components o f  language  a r e  a s ign  o f  i t s  

e n e rg y ,  and Faulkner  groups th e s e  components under a w ider  frame o f  r e f e r - '  

ence ,  one based  on a r e c o g n i t i o n  o f  the  p a r a d o x ic a l  l i f e  o f  language .

I f  F a u l k n e r ' s  ph ilosophy o f  language i s  a pa rad o x ,  i t  i s  because  he sees  

paradox in  t h e  behav io r  o f  words and paradox  as a c o n d i t io n  o f  the 

expe r i ence  language e x p r e s s e s .

^Charles  F e id e l s o n ,  J r . ,  Symbolism and American L i t e r a t u r e  
(Chicago: U"‘v e r s i f y  o f  Chicago P r e s s ,  1953) ,  p.  61.
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F a u l k n e r ' s  dynamic concep t ion  o f  th e  n a t u re  o f  t h e  word c o n fe r s  

on h i s  b e s t  novels  a l i n g u i s t i c  s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s  o f  e x t r a o r d i n a r y  i n 

t e n s i t y .  The fo l lo w in g  a r e  two r a m i f i c a t i o n s  o f  h i s  p h i lo sophy  o f  l a n 

guage t h a t  p rov ide  f i e l d s  o f  f o r c e  f o r  novels  l i k e  The Sound and the  

F u ry , As I Lay Dying, and Absalom, Absalom1: (1) the  t e n s i o n  between

t h e  p o e t ry  o f  s i l e n c e  and p o e t i c  p r o s e ;  and (2) th e  d i a l e c t i c  between 

s p e a k e r - p o e t s  and the  movement toward symbol ic  d i s c o u r s e .  These two 

i s s u e s  w i l l  s t r u c t u r e  some conc lud ing  remarks about  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  

between F a u lk n e r ' s  a r t  and h i s  l i f e - l o n g  a b s o rp t io n  w i th  t h e  verbal  

a r t i s t ' s  a t t i t u d e  toward the  i l l u s i v e  and myste r ious  phenomenon o f  human 

d i s c o u r s e ,  t h e  only medium he has .

I I

The p o e t ry  o f  s i l e n c e  and p o e t i c  prose 

Throughout h i s  c a r e e r  F au lkne r  pa id  l i p - s e r v i c e  t o  the  no t ion  

t h a t  t r u e  p o e t ry  i s  s u p e r i o r  t o  p r o s e ,  and t h a t  the  l y r i c  poem prov ides  

t h e  only  norm f o r  e v a l u a t i n g  th e  a r t  o f  p o e t ry .  When Fau lkner  began 

t o  w r i t e  poems he looked to  poe t s  l i k e  Mallarme and V e r l a i n e  f o r  models ,  

bo th  o f  whom a r ranged  words t o  s u g g e s t  a s u p e r i o r  mode o f  s ta t e m e n t  

beyond th o s e  words,  and F a u lk n e r ' s  most  i n t e r e s t i n g  poems manage to  h i n t  

a t  a p u r e r  language o u t s i d e  t h e  scope  o f  th e  a c tu a l  poem. By so r e g a r d 

ing  th e  v e r s e  form o f  h i s  e a r l y  im a g in a t iv e  w r i t i n g  as a k ind o f  sh a c k le  

t o  be shaken l o o s e ,  Faulkner  adopted  some o f  th e  assumptions o f  the  

French Symboli s ts  and th e  Engl ish  Romantic p o e t s ,  namely,  th e  f a s c i n a t i o n  

w i th  t h e  p u r i t y  o f  t h e  a r t i s t ' s  i n s p i r a t i o n  b e fo re  i t  i s  a d u l t e r a t e d  by 

c o n c r e t e  form, and a fondness f o r  word p a t t e r n s  t h a t  evoke musical  tones  

and hence s u g g e s t  a s u p e r i o r ,  even s upe r sem an t ic  language .  Both o f  t h e s e
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assumptions  imply only a minimal awareness o f  t h e  l i n g u i s t i c  medium as 

an end i n  i t s e l f .

