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Abstract 

Absalom, Absalom! presents the voices of a series of characters who suffer crises 
when they discover the meaning m other characters' languages or voices to be different 
from their own. This differe'llCe creates an aporia (a radical doubt, a sense of Joss of 
familiar meaning) which di~rupts the listenmg individual's sense of his or lier previously 
'unifjed' self. 1 ~how that these character~ in Faulkner's novel do not have unified voices; 
their narratives develop a~ repetitions of the crisis moment when another's voice intluenced 
thcir way of relating 10 themselves through language. 

1 also show that the crisis of meaning that characters in the book experience is enacted 
on another level. A difficult book to read because of its many textual figures of doubt, 
Absalom muy be sa Id to generate a cri!lis of interpretatioll In its readers. This the sis offers a 
way of reading the text whlch explores the variOlls potential meanings of these aporias in 
the novel's discursive surface, and 50 avoids the experience of cri sis, of anxiety. This 
method of reading is based on the mode of rcading exemplified by one of the text's own 
characters: Shreve McCannon, who i~ not discouraged by the fact that neither the narratives 
he hear;.; nor the ~pcclilative, hypothetical narratives he produces in response make complete 
and coherent sensc of cverything 

Résumé 

Dans Absalom. Absalom!, on assi~te aux crises que subissent certains personnages 
lorsqu'ils s'apperçOlvent que la sigmfication de leur VOIX ou de leur langage diffèrent de 
celle d'autres personnages Celte différence crée donc une aporie (une doute radical, un 
sentiment de perte de la signification u~uelle des choses), ce qui détruit, chez 
l'interlocuteur, sa perception de sa personali(é comme étant coherente et unifiée. Je 
démontre que ces personnages du roman de Faulkner n'ont pas une voix unifiée; leurs 
récits con~l~tent de répétitions du moment du crise qui survient lorsque la VOlX d'un autre 
jilnuencc la perception de leur propre personallté par le biais du langage. 

Je démontre également que cette crise que ressentent les personnages du roman se 
joue à un autre niveau Si Absalom, Ah.\alom' est un texte difficile à lire de par ses maintes 
apories, on pClIt dire qu'il génère la dér,)ute chez le lecteur. Cette thèse propose une 
manière de lire le texte de Faulkner qui explore les diverses significations possibles des 
apories dans la surface discurSIve du lexte, et évite, de cette manière, au lecteur, l'angoisse 
ct la déroute. Cette méthoùe, pour ain~i dire, de lecture est basée sur une façon de lire qui 
est mise en example par l'un des pc;rsonnages dl\ roman. ShT~ve McCannon, qui n'est pas 
découragé par le faÎt que les récits l]u 'il entend, et ceux qu'ii produit n'opèrent pas 
automatiquement une cli.1rificauon cohérente des faIts. 
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Introduction. 

Ahsalom. Ab.\{J/om' I~ a nove! who ... c III a III obJCCll\'c-pur<;ucd by several characlers. 
nollo menllOn <lny IlUmlll'1 ni fL'.,dl..'r ... - I~ .... lInpl~, IIl1dersUlndmg ... (Mcllard. 93). 



Faulkner's Absalnm. Absalom' I~ Illli an ~a~~ hnn~ 10 l'l.'ad, a~ Ih~ ~\t~IlSI\'l' and 

varied body of cnlieal wnting devoted 10 1lIlldil'atl'" Figllrill~ out whal happl'Ils ill the 

text, following its narrative thread. i~ a dll t Il'Ult ta,,\.. SUl'h dl ft Il'UltlC~ an: duc to Ihe fuel 

that the text renders problematic, for l'" chalaL'tel" a" wdl a~ the tl'xt \ I~ad~r~, the WI)' 

notion of certain understanding. For mail)' Icader..,. JIll' mam prohkm in r~:uhng Ah.mlom 

has been to detennine the central subjecl, a" Ihe book ~eem~ 10 engage two '\uhjel:l'i: the 

story of what Thomas Surpen did. and the qOI y of the four nanalors (C\pcl'I:llIy Qucntin 

Compson) who try to account for or explain hi~ aclton\ LJI1L'el1.ull a~ 10 wlllch thll:ad to 

fo11ow, man y reader~ find Absalom. Ah.\lI/olI/ 1 ail ca"y te" to 1tI1.\1'('(ltl, For eX:lmplc. at the 

end of nis study of A b.Hz/om , Ab.m/olll ' . OIlL' nilÏl' admit'> he had "tnl\lead" the work, 

observing that perhap!<> his readlng "~hollid have fOl'U\ed on Quent1l1 COl1lp~on rathcr than 

Thomas Sutpen" (Roudiez, 61). Il I!'I Roudlo'" bcllà Ihat, in OIder for the text tl) admit 

two subjects. each equally viable. there mu"t hl' an l'\"L'nl1all'Ontt adICtion in the tex.\. 

think that this belIef, however, l'C.,ult\ f/Om a lurtlwl' lll"I'cadmg 1'0 reml Ah.\lI/olfl 

properlyone must do away wlth dichotomll'\ \uch :1\ that between action (Sulpcn) and talk 

(the four narrators) and !'Iee instead hov .. ' Sutpen \, Ille and the four l1arralor'~ 

representarions of this life share a common concern 1 WIll hl' ... howing that cven In ilS tirsl 

three paragraph~ the book presenh, albeit III .. \ opaque a manner a ... pO'i\ible. the themc 

which binds ail charac[er~ but one togctl1l"" Ihc drallla of an am,lety of being inllucnccd by 

another. lt IS Shreve, as 1 will be showlIlg ln my 1;,\1 chaptel, who tran\ccm\<" Ihe anxicly 

typical of other charactel ~ in the text. 

J. Hillis Miller "'as used the word "relation" 10 Ider ln thc "'1I11ilarity betwecn thc two 

subjecls or thernes in Absalom. Absalom': relatIOn a" tht: H~t of '\Iorylelhng" and relation 

as "the network of family and communH)' IIC\" (Millel 1 <)x~. 14<). Many crnic .... in an 

effon to understand the text, have fOCll\cd "eparately on one or Ihe olher nI the ... e Illode ... of 

relation. One criu<.:al approa<.:h lO the te,"1 ha" bcen L'alh:d. b)' Ilugh Rupper ... burg, Ihe 

"detective" mode (Rupper~burg. 93) AnUlhcl Ull1l dc ... crihe"'lhl'" approach a., one whlch 
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j<.. "conccrned Wllh .,oclal theme~, myth antllegend. Iragie f01111, and character" In 

bypa'ising the fuur narratorll' involvement 111 the creation of the ~tories, criticism of this sort 

focullc!I mamly on the chanlclcr!l 01 Ihe SUlpen legacy (Ba.,.,et, 125). The other critical 

approaeh ha~ becn callcd the "impre.,.,iorol.,t" mode (Ruppersburg, 93). This mode of 

rcading looh more at the aCI., of narration than at what 's told, and so dcals mostly "with 

narrative technique!l, landl epj<;temologlcal i.,.,uc.,' (Ba"!let, 125). 

As Rupper!lhurg hall rightly as.,ertcd. "'1'0 divorce thes~ allpects of the novel, to 

ovcrcmphasizc one Jt the other'~ expen.,e. would lIJ,.e1y lead to an uner misunderstanding of 

both" (93). A 'full' rcading of thc te:\1 requlll'" Ihal hoth mode., of relation be given 

analytie conllideration. A number of enlie" have Ihl'refore sOllght a fuller reading by 

making the Simple a,,~cruon that the.,e two "lIb.iect~ 01 mode" have a common grounding, 

ane: are thu., 'rclaleù' to one another FOI Ihe "a\..e of blèvily 1 elle only one: "Each narrator 

tell .. his or her ~tory for the ~ame rca"ol1 Ihal SUlpcn wall\'> to make his design a real 

presence 111 the world. Their narrallvc,> .11 1 Il'trla I\..' li "Iruggle to eXlst that becomes at times 

almoSI m. ferol'Ïoll" a" SlItpen's own" (ShellY, 40). SlIlpen's attrmpt to create a legacy, a 

lincage to carry lm, name mto the flllllll:, 1., comllb~tantial Wlth, say, Rasa's attempt to deal 

with the pa~t by cr~ating a ~:tory thal will allow her. .,0 .,he thinks, to justify herself and so 

Mabilizc her Idcntuy III .!nd through Iht' \'1:1 bal medium Both characters strive 10 relate to 

rcali!y by adhcflllg 10 li ~tory; Sutpen', 01 ho\\' life \\'111 be, and Rosa's of how it was. The 

fcrociolls lItrugglc to CXISt I~ 111 both ca',e~ a ferocÎou., ~tl'llggle to have a voice, a struggle, 

that is, 10 gam pOll~ession of onc's lIdf through speech or action. 1 will be considering in 

this thcsis ,he MICCCS~ of sllch hnguistic (01 vocal) ~e1f-possession as it is dramatized within 

the pages of FalllJ,.ner's Ahsa!om, Ah,wlom ' 

To cOllsidcr the Sllcce~s of slleh allempl., :Il IIngll1~tic self-possession, 1 propose to 

Te ad the hoo" in the ~al11C way that il~ ch:11 acter" tl'y to read and llndcrstand their 

C~IWnelll'e~ :md Ihe e\pC'nelh:e~ of olhel!'> Thl" i" what ma)' be called the scenic method of 
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reading, where the reader fcx'uses on lTUl'lallllollK'nh nI' IIltll1~m'l' i\ .. Mll'hart Mlllgate 

notes: 

One way of looking atlhe book's SUUClUfe I~ llllhll11.. ni Il ", mg.Hull'lI .lhOUI a 1l1l1ll1'll'r olcfUl'mlmullll'nl'Ï 
of recognillOn. lrulh, dlstlluston: Henry and ht ... ralher III Lhl' 1 thr<lry, Henry 'ihoOltng 1l0ll, SUllx'n 
proposmg 10 Rosa. W<I'ih Joncs murdcring SULpen - l'adt 1ll0\lll.'111 pre'l'Illl'd 111 a ltlul 01 lahk'.1lt <lm''ill'd al ,4 

particular potnt of ltme and hC'ld tn "uspcn~t()n whtk II" luoll'd <II, appm.lchcd lrom <III s!,k" tmlll'l'tl'" a~ 
if Il were Itself an arufact. Itke that Greclan UrII whtdl FaullJ1l'r ,n orten IJ1\'Oll'(\ ehewhcre l'hl' mall1 
business of the book Ûlcn becomc\ Ihe tnlCrprl'I,lI1011 01 Illl",' 11I11l1ll'l1h, Ihl' <llIl'mp! 10 l"pl:\In :lI1llm.Ilc 
sense of them (M 11lg<lIC. 164) 

What MilIgate ca1ls crll~lal moment-., tho"~ "l'l'Ill'\ III wlllch SUlpl'1l propOSl''' 10 Ro~a. and 

so forth, are moments of influence. ~L'CIll'''' Lll whlch t 1Il~ pl'rson"" VllIC~ or uttl'ranl'C 

threatens the liswner. Two olher cn!ic~, Snl'ad and RIM, apply lllrrCll'll1 Il'rl1l~ III ail effort 

to describe the saille textual phenomenoll, Iheil IlC\\ Il'11l1~ do nOIIl'L'Ontl'xIUallll' hUI"'II11ply 

redefine this textual phenomenon, Jallll':-' Slll'ad Il'kr" 10 Ihl' "maJOI IIlL'ldem..," IIllhe lext m. 

ones "in which characler~ cncountcl 'lll111..,· or phra"'l' ,Illd of raIl''' whlch Il''llally ta"-e the 

form of an "insul\" or "rebuff" spo"'cn by anolhl'l cl1aral'tcl Sn~ad nole~ of the four slIch 

scenes whlch he singles out [rom thc 1l'\1111,1I ~ilch 1J1\'olw:-. l'OUI ... \age..,. a ch;uactcr\ 

"search toconfirman ideal ordream," thc ..,ub"'l'lI ut>1l 1 "Iebulr and/or m\ult ln Ihat ideal or 

dream," the character's reaction whlch 1"1 li "ncgal1oll of Ihc negalivl' rehul r," and finally a 

"chiasmus-like return from the place of Tl'"c1alion, pmlJ ayl'e! a<, a rl'vcr<,cd repcti lion of the 

intial search" (Snead 1989, 22). Thc~c ... cclle" Ihercforl' arc characlen\tlcally ... cellc~ in 

which one character's voice vies with :l1I0111l'1 chou aL'tl'l"" vOlet> Il I~ for Ihi ... rea\OIl that 

Stephen Ross refers to them a), "dialoglc \L'cnc ... :' (li "L'~nc\ 111 wlllch the ... pcaker"" worth 

seem, from the listener's per~pectivc, 10 be ..... yl11hollc verbal "er~lOnb 1 of othel evl'nt~" 

and thus say something other than wh;lIlhey "ccm \0 .... Iy on the .,urfacc (Ro~~ 19H9, XI). 

T'hus Millgate's "crucial moments of truth, ICl'ogllllJon, di.,Jllu<,lon" can he .,l'en a~ !lccnes 

which dramatize one vOlce's encounter \ .... lIh the dl'<,U'llCI1Ve mtluencc of <lnother voicc. In 

this respect, Absalom, Absalom' I~ abOllllll.,e.., of 1",ll'ning (10 Ill.,ull ... or rehuff .... ) and Ihc 

effects of the speaker'~ utterance upon Ihl: li ... Icller'.., abJlily to po.,.,c.,., (have alllonomy 

over) him- or her-self through hi~ or her own language. ihClf now IIlflucnccd by the 
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~r-t:akcr'~ language or way of figuring thll1g... Crucial ~cene~ In Ahsalom, then, refer tü a 

narrator'~ awarcne ...... of the fact that the attempt 10 po<; ... es ... and '\olidify selfhood through 

language (the attcmpt to find one' ... own voice) i ... (loomed to fmlure because that language 

or voice will :Jlway!'> be challenged and intcrrupted by an.Jther, alienaring voice which forces 

the Indlvidua! conccrned to "recogmze" the actua! "truth" ofone's "disillusion"-the 

rccogllluon that a Imglll~tically securcd ~elf 1 ... an ideal or illll~ion. This disillusion is 

something common to Sutpen and Quentin and othel figure ... in the text, for these 

individuah arc rcpcatedly ~hown focu~lng on the 'point:;' whcre their own language Of 

narrallvc:-, break down 

My dl~cll<;"'lon of cri ... ls a~ the principle which llnrlÏes many scelles in the text is a 

continuation and thu ... al,o an elaboratlon of approache ... undertaken in feminist analyzes of 

the text. Fcmini ... t rcadlllg:-. have ob~crved that the "aet" of in~cription ln this novel belong 

pnrmuily to men, and Ithat 1 the place of IIl ... cription. more often than not, IS the body of 

wornan," so thal no fClllalt! char:lcter 1:-' able 10 "l1y beyond the boundaries of male 

in~cripl1on" (Gray. 33). According lO tl1l', VIC"'. women "~eem to live in the breaks and 

cmpty ~paœ~ of the narratIve" (Susan Donaldson. 21) Such criticism asks: "What if the 

ft:milllne thatthc p:uriarchal voice tell ... U\ll1l1'>1 be lepressed always already resides within 

the maleT' (DlIvall, xviiI) and Ilote:-. that that wlllch '" repre'lsed "finally retums to defeat" 

the repres~or (J06). The nature of the pIOCI' ...... of ~lIbject1fication which the te:<t thematizes 

is, howcvcr, non-dlsl'rIlllinalOry: ail charaL'ter-. live in the empty spaces of another's 

rhetmie, all are \I1scnbed within or intluenccd by the other's ~elf-alienating voice. To take 

up the language of the text, all characte,"I an: convelted into "ghosts." Quentin is just as 

mllch a ghost as Rosa, and so cljllally lI1"cnbed by the patriarchal rhetoric of the South. 

John Mallhc\\ s notes tha[ "no charaL'll'r" III Ah.\Olom. Absalom! "lives beyond thr 

moment of his or her vOlee sillcc ail thought and t..'ollscÏousness appear to Faulkner a~ kinds 

of talk" tl\1allhcw~ 19H2. 151). Undcr~tal1ding Ah.llI/om. 1 would argue. is necessarily 

groulldcd through a stlldy of the mIe of VOICI.' in the text. through a study of the ways in 
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which one character's thought or com.l'iou~ne ...... intlllel1ce~ or, 111 feminist tenns. 

"inscribes," another character's way of thinking abolll !h~m!'ld\'es. But il mu),t he 

emphasized that vocal self-possession i.; problemati7ed by the s~lf's SlIh,lcl'tion Il> (111011/(',s 

voice:-it is not sufficient to note that, slnee aH thought 111 Faul!..ner's te\.t i" dramatil'ally 

rendered as a kind of talk, no character ItVl'''' h:yond the moment of hls or her voicc. 1 flJ1d 

that Leshe Heywood indirectly addre:~),e" Matthew,,' 1I1~lIrflclent observation by spcdfylllg 

even further the vocal nature of Ihis !'IlIbwr"lon of :-.df-linder:-.tanding, of self-l'dation: 

In Absalom, Absalom', language is used to lI1earnUlc the VOlCl'" 01 c1l.lnletl'r ... who 111 tmn ~ccJ.. 10 lIleUrnall' 
the voices of characters long-dcad, characters mvoked h) the narrative VOICC ... hCeaU\l' Il 1\ through thl''\l' 
abscnt prcsencc!.that the present [narmtors/chllractcr\1 me \cl'klllg 10 COIl\tltlllc IhCIlI\L'lvc~ li" pre'\enccs. 
This Incarnation of vOlces anlJ shadow [li;:ll 01 the ah",clll prl',ellCl" 1 IUlleIIOIl" 10 lallthc IIlca 01 ah"olute 
prcscnce inlo quc!.tlOn, makmg thc tradilionai eonecpllOIl 01 OIlC ... tahle \lIh.lCCI !ughly prohlemalU: - 11\ weil 
as this subJcct\ rc1aLJon to a soclal .. trueturc wlueh ma\qucrmle\ 11\ "Iruc" Faulkller' ... Il.lrrallvl' \tralegy 
undcrmmcs the "truc" through problematl/lIlg thl' Ide .. (lI \Iahle "prl'\l'Ille," lor Ihl' VOILl'\ wlllch thl'~l' 
"charac ter!>" have arc "haunled" vOlee ... 1 AA. SI and 111)1 1 hl'lf (l\\ Il ( Ill' yw(}od, 12) 1 

It is simply not enough to approach the te\t by "lating that Il', conccln" \Vith language HIC 

expressed in its theme that whal "ha-; cea"ed 10 exi ... t III hi~tor:' may perslsl ali (h~l'oursc. 

[And that] Absalom, Absalom' l'an be rcgarded a ... a l!l'llonal rcllcc:tion on lhi.; prcdic:amcm" 

(Herget,36) Language IS not only prc ... cntl'd ln Ah.\ll/ol1/ a ... havll1g the pmItIVC lIualily of 

bemg able to accord existence 10 that which i.., not, for language also involvc~ a ~Irange 

dynamic of negative import whleh iIN;libc~ 01 '\:onccptually cntrapl~l" it" llscrs 

(Wittenberg, 104). t\ complele reading of Ahsa/ol/l would l'eveal that uny speaker, any 

subject believing itself to be stable, 1000c'I ih ~tability III thc:-.c "~hadow~," be thcy shadow~ 

from the past or of one's contemporarie .... And, cnntrary 10 fcl11ini~llcncts, ail dmfacters 

here are inscribed or undone by (anothcr\) language ThiS thcme of in~cription is common 

to both the eharacters foclIsed upon by the "detective" cntic.:s and those fncu~ed lIpon by the 

"impressionist" eritics. 

1 As ail refercnccs to the text will bc from the Mudem Llhrary edltlon, and the ahbrcvmtcd rclercm:c "AN' to 
deslgnatc thatthc LCXII" bcmg cited. The pagc numbcr') will hc é.lILered to "ulllhl\ edilion on oc(..a"'lOn~ 
such as this onc where thc rcferencc wa .. ongmally ln anothcr cdllHlIl 



David Krause offers yet another .. il11llar approach to these problems of linguistic self­

po!-.session. The crucial scenes for thb enllc are exemplified by those scenes of letter­

rcading and letlcr-writing in the texl. He note .. that 

Faulk.ner u,>cs hl'> Icllcr~ and thclr rcadcr!> to dhclo:.c an cmplJncs:., an abscnce that cannot quite be made a 
prc'iencc HI'> l,ccnc,> of Icucr-rcadmg bccornc rncdllatioll~ on the difflcult problcms of communication, of 
IOtcrt;ubJccl1vllY, of t;ClfllOod, of authority, of ChOlCC, of lovc-problcms which ncccssarily m,libit, hterally 
dl'i-compo'ic or dc-con'itruct, hl'; wnting 01 a no\'c1 and our rcadmg of that novel (Krause 1986, 382). 

Whilc Krau~c focuses hls analytic lemc~ on ~cene~ of letter-writing and letter-reading, 1 

intend 10 open up various scenes of cOllllllunication to this the matie approach which are 

more gencrally verbal than simply epistolary_ 1 therefore insist that ail scenes of 

communication in the text can be read a~ meditation" on the problems of communication 

and authority. Characters think that by telhng li story, listening to Cl story, reading a letter, 

or writing a Icttcr, the)' will find thalllleaning will pre~ent it-;elf and so contirm and 

consohdatc thcir ~cn~e of Identity. Yet in~tead of flllding meaning, characters confront its 

lack, for 111 cach moment the matter al hand. III Krau,,'~ words, "discloses an emptiness." 

Consequcntly, ~ccnes of communication 111 Ahsa/om. Alna/OIn' become meditations on the 

problcm of communication, on the lo~~ of authority or of meaning. This is why, as Karen 

MePhcrson ob~crvcs, "the voires in Ah.\O/oll1. Ahsalom' are not only teHing the story but 

also tcHing the story of storytelling." McPherson notes that, as a result, the text's 

"mctaphors are oftcn figllrc~ of the figurative proces') (fI agile thread, monument, scratch, 

100111, desIgn-aIl 10 sOllle degree Ictlectll1g. on language and mmative). To the extent that 

the story fIgures Itself, it might be s~lId to ~lIggesl ilS own analysis, but this is analysis as 

Shoshana Felman desclibes it, not of the signified but of the signifier" (McPherson, 448). 

Bcrnhard Radloff i~ (hu~ not entirely accurate in notlng that the narratives' "rhetoric itself 

llel'cr hccomes li rl/l!l1le for the narra/o/'\" (Radloff. 262). NarTative is not something that 

the characters, w!lether those assoclatcd with Sutpen or with Quentin. discourse on per se, 

bul il IS that \\Ihich underlies what they ~ay and what they do--for what ma)' be read as 

action or narrative hert: becomes, upon doser inspection, a tlllost frequently frustrated) 
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meditation or reflectioll upon the faet tha! an alien voice always interferes with one~s own, a 

meditation on the fact that what promised mcaning al'tually lllldemlines il. In this sense, as 

McPherson suggests, the "story figures itself." Tlm concem with the tigllrative proœss 

(as is evident from the use of words lilo.e VOICC. l'ri'I~. thread, scratch, 100111, design, -:tc.) 

therefore develops as a descriptive al'l'ount of wha' Iw ppens in the plot. of what happens 

between different characters and their way~ of looking al ('figllring') things. 1 will thus '-'~ 

considering the notions of influence or inscription by pnying sI ,~cial attention to those 

passages in the text where characters reflel't lIpon th\? problcms of communication, the 

difficulties of 'figuring' things out. 

This paper will study the ways in WlllCh dIffclcnt voice~ in Faulkner's Absalom, 

Absalom! relate to each other. To do this. 1 will haw recourse to a psychological poetics. 

Harold Bloom refers to a poet's relation~hip 10 another poet'~ stlcngth as engaging and 

necessitating what he caUs revisionary ralio ....... u ategie~ to avoid be1l1g ovcrcomc by the past 

poet's voice. Bloom believes that the J:lter pOCI\ (Ihe ephebe',» ~tancc or l'elationship 10 an 

earlier (stronger) roet's inflllentiai pro\\le.,~ l'an be l ,(~fLIlIy de l'Ill cd by refcrcncc 10 a set of 

tropological reactions. These tropes are the "defen ... e mcchanI~m.," which ward off 

crippling influence, allowing the ephebc 10 l'l'ce ur ~pace for his or her own uttcrancc. 

These six ratios therefore represent stage ... of th~ erhcbe 's veering off from the olher's 

strength to the point at which that strength i ... no Jon~er con ... idercd a threat.2 

The characters in Absalom, A b.w/om.' , howcvel, defme a very diffcrcnt ~et of 

tropological reactions because they nevel H ... ccnd 10 ~lIch praxi't Thcil' "ob~cssivc" and 

21 mentIon Bloom's rallOS only to set mine agam"'l hl... Herc arc Bloom·., rallo ... · clinamrn, tc~')cra, 
kenosis, daemomsatlOn, askesis, apophradc!t, thw troplC cqUivalcnl\ or rcprc.,cntatlon., Ir >oy. ~ynccdoche, 
metonymy, hyperhole or litotcs, mClaphor, mctalep\I<', thclr eqUi valent p<,yehl'- defcn<;e ... : rcaclIon­
formation, tummg agamst the sclf, undoing·l\olallOn-regre"\lon. ,>ubillnallon, In t roJccllon/proJccuon 
(Bloom 1975,84). But since characters JO Ab.la/om rcmain cphcbe ... JO relallon 10 lhe othcr's '>pcceh thcy 
continue la pcrccivc thc othcr's strcngth as a threal. Bloom· ... ra li 0'> thercforc dc\cnbe the way<; the thrcatl'> 
ovcrcome. In rcfcrcncc toAbsalom, howcvcr, anOlher '>Cl of rallo,> mu ... l he lound 10 dc'><.nhc the way'i 10 

which the hstencr bccomcs m .. cnbcd JO thc other'" -,pccc.h Bnclly. my own troplC .,ehcma for thc drama of 
influencc ln Ahsalom, Absalom' IS the followmg ITIcwlcp<,'\, dcnlCm<,trat,o, (..1/tachrc.,,,, hyperbole, 
apostrophc, personiflcauon 
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"compulsive" natures make these character ... even more dependent on the precursor's 

vûice.3 The ratios of their rcaction thercfore require an alternhtive tropic account from 

Bloom's. While Bloom extrapolates upon lrony as the poet's first rhetorical strategem, as a 

":eaction-fonnation" against the uncanny ... elf-~ame voice of the other, characters in 

Absalom, wh en they see thcmselvc~ in the other's utterance, buckle, and thus don't benefit 

from the distanciating powers of 'the irol11c reaction ' The trope, 1 argue, which 

characterizes the character's perspective upon language at this point, a result of this 

obsessive nature, is the metalepsis. Thl~ I~ the tmpe of reversaI in which tirst is substituted 

for last, and last for flrst. The typicalll1ciclent 111 Ah.wlom which forms the substructure of 

the text, as 1 demon~trate in chapter two, pre~ent~ a character who is compromized by the 

other's often spoken perception of that fir~t character ~ ~elf. (lt must be noted, however, 

thm 'the other's spoken perception' i~ not nece~~arily a direct comment on the listener's 

self. For often that se'f takes the othel'~ comments tO be about his or her self, but is really 

rcading those comments according ta Ros~ , description, where those comments are seen as 

saying somethlllg other than what they ... ccm to ... ay on the sUlface, and thus are "symbolic 

verbal version( s 1 of other events." Therefol e, when 1 lise Illy rhetorical figures or tropes, il 

Îs not to describe the rhetorical form of a ~reaker'~ word!:>; 1 use these terms instead to 

dcscribc the cffects these words have on the listener My trC)pological group, in this 

respect, rcfers neither to figures of speech, IlOf 10 figures of thought, but to figures of 

interaction, of (inter)relatioll.) The typkal ephebe, 111 succumbing to the other's discourse, 

gives the other's figure metaleptic pnonty over hls or her own. Thus, metalepsis, as 

descriptivcly applied to ephebes who ncver develop il1to strong and assured speakers or 

IIldividuals, diffcrs in this case from B1oom\ lise of Il, where it occurs as the last in hi:, 

31 owc lhis dense bul apllcrmmology 10 John Irwl'1 who cnllcally nOIes lhe mfccllOus qualily of 
Ab.l'Cllom's vocal mcdl\atlons. Faulkner's own texl, J~ 1 would mSlst, has a similar capacity to influence its 
rC<ldcrs' modes of exprc~slon. jusl as the ehamelers ln Ihe Icxt arc mllucnccd by the voices of olher 
c~aracters: "And if at certmn pomts III the te\t 1 stan to ~ound Itke one of Faulkner's compulsiw-obsessive 
mLTators, Il i, .11 k.I~11Il part to evokc Faulkner'.; own sense that narrauon iç compulsion, narration is 
OhSl'''''101I ln f~lct. 1 wlluld have hkcd 10 IUI'\' \\ nlt.:'n 1111, book 111 one long unpunctualcd senter/ec ... " 
(John Ir"'lIl 1975,9) 
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series of ratios, and in his tropology de~cribes that motion whereby li poet overturns the 

balance of power in his or her favollr. Allemianl lIpon this tin,t of rhctoricHI rt'al'Iions here 

is the demonstratio. While the metalep~b accollnts for the ephebe's scar by dcscribing an 

obsessive valuation of the other's presence, the dl'monstratio describes the al'tuallistening 

effects ofthis valuation: in giving the speaker'~ wonh slIl'h priority or strcngth. the listener 

sees the speaker's subject, this alternate and othe! rcality, as greater than his or her own 

sense of things prior to the disruption. 

Absalom, Abmlom! also present~, III dramatic form, ilS rendering of anolhcr lropie 

duo. This tropic duo deseribes the reaction of sllbject~ who fl'cbly atlcmpl 10 recoup their 

self-image, and give an outery at the speaker' " misrepresentation of thcir selves. In these 

moments, the self feels misnamed 311d dis!ort~d by, in Sllead's words, the other's "rebuff" 

or "insult"; beeause the self feels, in the'\t: moment" Ihat il is bemg poorly or inadclJualely 

represented, 1 will be using the rhetorical ten11\ hypc! bole and calachrcsis to namc the 

listening charaeter's sense of anxiety al belllg mi'irepre\Cnlcd. NOl1ethelc~~ Ihelr ob~essivc 

natures then incorporate this disruptlon or thL' ~df IIlto the!!' ~cn~c of who Ihey arc, by 

means of the apostrophe and the personifH,:a 11011 , two ttopes which enable Ihe di~rupted 

subject to speak of their own disrllption, to "'peak of thei/ own 'dc'llh.' This relurJ1, or 

"chiasmlls-like return," is not, as Snead abo argl'c!., a retllrn to the placc of the original 

"search 10 confirm an ideal," but to the place of the lIl..,uh, Ihm moment of ~clf-dlsrllption. 

By reinvoking and personifying the in~lIlt. t.:haractcr.., p/ove thctr weaknc!\s in relation to the 

other's utterances. 

Faulkner, however, does engage h h reader, ',V i th a chameler who~c approach 

recognizes from the stan the contingency of "ellhood. Snreve ncvcr expericncc"i a cri!\is 

through an insult or rebuff; he is the only character/figurc who a..,ccnds to verbal ~trcr:gth or 

praxis. 1 will be using the trope irony to de"cribe Shrevc\ reaclion 10 the rab he hears. 

With Shreve, Faulkner shows hi!. readel how hl.! Willlt.., hi" own texl rcad It!~ this method 

ofreading which 1 engage in this paper. 

-
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In chapter one, 1 offer a close reading of the gaps or aporias in the frrst three 

paragraphs of Absalom, Absalom' to ~how how Falllkner's text ought to be read in an 

ironie and semiological way, a way in which the gap" or silences in the text are taken to he 

rneaningfuJ in themselves and thus seen a" "aying ~oll1ething important about the troubles 

of telling stories. To understand a charactel 's p~yche one must look al the gap~ In their 

discourse, those openings which expose that vOlce'~ inflection toward another voice. In 

other words, one m'J'it not react, due to an absence of Ironie detachment, with the feeling of 

anxiety over the presence of such aporia<, or confu!>\On-generating gaps. 1 demonstrate that 

tllernes which occur in the rest of the text al e embodled in a preliminary form in these 

opening paragraphs-these are the theme, whlch substantiate my argument that detective 

and impressionist modes of criticism nm" the mark ~ince Sutpen and Quentin (along with 

Rosa and the disembodied narrator) arc thematically presented as individuaJs inscribed 

within other peor1e's voices. 

ln chapter two, 1 proceed to the key ~cene~ Gr tableaux in the text which depict 

characters agolllzing over their crises of having been inflllenced by another's mode of 

figuration, Specifically, these are the ~cene" in which characters are shown meditating 

upon the figure of figuration, that is, the ~tOI)' of what happens when narratives clash. 

This is the chapter in whlch 1 tlesh out the cri~l~/cri\Jci~m theory WhlCh is the core the me 

and pJot-seed for Faulkner'!o, emire texi. 1 (hw, show the "cntlcal" similarities between the 

staries of six characters in the book, directlllg my fOClIS largely at Judith' s lamentation over 

the Joss of meaning in her IIfe, li Joss which occurs when other narratives disrupt her own. 

Characters agonize or experience crises becau~e thelr mode of reading got them off to a bad 

start--had characters accepted loss as pan and parce! of the reading process, and so read in 

an ironie and semiologieal way, they \I;'ould have dcveloped a healthier, or at least less 

ncurotlc and less weak or dependant. altitude towarcllife. 

ln ehapter thrce, 1 continue my argument that once anutterance is inscribed withln a 

I1clwork of other ullerances, the line of that one voire cannat be read on ils own because it 

11 



• 

exists within a field of interaction with olher voice~. 1 look al Quenr;n 's paralysis in respect 

to his Southern heritage, a paralysis articulatcd 111 lm daim Ihm he doe~n 't hale the South. 1 

note in his critieal reaction to Shreve's queMion "Why do you hale the South?" a severe 

absence of ironie detachment, which 1 trace 10 the intluence 011 Quentill's psyche of Mr 

Compson 's underhanded inscription-hi~ tal\: of Charles Bon \ attempt to convince Henry 

Sutpen of the validity of New Orleans lllorality. Compson' s tale is strategically designcd to 

manouevre Quentin into rejecting Bon's lIonic voire through IlIS (Quentin's) identilication 

with Henry, the Henry .::reated by Mr Comp~on fOl Quentin. Compson forces Quentin to 

align his voice with Henry's, and so prewrm hllll from ascending ta Bon's more ironie 

vantage point. 

ln chapter four, 1 show how Shreve's Ironie perspective saves him frol11 the crises of 

meaning that ail other characters undergo. cri'\c~ of meaning wlllch hadjiwced other 

characters 10 rerhtf'l! semantic coherence wllh scmiologlcal contmgcllcy. Shrevc's abrupt 

revision of the Southem legacy ~ymbollcally dismanlJe~ the significlInl world of scmantics 

and authority that Sutpen and the Compson family litcod for by reading Jim Bond, the last 

personage in the Sutpen lineage, as the cmbodimcnt of an absence of meaning in the Sutpen 

legacy. For Shreve, the idiot Bond's meal1ingle'\~ babble is the emblcm ur the nOI1-

meaningful or non-allthoIitative voice that had long heell repres~cd by the Sutpen and 

Compson mode of reading. 1 define Shreve \ type of readmg a~ Ironie: and ~cmjologjcl1) 

because 1 consider both modes of reading to lead to a type of playflll speculation which is 

the antithesis of what one entie has called, following Roland Banhc~, the mode of "rcaderly 

reading" typical to the Compsons and the Sutpen~-a type of reading whkh intcrests itsclf 

in "the (chimerical) security of coherence, .,ta~i .... , mime~i~, representation of what is 

signified" (Krause 1984, 239). 

An ironie mode of reading is one which IS detached from its ~ubjecl, and so doc~ not 

allow the subject to influence or "insult" the reader\' ~ell~e of hi~ or her identily. Ironie 

readings, in my definition, read at the level of the 'lignifier and not of the e;igniflcd, ae; 
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Karen MePherson would say. For example, Shreve'!, ironie consciousness bl'I)~,,'es that 

the meaning whieh seems to be 'present' in the narrative of the South is a false one. Shreve 

reverses Jim Bond's position in relation to the Southem heritage (by c1aiming Bond's 

ultimate superiority over his oppres~or~' de!'ign~ to stifle his voice) in an effort to reassen 

that which had been "missing" or repre~~ed withill that (falsifying and oppressive) herit~ge. 

ft is Shreve's ironie vantage, 1 argue, which allow!. him to engage in a deconstructive 

substitution of ~ignifiers, giving no signifying system hegemony or hierarchieal value over 

another, but nonetheless willing to turn the Southern picture on its head to show that 

Sutpen 's old structure of meaning detlates it~ own claims to total coherence or unity. 

By using the word semiology, 1 do not refer to the generaJ undersi:llnding of this tenn 

as detïning the study of a system of sign,> wllich indlcate a socially shared set of meanings. 

For Shreve's semiology, in being the opposite of a readerly rcading, is the study or 

consideratlon of the aporias in discollr~e. Shreve's reading, as Krause wou Id say, reflects 

the process of "semlOsls"-it concerm itself with "monumental sign and silence" (Krause 

1984, 230). Sel11lo1ogical readings, in Illy sense, focus on the meaning behind silence, 

focus Jess on what is said than on what isn 't !.aid. Shreve anaJyzes the aporias in the 

SlIlpen dream of a narrative of total coherence and shows that the gaps in that narrative, the 

things it is silent about (like the existence of Charle~ Bon), say quite cIearly that Sutpen 's 

allcmpls 10 achieve self-possession through language or voice fail in their endeavours. 

In my conclusion, J look at Faulkner',> own desenptions of the reading proeess to 

nOIe thal Faulkner, hkc his charaeter SllIevc, considers lexts or utterances as a system of 

signs whose meaning is dependent upon the reader's (or listener's) speculative (ironie and 

semiological) ability to get the aporias or holes ln discourse to speak. 
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Chapter One. 

The Voicc O\'cr: The Te,ture of Telling. 

If we use a companson of a musical order, lhe uncono;clOuo; IS nOllhe counterJx)int of 
a fugue or Ihc harmonlc~ of a Illclodll: hne: ills the J~lIi' one h~lrs dcsplte oncscll 
behmd the Haydn quarLeL whcn the rUlllo 1\ badly tuned or not sulflciemly selective. 
The unconscious b not the me~sage, Ilot cven the slrange or c(xlcd message one 
strivcs thc rcad on an old parchmclIl: Ill.\' (lflOlha /exl !'.'fIllen undcrnt'lllh and Wluéh 

must be rcatl by ll/ummatin!; Il (rom he/und or Will! Ih(' hel" of li lIeve/oper (Leclaarc 
quoLcd in Lemaire, 13R) 

... wc exhume from old Lrunk,> and boxe,> and drawer,> leLler-, wlthouL \alll\.allOn or 
signaturc, III whlch men and womcn who once hved and bre<llhcd <Ire now merc1y 
initiaIs or nicknamc!> OUL of ~ome now Incomprehemible allccllon wluch .,ouml Lo us 
hke SanskriL or Chocktaw; wc ~cc dllnly people, the people ln whO\e IIvmg blood 
and sccd we ourselvc,> la)' dormanL and wmLing.. Thcy are Lhcrc yeL \omeLlung IS 

mlssing; lheyare like a chclllIcal (ormul<1 exhumcd along Wlth Lhe leLlcro; from lhat 
forgancn chesL... you bring thcm LOgclhcr mlhc propmllOn\ callcd (or, bul nOlhmg 
happcns (Mf Comp.,oll "pCHklng 10 QUCntlll 111 Ah.v.!om, Ablalom', 100- J) 
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Faulkner ha<; created in Absalom, Ah.w/om!, li text which resists its reader's 

incursions, and 110 conceals as much a, i t reveal~. Any serious reading of Faulkner must 

take into account the styhstic peculianties and the thematic re~ults of the author's decision 

not "10 work," a, John Matthews :;ay~, "Iike his great forebears in the realistic tradition," 

knowing lhat thi~ decision would make hi, work le~ .. "directiy accessible to lits] reader" 

(Matthews 1991,33). Olga Vickery\ observation thal Faulkner resists "any temptation to 

circum!lcribe, define, or interpret his characters from a position of authority" (Vickery, 298-

9) mises an important question for any reading of Ahsalom, Ahsalom!: Without 

allthoritative he/p, I!GW is (he reader (0 gain acœ~s (0 the text? 1 argue that it is essemial that 

the notion of textual inaccessibility he kept in mll1d when reading Faulkner's Absalom, 

Ahsalom!. 

Ahsalom dramatizes its own inaccesslbilily bOlh by what il says and how it says il. 

This inaccessibility, 1 will be showing, i~ retlected III the text's theme of an identity's 

rupture by its own self-Mructllring vOlee. In other \\lords, the text sho'v,; us that a narrator 

can be disrupted or subverted by hls or her own narrative aet, and thm a narrative can be 

disrllpted or subverted by its own subject. In thl~ chapter, 1 will be looking at the 

dl<;ruptivc gaps in the novel's opening three paragraph.. 1 will be arguing that these 

absences disclosc the hidden message of the text, the idea that ail characters struggle to 

:lssert self-hood Ihrough voice, but (with the exception of Shreve) fail because of another 

voicc's illtlllcnce. 

