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ABSTRACT
THE BOTTLE IN THE SIDEBOARD:

ALCOHOLISM AS A DEFINING FORCE IN
THE SOUND AND THE FURY

By

Marcy Lassota Bauman

Until recently, literary critics have not investigated
the links between an alcoholic writer's drinking and his or
her work. This dissertation begins to address that link as
it appears in the writing of William Faulkner, focusing

primarily on The Sound and the Fury. The dissertation also

discusses characters in other works, as well as Faulkner's
writing style as a whole. ¢

A close reading of The Sound and the Fury shows that

that novel can be seen as a near-perfect "case study" of a
family with an alcoholic member. Mr. and Mrs. Compson
furnish excellent examples of a chemically-dependent husband
and his co-dependent spouse. The three older Compson
children-—Caddy, Quentin, and Jason--all display
characteristic role attributes common to children raised in
an alcoholic home. Because the novel takes up the story of

the children at progressively later points in their lives,
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the novel also shows the ways in which patterns learned
early in life by children of alcoholics carry over into
adulthood as well. Each of these children serves as the
starting point for analysis of other, similar Faulknerian
characters. 1In fact, the Compson children can be said to be
archetypes for characters which appear in later works.
Finally, the dissertation takes up wider stylistic
concerns. Faulkner's use of distorted chronology, his use
of repetition, and of stream-of-consciousness narrative are
all examined to show that, in order to make sense of these
often convoluted texts, the reader of Faulkner's works must
use the same meaning-making strategies that are used by
children raised in alcoholic families to make sense of their

lives.
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Introduction

The structure of William Faulkner’s fiction, as well as
the structure of his personal life and the structure of his
writing life, all reflect the influence of alcoholism upon
him. Biographers generally acknowledge that Faulkner was an
alcoholic; what they have not acknowledged are the ways in
which Faulkner’s alcoholism defined both his writing process
and the individual works themselves.

Such a gap is not unusual; critics have only recently
begun to consider the effects of alcoholism on the life and
work of alcoholic writers. Thomas Gilmore'’s 1987 book,
Equivocal Spirits, provides the first such treatment of
writers and alcoholism. In his introduction, Gilmore notes
that "In many dozens, probably hundreds, of works of modern
literature, heavy or alcoholic drinking is important in ways
or for reasons almost too numerous to mention: a drunken
character, a pivotal drunk scene, a theme or subject,
something as elusive as mood. . . ." The critics’ treatments
of that drinking has been, in Gilmore’s words,
"lflrustratingly peripheral or brief." (p. 3) Gilmore

explains that biographers tend to dismiss the writer’s
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drinking as "inert, unconnected with his writing." Literary
critics, on the other hand, have done no better: Gilmore
reports that "[h]ere the fault has been less in ignorant
treatment than in something close to complete neglect." (p.
6) Gilmore goes on to give a fairly detailed reading of the
attitudes displayed towards alcoholism in the works of
several writers who were known alcoholics, although Faulkner
is not among them.

Two other more recent books that deal specifically with
alcoholism and writers, however, do consider William
Faulkner. In so doing, they treat Faulkner’s alcoholism more

thoroughly than have previous biographers and critics.

Donald W. Goodwin’s Alcohol and the Writer (1988) and Thomas
A. Dardis’ Th i M : Alc nd American Wri

(1989) both contain sections on Faulkner.

Goodwin’s main premise is that "well-known writers in
America during the first half of the twentieth century were
extraordinary susceptible to the disease called alcoholism."
(p. 1) In Faulkner’s case, he believes the susceptibility to
have come from a combination of "(a) tradition, (b) genes,
and (c) the extraordinary tension of role playing, in moving
from character to character." (p. 118) Goodwin explains that
the Southern culture into which Faulkner was born had a
long-standing male tradition of hard drinking which Faulkner
never seemed to question. Added to that heritage was the

"bohemian tradition which Faulkner, in his formative years,
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3

discovered inIGreenwich Village, the French Quarter in New
Orleans, and, for a time, the Left Bank of Paris. Heavy
drinking was part of life in these places. It was part of
being a writer--a genius." (p. 119) Goodwin goes beyond the
culture to a consideration of Faulkner’s family history of
alcoholism; although he refrains from stating explicitly
that Faulkner inherited his alcoholism, Goodwin surmises
that "Whether Faulkner’s alcoholism was inherited or. . . .
a product of his circumstances will never be known, but the
extent of the alcoholism among the Faulkner males would
suggest a force more powerful than "role modeling." (p. 120)

Most intriguing is Goodwin’s discussion of Faulkner’s

many personas. He refers to Faulkner as a "consummate role

player" whose roles included those of "the bohemian artist,
the RAF pilot, the country gentleman, the farmer, the fox
hunter." (p.115) Goodwin asserts that Faulkner "was not one

man, but many." He explains

His inconsistencies, [Life magazine writer
Robert] Coughlan noted in 1953, went beyond
artistic license or mere eccentricity. "His
is not a split personality but rather a
fragmented one, loosely held together by some
strong inner force, the pieces often askew
and sometimes painfully in friction."
Coughlan attributes the drinking to this
friction. "It is to ease these pains, one can
guess, that he escapes periodically and
sometimes for periods of weeks in alcoholism,
until his drinking has become legendary in
his profession." (p. 120)
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4
In this view, proposed by Coughlan and espoused by Goodwin,
Faulkner drank to escape unbearable personal burdens. The
tensions that Faulkner experienced in his day-to-day life
were simply more than he could cope with.

Thomas A. Dardis (The Thirsty Muse) takes a contrary
view. He describes alcoholism as a disease which, although
it may be genetically transmitted, requires a trigger to
become active. Like Goodwin, he believes that the conditions
in the beginning of this century encouraged American writers
to drink; in his view, they found a trigger in the idea that
"good writers are drinking writers." (p. 17) Unlike Goodwin,
however, Dardis asserts that the disease of alcoholism has a
cause and follows a course that exists independent from a
writer’s work. Rejecting the idea that Faulkner’s drinking

was caused by emotional problems, he writes

. . . . Faulkner would never have
deliberately entered what his biographers
have described as self-chosen "drinking
cycles." As they portray these cycles,
Faulkner’s drinking problems arose as a
response to some inner emotional turmoil or
anguish. But Faulkner drank under any and all
circumstances, good, bad, or indifferent. His
behavior had only one explanation: he was an
alcoholic. By 1936 and 1937 he could never be
sure what might happen to him after two or
three drinks. (p. 28)

In Dardis’ view, Faulkner’s drinking was far too damaging,
both to his body and to his career, for him to have

undertaken it willingly. Perhaps because Dardis believes
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5

that alcoholism is an uncontrollable disease (and that
alcoholics--even alcoholics who are great writers--are not
responsible for having it), he is more able than Goodwin to
give the horrible details of that disease.

