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The Birth of Genius in Faulkner’s Canon:  Writing The Sound and The Fury

During the composition of his first masterpiece, The Sound and The Fury, William Faulkner gained a fundamental insight into the truth of human relations.  His discovery is inscribed in the novel itself, and it can be explained through a textual comparison of this novel and the weaker novels that he wrote previously.  Faulkner’s modified representation of the classic “French triangle” in The Sound and The Fury shows that he gained a new understanding of self, other and desire – an understanding which is NOT PRESENT in the earlier novels.  This new perspective is also inscribed in a personal transformation from pride to humility – a humility which opens up to Faulkner the truth behind illusions that have trapped him in his life.  In this paper, I will use the  literary analysis technique of René Girard, whose work on Dostoevsky, in particular, suggests that novelistic genius is best explained through internal comparison of a novelist’s works.


Why write yet another essay on The Sound and the Fury?  It would seem that the massive library of scholarly work on the subject has entertained every possible nuance of the novel so that any further criticism could only be deemed “full sound and fury/ Signifying nothing,” much like the novel’s titular allusion [see Shakespeare’s MacBeth, Act IV] itself.  In his introduction to the 1993 publication of New Essays on The Sound and The Fury, Noel Polk explains that essays on Faulkner’s text have explored the Christian allusions, existential ideas, Freudian psychoanalysis, racial and gender aspects, literary structure, stream-of-consciousness technique, incest theme, and compared the novel or its characters to other great characters in world fiction.
  Many critics (perhaps even Faulkner himself) feel that the work is his best, and they have tried in many ways to show what makes it a masterpiece.  

Polk summarizes the position of the text within twentieth century literary criticism:

The Sounds and The Fury is the quintessential American high modernist text.  For over sixty years now, but especially since its sudden ‘discovery’ by readers and critics in the late forties and early fifties, it has attracted the attention of most major critics and nearly every major critical movement.  It has been a sort of litmus paper on which critical approaches have tested themselves, from Marxism to New Criticism, to Structuralism and Poststructuralism, Deconstruction, Psychoanalytics, Linguistics, Feminism, and New Historicism, all of which seem to find it among the sine qua non of its particular approach. . . . [It] opens itself up to economic, historical, philosophical, religious, cultural, and social analyses, and in its reflecting turn enables us to see how profoundly all these systems are related to each other, and to us
.

I am aware that a “Girardian” reading of The Sound and The Fury risks becoming “just another critical approach” testing our own beliefs on a novel.  Nevertheless, such a possibility of critical “self-justification” should not deter us from pursuing possible discoveries which this procedure may open up to us.  If the Girardian method allows for a better systematization of the key aspects of Faulkner’s creative enterprise and the creation itself, then our labor shall not be in vain.


I propose that Faulkner’s novel, if seen in the light of a personal “conversion” and new vision of self and other, becomes a masterpiece in its new vision of the truth of human relations.  It is this truth that allows us to see the reason for the “Christian” death and resurrection themes in the novel (even if Faulkner himself was not overtly Christian), and it explains how the novel can warrant comparisons with several of the great masterpieces of literature.  Furthermore, if we read the novel in light of certain biographical details, we can see why Faulkner described his writing experience as the single most moving experience of his life.  In Girardian terms, this novel marks Faulkner’s first significant move from romantic deceit (mensonge romantique) to novelistic truth (verité romanesque).


Faulkner’s bio


Schools of literary criticism from the middle of the twentieth century onwards have tended to separate the novelistic text from its author.  Whereas the post-structuralist trends have attempted to uncover certain inconsistencies in this “New Criticism,” the “deconstructors” have only moved the lens of analysis further from the author.  The text is now not only divorced from its author, but also it disseminates multiple meanings which betray the goals of structural readings.  In one “new” essay on the novel, Richard Kartiganer praises Faulkner for creating the superior text.  He explains that “the nature of the superior text is to resist its readings: to complicate, at some crucial turn in the interpretive process, the categories and conventions that have formed a reader’s bridge into that text, without which the act of interpretation cannot begin”.
  In other words, for contempory criticism, The Sound and The Fury is a masterpiece precisely because we cannot say with certainty anything about it!

In this essay, I propose that any significant critical evaluation of The Sound and The Fury must take into account certain basic facts of Faulkner’s personal experience at the time of his writing it.  Faulkner’s personal relationships were the fuel from which he created his novelistic characters, and, although one cannot always draw one-to-one correspondences between characters and real people, one can observe Faulkner’s attempt to clarify his own life through his representations of his fictional characters.  In particular, we must address his relationship to the literary world and his changing relationship with Estelle Oldham (who would eventually become Estelle Faulkner), for these two factors are most significant in understanding his transformation at the time of the novel’s composition.


In the summer of 1927, Faulkner was feeling optimistic that his third novel, Flags in the Dust (later published as Sartoris) was the one that would make him famous.  He had recently written to his publishers that “it is much better than that other stuff.  I believe that at last I have learned to control the stuff and fix it one something like rational truth.”
  The publishing company of Boni and Liveright, however, did not see that Faulkner had made any significant progress in his writing since his previous novel.  Their letter to him is more than a rejection -- it is an outright critique of his entire growth as a novelist.

As a firm deeply interested in your work, we don’t believe that you should offer it for publication. . . Soldier’s Pay was a very fine book and should have done better.  Then Mosquitoes wasn’t quite as good, showed little development in your spiritual growth and I think none in your art of writing.  Now comes Flags in the Dust and we’re frankly very much disappointed by it.  It is diffuse and nonintegral with neither very much plot development nor character development. . .
 

Needless to say, Faulkner was devastated.  As a young writer trying to get his “foot in the door” of novelistic creation, he was now being forced to realize that the work which he thought most successful was his worst yet.  