Li"-e Mr Compson 's admission in the quote above that the fabric of his narrative is 

pUllclurcd or di.,rupted by the lI1abilily of hi~ recollective al:t to grasp something which 

would make ail cise come c1ear, the lext a, a whole glo'ises the way in which direct access 

10 ilS subjccl is blocked when "somelhlllg i~ mi\sing" While slIch nbsences frustrate Mr 

C'ompson and other characters in the te:-..l, Shreve seem~ to take them for granted as an 

incvitahlc racet of any narralive. To place greater emphasis on thls concept of absence 1 

will frCllllcntly use the more academic tenn "aporia." Aporia is a rhetorical teml meaning 
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figure of doubt. It refers to a threshold momenl 111 \\ hil'h a wnler or a spea\..er wavers 

undecidedly between choosing one word (phra!>e. thnught. ctr) over annther 1 use the 

word generally, along with other word!> !>urh a" 'falllt.· • gap' and ·dr!>ruplion.' 10 refer 10 

those holes in a speaker's discourse wher e ,omcthing that !>holild have been sail! has not 

been said. This paper wiII attempt to e'plain the fUl1rllon of tht'!>e apotias or 'missing 

things' in Faulkner's texI and in the vanoll" uttclancc, of il!> rhararters As has been noted, 

the main thing mbsing in Ab,mlom I~ an authoritatiVl' vokc. one which the readcr would 

face as a full presence. Not only IS Faul\..nci not Ihele to dcfend and c1anfy hi!> hook in 

person, but his script ive represenlatlYe. the dl!>cmbodicd or OJ1lI1J!>l'1ent narrator, gencratcs 

obscurity through a strategie absence of authonly 1 \\'I,h to 'Illdy tht' pllrpo!>c ot sllch 

adumbrating strategies (~trategies wlllch \llllllltancoll,ly rcvral and conœal) and their 

relation to the ali-important theme of voÎCc in the lexl. l'ven ;1\ Il l' figllrcd in ilS opening 

paragraph: 

From a hule after two oclock unlll almo'>l ~undown ul lhl' long ~llll hOl \"cary demi Sl'plcllIher altt'Inoon 
the y sat in what MI'>s Coldlleld still called the OUltC bC{.41u,>c her lalher h4ld c4IlIcd Illhal - ,1 dun hOi ;urie" 
room wllh the bhnd., ail closed and fa~tened lor lorty-three ~lIlT1mcr ... beeau ... e whclI ... hc W4l ... a glri \omconc 
had bcheved lhat hght and movmg arr earned heal and thal dar" W4l ... dlway ... cooler. ami Wllldi (a~ the ... un 
shone fuller and fuller on lhat side of the hou\e) bec.llne lalllled wlth ycllow \Ia~he" lull 01 du\llllOICS 
whlch Quentin thollght or a', bemg nech or the old dncd p4lllllll ... cll blown II1wanllrom Ihe \C4lhng bllll!!~ 
as wind might have blown ..hem. There wa., a wl~tana ville bloOllllllg lor Ihe ... econ!! lime lhal \UIlIITICr on a 
wooden trclhs bcfore one wlOdow. lOto whlch ~parrow~ lame now and then 111 mndolll gu\l\. maklllg a dry 
vivld dusly sound before gomg away' and Opposlle Qucnllll. M ...... Coldflcld 10 the elcrnal hlalk willeh !lhe 
had wom for forty-thrcc years now. whether for ..... ter. falher, or nothu\band none ;·ncw. \llIlIlg \0 l''llt 
uprighl 10 the stralghl hard charr thal wa,> so tall lor her lhal her kg\ hung \trmghl an,! ngl<l 41\ Il \he 1141<1 
iron shmbones and anklcs, clear of the Iloor wllh thal air 01 Impolenl and \lalle rage hkc dllhlrcn'\ leel, and 
talking in thal gnm h4lggard amaLed VOICC unlll alla ... l h\lClllng wou Id rcncgc and hC41rlllg-\cn ... c ~clI­
confound and the long-dcad obJcct of her mdomltable rru ... lmlloll would appcar ... \ lhough hy oUlraged 
rccapltulauon evokcd. qUletlOallcnuve and harmk ....... ouI 01 the bldmg and drcamy ami vlelOflOU\ du\t (7-H). 

The 'style' in this passage b of COlll\e Ihe pn"luet of 11\ allthor, WIllIam Faulkner, 

but it is important not to assume that thc 'vOIee' Inlhi, pa, ... age repre~cn", it~ allthor'~. 

Instead, the 'voice' which desctibes thi ... PLU lieu h\1 ,cene belong' to what 1\ oltcn called the 

'omniscient' or 'disembodied' narrator of Ah.\ll/m1/. Ah.\ll/om' But do the\e tcrm~, 

'disembodied' and 'omniscient,' accuratcly dc ... cnbe thc 411a11l1C\ of Ihl\ vocal prc\cncc'! 

This voice may be considered disembodlcd for the Ica,on that 11 tran,ccnch ail lot:ale (It is 111 
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Quentin' ~ pre~ence wherever he goe~ wllhm the contine~ of the text, and has insight into 

other minds too), and does not appear to perfom1 a IOle in the action described. It is 

omniscient ina<;much a~ it has the capacity to know what characters think internally, i.e.: to 

know hoth what Ro ... a Coldfield "believed" and abo what Quentin "thought." But there are 

at lea~ttwo way~ of reading this omni~cience The fll ... t is to see it as the mark or attribute 

of that voice's will ta power, of its superior ability ta know. Possessing more infonnation 

than any single character or than uny reader, thi~ voice clearly puts the reader in a passive, 

subordinate po~ition. The second way to read this "omnbcient" stance is to see it as a sign 

that the voice has rnisunderstaod its reader, .,peaking to u~ as though wc were initiates 

already familar with the neœ~sary detall., 01 II1fonna\lol1 in the ~cenes it describes, so that it 

leaves such mformation unvoiced, unawme that It~ .. cope i~ unsuited to our own. Yet the 

rcader mll~t ask: What are the effect~ of th!'> omni~clence upon the reader? The nature of 

this voice, lI~ing its disembodied omni"ch!I1Ce to full advantage, draws the reader into its 

wcb, forcing the rcader to flesh out undeveloped details. ta rewrite obscurities, and th us to 

renarrate what ha~ been obscurely narratecl. Whatevel thb voice 's'intentions' are, its 

aporias and ob~cllritie~ sClve 'lS an IIlvllatlon fOI the reader to enter into the story and tic up 

the loose ends of a narrative fabric that i~ aheady slightly unwoven from the text's 

inccption. 

Yet Ihis omniscient voice which glo:-. .. e:-. over I-.ey details does more th an force the 

rcader into the scene, in Ihis case the :-.cene of Rosa':-. office where Quentin and Rosa are 

seatcd. It also forecs the rcader into a more general ~cene of reading that is structurally 

identical ta what might be tem1ed the 'ur-:-.cene· 111 the text, the door-ope~ing, threshold 

scene descnbed 111 chapter VII, wherc Sutpen almmt enters Pettibone's plantation, almost 

Icarns wh'lI is mside. For, al the 'opening' of Falllkner'~ text, the 'omniscient' or 

'disl'mbodied' voire opens the door, a~ Il were, onto the seene in Rosa's "office," but does 

Ilot open that door ail the way: it doe~ not, :-.0 ro speak, let the reader see everything inside, 

or go inside As one entÎC puts it: "The main thing we J..now reading Faulkner is that wc 
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don't know the main thing" (Parker 19R5 .. 1) That WI11Ch ought to be prcscllced is instcad 

kept concealed. Nevertheless, this half-opened doO! . ",Iuch pcrhaps (.'ollceals more than it 

reveals, is not an open contradiction of my a,.,el lion aboVL' that thc ommsClcnt voiœ forces 

the reader into the scenes described For .Iu,t a, the ~ ollthful Smpcn had e:\pc(.·tcd to he 

admitted to Pettibone's plantation before the butler half-opcned the door, dcnying Sutpen's 

access, but later builds his entire "design" on the lifc he imagined Pettibonc tn Icad, so the 

reader, blocked by the significant ab~enœ of authontallvc guidanœ 111 the noyers opcning, 

must imaginatively cope with this barner by a~œrtallllng its funrl1oll. Rcadlllg Ahslllom, 

the reader knows that "something l~ 111"'lIlg." but \Vllat doc" thl!'> ah"enœ ,\li)''! 

The main thing or principle '~ub.iect' that 1" hlddcn bchllld the door at the text 's 

threshold is the "long-dead object" of Rm.a '" "lInpotcllt yet indol1litahlc fru!'>tral1nn" whidl 

"appear[s]" or is "evoked" out of the ail perva~ive du,t of thc "olllcc." That the "obJcct" is 

"quiet inattentIve and harmless" suggest" either th al 1\ h a 1111',namcd hUl11an '~ubjcct' or an 

inanimate thing which h,!s been per<;ol1l tïcd through wha! \\lOltld appear to be the 

disembodied narrator's descnptive aer.... Cnn,equcntly, 1111'1 'ïong-dead "blcct" hC'c()l11c~ 

for the reader an initial figure of doubt. of undecldahtlily. an apona or ghostly l'vocation 

which remains beyond the borders of the rcader', knowlIlg, until thi, 'figurc,' thc actual 

object or subject, is presented more c1early. but far flom adClIuatcly, two ragc~ later. Il 

must be noted, however, that thb long-dead objcct Icmain" ulllil il, namll1g two pagc., 

later,) a figure of doubt or even of the lInknowahlc only \0 the leader, a, the 'all-knowing' 

narrator 'knows' but just doesn 't ·say.' The detail" known by lhat tran,ccmJcnt mind do 

1 In the flrs! paragraph of the text ail that I~ known 01 thl: I(mg -dem) obJCCII\ that Il 1 ... gcncratcd lrom thc 
"vlctoriou!> dust" and IS "quiet Inallentlve and hannlc\\" In the \elOnd paragraph UIC "gho\t" 1\ dc\whcd a\ 
hcading sorne form of Satamc nte, whatlhe reader Iearn\ 1 ... the creation ni "the Sulpcn· ... Ilundred" (9)' 
"falOt sulphur-rcck slIlI 10 haIr c10thes and beard behmd hlln hl\ band 01 wlld mgger\ and rnan;u;led 
among them the French archltect" (8). Il I<;n't UnLJllhe la\1 hall of Ihe ... ewnd pamgraph lhal Qt·cnlm· ... 
fragmentcd InternaI dIalogue rccupcrate<, <'Igmflcallon thatl ... otherwl\e Iml on lhc reader "It \('c:rn thalllu\ 
demon ... (Colonel SU/pen) came oUi of nowhere and wllhout w(Jrflln~ hudt Cl p/an((Jtwn" (1) 1 hu\ lhe 
cenLral figure or characlcr In cvayone'!, narral1ve cI/orl\ 1\ ... uollll!led to LI vanely 01 ntlrnc,ctllhng\ ("the 
long-dead obJcct," "the ghO'>t." "he." "man-hor.,e·delllorl," "Ihe hor\ellltln."lhl: 'crealor olthl: SUlpCrI'<' 
Hundrcd') untillhe proper namc I~ <,ccurcd 
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not tind an outlet in voice. The knowledge 1'> there but hidden-it does not appear-just as 

the subjectivity of the figure spoken about i., left unvoiced in the word "object." That 

Faulkner had intented ob~curity In the dl:-.embc)(iIed narrator\ voice is evident in his 

deci~ion to dl,>embody thi~ 'figure' a~ much a~ he could For in the manuscript version the 

author had ongmally wrinen "the dead man hlln~elf' (Langford, 43), but in the final 

ver~ion such clanty, or reference to a human ~lIbject, IS left unarticulated. 

A further figure of doubt is presented m a brief detail which leaves it ambiguolls as to 

whether the omni~clent narrator ha~ the an,>wer to the question: Why does Rosa wear 

"eternal black'''! Nccdle~~ to ~ay, thl'> I.,,>ue lai~e~ doub .... IIlvolvmg the narrative voice's 

omniscience Il IS statcd that "none knew" whether RO'ia wore the etemal black for her 

(dead) "~Istcr, tather, or nothusband" Thal the word 'dead' is lInsaid or only imphed in 

thls malter is significant, or rather, in-~ignificant (111 the sen~e of 'an absence of 

signification whlch draws attention to it~elf'):2 In~tead, the word 'dead' only appears in 

the tirst ~entence, in reference to the pre'ient .,cene 111 the office. The effect is the 

juxtapo~il1on of a dead present with li re,>u:-.cltatcd pa.,t Furthermore, due to this 'in-

~Ignification,' due to tlllS absence of the word 'death' III reference to the sister, father or 

nothu~band, the notion of death itself i'i al tic.. ulated or "appears," stylistically, as an absolute 

absence that cannot even be booked in the present, 111 the words facing the reader. The 

reader is not given direct access to Înf0l111atlOn regardmg these deaths, deaths that one 

wOllld a~~umc to be very ~Igniticant for Ro.,a. The "long still hot weary" "September 

aftcrnoon" IS referrcd to as "dead," but the death of the people who had been close to Rosa 

is left llnvOlccd, and so this theme of ab~ence in the opening two paragraphs is not 

cmboched 111 terms of something that IS s.ud outright, but in tem1S of what the 'difficult' 

~tyle refuses to present fully. One implication of this juxtaposition is that time has more of 

:!Thl' 'suo-l:Ital1nn' or lInderwnlmg of the wonl onl)' OCCOlln:, an Issue ln relal10n to the word "nothusband," 
for \\ luk Il 'l'l'm, prohahle 10 Ihe rcader Ihat Ro~a \ <;I~ter <ln(1 failler may no longer be presentto her, the 
1Illl'r lad. 01 rl'kn'lllC for Ihe neolnglsl1l "nothu~oand" thnm, an) cerJ;,unl)', III Ihe reader's mmd, as to 
Ro,a'~ rd.HIll" Wllh the,e 1I1(II\'1du.lIs. out of hal.lIll'l' 
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a presence for these characters than individu aIs do. This wOl1ld explain in pat1 the 

obsessive nature of the characters involved III the evol:ation of the past; Rosa's narrative of 

"impotent and static rage" is an outrage agal11~t the pa~sagc of lime since she l'an no longer 

confront in full presence, and rectify, situattons that are now bllricd in the pas!. But this 

figure of doubt also has something to say about the omniscient narrator's omniscience. For 

the implications of the phrase "none knew" is thm (a~suming that thc narrator is implicatcd 

within the referential scope of the pronoun), even thollgh the narrator may magically have 

access to sorne of Rosa's beliefs, there b, a 'dom' or tlueshold to Rosa 's p~yche beyond 

which even this narrator IS denied acee"!"!. 

The opening paragraph, which glves slIch a ~ense of Rosa' s repression, intimates thal 

since the precise reference underlying sIgnification, the specifie causc behind Ro~,~ 's 

wearing the 'color black,' cannot be put illto word~ or the frame of another's knowing, 

therc is a rcalm of Rosa's signifying po\Ver~ wlllch i~ bcyond embodimenl. Il can thcrefore 

be stated, as Hunt notes, that the omniscient narrator "i.\ lI!'.lIally Jess than olllmscicl1t" and 

sa must, along with the four narrators, Indl1lge "in gllcss\Vork" and 50 usc "wor(!s ~,lIch as 

'maybe,' 'probably,' and 'perhaps' ta weaken furthcr the inscl:urity of the reader's 

knowledge" (Hunt, 103). When the omniscient voiœ doesn 't know, the naJT:llivc fabric 

has holes in it. The text tells us that it can 't all be laid on the line, thm the tcxtUI'C of tcHing 

in this case is not a coherent surface, that knowledgc and narratlvc (l'rom Ihe LatIn, mcaning 

Knowledge) are unstable. In the ab~ence of an authontative voice, the text prepare~ us hoth 

for an excess of knowledge and a lack of knowledge, a rent in the narratIve t'abric which 

will prevent everything [rom being wrapped up, totallll:d, booked in the present. 

If the narrative voice in Absalom, Ah.\alom! l"I le"!, than omni<;cient, it i~ abo Jess th an 

disem~(Jdied, since this voice does not utlerly lramœnd the ,cene it de~eribe~ nor the 

voices therein. This is not to say that it i~ then li necc ...... arily cmhodlcd voiœ, one that might 

have breathed the ~ame air Rosa and Quentin un: dC'>l:llbed a~ havlllg breathcd, but simpJy 

that this narrator is more subjective than objective or tran,cendent und, hke the ghost on 
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page eight, is more a subject th an the con-tex! admit... Narrator and ghost are equally 

cmbodied and disembodicJ. The narrator i~ not completely u'anscendent for the reason that 

he or she panakes in the limitations of insight and identity that characterize all other figures 

in the text. Given the inadequacies of the teml'> omniscIent and disernbodied in reference to 

the mtrralor who introduces aU other characlers, 1 will be referring to this narrator instead as 

the 'vOlee over,' for il is this voice which, in Ihis novel's drama of influence, has the last 

say, puIS in the last word. An understanding of Absalom and its tales of anxiety and 

influence must begin with a consideration of the textured quality of this voice over, ils near 

'self-effilcing' superimposition over the scene it de ... cribes. 01',10 put Ihis in the fonn of a 

question: How is the story of storytellin!;. and thu~ of influence suggested by the voice 

over's (eoncealing acts of) narration? 

Absalom \ first sentence prepare!'> the reader fol' the theme which the rest of the text 

develops. The VOice over's language i~ a subtIe comment on the way language is used and 

secn byall other charuclers in the text. Rosa's (let of naming the room "the office" is, we 

are told, a reiteration of the parentallogo~, and i" thus indicative of her inability to escape 

that pa st. Rosa\ epistemology, or way of kllowill~ the room she is in, is inscribed by her 

father's narrative, his story of how the room i~ to function. The opening sentence thus 

suhtly articulatcs what the rest of the text more openly expresses: the legacy of naming by 

which characters m'e implicaled in llllother\ mode of knowing, 111 another's narrative. 

Ah.m/om\ reader discovers soon enough (p.9) that the materiallegacy Sutpen had intended 

failed. only to be slicceeded by a verbal legacy. It i<; the effect of this sort of verballegacy 

which is first dramatized within the opening ~entence, not only through th,e tale of influence 

conveyed through Rosa's use of her father\ word "office," but also through the stories of 

"hght and moving air" and of the "dark" which 11l0tivate Rosa to keep the blinds "closed 

and fastcned." Rosa keeps the blinds closed and fastened because "when she was a girl 

someonc had believed .. ". More is at worl-. 111 this opening than a rnere description of 
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The legacyor lineage in this first partkular example, grounded in the mcre use of the 

word "office," extends from Mr Coldfield to Rosa to Quentin (presumably) .md finally to 

the voice over, the last in the series prior to the readel of Faulkner's texl, who would then 

him- or her-self refer, in ciring the text, to the room in which the tirst scelle takcs place as 

'the office.' Yet while this somewhat concealed linguIslic tale artieulates the theme of 

influence to which the more embodicd tale~ of Quentin \ received legacyand Sutpcn' s 

projected legacy are unabashedly devoted, the (hcmc of influence is granted il fullcr 

expression in the way in which the figure ofThoma,- Sutpen rcmains dlsembodied until he 

is sketched in in a much fuller way, as we shaH be ~ceing, by Quentin's illlerior dialogue 011 

page nine-a dialogue which itself show~ Ihe 1I1tlucnœ of Ro~a's VOlee upon Qucntin's 

thoughls. 

The voice over's tableau or scene of Ro.,a and Quentin in the office contains wirhin il 

another scene: a ghost "evoked" "out of the bidll1g and dreamy and victnriou~ du~t" of the 

"dim hot airless room with the blinds ail c1osed" lJnnamcd, Ihi~ figure thus bccolllcs CVCIl 

more ghostly and disembodied, hovering or lurking lIIapprehl'II.\i!Jly on the fringc or 

margin of Rosa's ·'talking." Sutpen appeaPi her\:! <1'- a "gho~t" in whal could bc callcd a 

ghost story both aecause Sutpen is dead and beçall~e the discollr<,e rcvcals him only 

indireclly. For the reader then, even though Sutpen 1\ the ,-ubject of Rosa'~ dlscourse, he 

also represents its aporia, a vague figure which the '-peaker cannot evcn name, and about 

which the speaker remains in great doubt That the hidden narrallve in Ihi~ opening is about 

3This opcning th .. .> ~Iso raises two imporlant concep\'. topO.1 and trope ror Roc.,a. In ,>ccunng her topm or 
IabJcau, the gcncral :.cene about her, a~ a place 10 whlch lO do hu,>mc!'>,>, ncte~<,anly al\o place,> her ),Clf there 
through trOplC meanc;. She exerts control over her environmcnt by dcfil1lng IlltngUl~lI(..ally while at the 
same ume that environmentls controllcd for her by her 1 ather\ act of namlllg In !he wOf(I~ 01 Bnan 
Mc Hale: "1 a<;sume that ail defmÏl/Ons in the f/Cld of hlCrary h .... tory 1,10<1 by e,Xtcn\/On. ail ael\ of nammg ln 

Faulkner's textltsclfj, ail aets of categofllallon or boundary-drawmg. arc llratcRu Thal 1'>. lheyarc ail 
made in vlew of sorne purpose on the defmer'~ part; they arc ail apropol of\omctlllng c1 ... e" ('51). 1 will he 
describing. In thls thesls, thlS predlcamenl a ... thc roOl of ail p,ychologlCal unca,>c, 01 al/ unxlcly m 
Absalom: a charaeter'l> topos or identlty (the place of Ihc <.,clr) 1\ dl .. ruptcd by an ol11Cr\ '>pce<..h. 
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a narrative's capacity to oeclude its subjecl i~ indlcated by the faet that Sutpen is filtered not 

lhrough one but lhrough IWO proximate sources before his whole lif e story is rev'!aled in 

Quentin 's interior dialogue: Sutpen is a "ghostly" figure both in the tableau creat,.ti by the 

voice over and in the tableau created by Rosa 's "talking." Sinee Rosa's "talking" is not 

cited directly in this initiating paragraph, Sutpen becomes even more disembodied or 

ghostly for the reader who must attempt to glimpse thi~ vague Sl'tpen figure through the 

holes in the voice over's version of Rosa'~ narrative.4 The effect of such a narrative 

technique is to seduce the reader into trying to open the door even funher; it also forces the 

reader·o asse~~ the function of such barriers to knowledge, such aporias. It then becomes 

the reader's responsibility to try to distingui~h the different narrative and scenic threads, 

and moreover to recognize the power of influence that one voice has to submerge another. 

Such ferreting out of hidden slgnifying ~tr lIcture.., (working to uncover the text's unspoken 

thernes), defines what 1 consider 10 be the mo~t applOpnate way of reading this panicular 

text, the most appropriate way of coping with It~ <tporetic difficulties. 

Not only does the supenmpository nature of the voice over's narration distance the 

reader from Rosa's subject ("object") offrllstfatlon. 11 also obscures the subject(ivity) of the 

person who stops listening.5 ln the pertinent passage, Rosa is described as "talking in that 

grim haggm'd amazed voire until al la~t Iistening would renege and hearing-sense self-

confound and Ihe long-dead object of her impotent yet indomitable frustration would 

appcar." The reader hcre might weil ask' Who~e listening fails, gives up the ghost? 

While Rosa is described in physlcal terms to li certain degree, much else in the 

passage is passed over as quickly as possible. and Ihus left hazy for the first-time reader of 

4Thl' n:'llkr'~ lk~lre 10 sce thls ghostly figure, and cn~l" III not bemg allowcd ta sec it c1early, is 
sigmllcalllly rl'lkctcd by Quentm 's position a~ hstcner to the talc Stephen Ross has n,1tcd that Quentin 
W'\IIl~ 10 c";l'al1l' the vOIœ 01 the Southem pasl' "Ta tful)' ,Ice Sutpen, Quentm must try to e~cape 'bchmd 
and ll!lI)Ve Ihe vOIec.· But Ihe oveTVOICC nevcr dlsappcaf~, evcn whcn Quentin IS not Iislcning" (Ross 1985, 
SO). A' Qm'/Il1llrnl'~ 10 eseapl' Jus faJhcr's Icllillg, thc fc<)(k'r may dcspcratcly scck la escape the voice 
OVl'r's ddll1l\lIng l~l'au'ie \olllewhat bhlldmg dc~cnpl1on, 
5 Allhls pOIll! in Ill)' '\Il.lly~l' 1 Will be usmg Ihe word sUbJcctlo mean Ilot only a characlcr who IS formed 
or IIlsrnhcd by anot!lcr 's dlscourse but abo . grammatical subJcct, • smcc thc tcxt docsn '1 use a pronoun, in 
tlle lollowlIlg pa\\af,c, 10 l'lanf y Ùle 'subJcl'l' who pcrroTim thc actIon de~cTlbcd. 
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the text. A number of tales are evoked withoul being rold. The narrator's telling here thus 

erects a sereen between his or her knowledgc of the cvcnts and Rosa's stmus as tellcr of the 

same tale. It is this screen or dark glas!. which l1lakc~ the rcader expcrienœ the talc in a 

way that is similar to Quentin 's experience 111 Ro!.a· ~ "oftice." as Quentin too must deal in 

listening to her tale with names of people who, whilc he may have more fmniliarity with 

them than the reader of the text, nonetheless appear to him as vague shadows from anolher 

field ofreference, shadows projected from somconc who has more knowledgc than he, and 

so can better narrate the events. It is through this technique thal the reader is able 10 identify 

even at this early stage with Quentin's crisls, the cri~i ... of li!.tening 10 another's intlllential 

narrative aet. The repressed atmosphere of thi!. scene i~ compounded by the fact lhat a 

'subject' other than the figure of Sutpen i ... occulted herc: the 'individual person' whose 

listening, in the text's terms, "renege!.." 

What does the text say through thi~ con~pieuoll~ absence of pronouns'! Why dnes the 

text not read 'until at la st his lQuentin\llistcning would renegc and hi.\" hearmg-sensc self-

eonfound' or 'until at last her (Rosa\llistenlllg would renege and her hearing-sensc self­

eonfound'?6 Why is the subjeet perfol1ning tlm action cxcluded l'rom or at teast aHowed 10 

disappear behind the act performed? Simply, Why 1 ... lhcre an action but no slIbjecl in lhe 

clause? and what does this absence, gap, or mi~"'lI1g .... ubJect' I11can? 1 am arguing that lhe 

ambiguity produced for the reader by the nm~tng plOllOUIl al"o produce~ or generatcs an 

indirect commentary upon the way in which ... lIch figurc,> of douht arc an integral part of 

what is being said. It may be grammatically IIlferred that ~ince Ro~a had earhcr been 

described as the one talking in the scene and QlIcnlll1 as the one hstcning, il mu ... t he 

primarily Quentin's Iistening or consclou~nc ... .., whlch aballdoll~ the milieu of RO"ia's talking 

6This amblgully is of course resolved on page nme of Faulkner .... lexI, oullhal Faulkner irllcndcd an 
ambigulty of referenee, and was floi simply writmg ~Iopplly, omlllmg pronoun\ hcre and thcre, 1 would 
suggcst is mdieated by a de~eTlpllon of Ihe "mlervah" (H) 01 Ro,>a\ talkmg 10 be lound in Ihe manU'iCnpl 
version, whcre Ro!>a's talkmg was de~enbcd a\ v<llll<.,hmg mto and th en OUl of her ... IIent "mlcrvaJc. 01 .\clf· 
confounding unsurpnse hke a <;Iream" (Langlord, 41, Italie ... mme). In Ihe early vcr<,lon, al Jeasl, Ihe self· 
eonfoundmg was abo allnbulcd 10 Ro<;a'!> chameler, lo a<ld 10 Ihe wnlu'>lon 01 rclercncc m the prc<,Cnl texl 
when sel up agam!>1 the manuseripl vcr!>lOn 
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to visualize the evoked subject, Sutpen'~ gho'it. But l 'iuggest that, in a larger sense, il is 

not only Quentin but Rosa, Sutpen, the voice over and Absalom's reader who can be said 

to individually rencgc in the listening. 

Rosa's telling deifically creates or "evoke(sJ" (the ghost of) Thomas Sutpen out of 

nothing but the dust in her office. Once il "appearl s:." is visible to the eyes, this ghost 

seems unaware of its having been summoned. r ,. " •. Jgh it reneges ilS position as the 

'subject' of Ro~a's discourse, unwittingly inserted into the scene of her talking and thus 

disinterested in Rosa's objectifying "outrage," thus becoming "quiet inattentive and 

harmIess." At any rate, the subject who performs the act of not-Iistening could very weIl be 

Sutpen himself, as he is the first to be described as carrying out this action or inattention. 

The reader ha~ only to ask: Are the two acts, of not-listening and of inattention, merely 

coincidental? This figure of doubt, of course, prevent~ any hard and fast decisions one 

way or the orher. The strong coïncidence may only be defined as a likelihood. 

SignificantJy, the opening paragraph, like the opening of a door which is then left only ajar, 

does not reveaJ with certitude wh ether SlItpen was actually the sllbject/object performing the 

act of not-listening. This gap, opening, or aporia thus involves the reader's subject-hood 

(with)in the space of the absent or missmg grammatical subject in the paragraph, converting 

the rcader into the non-listener. Technically ~peaking, the occlusion of the (non)listening 

subject forces the reader of the text to tUfIl a deaf ear (stop listening) to the way the tale is 

told (by overlooking the blind spots or aporia~ in the text) and to attempt to perce ive what is 

truly not there, by slIpplying what is mi~sing: the phrase' and then Quentin's listening 

reneged,' for example. Nonetheless, white this is li necessary step to make, any reading of 

the text must ta"-e into aCCOU:1t the impol1ant textual elements which, like grammatical 

elements, 'Ire lcft out/or a purpose. The reader, in olher words, should not fill in the gaps, 

but see what these gaps have to say in and of them~elves. In this case the gap seems to 

indicate to the reader at an early point in the text thal the dynamics of talking and listening 

are more important than the more properly 'mytlllc' elements of the tale, and are also more 
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important than the characters telling il. Pronouns are not supphed bccausc sllbjccts "re lcss 

important here than the act; the narrator!'> or listener~ wc mect arc spoken or inscribed by tllt~ 

narrative, unable to escape its influenti"l sphere, even when "not listcning." This theme of 

inscription and influence is therefore indicated by the absence of pronouns which wOllld 

otherwise indicate or specify the actual subject perfol111ing the act. The nmTative of 

Sutpen's great mythic design to have a lineage to extend into the future once he bllilt " 

plantation, and all the details of family relations th a! l'ollowed l'rom thal, c;mnot be 

contained or embodied by any of its potential 'SUbjl'ct~' (Rosa and Quentin), and so it tends 

to disembody its would-be teUers. Furthcl more, thi~ Myle or technique also indkates that 

there is a strange relationship between wha! is !'>een and what i~ ~aid-thc language does not 

communicate through its positive content bu! by wha! it omit~. The absence of a 

grammatical subject, in other words, teHingl)' antlClpalc', wh al the end of the para!,'l'aph 

speaks more explicitly: "appearance" is pledll'ated lIpon absence. As Quentin and Rosa's 

conversation is informed by the presence of SlItpen '.; ghost, and so prcdicated lIpon 

something not really there, so the reader becomes awarc of the constitutive nature of this 

narrative's aporia, its mode of telling by no' telhng 

This pronominal equi-vocation, in Illultiplying the numberof 'sllbjccts' th al may fill 

the position of reneging, articulates, without word~ 01 speech, the story of the voice over's 

influence over his or her subject: his or her power to convel1 the slIbjccl inlo a ghost. The 

subject's occultation may also be called li "fading",? Of ail po~ .. ible 'sllhjcct~,' it is most 

likely that it is Quentin who reneges on hi .. li~tenlllg to Rosa'~ tale. Rosa too, however, 

71 use thls useful word JO referencc to Roland Barthe~' U..,C 0111 Ncd Lukacher, commcnting on Barlhl:~' 
word, notes that "As used m French, 'fading' de!'cnbc~ the era\ure or eflacemenl 01 the VOICC, a~ in th()~e 
telephone connections where the other'~ VOICC 1.., borne away by wave~ of ~tallt. mterferelKc" (Lukat.hcr, 71). 
ln SIZ Banhes uses the word rn referencc to the difhculty a text\ reader rnay have m il'ùlgnrng or 
attributmg the "ongm" or "parentage" of one of Ils ultcrance\. Il md the .lOrd rading u,cI ul bccau\c it I~ a 
handy word for one vOlce's contamment by another. And ~mce Absalom 1.., alx)ut the IIItcrpcnctration of 
voices, or of the influence thal one VOICC may have over another, Lukachcr'., tclcphone conncclJOn analogy 
helps us to understand the doubled hnguistlc superimposition at work In the mlual paragraph. the ovcr 
voice makes ghoSl!> or Quentm and Rosa who 10 thelr tclling make a gho't 01 Sutpcn, thclr ,>ubJoct. For in 
thesc cases, the spcaker's subJect remains a gho'>t or evanc~cent fIgure, a ,>untext whlle in a narmllvc 
inspired more by the rcali<;t tradiuon, It would commonly be Ihe mam text 
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could be said to perform this reneging-for the text ~eems to say that Sutpen's appearance 

results from an act of not-listening, as though visual and auraI faculties could not function 

in one person together.H This understoad, the voice aver has equal claim to the act of 

reneging; as long as the voice over sees the ghost appear, he or she too must typically 

renege his or her listening faculties. 

Absalom's second paragraph draw~ overt attention to this condition of a subject's 

fading through the voice over's description of Rosa's voice: 

Her vOlee would nol cease, Il would jUSl vamsh. Thcre would be the dlm eoffin-smelling gloom sweel 
and ovcr-swcct ... and the rank srnell of fcmale old flcsh long embattJcd m virginity while the wan haggard 
lace walchcd tl/m ,Ibove the fmnt triangle of lace at wnSl!> and throat... and lhe voiee not eeasing but 
vaOlshing mlo and tten out 01 the long mtcrvall> Ilkc a stream, a lricklc running from patch 10 patch of dried 
sand, and the ghost mu<,ed wlth !.hadowy doclhty a~ Il Il werc the VOlce whlch he haunled where a more 
fOrlunatc one would have had a house. Out of qUlcllhunderclap he would abrupl (man-horse-demon) upon a 
scene pcaceful and dccorou~ as a schoolpnzc waLercolor, falOt sulphur·rcck sùll in hair c10thes and bcard, 
Wlth groupcd bchmd him 111~ band of wlld nlggers IIke beasts half k'lmed 10 walk upright Iike men, in 
auitudes wlld and repo",cd, and manacled among !hem the French archncct Wlth his air gnm, haggard, and 
tauer-rdo. Immobile. bcarded and hand palm-hfted the horseman sat .. Then ln the long unamaze Quentin 
sccmcd to waICh them ovemm suddcnly the hundrcd squarc miles of tranquil and aslonishcd earth and drag 
house and formal.:rardens vlOlently oui of the soundlcss Nothing and clap them down like cards upon a table 
bcnca!h Ihe up-palm 11l'.'·'lObllc and ponlifie, crcalmg the SUlpcn's Hundrcd, the Be SUlpen' s Hundred like 
the oldeoumc Be Llghl. Theo hcaring would rcconnlc and he would seem to Iislen 10 lwo scparate 
Quentllls now.. (R-9) 

The description here, while referring ovel rly to the fading of Rosa' s voice, also enacts it 

grammatically, progressively objectifying Ro~a'~ VOlee, as the following sequence shows: 

her voiee, it would vanish, the voice. The article "the," instead of the pronoun "she," here 

again erases the subject who perfonn~ the act of voicing, leaving the aet perfomled to stand 

by itself, disembodied, parentless. The article also subtly enforces a link between the 

notion of objectitication (de-subjectificntion) and fading ("vanishing"). The reference to 

Rosa 's vanishing and yet unceasing voire ret1ect~ 110t just Quentin 's experience of that 

voice as he alternates between moments of hearing it and imagming its subject, but also the 

reader's, who must attempt to glimpse Rosa's words through the gaps or aporias in the 

voire over's talking. The description of Ro~a's voice as not eeasing expresses the sense 

Hl CliC :Jgam lhe ongmal manuscnpl version whlch had dcscnbcd Rosa liS "self-confound[cd)": m the presenl 
cdllJon, RO~I's tal]"lIlg sullers an occluMon, and 'vlInish[es]," whiIc ln the carlier version Rosa's voice had 
c~pcri~nt'cd it.; llwn occlUSion. smcc the phrase "1Il1crvals !t]"c a stream" onginally rcad "jntcrvals of self­
l"llnfollndmg unslIrpn'\c It]"c .. StrC~lI11" (Langfon1 .. n) 

L 
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that n~tives in the text about the South are perpetuai, ongoing, and so Ilcver concJuded. 

but merely occ1uded. The voice over, in order 10 des('ribe Rosa 's act of narration, obscures 

her narrative. Rosa's narrative voice vamshe:-. but does not cease for the simple reason thm 

it seems to disappear to Quentin when he visually relTcates the scelle for himself. The texl 

tells a story here, and this story is more intricate than the mere facts or plOl-events of the 

Sutpen myth: just as Rosa's trope "the office" is indebtcd to her father's al't of nomination, 

so Quentin''i reneging on listening and the voice over's suppression of Ro:m's words 

nonetheless continue to intimate her influence lIpon their thought. In such ways, the text 

covertly insists upon the dialogical nature of ail narrative acts and their capacily 10 influence 

future narratives, be it the manner in which a narrative IS recclved or the way in which il is 

produced. 

Rosa's talking is described; it IS not directly ciled. In nOI being allowcd 10 speak for 

herself at this point, Rosa can be said to haunt Ihe voice over. Moreover, the figure of 

Sutpen, without a house, haunts Rosa\ voice. This pa'isage even providcs li figure which 

encapsulates the \Vay in which one voice, in Faulkner's lenm., "abrupts" illlo another: the 

oxymoron "quiet thunderclap" expre:-.se\ une>.pccted change, sOJ11cthing whlch had hitherto 

been concealed or absent making a sudden appearance. Sutpen abrupts into the scene or 

insinuates his way into Yoknapatawpha County befme any of it<; inhabilants really know or 

understand what is going on. Sutpen \ voice or characler th u\ breaks into what had been 

the unified or coherent community voice of Yoknapatawpha'~ mhabitant~; Sutpen bec 'mes 

the unexpected Other to this monologlcal coml11unity. Abrupting into a Mississippi scene, 

Sutpen later abrupts into Quentin's field of imaginative vi~ion, as he haumingly abmpts into 

and then out of Rosa's voice. even a~ Rosa' \ voiee fade'i in and out of Quentin 's hearing of 

it and the voiee over's description of the whole ~eenc. In other word~. the ~tory in thi!l 

passage is multiple: the voiee over present~ a tableau of Rosa'!I talkmg which it!-.clf prcscpts 

to Quentin a tableau of S utpen 's existence; thi ... multiple inscription spcaks of the texture of 

telling, how voices are interwoven and how \ubjectivlty can be lost in ~uch plurality. Il is 
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this texture or network of influence, a texture which makes it difficult for the reader to 

separate out the voices from one another, which is the story of storytelling in Absalom, 

Absalom!. 

The passage from "Her voice would not cease" to "a tlll're fortunate [ghost] would 

have had a house" is obviously the vOlee over'~, inasmuch as the things described in this 

passage would not be said by Rosa at this point to Quentin; her discourse to him would not 

inc1ude references to the twice bloomed wistaria, etc. But il remains difficult to know 

whether the experience of Rosa's vanishing voice belongs to Quentin or the voice over. 

Whose eonsciousness experiences that voice as "a trickle runmng from patch to patch of 

dried sand"; who notices this quality? To ask this l,ueStlOn is to ask a question that is 

necessary to any reading of Faulkner\ text. one which the text itself begs its reader to ask: 

ln any given utterance, who is speaking? The project in reading Absalom, Absalom!, then, 

becomes one of separating out the voice!l, followillg the thread of one vocalline, or, in the 

lt;n11't of Lec1aire' s analogy which is cIted at the head of this chapter, disassociating the 

Hayon from the jazz, seeing what influence i-; latent in any glven expression.9 1 use 

Lec1aire's model for lhe unconscious as 111y model for the suppression of one voice in the 

text by another voice in order to reflect lIpon the constilUtive nature of aporias in the many 

narratives in Absalom, Absalom!. It IS my argument that ail rhetoric in the text, aIl 

language use, aIl narratives, and hence any aet of relation, in both of ils senses, repeats and 

represents a pattern: the tale of conl'caled dbclosure. 

The represslOn of one voice by anolher. the submersion of one narrative in another, 

finds ilS clearest example in Rosa 's refusallo quole for Quentin Sutpen's ~nsult in chapter V 

of the text. This insuIt proves so demeaning that Rosa must, in retelling those events, 

91 reilemtc al this pomt thalthc psychle motivation for one vOlee' s represslon of anolher voite has 10 do 
wllh lhe nO(lOn of place, IOpOS, or scene. As one enlie mnkes c1ear, in referenee to Lacan's consideration of 
the locus' "lhe rclauonshlp bClween ego and nlLerego" IS nOl a "rclation!.hlp[] of identlty; Il is al ways a 
questIOn of e~Ich Irymg 10 l4lkc the olher's place" (Wllden, 168). Pince, JO my argument, is essenliallo any 
con,,(\er~lllon 01 voicing, for Il is UliS nouon 01 place which allows analysls 10 glimpse the strains of one 
VOICC'S mtlucncc ovcr or by anouler. 
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repress Sutpen 's voice and merely paraphrase his words to her in her narrative to 

Quentin. lO By being only paraphrased but Ilot lllloted, SlItpen (and his .lct of relmion) is 

both present in and absent from Rosa 's discollrse. Rosa 's paraphrasing allows SlItpen u 

marginalized or non-central position in her discours\!, where he is secn hovering within or 

beyond her speech like a ghost, a fading sllbjeet, as al the opening of the text. ln Rosa's 

re-presentation of this insult, Sutpen still speaks, but not fully: his statement is not couched 

in its deserved quotation marks. 

It is not until the third paragraph of the book that Rosa is quoted directly by the voire 

over. Prior to this, the whole description of SlItpen \ (the man-horsc-demon 's) abmption 

out of quiet thunderclap belongs either to Rosa or to the voice over's voice, and is hence 

prototypically dialogical in character. 11 Before Ro~a 's voiœ is eouched in its deserved 

quotation marks in the third paragraph, her voice or actual words tloat disembodiedly 

within the voice over's predominating discourse, so that one may only infer the presence of 

her voice as one might detect the jazz 11111~ic behind the Haydn one tries to focus on. Berc 

then is another aporia or figure of doubt the reader 11111~t face: is this description of the 

demon 's abmption out of thunderc1ap Rosa 's or the voice Clver's? The careflll reader will 

again notice that this narration or narrative act conceals a~ 11111ch as il reveals. Sutpen 

becomes a dim figure or ghost because he i~ only vaguely pre~ent III Rosa 's aet of speaking 

to Quentin, just as Rosa's talking is concealed and revealed in the voice over's opening 

tableau. The purpose of the numeroll~ and !.trategic figure!. of doubt ("the object," "the 

ghost," the "man-horse-demon") in the opening paragraph~ IS to create Sutpen, the figure 

of Rosa' s talking, out of "quiet thundercJap," out of concealing discJosurc. In not being 

fully described in a traditional realist fashion, but only inscribed by Rosa's tableau, which 

10My next c!:~i>ter will give a fuller account of thl<; inCIdent 
IlTaking Bakhtiil'S thcory of dialogy ioto account, Stcphen Ro,>,> writc!> that dtaloglcal dl~c()ursc mcan~ 
"discourse that by its nature takes other speech, other vOlce!> anto account. Thc dtaloglcal i~ dl!-.coursc that 
is 'warped' or 'bcnt' by the presence of anothcr'~ "oice 3!-. light i<; bcnt by gravit y" (1985, 77). llwrefore a 
word Iike "demon" whlch the voice over here u~e,> wlthoul rcfcrencc to RO<;<1\ usage of Il, not quoung it, is 
a meeting poml or pomt of convergence, whilc al~o a gap or cmpty "pace 
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is itselfinscribed by the voice over's, Thomas Sutpen is linguistically generated ex nihilo; 

he is himself dragged "violently out of the ~oundles, Nothing."12 Sutpen is described by 

the voice over but not named. Sutpen 's presence in the narrative is at best doubtful 

(ghostly) until he is referred to more directly. The text's second paragraph then, 

sty1istically creates Sutpen ex nihilo, reflecting the way Sutpen is created out of the dust of 

the office for Quentin and Rosa and out of a series of cloudy figures (aporias) for the 

reader. 