Implicit in both these books is a stance toward
alcoholism: Dardis believes that alcoholism in general, and
Faulkner’s drinking in particular, was truly out of his
control--his genetic makeup fixed the results once he began
drinking, no matter what he would have wished; Goodwin
believes that drinking served an ongoing purpose for
Faulkner, in that it enabled him to escape from the
emotional pains of his everday life. Both writers take up
the question of how Faulkner'’s drinking affected the course
of his career, but they come to somewhat different
conclusions: Dardis believes that drinking destroyed
Faulkner’s talent, whereas Goodwin doubts that Faulkner
would ever have written in the first place if he had not
been alcoholic. Neither writer, however, considers the
effect that drinking and alcoholism had on the actual
writing that Faulkner produced.

The above books, then, have stopped short of
considering the connections between an alcoholic writer’s
life and the substance of that writer’s works. Although
Thomas Gilmore does not take up the question of biography,
he does consider writers’ works, in that he examines their

overt attitudes towards drinking and alcoholism. The
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6
experience of being alcoholic or of growing up in an
alcoholic home, however, is known to contribute to a
person’s developing attitudes and actions involving many
facets of life, not just drinking. This dissertation
addresses that experience more fully by combining the
methodology of all three previous books: I will look at
Faulkner’s writing, most closely at The Sound and the Fury,
in light of what we know of Faulkner’s family and of
alcoholic families in general, to see which attitudes common
to people raised in such circumstances have found their way
into Faulkner’s work.'

Interestingly, many of the aspects of Faulkner’s work
that have received widespread attention--Quentin Compson’s
relationship with time, for example, or the stream-of-
consciousness narrative that is a hallmark of Faulkner’s
style--can also be seen as exemplifying the attitudes and
mindset that clinical research has shown to be typical of
alcoholics. 1Indeed, alcoholics are so similar in their

e —

Others before me have made specific connections between

events in Faulkner s 11fe and his writing: Judith Wittenberg, in

, takes a close look at the ways in

which Faulkner’s fxctlonal situations echo his life at varlous
points 1n his career. Similarly, Martin Krieswirth, in The M

ist, discusses Faulkner’s early poetry as it gives rxse

to his fxctlon, treating biography as he does so. Judith Sensibar,

in The Origins of Faulkner’s Art, plays particular attention to

what she calls, quoting Walter Jackson Bate, "the elementary

psychological import of Faulkner’s poem sequences. (p. xv)

Finally, David Minter’s biography of Faulkner carefully treats both

the ways in which and the degree to which Faulkner’s works are

autoblographxcal. All of these books have influenced and guided my

thinking about Faulkner.
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P
fundamental beliefs about their drinking and their
relationship to the outside world that several researchers
have identified what can be called an "alcoholic persona."
It is my contention that the fictional world that Faulkner
created--as seen through his attitudes about love, time, his
sense of the world’s chaos and unpredictable evil--mirrors
the inner world of the mind typical of actively drinking
alcoholics.

Chapter One presents biographical information about
William Faulkner and information about family alcoholism,
and discusses briefly some of the major elements of
Faulkner’s style, all to support the assertion that writing
The Sound and the Fury was for him a cathartic experience
that helped to relieve him of burdens carried since
childhood. Chapter One also contains background about The
Sound and the Fury, to show the ways in which that novel can
be treated as an example of a text which deals with family
alcoholism. Chapter Two continues the reading of The Sound
and the Fury, describing interaction styles between members
of the Compson family in general terms. This chapter also
describes characteristics of families with alcoholism, and
shows how the Compson family reflects those characteristics.
This chapter creates the framework which serves as an
interpretive guide for the rest of the chapters.

Chapters Three, Four, and Five each consider the

effects of family alcoholism on one of the Compson children.
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8

These chapters follow the order in which Faulkner presents
the children in The Sound and the Fury.

Chapter Three takes up the story of Caddy Compson, the
daughter in The Sound and the Fury. It describes her role as
the family scapegoat, and delineates the ways in which she
is perceived by each of her three brothers. It explains that
her precocious sexual behavior is typical of children who
become scapegoats in alcoholic families, and that her
actions as an adult are predicted by her childhood as
Faulkner describes it. Chapter Three also shows how Caddy’s
eventual "downfall" provides a way for Faulkner to express
his overwhelming sense of the tragedy of life. The chapter
also links her to another Faulkner heroine, Temple Drake in
Sanctuary.

Chapter Four deals primarily with Quentin Compson, the
eldest son. It shows that the role he plays in his family is
a role common for eldest children in alcoholic families--
family hero. Chapter Four explains the ways in which he is
mired in the family’s overwhelming, and unrealistic,
expectations for him, and how, as an adolescent, he is bound
by the too-rigid roles proscribed in his family. The result
is that he consistently confuses fantasy and reality, and is
unable to act on his own or anyone else’s behalf. Unable to
resolve his internal contradictions, he kills himself. This

chapter also shows the links which connect Quentin to




several of Fau
forace Benbow

Chapter F
third child. I
inconsistency
feelings of ra
saccasm, Jason
possessions fo
common pattern
chapter also g
faulkner's yi)
trilogy,

After The
Ueatnent of ,
s works, Th
Parent ; the
NEaning from 3
°hi1dren in a]
thaot g liveg.
ading of Fay
Light of what
M experience



9
several of Faulkner'’s other central characters, such as
Horace Benbow in Sanctuary and Gavin Stevens in The Town.

Chapter Five deals with Jason, the Compson family’s
third child. It shows the ways in which the perpetual
inconsistency in his childhood has made Jason bury his
feelings of rage and disappointment under a thick layer of
sarcasm. Jason has substituted the desire for material
possessions for the desire for love; this substitution is a
common pattern for children raised in alcoholic homes. This
chapter also shows Jason as the archetype for several of
Faulkner’s villains, especially Flem Snopes in the Snopes
trilogy.

