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      	Born in New Albany, Mississippi in 1897.


      	Died in Byhalia, Mississippi in 1962.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	A Rose for Emily (1930), short story


          	As I Lay Dying (1930), novel


          	Absalom, Absalom! (1936), novel

        

      

    


    Born William Cuthbert Falkner (the correct spelling of his family name), the winner of the 1949 Nobel Prize in Literature grew up in a literary family while also learning to ride horses, hunt and fish. His strongest influences were his mother, who encouraged him to read and draw, and his nanny Caroline Barr.


    He did not graduate from high school, and then managed to enlist in the Canadian Royal Airforce by pretending to be British, but World WarI ended before he flew any active missions, which did not stop him from adopting the persona (and the uniform) of an RAF pilot when he returned to Mississippi.


    Prior to 1926, when his debut novel Soldiers’ Pay was published, he wrote mainly poetry and absorbed the work of modernists such as the British-American poet T.S. Elliot (1888-1965) and the Irish novelist James Joyce (1882-1941). He was advised by the American writer Sherwood Anderson (1876-1941) to write stories based on the rural Mississippi countryside that included his home town of Oxford, advice which resulted in his creation of the fictional Yoknapatawpha County, which became the setting for the majority of his novels.


    When he published the controversial novel Sanctuary in 1931, it sold well and aroused interest in his earlier novels such as The Sound and the Fury (1929). This book, and his novels published during the 1930s, such as Light in August (1932) and Absalom, Absalom! (1936), are usually considered his best work, and have attracted more analyses and criticism than any other 20th century writer, due to his dense, challenging text full of symbolism, linguistic experimentation and deeply flawed characters.


    Faulkner continued to write on difficult themes such as race, death and sexuality through the 1940s and 1950s. He died from thrombosis developed after a riding accident in 1962.

  


  
    THE SOUND AND THE FURY


    AN EXPERIMENTAL MODERNIST NOVEL


    
      	Genre: modernist novel


      	Reference edition: Faulkner, W. (1995) The Sound and the Fury. London: Vintage.


      	1st edition: 1929


      	Themes: the American South, childhood, family, race, sexuality

    


    Faulkner began writing The Sound and the Fury during a lengthy period where he was unsuccessfully trying to get his previous novel published. Discouraged, but at the same time liberated, by the criticisms and rejections of agents and publishers, Faulkner wrote a novel that was highly experimental in its use of language and its non-linear narrative. It is now considered among the best American novels of the 20th century, and was certainly Faulkner’s personal favourite among his 19 novels.


    The first of the novel’s four sections is written from the perspective of Benjy Compson, a severely mentally disabled man living with his aristocratic family and their black servants in rural Mississippi. The second and third sections are told from the perspectives of Benjy’s two brothers: sensitive Quentin and vindictive Jason. The narratives of all three brothers range back and forth in time, and relate the gradual disintegration of the family, and the brothers’ obsession with their sister Caddy.


    The final section uses a more traditional narrative voice, and sets the dysfunction of the Compson family in stark contrast to the quiet dignity of their black housekeeper Dilsey Gibson.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    A note on Benjy’s section: Faulkner originally intended this section to be printed in different coloured inks to make it easier for the reader to follow the timeline of events, which is disjointed and not presented chronologically. Only limited special editions have this feature. In most editions, italics are used to signify a switch in time. Since Benjy is unable to do anything except record what he sees and hears, many of the events concerning other people only become clear when reading the section narrated by Benjy’s brother Jason.


    APRIL SEVENTH 1928: BENJY


    On his 33rd birthday, Benjy Compson follows his caretaker Luster around the Compson family estate in search of a coin that Luster has lost. They begin at the edge of the property where Benjy watches people play on the adjacent golf course. When the golfers call out to their caddies, reminding Benjy of his sister Caddy, it provokes a strong emotional response in him. As he and Luster walk down to a stream and then return to the Compson house, various landmarks, smells and other stimulations set off memories that Benjy experiences as if for the first time.


    Crawling through a fence takes Benjy back to 1902, when he and Caddy deliver a letter from their Uncle Maury to Mrs Patterson, a neighbour. The contents of the letter cause Mr Patterson to physically attack Maury, who swears revenge.


    Passing the carriage house summons up a past carriage ride during which T.P., Luster’s uncle, drives Benjy and his mother to the cemetery to visit the graves of Benjy’s father and his brother Quentin. A teenage Jason refuses to accompany them, and complains about his Uncle Maury sponging money off his mother.


    Visiting the stream provokes Benjy’s memory of a day in 1898 when the four Compson children are sent away from the house with Versh, Luster’s other uncle. The others refer to Benjy as Maury, the name he was given at birth. After playing in the stream, they return to the house, where Frony (who is a child in this scene, but becomes Luster’s mother when she is older) blurts out her suspicion that the Compson children’s grandmother has died. Caddy refuses to believe her and tries to spy through a window to prove Frony wrong, but the older Quentin suspects that Frony is telling the truth. The children are sent to bed in the house of Dilsey and Roskus (servants of the Compson family, and T.P., Versh and Frony’s parents), still without being told of the death.


    Passing the barn in his memory of 1898 causes Benjy’s memory to jump forward to 1910, to the day of Caddy’s wedding. T.P. steals alcohol from the cellar, gets drunk and also gives alcohol to Benjy. Quentin discovers them and beats T.P., but then gives Benjy more alcohol to keep him quiet.


    When the children are sent to bed in Dilsey’s house in 1898, this again causes another memory jump in Benjy, taking him to another time in the same house, when Roskus speaks of his belief in a curse on the Compson family, which is dismissed by Dilsey. This in turn sets off a series of other memories, in which Benjy hears Caddy and Dilsey discussing his name change from Maury to Benjamin, finds Caddy alone with a lover, witnesses the death of his father, plays with an infant Luster and Caddy’s young daughter Quentin, and hears Roskus again speak of the curse.