Directly after narrating Sutpen 's creation of his Hundred acres from the linguistic 

pcrfomlance "Be Sutpen's Hundred," the voice over's perspective moves from a 

concealing representation of Rosa's talking to what is decidedly Quentin's auraI activity: 

Thcn hcarmg would reconcile and he would sccm to IIsten to two separatc Quentins now-the Quenun 
Compson preparing for Harvard JO the South, the deep South dcad sm cc ] 865 and pcopled wlth ganulous 
outragcd baffled ghosts, hstcning, having to Iistcn, to onc of the ghosts whlch had rcfused to lie still even 
longcr than most had, tclling him about old ghost-timcs, and the Quentin Compson who was still too 
young to de serve yello bc a ghost, bul neverlel>s havmg to be one for alllhat, since he was born and bred in 
thc dccp South thc samc as she was-thc two separatc Qucntans now talkmg to onc another in the long 
sllencc of notpcople, an notlanguage, IIkc thlS: It seems that IhlS demon-Ilis name was SUlpen-{Colonel 
SUlpen)-C%ne/ Sutpen Who came OUi nowh('re and withoUl wam:r.g upon lhe land wilh a band of 
strange mggers and bUllt a planalallOn-{1'ore vwlent/y a plantation, MISS Rosa Coldfield saysHore 
vlOlemly. And mamed her sister El/en and begot a son and a daughter WhlCh-(Wilhout genlleness begot, 
Miss Ro.m Coldfie/d says)-withùul gent/ene.H. Wllich should have been the jewe/s of his pride and the 
shield and comforl of hlS old age, onlHOnly lhey destroyed hlm or somelhmg or he deslroyed lhem or 
.\'Omellung. And dœd)-and died. WuhoUl regrel, Miss Rosa Coldfield says-{Save by her) l'es, save by 
her (And by Quentlfl CompsonJ Yeso And by Quentlfl Compson 

"Becausc you arc going away to attend the college al Harvard they lell me," Mifos Coldfleld said ... "50 
maybc you will cnter the literary professIOn. and rnaybc sorne day you will rcmernber this and wnle about 
Il." (9-10) 

12As prcscntcd here, SUlpcn's crcallon of his Hundred acres through a verbal order dcconstruclS his grander 
"design." Sutpcn had wanted hClrs to carry hls glorious narne ioto the future, but instcad of bcing granted a 
maleriallegacy, sincc hls chlldren rise upagainst hirn, he gets only a verballegacy (people, Iike Rosa and 
Quentin, carry mg hls name into .he future by talking about hirn). ThiS description of the creation of 
Sulpen's Hundrcd thus anLJClpates the thcme that Sutpcn's "design" never becomes anylhing more than 
discourse. Furtherrnore, SUlpcn's 'positIOn' as a ghost ln Rosa's talkmg is an unfortunate one as he would 
rather "have had a house." But thlS desire, as lhe text shows us even in Its opening pages, ~s bound up with 
vOlce. The house, we are lold, IS erccted verbally, through SUlpcn 's arllculallon' "Be SUlpen' s Hundred." 
Yet, as Nancy Blake observes, contmry to the "open mg verses of GencsIS" whlch It echocs, "the origin" 
here "IS nOI so much without form as Il is 'soundlcs!>'; by Ilnplicalion then, wh en therc will bc something, 
that sornrthmg Will be a VOICC" (Blake, 129). The texl also tells us that figures of power, characters who 
use vOlce auth(}n~lllvcly or monologlcally, are autornallcally subverled by laler voices, voices which may 
supcnmposc theu VOlces upon one's voice, like thc vOlce over. SUlpen 's umvocal nature is unthrcaded by 
IHlcr namllivcs, amI so he hccornes "qUiet ,"aUcntl"c and harmlcs<;." 
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Quentin, having to listen to Rosa speak and visually to reereale the subject of her discourse, 

paradigrnatically represents for the reader the situation of ail listeners in the text when it 

becomes their tum to speak. The text tells us that one\ enunciation is always inhabitcd by 

a reference to an earlier uUerance. This earlier utterance, mOleover, fragments uny 

possibility of coherency in the belated speaker's discourse. Quentin is divided into two 

Quentins by virtue of his reception of this tale about li ghost from the pa st. TIte italidzed 

section is the voic(~ over's version of Que nt III 's thoughts. Thatthcse thoughts take place 

"in the long silence ,)f notpeople, in notlanguage" indieates the ~everity of the ghost's (the 

Southern legacy's) influence on Quentin'~ per~on and on his language. But the word 

"silence" does more than refer merely to the faet thm these thoughts are not voieed aloud by 

Quentin. It refers more strongly to the "quiet thunderclap" with which one voicc 

"abrupt[s)" into another voice. 

Just as Sutpen's sudden appearance in Yoknaplltawpha County in 1833 dismpted ua 

scene peaceful and decorous as a schoolprize water color," so Quentin's firsl self. the one 

which tries to gather the elements of Rosa \ ~lOry into li coherent whole, is intcn upted by 

his second self, which is significantly represented by li voice which is more ROIia 's (the 

teller's) than it is his own, for this second voire makes repeatcd rcferenccs to what "Miss 

Rosa Coldfield says." Neither the first nor the second Quentin IS granted i.lutonomy 

through quotation marks. Because the text doe~ not lead: " ... Yes, save by her." "And by 

Quentin Compson" "Yes. And by Quentin Comp~on," wherc the utterancc of rhe one 

Quentin and the utterance of the other would be signahzed as havJI1g been projccted from 

the standpoint of an embodied subject, the cOIl~picuou~ absence of quotatlon marks serves 

to indicatei:!1e disembodied character of both Quentin figures. Quentin 's existence as a 

speaking subject is syntactically undermined by da ... he\ and parenthese~. Thu~ while these 

voices are in sorne ways "separa te" or distinct. they nonethele~~ tceter on the verge of 

collapsing into one another. The second, parentheucal. voice di~rupt~ the fin~t, but that fir!!t 

then blindly echoes it, in the sa me way th al Ro~a, a ... JI, ~hown III the fir~t sentenœ of the 
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text, blindly reiterate~ her father's lerm~ Fmally, Quentin cites his own citation of Rosa's 

words, foregrounding the dialogical natur~ of hls speech by the way in which his thought is 

structured; without the !lccond Quentin'~ parenthetical interjections, the first's line of 

thought wou Id run as follows: 'It seems that thl~ demon-his name was Sutpen-Colonel 

Sutpen. Who clImc out of nowhere and without warning upon the land with a band of 

strange niggers and built a plantation-tore violently. And manied her sister Ellen and 

begot a son and a daughter which-without gentlenesL.' Quentin 's second voice, bent or 

warped by Rosu's telling, undermines the coherency of the first-this is what happens 

when one voice influences another. 

This scene of interior dialogue prepare~ the reader for many other scenes like it, 

scenes in which a chamcter relates to him or herself 111 the long silence of notpeople, 

speaking in nOllanguage. The reader observes Quentin "hearing"-his sensibility 

"Suspended," as Karen McPherson note~. "between having to listen and having to be 

(telling)," the language of his self-expres~ion th us "occupied by other discourses" 

(McPhcrson, 435). The story of storytelling is seen c1early in reference to Quentin: his 

intcrior dialogue, symptomatic of his having be~n intluenced by the Southern tale, is 

simultaneouslya listening and a telling. As a result, ''The individual voiee," as it is 

characterized ln the text, is no longer indivisible and so becomes, in Michel Gresset's 

tenns, "an asymptote," reflecting its own fragmemariness and "disembodied[ness]" 

(Gresset, 190). In Absalom, any aet of h!->tenmg con verts the listener into a ghost. As Alan 

Friedman observes: "Quentin is not only the recipient and heir of Rosa's and the South's 

de:ld past, he is hllllself, fi ft y years too late, more her contemporary than his own, both the 

dead voice that speaks in the dead present and the myriad unalive of whom it speaks" 

(Friedman, 60). Or, as Ralph Flores write~, "Quentin 's mind has been so inseribed by 

other tellings that it may no longer be his" (Flores, 152). Absalom's opening telL; us that 

unlcss listcmng is attended by ironie detachment, a detachment exemplified by Shreve 
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toward the end of the book, the receiving psyche is hable III l'ail into the speaker's apOJ;ll 

and lose the train of his or her own discourse. 

The italicized section in the second paragraph, lt must be noted, gives the reader only 

a similitude or impression of Quentin 's imemal division. The voke over even makes un 

oyen refer~nce to this fact, admitting that the italicized section IS mercly a ilkem~ss of 

Quentin's notlanguage. 1 am tracing here the voice over's graduai acknowlcdgement of 

voices that had been suppressed within his or her own voice. 1 am tradng the slow gelll~sis 

of quotation marks from earlier paraphrasings. At the beginllmg of the tlurd parab'1·aph, 

Rosa's words are cited, signed in such a way as to mdicare thal they belong 10 her. In the 

first paragragh and the first half of the second, the voire ovel 1 epre~ses the voices in the 

scene he or she 'describes,' while to the careful reader the VOlee over's fabric of telling 

betrays loose threads of Rosa's talking. At the end of the second paragraph, the voice ovcr 

is more quotational and allows Quentin some say, althollgh thal I~ admittedly only in the 

voice over's /ikeness of Quentin 's thought In this way, the opening threc paragraphs have 

a story to tell about the nature of telling that 1110ves beyond the details of the Sutpen myth 

and the presentation of Rosa and Quentin 's scene of talking and listening. Il i~ the story of 

how voices impose themselves over other voice~, since the ab~ence of qllotation marks 

expresses the speaker's monological intention. The replcssive aspect of narration III the 

first two paragraphs of the book epitomjze~ the book' s central themc: the main mCS'iage in 

an utterance is communicated not by what is ~aiù but in the aporia'i themselves; what i~ 

essential is said in "the long silence of nOlpeople" (fading ~ubjccts) or in "notlanguagc" 

(punctured dlscourses). 

Absalom's opening thus disclo~e~ one of it~ thcmcs of abrllption by practically 

glossing over il. Just as any voice whlch will try 10 Impo ... e Ihelf upon another does not 

quote that second VOlee, so Faulkner'~ text doe~ not overtly admIt it,; preoccupation with 

the theme ofvoice and relation. As in the ~cel1c of Sutpen\ encollnter with Pct!lbone\ 

butler, the opening into the text's theme~ b only half-ajar. The text requires it ... rcadcr to 
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kecp its own blockage in mind, thereby geuing its reader to see how acts of narration are 

textured, through their inclusion of (ghostly) figures of undecidabiHty. In Absalom, 

relation is an ad-umbration, a quiet thunderclap, the abruptive shadow within the sketch, 

Sutpen within Yoknapatawpha, the jazz behind the Haydn. Such is the theme which 

abrupts imo the opening three paragraphs. Ali narrative acts are attempts to assert an ego in 

place, but such assertions al ways involve or mclude occlusions, aporias where the Other 

breaks out, abrupts into the surface of discourse. This breaking is not the sudden 

appearance of a flill-bodied, embodied, presence-rather it is a hole, a gap, a hole or gap 

which 'speaks' to the careflll reader. Hence, 1 have been trying to indicate how the text 

should be read; c1osely. These aporias speak better th an the subjects, indicating as they do 

what is tJ'llly afoot in narrative efforts. While the voice over's descriptions should he a 

form of embodiment, of embodying and presenting its subject (two people in an office and 

their slIbjel't), these descriptions aClually function in Absalom, Absalom! as processes of 

disincorporation, of disembodiment, in which both narrative and narrator fade as subjects, 

having becn converted into ghosts. 

ln this chapler, 1 have shown the ways in which one voice contains or is cont"med by 

another, and demonslrated how the first three paragraphs of Absalom can be seen to serve 

as an indirect introduction to such texture. This has been a necessary step on the way to my 

next chapter, where 1 discuss the self-consciousness of various characters in regards to the 

texture of their own telling. 1 will be showing how these characters, in self-consciously 

reflccting on how their own personal narratives have been punctured by aporias, could he 

said to dramatize what l, in harmony with Karen McPherson, am calling "the story of 

storytclling" (McPherson, 448). 
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Chapte .. Two. 

The Critical Voice: Recouping Absence . 

... a man al ways falls bac\>, upon whm he I.nows bc'il III a cnsis (AA, 239) 

... he was sccking among whal !Iule he had lO cali cxpcricm:e for sOlllelhing ln 
mcasure it by, and he couldn'llllld anylhlllg (AA, 2~1) 

A cr/sis is a crucial pomt or LUrnlllg pOInt, gOll1g back lu the Grcek hi.II,I, which 
dcrivcd from krmcin, "to !>eparale" or "lo dcclde," J'rom whlch came also Ihe Grcck 
krilOs, "separated" or "cho~'cn," and !>() ~rlllkos, "able tn (hscern," and su 10 he a 
critic. The Indo-European fllOII\ .l'ken, "to cut, separatc, SI fi," from which stem MICh 
allied words as scnbblc, script, and hYIXJCfI!>y, ali weil as Cri'ilS and enllClsm. 
"Crossing" cornes from a different roOl, a hypothclical one, ger, for "curvmg" or 
"crookcd," but the accident,> of hnguhlic hlstory makc Il natural for us to a~sociatc 
"crossing" wlth the group thilllllc\udc\ crI\is, cnllClsm, and Script (Bloom 1977, 
400). 
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As 1 have shown in my first chapter, part of the difficulty in reading Faulkner's 

Absalom, Absalom! lies in the faet that the text half-conceals its subjeet. A reader who 

doesn't know what to make of the aporias in the text will feel that 'something is missing,' 

thm their expectations of what a narrative is suppo~ed to reveal are frustrated. Minrose 

Gwin has used the Derridean tem1 différallce 10 describe the effeets the text's language can 

have on its readers. 1 Oerrida's term, writes Owin, suggests Han appropriate way of 

describing the unsettlingfluctuation.\' of language and meaning that keep such works as The 

Sound and the Fury and Absalom, Ab.\alom' aJways so hauntingly beyond our grasp" 

(Gwin 1989,238). In this chapter 1 propose 10 look at some of Absalom's various stories 

about characters who find what other character~ have to say hauntingly beyond their grasp. 

These scenes dcpict various charaners 111 the plOcess of being alienated or unsettled by the 

other's language, to the extent that a coherent pictllre of their own 'self' seems to be 

'missing' when the other's language disrupts the Iistening self's sense of itself as a 

'subject. ' 

ln my introduction 1 referred to Michael MiIlgate's observation that the "main 

business of 1 Faulkner's 1 book" seems to be Lin interpretation of "crucial moments" 

(Millgate, 164). ThIS can be taken to mean that Falllkner's novel sets about interpreting 

elements of its plot, (lnd that the charac{er~, both of Sutpen's time and of Quentin 's time, 

set about analyzing things present and pa st. 1 ha' e noted that the text seems to have two 

subjeC'ts if considered [rom impressiol1lst and detective vantages. Yet the text is not 

ambiguolls in this respect, for 1 will be defining one dynamic which is shared in all of these 

key scenes: the relationship between crisi~ and criticlslll. Millgate singles out sorne 

important scenes in Absalom, Absalom': "Henry und his futher in the library, Henry 

shooting Bon, Surpen proposing to Ro~a, Wash murdering Sutpen." 1 also intend to select 

1 For PUfIX)SCS of brc\'Ity, thlS Derndcan tl'rm diffémncc Olay be 1cfincd slInply as "the rescrvc of the 
sig1lIlied. the dei renng of 1 the slgmflcd' sI prc~l'ncl'. thl' delay hctwccn rcprcscntatlOns" (Bannct, 197). 



1 

38 

from the many crucial momt.mts in the text the scenes where Sutpen proposes to Rosa ~Uld 

Sutpen tells Henry that Bon c:m't marry Juduh. These crucial scenes, more specitil'ally. 

dramatize problems of linguistic interaction, for \Vhat is crucial fOI Rosa in this scene is her 

discovery that Sutpen's marnage proposai had been li subtle linguistic objectitication or il 

de-subjectification of her 'self.' Similarly, in Henry's case, the problem Ihal evolves 

between Henry and his father is that Sutpen says something that Henry dœsn 't want te 

hear, but feels compelled to act against. 1 have also rcfen'ed in Illy introduction 10 James 

Snead's characterization of these moments of influence as "major incidcllls ... in which 

characters encounter 'tums' of phrase and of fate," 'lurn',' which usually takc the form of 

an "insult" or "rebuff' (Snead 1989,22). Two other '~cenes of insult' occllr when Ellen 

discovers lhat she has been deceived by her hll~band (when she discovcrs the truth behind 

the raree show), and when Charles Etienne i~ confllsed a~ to his own racial idelllity when 

he is called a "nigger." Of course, in stlldylllg sllch scenes. it wOllld be impossible to 

overlook the 'ur-scene' in the text: Sutpen's being rebukcd al the door to Peuibone's hou se. 

However, 1 will be looking primarily at JlIdith\ effon to come to temlS with her own tum 

of fate: that crucial scene in which she i~ infomled by her brolhcr that he has murdered her 

fiancé Charles Bon. 1 will be studying Judith's criticallcaction to this 'tllrn of fate,' by 

looking at her theoretical recognition that she b now lInable 10 a~scrt a unificd seIf bccausc 

she knows that other people 's narrative~ will alway~ threaten ta Jntcrrupl hcr awn 

narrati ve(s). 

More specifically, these crucial moments involve an individual's recognitir.ln that 

possession of self-hood [hrough language is doomed to failure because that individual's 

language or voice will always be challenged and IIlterrllpted by another voice. Harold 

Bloom has expJained to us .... hat it is to be in contlicl wuh anolher\ vocabulary--those 

crucial moments when the subject find~ that it ha~, in Faulkner\ word~ III the citation 

above, nothing to measure the other'~ vocablliary by. What Bloom de~cribc\ in litcrary 

theory, Faulkner enacts through the drama of hi\ character~' experience of a cnsis. In 
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Bloom's view, a crisis may be called a "Io!ls of love 1 which] is a loss also to the self that 

makes figurations, or if you prefer, to the figuration that we cali the self' (Bloom 1982a, 

226). According to BJoom, when one' S text is punctured, when a hole is made in the fabric 

of one's narrative, the "lies we want to believe becaulle they help us to survive," because 

they "keep our discourse with ourselve~ gomg" (8100m 1977,387), are exposed as lies, 

and so no longer help us to survive or keep our disl'Ourse with ourselves going. In this 

respect, Absalom shows us that once the listening individual is interrupted by the other, il 

then "ceases to know how to talk to itself' (8100111 1989,131). Bloom's description of 

influence shows that when an individuul gives meaning to an extemal speaker's words, it 

can crush that individual's own sense of meaning, 01 effectively de-mean that individual's 

sense of their own self.2 

Harold B100m has used rhetorical temlS to describe the process involved in a strong 

poet's overcoming of the crisis of influence, but hall not described in either rhetorical tenns 

or otherwise a weak poet's l'eaction 10 influence. The tropes and figures Bloom employs 

(irony, synecdoche, meton;my, hyperbole, metaphor, and metalepsis) only describe the 

proces!I of a !ltrong poet's movement toward greater lIldependence from another voice's 

influence. 1 therefore need to resort to 111)' O\vn tropological schema. 1 use two terms to 

describe the moment of influence itself. Referring to a character's weak reaction to a 

speaker's words, 1 find that the terms cHlachresb and hyperbole best describe the 10ss 10 the 

figuration called the self, that moment when an individual can't recognize his or her self in 

another person 's vocabulary and then, subsequently, can 'f rerognize his or her self in his 

or h"r own vocablilary. Whereas 8100m uses the tel111 hyperbole to describe that motion 

whcreby a poet seeks to overcome his precllrsor, 1 am using it to describe that movement in 

which 11 character is overcome by lmothe/ character\ words or acts. Bloom, in his 

discussion of strong pocts, finds the hyperbole a lIseflil trope to describe the process a later 

20nly Shrcvc, :1' 1 will tlc ~howlllg. IS able lO engage JO cOllver~allOn bccausc he lislcns with a sense of 
irolllc dcwchmclIl whlch cflh'/Ivcly dlmmlshcs Ihc power of Ihc Olhcr's words. 
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poet will undergo when he or she begins to ·ovcI1hrm·;' the earlier, more established poet. 

In discussing weak reactions, 1 use the term 10 describe the opposite situation, when an 

individual is overthrown or squashed by another's grenter authoritative voice. For Illy use 

of catachresis, 1 rely on Derrida's description of thi, trope as an "lITuptive" trope. 

Catachresis usually refers 10 a word or phrase whkh i'i used improperly. 1 tind that this 

tenn aptly describes what Faulkner wou Id call those "abruptive" moments where charaeters 

find their sense of self disrupted by another's language or narrative aet. The eatatchresis 

then describes the ability of the speaker's word~ to misname or misrcpresent the listening 

selfs fonner perception of itself, and so (0 ahenate the self fr0111 itself. 1 tind hoth tropes 

relevant because they define usefully what happens when one chamctcr encountcrs anolher 

character who l'an (u~ually verbally) make the familiar become unfamiliar, and unsculc the 

self. In brief, the catachresis refers to a charactcl \ ~ense of bcing misrepresenlcd by the 

other's language, and the hyperbole refer~ 10 tha( character's attendant sense of having becn 

overthrown or oppressed by the other's voice. 

Most characters in Absalom fml (0 ovcrcome thdr cn~e!'. bccau!'.c they are weak 

readers. Because these characters are weak n~ader~ they are nO! able to overcome influence, 

where influence may be described as the fact that they are inscribed, or vcrbally modified, 

by the other's language. Characters admit that the othcr's vOlce is more powcrful than Iheir 

own. 1 will be showing that weak character~ ~how Iheir weakncss in Iheir narrative acts, 

since their narratives take as their respective ~llbject tne theme of the sclf's di~ruption by 

another voice. Having experienced a cri~b, the~e charaeter'. then thematize or discourse on 

the speaker's power of influence; continually reflccting lIpon thcir tlIrn of fate. The 

narratives these characters produce after thelr 'disruption' thercf ore do not ovcrcomi~, as 

Bloom would suggest, or repr,;!ss, as Freud \VOl/Id ~lIggc~t, the unpleasant prc~cnce of the 

influencer·-instead they talk about how the expericnce of cri!'.l~ has dc!'.troyed thcir ability 

to know how to talk to themselves. These charaCler:-. dbeour:-.c on the (h'\conlinully of thcir 

discourse. 1 use the rhetorical tenns apostrophe and per~onification 10 dC'icribe this 
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reÎlerative proee~s which invokes and revive~ the faet of self-Ioss rather than tl)'ing to move 

to a position of power. 

These moments of the self's disruption, a disruption which occurs both in crisis and 

in the critical reaction to that crisis, are the scenes proper which the text sets out to intetpret. 

As Sherry notes: 

A few sigmlkanl evcnlS bccomc Ihe delcrmmmg moments of the narrallon of Faulkner's Absalom, 
Absalom!: SUlpcn's discovery ofhis innocence, Hcnry's brcak wilh him, Sutpcn's denial of Bon, Hcnry's 
shooting of Bon, SUlpcn 's proposalto Rosa Coldfield and his dcath atthe hands of Wash Joncs. These 
evenl'l ail have JO common two qualiucs. In cach case onc person denics the existence of another, while the 
other slrugglcs Lü compcllhe dcnier 10 acknowlcdgc thal he or she does cxisl (Sherry, 47). 

1 will start here by outJining a number of such crises, moment~ in which a character's 

existence is denied, challenged or un~ettled in the language or expression of another. While 

it is true, as Sherry notes, that in these moments "one person denies the existence of 

another," 1 do not agree that the latter then tries to "compel the denier to acknowledge that 

he or she does exist." While thi:-. may be the initial intention or idea in each reaction, the 

chantcters concerned finally allow the speaker's initial denial such power that they find that 

they do not have a stable self from which to launch su('h an offensive movement. The aet 

of criticism in Absalom, Absalom! is often done primarily for the self; the struggle::, to 

compel the self to face the question (or crisis) of its own existence.3 Thus the self is tirst 

denied, and then that self begins to wonder, self-retlexively, about the way it has faded 

from a position of subjectivity, thereby continuing to renounce or deny linguistically claims 

to a stable self-hood. 

J citc the following exampJe, Judith 's crisis, wilhout ilS context, in order to gel the 

reader 10 ponder more fully ilS inlerplay of voices: 

the IWO (lI them, brol.her and sister, curiously altke <lS if the dlflerence JO scx had mcrcly sharpencd the 
eommon bl<xld 10 il tcrnfle, iln almost unbcilmblc, ~mlJlanly, ~pcakmg ta onc anothcr in short brief staccato 

31 am us mg the lenns en.lls and criucism bccausc of lhclr elymological conncclion (sec the quole from 
Bloom at the hcad 01 thl~ charter). This etymologlcal eonncclion scrves 10 highlighl the way in which, in 
Faulkncr's tCXI, the a~l 01 cntl~.sm IS rcally a rcpctltion or 1l1cditaLion upon Ihe self's crJsis. Thus when 1 
rcfer to a chamclcr's cnlle:!1 act 1 am hlghhghltng the way that thal charncter's narrative sull hasn't managed 
10 trasecnd tlte InitiaI entical moment of amIct y , of bcing "m~ultcd" by anothcr. Howcver, whcn 1 use the 
tcrm criliclsm ln referencc to one of Shrevc's narr<lltve aets, Il must he understood Ihal Shrcve's ironie 
perspectIve marJ..~ hls mode of! l'rom the Iype of cnlic.SIIl so l)'plcallO aIl other characlers JO the text. 



sentences like slaps. as if thcy slood brcasllo brC<lSI striking one anolhcr 111 IUfIl nculter ma .... ing any 
auempt to guard against the blows. 

Now you canl marry him. 
Why canll marry l!lm? 
Because he's dead 
DeaP 
Yeso 1 k,lIed hmz 
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He (Quentin) couldn'l pass lhal. He W<lS not cvcn Iblclllllg III her; he -;aid, "M.,'am'l Whm's lha!'? Whal 
did you say?" (172) 

This is the voire over's presentation of li scelle \\Ihich captivates Judith and Quentin 

equally, for neither can pass this threshold; what arrests Quentin 's mind is the figure of the 

brother avenger which he would hke to be, and that which captivates Judith is the fact that 

her plans for the future (her wedding of Bon) have here gone up in (gun-)smoke. The 

pronominal hinge "He" would have been a potential ligure of doubt here, were it not for the 

clarifying parenthesis, otherwise indicating the degree 10 which Quentin is illvolved in the 

scene, even though he is n~ally (not)li~tenll1g to Rosa \ version~ of the events. The scene 

itselfpresents the fact that Judith's knowledge of Bon had come mûstly through her 

brother's persuasive, romanticized accollnts of him, a~ her actual meetings with him had 

been infrequem and brief. 

In kilHng Bon, Henry kills Judith' ~ plans of maillage, and de~troys what was for her 

a stable point of self-reference, her fonnerly stable idea that she wilI be given idcntity as 

Bon's wife. Henry's act emphasizes to Judith that he had impo~ed the image of Charles 

Bon as her lover and fiancé upon her in the first place. This ernphasis highlights Henry's 

power of influence upon her. Judith 's image of BOil, in other words, had Ilot bccll her 

own; it had developed, instead, out of the word ... and thought of another. Ilcnry's narration 

of the even!s of Bon's death creates a crisl~ for Judith through the way in which it is half­

occluded, not told outright. Even in communicating the mes~age of Bon \ dcath, Henry 

makes sure that his voice is in a position which allow~ him to mfonn and ma.nipulate 

Judith's relation to reality. Henry's words to Judith QCcur in the fonn of compacted 

statements which Judith wants glossed and ~peçified. For in'itancc, Henry's statement, 

"Now you can 't marry him," blocb the pa ...... age of information as mllch a~ it serves to 
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con vey information. Henry does not say the following ail at once: 'you will not be able to 

marry Bon because he is de ad by my hand ' Henr)"~ speech of suspended signification 

makes Judith impotent; it serves as a strong reminder of areas of knowledge which she has 

no access to wilhout Henry. Ali crises in Absalom, Ab~alom! involve characters who 

encounler the fael that olher characters ~eem to know more than they do. Henry's first two 

statements here deve]op as aporias, as they create doubt in, or ellicit questions from, 

Judith.4 The manner of his speech imitates ilS content: the gaps in his story s}ow]y reveal 

that Bon is missing/gone, and thi~ creates a hole or gap in Judith's plans for the future, and 

so in her self-conception. Judith 's plans for existing a~ she had planned are thus "denied," 

"insuIted" or "rebuffed"-she is forced to face the "truth" that her sense of things had been 

"disillusioned. " 

Similarly, in James Snead's words, young Thomas Sutpen's "search to confinn" or 

bring about "an ideal or dream" is "rebuffl ed) and/or ins!Jltled)" in another crisis moment in 

Absalom (Snead 1989, 22). The crucial scelle 1 am referring to occurs when the thineen 

year-old, sent by his father to deliver a me~~age to the laaer's boss, Pettibone, had expected 

to be "listened to because he had come, been sent, on some husiness" (233). His desire to 

see and be accepted into the rich person 's home is however denied to him since the black 

person who answered Sutpen \ cali at the front door "told him, even before he had had lime 

to say whm he came for, never to come to that front door again but to go round to the back" 

(232). Sutpen is not even listened to: his existence is "denied," as Sherry would say 

(Sherry, 47), because the butler sent him away l'before he could state his errand" (AA, 233, 

italics mine). Sutpen is forced to recognize his lowly caste, and face the holes in his 

(selt)knowledge. Here, as in Judith \ case, the individual concerned is forced in an 

unseuling dialogue to recognize that other people have control over the things he or she 

41L must be remembcrcd !hal, in using rheloncallenns such as apona, hyperbole, apostrophe and so forlh, 1 
do not l1Ie~U1 thal the aClualthmgs said by ch,rructers 10 the text or by the vOlee over arc figurative in 
themscl"cs. 1 use thesc tenns !>lInply 10 dcscnbe the lype of rclation-ships that dcvelop bctwccn characters. 
Aporw IS ~1Il :Ipllerm herc bec<lusc Henry'!> nI.mner of 1c,lving the important thing unsaid in his first IWO 

ullcmnccs crcale!> a severe f~cllOg of doulll, 01 <br.ur m'Cf ah~cncc III J",l! th' s mind. 

,; , 
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wants to do, control over their life-stories. As one l'mit- puts it. "In that moment tU the 

door, Sutpen ... begins to view his world melaphorkally ... Ifor il here that] he first becmnc 

conscious of a possible world of meaning that was beyond him" (Guetti. 89). Sutpen's 

encounter with Pettibone's butler is, to use the text's language, a "crisis" (239), a moment 

when a familiar worJd is suddenly made unfamiliar. It is for this reason thm Sutpen is 

depicted as "seeking among what little he had to cali experience for something 10 mensure il 

[the new experience] by, and he couldn 't fi.ld anything" (233). 

Much the same dynamic is at work in Charle), Etienne de Saint Velery Bon's 

experience when he is brought by his French-speaking 1110thcl flOI11 New Orleans lO 

Yoknapatawpha Cou nt Y , Mississippi, to vi),it the SIte of Charle), Bon 's funeral. His crisis, 

too, concerns words from another which alienate him from himself. In Yoknapatawpha, 

Bon's octoroon mistress, Etienne's mother, die~ When Etienne is adopted by Judith and 

Clytie, he enters into a sUite where he "could have kflOWIl nothing certainly except that ail 

he had ever been familiar with was vanishing nbOUI hlllllikc ~moke" (197, iralks mine). 

Like Judith and Sutpen, Etienne's familiar \Vorld b abrupted into, destroycd by other 

people's narratives. Etienne's discour~e wlth hls ~clf is disrupted, hl~ identity qucstioned 

by an alien, foreign term he doesn't know. Specifically, this disruption occurs, according 

to Mr Compson's father, when he is called li negro by either Judith or Clylie: Etienne 

"could neither have heard yet nor recognized the tenn 'niggcr,' who cven had no word for 

it in the tongue he knew who had been bom and grown up in a ~ilken vacuum ccII" (198-

9). The term 'nigger'-suddenly used to give him il new IdcnlJty--I~ not only in u 

language he doesn't know but also refer~ to racial di~tinctions of which he is unaware, and 

thus excludes him from the society of JudIth and Clytie's Yoknapatawpha. 

Sutpen's marri age proposaI [0 Ro~a Coldfield crcate~ il ~Imilar cflsis of meaning, a 

crisis which is also a crisis of self-identity. Sutpcn'~ propo~al dcmeans Ro~a, for il 

occludes a proposaI of an ahogether different order' that ~he may marry him on condition 

that she frrst bear him a male child 10 carry on the Sutpen legacy. Imagining Sutpen 
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"Iooking al her daily wilh tha! in his minci and she not even knowing ;r" (171), Rosa is 

"insult[ed]" at the prospect that she cou Id be read playing a role she did not authorize 

herself. This unauthorized narrative or figure of her being dismantles, according to Wesley 

Morris, "Rosa's sense of herself as a 'pre~e/1ce' ... She has become for him, she thinks, 

mere physicality, a reproductive function without identity, an integer, a signifier without a 

signified, without any indication of the personal" (Morris, 180). Or, as Gwin also sees il: 

Sutpen's words here tear a hole in her !o.ense of self, rema(r)king her into "a commodity of 

exchange as surely as her sister had been" (Gwin 1990,74). Sutpen's words change 

Rosa '., "sense of herse If as a 'presenCt::, ", (Morri!o., 180) create a gap in Rosa 's self­

representations, effectively killing, as Henry had for Judith, her plans of marri age, and thus 

tearing up the pattern she had hoped to assert in the fabric of her life. 

The four crises outlined so far are ail epistemological; they ail involve characters who 

hear something said by someone else, but the thing~ sa id "reserve the signified" (to use 

Bannet's definition of differance in the tirsl foot note in this chapter), theyall say something 

that the listener doesn 't at first grasp, and, as a resuIt, none of the listeners know how to 

measure the experience. Ellen experienœs her crisis when she sees her husband wrestling 

with his 'negroes.' Prior to this event she had assumed that Sutpen was simply a spectator 

of his Taree show. This strange ritual (of organizing and watching a wrestling match 

amongst his 'negroes') Ellen had "accepted," thinking, in Rosa's narrative to Quentin, 

"thank God, tlus is ail, at least 1 now kllo\1.' ail (!{" il" (29). Ellen 's crisis, however, emerges 

when she recognizes that she didn' t know ail of Il, and saw instead from the stable 

threshold her husband "redlicing himself," as Dale Parker notes, "physica.lly to the barest 

equal terms with his slaves" (Parker 1985, 142). This crisis moment retrospectively 

indicates to Ellen the iIIusory character of the 'representative image' which she had been 

lIsing 10 keep herself going, to keep her discourse with herself stable. 

Henry's crbls is dramatized in two separate velsions, first in Mr Compson's 

narration 10 Quentin, and then in a voice wlllch has "no talker" (351) and so seems to 
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belong equally to Quentin, Shreve and the voice over. When. in the library scene, Sutpen 

tells Henry that Bon is married and has a son. Henry "turned his back on ail he knew" (91) 

and "repudiated [his] blood birth-right" (89). Hem)' leaves home as a revoit against the se 

words from his father which indicate to Henry thm he knows less than his father. We are 

told that "It was not the fact of the mistress and child. the possible bigamy, to which Henry 

gave the lie, but to the fact that it was his father who told him, his father who lUltlcipated 

him" (104, italics mine). Sutpen's word~ disturb Henry because. tlS André Bleikasten 

explains in relation to the drama of a parent'~ authority over it~ progeny in Ftlulkner's lexts, 

"Parental authority ... is the more firmly settled as time has era ... cd its contingent and 

hypothetical origin and hallowed its prerogatives a ... an indisputable 'natural' right" 

(Bleikasten 1981, 118). In the second inswnce. Sutpen's interdiction outdoes the bigamy 

threat first with the implication of incest, and, when Henry b "itill rcsolved to have Bon 

marry Judith, with the implicat!on of 1l11sœgenation- --a ... he tell~ his son that he had "j(mnd 

out that his [Bon 's] mother was part nC)t(()" (355) ln both cases, Iienry's l'fises &Ire 

epistemological: his father's monological as~ertlon", <.:onfinnations of what Henry had only 

half believed prior to them, radically di~rllpt Henry'~ de~ire that Bon be able to marry 

Judith. As he later destroys Judith's narrative of how ~he wants things to be, here wc see 

the destruction of Henry' s plans. 

Crisis occurs when the 'difference' betwecn one narrative (what one expc<.:ts to hear 

or see enacted) and another narrative (that which b a<.:tually s:ud or cmtctcd) is made c1ear. 

In Harold Bloom's tropology, hyperbole l~ "an oveuhrowing (or overtaking, or over­

reaching) that is closer to simplification through intenslty than it i"i to exaggeration" (Bloom 

1989, 117).5 1 wish to use this sense of the hyperbole to namc thc proce~s of crisis, the 

overthrowing of an individual's narrative by anothcr\ narratIve. In thi~ rc~pect, the othcr's 

SA Similar characterizatlOn of the trope IS lO be lound ln Paul de Man who dc/mc'i hyperbole in relatIOn 1.0 
irony in tenns of hs disruptive powers: "Cften e;tarlmg ae; lilOlC'i or under'itatement.lironyJ conlain!'> wllhin 
itself the power to bccome hyperbole. Baudelaire refer,> ta thl'> un\ellhng powcr a'i • verllge de l'hyperbole'" 
or "dizziness to the pomt of madnes~" (de Man 1981,215). 
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uUcrance is hyperbolic, since it simplitie~ or distons the listener's sense of self-identity, 

leading the Iistener to question his or her grounding in the familiar, what has until then 

seemed 'homely'.6 Whether simplification or exaggeration, the experience of crisis as 

hyperbolic is always characterized in the text by an intensity that forces the Iistener to realize 

he or she has nothing to measure the new experience by. 

The familiar is dismantled in the!le cnsis dialogues because words have the capacity to 

arrange the body, to distort catachretically the way wc see our selves. Rosa, to chose an 

example, is depersonalized and disfigllred by Sutpen 's utterance because, as Wesley Morris 

explains, "Words, proper and improper, Ihave the capucity tof touch, define, arrange, and 

identify (name) the body" (Morris, 180). Sutpen 's \\lords and thoughts, as with all crisis-

creating utterances mentioned so far, function here to rnisname Rosa, and disrupt the 

narrative she had used to keep herse If going. A 13th century rhetorician describes or 

characterizes catachresis by saying that "There i-; a common element of adornment and 

weightiness" in thls trope "arising from the faet that an object does not come before us with 

unveiled face, and accompamed by its niltllral voice: rather an aUen voice attends it" 

(Vinsauf, 54, italics mine). Rosa's self is trollbled when Sutpen's alien voice abusively 

misnamcs her (the Latin word for catachresis is ahu.\io): Sutpen 's utterance reveals her to 

herself as 'other.' as a simple medlUrn fOl the Icalization of his legacy. Catachresis, in 

lInderlining the doubled nature of speech, b thus an "uTtlptive" trope (Derrida 1982,256), 

abrllpling into or abusing another's self-image. Catachresis performs, as Derrida continues 

to note, the "twisting return toward the already-thele of a meaning" and is thus "a bringing 

to light" (257). As a tenn used to describe the relatiollship between one language or 

narrative und another, it indicates or hints al the sub-text, the written version/vision within 

6Judllh 's plans 01 marnage. Ellenne's ahenatlOn III u foreign lund. Ellen's ahenatlon 111 her own household, 
Rmu's e~\X'l'lallOn 01 marnuge wl1l1 Sutpcn, SUlpcll'~ dcparlurc from his chlldhood homc arc ail vcrslons of 
thc S<IIllC drlvc lor the l'om forts or one 's home cnvlronmenl, or a 'iccurcd topos or stable place. This idcal of 
comforl or f:ul1Ihanty ., de~lrly dcmed hy uner:mcl" whlch Ihrow thcsc charactcrs out of thclr homes. so to 
spe~lJ.. 
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which the listening individual is inscribed and mi~n:llned. Caladlfesi~ is thus helpflll in 

referring to the process whereby the sllblexl of an lIt1erance is further unvciled. 

1 wish now to go into the definition of çri~is a~ li loss and of criticism as a rcciting of 

orreflection lIpon the predicament of that lo ... ~, ta ~ho\V, thal I~, rhal the things rhara<.'ters 

say and do after thelr disruption do nOI pas~ beyond Ihe telhng and lc-telling of thcil' own 

disruptions. Loss, in other words, is what any narrallve aet in Ahsalom is about, including 

Shreve's (although Shreve thinks about loss in a way whieh 15 diametrically opposed to the 

other characters in the text since he sees lo~ ... a~ palt of nallative play). Mimosc Gwin, in 

reference to Faulkner's texts in general. writes thal lm .... : 

... triggers the desire 10 tell slories aboul whal ha .. œcn 10Sl, a narl1lllvc dC:-'lrc lhallll lum is bOlh ubsorbcd 
and regenerated III Ils own play fuI explorallOns of the IIlltnttc and my~tcnolls spaces !clt by the <lbsenl one 
or lhmg. As we know, thcsc processes, a!. lhey '1 iglll l' Y bath Il1IgmenulIion and crcallvlly, dl .. ordcr and 
cxpanslvcness-as they bccome tllcm!.clves by dlffcrmg lrom lhcm .. c1vc:-.-producc char~IClCr., who arc olhcr 
to themsclves; lhey arc Sphl, fragmelllcd, dlsordcred. They llIove brlwccn whall" prc",cnl and whal is 
abscnt, and thcy tell stoncs of lhclr own lIlablltly 10 COhl'fl', ouI of Ihclf IIltcnor dlllcrcncc .. (GwlII 19H9, 
241). 

Loss, 1 would argue, motivates AbsaloJll":, charactcl' to tell the ~tory of storytclhng. As 

Gwin writes, loss "triggers"-in character" who are "'0 lIn~ettlcd by the los~ a" to become 

"other to themselves" or "splu"-"the de~ilc to tell ... tone~ of what has bccn lost." Glven 

that these characters tell stories from the po~ltion of 'lIbject~ who are fragmcntcd by loss, 

their discourse on their loss is also a dl~collr~e abOlit the Il11po'>'lbility of ~c1f-coil1cidencc, 

"their own inability to cohere," their own inability III be whole lIldlvlduals Telling thell 

does not rec(o)uperate a unified or total self but repell!.\ the abrupt ion or rupture (coupure) 

in the fabric of identity, a rupture caused imtially by bClcavelllcnt or by a puncturing of 

one's formerly unified narrative. To re-citc Gwin, 'torie" in Ahsalom, Ahsalom! explore 

the spaces left by the absent one, an ab~ence whlch l' both of one's fonncrly cohcrent 

discourse and of rhe real things lost (in Judith'.., ca ... c, Bon). Lo,~ cause~ a fragmentation 

which storytelling then recoups7 in a proce~ ... lhalmay be callcd clegiacal, a Iyrical turning 

7Reilerales. thal il) LO say, lhe Imltal coupure (apona, <.,cll-douhl. lIl<,tabilily duc LO anolhcr\ dl<,mpllvc 
narrauve). 
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ta what is not present, to a pa~sage in hfe now pa~l, to a 'passage' (or utterance) whose 

anxiety is recited, but not overcome. 