After The Sound and the Fury, however, Faulkner'’s
treatment of alcoholism, however, is never again as overt in
his works. The effects of alcoholism, however, are still
apparent: the ways in which we, as readers, construct
meaning from a Faulkner text parallel the ways in which
children in alcoholic homes construct order out of their
chaotic lives. Chapter Six, the conclusion, provides a
reading of Faulkner’s characteristic stylistic devices in
light of what we know about family alcoholism, to show how
his experience of alcoholism informs his writing even when
actively drinking characters are not present.

It is my hope that, by considering the issues
presented in the following pages, my readers will come to a

greater appreciation of Faulkner’s craft and material.
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10
Faulkner’s vision of the world is very often tragic, very
often unpredicatble, and almost always sad, leaving us to
wonder, "Why? Why did he choose such a bleak, sorrowful

landscape about which to write?" This work offers a partial

answer to that question.
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Chapter One:

[Faulkner as Alcoholic, Faulkner as Writer

I1f, indeed, William Faulkner told and retold the same
story, the story of "myself and the world", then the critics
of his works can similarly be said to be engaged in the
endeavor of explaining Faulkner and his world. As it
happens, Faulkner’s critics tend to divide into two camps:
those who explain Faulkner’s world, and those who explain
the "self" reflected in Faulkner’s writing. The two tasks
are complementary.

Those who explicate Faulkner’s world have focused on
the ways in which his writing is unique to and shaped by the
South; on the ways in which his writing is typical of the
modernist and European influences which informed it; and the
ways in which Faulkner’s writings take up themes and
concerns which have preoccupied writers since the beginning
of recorded history. Those who search for the "self" hidden
in Faulkner’s writings look for a correlation between what
Faulkner has written and what he experienced in his own
lifetime. These critics have sought to explicate the
relationship between William Faulkner’s work and his life.ﬁ

11
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This study locates itself in the camp which seeks to
explain the "self" revealed in William Faulkner’s writing.
Working from a theoretical style of inquiry made possible by
the work of Martin Kreiswirth, Judith Wittenberg, and David
Minter, I intend to look at William Faulkner’s writing from
yet another point of view: I will examine his writing to
determine the possible influences of alcoholism on his work.

To date, there has been a great deal of resistance to
thinking about Faulkner--or any writer, for that matter--as
an alcoholic. Ironically for the modernists, part of the
resistance may well stem from the venerated reputation in
American literature that Faulkner and other writers of his
era have held--a reputation which, in their case, involved
an ability to hold one’s liquor as well as to write. The
modernists shared several lifestyle characteristics which
made them peculiarly susceptible to abusing alcohol. Robin
Room reports that the writers of Faulkner’s generation were
in their prime drinking years--the ages from 18-24--when
they produced their groundbreaking work. Many of them spent
time in Paris, which, Gertrude Stein said, was where the
twentieth century was. Their expatriate lifestyle enabled
them to merge several styles of drinking: Fitzgerald wrote
that "they drank cocktails before meals like Americans,
wines and brandies like Frenchmen, beer like Germans,
whiskey-and-soda like the English." (Room, p. 542) Drinking

was seen by these writers as "a ritualized expression of the
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13
autonomy of oneself and one’s social group against'the
claims of the state and official ﬁ;rality." (Room, p. 543)
For these writers, drinking was simply a part of the
artistic temperament. Given all the talk and writing about
drinking that these writers produced, our present-day
reluctance to consider the effects of that drinking on their
writing seems almost Puritan.

Nonetheless, the literary community as a whole has
refrained from attaching what may be a punitive label to its
superstars. This protection extends to Faulkner even to this
day, and certainly influences the way his works are
received. Goodwin reports that Faulkner’s critics extend the
benefit of larger-than-life personality characteristics to
their hero; although they generally acknowledge that
Faulkner was an alcoholic, they believe that "he exercised a
control over his drinking unknown to most alcohblics."

People who actually knew the man were somewhat more
reticent; Goodwin explains that "In pursuing the subject
[Faulkner’s alcoholism] with people who were close to him, I
found a reluctance to discuss the matter, as if the
information that would come to light about it would somehow
diminish his reputation." (p. 7) The reluctance to deal with
Faulkner’s alcoholism, and what it meant for his writings,
results in a kind of blindness when we consider those works;

we tend to "read out" or ignore aspects which might point to
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14
a venerated American author’s personal experience with
alcohol.

The question of the relationship between William
Faulkner’s drinking and his writing is important for three
main reasons. First, much of the affective information
about alcoholism in his works exists in the silences, not in
the words: alcoholism is present, but ignored, or not
named. A study such as the one I have undertaken will
illuminate that element where it is not obvious. Secondly,
the way in which information is presented in Faulkner'’s
fiction--the hallmarks oﬁ Faulkner’s style--require the
reader to read the text much as the child growing up in an
alcoholic family learns to "read" the world.

Literary criticism can be thought of as an additive
activity. 1In this sense, different or even divergent
critical perspectives can be seen to mutually enhance each
other, either by extending each other’s argument or by
showing each other’s blind spots. Form this perspective, 10
one interpretation of a work, no matter how comprehensive,
can be said to fully explicate that work. Each new
interpretation of a work throws new light on that work,
light which illuminates both the work itself and the
cultural "zeitgeist" of the critic. In the present case, w:-
simply know much more, and have many more ways of describing
alcoholism than we had ten years previously. Thus, we come

to the final value of a study such as this: it enables us
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15
to ask, "What does this new information about alcoholism
show us about Faulkner’s work that we did not know before?
How does that information extend or reshape the old
readings?"

In order to examine Faulkner’s works for the impact
that alcoholism may have had on them, it is first necessary
to examine the effects that alcoholism had on his life.
Before Faulkner himself became an alcoholic, he was the son,
and grandson, and great-grandson, of alcoholics. It is this
family connection which is most important (more important
than Faulkner’s own drinking) because it is in the family
that any child learns the values and ways of dealing with
the world that inform his or her adult life.

Alcoholism had been a part of the Falkner' family for
generations. William Faulkner's grandfather, J. W. T.

