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o= Quentin ‘Doomed as a Southerner

~ A Study-of Absalom, Absalom! -

by
Hisao Tanaka
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When we recoliect the''last scene of Absalom, Absalom!

(1936), one of thefripest“wqué-of-Williém Faulkner, wé may
be permitted to put 'a Southerner' instead’of 'an Amerilcan®
in the comment whlch James 'Baldwin ‘quotéd -in his ‘essgay: ‘as
the words of Henry James. ‘"It is a complex fate ‘to be an
Aﬁericah."l What I’ mean here-is thatwe cannot but feel
intensely thé agony'and fataliBm-of Quentin Compson as a
Southerner in hlS pa331onate reiferation that he does not
hate the South. Where then-does his agony and fatalism®
come from? What makss him uttér a*cry of despair like
"Nevermore of peace} Nevermoré of -peace. Nevermore Never-

nore Nevermore"z)? The purpose -of this ésséy is to find

1:and con51der—the core: of this novel by making an answeritc

theése’ questlons. Quentln in th1s~novel needless to say,
is the same Quentin we know from The Sound and the Fury

(1930).

. The Sutpen dynasty was estabiishedvbytThomas Sutpen

through:someé sinful deeds of his*Viol&tihgfthé?saﬁctity'cf

the individual human heart: the divorce from his first
wife by reason of her negro blood the firm refusal to

acknowledge Charles Bon as his son for the same .reason;
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the marriage with Ellen Coldfield only for the acquirement
of respectability to adapt ‘himself to the fixed society of
the South; and so on. Ironlcally, however, the dynasty _
begins to fall on acceunt of the problem of blood relatloﬁ—
ship as well as his moral deficiencies mentioned above.
Charles Bon appears before Sutpen from his earnest desire

to have himself acknowledged as Sutpen's son, and Henry,

the son of Sutpen and Ellen, repudiates his blood birthright
and material securlty. After these affa;rs{ takes place the
bloody event that is called the catastrophe of Absalom,
Absalom! VWhat, we may ask, is the mental state of Henry

in getting toward that catastraphe?

Henry abandoned his blrthrlght agalnst hlS father s
w1sh out of his -loyalty for:-Bon, his half brether, and out
of his love for Judith, his- 31ster. To our regret however,
we have to see h1m encounter qulte a dlffacplt situation:
that is, he comes to be confronted w1th the problem of
incest between Bon and Judith. This problem of incest
which is strictly piohibited to mankind-putsihim under a
severe trial, because he is compelled to solve this problem
without betraying them. Here we feel the need ‘to recall
the relationship between Henry and Judlth ﬁeﬁely,_hls
ardent love toward her, from the passages: "a relatlonshlp
closer than the traditional loyalty of brother and sister
even"j)and "his [Henr¥ s] fierce provincial's pride in his
eister's virginity."4 Ve may be convinced of his attachment
for her by the passage: : '

In fact,- perhaps this is the .pure and perfect incest:
the brother [Henry] realizing that the sister's
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virginity must be destroyed in order to have existed
.at all, taking that virginity in the person:of the
brother-in-law, the man [Bon] whom he would be if he
could become, metamorphose into, the lover, the hus-
band; by whom he would be despoiled, choose for
despoiler, if he could become, metamorphose 1nto the
sister, the mistress, the bride. 5)
By this we understand that Henry 1ntends to glve his consent
to the 1noestuous marriage between_Bon and Judlth, but we
cannot choose but feel that his justification of the consent
is altogether 1nsuff1c1ent and qulte odd. We, however, have
to pay attentlon to the fact that h1s 1ntent10n stems from
his ardent love for h1s 31ster. We can percelve 11Lew1se
his love for Judlth 1n hlS change of feeling, in whlch the
problem of Bon s blgamy turns into the problem of the
humlllatlon of Judlth who will be made a mistress of Bon.
Here, under these 01rcumstances of a Southern youth'

protectlve love for h1s 31ster, the Quentln Compson ve Pnow

from The Sound and the Fury comes into our mlnd.