If we look ra examples of this second stage in Faulkner's work, we see that 

characters in Ab.\a/om, in encountering the unknown, do not resist or repress, as Freud 

wou Id have il, that which conlains withm it the potential to negate or misname them, but 

rather repeat in an act of lyrical meditation that which came close to severing their relations 

to reality. Rosa's expeetation of romance is lInwoven wh en she discovers thal Sutpen 's 

language is al base insuIting and unromanti~. Rosa discovers that her selfhood is not 

perceived or fOnIlUlated the same way 10 another's language as it is in her own. Rosa's 

~ubsequenl narrntive to Quentin recollp~ the fael that other's peoples languages have the 

cllpacity to revise her langullge or her Itnglli~tic presentation of things. The story of her 

crisis just arter Bon' s mllrder, when she djscover~ an apathetic Judith blocking the 

threshold to her bedroom so that Rosa l~ pn:vemed from seeing Bon's body, is prefaced by 

these words to Quentin: "So They will have toM you doubtless a/ready how 1 rold that Jones 

10 take lhat mule ... Thar was ail 1 needed to do .\ince they will have IOld you doubtless 

that..." (134). Eventually, having described her trip from her own hou se to Sutpen's, she 

reveals to Quemin that there is li pan of her narrative that no one else can abrupt into: 

..... and chis 100 clzey cannOllell you Hm\' 1 rail. flell IIp the stairs andfound no grieving 

widowed bride bur Judith standing bej()re Tllm closcd door to that chamber ... " (142). Rosa 

does not simply say to Quentin: "1 will tell yOli now how ... ", for to say this would be to 

spcak from li position of wholeness. Inslead, she expresses her concern for or awareness 

of the faet that other people may have tald Quentin the ~a111e stol)', and thus speaks with an 

awareness that her hnguistic posiuon, hel abiluy to defll1e and describe certain events in 

language, is not so strong as 10 be able 10 ignore other accounts. Her words express mat 

she must force herself to sec herself from alien and alienating perspectives. Rosa's crisis, 

whcn she discovers that Sutpen's-the other's--word~ have the capacity to break up her 

discourse, is repeated in her critical narrative to Quentin, as she finds she must force herself 
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not only to realize the presence of other peoples voices about her. but ~'Iso to incorpol1lte 

this indirectly into her own voice (by effectively s~Iylllg: "You have heard this from me and 

from them"). 

As mentioned earlier, Etienne, Iike Rosa. di'il"O"crs that ~elf-idcntity is not grounded 

or stable. His critical aet occurs when he anempts, albcit unsu(·cessfully. to "remember 

himseIr' (199) after he is 'distorted' by the term 'negro' His inability to remake a total 

self-image is reflected by the "shard of broken mirror" ( 199) he lises in the hopes of 

recouping his fractured or dismembered self. The 11111TOT for Etienne is that tool which he 

hopes will c1early refleet and thus make tangible the IIldelible mark imprcssed upon him by 

either Judith or Clytie's foreign term. But Etienne, like Joe Christma~ in another of 

Faulkner's novels, is, a~ Snead notes. "an American dOllble-being who brcak~ ail the 

semiotic codes of society lin not being c1early dcflllcd a ... an II1dividual who is either 'black' 

or white T' (Snead 1986,81). He will nevcr kno\\' for certain whcthcr he is black or white 

and 1'0, to ail appearances, seems either. No language or minor will he able 10 rencel or 

represent Etienne's inner and inalienable ~e1f CrilIci ... m. the atlcmptto deal with the crisis, 

is the attempt to achieve power throllgh one· ... "o\\'n" word~. x Violence becolllcs Etienne 's 

(non-verbal) way of relating to the imagc of blacks around him. a~ it is the image of the 

'black' within him that, according 10 the SOllthern code, tall1ts hi~ per~on, and so brings 

about his alienation in the Sutpen hOllsehold. ln MI Comp~oll's words to Qucntln: 

It had happencd al a liegro bail held JO a cabtn ulew Imle ... / rom SUlpen \ Hundred und he lht!rc, pre~cnlund 
your grandfather never 10 know how oflen he hud donc lhis be/ore, whelher he hud gone therc 10 enguge in 
the dancmg or for lhe dlce game in lhe kllchen where the trouble .. wrtcd, troublc wlllch he and nOlthe 
negroes slarLCd according 10 the wimesses and lor no rea~on, for no uccu .. allon of chcalmg, nOlhmg ... lhe 
white man the focal poml of Il and using a kmfe whKh hc had produccd /rom somewherc, clum"lly, wilh 
obvious lack of sklll and practice, yel Wilh deadly earne .. tne,., . a .. trenglh l-ompmcd o ... hccr de .. pcrale Will 

and impcrviousness to the pUOlshment, lhe blow, and .. Ia,he, wllH.,h he look 10 rclurn and dJ(1 not cven M!cm 
to fccl (202). 

In the intense predicamenl of breaking the ~el1llol1c code,> of ,>m:icty. Etienne hccomcli 

indifferent either to life or to death. In either givlJlg or ICCClvIIlg '>!<l'Ihc,>. he apo,>troptllzc~ 

81 have pUlthe word "own" JO quoJation mark ... JO order LO remark upon, to bnng the reader\ ullCnuon 1o, 
the faet that mo~t characters in the text arc ne ver able 10 pa." beyond Ihe other\ language to tllclr "own," 
and 'nus cffccuvely 'repeat' or 'return' 10 thallanguagc 
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and re-enaets the intense effects upon him of Judith or Clytie's crisis-causing tenn. He re­

embodies the intensity of his se1f-divi\ion between black and white by straddling the bar or 

fence between life and death. By starting "trouble," Etienne either marks others or receives 

further marks, these marks or impressions re-presenting the impass of his own crisis of 

identity. 

A funher example of the way criticis11l reiterates crisis in Absalom, Absalom! can be 

drawn From Sutpen's own self-division after he is tllrned away from the front door to 

Peuibone's plantation. Sutpen runs away in order "to think" (232), to perform the act of 

"intellection" which James Mellard consider~ fundamental to Absalom (McHale, 57). 

Sutpen initiaJly fUns away to distance /lIJllself from the !->cene of hls erisis in order to 

criticize it, to try to eomprehend il. He tllrn, or rlln~ away from the scene of his insult in an 

attempt to grasp what went wrong in the delivery of his father's message. The text focuses 

ovenlyon Sutpen's fragmentation: 

.. .thcrc was only himself. the lwo of lhem mSldc lhat one body. arguing quiet and calm: BUll can ShOOI 
Mm ... he arguc,d Wlth hlmself and lhe Olhcr No Thal wouldn'/ do no good; and the first: Whal shall we do 
llien? and lhe other 1 donl know ... (234-5), 

and returns to Sutpen's division after hi'\ retuln home' 

... hc Jusllay thcrc wlulc lhe Iwo or lhcm argucd m~ldc 01 hlln. speakmg 111 ordcrly lum. both calm, even 
kamng backward lO bc c.llm and rcasonublc and unranc()rou~ BUll can kill hlm. -No Thal wouldn'l do 
no good -Then w/tat slza/l wc do abou/li? -1 dont know: and he JuSI hSlcnmg. nol cspccially intereslCd, 
he said lin Sutpen's own narrative 10 Quentm· ... grandfalher many yera~ laler). hcarmg the two oflhem 
wnhoul hstenmg. He lhoughl. 'Ir you \l'crc Ilxmg 10 comballhem lhm had lhe fme rifles, the firsl thing 
you would do would bc 10 gel yourself lhc ncarcsilhing to a flOC nne you cou Id borrowor steal or make, 
wouldn'l il'!' and he s.lÎd Yes 'But lhls aint a quesl10n of flfle!>. So 10 combal thcm you have gOI to have 
whal they have lhal made them do whalthc man dld. Vou have gOllo have lund and niggers and a fine 
house 10 comhal lhem wllh Vou ~ec?' and he ... aHI Yc, agam He lerl thm nighl... Hc nevcr saw any of his 
ranllly agam (237-H). 

As it appcars 111 Ah.\lllol1l, Ab,\/om', the critlcal aet b dialoglc since one voice is fractured 

by <lllother voire. The blltlcr\ word~ II1Jtially dlsrupt Sutpen\ intentions to pass the 

leuer/mc!lsage on to Pembone, and. a, a re~ull of the butler's remark (a remark which 

makes a gap in the fabric of SlItpen's "eltllood). Sutpen tonifies his self-image by 

becoming t\\'o people/voires (or three people. if the dlsinterested figure who heard without 

listening l'an be l'lln~ldcrcd a, having taken pal1 III thi~ critical interplay of voices). Thus, 
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while this process of division or multiplication is initiated by the butler's remark, the same 

process continues in and is co-opted by Sutpen for his own purposes. Through such 

processes, the gap in the ego is net mended but preservedY Sutpen 's fonllula of revenge is 

to repeat in his own person the mode: of wealth which insulted him. As one of the voices 

tells him: "You have got to have J~'ld and Jliggers and li fine house." S:ltpen's cntienl mode 

of dealing with his cri sis, by altenng his caste and ostensibly re-originating himself, simply 

repeats that which caused his crisis. In order to tïght Pettibone on his own 'grounds,' 

Sutpen seeks to define himself through the logic of sclf-equality (whcre qualily .\ is clillal to 

quality x)-a "house" for a "house"-and thu" doe~ not extricate himself from the milieu of 

his (~risis, his insult. Yet, as one critic sugge~t~. the Sutpen tragedy cou Id have bcen 

avoided, theoretically, had SlItpen followed 11IS illlliai in'itinct and "killed the landowner 

instead of imitating him," for "by kilhng the 1 ival he would eltminate the other on whose 

recognition his own self-image depend~" (Cobley 19~7, 433). The suggestion is c1ear that 

if Sutpen had not incorporated the other'~ voire as parI of hls self-image, SUlpen would 

have escaped being influenced by thi<, voice. and ~o L''icaped buckling under it~ grcatcr 

power. 

Ellen's cntical reaction to the truth behind SUlpen's rarcc show, as with the threc 

other examples so far, also involves an ongoing bifurcation 01 sclf-identity. Ber rcaction, 

uttered aloud to Sutpen, and recreat.!d by Rma- -"'1 will try to lIndcr~tand it; yc~, 1 will 

make myself try to undcr~tand it'" (3O)-a\<-'o implie" IwO se1vc~: an empincal self which 

will attempt to perfonll tlle function of forcing the -.econd self II1to an act of comprehension. 

9John Irwin sees the trend to re~tlhe pa')t a') explamcd by a dillerent analogy Frcud'') formulation of thc 
forl/da game, wherc a "chJId had crcatcd agame by whlch he had ma"'lered the traumatlc evcnt 01 '>CCing hls 
mothcr lcavc hlm" by "throw[ mg] away a lOy and a ... he dld, ullcr a ... ound Ihm Freud lOok 10 he the German 
word/orl-'gone,'" and "then rccovcr!mg) the toy and ~ay!ing; the word da-'therc'" (lrwm 1975,115). Ali 
aCls of narration In Absalom arc akm In purpo\e 10 thl,) Bamc; Ihey rcpcat .md thu ... prc'iCrve a traumatlc 
cvent in an allempl to comc 10 terms wnh that evcnt Theforllda game "permit ... Ihe cluld to tran.,form an 
unpleasanl Situation mto a plca!.ant onc by aCllvcly mllJatmg unplea.,ure m.,lead 01 hcIng il., pa ... .,lve vlctlm. 
The compulsIon to rcpeal '" an In~tlflclual urge to c,>l.abll~h or ralher 10 relurn 10 li ')/.ale of plca.,urablc 
inertia" (Cobley 1983, 251). The crcatlon of a narrallve, and thu ... the reucatlOn 01 Ihc narralor'., ..clf or 
selves, uses repcution al> "a mcan<; of achlevmg ma.,tery," of gammg "pow('r" (IrwIn 197~, 115) Il 1., Ihu'i 
"10 mis mcchanism of rcpcuuon" Ihat "we have the very e ... .,cncc 01 revcngc" (hwln 1 <JH l, 114 J, a., we '>CC 

thal Sutpcn's Idca ofrevcnge conSI,>ts rcpealmg hl ... opprcw)r'"llk- ... tylc 
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Divided into two selves by her erisis, Ellen will only be able to aet towards a solution, but 

never in effeet aehieve it-she will make her!o.elf try, but it is implied that she expeets never 

10 aehieve il. Although she is only minimally repre,ented in the text, one is given the 

impression that Ellen i<; in faet what Mr Compson calls her: the "butterfly of a forgotten 

summer two summers defunetive now", the "substaneeles~ shell" (126) (of a catterpillar, 

one would assume) because she has been so influenced by Sutpen's language use and can't 

escape it to regain her own voice. 

Henry's reaction to the crisis of Sutpen '!o. unticipatory words is to suspend ail action. 

ail further steps towards Bon's marriage, in order to give the latter time to "renounce and 

dissolve the other marriage, knowing that the four years of hoping and waiting would be in 

vain" (97). Henry's critical reaction to the faet of his father's greater knowledge is to put 

himself, Bon, and Judith in a "durance," "interval," or "probation" (91 ft). In the later 

version, Sutpen's information concerning Bon's parentage takes Henry completely by 

surprise. His eritical reaction is the same 111 forlll to that of his first. The passage is as 

follows: "Nor dld Henry ever say thm he dicl flot remember leaving the tent. He remembers 

ail of il. He remembers stooping through flie enTrance again and passing the sentry again; 

he remembers walking back down the eut and mued road ... " (355). In both versions, 

Henry's action i~; a refusaI to aet, beeause he is blinded by what he has been told by his 

fmher. His discourse about what he had wanted to happen (Bon marrying Judith) is in both 

cases interrupted by his father's discolllse. Henry leacts by foregrounding these words in 

his consciousness. acting in such a wa) so as to highlight the fact that his discourse has 

been interrupted, by interrupting his own actions. and basically waiting f~r another 

discourse 10 show the way out (waiting for ~omething else to happen). Anthony Wilden, a 

theorist who has commented on Jacques Lacan' s psychoanalytic work, notes that: ua certain 

mécoflflllis.\'lllll'e-which wc l11ight calI sublimation-is essential to health," as a way of 

dealing \Vith crisis. 1'01 "Dostoievskian hypen:on'lciollsness is no solution" (Wilden, 166). 



54 

Henry's reaction is typical of an unhealthy re(\ction. as he incorporates the aporÎ<l cU\lsed in 

his initial way of relating to the world into hil> ongoing 'praclieal' activities. 

Each of these characters in Absalom. Absalom! moves from an original crisis to a 

series of reiterative critical reactions to that crisis. The narralives they present recount mld 

reorganize an earlier event; their speech is alwa)'s based upon an earlier discourse which 

influences them (as a result, their various speech ach express that 'intluence' has broken 

their sense of self). An analysis of the speech aets in Faulkner's textthen, requires an 

understanding of the factthat one discourse is both ~lrl1ctured by and ocdudes another 

discourse which influeneed il. It is impol1ant to sec lhat mos! narrative aets in Ahsalom are 

critical reactions. Harold Bloom offers one approach 10 such a dynamie in his description 

of the moment of criticism as a primai fanta~y which Ic-inscribcs a t'risi~ or, as he calls it, .l 

primai scene 10: 

.. .the "oral" scene IS the topo!> or Primai Scene propcr, the ncgalJve moment 01 hcmg mlluenccd, a 
perpctually lost origm, wh Ile the "wnllen" !lcene 1\ Ihe tropc or Primai Fanla ... y. Thi'i mcan'i, IJI my tenns, 
that in a pocm a topos or rhetoncal commonplace " wJwre ,ometlung c.1Il be known, bUI a lrope or 
inventive turning is when somethmg IS deSlfed or IVllIed. Pocm~, a ... 1 have wnlten olten, arc verbal 
utterances thal cannOl be regardcd as bemg slmply IlIlgul!>l1C CnLll1e'i, bccau'ic lhey mamle!\t thelr WIll to 
utler within tradItions of ullering, and as soon a!\ you will th~l( "v'lthin," your mode I~ dlo;curo;lve and 
topological as weil as Imgulstlc and tropologlcal. A\ a Primai 'JLCne, the Scene of In ... lrucllon l'i a Seelle 01 
Voicing; only when fanta'iilcd or troped doc ... Il bClOlIlC a Sn" ~ 01 Wrillllg (Bloom 19R2b, (1) 

But Absalom may require a model other than 8100111 's. for the fantasy structure that 

Bloom proposes does not account for the po~~ible incorporation of the dynal11lcs of the 

crisis monment in later critical reaetion~. For a dc'\cription of thi'l more Faulkncrian mode 

of criticism, 1 turn to Ned Lukacher: 

lOIn the passage which follows lhe primai sccne or o;cenc 01 m'itruction reter!\ lO Freud'l> theory of an 
infant's crisJs in sccmg his or her parents m the acL of love, an unlamlhar ... cene whlch o;care ... the m/ant and 
one whlch excecds or overspills hls or her abilily to wmprehcnd Il. Thl .. l'i an Image whieh the more fully 
grown child or even adull IS unable to escape, a ... tlm Imuge or .. cene return'i through uneon'>Clou" 
mechamsms whlch dlsguise and dlsflgure !he ongmaJ ~ccne Irrcvocably (In Ahwlom. Ihls !\Cene returns 
lhrough consclOUS mechamsms, ru. the dbrupted .. clf can 'l ~lOp thmkmg about 11 ... own dl.,ruptton.) Blo()m 
caBs such relurns the primai fantasy. However, ln Abmlom. the ,>elf-heahng funCIIOIl 01 the pnmal/antao;y 
is never achievcd smce the IOdlvldual concerncd Il> nevcr able ln crcatc "!.trong rcpre,>entalloll'>." O( a 
dlscourse whlch IS free of lhe prccuro;or\ mlluenttal vOlee. Bloom de!'>cflbe~ the S<..ene 01 In .. trucllon, the 
encounlcr wuh the vOlee of the dead, a~ the .... tate of helghtened dcmand thal carne .. a ncw pOCI from hl .. !or 
her] origms into hls [or her) flr .. t .. lrong reprc ... cntallon ... ·· (Bloom 1976. 2(7).lO .,ay ,>olTlctlung whlch ml'> 
the self of its grcat dcbtto the prccur!>or. 
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WUh respcçtlo narrative, the laSk of IOterprClallOn ha~ bccomc llIat of reconstructing Ille temporal difference 
bclwccn llIefabula ,.;tory] and the sjuzet [plol], which rcaders have forgollen but the text remembcrs. With 
re,>pccllo ~Iyle. the task 1'> 10 locate the shlft ln the voice of the text, to detenninc the tone changes and the 
rhythmic altcrnatlOn<; lhal scparate the voice from ilself. This IS Ille focus of my next chapler. where 1 use 
Lacan' s nOllon of the' fading of the subJcct' and Paul de Man' s rhctorical figure of 'prosopopoeia' 10 locate 
the point whcre temporal diffcrence IS registered at the Icvel of style. nIe task of mterpretatlon is mat of 
constructing primai scenes of olller voices and other narratives (63). 

Since criticism here involves a discourse which thematizes the rent in the fabric of discourse 

which is also a rent in the fabric of self-relation, the task of analyzing Faulkner's Absalom 

Absalom! is to point out how the narrative aets therein do not so much embody knowledge 

as they reiterate each narrator's unknowing, or instance of non-being. The task of 

interpreting Faulkner's text is, as Lukacher would say, to recognize the way narratives in 

that text are in sorne obscuring/occJuding way abolit primaI scenes, and thus incorporate the 

voice of the other. Plot's (in my term~, criucism's) recapitulation and reorganization of 

story (in my terms, a crisis moment, the aetunl encounter or moment of influence) thus 

"separatelsl the voice from itself'-in recounting the crisis, the characlerconcemed 

recounts the impossibility of self-coincidence 

Apostrophe and personificauon m"e rhetorical telll1S which de scribe the many critical 

acts in Absalom because they are tropes which invoke the past. The apostrophe is a trope 

which thematizes its bem toward the other'~ disruptive discollrse. It is a trope in which the 

speaker "interruptlsl the CUITent of Ihis or herl discollrse, and turnls] to another person, or 

to some other object, different from thm to which 1 his or herJ address was first directed" 

(Gibbons, 213). This trope (or fIgure) therefore de scribes the disruption of one discourse 

by Hnother discourse. Ir is a rhetorical tel111 \\Ihich abo describes the aet of eritical 

reiteration, as it is a "figure spontaneollsly adopted by passion" which also "signifies, 

metonymil'ally, the passion thal caused it" (Culler 1981, t 38). Furthermore, the 

metonymical impulse behind such an invocation of the past (the impulse to pass from one 

thing to another which is closely related to it), hnked a" it is in Harold Bloom 's tropology 

ro the notion of "repetition" and thus of return, "hints at the psychology of compulsion and 

obsession" (Bloom 1979, Il), the obsession with the pa st which practically every character 
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in Absalom exemplifies. Personifieation also describc!I, in another son of rctrospcetive 

orientation, this obsessive nature which is so fundamental to the plot in Ahsalom: 

A prosopopocia IS usually atlcastlmplicitly an <lpo~lrophc, .1Il IIlv(X:<ltion, un llltcmplio bring bad. 
something that was prcsumably once prc~cnl but no longer i~ prc~clll A prosopopocia .Iscribes a face. a 
voice. or a narne to lhe absent, the inammalc. or lhl' dcad hy addrcssmg Ihl'llI .... If Ihey werr Pl"/'SO/IS who 
could answcr back (Miller 1990, 238). 

But the attempt to eope with death or loss, as with the attcmpt to understand a text. to cope 

with its always ilJusory and evasive signitications, also effaces as much as it gives a face 

to, closes the door as mueh as it opens il. Il is for thts reason Ihal B100m asks liS 10 "keep 

remembering that primarily [personifieationl means nOI humanization but masking, or as 

Fletcher has taught us, masking al the thre!lhold, at the eros!ling ... " (1987, 183). 

Personifieations bring alive the painful momcl1I of the II1!1l1lr, rhal moment wh en OIlC 

experienees a turn of phrase and of fate--thaI1110melll when thc sel f i~ pUllclured by an 

aporia, no longer knowing how to read itself These Iwo figurc!I--the apostrophe and the 

prosopopoeia~an thus serve as general tigUle .. for Ihe eritieal aet in Faulkner's text. 

Within the text, the major incident of crilkism's rceouping of crisis oel'urs when 

Judith reflecls on the subject of her discollrsc \ abrllplion. Of ail eharactcr~ in thc /ext, 

Judith Sutpen is the most aniculate on thlS 'tople' of the 'cros!llllg,' for her speech aets not 

only refer to her displacement from a ligure or place or familiarity, but also elaborate this 

theme into a general theory.ll 1 refer to the .. cene, a week after Bon'~ burial, 111 whieh 

Judith explains to Mrs Compson (Quentin', grandmolher) why !lhe wallis to give her a 

letter Bon had sent her. The text's descriptloll of JlIdi/h'~ crilkal rcaclioll/O (BolI's) dcath 

occurs in Mr Compson's narrative to his son, QlIentm, ln which Mr Comp~on significantly 

mentions (in passing) the deaths of her mother and her grandfathcr (Mr Coldfield) as a way 

of highlighting Judith's sequence of lo .. se~. culminaling ln Bon',. Berc'~ the pa~sage: 

111 use !he tcrm "crossing" ln a away similar to Bloom '''' where he u~e .. Il ln many work .. to reler lu a 
pûCl'S movemcOl bctwccn "d,fferent k,"d.~ of fIgurative thmking" (B1oom 1977, 398). My Il'>C of JI 
thereforc refers la !hal cnsis-moment ln a characlcr\ Iarc whcrc th"t characler dl'oCover .. ll/In- or hcr·~lr lU lx: 
incurably alienatcd from his or her sclf. and m alway\ JO the procc ... ~. in any narratlvc ael, of cxprc .. "ing thi~ 
state of perpetuaI movcmcnt, this state of nol havlng a '>lahle '>cll or "topo,," (In rhe \C/I'>C 01 • place 01 

sccurc idenuty') from which 10 proJe<:t a !>clf 
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... (Judlth) never called on anyone now, bad no friends now, doubtless knowing no more wby sbe chose your 
grandmolher 10 give Ibe lelter 10 !han your grandmodler knew; nOl thio DOW bul gauot, the SUlpeo skull 
showing indeed DOW Ihrougb the wom. the Coldfield, flesb, the face wbicb bad long since forgotten how to 
bc young and yel absolutely impenetrable, absolutely serene: no mouming, nOl even grief, and your 
grandmOlher saying, 'Me'! You want me 10 kcep il'!' 

'Yes,' Judith said. 'Or destroy il. As you like. Read il if you like or dont read il if you like. Because 
you make 50 little impression, you see. You gel bom and you try Ibis and you donl know wby only you 
keep on trying it and you are bom al the same lime with a 10l of other people, ail mixed up with them, Iike 
lrying to, baving 10, move your arms and legs with slriogs ooly the same strings are bitcbed 10 ail the other 
anns and legs and the others aU lrying and they donl know wby eilher except tbal the strings are ail in one 
another's way like five or six people ail trying 10 malte a rug on the samc 100II1 ooly cadl one wanlS 10 
weave his own pattern into the rug; and il caot matter, you know thal, or the Ones tbat set up the loom 
would bave arranged things a IiUle better, and yel il must matter' because you keep on trying ()l' baving 10 
keep on trying and tben ail of a suddeo il' s ail over and ail you bave lefl is a block of stone with saatcbes 
on il provided there was someone 10 remember 10 bave the marble scratcbed and sel up or had lime 10, and il 
rains on il and the sun sbines on il and after a while tbey dont even remember the name and wbat the 
scratches were lrying 10 tell, and Il doesn '1 mauer. And so maybe if you could go 10 someone, the stranger 
the bclter, and give them somethmg-a scrap of paper-sometbiog, anytbing, il nol 10 mean anytbing io 
itself and them nol even 10 read il or keep il, not even 10 bother 10 tbrow il away or destroy il, al leasl il 
would be something jusl bef1use il would bave bappened, be remembered even if only from passing frool 
one band 10 another, one mind 10 anolher, and il would be al leasl a scratch, something, sometbing Ihat 
mighl malte a mark on something tbal was once for the reason tbal il cao die someday, while the block of 
slOne caol be is because it oever cao become was because it cao never die or perisb ... ' and your grandmotber 
watcbiog ber, the impenetrable, the calm, the absolutely serene face, and cryiog: 

'No! No! Not tbal! Think of your-' and the face walcbiog ber, comprebending, stiU serene, nOl even 
bitter: 

'Oh. 11 No, nol thaL Decause somebody will bave 10 take care of Clytie, and falber, 100 ... ' (126·8). 

In of(~er to understand Faulkner' s text here, it is necessary to understand the critical 

aet involved in such a narration. Narratives allow the characters producing them to address 

the issue of their self-identity or, more specifically, to address the issue of the erasure or 

fragmentation of their identity. Iudith here admits to Mrs Compson that ber present 

narrative articulates the scene of her breaking; she admits that her discourse reflects upon 

the disruption of her earlier discoursc, her failure at the loom. 

Given this, what message does Judith's loom analogy convey to Mrs Compson? Not 

surprisingly, her web imagery is wound up with the correlation of 'life' and a fonn of 

'lexluality' .12 Th4ltliving life as one would like to becomes a textual activity is evident in 

Judilh's llsscrUon thal her discoursc is "/ike five or six people all trying to make a mg on 

the same loom only each one wanL~ 10 wcave his own pattern into the rdg." But this text, 

whelher patterns on the loom or scratches on a tombstone, emls up being undone or erased 

hccausc, as ephebcs, Judith and Bon fail to wrest places for themselves, fail to weave their 

l2'Illc word 'texl' IS fl'Omthc Latlll tenn leXII4S. meaning "style, ussue of a hterary work, Iiterally that 
whkh Il> wllven. \\'l'h. texturc" (0 E 0) 
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own pattern into the metaphorical rug. Judith 's retlection on the loom is her retlcction on 

language, so it is only appropriate that she effectively disappears bchind her text (Judith 

occludes herself in the pronoun "you" which obviou!\ly directs attention away l'rom her 

"me"). Judith's narrative is about her crisi~. the t~lct (hat ~hc had bcen erased. her pattern 

undone. by her brother's killing of Bon; she critically brings this up in her half-concealed 

way, in her discourse on self loss to Mrs Compson. The rcader becomes caught up in the 

ongoing rhetorical onslaught or textual weaving togcther of birth to 100111 (0 mg to block of 

stone to scratches, and so on, and so doe~ not even perceive this occultation, having so 

much else to follow. As a result, Judith \ actllal (though ohsl'lIIcd) self-rcfcrcnçc~ retlcct 

metaphorically, in their occlusion, her failllle at the 100111; her "1" is not assel1ed in the 

fabric of her discourse to Mrs Compson. The fact that ~he I!\ rcally talking abolit herself 

becomes a thread 10st in her discursive ~huftling of l1letaphor~. 

But why does Judith, as 1 am arguing, willinRfy lo~e her\elf in the discursive shuffle 

of her own metaphors? Il is because Judith has adoptcd what may be callcd the clhics of 

disinterestedness: "so maybe if you could go 10 ~Ollleone, the ~tranger the better, and give 

them something ... at least il would be sOl1lething jU\t hccallse it would have h.lppened, be 

remembered even if only from passlIlg from one h:\lld to another .. " Judith passes the letter 

disinterestedly because she believes that ~he might "make a mark on something" that way. 

She therefore serenely and impenetrably pa~'ie~ a p,ivate pos~e~~ion on while explaining 

her present actions in figurative term~. lt 11111\t be rcmcmbered that the intncacy of Judith's 

verbal web is fundamentally a representation of her having heard the voice of death: 

Henry's announcement of his murder signallll1g Bon'\ Irre-vocable ab~cnce A<:. a narrative 

of her experience of death, her word~ ~ay' 'there b no place for my de~irc, for Illy 

(roman tic) designs,' and 50 the '1' which telh of Illy heartbrcak mu':.t be sub':.ulllcd by the 

metaphoric fabric of my explanation. Judith, ln other word~, i\ aware of her act, aware that 

handing the letter over erase~ her pmlllOn or place ln relallon to it, a~ David Krau~e 

observes of this scene: "handing the letter over to a ... tranger activate ... new and unMable 
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contexts, intentions, .lnd audiences, inevitably smudging, erasing, any recoverable original 

meaning" (Krause 1984, 232). 

Having superficially erased herself from her narrative and her act, by giving her letter 

to a "stranger," Judith nonetheless feels that she (and Bon) would by this act be leaving a 

"mark on something." But what is it that makes the.\c marks more vital and permanent than 

the scratches upon a tombstone, or the pattern one tries to weave into a mg? Strangely, the 

passage of time (rain and sun modifying the inscription on a tombstone) and the passing 

away of people (Bon, Ellen and Mr Coldfield)-both of which testify to the ephemeral 

nature of existence-motivate Judith's Idea that a memorable/durable mark can be made by 

disinterestedly passing a scrap of paper to a disinterested or uninvolved stranger. To 

answer the above question, 1 ask a preliminary questton-another question which it will 

take the rest of this chapter to answer. In what way did Bon leave a mark on Judith's 

psyche'] If "you make so little impression," how did Bon achieve one? The rnere desire to 

leave an impression, Judith tells u~, is annihilated by other people's efforts, so that no 

impression is left ("then ail of a sudden it\ ail over"). As in the Tower of Babel, ail 

remarks become lost in the con-text (network of discursive web~) of the general tone, and 

nothing is relayed or passed. In seeking a way out of this discursive con-text, Judith 

begins to meditate upon the nature of discourse itself, and so to generate a sort of meta­

criticism. In other words, Judith 's entire act of pas~ing the letter on to Mrs Cornpson and 

her rellcction 011 the necessity of her doing ~o, develop~ as the novel 's most self-conscÏous 

scene of an indlvidual theorizing the faet of their having been influenced. 

Judith 's ethic of disinterestedness, a~ a way of leaving a mark, is nonetheless marked 

by, and thus has a vested interest in, the subject that is her explanation's concealed therne: 

her frustration m being left with a dead lover. The chamcter of this impression, however, is 

different from the type of impression that people on the loom struggle to leave. For those 

people, III their struggle to manifest their de~ire. ~eek to leave a mark which will be a sign, 

or subsitute representative, of thcir pre~eJl(.'t' There 15 nothing significant about the effects 
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of this desire; it leaves either no mark or a mark that is prone to fade afler "it rains on il and 

the sun shines on il." Judith obselVes to Mrs Comp~on that presence cannot be assel1ed 

from a vantage of presence: presence can only be attributed to that which is dead ("the block 

of stone cant be is because it cün never becomc a·a.\ "). This too COli Id be taken as the 

subtext of ail narrative acts in Absalom. one ran only discliss events that have passed. 

Hence the obsessive tone of most narrative aets in the text. According to this text, only 

meaningless babble results when one tries to expre~~ oneself wlth one 's contemporaries, 

the people one is bom with. One must instcad be intluenced by the past, by thm which is 

no longer present. It is only once Bon I~ dead that he truly bccomes a presence for Judith, 

galvanizing her into action, into discoursing upon the nature of IIfe. The Charlcs Bon text 

(web) achieves its full significance for Judith once it has been completed. tinalizcd; only 

then, only in an act of retrospection typical of mo~ t characters in Ah.\lliotn, can she begin to 

read him, recognize his impression, hl~ presence Judith come~ to believc that language 

can only leave an impression when it reflect~ upon the absence~ or ruptures lhm are inhercl1l 

in alllinguistic relationships.13 

Even though she is referring to her own lite experienCt~. Judith uses a vague pronoull 

to insulate her from the exposure of explicitnes~ (by saying 'l' ~he would be attempting to 

assel1 a pattern in the fa bric of life and thll~ end up bcing destroyed again). Judith thus 

indirectly expresses how the figure of hel ..,elf i~ caught up in the 'you' of the world, 

thereby admitting her own fragmentation. A furthcl rhctorical exprc~~ion of this 

predicament, and also a reflection upon her rhetorical ..,trategy, i'i embodicd in her use of the 

13lt must be rcrnembered that Bon 's completcd eXI~lcnce Il> not only a lullne<;." but 1 .. aho a <;cvere absence 
for Judith. Jacques Derrida's association of the defcrral of prc\entc In the ligure ollhe wnllen (a\ opposcd 
ta the spoken, whel'e "speech le; proffercd ln the pre.lent. ln tlte presenCl' 01" thc lJ ... tencr) may help clanfy 
this notion of Judith's bemg innuenccd or mOllvatcd by a "'Ignlflcant death whlch I~ boLh pre,>encc and 
absence. Demda WrJlCS mat "only words Lhat are dcferred, re,>ervcd, envclopcd, rollcd ur .. nnly hldden 
lellers can thus get Socrate!> moving. If a ~pccch cou Id be purely prc\ent, unvelled, naked, offercd up m 
person In its truth. wlthoutthe delOurs ofa <;Igmllcr forelgn 10 Il. If at the IImlt an undclencd logo.1 werc 
possible, It would not scduce anyone" (1981, 71). Judith· ... addre., ... tn Mr ... Comp ... on hune ... whal it pralo;es. 
pcrsomfying Bon whlle effacing hl!> and her overt pre,>entc,> In her dl<,cour,>c ft 1'> thu,> thal her dl\Cour'>C 
renccts Ihe nollon that onl)' Ihe absent. only thc hiddcn or non-prc ... enL, can be engaglllg. 
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conjunction 'and.' Il is a conjunction which fails to enforce a juncture; it takes the place of 

punctuation or, even more likely, take!'l the place of elaborating interconnecting phrases as 

in: 'You get born. Afler a white you try this except you dont know why ... Furthermore, 

since you are born with a lot of other people ... ' Judith 's "and," as a special kind of 

'conjunction,' also serves to give the impression of breathlessness, intimating Judith 's 

groundlessness and feeling of confusion as that person who had struggled to assert her 

pattern at the loom. That Judith has not transcended this crisis and so still considers herself 

at the loom is articulated in the following passage: 

... your grandmOlhcr walchmg hcr, the impenetrablc, the calm, lhe absolulcly scrcnc face, and crymg: 
'No! No! NOlthaL! Thmk of your-' and the face watchmg her, comprchending, suU serene. nOleven 

biller: 
'Oh. I? No. nOL thal. Bccause somconc will have lO take care 01 Clyuc. and fathcr, LOO .. .' 

Judilh 's face is impenetrable; il doesn 't bear the marks or scratches of her trouble, her 

losses. Yet while the face may reslst eriucal penetration, the identity that ought to constitute 

Judith, the Identity that ought to be at th\! core of her being, is not there. Il is instead within 

the linguistic possession of her father and Clytie, and now too of Mrs Compson. Judith's 

self belongs to those others. Judith and Mr!'l Comp!'lon had been talking about the locus 

into which the letter was to be placed, and Mrs Compson had begun to advise Judith, one 

must infer, that she not give it up becau!'Ie some day she may wish she had it as a memento 

of the pa st. Mrs Compson almost says ''Think of yourse(f' but Judith interrupts her, 

saying "Oh. l'!". thercby showing how her "cIl' return~ to her consciousness only through 

the motivating 'Nords of another and return~ even then as thollgh her'I' were an 

afterthollght to her. By saying "Oh. I?", Judith also admits that her "1" or self is no longer 

under her authority (for the reason that she will have to devote herself to caring for her 

fmher and Clytie), in the same way that ail aets of cntical expression, in the text, quote the 

authority of the other and so admit that the self doesn 't have autonomy over ils utterances, 

or over ilS destiny (Mrs Comp!'lon read~ Judith 's aet of passing the letter on as a passing of 

the self, as a prelude to Judith's complete renunciation of self through suicide). Once 
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again, Judith ventures her '1' only with the pUl'pose of displacing it, by stating lhm she will 

not need Bon' s letter because it no longer refen to hcr~elf. Devoting herself 10 othcrs, she 

is no longer a stable topos (or place from which to rCl'eive or projcll olher people 's 

utterances or one's own) and thus the kner must be passed on to a group bcyond Judith's 

association. Judith wouldn 't know who Mr~ Compson might show the lctter 10, or what 

she might;jo with il. Judith breaks into Mr~ Compson'~ discourse then, only to undennine 

her position in il once again. 

Judith passes Bon 's letter on and pas~e~ her~df on too. But, as 1 have been 

maintaining, this strategy finally doe~ leave a mark, Judith a~sert~ her self (albclt a divided 

selO by passing a letter on to Mrs Comp~on, the closest approximation 10 a slranger she 

could find in a small town. Judith 's pa~sing, and her thenry of Il, lInearths the gap fore cd 

forever between her and her fiancé, and unearth'i too the faet that thc discourse she had 

used to keep herself going prior to Bon \ murdcr had been brokcll. Or, to describc her act 

as a type ofpersonification, we may rely on J. Hilli~ Millel's description of a l'onn of 

personifieation which 

always burics what Il evokes in the apostrophic pralse, hke Antony spcakmg (}vcr thc dcml body of ClIc\ar. 
ProsopopocJa effaccs whllt it glves li facc to by mllkmg Il val1lsh mlo the emlh and becoOlc ... . \Omll wllhollt 
sema, or soma commg into the open as the rnalerial base 01 .\emll, a~ no longer oven pcrsontflcation but 
nQW effaced catachresis bccome rncre literai naOle, Ilke alomh'ilonC Wlth the ICller'i worn away or a com 
rubbcd smoolh, 'cffaccd' (1987, 346). 

In its apostrophie recalling or reiteratioll, J udnh'" per'ionifying aet of criticisl11 "hurics" or 

"effaces," 'wears away the lellers' (on u "tol11b~tone"), and so ~pcaks about a body without 

meaning ("soma without sema"): a discour~e whieh takes it~ own inubility tn cohere into 

account. 

To understand her eritieal act'~ rein~ciption of her eri~i~, wc mll~t ~ce what it is that 

Judith passes on. Let us look a large scellon of thi.., letler'~ ~econd paragraph: 

We have walted long enough You WIll nOlne how 1 do not tn.\ull you ellher by .\aytn}{ / have wmled 
long enough. And Iherefore, smce / do nol tn~ull )OU by Wjmg Ihal only 1 have wmll'd,/ do not add, 
expeci me. Because whol WAS is one llung, and now li t.1 nol betaule 111\ dead, Il dll'd tn /86/, and 
lherefore whal IS-(There They have slarledfirmg agatn Whl( h-IO men/ton tl-II redundam y 100, ltke 
lhe brealhtng or need of ammunllion Becau.\e .\Omellfnel /llunk Il ha.\ never lIopped Illw.ln'l llOpped of 
course ... So Ihal means Ihal ÎlIS dawn agatn and Ihall mltll \lOp SlOp what~ you wlll wy Why, 
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lhinktng, remembermg--remark Ihal ! do nol sa) IlOpmg-, LO become once more for a period withoui 
houndaries or /ocallOn tn lime, mmd/ess and lrra/wnal rompanlOn and tnmale of a body which, even after 
four years 1.\ .wlllmmer.\ed and ObvlOusly bemu!>ed m recolleeltons of old peace and conten/men/lhe very 
names of whose scenl.\ and .munds ! do nOI knolV Ihall remember. But ta fimsh.) 1 cannot say when 10 
expeu me Decause what IS lof !>omethmg eI!>e agam because II was not allve then And smce because 
wlthin thlS .~heel of paper you now ho/d the besl of Ihe old Soulh wluch IS dead, and Ihe words you read 
were wrlllen upon il wllh Ihe best of Ihe new North IVhich has conquered and wh/ch therefore, whelher il 
Ilkes il or nOl, will have la survive,! now bl'l/Cvc rhfll you and 1 are, strangely enough,mcluded among 
lhose who are doomed 10 live (131-2) 

ln reading this letter aner Judith'!, departure. Mn. Compson would find that find that 

Judith in her speech had becn quoting or at least referring indirectly to parts of the letter she 

would be pas~ing on to her. Judith ha~ thus come to incorporate Bon's own interrupted, 

disrupted words in her discourse-Bon ~peak., through the holes in her voice, since the 

same concern wlth the was and the 1.\ i~ ba~lc to the texture of Bon' s wOl'ds, too. In his 

letter, Bon notes that the pattern he wa~ crealing on the sheet of paper was interrupted by 

other people, individuals fighting to assen their desires at the loom of conflict, fighting not 

on a rug but in the Civil War. In the 11l1d~t of thl~ stnfe Bon had wanted to regain his old. 

uniticd self, "witl/Oltl howldarie.\ or locatLOIl in tlIne," pnor to IIlternal division. But his 

body (his soma), not his mind, will not let him forget the "otd peace and contentment," and 

Ihus maintain~ Ihe division. Hon 's observation here also leads us te 'IVe that Judith's 

was/is theory ("it would be at least a scratch, ..,omething, ~omething that might make a mark 

on somctlul1g that WiL" once for the rea~on that lt can die someday, while the block of stone 

cant be Î.\ becau~e il never can becol11C' wa.\ because lt can never die or perish ... ") derives 

l'rom Bon's lette!. In Bon's ternlS what lI'U.\ l'Ione thlllg, and now it is not because it is 

dcad, il dled in IR61, and Iherefore whal/.\ j.., !\ometlung e\se again because it was not alive 

then. Bon tells JudIth thm they are in a IH!\\! world, that the world of the Old South is dead, 

and, becall~e the New South is new and unfamiliar a~ yet, he cannot tell her when to expect 

his prescnce. 

y C't thcre :UC' dlfferenccs betwC'cn Bon \ was/I~ formulatIon and Judith 's re-

pJl.~SCnlalion of Il For J udllh what i.\ I~ l'c-ally 11'll.\; a glimmer of understanding of a subject 

is possible onl)' Ol1ce lt ha!\ bcen 1o,1. For BOil whar 1.\ i.., something that 1S forever new, 
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and the was instead something that no longer has any effect. except upon the body. Now, 

as Dennis Foster notes, Judith "demands ... her lettel's repetition through another's 

memory." She believes, in other word." that in order to "'be is.· she must pla~ .. e anothcr 

under an obligation. The passage suggests that Belng i~ pred~ely this exerL'ise of power 

over another who will interpret the letter a., a trace of what wez.'" (Foster, 86). Bon. 

however, seems to believe that his letter i~ on the vanguard. and will always remain ;.'i in 

the pennanent order of the New South. 14 

Judith's formulation seems to be doser to Nietzsche's theory of the eternal return. In 

Irwin 's words: 

To will thal repCllllOn. to Will the elemal, mcanlllgh:~, rCl urrl'IICl' 01 the ,allll' l' the IlIghC'il _let thal 
NieLZsche kJlow~, for whllc man cannol change the nature 01 Will', wltl1l11 who'ic grlp hl' l' l''i'>Cllually 
passive and helplcss, he can change hls relauon,hlp to \JIne by m:tlvcly wlllmg repctJlUlIl, by actlvcly 
willing his own pao;slvlty. Butlo will actlvely one'" own )).1"1\'11)' III thc grlp 01 tlille " tn Will that cvent 
to which limc Icads, IllS to WIll onc's demh, or at thc vcry k'.I'!' 10 u)Ilcur 11\ onl'" d~llh (XO·2) 

ln the tenns of my argument here, one\ erillcal <leh "colleur ill onc'~ lownl dcath" by 

repeating the abruption caused by the Othel or, le~~ ,cvcrdy. by (an)othcl. By pa'i~ing 

Bon's letter on to a near-stranger, Judith wtl!.. the etel1lal, Illealllngles~ rCCurtcnce of 

difference, where meaning is grounded 111 the body, the 'iclf', Image 01 t\,elf, that entity 

which is no longer an entity but is now dlvlded. The etcrnal relllrn, a~ Man.:u.,.,c read~ 

Nietzsche, is not "mere repetition" but a "willcd and wanled rc-creation" of the cmis or 

primaI scene and thus can speak for "Ihe total aftinnalion of the IIfe in.,tinct." rcpelling ail 

escape and negation" or repression (Marcu...c, 112, III) J udllh \ l.' 1., hecau\c Il wa., once 

was. Bon's ;s, however, a1so affim1., IIfe and 11'1 amlmalent Imphcatton III and with demll. 