Falkner, was a frequent patient at the Keeley Institute in
Memphis, where he was taken by his wife when, as Blotner
puts it, his drinking "became more than social and required
extreme measures." (Blotner, v.l, p. 56) The cure at Keeley,
in which the patient would be injected with a solution of

double chloride of gold, became a family tradition; Blotner

' "Falkner" was the accepted spelling of the family name

until William himself added the "u" to his own name. 1In a letter
to Malcolm Cowley, he explained the change: "My first recollection
of the name as, no outsider seemed to be able to pronounce it from
geading it, and when he did pronounce it, he always wrote the ‘u’
Into it. So it seemed to me that the whole outside world was
trying to change it, and usually did. . . It just seemed to me that
as soon as I got away from Mississippi, I found the 'u’ in the word
whether I wished it or not." (Millgate, p. 1)
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16
further notes that Faulkner’s father also repeatedly entered
the Keeley Institute for treatment at the instigation of his
wife, and that the entire family would accompany him to
Memphis on those occasions. (p. 99)

The pattern of drinking espoused by both father and
grandfather--and later, by Faulkner himself and a whole host
of his fictional characters--was seen simply as the way
things were. William’s brother Murry noted in his memoir

that:

. . .liquor was an accepted way of life as
far as many of the menfolk were concerned.
Few women would touch it on pain of certain
and universal condemnation by the community.
This did not mean that men were taught to
indulge in it, any more than they were
instructed to rise when a lady entered the
room, to lie only when it would be of great
value to another, or to take pride in their
family and country. These things--the
drinking, the code of personal conduct and
philosophy of life--were simply passed on
from generation to generation by manners and
deportment, no succeeding one having sought
or found a more agreeable way to live with
his fellows. (p. 47)

Thus, Faulkner absorbed a predilection for the abuse of
alcohol along with the values and beliefs that shaped his
life as a Southern gentleman. Drinking to excess was the
prerogative of a man, and, as Faulkner’s family history
shows, a husband’s excessive drinking was his wife’s cross

to bear.

Specific information about the effects of the Falkner

family’s affliction is scarce. Although Blotner notes that
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Faulkner’s father (also named Murry) was an alcoholic, he
gives very little insight as to what difference that fact
might have made on the people around him. Even when he
describes Murry Falkner's temper, he does so in gentle
terms: "In spite of his temper, Murry Falkner tended to be
an easy-going man most of the time. When he drank, of
course, it was a different matter." (p. 90) David Minter
offers a more imaginative reconstruction of the Falkner
family dynamics:

As the decline triggered by the family’s move

to Oxford deepened, Murry Falkner became

widely regarded not only as a failure but

also as a drinker. . .[A]s Murry'’s sense of

failure and resentment deepened, he drank

more, and as he did, Miss Maud’s resistance

hardened. She genuinely abhorred drinking. At

times, when particularly when Murry became

loud and abusive, she may well have felt that

he drank not so much to get away as to punish

her. In any case, as he extended his role by

drinking more, she extended hers by

dramatizing his failure, his weakness, his

guilt. (Minter, p. 15)
Even this more detailed description is still largely
speculative. Little is known about the emotional tenor of
Faulkner's childhood, composed as it was of trips to Memphis
while his father got sober, and life with a mother whose
stated motto, hung on a plague over the stove, was "Don't
complain--don’t explain". We can guess, however, that the
rollercoaster ups and downs, the insecurity, and the shame

that pervade most families of alcoholics characterized the

Falkners as well.
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We know quite a bit about the patterns of family
interaction that surface in families where alcoholism is
present, and can use this information both to speculate
about William Faulkner'’s birth family, as well as to "check"
his fiction for evidence of the attitudes common to
alcoholics and children of alcoholics. A great deal of
research has been done on alcoholic families in the past ten
years, and the researchers are surprisingly unified in their
discussion of the traits common to such families. Charles
Deutsch, in Broken Bottles, Broken Dreams, nicely summarizes
current thinking when he describes alcoholic families as
being conflict-ridden, closed, inconsistent, convinced of
their own fragility, and inhibiting of direct communication.
Each of these traits is evident in what biographers have
told us about the Falkner family, and each had its own
ramifications for William Faulkner’s writing.

Alcoholic families are conflict-ridden because no
matter what the parents might appear to be fighting about,
the alcoholic’s drinking is always the root cause of the
problem, and that drinking can never be appropriately
confronted and dealt with. To do so would first require that
the alcoholic acknowledge that his or her drinking was
problematic, and alcoholics will generally go to very great
lengths to deny that truth. As Deutsch states: "[Alcoholic]
denial is extremely flexible and accommodating. Alcoholics

can believe their own most implausible excuses and discount
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lifelong, seemingly incontrovertible evidence, because what
is real is less important than what they need to believe."
(p. 37) Eventually, other family members get caught up in
the denial, offering excuses for the drinking ("Mommy has
the flu"; "Your father's had a bad day". A child who
repeatedly hears his or her parents refuting the evidence of
the child’s own eyes may come not even to know any longer
what the problem is. Consider the following description:

No one in the family recognized the

alcoholism as alcoholism. The father was from

a family where everyone was an alcoholic, and

they were all further gone alcoholics than

what he was. You’d hear, you know, "He’s not

an alcoholic because he can still hold a job.

He can wait until noon to drink," those

reasons. The mother would see the effects of

alcoholism and not recognize it as such.

She’d say, "well, he hadn’'t been drinking the

day that happened," not realizing how the

alcoholism can affect their entire life, not

just when they’re drinking. (Deutsch, p. 38)
There are similar types of denial in the writings of both
John and Murry Falkner. In Murry’s writing, denial works to
obscure the relationship that the Falkner boys had with
their father, couching that relationship in terms which
might be more socially acceptable than true to memory. John
Falkner similarly obscures the depth of his brother
William’s drinking problem.

Murry’s words describing his father reflect his

ambivalence towards him. The passage where Murry describes

his father’s life running the family livery stable is
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fraught with unmade connections and ambiguous half-
statements. Murry states that his father "loved horses", and
reflected that his father’s life running the livery stable
was "an easy life and a pleasant one for him." The pleasure,
apparently, came from the fact that the elder Falkner had
little to do but tell tales with his cronies and apply
himself "to the ever-present crock of good drinking whiskey"
(p. 10). No mention is made of the effects (pleasant or
otherwise) that the whiskey had, either on his father or on
the family as a whole. When the livery stable no longer made
enough money to support the family, Murry’s grandfather
stepped in "as was customary" to provide his son with
another business, this time running a hardware store. Once
again, the cryptic phrase "as was customary" points to a
level of dissatisfaction with his father that Murry never
makes plain. Murry notes that the hardware business, like
its predecessor, was not particularly successful, and
ascerbically notes that "even though the business failed
signally to make us rich, it presented no insurmountable
problem to Father’s continuation of his way of life. The
store was less than a block from the old livery stable, the
stove warmer, and there were more chairs to accommodate his
ever-present cronies." The passage suggests that the
father’s comforts and easy lifestyle were far more important

to him than the needs of his family--as indeed is the case
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with alcoholics, to whom, says Charles Deutsch, the bottle
is everything.
Murry goes on to explain that he never really got to
know his father, whom he says was not an easy man to know.