Faulkner came t o  t h i n k  o f  th e  t r u e  p o e t ,  i n  s h o r t ,  as one who 

speaks  n o t  in  a language  o f  men, as Wordsworth b e l i e v e d ,  b u t  i n  a l a n 

guage beyond men. When Fau lkner  s topped  w r i t i n g  p o e t ry  and began t o  

exper im en t  w ith  prose  f i c t i o n ,  he equa ted  th e  p o e t ' s  language w i th  one 

p u r e r  than  words.  The t r u e  p o e t  aims f o r  th e  " a b s o l u t e l y  p e r f e c t "  

language ,  which i s  the  "no t language"  t h a t  we a r e  expec ted  t o  h e a r  

r e s o n a t i n g  above th e  sound o f  t h e  ac tu a l  words.

By cons igning  t h e  ha l lm arks  o f  th e  poe t  o u t s id e  th e  reach o f  

ve rba l  language ,  Faulkner  could r e a d i l y  speak o f  h i s  own e f f o r t s  w i th  

formal v e r s e  as " f a i l u r e s , "  and perhaps  they  were.  But t h e  concep t  o f  

f a i l u r e  i s  an i n t e g r a l  p a r t  o f  h i s  n o t io n  o f  a r t -1 a n g u ag e  i n  g e n e r a l :  

the  p o e t  i s  the  id e a l  verba l  a r t i s t ,  and h i s  a t t em p ts  t o  escape  the  

c o n s t r i c t i o n s  o f  h i s  medium a re  i n e v i t a b l e  f a i l u r e s .  Such a p o e t  i s  a 

pa radox;  he p ledges  t o  say  t h e  unsayab le .

Faulkner approached t h e  medium o f  p r o s e ,  t h e n ,  w i th  t h e s e  two 

assumptions  about  a r t - l a n g u a g e  f i r m ly  in  mind: th e  t r u e  p o e t  f a i l s

because  t h e  word i s  a b a r r i e r  to  h i s  i n s p i r a t i o n ;  and a verba l  f i c t i o n  

ach ieves  i t s  h i g h e s t  l e v e l  o f  i n t e n s i t y  when i t  c r e a t e s  th e  i l l u s i o n  

t h a t  i t  speaks t o  the  r e a d e r  from some p o i n t  beyond the  very  words t h a t  

r e n d e r  t h a t  i l l u s i o n .  From p u re ly  a t h e o r e t i c a l  s t a n c e ,  Faulkner  viewed 

th e  language o f  po e t ry  and p rose  as d i s c o n t i n u o u s ,  a premise about  l a n 

guage common to  both t h e  Romantics and th e  Sym bo l i s t s .  But i n  the  day 

to  day e x e r c i s e  o f  h is  c r a f t ,  Faulkner  saw th e  medium o f  language some

what  th e  way Laurence L erne r  d e f in e d  i t  i n  The T r u e s t  P o e t r y : language
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i s  a continuum between the  "po les  o f  mathematics and dream." F au lk n e r ,  

i t  comes to  t h i s ,  apo log ized  c o n t i n u a l l y  f o r  h i s  f a i l u r e  as a p o e t ,  bu t  

wrote  a number o f  p rose  f i c t i o n s  t h a t  can only  be c a l l e d  p o e t i c —f a r  

more p o e t i c  than  any o f  t h e  v e r s e  he apo log ized  f o r .

In h i s  b e s t  n o v e l s ,  F a u lk n e r ' s  p ro s e  reaches  the  f i n e r  tones  

o f  meaning t h a t  he admired so in  t h e  poems o f  K ea ts ,  Mallarme,  V e r l a i n e ,  

and o t h e r s .  For a l l  h i s  i n t e r e s t  in  t h e s e  p o e t s ,  i n  f a c t ,  F a u lk n e r ' s  

own s e l f - c o n s c i o u s n e s s  abou t  h i s  medium i s  c l o s e r  t o  T. S. E l i o t ' s  con

c e p t io n  o f  th e  p o e t  as p r i m a r i l y  a verba l  maker.  The t r u e  Romantic 

a r t i s t ,  as Char les  F e id e l s o n  p o i n t s  o u t ,  r ega rds  th e  most im p o r tan t  a s p e c t  

o f  h i s  a r t  as s e l f - e x p r e s s i o n :