Bon says that theyare doomed to live, doomcd, that 1 .... to Icave an impre ...... lon on the fahric 

of life. It is thi~ prophecy of being doomcd 10 live thal Judith'" pa~\Jng on of the !eller 

14But Bon falls ln hl~ bcllcf. A~ Krau,e notc, 01 Bon \ letter "Thc wnll'r wallt .. lm Icllcr rcall two way', 
wants It dccoded both a~ nonverbal !>Ign of more or Ic\'> ObJCCll vc hl\IOrlCal UrLUrn\I<IIILC\ alld a\ vcrhal tL:xt 
of more or Icss subJcctlve cXlslcntlal dC\lrc Though Il attcmpl\ 10 wntc Il\ own re'l(lmg. the Iclter hy \Cil· 
defmilion rcmain~ ma way mcomplcLC, m,ufflClcnt 10 iL\cH, unreadahlc, CXCCpl hy that 'you' Il reqUlre .. and 
prcsupposc~ and wnles-but cannol rcad" (Krau .. c 19H4. 216) Inlhl\ re\llCt.!, hoth thcofle,> 01 readmg 
trope, arc about, the CIrcuit of commuOIcation Bon'\ ICller, III othcr wonh. talk.. III an o!J",uJrc way ahout 
thc facllhal mdlvldual\ do not have aUlhorlly OVCf Ihelf IIttcr.incc, 

• 
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fuJfilJs. Judith pa~c;es the letter on, but lIlarke; it while doing so, asserting a discontinuity 

belween her figure and Bon '!o. by using the tenns in a !o.lightly altered sense. Let us now 

consider the nature of this son of pas!o.ing on. 

1 t i s my bel ief that J udi th' s strange acts of pa ssi ng her fiancé' s letter to Mrs 

Compson, and of giving her!>e}f ra her father and Clytie, make sense when considered as 

acts of criticism which consciously quote the primaI scene instead of repressing il. By 

passing the letter to Mrs Compson, Judith 1'> perfonning an apostrophe, or the sort of 

apostrophe defined by Culler, which "make~ lt~ point by troping not on the meaning of a 

word but on the CIrCUit or situation of commulli<.:ation ilself' (Culler 1981, 135). 

Ali !o.igns, ail patterns, Judith sugge,>r... ta Mrs Compson, are in a state of flux; lhere 

are no ~table tOpOI (mental conceptlon~ of the ~elf as a !<tlable place from which to initiale or 

receive di.,<.:Our~c). Bon and Judith becomc doomcd ta hve. to be rcmembered by future 

generatlon!<t, to leave a mark on the fabm: of life bc(:aw.e they themselves, through their 

actions, becomc 'crossings,' ~ymbob of a ,>elfe; di,>ruptions. By passing on the letter, 

Juduh assens il sense of continuom, di!.conunuity in life, sameness through difference. 

Carolyn Paner ob~erve~;: "Bon's letter. as weil as JlIdlth'~ <let, manifest physically the 

prin(.'iple of social continuily al work in ail the conversations lor narrativL " .." critical 

voi(:esl in the novel" (Poner, 266). But a letter IS (.'ommonly understood as that which is 

sent from one lonl~ to another. Lettel~ are dlre<.:ted: they begin in one place and end up in 

lmolher place. Bon \ lelter, however, appear!. "WUhOllt date or SalUI;..ltion or signature" 

(129), and thus reflecls its own nature a-; an object withoUI stability, an object that is not 

grounded by a !.ingle destination and WIll thu!. always be in the process o~ beeoming. The 

blank or gap whcrc Judith 's name ought to have been a, addn:se;ee gives il its mobility.15 

1 ~Whal wa, ~lIlt carller ni Ro'a, Ihal SUlpcn'~ word~ lIl~uh her bccau~e Ihe)' converl her into a sigmfier 
wtlhoul a ~Igllllïed (Morn~, INO), ~uggesl~ whal mO~llIldlvldllal~ in the lexl fcar-thal is, those indlviduals 
who don '1 have an trolll': fll'r'pccll\'c llpon whallhc)' hcar-t~ a sign withoul a slablc mcamng They fcar 
thl' l·at~ld\rl'''' \11lhl. Il,, Ill" Cl pr/tlrt ab~cncc of me:llllllg whlch the teller of the talc, herc Mr Compson, 
dlX'sn 't gra,p COIllIl\llll C'pcCIS "solllcthing IIlI~~lIlg" 10 bc found III the letler to Judith, but mSlcad thcre 
t~ a gap or apnrt~l. an ahl\ence 01 nal1le~ III the Icucr A, one cnue 'lotes, cllmg Barthes in refcrcncc to Mr 
('Olllp';OIl\ 1Il~lhtllly 10 male thl' part.; of hll\ 'IOry l'Oherl' HA 'rcadcrly' rcadmg, dnvlIlg toward the 
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Judith 's passing on of the letter thus recognizes and r~assens the letler's implicil mode of 

being, and re-enters it into the circuit of crossing!l. 

This act of passing re-enacts the letter'~ ~y111bolic status a!llloll-beillg, us loss. 

Judith's words to Mrs Compson tell hel II1directly about her (Judith'~) loss of Charles Ron, 

a loss which she revives and apostroplllzes by giving the letter away. Jonathan Culler 

notes that il is the psychological work of the apo'\trophe to recoup the old f:uni1iar 

"something Ilhat hadl once [been] present 1 butl hu~ 1 nowl bcen lo~t or .lltclluated ... by 

removing the oppo~ition between presence and ab~enœ from cmpirical tnnc and locating it 

in a discursive time" (Cu 11er 1981, ISO). Evidently, Judith rCl11ovc~ the opposition 

between was and is by generating herc a narrative for Mrs COI11Jhon wltlch is about the 

disruption of her own discourse. 

Personification, as we noted in an carlIer cital10n from Miller, alway~ bllric~ what il 

evokes 111 the apostrophic praise, and thu, cffacc!-o what it glve~ a namc to by making it 

vanish into the earth. Miller rcfers to thi!'> proc'c\\ li' articulating a .wma without li Jcma, or 

soma as the material base of sema. FOI Judith, the mcaning Bon', !citer l!-o to have III the 

world of things is aniculated fully through 1 h body. 1 h mode of bClIlg. w. eXIstence as 

something to be passcd on and on. McPher~on notc .... that Judith '\ dictum that !\hc pa'ùes 

(chlmerical) secunty of coherence, sta'il'>, mime'>!' .. , rcpre\enlaliOn 01 whal 1\ \lgnlllcd, will 1101 ,>all\ly Ihe 
gcnumcly pcnMVC texl Comp\on work~ <1\ a readcrly rcacler 01 .1 pCII\lVC texI, hellœ, hl\ IIICVIt:.lblc 
frustrations He expects Bon's leller to revcalll\ ... ccrcL ... 10 IHm, ln lcllimn (III rC\[XlIl\C to Ill'> prc ... \lIIg 
tnqUiries) whallt thtnh BUllhe pcn'>lve lexl doc ... nol repl} , Il r('maln\ unpcrlurbcd, · ... ha!lowy lII\Crutahle 
and serene'" (Krau!.e 1984,239). Mr COmp\OIl, ('vell l' wc bdlcvr Ihallll\ ablllly 10 <JuOIe Judlth\ worth 
10 hi!. mother IS denvcd from year ... and year ... 01 he.mng the ,>lory IOld, and ... 0 OIIL\ bclIIg pa ..... ed dowllio 
hlm, stIll has a creative hand m many of lhe dclml\ l'hu-., CVCII Ihough hc rnake .. part ... 01 Il up, hc \ull 
passes thlS slory on to Quenun whltc admlllmg thallh meanmg I ... II't evcn dcar ln hllll\clf YCl hy bcmg 
what he mlghl hke to thtnk of a!> a mere medIum, Mr Comp\on \ull, m wanlmg a (,ornlJlon \cn'>C rcadmg, 
bui not bclOg able to find one, nonelhele!>\ uII\wn",clOu\ly doc\ whallhc olher wllC'" IIICllllOIICd ... 0 lar hav_ 
donc consclously. Smce cntlCI'im Il> nOl a wIIlemplalion 01 Ihal wtllch 1\ rcprc\l.:ntcd. hUl a torucrnpl:lllon 
of how the subJcct IS represenlCd and of the way III wluth that (,Irtult 01 UIHlIllUnltatll)IJ dctClllcr ... Identlly 
and hlghlighls ambIvalence!>, Mr Compson (00 lelh how hl\ narrative tontalO\ cmbcddcd wllhm ItlCxlual 
lhreads which unravel hls way of flguring thmg\, of ,>cemg tlung ... lhrough Il .... (lcgally-lnllllcd) log""llC and 
common-!>Cn\C eye!> Wuh thls m mmd, Krau\e 1\ able lO m'>lghlully Ilote, ln relcrclltc 10 Judllh\ 
ullerance ("Il would bc ... ome th mg JU\l ~au\e Il wou Id havc happcned") thal "Whal wCluld happen lor 
Comp'ion '<j Juduh, then, would Ilot bc the mlme\ .... he wanlcd lor hllTl\cll bUl a \emIO\l\, nol c!oUllllelllcd 
meamng and vOlee bUl monumental ~Ign and \Ilcnu;" (Krau,>c 191<4.210) 50 lhal Mr Comp ... on'\ eflorl ... al 
reprcsentlng the fael., bctomc,> more of é.l tnlltal att a., hl\ tll,>(.our,>c gcncralc", li pfllTlal '>LCIlC whlth dl\rupl,> 
hls more con!>clou~ allempl\ 10 \CCure ,>cn,>c and rncanll1g 

• 
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the leller on not mean but to matter draws a distinction between "the significance that is 

meaning and the lIignificance that is mattenng" (McPherson, 445). In Krause's words 

then, the distinction III also one between "documented meaning" and "semiosis" or 

"monumental sign and silence" (Krause 1984,230). Mr Compson, even though he 

'invents' the tale and the dialogue, nonethelt"lIs hi01se]f produces somerhing thar is missing 

to him. He therefore generates a narral1ve about his own loss. Bon 's letter itself, grounded 

in no single, stable self but only in the selves of its successive possessors or readers, thus 

becomes incorporated into diff~rerlt narrative~ Judith \ crisis, her crossing, is repeated in 

the passing on of the letter. Ju,1ith'~ ~cratch comes to have more vital and permanent 

effects than the effons made by people on the 10001. Because she cornes to understand 

what Shreve, as we shaH see, takes for granted-the notion that total meaning, something 

to explain aIl acts and narratIves, is a vain idealbm: the notion that everything can 't always 

be explained, that lIomething will alway~ be mi~\mg-Judith talks about aporia through 

aporia as ~hc passe~ the letter on, renouncing w, daim to her renounced 'self.' Judith uses 

the letter, itself an anonymom crossing or aporia. to ~ymbolize the O1obility of her own 

self. J udnh 's aet of criticism make.\ .ret Cl fimlzer tear li! tlze jahnc of her life, discoursing, 

as it does, upon the abruption~ that are part of ail narrative <lets. 



Chapter Three. 

Vocal Networks: Quentin's Crisis of Listening . 

.. ... Now 1 want you 10 lell me JUSl one IJung IllOrt' Why do you hale lhe SOlllh')" 
"1 dont hale Il,'' Quentin ~aJd,lJUlcJ..Jy, al once, IIlIIllC(halc\y; "1 donl hmc il," he 

smd. 1 dont hale Il he lhoughl, panlJllg III lhe coJd alf, lhe ilOn New EngJand dark; 1 
dont 1 dom' 1 dont IUI/e Il' 1 d{llll /U/I(' Il' (AA. 17X) 

h il an image, or IS Il a ph,II1I<1\l1l" (IülIllIlan. 2~) 
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ln my first chapter 1 showed that to under~tand the language of the first three 

paragraphs of Faulkner'~ Ah.\a/om, Ah.w/om' it is impol1ant to see what its aporias say in 

and ofthemselves. We discovered that the Occlll~ion of grammatical subjects expressed 

sorncthing in it\elf This occlusion in effeel di~c1o~ed that it doesn't matter who talks about 

or who Iisten~ to the narrative of Sutpen' '> South bec alise that narrative disembodies or 

"inscribes" its wOlild be tellers and would be li~teners, depriving them of their own 

identifies and makmg them into repo~itorie~ for Or/WI voices. In my second chapter 1 

showed how six indlviduals in Ahsalom, Ah.\lllom! reaet critically to other voices by 

making the fact of their narratives' di\nlption the them,~ of their talk. In this chapter, 1 

notcd, 1I110tmg another en tic, that Mr Comp,>on, reading 'lS a "readerly reader," "expects 

Bon's lettcr to revcal it~ ~ecrets to him" (Krall,>e I9~4, 239). Reading in this way, and so 

expccting the "sccurity of coherence. Masi.,.landJ 1111111esis." Compson would have great 

diftïculty wlth the pronominal equivocation\ in the fmt paragraph of Absalom, Absalom!. 

Dcpal1ing from Compson 's mode of leaderly rcadin!;.!, 1 explore in this chapter the 

meanings of Qucntln'~ critical a~senlon~ (qllotcd on the utle page to this chapter) in which 

he dalll1s that he docsn 't hale the South ln doing ~o, 1 hope to uncover the vocal 

influences upon Quentin's psyche, not1f1g that Quel1l1n\ exclamation repeats his abruptions 

by other voices, and rcveals, as a reslIlt, an Illlncate nctwork of vocal influences (namely of 

Mr Comp~on 's tran~fer of his own mode of readerly l'eading to his son). 

Quentin. having gone to the NOl1h to ~tudy al Harvard, had hoped to distance himself 

from Ihe sloric~ of Suptcn and of the South whkh had haunted him since his childhood. 

His altcmpt to adl1cve this dIstance obviow.ly falls 111 light of hi~ critical answer to his 

roommate'~ question "\Vhy do you hate the South'?" Unable to e~cape the influence these 

tales have on him. Quentin's response i~ the all;"IOll~ 1 f not psychotic ." dont hale it," 

spoken aloud t\VICC to Shl'eve and then a Illlmber times, but \Vith juS! as Illuch emphasis, to 

himsclf. In thl~ l'haptcr and the next. 1 L·on.,iderQuel1un's critical pronouncement as a non-
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ironie utterance, appearing in the text as a direct juxtaposition to Shreve 's way of rearling to 

the things he hears about the South. In thi!. chaptcl. prior 10 considering the mlture und 

effeets of Shreve's ironic sensibility morc fully, 1 (l'y to disclllangle the network of vocul 

influences which prevents Quentm from admllling hi" hatrcd of being lIndemlincd and 

inscribed by the inheritance of a tradition of Southcrn laies, his hatred and l'cOlr of being 

inscribed by voices which, as the text say!., convcrt him illlo a '·commonwealth."l 

1 am arguing that Quentin's crisis of not bcing able to balance his voit'e with the more 

powerful voices of the Southem legacy he had been brollght up on can hl' traœd back to the 

effects on him of Mr Compson 's story about the conflict between Henry 's language of 

puritan values and Bon 's I:mguilge of New Orkan!'- hedOlll' .. m Supertidally, the story 

seems 10 be about Bon 's altempts to get Henry 10 arec pt Bon \ hedOlmtic language !lO thm 

Henry will drop his objection to the conœpl and rcality of Bon\ "1llI),tress," and so let Bon 

marry Judith. Yet there is a strange relation!.hip belwccn Comp"on's tale and Quentin's 

exclamation al the end of the book. For Qucntlll '), vocal pronoulIl:cment and Mr 

Compson's presentation of Henry and Bon conver~ing l'mm a \trange vocal network, so 

that il is impossible to understand what happen\ III lhe one wllholll a con!.ideration of the 

other. This complexity i<; the resuh of the double plot of COI1lP\OIl'~ narrative For just:l!. 

Compson describes how Bon tried to inscribe Henry withlll the bound\ of hl\ les~ 

restricted ideology, so Compson's !.tory retlcct\ 11<., OWIl proCC'l\ of expmlllg Qucntlll lU 

Compson's own values, as we !.hall see. 

Compson cons Henry into upholding a bellef ln a languagc of meaning, a language of 

presence, as opposed to li more irollll' language of flceplay ln other worth, Cornp\on 

forces Quentin into a readerly mode of rcadlllg, force,> QUCIlU/l JIltn li mode of rcadmg 

which opens him to the experience of (:ri\I'>, anxlcty. IIltlucnet: Bcc:llI'IC Compilon ~how~ 

1 Here is the relevant pa"~ge ln Abmlom, Ah\a/om' "Quenull had grown up Wilh thal 1 grown up wuh the 
voices and stones of Sutpcn and the South]; the llIerc namc ... wcrc mlcrc..hangcablc and almo"l mynad III'" 
childhood was full olthem; hl ... very body wa .. an cmpty h,,11 cc..homg \'Juh .. onorou ... dclcalcd namc.,; he wa ... 
not a bcmg, an entlly, he wa ... a commonwealth Ife wa .... li b.lrrad ... flllcd wlth .... tubborn hac..k-Iookmg 
ghoSIS ... " (12) 
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Henry winning in this contest, Comp~on get~ Quentin to believe that a non-ironie 

commitment to a meaning-bearing language will enable him (Quentin) to be a stronger 

individual, and thereby to be able to control the p~ychological effects upon him of the 

voices he hear~. Yet, in adhering to a sy\tem of reading or interpreting what others say that 

is rarher Jike hi), father's, Quenlin end~ up being Ihe type of rcader who is prone to the 

experience of crisis when listening to other~, a ~tate a number of critics believe Compson 

consciously ~ought to create in Quentin. 

1 describe Quentin's openess to vocal mfluence by using the temlS "metalepsis" and 

"dcmonstrallo." ln my last chapler, 1 ob\erved ho\\! word~ from anothercan have 

carachretic and hypcrbohc effccts, dl<;rupting the: li~teller'~ discoursc with himsclf or 

herself. The~e tropes, in describing the type of attllllde or behcf in a kind of language 

which promotcs an individual's ensis, are fundamental ta the perspective of a readerly 

rcaling. While an ironie mode of listening will Ilot allow the other's words to have 

disruptive power over Ihe self, a metaleptlc mode of li'\tening gives the speaker's words 

more impollance or morc mcaning than the ..,e1f\ own dlscur~ive mode. The readerly 

rcader glve~ the ~peaker's word~ more allthority than hb or her own words, beeause this 

type of rcadel behevc~ that the speakel can 'reveal ~ecret~,' as Krause notes. Associated 

wlth the metalepsb I~ the demonstrauo, for, once the other's figure has been given undue 

aUlhority, the li ... lener i~ Ihen able ta ~ee the orher"" \ubjeçt a~ though il were fully, visually 

prescnt. The readcrly rt'!ader expecb a demon..,trmio becall~e his or her bclicf in the 

'mimetic' quahty of (textllal) utterance~ l~ Illherently a behef in a type of metaphysical 

presence of the subject 2 

2111C lrorul' mul ~cllllologl(.:al mode 01 rC<ldmg, on Lhe aLher hand, as we shaH bc sccing, docsn't bclicvc in 
slIch IIIclaphyslcal prC!\Cllclllg. !\IIK'C Il cOIl!\lders <lpona.; or absences 10 he impOrlnnlloo. ScmlOloglcal 
rl'<Ilhngs, III olhcr w(mb. I\'<ld lor Ûli.' fIgures 01 douhl 1/1 <Iny glven utlemnce'\ Had Quentll1 or Henry rcad 
tlll'\ \\':1)'. thc)' wou Id ha"c "l'Cil UK'lr rc~pi.'l'lI"C tcl!cr's atlempls to inscnbe lhem w1thl/1 a ccrlnm 
Ilklllogicallr:ulll" ,mll '0 \\oulll ha"e :Ivou.kd hClllg IIlllucnl'cd hy lhc!\c \'OKCS, a\'OIdcd bccoming 
l'Olll 111011 \\ l'.lhh~ 
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The tenu itself, as a Thineenth œntury rhetorician notes. refers to <l use of rhetoric 

through which "the subject [of discoursel is revealed so vividly thm it secms to be present 

to the eyes" (Vinsauf, 62). Technically, the demoll~tratio i~ evcn the lirsllropc of 

Faulkner's text, and is drarnatized in that pas~age where Sutpen IS generated out of the dust 

of the office when Rosa vocally creates hl111 nl/ill/lo ln thi~ respect. the slIhtexlllal and 

self-reflexive drarna in the tirst three opellmg paragraphs. in trying to get ilS readers 10 read 

in between the lines and so embody Rosa 's "long dead obje<:t" III the fonn of a slIbject, tries 

to create a demonstratio in the reader'~ l'On~ciollsne" .... The nnportance of the demonstratio 

in Absalom, Absalom! i~ acknowledged III one critir· ... observation that the l'mile text <:ould 

be sa id to be a dramatic rendering of "the IIlteraction between what is said and whatls scen" 

(Sherry, 50). In other words, the text explore" the pO\~lbility of the "power of wonis to 

make things visible" (Sherry, 50)-character~ wOllldn 't be in ... cnhed by nalTatives if what 

is heard weren 't seen vividly by them and accepted ", . pre~encc~' instead of hngui~tic 

creations and figures of dOllbt. It I~ therdon: a nille,,1 mi ... ta\..e to helleve. a~ Gray docs. 

that the novel's nalTator~, in thelr ae .... of tdllllg, cffeclIvcly "pnvtleglel the car over the 

eye" (Gray, 24), since the synecdochlc 01 !'>CCIlIl" metllOd of ail dlscourse in the text 

indicates otherwise. Estella Schoenberg abo indicate, the importance of the Image here as 

something present to the eyes, and a~ the originatol of the text', narrative aCl~. She notes 

that Absalom, Absalom' is "a dernon~tratron of the procc~, by which a complicatcd 'itory 

can be derived from an inadequate set or fact" if tho,e fact, are rClIllorccd by vlvld 

imagery" (Schoenberg, 95). Becau~e of Quentin', ob,e ... ~ivc character, the pa~t ha~ more 

presence for hirn than the present itself. 

The term rnetalepsis describe!l Mr Comp!l()Il"" OWIl dc~criptloll 01 Qucntln'~ po~ition 

vis à vis the tales of the South.3 Quentlll ~peak ... to hil1l'~elf in "notlanguage" bccau'le he is 

3The rnetalepsis has been descnbcd a .. simllar to the metonolllY '>lOle Il "open,>, '>0 lO "peak, the door, \aY'> 
QuintilIan, in order that one may pa .... from onc Idea lO another" 1 La métaIcp .. e "ouvre, pour am"l dire, la 
porte. dit QUlOtIllen, aflO quc vou .. pa .... lel d'unc Idée il unc autrc" (Dumar"aJ'>, 104)1, "the met<tlep\l'> 
represenl~ an enllre comblOatIon of idca,>, a cOIgn, a lhought, lhrough the cxpre'>"lon (vetllde) 01 anothcr 
coign, anolher lhought" ("la métalep .. e rcpré,>cnle toute une LOlnhlllaI,>on d'Idée,>, un Jugcment, unc pcn'>ée, 



73 

overwhelmed, a!l ail characters in crisls are, by the language of others, and so becomes 

implicated in the pa!lt. The reader is introduced to a Mr Compson who tries to place 

Quentin metaleptically m the past by makmg Quentlll responsible for it and by making him 

huve to tell und thmk about il. Havmg a .. ked hi.., father why Rosa had chosen him to listen 

to hcr version of the Southem tales, Mr Compson answers: 

••• [MISS Ro..a] chose you [to IIsten to her talcs] bccau!lc your grandfather was the ncarest thing to a friend 
Sutpcn ever had in thlS counly, and she probably bclievcs that Sutpcn may have lold your grandfather 
somethmg aboul hlm!>elf and her, about thal engagement whlch dld not engage ... And that yOuf grandfather 
mighl have tald me and 1 mlghl have tald yau. And SO, in a ~ense, the affair, no matter what happcns out 
there tomght, Will still be ln the famlly, the !>keleton (If it bc a skeleton) still m the c1osct. She may 
bcheve thallf Il h .. dn 't becn lor yOuf grandfather'!I rnend~hip, SUlpen could never have got a foolhold here ... 
So maybe ~hc con~lder .. you partly re\JXlnslhk lhrough hcredlly for what happened la her and her family 
through hlm (12-13) 

Wc see Mr Compson here ln the proce~~ of convcJ1ing his son into a commonwealth by 

delineating for Quentin a way of po.\iti()nln~ him.\e(llIl relarion 10 Southem individu aIs 

from the past This metaleptic positioning makes Quentin vulnerable to the experience of 

crisis sincc the pa st authority is given pnonty over his own existence in the present 

moment-the past is given, in Mr Comp~on'" e:\.planauon, the power te, lieterrnine 

Qucntin's acuons and bchaviour. Il J!-> tlm metaleptlc position which Shreve's question 

provokes Quentin to give up. Shreve's que~tion demands of Quentin "tha! he justify his 

own existencc" (Poirier, 15) and assen his independence l'rom the South. To justify his 

existence, Quentin would have to show thm the voires of the pa st don't control his 

existenct', show that he has his own voice which ill~tead subsumes the voices of the past. 

ln Mf Compson'~ narrative to his ~Oll. Bon i~ described a~ trying to leave an 

impression on Henry's psyche. The groulld of Compson's metaphor is as follows: 

knowing that Hellry wants him to marry Judith but that Henry's "puritan heritage" (l08) 

par 1\'\Pfl'\"Hln d'un autrc Jugcment, d'une autre pcn\éc" (Fonl:lnler, 107-8)]. The term may therefore bc 
~cn to rq)rl'Sl'nt a "wJlchmg of pOSltlOIl!>, and so dc .. cnbc a Ilclwork of intcrchange (of one voice ovcr 
anolher) ln Illore rccrnl dcfulIlIons, the IllctalepSI'i IS the trope which descnbcs the revisiomstic mode: 
cphehcs OWl' lhelr sense of weakncs\ to the cstabhshed power of the precursor, so in order 10 assert theu 
own \'OK'e", Ihey I11U\1 "wl(ch place wllh the precur!>or, and hCllcc gam pr/Ortty, firsLncss. In Absalom, 
howcvcr, wc arc shown chamcters who gel rcvlsed rmhcr mun thosc that posscss thc power to revisc. 
C'h;lf;I~'I~'N III Ah.lll/om. Ah.IIl/,)IIl' suffer cn~e~ becall~c the olher person 's words mOucncc the way they 
IlCrl'l'l\'e IIK'I1l\c1w\ SutIX'Il'S hnglll~llI: deflllllion of Ro" ... lor ('\umple, IS momentanly glven priorilY by 
her m'cr her 0\\'11 ~l'l1,e-ol-\cll·m-l;mgll;lgl' 



74 

will force him to object to the "eeremony" (109) or object to "the fact of IBon'sl mislress 

and ehild" (104), Bon assumes he has only to rewritt: Henry's moral code in order for 

Henry to allow Bon to marry Judith and keep the mi,;tress. 1 show firsllimt Henry's 

puritan language in the end does nOllose 10 Bon 's rhetorical persuasions-that, in effect, 

the non-ironie Henry is able to avenge his si~ter's purity and name. 1 then proceed to 

analyze the seene oflinguistie conflict prior to Henry's victory, noting that the text uses 

tenns ofmarking and impressing as metaphors for one voice'~ capacily to influence 

another. 

At the climax of Bon's attempted re-lIlscriptioll of Henry\ conSCIOllsn~~s Ihrough :\ 

eonfusion-generating narrative strategy. Henry respond ... to Bon's persuasively rhctoricul 

fomlulations by artieulating his own perspective on the nature of language: 

'Oh 1 know. 1 know. Vou give me Iwo and Iwo and you tell me it makc~ lIve and Il docs make lIve. Dut 
lhere IS still lhe marnage. Suppose 1 a~sume an obltgallon lo a man who cannol ~pcak Illy language. the 
obligation staled lO hlm in hls own and 1 agree to il' mn r uny lhe Ic~" obltgated bccausc 1 dld not happen lo 
know the longue in whlch he acceplcd me in good la1lh') No the morr.lhc more' (IIR) 

Henry, in brief, can 't acceptthe meaningle ... sne ... s of what Bon proposes, Bon had evcn 

admitted that Henry should not consider the ceremony a ... incompatiblc wilh marriage to 

Judith since, as he says, the ceremony had bcen "a~ 1llcaningle~~ a~ thm of college boys in 

secret rooms at night, [ritualizing] even to the saille archaic and forgolten symbols" (1 18). 

Rather than prod Henry to dismiss the ceremony a ... in~igI1lÎlcant, Bon's de~criplion of the 

ceremony as meaningless gives Henry fUl1hCI rc~olvc ln ju ... tify, and not let go of, his 

puritamcal beliefs, for Henry's puritarmm or Calvll1l\1 idcology rcjecI'" the nOllon of a 

world in whieh there is an absence of meanrng A ... one crllic n()tc~, "For Charles, 

manipulating language gives power; for Henry, abandoning rule~ mean~ anarchy" 

(Dowling, 98). Bon is here more of an irolllc reader than Henry, who i'i c1carly a readcrly 

reader, Bon 's irony manipulates or ~ub~lIl11e ... other voicc<" while Hcnry\ lack of irony 

and his fear of anarchy arise out of hl'i fear of Ihe meanmglc\)\ and of the brcakdown of ail 

(puritanical or Southern) values, Henry had wanted 10 be imcnbcd wnhin Bon \ discoursc 
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and ideology but only, it would seem, on the condition that Bon 's rhetoric show signs of a 

compatible commitment to a meaning-bearing language. 

Prior to this scene, Bon 's rhetorical tactics had seemed to be serving their ends. And 

in these moments we sense the begmmng in Henry of a commitment to his friend's 

figurations becallse Bon speaks of something of interest to the readerly reader (Bon speaks 

as thollgh he is going to reveal his "secrets" to Henry). Mr Compson even describes 

Henry's inscription, Iiterally, as an act of being written upon, of having his psyche receive 

impressions like a wax surface: 

Sol can Imagme hun, lhe way he dld Il' the way ln Whll h he look lhe negal1ve and innocenl plate of 
Henry's provinCial 1>oul and Inlellccl and expo,>ed Il by slow degrccs to this esotenc milieu, building it 
gradually toward the plclurc he de'iircd il lo retain, accepl 1 can sec hlm corrupling Henry gradually into the 
purheus of elcgance. wlth no foreward. no warning. lhe pO~lulation to come after the facto exposmg Henry 
slowly to the .,urfacc a\pect-the architecture a hllle cunou'i .. and lherefore 10 Henri a liule opulent. 
sensuou<;. 'imful .... the llash and gltller of a mynad carriage wheels, ln which women. cnthroncd and 
ullmoblle and pas~lng rapidly acro'i1> the VI<;lon. appcared hke pamled portraits besidc men in linen a hule 
finer ~md dtamond., a Imle bnghler and in broadcloth a hllie tnmmer and Wlth hats raked a IittIe more above 
faces a hllie more darkly swaggenng lhan any Henry had ever ~ccn beforc and the men ter. the man for 
whose sake he had repudtaled not only blood and km but food and sheIter and c10thing too. whose clothing 
and walk and speech he had trlcd lo ape. along wlth hl., alUlude toward women and his ideas of honor and 
pride too. walchmg hun wllh thut cold and catltke m .. crutable calculation. walchmg the plcture resolve and 
bccome flxed and then lellmg Henry. 'But thaCs nol iL Thal's JU!>l the base, the foundal1on. Il can bclong to 
anyone': and Henry, 'You mem .• thl'> IS not il" Thm illS above thlS, hlgher than this, more select than 
thh,'!" and Bon, 'Ye' Tilh IS only the foundatlOn. ThiS belong~ ta anybody," a dialogue without words, 
speech. whll'h would lix and then rcmove wlthoul obhterating one Ime of the plcture, thlS background, 
lcavmg the background. the plate prepared mnocent agam' the plale docile, wllh that puntan's humllity 
toward anythmg whlch 1\ a maller of sense rather than loglc, facto the man. the struggling and suffocating 
heart behllld It saylOg 1 will be/leve! 1 Will' / \VIlI! Whether II IS true or not,/ WIll belleve! waitmg for the 
next IHcturc wluch the mentor. the corrupter. intended for il. .. 1 can Imagme how he did It-the calculation, 
lhc surgc.on·, aItcmc~~ and cold dctachmenl. lhe exposurcs bnef, so brlcf as lo be cryptic, almost staccato, 
the plate unaware of whal the complete picture would show, .,carec-secn yet meradlcable-a trap. a riding 
horse sUlIldmg bcforc a c1o!led and cUrJou'ily mOn.1sllC doorway 111 a nClghbourhood a hule decadent, even a 
1I11le SlntSlCr, and Bon menllonmg the owner· ... namc ca~ually-thl!>. corruption sllblly anew by puttmg ioto 
Henry's mmd the nollon 01 one man of the world ,>peukmg to another, that Henry knew that Bon bclieved 
that Henry wOllld know evcn from a dJsJolOted wonl what Bon was tulkmg about, and Henry the puritan 
who must !lhow nothlllg al ail rather than surpmc or mcomprehenslon-a façade shutlered and blank, 
drow!llllg tri ~teamy llIofllmg sunlight. mveMcd by the bland and cryptlc vOlce wlth something of secret and 
cunolls and lInllnagmable dellghts WlthOUt hl., knowlllg what he saw It was as though to Henry the blank 
mlll scallllg !laITIer JJl dl~~olvlllg produced and revealed not comprehension to the mind, the intellect which 
welghs und dl~canb. but StrlklOg IIlslcad strmght and true to sorne pnmary bhnd and mmdless foundation of 
ull young male hVlOg dre~lm and hopc-a ro~.' of faces hke a bazaar of Ilowers, the suprcme apotheosis of 
chaudry. 01 humUI1 Ile ... h bred of the two races for tlM sale-a corridor of doomcd and traglc Ilower faces 
wlllIed belween the grlm duenna row of old women and the eleganl shapes of young men trim predatory and 
(ut the momenl) goulhke. thls seen by Henry qllickly. exposed qlllckly and then removcd. the mentor's voice 
still hl~lI11l, ple:l-;ant. cryptlC, postlliaung still the lact of one man of th" world talking to another about 
sOlllethlOg lhe)' hmh 1Illdcr-;umd . (1 10-2) 
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Bon 's rhetoric makes use of "painted portrait,,"-tableaux or scenes, in this case of 

women, who exist, "enthroned" or Immobilized, a~ objects or possessions which enhance 

the prestige of the men who keep them-in order to undel111ine the Puritanical discourse 

Henry had used to keep himself going. Working as a photographi<: manipulator of images. 

Bon seeks to convert Henry with the image of the enthroned women, an image which is 

sharply opposed to Henry's puritanical values which would reject the notion of a kept 

woman. Bon's manner of getting Henry to change hlS self-stabilizing discourse is rather 

subtle. He tries to indoctrinate Henry gradually, and so (o~ten~ibly) keeps Henry within 

the bounds of what is familiar to him Shrewdly, Bon docs not present the women in the 

scene as radically different from what Henry is accustomed to. Although in actulliity thcsc 

women are radicaly different from what Henry is accllstomcd to, Bon presents th cm as only 

marginally so, and in a better, "higher" way. Everything in New Orleans b thus sccn as "a 

Httle more" than what Henry is accustomed to. 

Bon 's rhelorieal strategy is to leave an I1npres~ion of New Orleans 011 Ilcnry'~ psyche 

by systematically and repeatedly undel111ining the foundatlon~ of the tableau or "plctllle" he 

watches resolve there, the picture that becomes present to Henry like li demonstI atio bcfore 

Bon, in an effort to convince Henry of his greater authority, oblitcrates it 10 give Henry 

another image. (Bon IS described a~ "watching the picture resolve and bccol1le fixed and 

then telling Henry, 'But that's not il. That'~ ju ... t the ba ... e, the foundatlon Il can bc10ng to 

anyone,''' with Henry replying: '''You mean, thi ... 1<., Ilot it? That it b ahove thi ... , hlghcr than 

this, more select than this?': and Bon, 'Ye~. Thi~ i~ only the foundatlon. Thb bclongs to 

anybody. "') Henry's psyche, described here as a plate, finally mo~t closcly rc~embles a 

palimpsest, asiate which is written upon and then crased to allow furthcr in ... criptions ln 

sorne ways, Henry desires this linguistic impo~ition; he i~ <.,een to be "waltrng for the next 

picture which the mentor, the corrupter, Intended for Ihiml." ln thl ... re~pcct, Henry 

actively desires sornething "more select" and "higher" that wou Id reprc~cnt a significant 

change toward Bon's way of looking at thing<.,. Il i<., for thi ... rea',on that Bon tcll~ Henry 
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lhat the picturc he 1'> glven i~ not complete, that the "opulenlcel" and "sensous[ness)" which 

secms to ~cducc Henry I~ only the foundation Bon thu,> builds up in Henry an 

apprcciation for the pcrceived ~ituation only to removc it, thereby effectively making Henry 

want more. And ~o Henry i~ led imllally by what Bon l'an 't give him, by a "hlgher" 

rIlrionille rhat he rhmk,> would makc evcrYlhmg come c1ear (and which Bon must continually 

dcfcr, ~incc it can not be prcsenccd). Bon IIIC~ to lIl,>cribe Henry within his ideology by 

prombing "~ccrct and curious and umma~ùla!Jle delights," that is, he tries to inscribe Henry 

by hyperbolic ~ccne~ whlch excecd Hcnry\ p.,ychlc capaclly to cOl11prehend them. 

But thc "c,>oteric milieu" to wlllch Hcnry\, ~oull'> exposed here is indeedjust the 

"base" or "foul1c!aIJoll" ("a row of face., .. of hlllllan f1e~h . for that sale") of Bon's means 

of corrupung IIcnry Henry, 111 thi,> pa~,>agc, i~ Olmt l'ully per~lIaded or sedllced by Bon's 

Image~ of do~e conver~ation. lm Image of two people ~peaking to one another. This is the 

image that i., m()~t effective for Henry. the kt:y that, onœ c!>tabhshed, will open up 

cvcrything cise to whlch Bon is refernng. Henry i., more moved, not by Bon's arsenal of 

images or pICtllle,>, but by the latter' ~ pO~lIillg 0r "po.,tulation" of an image of vocal 

interaction, thc "notion" or "fact," that b, of "one man of the world speaking to another," 

of "one man of Ihe world lalking ta ~mothel abolll ~omelhing Ihey bath lInderstand." The 

extrcl11C l'Ollllnllmcnt Henry has 10 slich an ideal of communication is evident in his belief 

Ihat evcn though he doc~n't speak li wOld of Bon'~ maternai tongue, he still expects ta 

know "CVCIl ftolll a disjointed word what BOil \Va,> talklllg about." 

Henry is il11ually blinded or stunned by the dcmonstratio, here, an 'image of voice' 

dcveloped in Bon's rhcloric. We are told Ihat the wall ofBon's rhetoric (the blank and 

scaling ban'ier) does nOl, "Ill dissolving," produce or reveal "comprehension to the mind" 

of his IIstener, hUI strikes 1I1stead to some pl'lmary blmd and "mindless foundation of ail 

young male livmg dleam and hope." It IS al this point in the tale of influence that MI 

Compson 's tclllng rcpcats Bon 's confusing rhetorÎcal strategy (il1 saying, effectively, 'this 

is it/this is not it ')-Compson's telling gellcrates a figure of doubt which creates absence or 
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non-closure for Henry, for Quentin. and fOl fhe rcader Wc are lnld Ihat when Ihe 

paradoxical barriers in Bon's rhelorkal strategy fall and HCllry IS let illlo the sœne, BOIIIS 

no longer tl)'ing to seduce Henry with tht: image of two peoplt: talking, hut rclUI11S il1stcad 

to the generalized Image of his wife/nll~tre .... in the 1'01111 of tht' '~edl!l'tive' und 'hhndlllg' 

prostitutes. Speech here is replaced by ~cdllctlOn. a "mw of fal'\~~ Ille a balaar of nowcr~," 

since Bon cannot discard this image becau~e 11 i .. Ihe very ~uhlect he ha~ 10 gelllcnry to 

accept. And so Bon does not want Henry ln "undel ~tand" 01 to "knowll what Ile saw," 

because this would me an that Henl)"s pllntan rhelonc. a di~wllr~e descnhed IIllhe lexl as 

logical and requir!ng understanding, wOllld bemallllalllcdlnlr.m:hthe~al11cway.aslwlll 

be showing, Compson's tale b prcsented ~uch Ihal11l' .. on and Ah.\lllom'~ rCildcr arc 

blinded as to the nature of what i~ actually hemg ~aid 

Deliberate absences in the language of the te;.,,1 l11a!..e it il1lpo"~lhle for the leader to 

know with certainty whether the architecture. the carnagc whecl .. , the dWIl1()Jl(h, the row of 

faces, etc, are seen by Henry in an actual Inp 10 New Orkan~ or Ihrough the II1len~ity of 

Bon's rhetoric. One must consider thc followmg problcm: I~ Ihe "e~otenc milieu" linguistic 

or real? In the Moden Library edition of A h.\U/om , Ah.\ll/om', page~ 10610 109 and 112 to 

118 refer to the New Orleans scene largely a~ an actual visit, whcreas the pa~~agc from 

pages 110 to 112 presents the scene a~ one III which BOil verbally create~ Image,> and 

impressions of the new and foreign scene for Henry The reader in~linctively grasps this 

passage as both real and verbal. This ambiguity I~ a {aull or llf10ria 111 Mr COll1pson's 

telling of the events; something is missing which would othcrwi~e c1arify for the reader 

whether the trip is real or imagined, and Ihb ab~ence creales a lïgure of douhllll the 

reader's mind. Initially, Quentin i~ told: "They went to New Orlcan,>. They rode through 

the bright cold of that Chnstmas day .. "(106). Yel the long pa .. \age 1 quotcd a fcw pages 

back tends to demonstrate that what Henry' \ee,>' of New OrJean\ I~ duc to Bon \ rhctorical 

taeties, and that Henry's consciousne<.,\ develop~ li'> a palimp,>e\t of Bon '.., array of images. 