The father was distant from the family, and reticent:

He never discussed his personal or business

affairs with others--at least, not in our

presence. In his youth and early manhood,

before the family sold the railroad, he was

at once its station master, treasurer, and

vice-president. His scale of accomplishments

did not reach such heights in Oxford, but he

could certainly always reflect that few men

become president of a railroad at twenty-

five. (p. 12)
The phrasing in the above paragraph is curious. Murry begins
by explaining that his father never discussed his personal
affairs in front of the children, but ends by suggesting
that he could use his early accomplishments on the railroad
to console himself for his lack of success in Oxford.
Perhaps the children never heard the fine details of their
father’s personal or business affairs, but Murry, at least,
absorbed their emotional tenor--in later life, his father
felt himself to be a failure. It seems, also, that
reflecting that he had been president of a railroad at
twenty-five might have been a favorite drunken memory for
him.

Further reinforcing the ambiguous impression of his

father is the way Murry begins the next paragraph: "On the
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other hand, his good qualities were legion." (p. 12) We
never see or hear those good qualities, however. It is as
if Murry is presenting a socially approved picture of his
father, but the picture is not painted with much conviction;
there seems to be more to the relationship than Murry cares
to elucidate.

John’s memoir is similarly evasive as it offers this
confused, defensive, and contradictory account of his

brother William’s drinking habits:

. . . Bill never did do as much drinking as he got
credit for. He never tried to hide it but he did
do most of it at home. Whatever stories got out
about it he never did deny. He simply paid them no
mind. He passed on no stories about anybody else
and asked only that they accord him the same
courtesy. But people talk and their stories grow
and that’s they way it was about Bill’s drinking.

I have drunk with Bill, more than once. He
never was the nuisance about his drinking that I
am when I get started. I drink around town. Bill
stayed at home. Any writer has spare time on his
hands. He finishes a story or a book and he has
time on his hands. . .

When his everyday world got boring he would
slip off into his land of make-believe. Sometimes
he would take a drink or two and play drunk simply
to get out of work. Writing is a chore, an onerous
one. A writer will do almost anything to get out
of it. It takes as much out of you as a bad spell
of sickness. . .

I don’t mean Bill never got drunk. He liked a
drink as much as the next one and sometimes he
took too many. You might say he went on tears
every now and then. But no man could turn out the
amount of work Bill did and drink as much as
people claimed he did. (pp.132-134)
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John gives several explanations/excuses which sound like
rationalizations for his brother’s drinking. Lurking in the
background, it seems, is the idea that Bill might have been
an alcoholic. The statements that "Bill never was the
nuisance that I was about his drinking", or that Bill mostly
drank at home, or that writing is such a chore that anyone
might drink to put it off, or that once writers finish a
work they have time on their hands which drink might fill,
all might be textbook examples of the denial--they are
typical of the kinds of rationalizations that family members
use to hide from themselves the truth about a loved one’s
alcoholism. The denial that John, as a child, learned to use
to hide his father’s drinking, he, as an adult, extended
naturally and easily to his brother’s drinking (and perhaps
to his own.)

William, too, knew how denial worked. Thomas Dardis
notes that when, in his mid-thirties, Faulkner’s need for
alcohol suddenly increased, he was confused about what was
happening to him and apparently never saw nor sought a
connection between his lifelong drinking habits and his
accelerating addiction: "Faulkner remained baffled for the
rest of his life about what had happened to his body,
unaware that, in addition to normal aging, both his
metabolism and the cells of his body had undergone changes
on account of drinking over the years which made him

extremely vulnerable to alcohol." (p. 29) Goodwin explains
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that Faulkner never considered himself to be an alcoholic,
that he in fact reviled alcoholics (including his wife), and
when pressed, said that "he drank. . .because he liked to
drink, because it made him feel good, and taller, and
stronger, and he liked the taste." (p. 113)

The denial of the obvious can work because alcoholic
families are closed--that is, family members are cut off
from others outside the family. In their shame and
embarrassment over the family problem, family members rarely
seek help or emotional support from objective outsiders, and
may even cut off as many ties as possible with the outside
world in order to cover up the shameful family secret. Maud
Falkner’s tight-lipped adage, "Don’t complain--Don’t
explain”" is a succinct statement of the family’s policy not
to talk about its troubles, either to outsiders or to each
other. The degree to which Maud Falkner’s sons took her
seriously is evident in the memoirs they wrote of their
brother, William. Murry Falkner notes, "Nothing, to her
[Maud], was smaller and meaner than for an individual to
complain about his own shortcomings and apparent

"

misfortunes. . . (p. 10). Perhaps Maud’s edict explains why

William wished never to have his personal life examined,
wishing instead that when he died, all that would remain of

him would be his books.

The mood within alcoholic families and the expectations

placed upon family members are inconsistent because the
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alcoholic’s behavior is inconsistent, swinging "from
withdrawn to generous to violent within minutes" (Deutsch,

p. 41). Other family members, who generally try to pacify

the alcoholic in order to retain the family's precarious
stability, must react to the alcoholic’s erratic mood
changes. We know that Mr. Falkner’s drinking was erratic,

and that when drinking, he was likely to be violent
(although Blotner notes that his violence resulted in harm
to furniture and possessions, not people.) The result of
perpetual inconsistency, notes Deutsch, is insecurity: “"Once
the condition of insecurity is established, it becomes a way
of life, a way of apprehending the universe and its
uncertainty. Even when the original cause of the insecurity
vanishes and the environment becomes more consistent and
predictable, the children are still tentative and wary,
always expecting the unexpected and prepared for the worst."
(p. 42) Although there is no specific biographical
information available which points to this kind of dynanmic,
in Faulkner’s writings we see the effects of always
preparing for the worst, because the worst almost invariably
wins out: Charlotte Rittemeyer dies of a failed abortion in
The Wild Palms; the Snopes family manages to invade
Yoknapatawpha County in The Hamlet, The Town, and The
Mansion; and at the end of Sanctuary Temple Drake opens her
compact to léok at her face "in miniature sullen and

discontented and sad" (p. 309), then looks "into the sky
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lying prone and vanquished in the embrace of the season of
rain and death (P. 309), to name but a few of many, many
possible examples.