To th e  t r u e  ro m an t ic ,  however f a i t h f u l  an a r t i s t  he might be ,  
t h e  language  o f  a poem could never  t a k e  on t h i s  autonomous 
q u a l i t y .  However c a r e f u l l y  e l a b o r a t e d ,  th e  words remain a 
s e l f - e x p r e s s i o n ,  th e  v e h i c l e  o f  pe rsona l  ideas  o r  emotions ;  
th e  l i t e r a r y  work was formed in  the  w r i t e r ' s  s o u l ,  and l a n 
guage was merely t h e  i n s t r u m e n t  o f  e x p r e s s i o n . 3

In s p i t e  o f  h i s  f r e q u e n t  s a l u t e s  i n  th e  d i r e c t i o n  o f  Romantic l o y a l t i e s ,

Fau lkner  i s  n o t  a Romantic. He i s  a language m a n ip u la t o r ,  an e x p l o r e r

o f  th e  p a t t e r n s  and meanings o f  words.  His f i c t i o n  may p o r t r a y  the

verba l  a r t i s t  w r e s t l i n g  w i th  the  f o r c e  o f  l a n g u ag e - -a  t r a d i t i o n a l l y

Romantic c r i s i s —b u t  t h e s e  a r t i s t s  a re  ren d e red  in  p rose  t h a t  r e v e a l s

F a u lk n e r ' s  d e l i g h t  in  language  as a made t h i n g ,  a f i c t i v e  p a t t e r n ,  an

im a g in a t iv e  w o r ld -o f -w o rd s .  His p o e t i c  language m e r i t s  the  same c l o s e

r e a d in g  t r a d i t i o n a l l y  g iven  to  t h e  poem.

^Laurence L e rn e r ,  The T r u e s t  P o e t ry  (1960) ,  pp.  220-221.

^ F e id e ls o n ,  p . 45.
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The b e s t  o f  F a u l k n e r ’s prose  f i c t i o n s  in v o lv e  s p e a k e r -p o e t s  

l i k e  Q uen t in ,  Addie,  and Rosa,  who a t tem p t  t o  speak an impeccable l a n 

guage.  T h e i r  t a l e s  a r e  im a g in a t iv e  f l i g h t s  from th e  bonds o f  c o r r u p t 

i b l e  words;  they  l i v e  f o r  us in  a l i n g u i s t i c  u n iv e r s e  o f  t h e i r  own mak

i n g ,  and as such they  r e p r e s e n t  F a u lk n e r ' s  own way o f  coming to  terms 

w i th  what  David Lodge d e s c r i b e s  as t h e  e t e r n a l  dilemma o f  th e  ve rba l  

a r t i s t :

. . .  t h e  w r i t e r ' s  medium d i f f e r s  from t h e  media o f  most  o t h e r  
a r t s — pigment ,  s t o n e ,  musical  n o t e s ,  e t c . — in  t h a t  i t  i s  never  
v i r g i n :  words come t o  t h e  w r i t e r  a l r e a d y  v i o l a t e d  by o th e r  
men, impressed w i th  meanings d e r iv e d  from th e  world  o f  common 
e x p e r i e n c e .  Thus ,  t h e r e  i s  always a n a t u r a l  t e m p ta t io n  to  
r e g a rd  the  w r i t e r  as a man who t e l l s  us som eth ing ,  r a t h e r  
than  as a man who t e l l s  us something by making s om e th ing .4

An o b s e s s io n  with  th e  word " v i r g i n i t y "  and t h e  " v i r g i n i t y "  o f  words l i n k s

Rosa,  Addie,  and Quentin t o g e t h e r .  They a r t i c u l a t e  t h e  paradox o f  h i s

a r t .