In the short time after this refusal, Faulkner would undergo a transformation that allowed him to write his first, and, perhaps, greatest novel.  He recalled five years later that “one day I seemed to shut a door between me and all publishers’ addresses and book lists.  I said to myself, “now I can write. Now I can make myself a vase like that which the old Roman kept at his bedside and wore the rim slowly away with kissing it.”
  One might argue that Faulkner was merely stewing in the resentment of the literary underground, distancing himself from the very people he most wanted to impress.  However, it is also possible that Faulkner remembered a real moment of “spiritual” transformation in which he really did not care about his readers as much as he cared about the work he was doing.  His profound humiliation at the hands of his publishers had led him to a new mode of humility and allowed a deeper truth to unfold in his work.  I agree with Noel Polk, who argues that Faulkner recalled “a profoundly important experience, a warm and loving distillation of that experience into metaphors that would allow him somehow to retain and evoke at will the passion that writing The Sound and The Fury gave him.  That passion was something he truly seemed to cherish for the remainder of his life.”


But we do not have enough information in this area of Faulkner’s life to construct a critical entry into the novel that became his beloved “Roman vase.”  I cite this piece of biography only to highlight that Faulkner himself suggested that a type of spiritual transformation took place before and during the composition of the novel.  Instead, we need to turn to the triangular romances in which his life was embroiled at the time.  Since childhood, he had been friends with “the girl next door,” Estelle Oldham.  When they reached adolescence, they would frequently be together at dances, though she would have many other boys around her.  Finally, on April 18, 1918, she chose to marry, however reluctantly, another man, Cornell Franklin.  Faulkner was stunned and hurt, and he even asked their parents if he and Estelle might elope.  Since it was the parents’ delight that she marry the young and successful Cornell, the marriage took place, and Faulkner was left to experience in full the resentment of “lone man out” in the classic love triangle.  For ten years Faulkner would grovel in the fumes of rejection, writing romantic poetry in imitation of all the abandoned lovers of the literary past.  During this time, he would pursue or court several other women, facing rejection at the hands of each of them.  The most devastating of these rejections came from Helen Baird, for whom he felt a particularly profound love.  Nevertheless, by the time of his composition of The Sound and the Fury, Estelle and Cornell were in the process of a difficult divorce and the prospect of Faulkner finally winning his bride evolved.  He would go on to marry her, but they would not have a happy marriage.  


Joseph Blotner records that Faulkner told his French translator that, at the time of the novel’s creation, he had been “struggling with difficulties of an intimate nature.”
 What could these issues be?  It is impossible to say exactly what Faulkner meant by this statement, and we have so few other autobiographical statements from the writer about his personal life at this time that we are foolish to project analyses of his personal life onto him.  Nevertheless, we can surmise that a profound transformation in his attitude toward Estelle takes place during this time, one which allows him to gain great depth of insight in the creation of the key characters Quentin and Caddy in The Sound and The Fury.

Romantic Patterns in the Novels


The Sound and The Fury is a novel in four chapters.  The first three chapters are the stream-of-consciousness monologues from each of the three brothers in the Compson family (Benjy, Quentin, and Jason), while the fourth chapter is written from the omniscient narrator detailing events in the Compson family during Easter of 1928.  With little doubt, Quentin is the most autobiographical of the brothers.  He is the “bookish” one, quoting Shakespeare and the Bible, and he makes the traditional Southern family proud by becoming the first Compson to attend Harvard University.  He is, in short, the writer.  Faulkner was so deeply connected to Quentin that he chose to “resurrect” this character in a much later masterpiece, Absalom, Absalom!  Furthermore, he would tell a young lady several years later in his life that “Ishmael is the witness in Moby Dick as I am Quentin.”


Chapter Two gives us Quentin’s thoughts on June 2, 1910, the day when he decides to tie weights to his feet and drown himself in the Charles River.  Although Quentin remembers his father’s fatalistic and cynical truisms, and although his mother is an unfeeling hypochondriac, the chapter reveals that the primary source of Quentin’s unhappiness is his sister’s sexual promiscuity.  Often transmogrifying her illicit sexual adventures in the woods into mythical language and seeing her as some sort of corrupted flesh, Quentin reveals a profound romantic sensibility that reflects a strange combination of “traditional Southern values” and nineteenth century romantic poetry.  At one point he goes to his father and claims that he has had incest with Caddy so that he can transfer the stain of Caddy’s “unvirginity” to himself.  His lament over her lost innocence drives him to a suicidal despair.


But there is another key element aggravating Quentin’s despair: the rivals.  Blotner explains that Quentin’s love for his sister, Caddy, becomes a “superfraternal love that extends to incest fantasies on Quentin’s part and is intensified by two rivals with whom he cannot compete: Dalton Ames, a man-of-the-world ex-soldier, and Herbert Head, a boorish businessman whom Caddy marries after becoming pregnant by another lover.”
  It is not clear, however, whether Quentin’s sexual movement toward Caddy is born of some innate incestuous urge or whether it is fashioned through his imitation and worship of his rivals and their desires.


In any event, this idealized romantic love is not entirely a new plot basis for Faulkner.  Blotner explains that “Faulkner was reworking, with greater intensity, the subject he had treated with other characters, from Jo-Addie and Elmer to Horace and Narcissa Benbow.”
  Noel Polk argues even further: “Central to these early fictions is . . . an effete, idealistic young man trying to find his way through a modernist tangle of postwar despair, historical disfranchisement and disillusionment, and Freudian-psychosexual problemata; all except the idiot in “The Kingdom of God” are recognizable avatars of Quentin Compson.”
  We need to examine the previous formations of this romantic love and highlight what factors create the “greater intensity” of the Quentin saga.