Alcoholic families are convinced of their own
fragility; because the alcoholic’s drinking is the dominant
fact of family life, and because that drinking is
unpredictable and uncontrollable, alcoholic families fear
that additional change or conflict might wreck the family.
:@he result for children raised in such families is that they
are often inflexible in their dealings with the outside
world, and incapable of acting in ways which might benefit
them. A whole host of Faulknerian "heroes" manifest this
trait--Quentin Compson; Gavin Stevens, and Horace Benbow are
only a few examples. v

Finally, alcoholic families inhibit direct
communication because, as Deutsch puts it, "The standard
governing the central event, the drinking, and informing all
other communication is one that undermines the very notion
that words have meaning. . .Words are used chiefly to hurt
or manipulate; when they are used to express real feelings,
they are discounted or diﬁcouraged. Action and silence
replace words as the principal medium of communication
within the family." (p. 56) Consider in this context the
wealth of Faulkner criticism which speaks to the
relationship between words and action in Faulkner’s writing;

consider also a character like Addie Bundren in As I Lay
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Dying, who considers words merely "a shape to fill a lack"--
useless gibberish designed to make the speaker forget his or
her loneliness.

Although it is impossible (and would be reductionist
and inaccurate) to pinpoint alcoholism in the family as
Faulkner’s sole formative experience in his early years, we
do know that he reacted to his surroundings by adopting a
variety of "disguises". He was a notorious liar; David
Minter quotes one of William’s cousins, who stated, "It got
so when Billy told you something. . . you never knew if it
was the. truth or just something he’d made up." (Minter, p.
12) He invented stories about his participation in World
War I, when in fact, he never actually saw action; and he
invented war wounds to go along with the stories.

Especially during his late adolescence, he seems to have
tried and rejected a number of "poses" with which to greet
the world.

It is possible that writing, too, acted as a mask for
Faulkner. The lure of writing may have been that it both
enabled him to work out his psychic traumas, and to hide the
fact that he was really doing so. If what we now know about
children of alcoholics is correct, those children, in most
cases, have a great many traumas to work out. We also know
that Faulkner, as a child, did not speak negatively about
his family. Growing up, as he did, in a family where

talking about problems was unthinkable, it is easy to see
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how he became shy and reticent. We might, in fact,
interpret that reticence in a number of ways: it may have
been that Faulkner found his perceptions at odds with the
world’s; Faulkner might have been hesitant to draw attention
to himself, for fear the attention would be harmful; or
Faulkner’s problems may have created in him an inviolable
sense that he was "different" from others. There is no way
to know for certain what made Faulkner shy, but the
responses listed here are all responses seen in children of
alcoholics. It must not be inferred, however, that because
such children do not talk about their situations, that they
do not therefore think about them.

It is also easy to see why, given his family dynamics,
Faulkner might have chosen to alleviate his emotional pain
through writing--in the Faulkner family, words, as a medium
for effecting change in the larger world, were essentially
meaningless. Words would threaten nobody. The family
legends celebrated action: Faulkner’s greatest childhood
hero was his great-grandfather, who had been a colonel in
the Civil war, a lawyer, a railroad entrepreneur, and a
politician. (He was also a writer, but it was not for his
writing that he was remembered in the family.) ‘When
Faulkner actually began to write, his father considered him
a failure.

The p;radox of this emphasis on action, however, is a

paradox often seen in families with alcoholism, where
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action--particularly action that might improve the
situation--is often simply not taken. An alcoholic parent
"promises" to stop drinking, but does not. A nonalcoholic
parent "threatens" to leave the alcoholic, but does not.
Such patterns lead children to believe that the family
problem is beyond help.

These children also learn contradictory messages about
the value of words, and talk. On the one hand, they learn
that words are not what they seem; promises and threats are
not meant to be kept. In this sense, words are seen as
meaningless. On the other hand, there is a strong
injunction--perhaps unspoken--forbidding children to talk
about the family’s problem. In addition, words are often
used to hurt and manipulate others. In this sense, words
are very powerful, indeed.

Children of alcoholics, then, are possessors of a
guilty secret, a secret which cannot be told, a secret which
leaves trauma in its wake. William Faulkner may have
discovered that writing was one way to come to grips with
his secret. He might not have been able to change his
family dynamics as a child, or escape them as an adult, but
he could write about them. In his childhood, it would have
been unthinkable for him to confront his parents about his
father’s drinking (in large part because drinking was simply
not seen as a problem to be dealt with at that time and in

that place), although doing so may have helped him live with
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the burden it placed upon him. Forbidden by the strong
family--and societal--habit of denial from naming this
burden, perhaps Faulkner sought writing as a way out of his
pain:fsince written words carried so little weight in his
family, writing had the additional (if dubious) benefit of
allowing him to speak, yet be ignored.lﬂe could address very
serious topics without being taken seriously, and without
being accused of "complaining" or "explaining." Words could
thus have been both a substitute for action, as well as an
emotional salve.

The theme of words as a substitute for action also runs
strongly through Faulkner’s fiction, as some of his most
ineffectual character--notably, Horace Benbow, Gavin
Stevens, and Quentin Compson--are very articulate,
especially at moments where action might be required. As a
corollary to that principle, some of Faulkner’s most heinous
villains are also among his most tight-lipped characters--
consider Jason Compson, Joe Christmas, and Flem Snopes in
that context.

Other emotional characteristics of families with
alcoholism play themselves out in Faulkner’s fiction,
furnishing him with some of his most significant themes.
Deutsch further notes that some children of alcoholics feel
a "generalized and helpless rage, a sense that deprivation,
injustice, and cruelty are the rules of life, or in any

event, their portion, now and forever." (p. 46) Deprivation,
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injustice, and cruelty certainly mark out Yoknapatawpha
County: from the machinations of Flem Snopes in the Snopes
trilogy, to the rape of Temple Drake and the lynching of Lee
Goodwin in Sanctuary, to the river crossing in The Reivers,
examples are legion.