I l l

The d i a l e c t i c  o f  s p e a k e r -p o e t s  and symbolic  d i s c o u r s e

F a u lk n e r ' s  q u e s t  f o r  th e  impeccable language  by a medium o t h e r  

th a n  th e  l y r i c  poem r e s u l t e d  no t  only  in  a number o f  h ig h ly  p o e t i c  prose 

f i c t i o n s ,  bu t  in  a remarkab le  c l u s t e r  o f  p o e t - s p e a k e r s  who launch t h e i r  

own q u e s t s  f o r  t h a t  language .  The d i a l e c t i c a l  r e l a t i o n s h i p  in  which 

Fau lkner  f r e q u e n t l y  p la c e d  th e s e  f i c t i v e  v o i c e s —r e l a t i o n s h i p s  as v a r i e d  

as th o s e  we saw between F a i r c h i l d  and Wiseman, Quentin and Caddy, Dari 

and Addie ,  and Rosa and Q uent in—i s  a r h e t o r i c a l  dev ice  t h a t  Fau lkner

4David Lodge, The Language o f  F i c t i o n  (New York: Columbia 
U n i v e r s i t y  P r e s s ,  1966) ,  p.  47.
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b e l i e v e s  b e s t  r e n d e r s  the  f l a v o r  o f  human speech .  The ve rba l  t h r u s t s  

and p a r r i e s  between speakers  b reeds  d i s c o r d ,  open-endedness ,  and 

d ram a t ic  t e n s i o n  in  th e  f i c t i o n ;  t h e s e  encoun te r s  a l s o  g e n e ra te  a s en s e  

o f  d i s c o v e ry  f o r  u s .  We p a r t i c i p a t e  in  t h e  u t t e r a n c e s  we h e a r  by s u s 

t a i n i n g  both  vocal p a r t i e s  t o  th e  d i s p u t e .  The d i a l e c t i c  o f  f i c t i v e  

v o i c e s ,  in f a c t ,  i s  an epitome o f  th e  g r e a t e r  d i a l e c t i c  t a k i n g  p lace  

between us as r e a d e r s  and Fau lkner  the  a r t i s t .  As Jean-Pau l  S a r t r e  

p h rases  i t ,  " .  . . t h e  o p e r a t i o n  o f  w r i t i n g  im p l ie s  t h a t  o f  read ing  as 

i t s  d i a l e c t i c a l  c o r r e l a t i v e  and th e s e  two connec ted a c t s  n e c e s s i t a t e  

two d i s t i n c t  a g e n t s .  I t  i s  the  j o i n t  e f f o r t  o f  a u t h o r  and r e a d e r  which

b r in g s  upon th e  scene  t h a t  c o n c re te  and imaginary o b j e c t  which i s  t h e
5

work o f  th e  mind. There i s  no a r t  exce p t  f o r  and by o t h e r s . "

F a u lk n e r ' s  c a r e e r  as  a n o v e l i s t  can be mapped r a t h e r  a c c u r a t e l y  

by t h e  i n c r e a s i n g  s k i l l  w i th  which he makes the  spoken word c lash  w i t h i n  

the  d i a l e c t i c .  The more a r t i c u l a t e  the s p e a k e r s ,  t h e  more i n t e n s e  i s  

the  d i a l e c t i c .  The c l a sh e s  between two p o e t i c  minds l i k e  Quentin and 

Rosa,  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  draw ou r  a t t e n t i o n  t o  the  n a t u r e  o f  th e  language 

they use ;  from them we know more f u l l y  t h a t  the  word i s  n o t  merely a 

medium f o r  t h e  t e l l i n g ,  b u t  a m ys te r ious  e l  ement— Fei del  s o n ' s  phrase  

"pro toplasm" comes t o  mind h e re — i n  which th e  t e l l e r  f i n d s  h im se l f  

immersed,  y e t  upon which he must impose some form o f  o r d e r ,  c i rc u m s c r ib e  

some p a t t e r n .  Words are l i k e  a w e l l ,  a source  bo th  o f  renewal and danger ;  

the  a r t i s t  can draw from i t  o r  f a l l  i n .  Quentin drowns in  words as much 

as he drowns in t h e  Charles  R ive r .