In The Sound snd the Fury Quentin attempts in vain

to negate not only the stern realltles of the tawdry moral
chaos in the South but the soolal and moral collapse of
the Compson famlly, for 1nstance, his sister, Caddy s loss
of virginity, hlS brother, Jason s moral def1c1ency under
the seductlons of modern capltallsm, and so on. The valn
protest against undeniable facts makes him cherlsh the
delusion of incest between himself and Caddy so thatkhe may
escape the pressure of realities. He trles to take the
fact of his 31ster s loss of v1rg1n1ty 1nto the world of

his fantasy, where he aims to deny 1t. _His struggle,
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however, is effectlve only in the world of hlS fantasy, for
the fact of her ethlcal degradatlon can never be” effaced
just as time can be’ nelther removed nor stopped. ‘Therefore
the act of his breaklng the watch so as. to catch.and stop
t1me is the manlfestatlon of hlS vain protest agalrst the _
realltles before his eyes. Mr. Compson says pltllessly to v
hls son, Quentln,:"I glve it [natch] to you not that you V:t
may remember tlme, but that you might forget it now and S ‘”
then for a moment and not spend all your breath trylng to _\
conquer 1t Because no battle is ever won he sa1d They :i
are not even fought“6 These words wrlng Quentln s heart Tiz
because he knows too well that his attempt 1s nothlng but Tf;
a useless strlfe wlth tlme.- The world of hlS fantasy 1s -
ruined completely by the stern realities produced by the .
current of time. The present condition of the Compson famlly
is’ entlrely corrupt and 1t is hopeless for Quentln to try to
stop the submergence of the Compson family for the ‘sake of
his honor and pride of hlS old famlly in the South

4s ‘seen above, Quentln has an 1ntense attachment for_ -
Caddy's v1rg1n1ty as well as a prlde in it. The same, I} ) i'!E
thlnk is true of Henry who has an ardent love for Judlth “
It seems to be qulte dlfflcult for us to say what the dif-
ference is between Quentln and Henry. L1ke Quentln, Henry .
is endoaed w1th a spec1al quallty of the young man of the p
South.' The moment comes when that quallty 1s revealed..
thet 1s, the moment when|the romantlc worlq of Henry, who_“if
made a decision to agree ts the 1ncestuous marrlage between
Bon and JUdlth, is destroyed by the problem pecullar to the
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South.' It 1s the problem of mlscegenatlon. )
. Sutpen s confe381on that Bon has part1a1 negro blood

is strong enough to destroy the prlvate world of : Henry.r

His father s words that "hls [Bon s mother was part negro“7)
cause h1m to change hlS attltude suddenly and to oppose the
marrlage. Mlscegenatlon 1s not to be agreed to even by the
young student Henry.m Bon says in hlS 31mmering anger to

Henry, "bo 1t’s the mlscegenatlon,inot the 1ncest wh1ch

you cant bear n8 But he is at a, loss what answer to make,”

for he cannot oppose the conventlons of the bouth He canzﬁ
never be other than cutpen '8 son and the young man of the

South Bon s words that “I'm the nlgger that s g01ng to

ﬂleep w1th vour 31ste "9 are unbearable for hlm, so. he

commlts a fratrlclde 1n splte of hlmself by shootlng h1s

brother, Bon. About thls, Olga Y. Vlckery makes noteworthy

remarks as: ‘ .

‘ By his shot at the: gate of, Sutpen s: Hundred, Henry
commits himself and his sister to an afflrmatlon of
Sutpen s design. The llves of Charles Bon, of Judith
-and Henry are sacrificed to an.abstract: principle and.
a social tradltlon that proves stronger than the moral
or: religlous 10) -