Before Faulkner ever wrote a novel, he experimented with many different forms of poetry.  Not surprisingly, his subject matter was frequently the powerless and lovelorn, and he often used images of fauns, nymphs and satires, combining traditional romantic compositions of Greco-Roman typology.
  For example, in one of his early works, he borrowed a title from the French symbolist Mallarmé and wrote a poem “L’Apres-Midi d’un Faune.”  In this poem the faun pursues his nymph until her flight, then he longs for escape and transcendence.  We have all of the seeds of Quentin in this early poetry, except that we must note two key factors.  First, no rival is present in the poetry.  Second, the poem gains little ironic distance from the sufferings of the lovelorn faun.  The romantic subject is the cruel victim of fate, a woman’s inconstancy, illness, . . . never a self-indulgent pride or vanity.


In Faulkner’s first novel, Soldier’s Pay, the central characters are Joe Gilligan, Donald Mahon, and Margaret Powers.  Donald Mahon is a war veteran with scarred brow, amnesia, and partial blindness.  Gradually Gilligan and Powers become attached to him before he dies.  Blotner explains that Mahon represents a partial “wish-fulfillment” for Faulkner who, himself, wanted to be the revered war-veteran suffering from “tragic” pains.  Although there is a triangle of friendship here, there does not seem to be any rivalry of noticeable interest in this story, and, again, the Quentin prototype (Donald Mahon) is a victim – not vain.


In Faulkner’s second attempt at a novel, Elmer, which was never published, he began to consider fraternal adoration in the main character’s love for his sister Jo-Addie.  Nevertheless, this relationship does not take on any of the intensity or incestuous connotations that Quentin-Caddie do.  We note, however, that in chapter three, Faulkner uses the flashback technique to explore Elmer’s fourth-grade adoration of another boy.  This boy is “slender and beautiful and cruel as a god, who humiliated him.”
  We find in this “aside” that Faulkner is beginning to explore the effect of rivalry.  Of course, this rivalry is entirely distinct from any love interests of Elmer’s and it remains peripheral to the story.  Eventually, Faulkner discards the story altogether.


In his second published novel, Mosquitoes, Faulkner’s lovelorn faun would become the characters Ernest Talliaferro and David West, both of whom “strike out” in their attempts to seduce.
  Again, we have little reference to triangular relationships.  Faulkner is less interested in rivalry than in exploring the nauseating reality of unrequited love experienced over and over.  The novel’s “writer” character will comment: “you don’t commit suicide when you are disappointed in love.  You write a book.”
  Faulkner does not realize the power of this statement until he gains the ironic distance to romantic self-hatred in The Sound and The Fury.


Perhaps the most romantic and resentful novel of Faulkner’s creation, Mayday, came after his rejection at the hands of Helen Baird.  The novel depicts a medieval knightly figure resisting seduction from three women, as they all fall short of his ideal.  Instructed by Saint Francis, the knight comes to see that his ideal is “Little Sister Death,” after which he drowns himself and achieves perfect oblivion.
  Again, we notice that, in Mayday, there is no rival and no ironic distance on the romanticism.  Faulkner will not figure out the successful arrangement of these themes until he makes the lovelorn suicide, fascinated with Little Sister Death, reappear in Quentin Compson.


However, immediately before Faulkner succeeded, he had to fail one more time in the novelistic venture.  In his third complete novel, Flags in the Dust, the one which was initially rejected, Faulkner thought that he was finally tying all of these relationships together in a more realistic way.  In this work, Narcissa Benbow pairs with Bayard Sartoris and Horace Benbow pairs with a married woman, Belle Mitchell.  Horace and Narcissa are brother and sister, and they seem to share a filial bond, but Faulkner does not show any real aggravation of incestuous wishes or conflict in this novel.  Furthermore, Bayard and Horace are not rivals, and Horace steals another man’s woman: Horace is no lovelorn faun.  Again, as in all the novels there is romantic desire but no triangulation of desire.  Rivalry is minimalized if nonexistent.


Noel Polk argues that Horace is a prototype of Quentin: “a forty-three-year-old Quentin Compson, what Quentin would have become had he lived that long.”
  Here, the critic is analyzing the Horace of Sartoris AND the one from the novel in which he appears later: Sanctuary (a much better work, written AFTER Faulkner’s experience of The Sound and The Fury).  Whereas I agree with Polk that Quentin is Faulkner’s reworking of Horace, I disagree that Quentin would have the sexual “success” that Horace does in Sartoris.  At one point, the “nanny” of the house, Miss Jenny, remarks that “some men are born to always have a woman making a doormat of herself for him, just as some men are born cuckolded.”
  She suggests that Horace is a sexual champion, and, indeed, in the novel, he succeeds in wooing another man’s wife.  However much Quentin may desire this sexual prestige, I would suggest that his character would always find itself in the position of the cuckhold.


However much Faulkner may have felt that he was achieving greater clarity and honest depiction of reality in this text, the language betrays a heavy dependence on romanticism with which he has not yet parted.  A perfect example of the romantic sentiment which dominates Sartoris is Faulkner’s final treatment of the alcoholic war-veteran, Bayord Sartoris.  His alcoholism and suicidal car and plane stunts lead to a tragic death on the day of his son’s birth.  The novel ends with a corny and trite fatalistic summary from the narrator.

Pawns.  But the Player, and the game He plays . . . He must have a name for His pawns, though.  But perhaps Sartoris is the game itself – a game outmode and played with pawns shaped too late and to an old dead pattern, and of which the Player Himself is a little wearied.  For there is death in the sound of it, and a glamorous fatality.

Before The Sound and The Fury, Faulkner had little ability to gain a critical distance on the tragedies which he was able to record in his novels.