^Jean-Paul  S a r t r e ,  What I s  L i t e r a t u r e ? , t r a n s .  by Bernard F r e c h t -  
man (New York: P h i lo s o p h i c a l  L i b r a r y ,  1949) ,  p.  41.
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F a u l k n e r ' s  r e l i a n c e  on t h e  d i a l e c t i c  as  a r h e t o r i c a l  device  

f o r  making language  y i e l d  w ord le ss  i n s i g h t s  says  something abou t  h i s  

t r a f f i c  w ith  symbol ic  language .  Char les  F e id e l s o n ,  in  h i s  d i s c u s s io n  

symbolism and American w r i t e r s ,  a rgues  t h a t  the  value o f  t h e  d i a l e c t i c  

l i e s  i n  i t s  a b i l i t y  t o  r e s o lv e  ve rba l  c o n f l i c t s ,  t o  r e u n i t e  " s t r a n d s
C

of  th o u g h t  t h a t  l o g i c  i t s e l f  has s e p a r a t e d . "  The d i a l e c t i c ,  he a r g u e s ,

draws i t s  s t r e n g t h  n o t  from l o g i c  b u t  from pa radox ,  from ve rba l  s t r i f e

r a t h e r  than  agreement:

D i a l e c t i c  works backward from l o g i c a l  dilemmas by f i n d i n g  
th e  more i n c l u s i v e  s t a t e m e n t  under which opposing concepts  
may be r e c o n c i l e d .  I t  assumes t h a t  th e  c o n f l i c t  i s  e n t i r e l y  
w i t h i n  the  u n iv e r s e  o f  d i s c o u r s e ,  t h a t  t h e  problem i s  p r o 
duced by th e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  o f  terms and does not  i n v o lv e  a 
' q u e s t i o n  o f  f a c t . '7

Both d i a l e c t i c  and symbolism stem from th e  same s o u r c e —v erba l  d i s c o r d —

and both  d i r e c t  our  eyes away from th e  " f a c t "  and t o  t h e  medium of

knowledge,  o r ,  as  Fe ide lson  s a y s ,  away from " th e  e x t e r n a l  co r respond -
O

ence o f  the  medium to  i t s  i n t e r n a l  co h e re n c e ."  F a u l k n e r ' s  d i a l e c t i c s  

between speakers  who themselves  a re  ve rba l  makers a re  d r a m a t i z j ' ;ions 

of  th e  s y m b o l i s t i c  im ag ina t ion  engaged in  t h e  a c t  o f  l i v i n g  i n  the  

l i n g u i s t i c  wor ld  i t  c r e a t e s .

Rosa 's  language i s  symbolic .  Her long d i a l e c t i c  w i th  Quentin 

i s  th e  outward form o f  h e r  own d iv id e d  mind. Rosa ' s  e f f o r t s  t o  u t t e r  

a p o e t i c  and u n i f y i n g  s t a t e m e n t  t h a t  would encompass a l l  t h e  c o n f l i c t i n g

^ F e id e l s o n ,  p.  67.

^ F e id e l s o n ,  p.  68.
O

F e id e ls o n ,  p . 69.
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components o f  her  t a l e  becomes more u rg e n t  f o r  h e r  as she comes to  

f e e l  t h a t  h e r  l i s t e n e r  i s  he r  a n t a g o n i s t  and t h a t  he embodies t h e  mental 

d i s c o rd  w i t h i n  h e r .  Q uen t in ' s  p resence  p r e s s u re s  Rosa i n t o  a t t e m p t in g  

to  l i v e  in  t h e  u n i t i v e  world o f  language .  Her t e l l i n g  breaks  loose  from 

the  claims o f  l o g i c a l  d i s c o u r s e ,  g a t h e r in g  i n t e n s i t y  as i t  assumes the  

c o n d i t io n  o f  symbolic language .  As she s peaks ,  Rosa g r a d u a l ly  abandons 

the  " f a c t "  o f  Sutpen and seeks i n s t e a d  an overwhelmingly i n c l u s i v e  s t a t e 

ment,  a symbol ic  u t t e r a n c e ,  a p o e t i c  wor ld  t h a t  would say  a l l  by r e c o n 

c i l i n g  a l l  t h e  d i s c o r d a n t  s t r a i n s  t h a t  make up h e r  t e l l i n g .  The f o l l o w 

ing p a s s a g e ,  I t h i n k ,  b e s t  r e p r e s e n t s  the  symbol ic  world which i s  h e r  

r e fuge  and most  p o e t i c  u t t e r a n c e .  I t  i s  one o f  t h e  r i c h e s t  passages  

about  th e  v i t a l i t y  o f  language i n  a l l  o f  F au lkne r .  Her image o f  t h e  