When he has to attach more 1mportance to the reglonal problem
of mlscegenatlon pecullar to the' outh than to the moral
'problem of 1ncest un1versa1 among manklnd Henry comes to ;'
 give an unlntentlonal approval to hlS father s de31gn glimj
Thls fact means, I thlnk that at last he succumbed to the t
concepts or conventlons of the Southern soclety, 1n other N
words, the Southern myth whlch 1s the core of the mlnd of T
the oouthernersdand whose components ‘are the concepts of
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gallantry, respectablllty, honor, loyalty, justice, pride,
and so forth. Irving Howe makes a similar comment’ of this:
"His son, Henry, comes closer”to a'conventlonal Southern
response.“11 Thus he is ovércome not by his loyalty for
" Bon, but by his 1Gyalty for his family and society. This
volteface of Henry means his metamorphosis into the defender
of the convention -of the South, ' '
Thus, Bon's earnest appeal for acknowledgment at the
risk of his lifeiwas a failure.-~Bonfs*aeath, however,
brought on Henry's ‘flight from his father, and at-the same
time caused Judith™to lead a spinster's life like hér aunt,
liiss Rosa. £&s a'result of this, Sutpen's gfeaﬁ’design,
that is,. the- Sbtpan dynasty,- starts to work its own ruln.'
In the South, ' Charles Bon is destlned to encounter' =5
insuperablefdifficulties merely ow1ng to his negro blood.
The agony of Bor, who has no right to be treated as a man
not because of his own faults, but because of his incidental
fate as a part-negro, is the terrible, unimaginable one
brought about by the ethical deterloratlon of the South.
He is also to undergo the same bitter experlences as his
_ mother, and moreover, their agony is to be 1nher1ted by
Charles Etienne Saint-Valery Bon born of ﬁon and his octo-
roon wife. Their hard experiénces are, on the whole, the
expression of the corfuption of:thé society which ceuses
such ‘tragedies as theirs. The crysféilization of their
agony is the idiotic, saddle-colored Jim Bond, Etienne's
son. He is, we presune, worthy to be the last person of
the cursed Sutpen family. Clytie seen at the window of

Sutpen's Hundred juéf”ﬁurning down seeZs to be Cassandra,

3
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a-prophqteas;of,misﬂqgtgqe,dasuﬂgiqu@pgqn comments ironi- -

cally. :Therefore it-may.safely bé Said that -the story of

.famlly f:om Sutpen_po JlmrBond_lq:yhat we callzthe epitome

of the South. Slavery in the South.created the profound .
and awful'prqb}em of obstinate prejudices between the races,
and the svil resulting from slavery.and white supremacy ...
corrupted the system of the society from y@th}p.ﬁ,Sofitlmay
not be too much to say that the South which committed the
fault of allowing a man.to.enslave another against humanity
was doomed to produce miserable masses uithin itself ard

to collapse on account of being unable to solve its problems
forvltself o

1y i

ﬁ\' .

Now that he has 01eated S0 far thn story of the
Sutpen family, probably Fuentln ought to say afte1 “the
model or Dllsey,-"l have seen the flrst—and the last w12)
what 1s plctured in hlu mlnd by fa01nv up to the realltles
of the degraded South is. only the deplorable state of his
native place. Certalnly at thls moment the fatallqtlc idea
has flashed into his mind. - That ddea LSzdoubtlessly‘derlved
frgp.his atﬁfibuting the cause ofhthe“aq§yaladeteriprqﬁion.;
of the society to'sﬁch evils and moral chaos; as are found
in this story.. Indeed he has a good rggspﬁ:for_be;ng ob~
sessed sy fqtalism, for he .comes, as we_ know, of the, Compson
fanlly, the old famlly 1n the South. The detalls of this
case w1th him in ih_ Sound and the Furv have alrea@y ‘been

con51dered If these detalls are 1ﬂ'our recollectlon, we
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heart.. What then did he divine in gg;g;eatigg the story of -

~the Sutpen family, with Shrevey his Canadian roommate?. It =
was,cgei§yppo§e!utbeﬁdark;and hopeless future:of-the South-
erners:and the Compson.family,-.so it is-natural that he® -
should be _Obsessed; by fatalism. TR N ST Y
. Ve should .realjze that in.the. fact that. Quentin’ st

.the present 1919,‘cannot help considering the story.of fthe
Sutpen fam:ly as; that of his present and future, . lurks.an -
1rportant idea, with .yhich to understand Fe aulkper': novels.

