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THE MAJOR PHASE, PART 2:
ABsarLom, ABsarLom! AND Go
Down, MOSES

Once LicaT IN AUGUST WAS COMPLETED, FAULKNER FOUND
himself in financial trouble again. He had received virtually no
royalties from Sanctuary, since Hal Smith’s fledgling publishing
firm went bankrupt. His short story sales were slim and largely
unremunerative, and so he accepted an offer from Hollywood,
arriving in Culver City, California, at the MGM studios on May
7,1932. He had a six-week contract at $500.00 a week. It would
prove to be the first of many, eventually fairly regular, trips to
Hollywood over the next decade, as Faulkner struggled to make
enough money to support his family, restore Rowan Oak, and
meet his often expensive tastes, not to mention Estelle’s.
The stories about Faulkner in Hollywood are legion, but in
some ways the best come from this first visit. Here are two.
When Faulkner arrived at Sam Marx’s office late that
Saturday in May, he asked to be assigned either to Mickey

Mouse movies, or to newsreels, “the only pictures I like,”

he explained (Minter, 139). Mickey Mouse movies, Marx
explained, were made by the Walt Disney Studio, not MGM.
In any case, Faulkner had already been assigned to a film to be
called Flesh, featuring Wallace Beery, who had recently scored a
hit with The Champ. Faulkner was sent off to watch the latter
film but asked the projectionist to stop it almost immediately, as
it was obvious how the story was going to come out. Faulkner
then disappeared for ten days, allegedly to Death Valley but
certainly into some alcohol-induced haze.

The second story concerns Howard Hawks and Clark Gable.
After going nowhere with the various assignments at MGM,
Faulkner had been sought out by Howard Hawks to write the
screenplay for a story of his own, “Turn About,” a project that
proved a success. It was made into the film Today We Live,
starring Joan Crawford. Hawks and Faulkner became good
friends; indeed, in the course of his years in Hollywood, most
of Faulkner’s best work would be done with Hawks, who shared
his values as well as his interest in drinking and hunting. It was
while on a hunting trip with Hawks and some of his friends,
including Clark Gable, that Faulkner delivered a punch line
that became famous. Faulkner and Hawks were talking about
books, as they drove out of town that day, and Gable, not much
of a reader, shyly asked after a while, “Mr. Faulkner, what do
you think somebody should read if he wants to read the best
modern books?” Faulkner replied with a list of names: “Ernest
Hemingway, Willa Cather, Thomas Mann, John Dos Passos, and
myself.” “Oh,” Gable said, “Do you write?” “Yes, Mr. Gable,”
Faulkner replied, “What do you do?” (Blotner, 310).

Though notoriously shy and silent, obviously Faulkner could

participate with wit and bite when moved to do so. He made
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several friends in Hollywood, and although he never liked it, he
wrote a lot and meanwhile learned a good deal about scripts and
moviemaking there. To what extent this experience taught him
anything he didn’t already know about composing a narrative is
hard to determine; he had already clearly learned things from
watching films, amply demonstrated by his use of flashbacks and
zooming in and out in Light in August. We do know that Hawks
liked to have Faulkner on the set, to patch up scenes and rewrite
awkward dialogue when necessary, tasks he was good at and
apparently enjoyed performing, especially when working with
Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Becall on the set of The Big Sleep.
But most of the time when Faulkner was in Hollywood over
the next decade and more, he wanted to be back in Oxford.
Typically, he would leave as soon as he had made enough money
to last a while, returning when he ran out. Throughout these
years, he kept hoping to sell enough short stories not to have to
return to California, but he could never achieve that goal.

In the summer and fall of 1932, Faulkner was not only having
trouble learning the screenwriting business, but he was also
having trouble writing his own fiction. Partly, of course, this
lapse was caused by having to spend time writing for the screen,
but partly it was the fatigue bound to follow the period of
prodigious productivity through which he had just come. In
four years he had published four novels: The Sound and the
Fury, As I Lay Dying, Sanctuary, and Light in August, in
addition to several short stories. The following year found
him looking after Estelle, pregnant with Jill and in frail condi-
tion, and writing a few short stories while still working long
distance on another project with Hawks. Although he sold the

film rights to Sanctuary, and therefore was solvent for a while,
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Faulkner found himself unable to produce. The birth of Jill in
June 1933 raised spirits and renewed hopes for his marriage,
but Faulkner was growing despondent about his career. In
October 1933, he wrote Hal Smith, “It has been almost
16 months since I have written anything original.”" Shortly
thereafter, however, he sold a new story, “A Bear Hunt,” to
the Saturday Evening Post, and the following February 1934,
he began to work on a new manuscript that would become
Absalom, Absalom!