" p r i s o n e r  s o u l"  t r y i n g  to  f r e e  i t s e l f  from th e  "miasmal mass" i s  a l s o

a p o e t i c  v e r s io n  o f  the  verbal  a r t i s t  s t r a i n i n g  t o  escape  from t h e

f e r t i l e  miasma t h a t  i s  language:

Perhaps I c o u l d n ' t  even have wanted more than  t h a t ,  c o u l d n ' t  
have acc ep ted  l e s s ,  who even a t  n in e te e n  must  have known t h a t  
l i v i n g  i s  one c o n s t a n t  and p e r p e t u a l  i n s t a n t  when th e  a r r a s -  
v e i l  b e f o r e  w h a t - i s - t o - b e  hangs d o c i l e  and even glad  t o  the  
l i g h t e s t  naked t h r u s t  i f  we had d a re d ,  were b rave  enough ( n o t  
w ise enough: no wisdom needed h e re )  t o  make t h e  rending  gash .
Or perhaps  i t  i s  no lack  o f  courage e i t h e r :  n o t  cowardice
which w i l l  no t  f ace  t h a t  s i c k n e s s  somewhere a t  the  prime
f o u n d a t io n  o f  t h i s  f a c t u a l  scheme from which t h e  p r i s o n e r  
s o u l ,  m i a s m a l - d i s t i l l a n t ,  w r o i l s  e v e r  upward sunward,  tugs 
i t s  tenuous  p r i s o n e r  a r t e r i e s  and ve ins  and p r i s o n i n g  in  i t s  
t u r n  t h a t  s p a r k ,  t h a t  dream w hich ,  as th e  g loby  and complete 
i n s t a n t  o f  i t s  freedom m i r r o r s  and r e p e a t s  ( r e p e a t s ?  c r e a t e s ,  
reduces  t o  a f r a g i l e  ev an e sc en t  i r i d e s c e n t  s p h e re )  a l l  o f  
space  and t ime and massy e a r t h ,  r e l i c t s  t h e  s e e t h i n g  and 
anonymous miasmal mass which in  a l l  t h e  y e a r s  o f  t ime has 
t a u g h t  i t s e l f  no boon of  d e a t h  b u t  only  how t o  r e c r e a t e ,  r e 
new; and d i e s ,  i s  gone,  van ished :  n o th in g —b u t  i s  t h a t  t r u e
wisdom which can comprehend t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a might-have-been  
which i s  more t r u e  than  t r u t h ,  from which t h e  dreamer ,  waking,
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says n o t  'Did  I b u t  dream?'  b u t  r a t h e r  s a y s ,  i n d i c t s  high 
h e a v e n 's  very  s e l f  w i th :  'Why d id  I wake s in c e  waking I
s h a l l  never  s l e e p  a g a i n ? '  (142-143) ;

Rosa 's  v i s i o n  o f  the  n a t u r e  o f  human l i f e  embraces th e  r o l e  o f  language 

in  l i f e .  The s e e t h i n g  "miasmal mass" i s  both  process  and l a n g u a g e - in -  

p ro c e s s ;  i t  i s  "anonymous" because th e  ve rba l  a r t i s t  has n o t  y e t  im

posed upon i t s  forming v i s i o n ,  which i s  t h e  " s p a rk ,  t h a t  dream" which 

" r e l i c t s "  the  miasmal mass. The soul o f  t h e  verba l  a r t i s t  i s  a p r i s o n e r  

o f  language  because h i s  medium o f  words i s  sha red  by th e  a n t i - a r t i s t .