The Romantic Triangle Emerges: Romanticism Demythologized


It is in this light that we can understand how Faulkner manages to “intensify” feelings and experience in The Sound and The Fury.  Again we have the brother-sister relationship, again we have the frustrated lovelorn faun, but now we have something entirely new: the fascination and aggravation of the sexual rival.  With the presence of Dalton Ames and Herbert Head intruding on Quentin’s stream-of-consciousness, we come to doubt the authenticity of his romantic laments.  We begin to wonder if he is more concerned with his relationship vis-à-vis his rivals than he is with his sister.  We begin to wonder if he is concerned with Caddy’s unvirginity only because it reminds him of his own sexual immaturity: Quentin’s virginity.  The presence of the rival in The Sound and The Fury is the objective fact from which we can build a real critical evaluation of the strength of the novel.  More important, we can see that his “fraternal chivalry” and code of honor is often a response to the rivalry more than it is a genuine concern for his sister.


Formerly Faulkner’s heroes seemed to suffer from causes external to them (war wounds and regrets, for example).  Now we watch as Quentin torments himself, entirely within his own romantic interpretation of his sister’s actions, and how his unrelenting pride drives him to suicide.  The demons which torture Quentin are furnished from within.  In particular, a new form of comic relief is opened up to us in Quentin’s actual encounters with his rivals Herbert Head and Dalton Ames which look strikingly similar to situations in Dostoevsky’s Underground universe.  These encounters reveal that Quentin is not made proud and resentful because of his “high ideals” and “traditional values.”  Rather, Faulkner allows us to see that he torments himself with this romanticism because he is proud and resentful of his rivals, and by association, his sister.


During the day of June 2, 1910, in which Quentin’s internal monologue is given to us in Chapter Two of the novel, Quentin has several significant flashbacks to earlier conversations or events.  The two most haunting flashbacks are his conversation with Herbert Head on the day of Caddy’s wedding, and his encounter with Dalton Ames when Caddy has sexual adventures with him.


Herbert Head is a “boorish businessman” (as Blotner describes him), for his charms are clearly phony and insincere.  Nevertheless, his encounter with Quentin suggests that he makes as good an effort as is possible to befriend his future brother-in-law.  Herbert meets Quentin in the house and offers him a cigar, explaining that he “thought we might get acquainted.”  Then, proceeding to lavish praises on Quentin, Herbert recalls how frequently Caddy has bragged to him about her brother.  


Quentin’s response is only to remind Herbert of his crimes in school (cheating, lying, etc.).  He refuses any offer of friendship, and, instead, he plays the “holier-than-thou” role with Herbert who eventually becomes angry with him.  Quentin appears to play the role of the protective brother, unhappy with the choice of mate that his sister has chosen.  He seems to be acting out of a chivalrous protective love, until he explains his grievance to Caddy.


He complains that Herbert is “a liar and a scoundrel [who] was dropped from his club for cheating at cards” and was expelled for “cheating at midterm exams.”
  Caddy responds concisely: “Well what about it?  I’m not going to play cards with [him].”  Her answer highlights the comic absurdity of Quentin’s grievance.  She is pregnant and feels the need to marry someone for protection.  She chooses Herbert as the best choice possible, as he will secure financial gain for the family and protection for her child.  Quentin is worried that Herbert is a cheater at cards!


What is the real issue here?  Certainly it is possible to argue a moral philosophy that Herbert is lacking virtues and Caddy is dishonorable in marrying him for such utilitarian purposes.  Quentin, as the “honorable” brother, is stepping in to be the voice of conscience.  However, something is ridiculous in his actions.  Something is leading him to play out a role of honor that really hides a fundamental vanity and jealousy within him.  The truth behind his romantic pride is highlighted by his ridiculous performance in the face of the rival. 


In order to clarify the rivalry-induced-romanticism that plagues Quentin, we need to examine what I think is the most important flashback of Quentin’s internal monologue: the recollection of Caddy’s sexual adventures with Dalton Ames.  Quentin asks Caddy: “do you love him?”  When she responds in the negative, he offers a grotesque parody of the knightly code of chivalric honor.

Did he make you?  Then he made you do it. . . . He was stronger than you. . . . Tomorrow I’ll kill him, I swear I will.  Father needn’t know until afterward.

Caddy, however, sees immediately through Quentin’s response to the real source of his agony: he is jealous of her sexual experiences.

“Poor Quentin,” she sighs twice.  “You’ve never done that have you?”

“What,” Quentin asks.

“That.  What I have.  What I did.”

“Yes.  Yes.  Lots of times with lots of girls.”

Then Quentin breaks into tears.  His romantic and sexual pride has forced him to lie about a fact that is immediately obvious to Caddy.  Moreover, she sees that this pride is the source of his chivalric desires.  We find in this scene a great example of Faulkner’s comic irony developing.  On the one hand, Quentin’s tears betray a real suffering.  On the other hand, we chuckle because we see that he is upset merely because he has not been initiated into the “prestigious” world of unvirginity.

Emboldened by his code of chivalry, Quentin sets out the next day just past “high noon” to meet Dalton Ames at the bridge.  What ensues is almost a parody of the “Western showdown.”  Quentin approaches Dalton and asks him to leave town.  Dalton is uninterested in his suggestion, and he inquires as to how Caddy is doing while he rolls a cigarette “with those two swift motions.”  Needless to say, Dalton is not scared of Quentin, and his charisma, in fact, intimidates the young “hero.”  Quentin’s hands begin to shake and he thinks that if he puts them on the rail, then Dalton will not see that he is scared.  In perfect imitation of a pseudo-John Wayne, Quentin explains that he will give Dalton until sundown to leave town.

Finally Quentin begins to yield to his rival and almost begs for understanding from him: “did you ever have a sister?”