Faulkner wrote his publisher that he hoped to complete the
novel by the following fall. In the end it took him more than
two-and-one-half years to write Absalom, Absalom! But unlike
the previous two years, this was a period of almost miraculous
productivity in Faulkner’s career as a writer. While at work on
the novel, he published a collection of short stories, Dr. Martino
and Other Stories, another novel, Pylon, as well as writing most
of the stories that would make up The Unvanquished, published
in 1939. During the same period, he also worked on at least
four film scripts, Sutter’s Gold, The Road to Glory, Banjo on My
Knee, and Gunga Din. What impeded his progress on dbsalom,
Absalom! was in part the immensity of the narrative challenge it
posed and in part the intensity of the personal demands he
faced during these years. Among the latter, certainly the most
significant was his younger brother Dean’s death, in an airplane
Faulkner had given him, in November 1935. As for the former,
the manuscript evidence confirms what Faulkner reported
when he set the novel aside in August 1934 after months of
work—that he had a “mass of stuff” but no satisfactory way
of putting it together yet (SL, 84). He turned to Pylon, a story

of the barnstorming fliers he had come to know since learning
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to fly and helping set his brother Dean up in business as a
pilot in northern Mississippi. Once Pylon was published in
February 1935, Faulkner turned again to Absalom, Absalom!
whose structural problems he was now able to solve, thanks,
in part perhaps, to the fundamental distance from Absalom,
Absalom! that its modern and urban subject provided. When he
finished the manuscript in January 1936, he was in Hollywood.
He gave it to a fellow screenwriter to read, saying, “I think it’s the
best novel yet written by an American” (Blotner, 364). One
could certainly argue that he was right.

With Absalom, Absalom! Faulkner returns to his great-grandfather’s
legend, but with a critical edge that was lacking in Sartoris.
The nostalgia for the lost world of the heroic fathers, already
debunked in Light in August in Hightower’s final realization
that his ancestor’s heroic deed was nothing more than a chicken
coop raid, is now forsworn for a thoroughgoing interrogation
of southern patriarchy, both its foundations and its legacy. On
the side, so to speak, Faulkner was writing stories for The Saturday
Evening Post which would eventually constitute The Unvan-
quished (1939), where the old Bayard Sartoris of his earlier novel
returnsasalittle boy living with his grandmother and his best friend
Ringo, a black child with whom he is growing up on the Sartoris

plantation. Perhaps this alternate exercise in relating the adventures

of Bayard and Ringo helped siphon off any residual romanticism

Faulkner may have harbored about the Old South, currently in

vogue thanks to the publication of Gone with the Wind (1936). In

any case, the world of dbsalom, Absalom! bears very little resem-

blance to that of The Unvanquished. Originally called “Dark

House,” the novel opens and closes in the dark, and its vision is

entirely tragic.
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As in the novels we have already discussed, Absalom, Absa-
Jom! can seem to its first-time reader perversely designed to keep
the story from getting itself told. Faulkner provides a Chro-
nology, a Genealogy, and a map of Yoknapatawpha County, but
while helpful, these additions by no means answer the key
questions raised in the text itself. Who was Thomas Sutpen?
Where did he come from? Why did he build his house and
plantation? Why did his son Henry kill Charles Bon, Judith’s
suitor? What happened to Henry? Why 1s Rosa Coldfield in a
rage at Sutpen? It is crucial to recognize, if we are to appreciate
this novel, that we are not alone in asking these and other

questions. The characters are trying to answer them as well.

7%

BERI

————

That’s why they are engaged in conversations with each other.”

In fact, the novel is built largely of conversations, three of
which are dominant—the conversations between Quentin and
Rosa, between Quentin and his father, and between Quentin
and Shreve. Fach conversation can be seen as producing a
version of the Sutpen story. The first and in some ways simplest
version is Rosa’s. In her eyes, Sutpen is a demon, a man who
came from nowhere, descended on the town, took her sister in
marriage and spawned two demon children. He forbade his
daughter’s marriage to Charles Bon for no reason, set Henry to
kill Bon for no reason, and then committed the ultimate crime in
proposing to her that they breed, and if the child turned out to
be male, he would marry her. He is, indeed, the devil incarnate,
smelling of sulfur, and it is because of him that the South lost the
war, since only then could he be punished. Rosa’s account
raises more questions than it answers, to put it mildly, but it
serves admirably to fix Sutpen in our minds as larger than life.