A careful readgr gqgld,perce;ve it .from the passages: i

. Ltic. 3 and +theQuentin Compson vhe uos stilltéo

~ young to. deserve,yet to be a.ghost, imi nevertheless

" havirg to be one for ell that, snnoe bz was born end
bred in the deep South the same as she [diss Rogal‘
Wag-—— . . . .13)

. . .7 his [Quentin's]] very body was ar appty nall
. echoing with sonorous uefeated names; Le was ant a.
-, being, an entlty,,he wes a commoanalth. He was a
" .barracks® Lalle“xw1th’the ‘stubborn badk~lcoP1ng ghosts
. ;Stlll recyvering,: even- Forty-three. years afitervard,
"7 from the fever Whluh had cured the discase, wnking
from the fever without ¢veil Knowing that it~ had been
. the fever itself. which they had: fought egainst -and
not the slckness,.... . . 14)

o e ot It la s ¢

Yhat. is meant byfthesezgassages_is.thatiquentin'is not only
d momentary being in the atrean of-history,.but. the sum- of
the tradition or of.the ancestors of his sociefy.. About
}his, @he_gutho;,makegfa similar statement in'his speech:
. Also;- to me, no man is hinself,  he is the $um of his
_past. .There is no such thipg ;. really as was because -
the past is. 'If—is a part of every man, every woman,

.- .and every-momént. i All of his and’ her-fancestiry,” back-
. ground, is.all part of himself and herself.at any .

- 8 ~
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moment. And so a man, a character in a story at any
moment of action is not Jjust himself as he is. then,
he is all that nade’ h1m, F. 0 as)

JRCTE ..r_.". . 4

What worrles the author is hls thought about the control

of the past over che prescnt for the more he copes w1th

the actual etate, the more he 1s forced to notlce that the

'present 1s 1nseparab1y connocted w1th.the past. Accordlngly

the past on whlch the present depends and whlch Leeps on .

oyvertaking tre prescnt, second by second, seens to ce an

unavoidable 1ncantat10n for hlm.A As long -as the past makes
the gqualities of everything. in, the present, it continues to
be alive in the present,. ,?hrnklng_;n this way, the autnor
was seized wlthtthe_ldeg_thet.ﬁthe pact is, not was." Tnen
we can accept the‘follqying‘eentencee as_true and natural;
"he was a commonwenlth" dnd "he is the. sun cfvhierpast.“

lf the past excrclses 1ts 1n11uenee on the present,
the curse on the ancestors ought to be 1nher1ted by th91“
descend>nts. Bes1dcs,:1t is no wondel_that_con301oubneos
of guilt hav1ng vexed the former is recalled 1n the mlnds :
of the latter. : These 1deas are already found in szht in
Aunuqt(l952), 1n wh1cn doanna Burden recollects her father's

vord : .'i ol

PP g

« o oe end he [Burden 3 fatherl_sald 'renember this.
Your grandfather and brother are lying there, murdered
not by one white man.but by the' curse which God put on
.a whole race. before your grandfather or your brother
or me or you were even thought of A race doomed and
"cursed to'be forever and ever alpart of:the white -
.race’ 's doom and curse for 1ts sins,: . Remember that.
"His doom and his curse. Forever and ever. Mine.
" Your ‘mother's. . Yours, evén‘dhbough®you are a-child.-
The curse.of every white child, that. ever was born. and
that ever w111 be born. None can ‘éscape’ 1t 16) '