No, replies Dalton, “but they’re all bitches.”

Quentin proceeds to swing punches at Dalton, who catches his two wrists in one hand.  He then takes out his revolver, shoots a piece of bark in the water, and then hands the gun to Quentin.  Almost mocking Quentin’s absurd notion of fraternal honor, he explains that “you’ll need it from what you said.”

Quentin refuses the gun and returns to throwing useless punches.  Dalton finally slugs him, then helps him to his feet, and he rides off on his horse.

Faulkner has little grasp of the source of his own romanticism in the works previous to The Sound and The Fury.  His own jealousies of the “successful sexual male,” aggravated by his failures in love (and long since wounded by Estelle’s marriage to an Cornell) are all misunderstood to the extent that his novelistic self-depictions always wind up as characters controlled by blind fate reaching a terrible end for no cause of their own.  Faulkner interprets his own romantic failures as “destiny” leading him over and over again to a despair bordering on suicide.  Quentin’s rivalries and demise, however, represent a dramatic breakthrough for the writer.  Quentin brings about his own suffering because of his pride and vanity.  His death signifies a death to Faulkner’s previous illusions.

The Muddy Drawers


Any systemization of The Sound and The Fury must come to grips with the symbolism of the “muddy drawers” which Caddy wears as a child when she climbs the forbidden tree.  In 1933, five years after publication of the novel, Faulkner wrote an introduction to it which explained the fundamental symbolism.

I just began to write about a brother and a sister splashing one another in the brook and the sister fell and wet her clothing and the smallest brother cried, thinking that the sister was conquered or perhaps hurt. . . .

I saw that they had been sent to the pasture to spend the afternoon to get them away from the house during the grandmother’s funeral in order that the three brothers and the nigger children could look up at the muddy seat of Caddy’s drawers as she climbed the tree to look in the window at the funeral, without then realizing the symbology of the soiled drawers . . .  

It’s fine to think  that you will leave something behind you when you die, but it’s better to have made something you can die with.  Much better the muddy bottom of a little doomed girl climbing a blooming pear tree in April to look in the window at the funeral.

Much later, in 1956, in an interview in New York, Faulkner was asked “How did the Sound and The Fury begin?”

It began with a mental picture.  I didn’t realize at the time it was symbolical.  The picture was of the muddy seat of a little girl’s drawers in a pear tree where she could see through a window where her grandmother’s funeral was taking place and report what was happening to her brothers on the ground below. . . . And then I realized the symbolism of the soiled pants.

The muddy drawers contain the kernel image of the entire novel.  If Faulkner still maintained that fact thirty years after writing the book, then it is clearly an image which we must explain if our criticism is to have any validity.


First, we notice that the image begins with children.  Faulkner began his novel with an exploration of childhood innocence, or what he called in one commentary “the blind, self-centeredness of innocence, typified by children.”
  In contrast to this innocence is Caddy’s daring transgressions of parental rules.  Banished by the parents to the outside of the house during their funeral, she becomes ever more desirous of knowing what is happening inside.  The servant boy, Versh, reminds her that she will get whipped if she climbs the tree to look inside the house.  Caddy, of course, climbs the “forbidden tree” to eat of the fruit of the knowledge therein.

She has already muddied her drawers in the water earlier in the day so that Benjy notices that “we watched the muddy bottom of her drawers.”
  She has gained the secret knowledge.  What is this precious knowledge for which she has risked punishment to acquire?  What does Caddy see from the view of the forbidden tree?  She reports dutifully as any child viewing a funeral would: “They’re not doing anything in there.  Just sitting in chairs and looking.”

When Faulkner describes the image of the muddy drawers as central symbolically for the novel, we must realize that this image takes place at a moment when the innocent girl loses her innocence in the forbidden tree only to find that the forbidden knowledge is nothing at all.  It is hard to describe this scene without reference to a biblical theme of original sin.

And Faulkner does not disappoint us when we travel along this critical path.  Immediately at this moment of Caddy’s transgression, Dilsey, the woman-servant and symbol of Grace and Truth in the novel appears.  Her prophetic voice makes its first mark of biblical analysis at this moment.  She looks up in the tree and speaks to Caddy: “you, Satan.  Come down from there.”




Symbolically, Caddy’s transgressions of the “traditional” sexual prohibitions are exactly the same as this pear tree incident.  She loses her sexual innocence in a similar exploratory way.  Again, instead of finding the precious divinity that seems to be locked behind the prohibition of unvirginity, she finds illegitimate pregnancy, marriage in disgrace, a daughter who is kept from her, and the despair of a family that clings to a vain code of honor long abandoned.  

The image of Caddy climbing the tree is replaced by the image of her daughter climbing down the tree to escape from the family that does not love her with the money from the uncle (Jason) who has robbed her of the child support that Caddy has been sending.  At the top of the forbidden tree of sexual prestige is the birth of child that comes down the tree to face a world that has no love for her.

The three brothers whose monologues comprise the first three chapters all represent a different response to Caddy’s sexual transgressions.  Benjy’s repetitive memory of Caddy smelling like trees, Quentin’s fascination with her unvirginity, and Jason’s resentments over caring for her illegitimate child, are all foreshadowed by the three of them staring up at her muddy drawers in the tree.


The muddy drawers are the archetypal symbol of lost innocence.  They appear to the brothers at the moment when Caddy has attained a new “adult” knowledge into which they remain uninitiated.  The Sound and The Fury is an exploration of the various responses that the brother will make to their sister’s sins.


Why, therefore, is it significant that Faulkner portrays his lovelorn brother, Quentin, as equally fascinated with rivals?  Does the triangularity of his own sexual obsessions shed light on the significance of the muddy drawers?  Before answering these questions, we need to make a slight detour through some general themes of the Girardian literary hermeneutic.