Another passage underlines this development, in the text, of Ihl .. figure of dOllht: 
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... now .. Iowmg: now wou Id come the Instant for whlch Bon had bUilded-a wall, unscalable, agate 
ponderou<,ly lockcd, the '>über and thoughtful wuntry youth just waitmg, looking, not yet asking wh y? or 
what'} the gale of .. olJd bcam., 10 place of the lacellkc Iron gnlhng and they passmg on, Bon knocking at a 
small adjacent doorway from wlllch a .. warthy man re,>embhng a creature out of an old woodcut eruplS ... and 
now. the MlIJd gate., t1o.,cd behmd them lO\tead of be/ore.. and the vOlee-the mentor, the gUide standmg 
a,lde now to walLh the grave provJOl.JaI hll.c--l.",ually and plc,,\antly anccdotal . (112-3). 

IJcrc, Bon ~ccm .. 10 be pan of IWO scenc-;: he .. cern ... to be riding on horseback with Henry, 

but he abo ~ecm~ 10 be talking aboUllhe hor.,eback ride w~ though he were describing il to 

lIenry and not IJlvolvcd in 11. In the long quote a few pages back, no scenic groundings 

were givcn for the metaphOl's u~ed to dc ... cnbe that ~cene-there was no description of the 

,mheu rn wlll(;h the "~lIrgcry" took place. Yet in the pa~~age above, the "background" of 

the othcr pa\\age \eCllh to berorne more l'cal The therne of the attempted inscription of 

lIenry I~ Icfkclcd /11 thc lI11agery: the u/J ... calablc wall, the "ponderously locked" gate­

imagc~ which ~clve to hldc the 'sccret:-.' to a hedoni\tic ideology. This is the wall which at 

fÏrslcan't be pa ... sed, but then b pa~.,ed ~lIb ... el)lIcntly to wall Henry in. The implication is 

Ihal Ilcnry will bccomc fully inscribed withll1 the boundary-hnes of Bon 's narrative, as he 

i~ walIcd in both by Bon's rhetaric and by the phy~icalîty of an inner sanctllm in New 

Orlcan~. 

One may :I:-.\'" How spedfïcally are Quentin and the reader blinded by such a linguistic 

passage? Bon'~ language of imposition 1\ designed to le ad Henry into "a scarcc-seen yet 

incradicable ... trap": Ha riding horse ~tandlllg before a c10sed and cllriou'ily monastic 

doorway in a ncighbourhood li little decadent " ft is This horse whlch implicitly leads us as 

rcadcrs and Icad~ Henry to "what the complete picture would show": the foundation of male 

hope, a IO\\! of prostltute faces. At fmt apparently anolller component in Bon' s arrayof 

images, thi~ horse "lrapl ~ 1" the reader into ~eeing: movement, mto .\eeing Henry (and Bon) 

move along and past the row and corndor of faces. untiI they are in the presence of the 

lattcr's l11istres~.j The l'ntlle sectIon, then, ane~t:-. the reader's process ofreading by 

4Thl' nt/lIlg hor .... l' l' a "llap" ton SIIlCC Il can bl' IIltcrprclCd a .... cllher a rhctorical \'chlclc or physlcal vchicle 
(II' : nK':lIl~ 01 Il:Uhport). or bOlh al once. Ultilllatcly, lhe ndlllg horsc pcrforms thc funcuon of leading us 
lo Bon's will', llK' ""'oman WJlh..t Idee Il''c a Lragll': magnolia, the etemal fcmale, the etemal Who-suffers," 
und lus ~on, "Ihl' dllld, Ihl' boy, -.lccplllg in sil" und lace 10 bl' '!ure yel complete chuttel of him who. 
Ill'gl'lllllg 111111.0\\ Ill'd hlln body and __ ouI 10 'l'II III Ill' l'ho~('J" (114) The Image of the hor!>c functlOns to 
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presenting, as it does, a fundamental ambigllity III th~ text. the llllc!.tion of whether Mr 

Compson descnbes an actual trip or the mental travd of somcone hstclling to a story? 

Compson, like hls figure Bon, is a creator of image, (Ihis i-; Indil'<Ilt'd by his repeated 

insistence to Quentin: "So 1 can imagine 111111. the \\'.ly he did Il ... ''), and !.o is ahle tlH'fC.llc 

a demonstratio in the mind of his hearer. Slyly. MI ('omp~oll'!. image of the horsc 

'slowly' leads us as readers out of the c~otenr 1l11licll nf BOil" 1 hctonc of I1npo~ilion and 

into the milieu of the place described, a plarc wlllch rontaln ... Hcnry and Bon within it. as 

agents within the scene. In other wOld~, Hcnr)' and Bon have bccn a~\lmilated into the 

New Orleans Hfoundatlon" or "background." a., \VC rcadcl ~ have hccn, ,incc wc arc hlmdly 

led aIong like Henry, and !.o are uncel1am a\ to ho\\' wc arnvcd at the home of Bon\ 

mistress and child. Compson's and Bon'" rhl:tOlH:al tartlr~ fOll'\: thclr li"lenl:r~ to al'ccpt a 

passive position in relation ta what I~ bem!,! told The only rca~on Ihat Qllt:ntin and the 

reader could be lead astray and be blindcd by ~lIl'h rhctorical ~lIatcgle~ i~ that Compsoll 's 

words are not received ironically, and are nxclvcd În"lead a" a /'cadcrly rCildcr wOl/ld 

receive them. 

Compson knows thm Quentin will idcntify with llenry becau~c of his own obsession 

with his sister Caddy. Compson's story, III 11 ... dramatlZlllioll of Hcnry'~ protection of 

Judith, is, as Dennis Slattery notes, "too cime to hi ... IQuentln\1 own hiMory" (SJallcry, 

49). Compson imposes a certain beJicf on Quentin through /m ~tory of Hcnry'~ beJicf in a 

puritanicallanguage, but blinds Quentin to thl.., faet Comp!.on know~ that QuentIn cxpccts 

the story to serve as a model for his own obse~')ion with hl:. ~i~ter. Having ~hown, in my 

second chapter, Quentll1 stopped-ane!>ted, III faCl---on the lhlco.,}lold of Ihe ..,cene where 

Henry tells Judith that he ha!> murdered Bon, the reader 10., aheady familiar with the cffoct~ 

bring the rcader mLO Ihls chamber and thus ouI of the ImplJC<.I room 10 wlllch Henry 1\ verbally expo,>cd to 
Ihe esolenc mllICu. ThiS tran'>llion 1<; achICved through;, mlOor alteratlon of de!all' the l.Jue~t,on of the 
identity of the narralOr who deilcnbes Ihe ilccne al hand. For ,Itlh,,> pOlnl Bon ,\ apparcntly ."lent --he ,<, 
not the one descnbrng Ihe mlSlreil\ and chlld 10 Henry Mr Comp\on '., voice rn Itm pa,>~age depnve,> Don 
of the power of ~pccch and <;0 dern()te~ hlm from the ,>Wlu.., or tc/1er to mere agent III the ,>cene 1l1ereforc 
Quentin's grcatc~t confu'>lon IS that bath hl\ father and the figure III h,\ father\ narrallve (Charle .. Bon) 
scem to he cqually Jnvolvcd III crcalmg the "ccne 
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of this narrative on Quentin 's p.,yche. The "ignificance of this narrative lies for Quentin in 

the faet lhat Henry I~ capable of avenglllg hi" .,ister'~ name and punty, while Quentin 

wa~n't, a., the rcadcr who ha~ read The Sound and tlze Fury would know. 

Quenun fal~ely prize~ an image of vocal inllmacy with his father, as Henry had with 

Bon: he sec" ln Comp~on'~ image of Henry the figure of an avenger who is able to avenge 

because he I~ committed to a language of coherence, but this IS merely Compson's sleight 

of hand, intendcd to wcaken Quentin to Compson'~ powers of influence, and thereby to 

con vert him mto a commonwealth for SOllthern VOH:e" Compson, having lold Quentin a 

story about how Henry rejected Bon '" non-puntanical, and therefore, meaningless beliefs, 

nonelhelc~, imposcd, in an indirect manne!. Quentin '" belief 111 the same, so that while 

Quentin i~ shown Henry rejectll1g hb mentor, wc a~ rcaders watch as Quentin is 

indoctrinated or inscribed by hi~ falher. Becau~e Compson 's story is analogous to 

Quentin 's own situation, this story forces Quentin to perceive himself in Henry's 

puritanbm, and ~o reject identificatIon with Bon 's more ironie manner. 

YCI cvcn thollgh Compson ~eem~ to ~Ide with Henry\ puntanism, his own semi-

ironie Mance IS actually (sllperficially) closer ro Bon's ironic stance th an il is 10 Henry's 

puritanism, despne the fact thm he indirectly lI1veigh~ against Bon. Thus, in wanti' g to 

give his f'ither's words a metaleptic authority or priority over his own, so that they may 

present their sllbjecl in full presence, Quentin ends up being inscribed bya system of 

bclicfs which ha~ no definite, definitivc ~ource, since Henry's stance, which Quentin hopes 

to take as his own, is not a peIfect representation of Mr Compson's.5 Quentin's ability to 

be intlucnced by Henry, as lhollgh Henry were fully present to Quentin' s eyes, indicates 

Quentin' s capacity to be inflllenced by many voices, no matter how distant-indicates, in 

effect, QUClltH1 's capacity to be a commonwealth. 

SQlI1!n11ll lIcspcralely dewl'\ ulIlhonly, u:-. wc shall bc sccmg, and conlmually secs, in a vivid way. the 
thmgs he IS tolll abou!. For, uner a~kmg hl'\ f.llhcr why Rosa chose hlm as hcarer, lhe vOlce over observes 
Quenllll's dCIlHlIl\lr:lllO' "Whulever Lhe rca'\on lor choo~ing IlIIn ... us Lhough in IIlverse ratio to the 
\'atllshlllg \'Ol~·l'. lhe Jn\'oked gho'\l Ollhl' man began 10 a\"lIIl1C a qlluhly almosl of sohdIty, permanence" 
( 13) 
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Compson's vested interest in Bon the mentor and 111 his rhetorirallotrateglcs, along 

with his interest in Henry as a docile and 1I1lpres~ionahle blank slate, IS partly duc to his 

identification with Bon as "just the son of outsider," III John Manhew's words, who <-',m 

"mcarnate his own feelings of the alienation and wea"- despair suffcrcd by the sons of the 

South" (Mauhews 1982, 139).6 The major pnnclple of Compson'~ IdcntifK'allon with Bon 

is that he wants to inscribe his son within lm own SOUlhern ideology, as Bon, in his tale, 

had wanted to inscribe Henry within a New Orlean~ cultural VI~lOn Compson is thus weil 

qualified to discourse upon the rhetoric of in~cription. As Ollt' nillc suggc~t~, "the easicst 

way to begin to recognize and measure the c:\tent of COl11p~on'~ circlIlI1~criplion (and 

inscription) ofhis son is to count the numbel of time ... Quentin ~ay~ '[-ather said' when 

trying to retell the Sutpen story" (Krau~e 1986. 3(4) 

While analyzlI1g the intrieate netwOi "- of vocal Ihrl':l(h whieh Ile diffcrcnt voices 10 

each other, it is important 10 think through MI C01l1p ... on'~ relalion 10 hi ... narrative and his 

relation, as teller, to Quentin, For even though Comp~on 1 ... a Icadaly rcader, his cyniclslll 

and detachment from the tales he tel1~ ~ugge ... t lI'OIlIC characlcn~lic~ ln col1tra~1 10 

Compson 's mode of ironie teHing, Shreve'~ mode of Iron Il' reaCllon 10 Ihe lalc~ he hcars, as 

we shaH be seeing in my next chapter, seem\ grollnded by a Mlstaincd rcfcrcnec 10 non-

meaning, to a belief in the eontingeneie~ of our beilcf~ a~ oppo~ed to il blind adhcren<..:e to 

absolute values. lrony doesn 't attempt 10 privilcdge one langllagc-lI~c over élnothcr. and so 

will admit numerous voices into ilS own wilhout bell1g lIlfcctcd by any of thcm (without 

becoming a commonwealth), because ilS vocal idenllly b mOle detaehcd and doc~n't 

entertain ideas of (melaleptic) priority. It also i~ important 10 lInderstand that Quentin's 

6Compson's ideoloby IS expre~scd more dcarly 10 1 he Sound and Ihe Fury, whcre Cornp\on, 10 John 
lrwin's paraphrase, says to Qucntm "'Wc cannOl cXI~l bccau~e lhl're eXI~l~ no vlrgmlty to avenge and 
because there eXlsts no authority by whlch wc could avcngc .,mLe we have no orJgmahty Wc are ),CCond, 
hand, Vou arc a copy of a copy'" (IrWin 1981, 149-50). Mr Comp\on ha\, III Olga VICkcry\ tcrms, 
"rcJccted thc gambit of IIfe for thc sake of !>llltng on the \Idellne~ und playmg the role of Ironie 
commcntator," and 50 by makmg hlm.,ell an unmvolvcd "pcLlalOr, he 1., "Je.,\ ofa man" (Vlt.kery, 101) 
Compson articulates a "vaLUIty of purpo~e" whlt.h depflve~ Ill., .,on, a~ POlrlcr note." "01 the ,)O.,.,lhlhty of 
abstracting human values from a 11Islom:al contcxt" (PolT/cr, 12); or, a., Krau\c ob.,crvc\, "Comp.,nn 
medilates on fate and dcath, rather lhan cOlTlmunlcalmg love 10 hl ... \on" (Krau\e IIJSfi, 1fi2j. 
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cri~is of li~tening lO hi\ father' 'i tale~ of the South mu .. t not be attributed to Compson's 

telling Quentin that hl~ acuon~, a\ John Irwin note~, are meaningless. (Irwin writes that 

"Quentin'~ father, with hi~ failure and defeali .. m, hl" blend of cyniclsm and nihilism, has 

p~ychologically ca\trated his son by lelhng 11Im thal his actions are meaningless, worthless, 

that no masculine aet h possible" 11975. 751.) While Quentin may be looking for a world 

of semantic coherence and thus rcact with p"ychologicai repulsion to the notion of the 

replacement of cohcrence by contingeneie~ and semantics by semiosis. it must be 

rCJ11cmbcred thal Comp~on too fall~ prey to "lIch non-ironie beliefs. Compson talks about 

how '\omethI1l6 1" mi ..... ing," but only bccall~c he thlllk .. il can be found or that it can be 

siud to have exbled once. He lhink~ meanlllg exist~, and beheves that if it can be found, it 

can be deciphcrcd. COlllp~on can be sald to u~e the ilOnic or senuological mode (Olga 

Viekery has referrcd to Compson's "role," in the text, as that of the "ironie commentator" 

1 Vickcry, 101 D, but lt mll~t be ~tre~sed that he U'ie~ Ihi~ mode only out of the despl.!ration 

of having failcd in 11IS own personal ~eareh for meaning 

Given the dual nature of COlllp~on's vocal idenlity, it can be deduced that Quentin is 

indirectly toid to bclieve in the importance of a readerly reading or the importance of 

puritanical discollrse, and is also told to accept the faet that hi~ actIons are meaningless and 

that there is no absolute alllhority. QuentIn'<; feeling that he doesn 't hate the South is really 

an expression of vocal vaCillation; he feels that the past exens an authority over him but at 

the saille time is forced 10 accept hi!. father\ own ~en~e of vaellity, of meaninglessness. 

Even though COlllpson doesn '( understand the nature of ironie play (for he would much 

rather find that somethlllg which is nllSsing), parts of his narratives impose upon Quentin a 

sense of the universality of loss, of something which is missing and which ean't be 

presenced. Comp!.on. 111 one passage, thm de!.cribes Henry as 

thl' provlncml, the clown almo,t, glvcn to Instincllve and violent aCllon rather lhan thinkmg who may have 
hi.'en conSCIOll'i thal hl" flC'rce pro"mctal\ pridr 10 hi, SI'itcr'l. vlrglntly wa~ a false quanllty which must 
incollloralc ln Ilsrll an mablltty to endure ln onier 10 he prccIOU~. to CXIS1, und so must depcnd upon lts 
In,s, nbsl'Ilce, 10 haw cXls(ell at ail (96). 
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Henry's valuation of his sister's virginity onl)' 111 Il'. mtcgral. unbroken, umfied t'onn is for 

Mr Compson a weakness, an avoidance of an unavOldable state of lo~s winch prcdicates 

existence. Through the distance of a story abolit Henry. Mr Compson mocks Qucntin. bUl 

also advises him to preserve Caddy\ virgll1ity and honollr from the thrcat of Dalton Ames 

as we know from the story in The Sound and the FI/I~\'. Yet in this passage, Iienry is not 

characterized as the hero and champion of plintan kal ,jiscourse. but as an instinctive clown. 

Here, ralher than paralyze Quentin, Mr Comp~on fOlce ... hil1l into a st~lIe of mouming over 

the threatof Judith's, and by implication. Caddy'~ viJginity-a~-cxi~ting-thmllgh-loss. Here 

mourning can be described in Stanley Cavell's tenm: "the path of acccpting the lo~~ of Ihe 

world (you might say, accepting its los!>. of pre~:ence), accepting Il as sometlung which 

exists for us only in its loss (YOll might say its absence). or what prescnt~ ilself as loss" 

(Cavell,172). Or, in Ronald Schleifer'~ words: "moulI1ing is the scelle of rhetoric, the 

place where the 'rhetoricity' of rhetollc cannot be era~ed. wherc thcre is nothing cise 

between our ordinary lives and the nothingnes~ or pure IlOIH.cn~c of dealh than Ihe 

gestures of rhetoric" (Schleifer, 228). Compson tcaches hb ~Oll that thc gcstlll'CS of Ihe 

past have meaning but that this meaning can '1 be focllscd exccpt throllgh a recognition of 

absence, and that one must therefore become a commonwealth, a repository for other 

people's voices since the only things which, in Mr Compson \ words, "endure," arc 

already, necessarily, dead, 111 the dbtant pa..,! 

In respect to Quentin 's final utteran e in the tex!, anothcr critic notes that 

the reader has 10 accept the paradoxlcal conclUSIon Ihal Quenun both hale!> and love~ Ule South. Each 
repetition of the stalemenl dlsplaccs what i~ bcmg communicatcd so Lhatthe ullerance is dcpnved of a stable 
center. The conflict bclwccn love and hate i" Irrcconcllablc; the repctitlOn IIldlcatc!. !hal Quentin expcriences 
both and ncither of the two cmotions. Il 15 nOlthat QuentIn Clin/lot dccide what he fecl~. he expresses a 
radical undccidabihty (Coblcy 1983. 257·8). 

This radical undecidability is emotional or critical becau~e i t h not repre~entati vc of a 

detached perspective. In other word~, Quentin IS a readerly reader who despaJr~.like his 

father, at not having what he mo~t de ... ire ... : the 'iecunty of full prc ... cn<.:c and of coherent 

meaning. David Dowling also notes that "Quentin'" cry point ... to the excluded middle, 
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neither hate nor love but a precarious ~afety of non-comminal" (Dowling, 103). Vet while 

Quentin' s cry doesn't commit hlm or pin hml down to either the position of hating or of 

loving the South. hi~ outcry nonethele~!I indicates his inscription within the South, and so 

of his continuing commitment to the ideab of the Southem, Sutpenian, or puritanical beHef 

JO a language of full presence and of coherent meanmg. Quentin cannot carry himself 

bcyond the figures of hil, father's narrative because 1) his father doesn't speak in his own 

vo;ce. so Quenlln cannot object dlrectly, and 2) his father himself speaks in the puritanical 

meaning-based form which criticizes Bon and !,o wins Quentin over. The result: Compson 

gets Quentin to carry on the obligation that wa~ antIcipated in Compson's story of Judith's 

mandate to pUl>S a letler on even if you don't under~tand it, al> Compson, in telling the 

story, as we have seen in my second chapter, doesn't fully understand the lener and tale of 

the Ictter's ClrCllmstanœ~ he pal>ses on to Quentin. Quentin 's apparent hatred of the South 

thus rcflects hb fru~tration at ~ti1l bell1g lInable to lInderstand the South, and this is because 

he cannot detennine the source of his intluence becallse Mr Compson does not tell Quentin 

what to beheve in explicttly, but impose~ these l:eliefs through an intricate system of vocal 

influences. 

Many different pans of many differcnt naITatives illuminate each other. 1 have tried to 

read lhe duplicilousness of Quentin' s a~sertion by seeing how it tells a story of vocal 

influence, ralher than trying to detennine whether this exclamation means what it seems to 

say (either thal he loves the South, or that he hates it). In Empson's words, as 1 apply them 

to this condition, reading with the double plot in mind is a necessary way of reading 

Absalom. Empson writes that "the strengh of the double plot" occurs "once you take two 

parts to correspond, (for then] Ully chamcter may take on mana because he seems to cause 

what he corresponds to or be Logos of what he symbolizes" (Empson, 34). The difficulty 

of rcading Faulkner's text is mitigated, 1 believe, once it is reulized that a consideration of 

any narrative thread must recognize that thread' s place il' the general con-text. It is 

impossible 10 look al one voire, say Quentin'~ voice which ends the text, and grasp what it 
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is trying to say, because many other voices speak within that one. The utteranœ, ". dont 

hate the South," can then be seen to refleet this predil'ament of inscription or influence, for 

Quentin is really saying '1 don 't like being illscnbed by the South but 1 must be because 1 

am inscribed by it due to a commitment to a form of language of wlm.'h 1 don 't know the 

source.' Il is thus, as Forster says, that 

Quenlin's negatlon places hlm withm the pattern of reprel\~lon und n.unltlve thut dommales c.lch speaker's 
relalion 10 the pasl. HIS rcasons for hating the South arc eu .. y enough to lIuagllle; but the Soulh ulso 
implies forms of history. legend. and family thal Quentin ab.,orbcd IIlc Ihe air he hremhed. They have 
bccome his forms of understandmg. 

Shreve sccms not to understand that ta admit hls hatred would Ic.ld Quentm III a reJet'llon of the husis of 
his hatrcd: hls hfclong obligation 10 hcar and mlcrpret the narf41tlvc~ of the Soulh ... (Foster, 103). 

In my next chapter 1 investigate the way Shrevc tries to get Quentin to renounce the 

forms of his understanding, and so escape paternal and Southcrn inscription. 
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Chapter Four. 

The Ironie Voice: Shreve's Semiological Readings. 

Llkc any honcst hcrcuc, Derrida has Lü retain what he attacks if only to pervert il. He 
dacs not clalm to have stepped beyond metaphysics but to have rcad the 
metaphyslclan m a Spirit 01 suspicion. If we were speaking nalvely wlthm the 
philosophlc tcrms, wc would ~ay lhat hc IS a skcptic, but that tcrm has mcaning only 
wlthin a n:uve relauon bctwcen mmd and concepl. Derrida's spirit is more propcr:y 
callcd lronlc. lrony smllcs upon contradiction and spcaks bhthely of catastrophe: il 
dl,>lIlc\ rC\ldcncc and offcr~ Ilsclf as a phllosophy for nomads. DCrrlda tnes to 
C IrCllInvcnt re"idcncc by re'iorling to the idlOm of play, of le Jeu as an actlogically 
pnor 10 the pO~~lbihty 01 prc~ence or absence The mtenlion of De la grammatologie 
I!'> "to make emgmatlc what one thlOk~ or understand!o> by the words 'proximity, , 
'unmedmcy: and 'pre!o>cnce. '" Could any !o>tated mm express the spint of irony more 
prcclsely? Notto darit y, to dlvide, to <hscnmmate, but to enlarge the cnigmatlc 
!o>tate; to put every crucml or ambillOU\ noun wlthin the skepticism of invcrted 
comlTl:l'i (Donoghue, 157) . 

..... Wall. Llstcn. l'm not trymg to be lunny, smarl. 1 Just want to understand it ifI 
can and 1 dont know how to ~ay It any beller. Because it's somcthing my people 
havCII'1 gol. Or If wc have gOlll, It ail happcned long ago across the Muer and 50 

no'W thl:rc alOt anylhlllg 10 look. al cvcry day to rcmmd us of It We dont live among 
dclc<llcd grandfalhers and Irccd !tlave!t and bullcL'i in the dmning room table and 
such, always rcmllldmg u\ l() never forgel. " 

... Quenun !laid!:] "You cant understand Il. You would have to be bom there," 
"Woul<l Ithen?" Qucntin dld not answer. "Do you understand it?" 
"1 donl know," Quentm S3I<I. "Y cs, of course 1 understand il." They breathed in 

the darkncss. Aflcr a moment Quentin ,>md: "1 dont know" (AA .. 361-2) . 
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Shrevlin McCannon 's presence in Ab.wlom. Ahsalom 1 is the presence of an ironie 

voice. This is to say that Shreve's mode of interpreting or reading \Vhat others say to him 

is not that of a "readerly reading." One l'an speak of doubt 01 apor;a in rdation to titis 

eharacter, but it must only be with the qualification that his i .. a heallhy, or at least il less 

neurotic, mode of dealing with the thing~ others say. Indeed, the dlfferencc which marks 

him off from the other characters and from the expenence of lTisb 15 this: Shrevc bclieves, 

with Mr Compson and the other charactel~, that "somcthing is mbslllg," but hc docsn 't 

expect or hope to find it or restore it, as they do. In~tead of pClOrating upon the l'risis of 

10ss in relation to the self, Shreve strives, in his way of readlllg, to read this loss in a 

constructive way, by looking at the apona~ themselve~ and seeing what thc~e gaps have to 

say. In other words, Shreve reads the Southern tale'i he heal .. (l'tom Quentin, the 

commonwealth of voices) in the same way that 1 read the openlllg pawgraphs in the text 

itself. Shreve looks at the gaps in the South'" narratIve fabnc as 1 had look cd al the 

grammatical gaps at the novel's opening, SllIeve tne ... to :t"'l'cltain whatthc~c gaps disc\ose 

in and of themselves. 

This type of reading is what 1 have becn cali ing a 'iemlOloglcalmooe of rcading. 

Associated with this mode of reading is the 1I0nic mode. While the semiological mode 

considers what is not there, the iromc modc takes what is thclc and trcat~ JI a ... though it 

were not. The ironie mode of readillg doe~ away with nolÎ()Il .. of prc~cnce, of mcaning--of 

reading what is said literally. When there i ...... omethll1g to analyzc (i e whcn the 

grammatical subjects in a sentence are not occluded, but are thae or pre.\enl in the text), the 

ironie mode of analysi~ consequently focu~c~ not on what thc ~Ignifier~ may Illcan, that is, 

not on the signified, but on the sigl1lfer~ thelll)clve). By reading at the Ievcl of the 

signifier, Shreve reads in an "idiom of play" whlch 1,111 hamlOny with thc Donoghuc molto 

cited above, consider an important elcmcnt of the ironic ~tan<.:c. In othcr word~, Shrcvc's 

ironic mode of reading in volves the frceplay of ~lglliflcr .. : he doc) not let the ~ignificr'~ 
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sigmfied dbtract hlm from the poillical orientation of any given Ullerance. This is to say 

that Shreve would not rcad Quentin's final uttcrance in the text ("1 dont hate (the South]") 

as a straightforward expression of Quentin' s lack of hatred toward the South. Shreve 

wou Id recognize that his exclamation is politiea), that is, that it speaks within a network or 

con-texl of other voices, other voiees which oppre~'\ and inscribe the individual who speaks 

those words. 

To say that Shlevc i!-. aware that statement~ are political or strategie in nature is to say 

that he is aware that statements seek ta achieve some end or that they express the speaker's 

awarcncl-.S that hc or shc exists within LI certain type of socializlIlg (inscribing) system (the 

vocal tradition of the South, for instance).1 Consider, from a scene in everyday life, any 

common example of flattery-for ex ample, a friend complimenting your cooking because 

he wants ta partake in the feast, or seek .,ollle olher favollr of yOll. In such cases, the 

phrase 'you make the bc~t blueberry l11ufflll~' doe~ not mean only what il seems to say and 

should not be taken as sllch. The mearllng is other than what the signifiers indicate. To 

analyze at the level of the signified IS to analyze with the intention of consolidating 

meaning, of achieving closure of one'~ knowledge of the given subject. To read at the level 

of the signifier is to see how different ~lgnifiers could have been lIsed, and indeed, in the 

truc ironie spirit, to see how the full sense may in faet be the very opposite of what the 

utlerance Illay initially have been taken to mean. To apply this insight to the text: had 

Quentm percclvcd his father's hidden pll/'pose of in~cription (of indoctrinating him into the 

tradition of the SOllthern stories), he would at least have had an opportunity ta defend 

himself against it, jllst a!o. the person who IS :lware of the hidden political agenda behind 

flattery can dcal with those dbplaced intentions more directly and more efficiently. 

tT/liS lS why Shn:\'c, as wc wll/ oc ~c('mg III thl~ chapter, tnes ta get Quentm to rccognlze his (Quentin's) 
tnscnptlOn III the South, thal he may IlIlal/y renouncc the South'~ clatm!> on hlln. Shrcve, in olher words, 
trics to get Qucnllll to rCl'Ognl/c thal/lis S~llcmenl'i arc ~tralcglc, Shreve hapes Quentin will sce that his 
daim "1 dom hale Il,'' along Will! /11~ man)' ather c1JI1l1s, hke /lIS claim that he is not re/ated to Rosa, do 
Ilot spe<lJ... sOllle tonll nI truth, but merci} rdkcI Quentln's prc-:cnl, and hopefully soon to be transccndcd, 
pmiuon ln a t'ompk'\ vocal nClwork. 
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1 am therefore defining irony in a rather genem: fashion. having to look no fUl1her for 

my definition than the less than aeademÎc (pengllin) DictiOl/aI)' ofLltcrary Terms. As J. A. 

Cuddon remarks, "most fomls of Irony involvell the perception or :Iwareness of a 

discrepancy or incongnllty between wol'ds and theil meaning. or bctween actions and thcir 

results, or between appearance and realit)''' (Cuddon'i, 33R). Ironie l'caders hl-.e Shreve are 

weIl aware of the incongruities or aponas in tht' speech acts they enrounter. ThiS is why 

they read semiotically and ironically-they think, that is to say. in terIns of doubt and not in 

tenns of absolutes. Reading semiotically, they lI11aglllc 'ipeculatively what b Ilot there; 

reading ironically, they recogmze that what IS the\(: I~n 't the mam thll1g, sincc slgnitiers are 

so indeterminate; reading through a combinatlon of the~e two modes, they perœlve 

speculatively the sllbtext of the utterance, a slIbtext which is abOlit the ways voiccs interaet 

with each other. For the ironie and semiologlcal readcr who ,., det:\ched from what he or 

she hears will not slicclImb to an anxioll~ ~earch for a l'ully prc~ent meaning. Such readcrs 

then recognize that an lItterancc IIke Qucntlll's "1 dont hate it" must be read Jess in tcnns of 

its surface sigmfication (as Simple denial of dlsliklJ1g the South) than in tellns of its 

reflection of the situation of ils articulation (and so a~ exple~~lI1g, on other lcvcls. that its 

voice is not ilS own, that its voice has bcen lI1~cribed by plcviou~ uttcranccs). 

Donoghue's description of the Derridean ~pint as one whiçh "clrt:tlll1Vcntl~1 rcsidcnœ 

by resorting to the idiom of play," thll~ ~erv1l1g to "makc enigmatic what one thlllks or 

understands by the word.., 'proximity,' 'lIll111cdlacy,' and 'pre.,encc,'" l1~eflilly de~cribes 

t 
Shreve's project in the text. Shreve doc) not receivc the talcs he hear~ as though his psyche 

were being written lIpon. While hb dl~tance from the tale:-. may be altnblltcd 10 hi~ actual 

status as a foreigner in relation to the South (S hl evc ,.., a Canadmn), Shreve':-. charactcr is 

still manifested in his way of reacting to the tale), and thi~ m(xk of rcaction ~tlll marks a 

departure in tone from the other charactel'>, and 1., thcrcfore he:-.l undc"'lood a.., expre:-.sing a 

new and refreshing wayof readlng, regardle~.., of lm ongill~. In not cxperl\'llcing a cri:-,i:-, 

in relation to the thlllgs he heaI~, Shrevc\ per~pectivc on the nature of di",c()llr~e, of 
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1 am therefore defining iro'ly in a rather gcnerÏl: fashion, having to lm,"- no f11l1hcr for 

my definition than the less th an acadcmic (Pengllin) D1CriOlUlI)' ofUterllr\' TClms. As J. A 

Cuddon remarks, "1110St foml:; of irony ilô .'olvell the pClccption or awarcnc~~ of a 

discrepancy or incongruIty between words and theiI' lllcaning, or bctwcen arttons and thcir 

results, or bl!tween appearance and reality" (Cllddol1~, 33R). Ironie rcadcrs hke Shrcve arc 

well aware of the incongruities or aponas in the speech acts they encountcr. This is why 

they read semiotically and ironically-they thin\.., that :s to say. in tenns of doubt and not in 

temtS of absolutes. Readmg semiotically, they imaglllc spelulatIvcJy what I~ not thelc; 

reading ironically, they recognize tha! what l', thelc 1~1l '( the m:llll Ihmg, ~Illce slgllllicrs arc 

so indeterminate; readmg through a combination of these two l11ode~, they percclvc 

speculatively the sub't:xt of the utteranre, a ~lIblext wllich I~ abolll Ihc way~ VOICCS intcraet 

with each other. For the ironie and ~emiologlCal l'cadcl who b dClarhed l'rom what he or 

she hears will not sllccumb tf' an anxiou~ ~eaIrh for a l'ully prC~eIllI11Can:llg. Such readcrs 

then recognize that an utterance like Quentin"" "1 donl hale il" musl be rcad Ic,>~ III ICfm,> of 

its surface signifitation (its simple denial of ùI~iIking thc South) than in tCllll'> of us 

reflection of the situation ~f its articulation (and ~c as expres~ing, on other IcvcI!-., thal it~ 

voice is not 1tS own, that its voice ha~ been lI1~cribed by prevlou~ utteranccs). 

l)onoghue's descriptIon of the Derridean spint a~ one which "c irclIl11vcnt 1 si residcnce 

by resorting to the idiom of play," thus servlI1g to "makc cmgm<lIIC whal olle t1l1nks or 

understands by Ihe word ... 'proxlmity,' 'iml11cdiacy,' and 'plc"cncc. '" ll~eflllly dc~clÎbcs 

Shreve's project in the text. Shreve doe~ 1101 receive the lalc~ he hcar~ a~ IhOligh his p~yehc 

were tdng written upon. Whde his distance from the tale" may be attriblllcd to his aetLlal 

status as a foreigner .n relation to the South (Shreve ;$ a CanadIan), Shrcvc's eharaelcr is 

still manifested in hb way of re:lct1l1g 10 the tale.." and this mode of rcactIon ~li Il mark~ a 

depanure in tone flOm the other character~, and i" thcrcfolc be,,1 undc"tood a~ cxprc~c.,ing li 

new and refreshing way of readmg, regardk~~ of hi" 0rigJn~ ln nGt expcricncing il eri'iis 

in relation to the things he hear~, Shreve'~ per~pecl1vc on the nalllrc of dlc.,eoursc, of 
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language, contra:-.t~, ~harply that of the other charactel"'i mentioned so far. As James Snead 

notes, "Shreve :-.cc:-. convcr~ation as hVlI1g commumcal1on, not as a flxated ritual of 

authority" (Snead 1986, 133). Characten:-.tically dl..,cursive, Shreve 's idiom of play 

disrnantIes, in a rather dctached or transcendent manner, the Southern commonwealth of 

voices, by "enlargl ing 1." a:-. Donoghue would ~ay, "the enigmatic state." Shreve suspects 

the mewpllyslcal c1aim~ made by the Southern figure) of authority (daims made by the 

Sutpcns and thc Comp..,on:-.). These figure:-. search fOI meaning and only elegiacally cede to 

~emiosis, to an absence CIl meaning, to an absence of fully revealed secrets. In qucstioning 

the validity of the basis of the SOllthern c1é:ims to proximiry, immediacy and presence, 

Shrcvc doc~n 't need to reach after fuel and 1 ea~on and instead main tains his reading on the 

level of semlOtic play Shreve's ~emiotic mode of reading, in other words, bri;lgS attention 

to the ab:-.cncc of authcnty in the Southern narration, 01 draws attention to the wayan 

individuaJ's search for meaning destroy'> that indivldual's abihty to play, and so be healthily 

dctachcd. Shrcve's semiological focus explain~ hi~ Interest in Jim Bond; Shreve reads 

Bond as the Slltpcn heir who dismantles the Sallthern ~tance III arder that he (Shreve) may 

bring Quentin to a ~tate ln which he (Quentin) can escape the paralyzing influences of his 

SOllthcrn inhcritancc. 

Shrcv~ is tirs( introdllced to the rcader in chaptrf VI as Quentin 's roommate. The 

thrcad WlllCh tics thls imroduclOry scelle lO the l'est of what the reader has read is the subject 

that engages the attention of both yOllths: a letter to Qllencin from his father, in which 

Quentin is infol111Cd of Rosa's deml1. It is this letter, the voice over tells us, that forces 

Quentin tn explain his relation (or desire for a lack of relation) to lhe letter's subject: 

.. [Qucnun] ~()Oll nrcdmg, rClllllred to ~ay 'No, nCllher aunt, cousin, nor uncle, Rosa. Miss Rosa Coldficld, 
an old lady that dll'lI young o( outrage III 1866 one ~uIl1J11cr' alltllhen Shrcvc smd, 'You mcan she was no 
km 10 you, 110 klll 10 )'Oll m all, Ihm ùlcrc W;I-; aClually one Soulhcrn Bayard or Guineverc who was no kin 
10 you? Ihen whal Lill! ,h~ dlc (or?' and Ùl:\1 1101 Shrc\'c'~ flr~llimc, nobody's flrst tlme ln Cambridge since 
Septclnhrr: J dl aholll Ihe SOlllh Wlw(s IItt"e Ilze//' \\'jza/ do Ihe)' do Ihere. ' (174). 

The asylulll which Quentin sceks from his cultural (geographical) heritage at Harvard 

ncither flces 1101 protecb him from having to le-cognize (to contmue to think about) this 
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heritage. Quentin cannot escape the tales of the South becau~e he must tell them repcatcdly, 

and in telling them, !i'iten to them over and over agalll himself. HIS attcmptcd 

disassoc.ation from Rosa is a denial of this hcritage. even though Rosa is, aftcrall, no 

blood-reiation. Having divulged man}' detaih of his legacy to Shreve pnor to our first 

meeting Shreve, Quentin is Ii0W attempting to tell hi ... IIfe story \Vith SOIllC sort of lluthoriul 

objectivity, by distancing himself from li cultural relative, from another individual who is 

also a commonwealth of voices. Quentin \ attempt 10 ~pea" of Rosa objcctively, as though 

from a distance, is a psychological as weil as a lingublic attemrt to dcny or ncgale thc hold 

of the past on him; his inslstence on his lack of blood-liliation to Rosa takes place through il 

funn of negation: Rosa IS none of the thing~ Shreve l'ails her; she i~ simply, for Qucntin, as 

is evident in his formai reference to her a ... "Miss RO'ia Coldficld," a person who bears no 

nominal relation to himself 

Shreve pokes fun al Quentir\ cOll1milment to the South. thu~ ironizing Qucntm's 

narrative and his genealogical relation to II. From the moment Shrcve make~ hb fin:t 

appearanc.:c in the text, he marks a deep contrast to the obse~sive voicc~ of Rosa, Quentin 

and Mr Compson. Shreve's playfulnes~. ev ide nt in the citation abovc. is irorllc, for, like 

sarcasm, it speaks a form of truth, whIle al~o ~ubvcrting it~ own daims to truth. Shreve's 

question, "You mean she was no kin to you'?" I~, nOt only a rhctorical ,:ucstiol1, it is also a 

sarcastic dig which misl'epresents the South \ mythic ~Iatll~ and present situation. Shrevc 

overextends or hyp(;rbolil'ally &,t0l1s QlIentir'~ relation to the South by aggrandizing ail 

characters into Bayards and ail women into a variet:; of Guinevere~.2 ln the ~ame way, 

when Qu~ntin "emphasizes the distance and fonnality in hi~ relal1on~hlp with Miss Rosa" 

(Ragan 1991, 70), Shreve revi~es Quentin\ attempted fonnality 11110 a hypcrbolIzcd mythic 

greatness by calling her eaher "this Aunt RŒa" or "tlle Aunt Ro~a" htarting on page 176). 

Shreve's quotational method is hi.., means of re~istanc:e 10 becol11ing a !11(!rc Ii~tcncr. Shrcvc 

2David Ragan glVCS the hlslone and mylhle dcnvallOn~ of lhc~c namc,>, nollllg lhat raulkncr gIVC\ th(; 
narne Bayard to scvcral charaelers III the Sarlons famlly, and ad(]" lhal Shrcvc U'i,:'- Ule name,> "mocklOgly, 
suggcslÎ1g a Soulhem preoccupation wilh romance and gallantry" (Ragan 1991, 71). 
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puts such reference~ to charaeters from li culture other than his own with;n what Donoghue 

clllls "the ~kepticlsm of invened comma~," as his way of keeping the voice of the heritage 

distinct from hi~ own. Even though Quentin had apparently clarified Rosa's (non-)relation 

to himself, Shrcvc contmues tG rcfer te her a'i (Quentin 's) aunt. And. more than this, as If 

to ~how that thi~ catachretic 'misnaming' is more than just a misunderstanding or 'mis-

Iistening,' Shreve abo add~ the definite article 'the' or 'this' to highlight I.he faet that the 

South can be dccon:tructed by its own aggrandizing rhetorie, that theSoutherr. pretension 

toward grcatnes!o. is maely rhetorical and not real In Minrose Gwin' s words, Shreve 

"distances and dim/llbhes the authonty of Rosa's narrative by misnaming her" (Gwin 

1990, 117). 1 niually, Quentin attemph to con ect Shreve's eatachn.:tic misnamings of Rosa 

Coldfield, but eventually gives up because Shreve playfully per~ists in his ironic mocking 

ofQucntin's eonnection to the South A~ Dale Parker has noted, Shreve's bluntness is 

ironie 10 that it makes fun of the involvement that Quentin and other Southemers invest in 

the SUlpen legacy (Parker 1991, 119) ln olher words, Shreve does nor modify his mode 

of discoursc that It Illay !o.uit Quentin and reflect Quentin's Southem ideals, for the reason 

that Shreve intends to show that the SOllthern !.'Iearch for greatne~s, the search for a fully-

present meanin~, llnclenl11ne~ or sllbvcrt~ lt~ own daims to mythic status. 