    Walking with Luster past the gate of the property sets off Benjy’s memory of escaping and chasing some passing schoolgirls and then being dosed with an anaesthetic for an operation in which he is castrated.


    Back in the present (April seventh 1928), Benjy eats birthday cake with Dilsey and Luster but then burns his hand on the stove. Dilsey opens the stove so Benjy can watch the fire, which calms him but sets off another sequence of memories, in which Benjy visits his mother in her sickroom, witnesses a fight between Caddy and Jason, and relives his pain as Caddy is banished from the house by their mother.


    Later, Benjy finds Caddy’s daughter Quentin in a similar situation – alone with a lover in a secluded part of the property – to the one in which he found her mother several years earlier. Benjy then witnesses a furious row between Quentin and his brother Jason – now head of the household – about her behaviour.


    JUNE SECOND 1910: QUENTIN


    Benjy’s brother Quentin wakes up in his room at Harvard University, and is bothered by the sound of his watch, which he inherited from his grandfather. He returns to bed, recalling in turn his father giving him the watch and the painful memory of Caddy’s wedding announcement. His roommate Shreve tells him he will be late for class if he does not leave soon. As he watches Shreve head to his first class from the window, Quentin recalls falsely confessing to his father that he had committed incest with his sister Caddy and his father’s refusal to believe the story. He returns to his room and destroys the face and hands of his watch, before heading to the post office to mail a letter to his father, and then going for breakfast.


    Quentin then visits a shop to enquire about having his watch repaired, and then another to buy two heavy weights. He catches a train with no clear destination in mind, and gets off the train near a bridge over the Charles River (Cambridge, Massachusetts). At the bridge he watches Gerald Bland, a fellow student, set off in a rowing boat, and again thinks about his sister Caddy and his resentment of her promiscuous behaviour. He also seems to be contemplating his own suicide by drowning. He runs into Deacon, a black man who works running errands for students at the university, and gives him a letter for his roommate Shreve.


    He then catches a trolley (tram) and again sinks into memories of Caddy, recalling how he confronted her fiancé Herbert Head before the wedding and then attempted to convince Caddy, who was not sure who the father of her unborn child is, to run away with him instead of going ahead with the wedding.


    Later, Quentin buys food for a hungry Italian girl at a bakery, who then starts to follow him. He searches for her home, but is then arrested when the girl’s brother accuses him of kidnapping. He negotiates his release and joins Shreve, Gerald Bland, a fellow student called Spoade, two young women and Bland’s mother, who are on their way to a picnic. Recalling a fight between himself and Dalton Ames, who may be the father of Caddy’s unborn child, Quentin picks a fight with Gerald Bland, who Quentin feels treats women in a similar fashion to Ames. Quentin ends up badly beaten.


    Quentin then returns to Harvard, where he tidies his things, dresses neatly and prepares to leave. It is now clear that he is going to go through with his plan to kill himself, and that the letters to his father and Shreve are suicide notes.


    APRIL SIXTH 1928: JASON


    On the morning of the day before Benjy’s narration, his brother Jason confronts his mother Caroline about the behaviour of his niece Quentin, who frequently skips school and whom they suspect has had multiple relationships with men. Jason threatens to take over the job of keeping Quentin under control, and attempts to beat her at breakfast, but is prevented from doing so by Dilsey and Caroline. He then drives Quentin to school and arrives late to his job at the local store in Jefferson.


    A short time later Jason collects his mail from the post office, which includes a letter from his mistress in Memphis and a cheque from his banished sister Caddy, intended for her daughter’s expenses. The letter sparks a series of memories, including the funeral of his father, the elder Jason Compson, which Caddy, having already been thrown out by her husband Herbert Head and banished from the Compson family home, attends in secret. She begs her brother to allow her to see her daughter, which he agrees to do in return for money. Jason then recalls his efforts to prevent Caddy from having any access to her daughter, which include threats to have Dilsey Gibson fired and Benjy sent to an institution.


    It becomes clear that Jason considers himself the sole breadwinner of the family, and unfairly cheated out of the lucrative job offered to him by Caddy’s husband, which makes it easy for him to justify to himself his theft of the money that Caddy sends her daughter. The method of his fraud is revealed as he searches for a fake cheque to give to his mother – who has the habit of burning the checks sent by Caddy – and describes how he has power of attorney over his mother’s affairs. He uses some of the extra funds to invest in the stock market, and blames his poor performance on a belief in a Jewish conspiracy to defraud investors. He even manages to take most of a money order that Caddy has sent to her daughter directly.


    He later observes Quentin pass the store in the company of a performer from the travelling show which is in town for the weekend. Infuriated by this, he follows them on foot and then by car, but they evade his pursuit. Jason is heavily sarcastic towards his boss at the store who dares to criticise him for not attending to his work. At supper later that night, Jason takes out some of his rage on Dilsey and Luster, before having a furious argument with Quentin, who clearly suspects him of stealing her money. After Quentin storms out, Jason even resorts to bullying his mother, who considers him her only normal child and is mostly blind to his faults.


    APRIL EIGHTH 1928: DILSEY


    On the morning of Easter Sunday, Dilsey Gibson emerges from her tiny shack and heads to the kitchen of the Compson house to prepare breakfast. Realising that her grandson Luster is sleeping late after attending the show the previous night, she has to light the fire herself, as well as prepare the meal. She struggles to do this and attend to Caroline’s petty requests at the same time. Jason then forces her to fetch Quentin for breakfast, but they soon realise that Quentin’s room is empty. Caroline jumps to the conclusion
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