The ve rba l  a r t i s t  must f r e e  h im s e l f  from h i s  own " p r i s o n e r  a r t e r i e s  and 

ve in s"  i n  o rd e r  to  reach  "upward, sunward" f o r  the  "globy and complete 

i n s t a n t  o f  i t s  freedom."  The verba l  a r t i s t  can escape  p ro c e s s  by c r e a t 

ing  a p o e t i c  v i s i o n ,  an a l l - i n c l u s i v e  a e s t h e t i c ,  encompassing " a l l  o f  

space  and time and massy e a r t h . "  The " t r u e  wisdom" Rosa speaks  o f  i s  

symbolic d i s c o u r s e  i t s e l f .  The s y m b o l i s t i c  im ag ina t ion  a lone  i s  capab le  

o f  comprehending t h a t  t h e r e  i s  a "might -have-been  which i s  more t r u e  

than  t r u t h , "  more t r u e ,  t h a t  i s ,  than  th e  t r u t h  o f  l o g i c a l  -d i s c o u r s e .

Rosa ' s  p o e t i c  v i s i o n  o f  t h e  word as swamp, as fo rm less  miasma, 

r e p r e s e n t s  one po le  o f  F a u lk n e r ' s  ph i losophy  o f  la nguage .  A d d ie ' s  

no t ion  o f  the  word as j a r ,  as  form w i th o u t  s u b s t a n c e ,  r e p r e s e n t s  the  

o t h e r  p o l e .  The d i a l e c t i c  t e n s i o n  between form and s u b s t a n c e ,  j a r  

and swamp, i s  t h e  l i f e - b l o o d  of  F a u lk n e r ' s  p r o s e ,  the  " s p a r k , "  as Rosa 

s a y s ,  t h a t  redeems h i s  a r t  from th e  c la im s  o f  space  and t ime and massy 

e a r t h .
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D i s s e r t a t i o n  d i r e c t e d  by Richard Giannone,  Ph.D.

F a u l k n e r ' s  b e s t  f iV * i f t v -eU>aBp*-i-yog_.:»-ho phenomenon o f  language ,  

and t h i s  s tudy  w i l l  a t t em p t  to  e x t r a p o l a t e  a ph i losophy  o f  language 

from c e r t a i n  o f  h i s  most l i n g u i s t i c a l l y  complex n o v e l s .  The Sound 

and the  F u ry , As I_ Lay  ̂ Dying, and Absalom, Absalom! a r e  informed by a 

p a ra d o x ic a l  a t t i t u d e  toward ve rba l  language  as a medium o f  a r t ,  and 

t h i s  s en s e  o f  paradox stems from F a u lk n e r ' s  d e s i r e  t o  ach ieve  the  

t i m e l e s s n e s s  o f  a r t  by means o f  t h e  t r a n s i e n t  medium o f  language .  In 

F a u lk n e r ' s  mind, the  poe t  a lone  i s  capab le  o f  r e s o l v i n g  th e  paradox.  

The p o e t ,  he s a y s ,  speaks an " a b s o l u t e l y  impeccable" language .  What 

the  p o e t  says i s  e t e r n a l ,  because  h i s  language i s .

F a u lk n e r ' s  n o t ion  o f  p o e t ry  as an a b s o l u t e l y  p e r f e c t  a r t -  

language i s  an index to  h i s  ph i losophy  o f  language .  His e a r l i e s t  

e f f o r t s  w i th  v e r s e  d i s p l a y  a deepening i n t e r e s t  in  ach i e v in g  the 

i l l u s i o n  t h a t  th e  a c t u a l  words on the  page h i n t  a t  a p u r e r ,  wordless  

language beyond the  edges o f  th e  a c t u a l  poem.

S o l d i e r ' s  Pay and M osqu i toes , the  s u b j e c t  o f  t h e  f i r s t  two 

ch ap te r s  o f  t h i s  s t u d y ,  r e p r e s e n t  F a u lk n e r ' s  a t t em p ts  in  p ro s e  t o
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dram a t ize  t h e  paradox  o f  a r t - 1 a n g u a g e .  Both books a r t i c u l a t e  

assumptions  about  language  t h a t  l a t e r  on g ive  l i f e  to  h i s  b e s t  nove ls  

- - i s s u e s  l i k e  the  v i r g i n i t y  o f  l anguage ,  v i r g i n  speakers  who a r e  p o e t s ,  

t h e  t e n s i o n  between language and s i l e n c e ,  and the  s t r u g g l e  o f  the  

verbal  a r t i s t  w i th  h i s  medium.