Shreve's distance from Quentin\ narrative is also presented in scenes like this: 

• ... /Sulpcn) wa~ bOni III We~l Vlrgmw, m the moulllaln~-' ('NOL III West Virglnla,' Shrcve smd. 'Because 
If he was lwcnly-flw ycar~ old 111 Mls~l~slppi in 1833, he was born in 1808 And lherc wasn't any West 
Vuglnla 10 IHOH b('cau~c-' • Ali nght,' Quelllln ~ald. '-West Virgalla wasn't admlltcd-' 'AII right all 
nghl,' Qucnlln "'lId '--1010 the United SWIÇ~ unul-' 'A 1/ nght nI! right al! nght,' Quentm said) ... (220-
1). 

Shreve is the Canaclian, the foreigner, who (Ironically) (re-)tells Quentin about his Southern 

rerirage. He hSICm, with an analytic ear, cuing or tjuoting hIStory where eonvenient, or 

calling Rosa by other names in order to create dissonance in Quentin 's telling, in order to 

gencrate a lack of meaning or to gloss the fael thm what Quentin talks about IS defunet and 

no longer 'present.' Shreve's mannerisms urge Quentin to accepl that these characters or 

tiglir~s from the pa st M:rvive only Iinguistkally, and that to trallscend the attendant anxiety 
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in relating (to) the South, one must admit that the "ghosts" which haunt Quentll1 exist only 

in language and are not real. By correcting QlIentin'~ refercnce to WeM Virgillia, Shrcve 

tries to make Quentin more 4:lware of the language he lises; Quentin'~ tal~ must be cithcr 

historicaly distanced from its subject matter in us attention to small detalls, or present itsclf 

as a self-reflection on the faet that it is a mele linguistic fabrication. Shrevl.,' listens to 

Quentin's tales that he might make a hole in the fabric of thatllamltlve. Bere we have the 

essential difference between a eritieal type of cri tic i '1 III or listening and the more analytical 

type which Shreve exemplifies. For charactel'~ in the text who experiencc cri~es experienœ 

this anxiety beeallse of the frustratiol' of their initial "earch for 1l1eaning, for prc~enœ. 

Shreve, on the other hand, is here se~n aCllvely creal1ng figlllcS of doubt in Quentin 's 

narrauve. Shr~"e seeks to enlarge the enigmatie state \\lI11(:h for othcr charaelCr~ is that statc 

which is perceived as a threat to their sense of selr-identity. Shrcve intemlpl~ Qucntlll's 

tale by reminding Qùentin that Rosa has now been lcnamcd, or by poinling ouI an hi~lorical 

oversight, and 50 makes ~he detail a larger i ... ~ue th an the whole. Shrcvc's obJcc\lve stance 

dearly identifies hirl; as the figure of an abruptor---but an Ironie abruptor, sim e, as Cuddon 

would say, his remarks lIpon Quentin'~ nan ative show that Shrcvc takc~ an approach 

which actively perceives "a dl5erepancy or meongruity between word ... and their lllcaning, 

... or between appearance and reality ,. 

Shreve is described as watching Quentin "from the beginning with intent detached 

speculation and curiosity" (256), with an inten~ity, that is to ~ay, not of one engaged with a 

cri sis, but of one who must listen clo~ely in order ln break IIp the speaker'~ narrative. 

Because Shreve can be both engaged and then dl~engaged, one enlie ha ... noted (Hl rather 

extreme temlS, 1 find) that he can be con ... idered "the only p.\ychopatholo!-:ical ca ... c in the 

novel-in his capacity for sadism, thc emphatIc viciowne.\.\ of hi., plea"'lIle~, and <;0 on" 

(Guetti, 75, note 2, italics added). How th en i ... the reader to deaJ with pa~~agcs 10 the text 

which try to clear Shreve of any slleh detached, lct ajonc ~adi ... tic, Il1ctivc~? In one passage, 

for instance, it is noted that' 
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rShrevc'sJ remark wa~ not mtcndcd for fllppancy or even derogation. It was born (If from any source) of 
that mcorriglble un\cnllmental <,enllmcntallly of the young whlch Ulke~ the form of hard and often crass 
levity ... (275) 

Il mu~t be recognizcd that the vOlee ovel l!1 thi~ ~tatcment only :lppears to contradlct 

Guetti's Vl~lon cf Shrcvc\ ~adj~111 For Shreve's persona] irony must be seen to 

comprehcnd dual and contradu:to:y po,>ition~ On the one hand, Shreve on the exterior 

seems flippant to the pOint of belllg ~adlstic, eonsidering Quentm's involvement with the 

tales and his ~eareh for meaning or "understanding," while on the other hand, this same 

charaetcr Jll~t want.., to llndcr~tand (361) or ,>entimentally identify with what he hears.3 

Thi~ oppo~ilJon, al,>o J1ccc~~anly an appo~ition, h characteri~tie of irony. Irony allow.s us 

to ~u~tain both IIltcrnal and external ~tate~ whleh may dlffer siglllficantly from one 

another.4 FurthcI1llore, Shreve' s detachment or tlippancy i~ primariJy a defenslve way of 

listcning and tcUing. Shreve become~ the ~emi-engaged hstener so tllat he may also become 

the Ironie !Cller-he h~ten.., closely but with levity, ~o that he may pervert the tales, and 

speak for him:-.clf in~tead of being in~cnbed by the~e tale~_ To see external sadism and 

intcrnalundcNandII1g a~ I1ltIllially e:-..cbl'>lve I~ to overlook the intention~ of Shreve's 

tlippaney. hls goalls to get Quentin to ~peak for himself It must be noted, to his credit, 

that Shrcve is relallveJy sllcœssful: chapter~ VI-IX present a Quentin who IS Jess neurotic in 

Shrcvc's company, a Quentin who benefits from Shleve's ironie presence. Shreve's 

sadlsm lI1fllct~ (al Il~ pOlential worst) the pain of renunciation lIpon Quentin-had Quentin 

acccpted and eXlell1aJized his hatred for the South by saying '1 do hate the South' instead of 

"( dont hate il," Quentin would be less ensnared withiq the Sutpen tïJigree. (The ultimate 

importance of the dcsirabiity of Quentin \; renUr1ctatIon I~ evidcnt 111 the context of The 

3"nll', pa~,agc wherc Shrcvc exprC'ises lm de'>lre ta understand the Soulh and whcle Quentin admlts that he 
docsn', kllow whl'Ilter or /lOI he hlm'iclf under...tancl\ thc South I~ ljuotcd more cxtenslvely on the uLle page 
to th,,,: charter. 
4Thl' vOlce nvcr l'\'Cn descnhc~ Shrcve a~ the cmbodlmcnL or incarnation 01 thc lrollle pnnciplc, tclhng us 
that Slm'\'C "llX)~l'd e\~Il·tly Ilmell'cn; he \\ a~ one 01 tho~e people who~e correct age you never know bccausc 
thcy loo\.. nal tly Ih,1I and 'iO )'ou tcll your-;cll thal he or ~hc cannnL pO"'''lhly be that bccause he or she 
look" too e\~1l tl} Ihal nnt ln 1:I\..e <!(!\antagl' of thc appearam:c' ~o you ncvcr belleve Imphcltly that he or shc 
IS ('lIhl'r Ih,1\ age \\hldl thl') dallll or that whlch III ,hl'er dc'pl'ration they agrcc to or whlch somcone l'Ise 
rcporb Ih,'11\ 10 hl' "\294) 
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Sound and the Fur)', where a more practically detachcd Quentin ma)' not have l'oll1mittcd 

suicide,) 

Shreve 's :ronic c"Îl:taehment mu~t be undcrstood wlthin tht= l'ontext of his 

understanding that the only healthy di~cOlll\e l~ the dl\L'OUI'Se of play. One l'lille IlOtes that 

Quentin and Shreve share "a critieal attitudc toward lll',toricai know1edge which stimlilates 

the seareh for an adequate explanation of pa~t event\" (Rolly<;on, 76). Yct QlIentlll and 

Shreve do more than try to find adequate cxplanat1on~ for past event~, They also doubt 

historieal knC'wledge and find any epistemological ct'rtainly III thi:-. respect to he sll~pel't. 

Shreve and Quentin, however, do more Ihan \lmply [l'y 10 situatc thl'II belrcr~ 1/1 /'c1allon 10 

one type of hlstoncal knowledge over anothcl More l/l1portantly, thelr narratlvc~ abo try 

to situate themselves in l'dation to pnor nalTatlve~ on the saille :-'lIb.lCl1 Shn:ve \., inllllcl1cc 

in the latter half of the book create~ and open:-. IIp spacc for new linglll\tlC fonn:-. and ncwly 

perceived narrative figures, both for Illm..,e1f, and, at Illnes, for Quentin Shrevc':-. capacily 

for play allows him not only sarca~tically 10 111I~rCpre\ent ~ome of the SOllthern ligure ... , hut 

also to create new ones By creating new tale.." Shreve mdicatl:\ 10 Quentin a way for him 

(Quentin) to transcend the mfluence of the Soulhern narralive voi-:c:-. Ihal Qucnllll would 

never have been able ta transcend (even momctarily) on hi:-. own Â:-. John Ba:-,<;cl notc~; 

Shreve "develops a series of new metaphor.., and new narrative..., Shrcvc, after ail, i:-. the 

only true inventor ln the book" (Ba'\set, 139) 

Shreve's irol1lc or detached a"'~()Ciatlon \Vith the Southern tall;" allow" h1l11 to 

recontextualize things :-.aid by prior VOlCC:-' ..,0 that he effectively 1l11munize:-. hill1~elf aga1l1M 

experiencing a crisis and becoming a commonwealth. Considcr for lIl:-.tance the complcx 

presentation of his tramgres:-.ion of Mr Comp..,on '" inJlInction to Quentin again...,t Imagining 

the forbldden. Here is the Compsol1 InJul1ction which Shrcve cventually tran"gre..,..,c,,: 

Vou can not cvcn Imaglr.:: [Charle.., Bon 1 and J udlLh alone togcthcr 1 ry to do Il and th(~ nC:If'~\t yOll Lan 
COme IS a projecuon of !.hem whlle the Iwo at.lual people werc doubllc..,.., \Cpantlc and c!<,cwhcrc --rwo \hadc\ 
pacmg, sercnc &nd untroubled by ne..,h, ln a ~ummer garden-the ... ame IwO ... erenc phanlOln\ who \ccm 10 
wmch, h('ver, Impartial allenUve and qUlcl, ahove and behllld Ihe Inexpllcahle lhundcrhead 01 IlIlcrc!K(IOn\ 
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and defiancc\ and the rcpudtalJon\ oul of whlch thc rockllkc SUlpcn and the volaule Henry flash cd and glarcd 
and Cc..I.'>CG .. (97) 

Nowhcrc m (he;: texi do we .... Cl' Quentin break out of :11~ father' s mscription. Shreve, 

howcvcr, whilc rcfcrnng imphcitly to Mr üJmpsoll'~ words to Quentin, not only imagines 

Judith and Bon walkmg together, but even (re)de .... cnbe~ Bon a~ thinking, while "he walked 

wilh Judllh and lalked 10 her, gallanl and elet'ant and aUlomatic" (333), about the '.Jign he 

wants to gel from SUlpcn which will confml1 hi~ ~u!.plClon that Sutpen IS hls father­

Shrevc ironically 1I1laginl.!s or extrapolale ... a ... tory in \\lhlch Bon attempts to senle his 

relation~llIp 10 a fatilcr who !.hlrk~ 11l'> re!.poll!.iblny of lIl.\crihing him, of giving h1l11 his 

nghtful name. Shrevc \ tran~grc~~loll helc develop .... as li tale aboullhe intelplay of voices. 

Shrcvc's imaginative ael, then, oughl nOI 10 be read merely a~ a vision, for, as a 

commentary upon the rdatlon!.hlp~ bClwecn voke!.. It 1 .... more precisely a revision. 

Furthcrmore, Shrcvc\ poetie aet siJ11ultaneou .... ly eomment~ upon its subJect's desire to be 

aftiliated to SUlpen (to be a Sutpen 'rdation') J\~ a ~ign of the intncate network of 

HltcracIlllg VOICC~ 1/1 Ah.w/om, Ab.\a/om', Shreve\ revi~lOn of Mr Compson's injunction is 

actllally anuclpatl:d a kw page~ carlIer by the VOICI." Ovel'" own lInagming: 

... and tJlcy-Qucnun .md Shrcve-Ihmkmg how alLcr lhc t'alher ~poke and berore wh al he sU/d stoppcd bcmg 
!>/I(x:k and Ix:g,m 10 /ll.lkc ~en"e, Henry would nx,aH taler ho\\' he had secn through the wmdow beyond hls 
fathl'r'~ hcad Ihe \I\ter and lhe lover m the garden, pacmg \Iowly (294). 

Shrcvc's rCVI~lon pal11y con .... l~t~ of sragmg 1111'1 walk at Christmas lime, while Compson's 

IIljllnctIon seto.; the (non)event in the 11llll11aginable imagllled Ume of summer But frorn the 

rcader\ pcr~pcctivc, Shrevc's move 1 .... antlcipated by the VOlee ~ver This narrator 

suggcsts that, cven though Quentin and Shrcve had imagllled Henry observmg the pair 

"disappear !.Iowly beyond some t lIsh or shrub ~tarred with whIte bloom-jasmine, 

spiraca," thc~e 'ob.,ervcd' or unagined objects are ncvertlleless 'mimes, blooms which 

Shrcve pm!.ibly had never heard [of! .. " (294-5). The voice over's comment is strategic-

Il serves the pllrpme of lIndenmlling Shreve's allthority/voice. Shreve creates a scene, it is 

implIcd, but he rcally doc~n't kllow \\'hat he i~ doing in resnect to the detmls; he doesn't 

bllild upon fart: he doe!.I1' t understalld what he creates. The voice over corrects Shreve 
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imagination~, noting that. ''lt wOllld not matlt'I here 111 C'alllbridge 1 the placc or the 

collaborative and creatlvc tc1hngl that the tllne hall b\.'t.'n ",inter III that :~arden tnn land 

that] il had been mghlll1 the garden al..,o" (:;95). IhelL'b) ma~lIlg Ille prc~enrl' of hlooll1~ 

and spiraea impossIble This anti;:ipated rahe IInagllllng doc.., nOllllattcl hccatl' .. e the teHing 

is now a healthy and not a repressive one, ..,inct' Shi evl' and QuelltIn arc awarc that they arc 

speculating 111 a non-mmmitted fashlon on Ihe CVl'llh pa~,t. Thl.., imaglllll1g mu..,t he jlldgcd 

by its reslIlts' it ma~es pos'\ible Quentll1'~ abllily to \lan~gre~ ... lm faihcr\ IIlJlII1clIOn SlIl'h 

mis-reading.., explore li frccdol11 of pCI ... pcctivl' and mdll'iIll' a fn:cdom l'tom ail :t1J\lcly of 

influence, the anxiety Wll1Ch could n~~ult III OIlC'''' bL'C0111l11g li commonwealth" 

Another olltward ~ign which link.., Donoghlle'.., l'OllllllCnt ollll"Ony 10 Shrcw's (and, 

because of Shreve's intlucm;e on him, Quenlin \) approach tn tdhng and h ... tl.'llIng 1'\ 

contained 111 the injllllclJon "Wait!" ln one I\:'>pect. Iim J'Crer.., to QllC nt III \ 1I1JlInction tn 

Shreve not to dlsrupt the structure oflll', (Ql/t'l1!m',,) Il'Iling ln illlolher, 1\ refl.'r~ 10 

Shreve 's exclamation that he be allowell 10 Il:vi~e Quentin \ pa ... 1 wilhollt nClIlg inlCITUptcd 

by Quentin. Though speakmg so a~ to bc healc1 by the olher, nellhcr 'Nant,> 11I~ dlSl'OlIr~e 10 

be punctllred. One of the most exclling cxprc'I,>(nn,> of Shlcvc'~ mmic IIltcl1tion'\ occllrs 

when Shreve counters Quentin by telltng hllll "No .. yOll wait. Let IllC play a whilc now" 

(280). It shows that, a,> Snead note~, "In order ln inlCrprl'l, Shrcvc inlcrruph" (Sncad 

1986, 134). These are momcnt~ in the text wherc both Quentin and Shlcvc arc dcplelcd as 

individuals engaged in the activrty of keepll1g theu own dl~COUI '>c~ gOlllg, ~o lhal the othcr 

can't puncture thelr respective nalTative effol1'i Shrcve\ mode of tclling here i,> more 

mature lhan Quenun\, a~ it admlts the fael IhatnanalIvc,> Ol'ClII bctween two people and ~o 

5] wbh mercly to nOLe LhaL thl'> drama 01 wnflKLmg unagll1l1lg" ,>upporl'l a readlllg 01 thc tcxl whllh '>CI':'> Il 
~ concerned wnh the dynaOllc relation of dlflerent VOICC,> and 1'>, cven Hl thl'> examplc.lc\,> umcerncd wnh 
the truth of the ... tory. the prcturl:1g forth of whaL rcully hapPcllcd, t1WIl wllh verbal ccollomy :.lIltf power· 
play. One CnLlC thu\ ml\\e,> the mark In notlng Lhat QucnLHI and Shrcvc'" engagcmcnt wllh Ilcllry :md Bon 
throllghouL the Lext reprC\enh a "graduai mcrgmg 0/ pcrccptlon" ln the pOllltthat üuenIlIl and Shrcvc \Cc 
the things that Henry and Bon hall <.,ecn wlth eljuul Illlell\lly (Ragan ICJH7, 12XJ ln Illy readmg 01 UIC\C 
passages, themalllstor).toid 1'> of Ihe agon of vOlllllg 
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cxi~t a., a type of "play" Quentin doc.,n·( wanl hi, dl,cour~e to be interrupted because he 

want~ to uncarth the .,olllctlllng whlch 1., llll.,.,mg ln the tale Shreve doesn't want to be 

mtcrruptcd bec<llI.,c he wan(~ to play wlth the loo,e thread~ of the narrative, play with the 

very filet that \olllethll1g I~ mi\~ing ln the narrative. that the indlviduals are Jess than what 

Qucnun makc\ thcm out to be and that the pa.,t cannot be treated like the present. Shreve's 

mjllnction reflcct, a more dialoglcal bent. while Quentln's mdleate~ a more monohthic or 

lllcaning-orientcd as\ertlon. 

II i., III tlm pa.,.,agc wherc Shrevc want" to "play" that Shreve offers a remarkable 

aCCOllnt 0/ Wa~h Jonc,,,,, lllurdcl of Sutpcn 

Now, Wu\11. !llIn (Ihe denlOn) ... umdmg Ihere wlth the hop,c. the ... .lddled chargu the .. hcuthcd saber .. : the 
vOlce 01 lhe 1:lIlhlul grJve·(l1ggcr who opclll'd Ihe play and \\ oulll c/ChC Il comlng out of the wmgs hke 
Shakc .. pcarc· ... vcry .. cil (2XO) 

Shrcve '!'> vOlclng here once again o'ver ... tcp~ the voire of a precursor, as il is a refomlulation 

of Mr C01l1p~on \ 'play' metaphor fOI thc Slltpen drama: 

ISlIlpen) wa ... lInawan: 111.11 wlllie he wu ... play lOg Ihe .. cenc 10 lhe all(!Ience. bchmd hlm Fate. deslmy. 
relnhlllion. Iwny-- Ihe ... Iage manager. cali hll1l whal you will-wa~ already ~tflkmg the ,>el and draggmg on 
Ihe !>ynlhcIIl' and "'pUrlou", ... Iwdow ... und .. hap'· ... 01 the nC\1 on(' (72·1) 

The dilTclence between the two ver~ion, of Sutpen\ downfall is in degree: Shreve's 

unagilling hypcrbollzc\ or, in Pitav)" ~ lt~1111. ·'lI1flate ..... Mr Compson 's (Pitavy 1984, 195). 

Compson aCCOll/1ts for the Sutpen dO\vnfallln telm\ of arrogance (or, in more literary 

tenm, hamartia) Knowlllg that Wa,h Jone~ \\'a~ the fipal VOlee/instrument in Sutpen's 

downfall, Shrcve n:vi,e~ Compson'~ Illl'taphor:-. of ·'f-ate. de~tiny, retributlon, irony-the 

~tage manager." and trall',forlllS Jone\. an otherwi~e margll1al character l1l the text, into the 

faithful gravedigger who wou/d both open and L lo~e the play-not the stage manager, but 

the very ~llIlhor of the play. JlS playwright. ]n an ironie tWist, Comp~on 's figure of the 

~tage manager beeome~ 111 S hre\'c' s ~tory ~omeone who i~ perhaps the !::,'Teatest single 

'author' of alltime Wash' s presence a, a presence greater than S utpen' s presence is thus a 

sllrpme. Sha\...c,pcarc on the ... tage w('ult! remind li" of the play's artificHlhty. Wash as 

author or playwright rCIllll1ds us of the fraglluy of the pa~t. of it-; hnglllstic reconstruction, 
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the playwright thus serving as Sltreve\ ~elf-retlc'\l\'e ligure for hi., {and QUl'ntin's) crealive 

production in a Harvard donnitory. 

Shreve's playful rcvisionism is itself given an IrOllle or duahsl1l' charartcnËal10n llllhe 

text. The VOl ce over tells liS that, whi!e "there 1111ght bc paradox and inc()n~lstcncy" in 

Quentin and Shreve's cooperative recrcations of portlon~ of the Sutpcn myth, Ihere is still 

"nothing fault nor false" (316). Yet, paradoxically, the tc:\t also statc~, a ft'w hnes above, 

that through 

SOffie happy marnage 01 speakmg and hcanng .. each .. lorgaw Londonl'd and lorgot the laultmg 01 Iht' 
other--faullmgs both in the crcatang of thb shade wholll they (h,cu~~ed .. and ln the hl'anng and ~lllIng ami 
discardmg thc ral~c and prc,>crving what ~ccll1l'd lrUl'. or III li IL' prl'llH1(\'I\l'd {\ Ifl) 

What is the meaning of thls paradox') Ho\\! can thcl'e be both "nothing fault" and al thc 

same time "falilting~ both in the creating . and in the heal ing'''' ln order 10 cxplain tlw .. 

paradox, 1 would sllggest that the term "fault" l't'fer, 10 a mi.;reading, a gcncral 

mlsunderstandmg or 1111sapplicauon of hi:-.toncal fart" A ... \\le havc ... een, Qlll'nl1n and 

Shreve's narralive~ are "l'aIse" in thi~ :-.en"e, bel'au ... c thcy arc Ilot hi~torical and arc IIldecd 

misreadings. It tLerefore become<; app:ucnt that the VOll'e ()vcr'~ comment that their tclling\ 

are not false more c1early means thul Qucntlll and Shrevc\ tcll!ng ... ale tJ'uc to ... ollle othel 

standard, namely the standard of the imaglllatlon, :-.incc 1:le fact" arc t:l1lored, a.; wc arc tnld, 

to "fit the preconeeived," and not the olher way around. ft , ... for thi~ reason thal their 

tellings do not exhibillhe "faull" of CI1\I .... Shlcve and Qucntlll'" "cive ... hen: IIIll1lclIl:e and 

change the Southern narrative rather than VICC vcI ... a By not a!lowlIIg the talc ... to lJIfluencc 

their mode of self-perception (by not allowlIlg thc talc" to make them 11110 commonwcalth,,), 

no fault is 10 be found in Quentin and Shn:ve' ... Icla1101l tu thc SOllthern talc ... 

As one eritie ~lIggests, Quentl!1 and Shrevc \ \peculal1oll\ arc poclically truc bccall\(~ 

they realize po~sible way~ of telling-i c , po..."'lblc Illcaning... i nhcrel1l III the rhetoric of 

the particular heritage by which Shreve 1 ...... ct1l1tu play" (Radloff, 2(1) Yet, morc 

consistently, as Faulkner him~clf ~um;e ... tccl, Qucntln'" "fllcnd" Shrevc 1" thc onc who "bad 

a much truer picture of Slltpen from what Qucnllll t(Jld hllll than (Jucnl1n hllmclf d)(J" 
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(Fl,ui h ner 1 ~5Y. 274 )---for Qucntlll \ lllatunty of VI '>1011 i,> defJendent upon the influence of 

hl~ roomlllatc',> more naturally ironlC apPlOaeh Thcrt'fon:, lt I~ Ilot altogether accurate to 

sUite that Shrevt: i.., ... ct into play by the rhetom of the Southern heritage which he hears 

from hJ~ roommatc, for Shrevc'~ nanallVC cffort~ arc .!l,>tt'ad thr product of his ironiç 

vantagc. AltholJgh he may reqUlre cel1ain faet.., whlch he derive~ from Quentin in order to 

ground the ~llbJtct of 111'~ own narrative, he nonethele ...... achieve~ a "truer picture" by vinue 

of Ill'> more dctached pcr,>pcctivc, a pel~pCL'llW wllich 1., i.) direct contra"t to what Faulkner 

ha., callcd Qllcnlln\ "opthalrma" (Falllknci 1959,274) 

Shrt:vc achu:vc ... il trllcr plcllIn: (and '>0 doc,> nul "'l/ft'cr from opthalmlil) because he 

ironically prevent:-. the SOllthern tale of aut hOl il)', of full pre~ence from having metaleptic 

pnority over Iw> own ver~lOn ... of the talc Unhke the other characters mentIoned so far, 

Shrcve doc~ not hel'lIll1c In~l'rihcd h)' and thcn Iceite tbe tale,> he hears, As James Gray 

~ay'>, "Unlr~e Sutpcn at the door, llnlI~c MI,>" Rn,>a on the .,tau',>, unhke BOil at the ultimate 

gale, Shrevc ha~ Ilever bCL'n barrcd by Ihe I/1\Criplion., of palnmo/1lal hierarchy" (Gray, 

34), ln fact, ratller than bl: bounded WIIhl/1 th~ margll1\ of and abused byanother's 

figurations. Shreve 11lm..,elf linally in\cnbe,> the tale Thb l110vement is suggested, as one 

critic note'i, 111 the etymology of hls name. "11 denves 1'10111 'scribe,' one who 'scratches,' 

'wnte~,' but who 1 ... abo one who hea", confe:-''>Ion and allot~ penance; his name grows 

flOm the root wonl round ln '10 ClfCUllN.:nbe.' 'de,>cllhe,' 'ScribbJe,' 'transcribe' (Webster 

14(3)" (Slattcry, 51) 

Ir 15 po~siblc 10 advanœ the argulllent that Shrcve 1\ only able to evade the 

inscriptions of the South bel':luse his own birthright, hi-; OWI1 heritage of being a Canadian, 

prevC'nt~ hll11 from under,>tanding and IdclIl(t)'ing \Vith the South. as Quentin himself 

sugge~h (AA, 3(1) Thl~ would be [0 ,>a) that Shreve\ ironie detachment is due solely to 

the f;\':t that hc l~n't a Southerner. If one "'Clt' 10 ta"e thi~ a~ a glven, Jt would have to be 

inferrcd that Quenlln, or an)' SOlltherner, \\'ould ncver be able to ga1l1 'ironie distance' from 

Ihat herilage. In dm respect, it would seem difficult 10 argue that it is Shreve's irony which 

1 
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off~rs a way of listenll1g te Qu~ntin which ",ould safeguard his self against innuences, 

against inscription. For isn't It easier for Shreve to be detaeheè 1"1'0111 thc tales for thc very 

reason that he is 110t ~art of the Southern heritage? Yet the qucstitll1 stillicmains: Docs 

Shreve"s lronism offer a better way of reading than that offered by the metaphysicians of 

the South? Shreve's ironic way of listening, it must be maintained. in its ubility to avoid 

the experience of cnsis, is still preferable to the met.tleptic and dcmonstric modcs of 

listening 1 discu!.sed in my last chapter. By not giving the speakcr'~ words greater 

authority th an his own, Shreve represents a ne\\.' trope in the te:...t. By allalyzing the 

rhetorical fonns voices take when they imeract with each other in Faulkner's Ah.wlom, 

Absalom', Shreve's origins as a Canadian come to have little bearing on what he docs for 

the situation of discourse in the text. James Mellard. fOl instance, IS a Teader who 

approaches Faulkner's text in a way which i~ ~imilar 10 rl1ine He argues that Shrevc's 

"aeeount or interpretation is dominated by the trope of irony und emplotted as satire or 

antiromance," his "basic tactic" being !O "detlate the language of the previous enligllrations" 

(119). As a eritie of Faulkner's text, one ean do no better than tracc thc dramatization of the 

rhetorical forms therein, as Mellard does by aliglllng the four ma111 voices in the text and 

theiI' subject with four different trope~, Shreve' ... tropic manner representing an cscape from 

the other forrns of consciousness. 6 

Nonetheles~, to fully understand the pLJrpo~e of the irol1Jc voice Hl Faulkncr's text, It 

is imponant to admit the contradiction (or textual impa ...... ). the text i~ ~trllctl1rcd ~uch that 

irony offers a model for a way out of lllscription, while the character (Shrevc) who 

embodies this principle i~ (authorialiy) given attributes which make of hb ironie usage no 

heroic feat. As 1 have been arguing throughout thl ... the<;I\, ail impasses in Ah.wlom, 

6Mellard maps out Ab.\alom 's !JOpIC I,md~cape by Imk1l1g Ro,>a\ IOmancc lherne,> to a mewphoflc 
perspective, Mr Comp~on ',> !Jaglc therne,> to a rnetonyrnlcal r\!r~pCt.l1vc. the "cornlc" \lory of Sutpen ',> 

design ta synechdoche, and Shrcve\ antlromalJC per~Uél'.lOn,> to JrI>Jly. Clcllrly, JO focu'>Jflg morc upon thc 
notions of one VOICC\ mfluence lIpon another, l havc had to re~orl to a dlflercntlropologlt.al '>t.heme lo 
describc thc ,>erIel> of 'weak' readmg'> pnor 10 con<,ldcnng the '\!Jonger' remlmg-pcr\llCCllve cxemphllCd Jfl 
Shrevc's Ironie t.hamcler, condudmg rny rc,ldmg (lI the texl noncthclc,>\ on rnut.h the \umc (tropo!oglcal) 
ground a<; thal explorcd by Mellard 
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Absalom! can be seen to fulfill a purpo~e once it is discovered that these impasses or 

aporias thenl'.;e1ve~ have ~ol11ething ta ~ay, that they have a vOlee. A weak textual reading 

mcrely note~ its frustration (or anxiety) at a particular Lextual impass, while a stronger 

rcading liIakes thi:: impal.s, stalcmate or confllcL between two dements speak. thereby 

achicvÎng an undcr~{alldillg of the text 's parapraxe:-. This aet of giving a voiee to the text, 

diffcring al. il docl. from 1) the l.implc common-sen~e rcading which strives for avantage 

which may aSl.ert tex tuaI unit y, and 2) the fonn of deconstructive reading which immerses 

itself in the (hetoric of Ihe text to demonstl":lle how any textual pretensions to unit y 

dismantle ilS own daim<;, nonetheles~ combines them to deseribe, speculativcly, a more 

cncompas~jng tcxlual voire. In lhis ca"e, wlth thil. particular section of Faulkner's 

Ahsalom. Ab.wlom' in mind, a coÏlusion of these (\Vo type~ of reading (the unity-bound 

coml11on-scn~e type of Icading and the Iype of decon<;tructive reading which looks for 

aporias In what is s.ud) produces a very "impIe Insight here into the problem of the 

signiticancc of Shreve\ ironie stance in lelatioll to the faci of his being a Canadian. The 

conspicuolls absence of a fully sketched SOllthern Shreve who escapes his w0uld-be 

inscripuons Ihrollgh an ironie relation 10 the tale~ is Falllkner's way of saying the following 

to the readet. '1 ~how yOll the way out, but nOI entirely. Sa 1h",1 only ifyou are so truly 

dctaehcd a!, 10 avold bewming fully II1~C1Ibed by the world 1 create, and only if you are 

capable imlead of imagllllllg \Vhar such a full tledgcd lronism wOlild be, have you 

undcrstood the sigmtieanœ of irony. If yOtl, as li reader, can imagine what a Southern 

ironie voice wOl/Id be like, then you hnve made the impasses in my tex t speak.' 

1 now turn to Shreve '5 reinscription of or commentary upon Jim Bona, the last of 

Sutpen 's living heirs 1 beheve that Shlcve hones in on this charaeter at the end of the book 

for whal Shrcve takcs 10 be Bond's irolllc re-presentation or dismantling of Sutpen's great 

design (0 have a pure ([hallS, in Sutpen\ eye~, a whire) lineage which ,,/iIl extend his name 

and honour into the future. Bond is significant to Shreve as he represents Sutpen's failure 

in this respect. As James Snead remarks: 
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Shreve has puncturcd this smooth fabnc [of the narraltve hentage l. s"yill~ thatlhe sto'")' makes sense If yOli 
restore the black, bULlt f"ils othcl.vise; but even by mellllollmg the black he has alrem1y failed the story. 
And Quentin nas fatlcd even mor~ gmnd1y, bccause he and hls Southcrn ,"formants have Imled lO Impose 
through their narrallons the SouLh's mlluellual magic upon Ihe shrcwd C'anadaan It~l('ner (Sneall 19R6, BI). 

Shreve abrupts into the Sutpen filigree of whiteness or 'purity' and then asks Quentin why 

he hates the South. One critic remark~: "That Shreve does not scem more eoneemed with 

Quentin's mental balance is a reflection of hls lack of l'omplehension of bOlh lhe nature and 

the extent of Quentin's involvement" (Ragan 1987. : 54), y ct. in my view. Shreve 

perceives Quentin's involvement and then trie~ to get him to lronize 11. and he trics to do 

this mainly through his characterization of Jim Bond Shreve rcalizes that for Qucntin to bc 

able to say that he hates the South at least a little bit would be to admit a certain db,tance 

From the South and thereby confirm lhat hl'. collaboration wIth Shreve. in revising parts of 

the legend as il had been told to him, was more than a mere anomaly in his outlook. 

indicating the assumption of a healthiel attitude, one which doe~n 't restrict him to bcing a 

mere commonwealth of voices.? In this respect. lt..,cems mistaken to a<.;<.;U1l1C that Shrcvc'~ 

question "Why do you hale the South'?" l~ Shreve's "patlletie" rhetoriral tactic to conccal his 

engagement and identification with the tale, as Pitavy wogllC'i (Pltavy 19S9, }O-I) To argue 

this point is to misread the orientation of utterance.., a~ clramatJzcd or cxpolll1ded in the lext: 

a remark happens in a context of other remark, and tne.., to do somethmg to that context; if 

it is weak, it aligns itself with that context; If ~trol1g, il realign~ or reVl<.;e~ lhat contexl. 

Pitavy's remark misses Shreve's function or role in the text a .... a VOif;C among others, li 

voice which trie~ to remar k those VOlce~ (ta achieve, a~ Faulkner say~, a "truer picturc") 

and tries to suggest to Quentin that he do the ~ameo 

7In theOiellcaltenns, Shreve allcmpL~ Lü force Quentlll to a ...... urnc a more dctachcd bccau~e more pnvale and 
Jess social relalion LO thl, Sutpen flhgrcc a<; thl ... would a((ow hlm 10 indulge III hl~ own (pnvale) rc­
creations of the legacy. 1 owc thls in<;lghtto my applicatIon, lo Faulkner', texl, 01 Rllhard f{orty's m<'lghL 
mto the nature of irony. ln COflltngency, Irony, and Sol/dan/j, ROrly laml~' lrony' ... u ... e ln Illc realm 01 the 
private, argulllg that any allcmpL<; 10 con vert il~ u<;c lO so,-wl CIH}<, arc ml ... wken Shreve lnc.., 10 gel 
Quentin to creale, LO ~eparatc out, a pn yale world for hlln'>ell, and lhcreby cca ... c bcang a commonwealth, te> 
get Quentin to play as he (Shrcve) doc~ wlth Ihe loo~e end'i of lhe legacy Shreve', lrony, III lum, '.cck<. 
only to promole lhls altitude :.lIld so 1'. hardly. a ... Guettl and Ragan have ... ugge\led. unawarc 01 Quentm\ 
stance in relation to his 'complcx' of Ialc ... 
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Shreve, ncver having met Bond, ~ees in him a ">ymbol of the "fauIt" or apOlia in 

Sutpcn 's legacy, a fault which toprles Sutpen 's grand narrative schemes of filial 

continuation. Earlier on, Shreve had critÎClzed the events he had heard for their tragic 

outcome by reductively ~tating of Sutpen (and the South): "50 he just wanted a grandson ... 

That was ail he wa~ after Jesu,,>, the South is fme i<;n 't it?" (217). Thus, Shreve's ultimate 

critique of the South is made cIearer once he expounos upon who/what this grandson is. 

Jim Bond, like Benjy in The Sound and the Fury, i!'. a Faulknerian figuration of idiocy. 

Unlike his counterpart in the Compson fami~y, Jim Bond can speak (it is implied that he 

can't fonn ~enlcnce~ bcyond "CalI!'. me 11111 Bond" (371 », but again, like Benjy, he mainly 

howls, or fonm inarticlliatc ~ound!'. Bond, the type of glandson Sutpen would have 

wanted least (bccause of the taint of black blood), completely negates the things Sutpen 

cherished 010St: the ability to say '1 am a SlItpen,' and to be able to proudly verbalize the 

Sutpen genealogy, to tell of H. Bemg the last remallling Sutpen, Bond mocks the design or 

mustcr narrative through his babble. Here is the passage where Shreve gives his own 

interpretation of Jim Bond's si~nificance 111 relation to the Sutpen design: 

"So Il look Ch:ulc!'. Bon and hls mothcr 10 gCI nd 01 old Tom, and Charles Bon and the octoroon to gct 
nd of JUdith, and Charle., Bon and Clylic la gel nd of ClyLlc; and Charles Bon 's mother and Charlcs Bon's 
grandmoUler gOI nd of Charle .. Bon. So Il takes IwO mggcrs 10 gel nd of onc Sutpcn, dont il?" Quentin did 
nol answc.; cVH!cntly Shreve (Ild nol wa.ll an answcr now; he continucd almûst wlthoul a pause: "Which is 
~IITIght, II'~ (mc; Il c/car., the wholc ledgcr, you can lear all the p"gcs ouI and bum thcm, except for one 
thmg. And do you know whal that IS?" Perhap~ hc hopcd for an answer thls tlmc, or perhaps he merely 
paused for empha~I"', .,lI1ce he got no answer "You've got one mggcr Icfl Onc mggcr Sulpcn left. Of 
cour~e you can'I catch hlm and you dont cvcn al ways sec hlln and you never Will be ablc 10 use him. BUl 
you've gOI hlm Ihere slill You !'.tlll hcar h1l11 al nighl !'.Ol11ellllle... DOIl'l you?" 

"Yes," Quenlm ~,Ild 
"And so do yOIl know whal 1 Ihmk'l" No\\' he dit! expect an ,m ... wcr, and now he gOl onc' 
"No," QUClllHl ~'Ild. 
"Do )'OU walll 10 "now what 1 thmk'J" 
"No," Qucnllll ~;lId 
"Then l'lIlell yOl. 1 Ilullk Ihat Ullime th-:: llln Bonds arc gomg to conqucr thc w('Stern hcmlsphere. Of 

cour<;c Il won '1 qUII~ he ln our lime and of cour\e as thcy sprcad IOward the pales they will bleach out again 
hkc the rahblts ar.d Ihe bml ... do, so thcy won 't show up so sharp agamst the snow. But il will slill be Jlm 
Bond; and sa Ul a Icw lhou ... and years, 1 who regard you will also havc sprung from the loins of African 
kings. Now 1 wanl you 10 Il'lImc Ju~t onc Ihmg 1110re Wh)' do you hale the South?" (377-8) 

As has been notcd, Bond is Shreve' s tigure for the trace or taint of the other in Sutpen 's 

",UTati"c design and actual lineage, a taint which creates an irrevocable gap in, and rhus 
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undennines, the Sutpen r!"eam of total coherency, of "lIndisturbcd self-presence" (Flores, 

150).8 It makes sense that Shreve wou Id chose Bond as the 'obscUfed or half-l'onccaled 

black(-sheep)' of the family. For, having heard Quentin' s account of the ur-scene, Shreve 

would know that darkness of pigment (or 'tainted' blood) had come to rcpresent for 

Sutpen, ever sin ce his experience at Pettibone's plantation, a presence which undcmlincs 

his designs, a destructive "darkness" or aporia in 11Is IIltcnded lcgary (Guclli, 98). 

Olga Vickery also remarks upon Shreve's representalloll of Jim Bond as an individual 

who negates the system of caste difference~ which became the foundal1on of young 

Sutpen's dream or "de~ign " She 1o,ay~, ''The half-l11ocking conclll'>lOll of Shrevc's rcfers to 

Bond's survival both a~ 'Negro' and a~ Idiot Lacking reason, thls la'it descendant of 

Sutpen is incapable of realizing that he i'i colored or that there me conventions which dcfinc 

his position with respect to other men" (Vickery, 100) l'hi:-. ~ald, we have an account of 

Shreve's focus on Bond at the end of the tex!. For thi~ last \1lcmber of the SlItpcn filiation 

is unable to perfonn the distinction between men so e1o,~ential to Sutpcn'1o, dcsign Bond is 

unable to read, and is thus incapable of undcl~tanding l'.i~ pO~ll1on 111 the world about him 

as Sutpen had hoped his successors would. Now, the Comp'ion filigrcc or narrative offcni 

the only account 111 the text of the ~tory of Sutpen'" \ttCl ary education. Il tclI~ 1I~ th<lt, at an 

early age-at a time wh en he was unable to rcad hl'> own name (AA, 142), and, a~ Krau,>c 

observes, at a time v,Ihen Sutpen wa~ 1I11able "to rcad and intcrpn.:t text!. for himsdf"-

Sutpen had discovered "that he cannot rcad or interpret hlmself or others" (Krause 1984, 

227). Dennis Foster takes this general insight further, by commenting that Sutpen's 

illiteracy meant that he "still had no concept of a di,>clcte self, a~ if he had no '1' to set him 

8Thc cxtcnt to which Jlm Bond I~ Shrcvc's fIgure, that IS, hls ..:rcatlOn, 1\ eVldent m hl,> renammg of 
Charles Bon's grandson. Suddenly he announce~ 10 Quentin ...... the name wa<, Bond now. "(215). l'hl, ,\ 
Shrcvc's dehberate mlspnsal or catachretlc ml<;represcnlallon of the name ln an effort to makc III'> mark, or 
lcavc an impreSSIOn, on the story of the Sutpcn\ That he wa,> ~ucce.,~fu' ln leavlng a mark on Ihe ,>tory of 
the Sutpcns is eVldent ln the faet that Shreve\ nammg 1'> adoptcd ln the "Genealogy," wllh the real namc 
"Bon" in parcnthc~e~ beside il. 
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apaI1 from the re~t of the worId" (Foster, 92) 9 Sutpen discovers that in order to interact 

with others he too mu~t leam 10 "~ee essentIal differences between people" (Foster, 92), 

and, in scemg thcse dlffercnces, Ilot only learn, as the text tells us, "the difference ... 

between white men and blaà ones," but also the "difference between white men and white 

men" (AA, 226). For Shreve, Bond's iIliteraey is an ironie eontrast to Sutpen's eventual 

literacy, as the abihty to read implies, for Sutpen, a non-ironie sense of authority.lO 

Simply, Shreve's figure of Bond signifies a retum to Sutpen 's original self, a return to 

ullevolvcd man. Reading for Sutpen entail., the discovery and solidification of meaning. 