The second version is Mr. Compson’s. Classically educated and
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cynically inclined, he explains that Sutpen repudiated his
daughter’s marriage to Bon because Bon had an octoroon
mistress in New Orleans. Henry, according to this account,
cannot tolerate the bigamy he sees coming with Bon’s marriage
to Judith and kills Bon to prevent it. Identifying with Bon as a
sophisticated and cosmopolitan figure, Mr. Compson brings
him alive but cannot even persuade himself that he has
explained Henry’s murder of Bon. As he says to Quentin,
“It’s just incredible. It just does not explain....They are
there, yet something is missing; they are like a chemical
formula...you bring them together in the proportions called
for, but nothing happens.”” Cued in part by Mr. Compson’s
interest in the love triangle between Judith, Henry, and
Bon, Quentin and Shreve then come up with the third and
final version of the story, casting Bon and Henry as half-
brothers and thereby explaining not only Henry’s murder of
Bon, but Sutpen’s motives for denying his suit as well. If Bon is
understood to be Sutpen’s oldest son, born in Haiti of a wife
Sutpen later discovers is part black, then his arrival at Sutpen’s
door as Judith’s suitor threatens not just incest, which Henry is
willing to tolerate, but miscegenation, which he is not. Thus
for Shreve and Quentin, the story’s climax is reached in the
conversation they imagine between Henry and Bon: “You
are my brother,” Henry says. “No, I'm not,” Bon replies,
“I'm the nigger that’s going to sleep with your sister. Unless
you stop me, Henry” (44, 286). The third and final version of
the story is by far the most powerful and convincing, and it is
clearly expected to outstrip, incorporate, and supersede the first
two—this even though it is the furthest removed in time and the

least connected to any empirical evidence.
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Although it is useful to identify these three versions of the
story, it is also misleading to read the novel primarily by
reference to them. To do so is to approach Absalom, Absalom!
as if it were structured on the same principles as The Sound and
the Fury. As we have seen, Faulkner was already concerned in
his earlier work with his reader and the means by which that
reader could be led forward into the past; but in Absalom,
Absalom! he brings that reader into the dialogue more urgently,
compelling him or her to participate directly in the novel’s
central form of activity—storytelling. In conventional terms,
we could say that the reader becomes a narrator, and because
the major line of action in the novel’s present consists in
narration, the reader is threatened with becoming a character.
But it is more accurate, I think, to say that the novel is itself a
set of voices in dialogue with the reader, who, like Quentin
Compson, struggles in vain to secure a detached position from
which to assemble a chaotic and inexplicable set of events so as
to put the story and all it implies behind him.

Quentin Compson comes to us as an auditor who is forced to
listen to Rosa Coldfield, to his father, to his roommate, but who
struggles to resist a narrative pull that threatens to engulf him. In
the novel’s opening chapter, he defends against Rosa’s insistent
voice by retreating from its sound to a visual register in which he
can try to maintain some sense of separation from the events
being described. “Her voice would not cease 1t would just
vanish,” as Quentin watches a kind of freeze frame in
which Sutpen “abrupt[s]...the Sutpen’s Hundred, the Be
Sutpen’s Hundred like the oldentime Be Light” (44, 4). In this
“goundless” vision even God’s words have become objects,

seen and not heard. Quentin visualizes the ghosts here, much
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as Hightower did, looking through his window at the imagined
scene of his Grandfather’s heroic charge, but with the opposite
intent. Hightower is trying to return to the past in order to
escape the present, while Quentin is trying to escape the past so
as to enter the present. Quentin later tells Shreve, “I am older at
twenty than a lot of people who have died” (44, 301). He 1s,
then, “two separate Quentins,” one so absorbed by the stories
of the past that he is virtually a ghost, the other struggling to live
anew as a young man on the cusp of adulthood—always a key
moment for Faulkner. The Quentin whose “very body [is] an
empty hall echoing with sonorous defeated names” wants to
shut his ears, but even when “listening would renege and
hearing sense self-confound,” he remains trapped in the past,
“too young to deserve yet to be a ghost but nevertheless having
to be one for all that” (44, 4). Ironically, it is only when he
engages in conversation, participates with Shreve in the “happy
marriage of speaking and hearing,” that Quentin gains the
chance to free himself of the past (44, 253). Remaining silent
has only refueled the memories that make of him a “barracks, a
commonwealth” rather than a single and autonomous person
(44, 7). Once the “two separate Quentins” converse and col-
lude in telling the story, they not only uncover a bitter truth but
enable a connection between past and present that recognizes
rather than denies history.