The Sound and the  Fury , As X Lay Dying, and Absalom, Absalom! 

- - a n a l y z e d  in  the  l a s t  t h r e e  ch a p te r s  o f  t h i s  s t u d y - - a d d r e s s  themselves  

t o  th e  s p e c i a l  problem o f  th e  verba l  a r t i s t  c o n f ro n t i n g  th e  medium o f  

words.  Q uent in ,  Addie,  D a r i ,  and Rosa a re  th e  s p e a k e r -p o e t s  o f  th e se  

nove l s .  They r e p r e s e n t  v a r i a t i o n s  o f  the  ve rba l  maker caugh t  up in  

the  c r i s i s  o f  c r e a t i o n .  Each i s  obsessed  by th e  word " v i r g i n i t y "  and 

by th e  v i r g i n i t y  o f  the word.  Challenged by the  t r a n s i e n c e  o f  l anguage ,  

they demand a p u r e ,  impeccable l anguage ,  one f r e e  from th e  pecca o f  

accumulated and changeable  meanings.  They a r e  moral and l i n g u i s t i c  

a b s o l u t i s t s ,  and t h e i r  q u e s t s  f o r  th e  impeccable  language  o f  s i l e n c e  

a re  f a i l u r e s .  But t h e i r  f a i l u r e s  a re  a l s o  p o e t i c  u t t e r a n c e s ,  and th e s e  

u t t e r a n c e s  probe t h e  paradox o f  F a u lk n e r ' s  a r t .

Quentin and the  o t h e r  s p e a k e r -p o e t s  a r t i c u l a t e  F a u lk n e r ' s  f a i t h  

in  and deep s k e p t i c i s m  o f  the  c r e a t i v e  energy  o f  t h e  word,  h i s  c o n v i c t io n  

t h a t  a l i t e r a r y  a r t i f i c e  i s  e q u a l ly  t i m e l e s s  and t r a n s i e n t ,  h i s  r e v e r 

ence f o r  t h e  v i t a l i t y  o f  the  a c tu a l  word and f o r  t h e  h y p o t h e t i c a l  p u r i t y  

of  s i l e n c e ,  h i s  b e l i e f  t h a t  t h e  word i n  th e  a c t  o f  u t t e r a n c e  i s  both  a 

symbol o f  p roces s  and a mode o f  escape from the  consequences o f  p r o c e s s .  

I f  F a u lk n e r ' s  ph i losophy  o f  language i s  a p a radox ,  i t  i s  because  he see s  

paradox in  th e  b eh a v io r  o f  words and as a c o n d i t i o n  o f  th e  e x p e r i en ce  

language e x p r e s s e s .



www.manaraa.com

VITA

Paul Raymond L i l l y ,  J r . ,  son of  Paul and Jean  L i l l y ,  was 

born on August  30,  1940,  in  Brooklyn,  New York. He a t t e n d e d  Chaminade 

High Schoo l ,  Mineola,  New York,  and was g radua ted  in  June 1958.

He e n t e r e d  Holy Cross College  in  September o f  1958 and 

r e c e iv e d  t h e  degree  o f  B ache lor  o f  Arts  i n  June 1962. He r e c e iv e d  

the  degree  o f  Mas ter  o f  Ar ts  i n  Engl ish L i t e r a t u r e  from Boston Col lege 

in  June o f  1964, and began d o c t o r a l  s t u d i e s  i n  E ng l i sh  a t  Fordham 

U n i v e r s i t y  in  September o f  1964.

He was awarded an A s s i s t a n t s h i p  a t  Boston Col lege  and a 

Teaching Fe l lowship  a t  Fordham U n i v e r s i t y .  He has t a u g h t  a t  S t .  

J o s e p h ' s  College  in Brooklyn ,  New York,  Fordham U n i v e r s i t y ,  The 

U n i v e r s i t y  o f  V i r g i n i a ,  and i s  p r e s e n t l y  an A s s i s t a n t  P r o f e s s o r  a t  

t h e  S t a t e  U n iv e r s i t y  o f  New York a t  Oneonta.

214