But for Shrevc, rcading is a reflection on the faet that an all-answering meaning is an 

idcalism. Aware of the escape of meaning, Shreve stans any effort of reading in a manner 

of semiologieal play. Shreve uses Bond as a symbol of a fauIt or gap in the Sutpen 

filigree, as a symbol for the escape of meamng within that Sout\\'~m tradition that is still so 

important to Quentin. 

I.)We arc lold Ihal m, a boy, SUlpen "dldn '1 h~len 10 the vague and c10udy talcs of Tidewater splcndor ... 
bccause he coul<l nol undersland whalthe people 'Who told about il mcant, and when he became a boy he 
<Iidn't hslen 10 lh~m bccuu,>e ûler~ wu<; nOÛling m )'lghllO compare and gauge the talcs by and so give the 
words hfe and meanmg ..... (222). ThiS IS a stage of non-hslemng whlch differs fmm Quenun's as il is a." 
acl m which he truly does nol h<;len Yet SUlpen dlscover~ lhatto get a dlscrecl self he musllisten to olher 
aUlhonly. For, a<; S~ltpen comments 10 General Compson '''1 le am cd hule [al school] save that most of 
the dccds, good and ball bolh, mcurnng opproblUm or plaudlls or rcward ellhcr, wlÛlm the scope of man 's 
<IbIIIIIC'>, had <llrC<ldy been pcrJonned and wcre ID bc lcamed about only from books. So 1 hstencd when he 
[lhc lcacher] would rcad 10 u'> lhough 1 dJ(1 nOl know that III Ûlat hSlenmg 1 was eqUlppmg mysc1f beuer 
lor wh al 1 ~hould laler de~lgn ln do Ihan If 1 had learned aBlhe addition and subtraction 10 the book'" (241-
2). I::.ven In Ihl<., re,>pC'cl, SUlpcn'~: ~lllOmy can ne ver be cOINdercd a~ havmg att<lIOcd monological status, 
benl as li wa~ loward olher, more .lUlhontaLI\'e, vOlce.., 
IOSUlpen, lor examplc, I~ awarc lhul In order:o ground hlm~elf aUlhOnlallvely In Jefferson he musllhread 
hls filiation wuh a weil cSlabll ... hed filiatIon, and thal thlS connec lion will be afflrmcd ané. mdisputable once 
HIS wnllcn down. Il 1\ lor lhl)' rcason Ûlal Ro~a says SUlpen cannOl be called a genlleman, for he manied 
only lhm he nughl have a vOlee mscnbed m lhc lown reglster by being Ûlus 'afflhaled': "al\ he would nced 
would bc Ellcn's and our f<lLher'), names on il wcddmg hccnse (or any other palcnt of respectabilily) lhat 
people could look al and re~I(j" ( J 6) HavlIlg learnt how lO read and then wnte, SUlpcn then ovcrvalues the 
~lgrl1flc:tncc 01 the hler:II)', of eswbllshcd and wnuen codes, as both Waller Brylowski and Wesley Monis 
have ohservcd "Llke LOId J lm, SlIlpcn Will attcmpllo live hls life in lerms of an Idca estabhshed by 
society'" propaganda, an 4IllempLlhm l'an only be accounted for by hls mnocence, whIle the reSl 01 society, 
pmtcncd hy an IrolUC Sen\l' agam~lloo complete acceptance of the very words th('y mouLh,look on puzzlcd 
and tr)' LO IIlldl'N~llld Lhl\ fan31ICI\m" (Brylow~k), 22), SUlpen 's "model of succcss was the Tldcwater 
anslex:ralIc pl.\lllt'r, .\llllllagc lO1I1pll'cd largcly lrom ÙIC maLcnaltrappmgs of plantation life, a slmphflcd 
and punlll'd ver\lon cre.lled JO hlcmlun: and 1l111\'Il'\ SlIlpcn 1 ... LI repre~cntatlOn or a representatlon and not a 
IIgun.' of .Il'Iuallty" (~l11rn\, 24) 
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Shreve's ironism meaps thut he begllls his commentary upon the Sutpen legend in the 

assurnption that any semblallce of meanmg in his revision of the talc will Ilot lead to the sort 

of full-presence through which the Sutpen world would be explained and rendered 

completely coherent for him and his 100mmate. 1 have becn describ1l1g this approach as 

one which eschews semantics in favor of semlOlogy. 1 believe that this semiolo! irai 

characteristic of the ironic is explained b) Paul de Man, who wntc~ that the Ironie stmclure 

is such that "the relationship between sign and meaning is discontinuolls," for "the sign 

points to something that differs from its literalmcaning and has for its funrtion the 

thematization of {his difference" (de Man 1983,209, halles added). Shrcvc :hus lI!o.cs the 

figure of Jim Bond to serve as a themallc embodllnenl of hb own llonic mcthod of listcning 

to the tale of the South. To Shreve, Bond '., howling i., an explc-;sinn of thc lI11possibihty 

of reading the South through ilS utterance~. Boncl'~ ~ound!o. don 't l11t:an anything in 

themselves, have no signifieds attachecl to lhem in the way tbat the concept of a trct: is 

'attached' to the word 'tree.' With Bond's howling';, one necdn 'tmove l'rom the Icvcl of 

speech sounds to conceptual meaniltg. A~ James Gueul note~, Shrevc thclt~forc w,es Bond 

to represent "the entire story: he is potential mcanmg. alw"y~ jU!o.t out of leach, but "..,scrting 

in his idiot howling the negation of meaning" (Guettl, 1(2) 

Prior to consiclerir.g Bond, Shreve focllse~ on 'l'lother element which challenges the 

Cornpson re-presentation of the Sutpen filigrec In ordcr to IInderstand Shrcve 's figure. or 

his narrative imposition of an apL ria or (literaI) "blackness" into the South \ story of its 

heritage, it is necessary to sec what references lie~ behind Shrcve\ imagming~. S::rcve's 

vision of Bond works within a vocal tradition, while ab,) working to escape that tradition. 

To separate hi~ !->tory from the Comp!o.on !->torie\ Shreve irolllcally relie~ on many of liS 

essential featl/res. He thus creates Cleate~ hi.., own gcnealogy, a traclIlg of the genc!o.i!o. of a 

semiologieal mode of reading from a more !o.cmantically-ba.,ed rcading Shrt:ve U!o.C!o. 

Charles Bon as a figure who is less authoriwllve than hi.., true (gencalogical) f atht:r. Before 

mentioning Bond, Shreve creates a story about Charle.., Bon '.., .,earch for a trace of 
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recognition from hi~ father. In Shreve'., narrative, a .. in Mr Compson's, Charles Bon 

becomes a figure who falb between Bond\ world ofsemiology and Sutpen's world of 

semantics. This figl:re thu~ buys into the notion of allthority while also finding it suspect. 

Spccifically, the dlfference between Mr Compson\ figure ofCharic:, Bon and Shreve's is 

this: ln Mr Comp .. on \ IlIle, it I~ Bon 's ironie detaehment whieh leads [0 the tragedy of his 

dcath, while ln Shrcve\ talc, Bon's tragedy is due to a largely metaphysical beliefin 

notions of <twhority and presence A., a re~llit of thl~ metaphyslcal bent, Bon looks to 

Sutpen as t1lS llnacknowledged father-flgure, but tragedy results because, as Ragan notes, 

he "follow~ the pattern of .. cveral other Faulkner character~. In acœpting his supposition 

without proof' (Ragan 1997, 133). Bon as~ul'1cs a eonnection between sign and meaning 

or ~ign and Icallty. Followmg his idea thal Bon hallnt~ Sutpen as a return of the repressed, 

Shrevc has Bon sympathctically look for il .. ign of lecogniuon from his possible father. In 

Shreve's verSion, Bon is Ignorant of the truth, working only on supposition. He will not 

accepl what is rcferred to III the text a~ "traces" or '\igns" in themselves; he wants 

sometlllng beyond the ~ign; he in~ist~ on full ~ignifÎ<'ation, no matter how secretly 

conveyed to hll11. BUl, as Ragan ~ay~, "Sutpen offers no sign. His Jack of 

acknowlcdgement !'asCÎllatcs Shreve, who u~es it to create some of the novel's most vivid 

and cmotionally wrenching ~cenes" (Ragan 1987, 134).11 Bon not only desires a meaning 

which is prior to him, w/1I(:h is antipitatory of hls eXistence, as Sutpen had; Bon wants this 

visible, present trace to have metaphysical dimensioll~. Bon also expects a "flash, a glare" 

(AA, 313), and so tXpt("(S "that ill.\t<lm of indisputable recognition between them [that he 

may J kllow for Sl~re and for ever" his true lineage (319). Shreve' s version mocks the 

hypcrbolic nature of this search for a meaningfuJ trace, a search characteristic of the 

Il Not cOJncu\cnlally. Bon \ lragedy I~ also SUlpcn '~, as both John Hunt and Gall Mortimer have indicatcd' 
"Qucntill .nul Shrc\'c helle"c lhm onc simple aet of rccognltion from Sutpcn toward Bon would have savcd 
hi~ wholc {k'lglI" (HUIlI, 11 î) bUI SIIICC Bon gCI~ 110 'ilgll, a "rapld !>cries of absences or non-evenlS 
prcl'Ipllale Ihl' IUfIllllg pOlllt 01 SUlpClI'S IIfc" (Mortllncr, 82) 
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Sutpens and the Compsol1s, For Bon, 111 Shrew\ ~tory, thinks not merl'ly, in looking at 

Sutpen: 

there bUl for :he mtervening Icmen of Ilwt blood wluch \"C do nol hl/ve ln cOllllllon 1.\ ni)' ,\~ul/, my f,row. 
sockets .. , bUl there.juII belund a iiI/le, obscurcd Cl ill/le h) Ihm clill'Il b/ood who,lt' {Jclmumg 'WlS nt'Ccssary 
ln order Ihal he eXlst 1.\ che fare of Ihemall wllo çllllpe(/ uç b(/{!z (lU! of thm h/md r}wncy d/lr~ne.l',\· Wl' cali/hl' 
fU/ure. there-lherl'-<ll an)' momenl. çeromi, / I/WU l'CllelmlL' b) ,\OlIIet/ung of 11'111 cmd \/ri" t:'~:: allCn 
leavening from Il and loo/.. not on my brOlher'.1 fCll (' bill 011 nn Jil/hcr' l, oU{ (1Iht' .l/uuioll' of whO,I(' 
absence my sl'mt's pOflhumcay ha,l ne ver l'.11 I/f't'd (, 17) 

This description indlcates that Bon doe~11 't have the l'rcedom that i~ an essenual pan of the 

ironie vantage, the "freedom" which is gained flO111 "the lI11willingne~~ of the mimi to 

aecept any stage of ils progression as detinitive"--111 de Man' s gennanc dclinition of a fonn 

ofirony (de Man 1983,220),12 

Shreve, picruring Bon as falhng bClwœn Sutpcn ' ... !lcmantÏ<: dllvc and JII11 Bond's 

negation of thls drive, Dlso therefore imagine~ hllll a ... having tcndcnl'ies toward irony, ln 

Shreve's narrative, a!\ David Dowling lIHere..,tll1gly ob..,ervc~, Bon's French hncage Illcans 

that he is at home with dlfferance and play (Dowling, 9R), For aftcr the passage l)uotcd 

above, Shreve imagines Bon shrugging off ~lIch mctaphY!lical conCCrllS, dcciding that 

"such coincidence!l onl)' happened 111 book,," (AA. ~ 1 X) A more extreme cxamplc of 

Bon's detachment i~ ~et,;n 111 lm nonchalanœ towalù hl" mother'" rough and ~trangc 

treatment of him, for Bon takes or accept~ a~ thb rough treatcment a!\ "a matter of course" 

(297,298), Bon accept~ thl~ trcatment, 1 would algue, largely bccau~c he ~ec~ himsclf 

from the stan as having been bom WIth many other people, ail of whom arc playll1g roI cs (a 

facer of existence which Judith, at the metaphoricaJ Joom, round 1IIlbearablc). Whde Bon 

looks for a trace of recognition, he doe~n 't conœrn humelr with the sort of trace which was 

of such significance to Sutpell as to lead him to reject Charle". Shrcve lInagll1e~ Bon 

----- ----. 

12Rorty rnakes slmllar c1mrn!l aboul frccmg thc mmd from ab\olutc\ lhrough the lypc ofmlOy WhlCh 
recognizcs contmgcnclCs: ua rccognHlon of. conlmgcncy Icad\ lO a recogmtlOn 01 the Lontlllgcncy of 
conscience. and [thl~ rccognll1on wllllcad]LO a plcture of mtellcctual and moral progrc\,> a\ a hl\t.ory of 
increasingly u~erul rnelaphor., rat.her than of 1I1crea!-.mg undcr\wndmg of how ltllng" rcally arc" (Rorly, 9) 
In Rorty's tcrm'i men, Shrcve. u\ an lrom,>t, doc., not \carch for a flllul vm.uhulary a ... "a way of gCllmg 
somelhmg dl~t1l1ct from thl\ vocahulary nght" (Rofty, 7')) 
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speaking 10 hl~ mother about Bon' ~ wife/mistre~s, referring to the ceremony in mu ch the 

sarne way that Corr::l~on rcferred to il in hi~ Imagining of Bon 's conversation with Herny: 

'Why not') Ali young men do Il. The ccrcmony Loo. 1 dldn'l ~el OullO gCllhc chlld ... And lhis IS one 
whom 1 know, who makc.:~ me no trouble. And wllh the ceremony. thal bother, alrcady donc. And as for a 
'ipol of ncgro hlood-' (10H) 

Bon's "irony," ln Dale Parker's word,>, "shrugs off the [most signiflcant] issue in 

trivializing lerm!>" (Parker] 99], 13]). In turn, Shreve 's irony here is of course great: 

having dccided that Henry killed Bon not for the incest threat but for the threat of 

miscegenalion, Shreve imagine~ Bon a~ an individual who i~ socîally oblivious to and 

1I11concerned with the implications of hi ... Iiason with another II1divldual who 'happens' to 

be part black. In ~aylJ)g to hi!> mother "And a ... for Li spot of negro blood," Bon makes it 

awkward and impos ... ible for hls mOlher la argue with him. Bon effectively silences his 

mother by !>aying of hb ml!>tress whm EulalIa wOlild wlsh SlItpen had said of her. For, 

had Sutpcn bcen ~o nonchalant on the i'i~ue of the pre.\cnce of negro blood, he might not 

have dlscarded her. Moreover, this picturing of Bon'~ shrllgging off of the issue functions 

to anticipme JII11 Bond':, utter obhviou~ne'is to an)' ~lIch societal distllletions. 

ln light of his trcatment of certall1 elemenl:-, 111 the SOllthern myth, Shreve is thus 

Qucntin 's pcrfeet opposIte. Whcn QuentIn reneges on his heanng, he is stilliistening, in 

the sense lhat he i~ mctaleptically engaged wilh the tale. Shreve, on the other hand, Iistens 

in order finally Ilot to h~ten, that is, to dlstort \Vhat he hears, to misrepresent il rather than 

givc il thc full force of a demonstratio. Shreve change~ the ground of their discussion from 

li content-ba'\ed inlcrchange 10 a dlSCOllr~c whlch retlects on discursive themes such as 

vocal influence. Rather than ask Quentlll for his thematic analysis of Sutpen 's failure and 

the tragedy il wfOughl, Shrcve a~ks Quentin [0 ~tand back and consider his 'relation' to the 

final dCllonllnator in the Sutpen filiation. So Shrcve a~ks whether Quentin still hears Jim 

Bond's howling. asl--ing him once and for aIl to renollnce his liason, hls metaleptic 

connc:\.lon to the past, and thu~ to renounce hi'i slatus as a commonwealth, a 

commonwealth which alkw.·~ Quentll1 10 be intlllcnced and paralyzed even byan 'idiot's 
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howling.' But Quentin cannot face the howling and l'ol1linllally cvaSlve stream of 

signifiers, and remams commttted to findlllg lllcaning in tIns babble of Southern ligures at 

the loom, from Sutpen to Bond. 

Ta distance himself from the filigree and 10 distance QlIelltlll hy demanding an an .. wer 

from him, Shreve focl1se~ on the symbol of the Sutpen flhgrec and the evcntllal failurc of 

Sutpen 's filial line. Shreve says, in effert, YOlll"tll ignore this la .. t voire and no longer 

listen ta the South. Had the Sutpens or the Comp~on~ po"se~sed an lrollll: l'On"ClOlIsncss 

Iike the one we have seen that Shreve has, the repre",Of (opple~,or) 111lght not have been 

undone by what he had repres~ed ~Ince :lll Jl'()J1il' COn"l'1011"ne"" being able tll 

assel tlcontain two contradll'tory thing~ at once (a l11~alllllg, and ~omething othel tn the 

apparent meaning), would not have allowed reprc~~ion (opple:."inn) tn OlTlIr 111 the tirst 

place. Shreve even reduces the Sutpen ~tory to the narrallve of perpclUated ICplc~slon: "So 

it took Charles Bon and hb mother ta get rid of old Tom, and Charle~ BOil and the 

octoroon to gel l'Id of Judith. and Charle~ Bon and Clyl1c 10 get l'id of Ilcnry: and Charlc~ 

Bon 's mother and Charle~ Bon'~ grandmothcl got nu of Charlc~ Bon. So il takc:., two 

niggers to get rid of one Sutpen, dont If'" A.., one l'fille l'01l1111ents in n.:lClenœ tn Shrevc's 

ultimale vision of the lellllll of the reple,~ed' 

Shreve's VISion IS nol 'ilmply mat the black race (lIkc rnctonymy run Wlld) Will conqurr lhe world. hUI 
morc precIse/y mal whltene~~ wIll cea~c lO bc a marler 01 dIllerencc, ûle ab'iolule melaphor 01 aducvcd 
cnds, once lhe vanous race~ rnlx under the gurC:VH<: ofwhIlcnc~~ For Ûle Soulhcrn amtocracy.then, the 
grcat [car 15 the thrcat of nondtllerenlIauon, of thc collap\c 01 the boundanc\ and polanuc~ Ihat allow for ùle 
rcpresslon and subJugauon 01 oLherne.,,> lon\Ulutl\'l' (wlhl" l<1\C) wnh wlllle llIille J(kntlLy (Boone. 227) 

Shreve's ironie stance con'I~t.., in an active theory of l1on-di"en1l111lation, for lrony accepts 

plurahty: black and white; meaning and non-mcaning lrony, a~ Culler ha~ nored, acceptCi 

discrepancies and incongruilie~ (withoul try\l1g lO re:-.olve lhem illlo a whole). A.., the trope 

of maturity, or of complexity, irony doe~ not ..,earch for a rc:-.olution of that complcxity (in a 

mutually exclusive dualIsm-the sort thal Slltpen'~ l'aCt..,l dc~ign ,oughl 10 perpetuatc, for 

instance). As Ragan obseJ've~: 
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rShreve) u<;c!. Jlm Bond 10 foret.a~t tnterraLlal brccdtng to the extcnt that racml dIStinctions WIll no longer he 
of any comcqucncc at ail Attha! pOInt. the reglOnal dlfferencc'i and the cultural taboo!> whlch preclpitalCd 
the downfall of the h()u~c of Sutpcn would no longer malter elUlcr Thu'i. Shrcve IS able to subhmate his 
Involvemcllt wllh UIC tr<lgcdy 11110 <1 f<lrclcaltheory of ~oual DarWIllI\m (Ragan 1987. 153) 

That Quentin can't perfoml a '>Imilar type of ~ubli111ation mdlcates that the clash 

bCl\Vcen under~tandlf1g ... here, betweell Quentin and Shreve, 1'1 also a clash belween two 

bchcfs in how 10 u ... e and analyzc language Havmg told Shreve that Shreve can't 

undcNand thc South becau~e he wa~n 't born there, Quenun is forced to admit that he 

doesn 't know whether he under~tand~ it him~elf. Quentin 's "1 dont know" on page 362 

become~, after Shrcve pc~ter~ hllll ~tllI funher on the subject of his conneXIOn to the South. 

the anxIOW, and ltalicIZC<'j"/ dont hare u!'· i/!l page 378 Thb sense of commItment to his 

Southern pas; leave~ Quentin in mental and emotional confusion, his sense of his own 

sc1fuood dlsrupted. Shreve's farcical theOl-Y of social Darwimsm is Shreve's attempt to 

promote in Quentin an intellectual or Ironie (dis)association with his hentage, by showing 

Quentin that, at the point when the "reglonal dlffer':nces and the cultural taboos which 

precipitatcd the downfall of the hou ... e of Sutpen would no longer matter," the entire rhetoric 

of the South Will have collap-;ed and will no longer have painful effeets on hlm. Quentin 

despair~, "NevernlOre of peace" (373) 111 one 1I1 ... tanl'e, when he realizes that his 

involvement WIth the South must signify to Shreve some fo1'm of relatIon to il and to '"the 

Aunt Rosa" Shreve's intellectual games try to get Quentin to as~ume an intellectually 

playful relation to his pa,>t but, as H\.!nt has noticed, "Quentin evaluates the failures of 

tradltional and modern men emotionally rather than intellectually" (Hunt, 134). By twisting 

the SOllthern narrallvc or tihgree as much a,> he doe~, Shreve trIes to lift Quentin out of his 

crisis-rausing mode of readlllg/listemng. To evaluate the failures of his tradition 

"intelleetually," as Hunt suggests, Quentin would be evaluating or reading ilS aporias or 

blaeknesses and allowing them to speak. to have a voice, but Quentin is not able to read in 

this semiologieal and ironie manner. 

DcspIle hb effons, Shreve's irony does not re~clle Quentin from the commonwealth. 

Instcad, the text cl1lls \Vith Quentin 's italici:ed tllOUghts, representing in this last page, as in 
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the others, an individual's anxiety at the recognition that he or she ha..; hccn inscrihcd hy the 

language or voices of other people. As John Bassetl has notcd, the itaHci1.cd passages in 

the texl can mean that \Vhat is italiclzed has happened in the past (and so is discontinuous 

with the time of the narration), or that what is itahcized is happening in a charactcr's IIlllld 

(Bassett, 143, note 13). Yet in tenns ofvoiccs rclating to onc another, the italtci7.cd 

sections say something simpler. The italics refer to somcthin!, that ha~ happcncd in hOlh 

the rnind and the past More specifically, the italicil'.cd pa'isages rellecl an anxious I11l1ld 

critically looking back at a proXImale crisis. And so the lext ends as Il hcgan, on thc thcllle 

of Quentin's entrapment in a vocal tradition. On page 9, we had sccn Quentin's anxious 

interior dialogue, where he attempts in "notlanguage" to deal synoptically wilh Ibe details of 

Rosa's story and the critical, disruptive effects that story has on the unit y (inlegrily or 

'wholeness') of his own voice. Finally, on page 378, wc sec Quentin allCmpl tn convince 

Shreve and then hirnself thal he docsn't hale the South, that, in em~ct, he is not worricd 

about 11s intlu:!nce on hlm because, as he I~ ~aylllg, Il has nonc helau~e he I~ ·whole.· The 

italicized exclamauons that end the text tllUS show us Lhat Quentin has not lcarned to read 

with irony and thal he will continue to be inscribcd by the voices Lo which he has commiued 

himself. Far from being "irrdevant," as Ruppersburg has suggestcd (Ruppcrsburg, 110), 

Quenlin's answer to Shrevc's question hnng~ us hack to ùle I~SUC thcmatizcd, 111 a 

sornewhat occluded manner, at the openmg 01 the tcxt: the thcme 01 an Identlty's rupture hy 

another's voicc; the thcmc of the sucœ~s (or lack 01 ~ucœ~s) of ~uch allemps at lingulsuc 

(vocal) self-possessIOn. 
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Conclusion: Reading Faulkner, Reading Absalom. 

1 Will prole,1 10 Ihe la~l. no phologruplh, no recordcd documents. IL is my ambition 
LO he, a, a pm'ale mdlvldual, aholt~hed and vOlded flOm hlslory,lcavmg Il markless, 
no rdu'c ,ave the prtlllcd bool--\ (Faull--ncr 1977,258). 

III 11\ la,1 analyw.;.lthc author\1 hopc and dcslrc to uphft man's heurt is compctcly 
... cll .... h, completely pCNlllal He would ItfL up man's hcart for hls lJwn bene fît 
oC<"<IU\C in that wuy hc can ~ay No to dcaÙl. He IS S<lymg No to dea!h for himsclf by 
mean,> 01 the hearl<; whlch hc ha~ hoped to uphlt, or evcn by mcans of thc mere base 
gland,> will ch he ha., dt,turbcd to th ut cxtent whcre they can say No to deuth or thcir 
own al'count by J...nowlIlg, reall/lIlg, hJvmg bC'C1l tolcl and behevmg il; (l{ leasl we are 
1/01 vt'!;l'whlrl !Jn(l4Se thl' !z('(lrtl and !;ltmd\ wpahlc ofpartakmg ln lhlS excuemenl 
arl' /loi IhOlI' (1 "cgewh/u.,. and wLi/. inuit. endure 

So hc who, from the l\obtlOn 01 <..Old unpcrsonal prlllt, can engender this 
c\Lllelllen:, Illm~elf partaJ...e, ollhe 1I1l1norLUIlty whlch hc ha ... engendercd. Someday 
Ill' will be no more, whlch Will not malter then, bc(,uu~e Isoluled and ilself 
Invulnerable III ùle cold pnot rem<llll, Ùlul whlch '" capable of cngendcnng sulllhe 
old dcmhlc~, eXCllcmcnl ln hearb and glands whosc owners and custordmns arc 
generaL/on, lrom cventhe.Hf hc brcalhcd Jnd angui),hcd 10; If Il was capable once, he 
I-now,> tha! It Will br capablc and pOle!'1 <;ulliong after lherc rcmam<; of him only a 
dead and rat/mg nalllc (Faull--ncr 1954, \-\1) 
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Throllghollt this paper, 1 have demoll~tratt.'d a \Vay in whlch Ahsa/om. Ah.\Cllom! l'an 

be read so that its central subject, its theme of 'H:JatlOn,' eomes to the fore and thus grollnds 

the stories of its two main charaeters, Sutpt'n and Qucntin. 1 have called my method of 

reading sellliologieal and ironie. To conclude 111y rcading of A/J.\alom. Ahsalom', 1 wish to 

provide the reader with a few examples of Faulkner's own ~cmiological and ironie mcthod 

ofreading, ex amples which illllstrate Faulkner's idiosyncralic rendencic'i 10 "play" with the 

other's utterance and to "enlarge the enigmatic ~tate" in dlscl1~slon. 1 <.Iraw Illy 111Slanccs of 

Faulkner readIng not from his other novels, a,> these could not be s,ud to providc u'> with 

Faulkner's own VOice and views, since the nove\s illvolvc narrative persona~. IIl~tcad, it 

may be best to gallge his view~ on reading from his direct, pcrsonal rcsponscs to qucstions 

or statements from other pcople. By turning brietly 10 his interview responscs, 1 will also 

be analyzing Faulkner in just the son of situation that is so familial to his charactcrs in 

Absalom, Absalom!. In ~tressing Faulkner'~ 11'OI11C cletachmcnt a" Ill~ chmactcristic type of 

reaction to another's speech, 1 will also lin"- thb stance to Shreve's irony and indicate the 

potential for taking Shreve as Faulkner's representative within Absalom, Ahslllom'. 

In their introduction [0 Lion in tlze Garden: Interviews with William Faulkner 1926-

1962, James Meriwether and Michael Millgate note that 

Faulkner remamcd con~l~lcnlly mdIf Icrcnt lO lhe errors which marrcd ncarly ail ac(,()un\.~ 01 hi., carccr ... 
[givcn th.:t} artlclc:- hlm about whlch wcre ~ubm1lted lo Ihlm J for correcilon conlalO <1., much 
misinform,1lion <1<., lho<.,e Whllh wcrc nol (FaulJ...ncr 196H. X-XI) 

Faulkner's non-reaction contra'it'i shm'ply wlth the portrayal 1/1 Ahsalom of characters, like 

those considered in my second chapter, who react with critical anxiety to the disabling 

figurations (i.e.: narratIves concerning one's perwn) presented by any 'other.' Faulkner is 

"indifferent" to the fauIts or "errors" which potentially "rnarr" his eareer; he effectivcly 

overlooks such mi:ireprc~entations and even mdulge~ or endor~e'i them by not preventing 

or correcting them. 

.. 
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By not caring too much about the accounts people fonn of him when they speculate 

on his existence, Faulkner exhibit.1i a similar attitude of speculation when it is bis tum to 

give an account of other pcople's existences. Faulkner describes his approach to the 

foreign, lO the other, or, simply. to other people as engaging a similar speculative manner. 

He says, '" have never been much of a sightseer or traveller ... 1 much prefer to look at 

faces. And speculate on what's behind those wrinkles ... what that life could have been that 

th al face shows" (1968, 150). Faulkner does not, in this manner of reading, seek to attain 

an ahsolute signified; he does not seek out facts about the foreign land he is travelling in 

(here Japan), bUl instead interests himself on what may be. 1 would suggest that Faulkner 

effeclively endorscd such conjectures or misrepresentations, whether his own or other 

people's, due to his own sense of the modem. John Matthews defines Faulkner's 

"distinctive modemity" as "an understanding of meaning as the infinite play of signifiers. 

and not a~ the altainmenl of an absolUle signified, the 'faets' of the story itself' (Matthews 

19X2, IIR). Faulkner's interprelalive mode is playful, so he doesn't mind when other 

people interprct in a playful, speculaling manner; he doesn'l care whether he gets the facts 

right about other people, nor does he eare whether they get the faets right about mm. 
IL is this sort of detached speculation thal is an essential counler to the obsessive 

ncuroticism of thc characters in Absalom. In Donald Kartiganer's words, "Faulkner knew 

U1at you (ould ncver lell il aU, that there was no 'metaphysical presence' ... despite the myth 

of the South" (Kartigancr, xv). so that an obscssive drive to gel the facL~ right, in order that 

cvcrytl1lng may he explained coherently, reflects a self-damaging or self-disrupting 

idcalisllc attitude. In this sensc, conjccture is impOltant for Faulkner as long as it is not 

prcscnted as a 1"onn of universal truth. ft is for Ulis reason-the importance of the 

speculative stance in Faulkner's eyes-that Faulkner underlines in an interview the 

IInportmlcc of Shrevc's prescnce to Quentin: "[Quentin's story] had to have a solvent to 

kccp il real Li.e.: less ideal], kccp il belicvable, ereditable, otherwise it would have vanished 

into smokc and fury" (Faulkner 1959. 75). Faulkner considered Shreve, an individual who 

---~---~ -----
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reduces the Southern metaphysics to a speculative revision of past \. vents, to he a nccessary 

component in the textual fablie of his nove\' sincc Shreve is a f011 to Quentin's dcsire for 

the metaphysical, for absolute ~ignifieds 

One interviewer wisely noted that Falllkr1(~r \ pre~ence and staterneills art" flot to be 

read literally or even figuratively, but rather in a way that IS similar to the approach 1 ca!1 

here an ironie and semiologieal reading, the approach which, because detached, allows the 

gaps or aporias in a given utterance to speak: 

thcrc is no use lookmg al Faulkner. Vou musl n~ad ham To ,>omcone who ha). rc<ul hllll, Fmllkncr h:L~ 
givcn aIl thal he has, and he knows Il. Then one can undersland that when he kceps sayang '1 am li l'armer,' 
or ') wrole lhal book so Ihm 1 cou Id buy a good horl.c,' illS only anolhcr way 01 pullmg liN lhlIIgs first-­
what Faulkner wants one Lü be anlercsled III arc hi ... book~ (Chap~al 111 FauJl. .. ncl I96X, 230). 

Madelaint. Chapsalls correct in noting that one mu .. t rcad Faulkner the way she docs. 

When Faulkner says '} am a f<umer,' this IS really neither a literai ~tatemcnt (one whieh 

simply means that he is a ~imple famlel) nOI a figurative ~wtement (one which uses the 

figure of farming to refer to his activlty a~ li reaper of word~, or something 10 that cffcct). 

One must seek the politlcal orientation belllnd hi" ~tate1l1ent and also speculalc on what IS 

not said; one must see how Faulkner ~ays ~omelhing by not ~aying it, ~o thallhc indivdual 

who perceives it, may perceive it as his or her own vision (1 cali thl~ mcthod of saymg 

political or strategie because it seeks to producc an cffeet upon a socialmdividual and get 

him or her to do something-in this ca:.c, to thillk abolit Faulkner's text in itsclf, without 

looking to Faulkner's IIfe or interview rc~pon~e" for 1 ab"olute, authonalJ explanations of 

what is in the text). An interviewer, in othel wOId ... , who ,l',b Faulkner a question :lbolll a 

book of his but recelves the response "1 wlote that book '>0 that 1 eould buy il good horse" 

must confront the faet that Faulkner i,> saying .. omethl!1g important about lm books cven 

though this may not be c1ear from hi .. respon~e. Faulknel doc~n't ,>ay what he mcans in 

order to say something about the way rcader ... ~houldn 't cxpcct hl~ authonal, dctenllining 

presence to guide theil reading') of hi" text; hi" utteram;c i,> poli tlcal, il'> the ~Ialcrncnt 'the 

texts speak for themselves' is expre~~ed in an underhandcd way To ~ay he i,> a famlcr is 
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to say that he abdicatcc., responsibllity for hi~ booh, that he will not speak for them, and 

that he wants hls readcrc., to be Jntere~ted in and therefore read those books, as Ms Chapsal 

simply notes. 

Faulkner creates aporias not only In hi~ work~; he ai:lo hides behind the things he 

says in interviews. He thll~ gave the following infOlmation about his 'self' to an 

interviewer: 

1 wa~ born male and 'imglc al an early age IS MISSISSippI. 1 am still alive but nol single. 1 was bom of a 
Negro 1>lavc and an allIgator. bOlh named Glady~ Rock 1 had lwO brolhers. one Dr Waller E. Tmprock ,:md 
the Eaglc Rock. an alrplanc (Faulkner 1968. 9). 

Fuulkner's p/O~e and po\e both Împede access, in older that something "more" but not 

sorncthing metaphy~ical (something that will explain ail) be sought after by the individual 

trying to understand the author. Faulkner places these barri ers or aporias in his speech not 

so that a hidden truth may eventually be found, but so that the play of speculation may 

begîn. The interviewer wOllld have failed!!1 his understanc;:ng of Faulkner's speech had he 

commented 0': ;'.llJ1knel'~ ~tatement abovc by saying something ta effect of 'Faulkner said 

he was born of an allIgator but 1 discovcled instead that. .. ' Of c.)urse one can only 

speculate here, but Jt seem~ that Faulkner i~ saying that it doesn't matter what he says about 

his life becuuse it will not put a stop to ail the marred accounts of his career and get 

everything straighlened out-Faulkner i~ saying in his own occluded manner, that he might 

as weil add to the myth, and indulge in a l11yth of hi~ own creation, to anticipate other such 

attempts. 

A critical comment in reference to the way Shreve and Quentin cooperatively re-

envision the past in Ahsalom thus also applies to Faulkner's rhetorical strategy in 

interviews: "fiction is neither lie nor document but a kind of knowledge which has no 

Sllbstitute and to which there is no ummaginative shOltCllt" (Waggoner, 169). Faulkner's 

answers to interVIew questions articulate a special k.ind of knowledge, as they indicate that 

utteranccs come to havc mcaning only 1!1 thcir COnh~\t of discursive interaction. Faulkner's 

intelview responses, whether on the subject of his person, his books, or his approach to 
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other people, indicate his special \Vay of li~tening. of Ilot al1owill~ (his or othel people \) 

imaginations to be killed by loss, but 10 be inspired illstcad to play \Vith loss. 

From my re:.lding of Absalom, Absalom! and no\\' Illy reading of Faulkner himsclf, il 

can be seen that this author who doesn 't lik.e allthol it)' makes u'Kkr~tanding difflcult for his 

ceaders as \Vell as his interviewers. To ma"c the 1110st sense of Absalom' s othcrwise 

confusing texture one must, as Mortimel notes, give the tïgure of doubt an opportunity to 

speak. She says: "Faulkner's use of absttact thing'''' mean~ that not happening, not 

knowing, and not seeing or hearing are Important t'vent~ III thcir own nght" (Mortlmcr, 

83). Or, as another critic writes: 

The gaps lhal dlslUrb u., ln FauJl. .. ncr Ilhr lhmg~ IclL untald, hke Ihc shoolmgl .. chdc dlslurhmg cvcnts Ihal 
we have come 10 expcet and, ln cfreel, ta WHot wlthm lhe ~tory And hy relllmdmg or acell~lf1g li' of Ihal 
desire, the uncxpeeled !>llppmg avcr of such cvcnb may male u, l'ccl vlcanoll'ily glllity ollhem; or alleasl 
il shauld make u<; wonder what Ihey mcan 10 U', wlll'Iher Ihal mcanlllg LOmc~ Ihrough Ihclr )lrc~cncc or 
IDclr abscnce (parker, 1985,8) 

Oftentimes, as 1 hope to have shown, meanmg or 11l1der~tandll1g will come not through 

something that is there, but through something that i, 'nm~ing' Speech acts in the tcxt 

must be read as expressions of or thematH': rendering!o, of the spcak.cr's inscription by other 

speech acts, or, in Shreve 's ca~e, of the speaker'~ avoidance of such inscription. The 

reader must recognize that any vocal pronouncemcnt hcre is part of a network. The task in 

reading Faulkner's text is to see how any dl!o,COUlse thcrein expre!o,scs the impo!o,!o,ibllity of 

self-presence thmugh language, and so communH.:atc, the ruptures common to ail forms of 

talk. Read this way, Absalom becomes the !o,tory of many characters who agonize over not 

having their own unified voices, with the ObVlOUS exception of Shreve McCannon, who 

jubilantly plays on and \Vith his ironie detachment Ali of its var iou ... ~cene~ can be seen to 

grow out of and cefIeet this predicament, the core concern of the book 

As the exemplar of this type of reacllllg, Shrcve\ role in the text cannot be overstated, 

and it is finally a consideration of Shreve\ role in relation to Absalom's rcader that 

iIluminates the significance of Shreve'~ voice. Havmg, in my la ... t chapter, CHee! Faulkner's 

observation that Shreve had a better per'ipective upon the Sutpen mytli :h:!~ Quentin had, 1 
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wish to cite Faulkner'~ n:"pon~e 10 a que~tion when asked whether any character in the text 

had the "right vicw" Even though Faulkner disclaimed "responsib( ility]" for "any 

construction" made in any of hl~ interview responses (quoted from Tlme magazine, in 

Faulkner 1968, 255, notc 1), 1 wish to ~peclllate once more on something Faulkner said in 

an interview, thl ... lime WOI king LInder the a~~lImption that there is a fair degree of truth in 

what he say~ here. '1'0 the ~)tudent\ <.jue ... tion of whether anyone had the right view in 

Absalom, Absalom', Faulkner replied: 

Ilhink lhal no one mdlVldual l'an look al trulh Il blind:, you Vou look al Il and you sec one phase of it. 
Some<>ne ebe looh al Il and \cc\ a \hghlly awry phase of Il. But taken ail togclher, thc truth is what lhey 
saw lhough nobody "aw the Ifuth mlact. So thc'ic arc lruc as far as MIs,> Rosa and Qucntln saw Il. 
Quenlin's falher ... aw whal he beheved wa" trulh, lh~l was ail he ~aw But the old man was hlmself a little 
too big for people no gre~llcr ln stature Ihan Quentan and MI!>~ Rosa and Mr Comspon to sec al! at once. Il 
would have taken perhap,> a wl\er or more tolcrant or morc ~ensillvc c. '"Irc thoughtful person to sec him 
ao; hc was. Il wa,>, a\ you ... ay, tlllrteen way~ 01 lookmg a blackblrd. :, L lhe truth, 1 would hke 10 thmk, 
come ... out, that when Ù1C reader ha .. reall ail thc,,>c l!lIflccn dlffcrent \\- lys of 100kll1g at the blackbtrd, the 
rcader ha~ lm own IOllrteclllh IllIage 01 thal hlackhml wl1lch 1 wou' hkc 10 lhmk IS the truth (Faulkner 
1959, 273 4) 

Shrcve is a mOle ~CIlSll1ve or tolerant reader who has, in Faulkner's words, as 1 h .. ve 

noted cbcwhere, "a truer picture of Sutpen." Yet cvcn though his rcading is a rather radical 

depanure from Rosa's, MI' Comspon's, and Quentin's, his reading still does not 

necessarily producc the fOLirteenth, truthful image. One critic has noted that "Shreve's 

roIe," as someone who b dt'tached from the Southern myth, "makes him the character most 

likc the novel'~ readcr~" (Parker, 1991, R4) Yet to say this is not to say that Shreve 

simply offcrs the lext'~ leader the fOllrteenth Image of the blackblrd, as il were. Shreve's 

role in the text is not that of li purvcyol of truth, for if this were the case, my semiological 

and ironie method of reading would have no relation to Shreve' s method of reading. For, 

given tha! Faulkner's text is a difticuIt one to read, the reader requires, ln sorne sense, an 

lIldiCllllOll a~ to how it ought to be rcad, and Shreve indicates this principle. Thus the 

œadcr 11111Sk. ask., 'Ta whal degree doc!> my rcading conform with and live up to Shreve's 

method o} rl'lll/lllg'?' 1 would (speculatively) argue, 111 other words, that Faulkner did not 

want Shrevc's rcading to bc the final, fourteenth readmg. For if Shreve's reading 

represented the truth, then the reader would have only to say, '1 have read the book, and in 
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following Shreve's revisionistic interprctation, have been shown the truth of the story.' 

The very presence of aIl the impasses or aporias in the text show that Faulkner did nol want 

his readers to be passive readers. Faulkner would want his readers to tind their own 

truths-to follow, that is, not Sbreve's interpretation itself, but his method of 

interpretation. 

The varied body of critical writing on Faulkner' s Absa!;ml, Absalom! indicatcs that 

many readers have undertaken an analysis of Faulkner's text, in their respecLive cfforlli to 

produce that alI-inclusive fourteenth image of the blackbird which Faulkner Iikcd to lhink of 

as the true one. As yet another belated anaJytical reader, 1 bopc 10 have addcd lo the 

conception of this fourtcenth image by suggesting mat Shreve' s way of reading the gaps in 

discourse could he used lO good purpose toward a reading of the gaps or aporias in 

Faulkner's own text (aporias secn in both the voice over's telling and in the rcc(o)upcrative 

tellings of the novel's many characters). 
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