In addition, several characteristic features of
Faulkner’s writing style display elements which have come to
be recognized as elements common to the thinking or world
views of alcoholics also. These features, too, can teach us
about what the subjective experience of alcoholism is like.

One hallmark of Faulkner’s style is the way he
manipulates and distorts time in his works. This
characteristic can be seen in two ways. First, Faulkner
returns again and again to the same characters. Of course,
many writers do the same, tracing out the exploits of their
favorite characters from novel to novel. Some writers,
Balzac, Dickens and Hardy notable among them, are adept at
creating a strong sense of place similar to the sense of
Yoknapatapha County that Faulkner achieved. Faulkner,
however, differs from other writers in the ways in which he
repeated his characters: he often returned to earlier points
in a character’s life at a later time in Faulkner’s own
life. Sometimes he later picked up a story that had only
been peripherally hinted at in an earlier work--a story
which was theoretically already a fait accompli in the

action of the novel in which the allusion was first made.
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The Compson family, for example, first appears in The Sound
and the Fury, written in 1928. That novel ends when the
children are grown. They later appear in "That Evening Sun",
however, written in 1929. This short story takes place when
the Compson children are little, and in fact, the events of
this story are referred to in The Sound and the Fury. More
strikingly, Quentin Compson, the son who kills himself in
The Sound and the Fury, reappears as the narrator of
Absalom, Absalom, written in 1934. Similarly, The Reivers,
Faulkner’s last novel, gives full explanation of an event
first mentioned in a much earlier novel, Sartoris. The
events of the Snopes trilogy, composed of The Hamlet, The
Town, and The Mansion, are presented in what might be
described as recursive "layers": the arrest of Mink Snopes
occurs at the end of The Town, but is fully explained in The
Mansion; similarly, Eula Varner’s suicide occurs in the
middle of The Town, but Faulkner picks it up again in The
Mansion; and throughout the trilogy, events are narrated by
one character, then re-narrated by another. The story moves
forward in a series of eddies and backwaters.

Within novels, Faulkner’s sense of chronology is so
distorted that Kenzaburo Ohashi, in an essay entitled
"'Motion’ and the Intertextuality in Faulkner’s Fiction"
accuses him of destroying and disorganizing the chronology
"uncompromisingly." Walter J. Slatoff writes, "Every

Faulkner novel in some way provides the reader with the
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problem of fitting pieces together. . . in many ways and on
many levels, Faulkner seems very anxious to keep the pieces
from fitting together, and this is a crucial aspect of his
work. . . his moment to moment presentation of experience
involves a juxtaposition of elements which do not seem to
fit together and which to some degree resist synthesis or

resolution." (p. 156) Warren Beck observes

In his most characteristic writing Faulkner is
trying to render the transcendent life of the
mind, the crowded composite of associative and
analytical consciousness which expands the vibrant
moment into the reaches of all time,
simultaneously observing, remembering,
interpreting, and modifying the object of its
awareness. To this end the sentence as a
rhetorical unit (however strained) is made to hold
diverse yet related elements in a sort of
saturated solution, which is perhaps the nearest
that language as the instrument of fiction can
come to the instantaneous complexities of
consciousness itself. Faulkner really seems to be
trying to give narrative prose another dimension.
(pp. 151-152)

In Beck’s view, Faulkner is trying to fit all time and all
the immediacy of consciousness into the boundaries imposed
by a single sentence.

Such distortions and manipulations of time are common
in the thinking of alcoholics. Norman Denzin calls
alcoholism a "dis-ease of time" and notes that "The
alcoholic exists within a circular, conceptual, linguistic
and temporal space that confounds the effects of receptive

and expressive aphasia with anterograde, retrograde, and
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alcoholic amnesia. The self is located in the center of this
confusing linguistic circle. Bits and pieces of the past,
the present, and the future attach themselves to one another
within this circle in ways that do not make sense. The
alcoholic is like a half-completed jigsaw puzzle." (p. 109)

Although Faulkner never publicly speculated on what
motivated him to write, he did acknowledge that the writer
got his or her material from three sources: experience,
observation, and imagination. He stated that at the
beginning of his or her career, a writer was mostly writing
autobiography, but that as the writer’s imagination grew, he
or she drew more and more on that resource. It seems clear,
though, that Faulkner never really left his own experiences
behind him: the same themes and character types--greed,
shame, unrequited love, emotionally abandoned children,
characters whose love is doomed to failure, "heroes" who are
incapable of heroic action-- pervade his writing, whether
early in his career or late.

If the similarities in his character types, and even
the characters themselves, are to provide any clue, then it
would seem that Faulkner drew on the same emotional material
throughout his career. Although he never publicly stated
what that material was, if we are to surmise based on the
structure and themes that dominate his fiction, it is
probable that Faulkner was at least partly concerned with

defusing and understanding a life and family dominated by
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alcoholism. It is once again important to remember that
Faulkner’s exposure to alcohol began long before he took his
first drink; before he was a drinker, he was a child raised
in an alcoholic home. Escaping the pain of that environment
by reworking its horrors in various guises may have provided
one motivation for Faulkner’s writing, as its themes
certainly suggest.

In fact, Faulkner’s lack of awareness of audience, at
least in the early years of his career, suggests that he
wrote to achieve some sort of personal understanding--to
create in himself what John Rouse calls "the community of
teller and listener":

A mouth, an ear--a voice. And the voice is
telling a story, making the magic of the necessary
word, so that a place and person and sequence of
ordered events are created within us. The story
becomes our own story, whatever it tells, for the
mythic force that makes it, moves by the same laws
of feeling that move us. And afterwards we may
think about it, hoping to know our inmost self and
the meaning of our experience. Perhaps in the
community of teller and listener we have the
quintessential human situation, as personal
meaning is imposed on haphazard existence in this

place. Stories are told as spells for binding the
world together. (p. 1)

In this view, Faulkner wrote to impose a meaning on his
existence, to make sense of feelings and events which came
fromi"his [the writer’s] experience, his observation, and
his imagination." (Gwynn, p. 147) Faulkner was, at least in

part, reflecting, looking back on his own life experiences.