Girard and Dostoevsky


Girard’s mimetic theory categorizes novels as romanesque or romantique based on whether they reveal the mimetic genesis of metaphysical desire or whether they remain slave to its illusions. In particular, Girard points out that great novelists frequently begin their career unaware of the mimetic problems whose mythologies they reflect within their first literary works.  Through personal experience, the medium of their, growth in humility and renunciation of the idols of romantic pride these writers can gain greater clarity and truth in rendering human relations in their work.


Dostoevsky’s life and work  represents the “perfect” Girardian writer.  Not only do his first works reflect gross misperceptions of romantic entanglements, but also he himself suffered greatly from the effects of sexual mimetic rivalry in choosing his first wife.  Desiring her primarily through the mediation of her sick husband, Dostoevsky’s love wanes upon the rival’s death.  Dostoevsky then proceeds to speak in the tongues of romantic honor and chivalry to justify his marriage to her.  He is too proud to admit that his “love” is mere imitation.  Only after several years of meditating on the indifference which he feels toward his bride does he begin to write novels that reveal the triangular nature of romantic desires.  Hence his life and work testify to the power of mimetic desire to entrap the writer, and the greatness which the writer can achieve as he rids himself of its illusions.


In his work Resurrection from the Underground, Girard elaborates on the difference between Dostoevsky’s weaker novel The Insulted and The Injured and his superior later text The Eternal Husband (as well as Notes from the Underground).  In both the Insulted and the Injured and The Eternal Husband, Dostoevsky depicts the classic love triangle at the center of the plot.  However, the movement of the male toward his rival is misunderstood in the first novel and mocked in the second.  Dostoevsky couches all of the actions in terms of sentimental romantic rhetoric in the first novel, but he reveals the “pride that goeth before the fall” of the Eternal Husband.

The sentimental rhetoric that triumphs in The Insulted and Injured does not disclose the paradox but plays the game in a manner that conceals the presence of pride.  Dostoevsky’s art during his great period does exactly the reverse.  It chases pride and egoism from their hiding places and exposes their presence in the kind of behavior that is so strikingly like humility and altruism that it can be mistaken for them.


In a postface to the English translation of his work, Girard pointed out that his insights into Dostoevsky “relies on mimetic desire . . . but not in an explicit fashion.”
  He goes on to describe in more detail how his theory of imitative desire explains the insights that Dostoevsky makes in the Underground and Eternal Husband.

One goes ‘underground’ as a result of frustrated mimetic desire.  All underground people carefully hide their imitations, even from themselves, so as not to give their models the psychic reward of seeing themselves imitated, not to humiliate themselves by being revealed as imitators.

Dostoevsky grants a quasi-technical value to the word underground.  He used it again in The Eternal Husband, in connection with the ‘apishness’ of his central character, who is another, slightly different type of underground ‘anti-hero.’


Thus, as the novelist gains a deeper humility (the ability to confess one’s imitative nature), he gains a deeper insight into the workings of mimetic desire (and, to some extent vice versa: knowledge of mimetic desire can lead to humility).  Genius and novelistic mastery is the fruit of a long process of introspection, writing, and rewriting in the light of new discoveries.  Commenting on his reading of Dostoevsky, Girard explains that “in observing this author live and write we learn, perhaps, that peace of soul is the most difficult of conquests and that genius is not a natural phenomenon”.

The Muddy Drawers: Reprisal


If the Girardian analysis sheds light on the nature of Faulkner’s birth into genius, then it seems likely that the central image and symbol of the muddy drawers contains the kernel of revelation of mimetic desire.  Let us turn once more to the key events of this childhood scene.


Faulkner recalls that it all begins with the children playing in the water.  Benjy recalls in his monologue:

We were playing in the branch and Caddy squatted down and got her dress wet and Versh said,  “Your mommer going to whip you for getting your dress wet.”

“She’s not going to do any such thing.”

“How do you know.”  Quentin said.

“That’s all right how I know.”  Caddy said.  “How do you know.”

“She said she was.” Quentin said.  “Besides, I’m older than you.”

In this seemingly trivial scene of sibling rivalry, we already find the key elements of mimetic desire unfolding.  Quentin and Caddy exchange dialogue in mirror image of one another as they compete for the illustrious “knowledge” of what the parents will or will not do.  The dialogue is somewhat amusing, as we recognize the harmless vanity of youth: Quentin brags that he is seven years old and therefore possesses wisdom.


The most important event, however, occurs later when Caddy actually climbs the tree.  In this episode, Caddy actually finds a means for gaining the elusive “parental wisdom” that seems so prestigious to the competing children.  Again, Caddy is competing with one of the children, this time the servant Frony.  Frony claims that the parents are having a funeral and Caddy disagrees, arguing that it must be a party.

“They haven’t started [playing music] because the band hasn’t come yet.” Caddy said.

“They aint going to have no band.”  Frony said.

“How do you know.”  Caddy said.

“I knows what I knows.”   Frony said.

“You don’t know anything.”  Caddy said.  She went to the tree.

Again, we find the symmetric dialogue, and again we see that the desires converge around a forbidden knowledge.  This time, the knowledge is accessible only through the tree.

In both scenes, Faulkner uses childhood dialogue to illustrate a fundamental human propensity for imitation to become conflictual.  Do the children desire knowledge for its own sake, or is it simply to outdo the rival?  The symmetric dialogue highlights that imitation of desire is leading to a doubling effect in conflict.

But the childhood rivalry is not the only aspect of mimetic desire in this situation. The parental prohibition itself generates a model of desire.  Caddy already wants to know why she is being kept outside simply because her parents have forced her to do so.  Their prestige is magnified in her eyes simply because they have put an obstacle in her path.  The parental prohibition appears to Caddy as DESIRE: the parents seem to want to keep a secret all to themselves and covet this precious object of wisdom.  Caddy imitates this ap-parent desire and climbs the tree.