Drawn forth and compelled to participate in the conversa-
tion, the reader resembles Shreve as well as Quentin. By the
time Shreve appears on the scene in Chapter 6, it is important to
realize, we already know the major events of Sutpen’s life after
his arrival in Jefferson. Indeed, by the end of Chapter 1 the

whole story has virtually been put on record, although we don’t
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know how to make sense of it. So when Shreve opens the
discussion with his recital of what he’s heard and his questions
about what it means, the story is actually being repeated. We are
in a position like Quentin’s in Chapter 1 in the sense that we’ve
heard it all already; what is said almost seems to strike “the
resonant strings of remembering,” as it did for Quentin (44,
172). As a student of mine once remarked, reading Absalom,
Absalom! is like life itself: once you’re old enough to figure out
what is going on, youre already partly responsible for it.
As readers, once we have some grip on the main features of
the story, we are partly responsible for it because we've partic-
ipated in constructing it. Faulkner systematically implicates us
in the storytelling from the outset.

How does this strategy work? We can observe it in miniature
if we look at the scene in Chapter 2 when Sutpen arrives in
Jefferson. A posse rides out to confront him, and he is described
as follows: “He was riding the roan horse, in the frock coat and
the beaver hat which they knew and with his legs wrapped in a
piece of tarpaulin; he had a portmanteau on his pommel and he
was carrying a small woven basket on his arm” (44, 34).
As Sutpen arrives at the Holston House, we are reminded
again that he is still carrying “the portmanteau and the basket.”
What do they contain? We are not just invited to ask this
question but teased with it. When Sutpen emerges from the
hotel, we, along with the posse, learn the answer to one ques-
tion, at least. “He wore a new hat now, and a new broadcloth
coat, so they knew what the portmanteau had contained.” So do
we. But another question emerges when we are told “they even
knew now what the basket had contained . . . though doubtless
at the time it merely puzzled them more than ever” (44, 3b).
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Now, irritatingly enough, the townspeople know something we
don’t—what was in the basket. Our suspense about this ques-
tion is not relieved until the end of the next paragraph, when
Sutpen finally reaches Mr. Coldfield’s front steps, “carrying his
newspaper cornucopia of flowers” (44, 36). The sequencing of
revelations here creates a serial suspense that keeps us going,
through prose in which much else is said about Sutpen, creating
a narrative pull that is fueled first by the need to find out what
was in the two containers, and then by the need to understand
what their contents signal as to Sutpen’s intentions.

There are two kinds of gaps in knowledge put in counter-
pointed play here. There is the gap between what the towns-
people know and what we know. Then there is the gap between
knowing the “facts” and understanding what they mean;
even when they see the flowers, the posse doesn’t “get it,” so
preoccupied are they with their suspicions that Sutpen is a thief
and murderer of some ill-defined sort. But having learned the
contents of the portmanteau, we are likely already to understand
what Sutpen is up to here—a marriage proposal for which he
must dress up. If we make this inference, the revelation about
the flowers serves as confirmation rather than revelation and
also provides final relief from a long and highly ornate sentence.
Here, in microcosm, is an essential feature of Faulkner’s narra-
tive strategy in the novel as a whole. On_the one hand, he
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withholds information, leading us to read on in_the hope of
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gaining it, and on the other hand, he possesses us of information _

that we don’t know how to interpret or understand. Like the

posse, for example, we may know something but fail to have the
appropriate context for understanding it; indeed, we may be

wholly misled by assumptions that turn out to be partial or
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groundless. No sooner is one question answered than another
arises, and only in retrospect do certain pieces of information
assume significance.

The structure of suspense building in this scene can serve as a
synecdoche for the larger and far more complex narrative strat-
egy on which the novel itself depends. The passage illustrates
how Faulkner involves the reader at the most intimate and
fundamental level in sharing the burden of storytelling. One
may be ahead of or behind the game in anticipating the meaning
of an event, but one is never allowed a secure vantage point from
which it is possible to stand outside the picture and compose it
except in the most provisional sense. For example, in Chapter 1
we wonder, as do other characters, why Rosa has summoned
Quentin and what Rosa wants Quentin to do. Her suspicion that
there is “something in that house” is not enunciated until the end
of Chapter 5, and the first account of Quentin’s journey with
Rosa to Sutpen’s Hundred only appears in Chapter 6 (44, 140).
The answer to our question, in other words, is delayed for four
chapters. Even when we get that answer, it comes in the form of
yet another question: if someone is “living . . . hidden” in that
house, who is it? For the answer to this second question, we
must wait until Chapter 9, when Quentin finally recalls his
encounter with Henry Sutpen. Again, we pick up enough infor-
mation along the way to anticipate this outcome, that Bon is

Henry’s part-black half—brother, information that can only have

between . Henry and _Quentin is presented we have a large
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Sutpen’s youth “his first marriage in Haiti, why he came to
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