ST oo AL : s rsvowos
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Since "there is no such thlng really as ‘was because the
past is," the.present 1nev1tably takes over the curse and
fatallty of the past, all of the past things are transferréd
as 'is' to the present things whether they are good or not,
ot whether we are willihg or not. ‘From thes above arguments
we c;h draw a conclusion that 'a sense -of the'présentness

of the past and a sense of~the pastness of the present' is

the central idea in Absalom, Absalom!, one of the greatest

works of the Yoknapatawplia Saga, and it is this idea’that
the author has been obliged to realize in the vexation of
his mind. Anotﬁér‘ﬁﬁiasE that expresses the idea to a’

w17)

great extent is "= 5ensc of é&mulﬁénéify which Faulkner

mﬁntloned in his Tetter to'Malcolm Couley .Quentin's apbny:
also comes oift of Hhic Very: sense. " "
“Ifwe give £7thotfht to' the’ dircimstances stated
above, we cen psrhans understand” the meaning of Queniin's
passionate reiteration; at the last scene of the story, he
repudiétes Shr%*é'é Quéstibn as to why he hates the South:
"I dont hate 1f " Qupntln sald, qulckly, at once,
imnediately; "I dont hate it," he said. I dont hate.
it he thought, panting in the cold air, the iron New

England derk; I dont. I dont! I dont hate it! I
.. dont -hate it!18). . .

At~this ﬁoméht tﬁé f;talistic peréepfidn.that he can never
escape the doom and curse as a man of the South has cer-
talnly occurred to hlS mlnd for now. that he has searched
_after ‘the realltles of hls blrthplace, the South and
reallzed the ev1ls and curse in them, he is driven to have
a full understanding of his fate as'a Southerner.:-

In ﬁis mind, however, there is something other than

" _Z 1o -
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a peroeption of his doom. Even if the South is loathsome
to Shreve, Quentin can never say, "T hate it." Why can he
not hate it w1thout hes1tatlon° What prevents him from
having a hatred for 1t, vie suppose, is’ hlS burnlng love for
his blrthplace, and thls love of his mingles 1nd1st1ngulsh-
ably with his abomlnatlon and shame for it bound ‘up with E
the keen reallzatlon of his own destlnj. The South 1s
nothing elise but the land where he ‘has been bred’ and where
his ancestors once 11ved, even if it is cursed and filled®
with the ev1ls 1nherent in slavery and pregudlce. Why then’
can he not detest and lcave it? He feels a pang at the '
thodvht of 1ts actually rotten conditions,.but nevertheless
he remalns true to his love for it. Thinking in this way), :
we sugvest that Faulkner s mind is expressed eventually '
through the. flgure of Quentin. So it may safely be said
that in thls novel he is the mouthpiece of the author
- Faulkner was asked at an interview when he came to
Japan in 1955, "Do you love the South?" He said, "Well I
ljove it and hate it. Some of the things there I don't
like at all, but I was born there, and that's my home, and
T will still defend it even if I hate it. "19) In his essay
we find a like statement:
Loving all of it [the South] even while he [the
author] had to hate some of it because he kmows now
that you dont love because: you love despite; not
for the virtues, but despite the faults.20)
This essay was written in his later days, and yet in these
words we perceive the author's steadfast love for the South,
which is the same love that we have seen in Quentin so far.

When we think of his continuous love for his native place,



we eannot but exclaim Iiﬁe.ﬁhreve. "The South Jesus:"'
No wonder you folks all outllve yourselves by years “and "
21)
the representatlve of us readers. “You cant understand 1t

[the South] You would have to be born there.?zz) L

years and years. " Quentln says loudly to Shreve “wha - 1s"*

Though Quentln has seen the ev1ls and moral chaos"'ﬂ"
in the South he obstlnately refuses to hate it ageinst -
Shreve s, that is, our expeotatlon. Hls attltude Stems”
from the quallty pecullar “to the Southerners. He: knows too ' cr
well that his soc1ety has corruptlon 1n 1tself ‘and has no EE
bright future, and yet he cannot but’ love and try to defend
it., It seeus c'Jte dlfflcult for us out51der' to solve-‘”"“
the problem as to vhat 1t means to be a Soutnorner. Thus ‘
we are greatly 1mnressed w1th the deep meanlng of the"rt @
sentence saen at the ueglnnlng oi thls essay': "It is a”’

Lovor iir o
Pomplex fate to he a oontherner "

0 . ‘ Sa e, - A
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