The muddy drawers scene parallels the scene from Genesis in which God forbids the eating of the fruit, the serpent tempts Eve, and then she eats.  However, this thematic comparison is only valuable if we see the parallel visions of mimetic desire in both texts.  It is DESIRE which the serpent models to Eve who, in imitating the serpent, becomes a model for Adam’s mimetic desire.  Moreover, the very prohibition itself seems to awaken the “serpentine temptation” through perceived mimesis.  The serpent is a symbol of mimetic desire.  Caddy’s muddy drawers are a symbol of the consequences of blindly imitating this desire.


One other key parallel to the biblical scene is relevant in this study of Faulkner’s novel.  Quentin’s resentment of Caddy’s transgression parallels Adam’s blaming Eve for his own fall.  The biblical text critiques Adam’s attempt to hide his own imitation through the scapegoating of his wife.  The Sound and The Fury critiques Quentin’s attempt to hide his own imitation through the scapegoating of himself.  Through the medium of his masterpiece, Faulkner implicitly critiques his own attempt to hide his mimetic slavery to false romanticism through the scapegoating of Estelle.

Forgiveness in the “Recollection of the Blood of the Lamb”


We have pointed to the biographical data that surrounds the writing of the novel, Faulkner’s reemerging relationship with Estelle and his sense of joy in the writing after having “shut the door” between himself and the publishers.  Within the text that he produced we find a new development in his portrayal of the romantic subject: the rival dominates the thoughts and desires of the subject and it is vanity and pride – not truth – which generate the romantic sentiment and “code of honor.”  Finally, we see that Faulkner’s vision of the novel coalesces around an image symbolizing loss of innocence through harmful mimetic desire.


Our analysis suggests that Faulkner himself has had a transformation in the way he has viewed his relationship to Estelle.  In particular, I think that he has harbored a long-standing resentment of her for abandoning him to the rival, Cornell.  He has, as a result, wandered through the world unsuccessful in love as the lovelorn faun in his poetry angry that the woman is at fault for his suffering.  


Through The Sound and The Fury, however, Faulkner is able to represent BOTH Caddy’s crime and Quentin’s misery in the light of a universal pattern of “sin.”  Caddy is fascinated by the rival generated by prohibition.  Quentin is fascinated by the sexual rival.  Both find suffering at the hands of this deviant mimetic desire, though Caddy may gain a deeper clarity on her human fallenness than Quentin does.  In particular, with the ironic distance that Faulkner gains in his depiction of Quentin, we can see that he is opening up to a new vision of Estelle and a more humble appraisal of his own desires.  In short, he gains a forgiveness of Estelle, as he gains a real criticism of his own vanity and sexual pride.


It is in this light, I think, that we should read the final chapter and the great depiction of Dilsey and Benjy attending the Easter church service of the Reverend Shegog.  Dilsey is the old servant-maid of the Compson homestead who, as Faulkner desribed her in a 1957 interview, was one of “the good people. . . . That she held that family together for not the hope of reward but just because it was the decent thing to do.”


As Dilsey listens to the sermon describe the fall of ancient civilization and the crucifixion of Jesus and the salvation which comes from “de ricklickshun en de Blood of de Lamb” [the recollection and the blood of the lamb], she begins to cry.  The old wise prophet knows that the Bible describes in full the rise and fall of the Compson family and, perhaps an entire social order.  Yes, she says, “I’ve seed de first en de last” [I’ve seen the first and the last].


Why Easter? Why “recollection” and the call to redemption in “the blood of the Lamb?”  Why does the novel pivot around this day and end with this vision of cultural decay interpreted through the Cross?  Is there a symbolism to the Resurrection which sheds light on the whole experience which allowed Faulkner to find the path to the Nobel Prize in the writing of this work?


If the Girardian interpretation is correct, then we can expect no less from the novelist than to root the final hope for endurance in the symbol of Christ’s Resurrection.  Authentic Christian conversion is always born from a meditation of one’s own complicity in a universal human propensity to envy and rival model/obstables.  The meditation, if it leads to a new humility and release from this system of slavery to the illusory prestige of others, leads to a new life, a new birth, “dead to sin but live to Jesus Christ,” and a new love and forgiveness for others.  Humble meditation on Original Sin is always a new vision of Resurrection.


Faulkner once hated Estelle for entering marriage and leaving him with the bitter taste of unrequited desire, slave to the rival who had won.  Now a new vision of her fallenness and slavery to rivals has opened up with his own meditation on his slavery to sexual rivals, and he has perceived a universal pattern of imitation, rivalry, and self/other-destruction in humanity.  This universality is inscribed appropriately in Biblical imagery of Original Sin which allows him to show the trans-cultural nature of his discoveries, to write the masterpiece of his life, and to move toward forgiveness of Estelle.  Through the discovery, he is able to see his FORMER SELF, the lovelorn poet, the romantic novelist in a new light.  As he said, in comparison of himself to Melville’s Ishmael: Quentin is his witness.  Faulkner exposes his own slavery to self-deceiving pride, vanity, and imitation in the depiction of Quentin.  As he inscribed the dying Quentin into the text, he “crucifies” his former self on the altar of novelistic revelation.  Faulkner is reborn into novelistic genius. 


We must be careful in these comparisons, however, not to make broad claims about Faulkner’s own personal journey of faith.  One could not say, for example, that Faulkner “became a Christian” when he wrote The Sound and The Fury.  Little evidence would support such a claim anyway.  At best, we can argue that Faulkner has experienced a “conversion” from pride to humility that is inscribed in the text in which he has identified, as a penitent recalls a past life in “confession.”  Furthermore, the Christian themes and allusions in the novel are a sign that the writer intuitively understands that his experience parallels the great conversions of the Western Tradition. 

The Incest Mythology


The Girardian reading highlights the connections between Faulkner and Dostoevsky, for both novelists experienced the powerful transformations that writers undergo in the process of discovering the mimetic nature of desire.  However, the Faulkner/Dostoevsky comparison also reveals a weakness in The Sound and The Fury, and it suggests that Faulkner, at the time of the novel, had not yet reached a full understanding of mimetic predicaments in the romantic sphere.  Whereas Dostoevsky shows us “French triangles” in all of their dimensions, eventually portraying the fullness of mimetic doubling in The Eternal Husband, Faulkner hides his triangle within a mask of incest. Whereas the most universal formulation of romantic rivalry pits any two men at arms to capture any desired woman (or two women competing for a man), the Quentin-Dalton-Caddy formulation suggests that fraternal relations are implicit in these rivalries.  After all, Quentin’s favorite question for all of his tormentors is: “Did you ever have a sister?  Did you?”


Why does Faulkner rely on the incest myth to portray his romantic rivalries?  One answer may be that he was deeply influenced by the Freudian climate of his time, and, as an aspiring “modernist” writer imitating the great James Joyce, he felt the need to treat such “shocking” themes as incest in his novels.  Perhaps he admired the attention that “Freudians” received for advancing such countercultural notions as a universal incestuous instinct, and he certainly envied the attention that Joyce received for his scandalous work “Ulysses,” one of the first modern novels to treat sexual themes with explicit detail.  The mimetic artist that he was, Faulkner probably desired to obtain this attention himself, and he reasoned that incestuous themes would be equal in scandal to his models.


Another possible interpretation of the sisterhood of Caddy emerges, however, when we consider Faulkner’s relationship with Estelle.  As childhood friends, Faulkner could always have felt Estelle to be “like” a sister.  Having grown up with her and then experienced the fusion of friendship with adolescent and adult sexuality, he may have found his desires to be often “ambivalent:” Estelle was at one moment like a sister, at the next like a romantic and sexual beloved.  

Furthermore, the intrusion of rival lovers onto the scene could only have exacerbated these ambivalent feelings.  With the marriage to Cornell, Estelle became the lover who scorned him, and his desire for her could only have been amplified by his imitation of Cornell’s desire.  Furthermore, when he finally won Estelle away from Cornell, Faulkner experienced what many deem a troublesome marriage, fraught with infidelity and unhappiness.  It is possible that, at the time of the novel, he was only beginning to foresee how much his desire for her was bolstered by his longstanding feelings of resentment and rivalry.  He was only beginning to see that the notions of honor that led him to protect Estelle were part of the romantic game that possessed him.  


Faulkner’s biography suggests that he manifested this ambivalence toward Estelle a year after he wrote The Sound and The Fury when he made the decision to marry her.  It is true that some of his close relatives  “felt that he had never stopped loving Estelle, no matter how embittered he had been by her marriage to Cornell Franklin” (Blotner, 240).  Nevertheless, when we read the letter which he wrote to his publisher at this time, it is not clear that Faulkner is rushing into marrying her with the greatest joy and happiness.

Hal, I want $500.00.  I am going to be married.  Both want to and have to.  THIS PART IS CONFIDENTIAL, UTTERLY.  For my honor and the sanity – I believe life – of a woman.  This is not bunk; neither am I being sucked in. . . . It’s a situation which I engendered and permitted to ripen which has become unbearable, and I am tired of running from devilment I bring about.

Faulkner sounds almost identical to Dostoevsky before his first wedding.  In every way, he sounds as if he is trying to justify an action that he does not really want to happen.  Now that he has won his bride from the rival, NO DESIRE REMAINS!  He describes his marital interests solely in terms of “honor,” and he tries to convince himself that he is helping a woman whose “nerves are this far gone.”


If Faulkner was clearly torn by the conflict between honor and dwindling desire at this point in his relationship with Estelle, it is likely that this ambivalence was already apparent to him when he was writing The Sound and The Fury.  Thus, he was already able to gain perspective of the influence that rivalry was having on his desire for Estelle.  Already, he was beginning to see how his own pride had created a romantic world that, in the end, was mere illusion.  Like the passions that overcome Quentin in his chivalric acts of false fraternal love, Faulkner bravely entered a marriage in which he knew he would be doomed to discord, frustration, and, above all, indifference to Estelle.


In this light, the sisterhood of Caddy is the ideal metaphor for what Estelle appears to be FOR FAULKNER.  The incest motif is born from Faulkner’s meditation on the strange ambivalence which he feels towards a woman with whom he has been friends for his whole life (like a sister) and for whom he has felt romantic desire in the classic “French Triangle” (like a lover).


Sadly, the incest theme tends to steer literary criticism away from the real origins of strife and despair in The Sound and The Fury.  Everyone knows that Faulkner wrote in a newly emerging American Freudian climate, and critics have tried to trace Freudian themes in the novel (the most famous of which depicts the monologues of Benjy-Quentin-Jason as id-ego-superego respectively).  This information tends to encourage an interpretation of the novel which sees Quentin’s ambivalence toward Caddy as a result of a fundamental “incest wish” or drive or instinct which engenders rivalry with men like Herbert and Dalton.  As a result, we are led away from the Girardian reading which would place the fascination with rivals FIRST and the “ambivalence” an obvious corollary to rivalry.  I believe that the analysis in this paper will allows for more consideration of the latter interpretation in explaining the mysterious yet wonderful path to genius that Faulkner took in his composition of The Sound and The Fury.
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