Rouse
experiences
refining it
repetition;
people go I
explains wt

kind:

Kany c
come t
we hav
school
stick-
she sl
Larry

her, T
collag
imagir
room,

floor,
Krs,
and t}
behing
asked

you, ¥
throug
Connec
o jal
tXpery

Rouse goes
expetimenta
toreconcil
experieRCe
%esturg

Faulky

arrived at



36
Rouse surmises that we return again and again to
experiences and emotions which move us--we retell the story,
refining its various parts. Rouse gives a reason for this
repetition; in the following anecdote, he describes why

people go back over certain emotional landscapes, and he

explains what happens when they reach a catharsis of some

kind:

Many of the beginnings we make in life that should
come to good ends do not, unless by happy chance
we have understanding company. . .In nursery
school one day Larry jabbed Mrs. Upton with a
stick--it was supposed to be a poisoned dart--and
she slumped over, playing her part in the game.
Larry got very excited and shouted, ‘Let’s bury
her, Don!’ He tried to pick her up, so she
collapsed on the floor and he began shoveling
imaginary sand on top of her. Sally came into the
room, and seeing Mrs. Upton lying dead on the
floor, knelt down beside her and began to cry.
Mrs. Upton reassured her, said she was all right,
and then she noticed Larry curled up on the floor
behind her. ‘I wonder what you are doing?’ she
asked him. 'I'm just lying here feeling sorry for
you, Mrs. Upton.’ Having been allowed to carry
through the whole motion and complete the gesture,
connecting action and result, he had no need to go
on jabbing with his stick, repeating that first
experimental move. (p. 54)

Rouse goes on to state that "the making of a poem is an
experimental move" as well, and that it enables its author
to reconcile opposing desires, and to shape a form to give
experience a comprehensible unity. The poem is a completed
gesture. (pp. 54-5)

Faulkner, it would seem, considered that he only ever

arrived at half-completed gestures. He considered all of his
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works failures, telling his audience at the University of
Virginia, "In my opinion, my work has all failed, it ain’t
quite good enough, which is the only reason to write another
one. . ." (Gwynn, p. 143) This posture, too, is consistent
with the alcoholic’s mindset; Denzin asserts that the
alcoholic must always fail at the task of transposing his or

her inner self into the language of the outside world:

The most literate alcoholic, then, is
trapped within an inner world that knows no
acceptable mode of external expression.
Because time is ungraspable and because his
thoughts exist only in time, in the fictional
world which his fictional "I" inhabits, the
alcoholic experiences himself as a void in
the world. He is nothingness (Sartre, 1956).
Every action taken that would or could fill
out the void of nothingness fails, or seems
to fail. He can never succeed in bringing the
"I" of his inner existence into the
interactional world of others. (p. 114)

Even The Sound and the Fury, which Faulkner considered his

best work, was to him "the most splendid failure." (Gwynn,
p. 51) Echoing Sartre’s words, he once said that for him, a
piece of writing was "either good or it’s nothing." (Gwynn,
P+ 52)

It is to this "most splendid failure" that we now turn.
The most direct example in Faulkner’s oeuvre of the effects
of alcoholism on a family, and the only time where Faulkner

explores the connection between alcohol and the other themes

that are found in his writing comes in The nd and the
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Fury. The novel, written early in Faulkner’s career, and
generally acknowledged by critics as being at least partly

biographical, represented what Martin Kreiswirth calls

. . . as Faulkner himself well knew. . . a unique
moment in his imaginative life and literary
career. It was, above all else, a decisive
‘turning point.’ . . with . . . [Th n

Fury] he not only enjoyed a previously unknown
(and subsequently irretrievable) feeling of
unalloyed creativity ("that first ecstasy"), but
also "discovered that there is actually something
to which the shabby term Art not only can, but
must, be applied."

According to Faulkner’s description of the
novel’s inception, The Sound and the Fury thus
represents important and simultaneous
breakthroughs: the realization of new imaginative
powers and rewards, the recognition of art, the
materialization of a beloved. It represents--as
the emphasis on Caddy’s role suggests--simply the
discovery of his muse. (p. 130)

In Kreiswirth’s understanding, then, Faulkner had finally
found his fictional voice. Faulkner’s excitement when he
finished the novel (when he had finished writing it, he
wrote his Aunt Alabama and told her that it was "the
damnedest book" he had ever read [Blotner, 1977, p. 41]; in
explaining to Robert Linscott why he wrote the book, he
claimed that he wrote it for fun, and that he "didn’t think
anybody would print it") suggests that, in John Rouse’s
terms, Faulkner had completed a gesture.

It is clear that The Sound and the Fury marked

Faulkner’s fictional return to his native Mississippi, and
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thereby the creation of the "postage stamp of soil" that
—yould come to be known as Yoknapatawpha County. The
'emctional landscape of the novel, as well as the detailed
and careful picture of a family contorted by alcoholism and
other destructive influences, also suggests that Faulkner
returned to the remembrance of the feelings and scenes
enacteci in a childhood dominated by parental alcoholism. As

subsequent chapters will show, The Sound and the Fury could

provide the stuff for a casebook on family alcoholism.
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Chapter Two:

as the Case History
of an Alcoholic Family

"When I was little there was a picture in one
of our books, a dark place into which a
single weak ray of light came slanting upon
two faces lifted out of the shadow. . .

was torn out, jagged out, I was glad. I’'d
have to turn back to it until the dungeon was
Mother herself she and Father upward into
weak light holding hands and us lost
somewhere below even them without even a ray
of light. . ."(The Sound and the Fury, p.
215) .

Faulkner critics generally agree that The Sound and the
Fury is a highly autobiographical work. David Minter notes
that "In writing The Sound and the Fury he [Faulkner] took
possession of the pain and muted love of his childhood--its
dislocations and vacancies, its forbidden needs and
desires." (p. 104) Arthur Kinney describes two ways in which
Faulkner’s heritage was similar to that of the Compsons:
"Like the Compsons Faulkner traced his ancestry back to
Scotland--to Inverness--and like the Compson children
Faulkner must have had vivid memories of his own ’‘Damuddy’s’
death in 1907. . ." (p. 13) Judith Bryant Wittenberg states,

40
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"The Sound and the Fury seems to have been written by
Faulkner in a mood of anger and despair. Underlying the book
is the sense that all children are betrayed in fundamental
ways by their parents and left to flounder helpessly in a
world where they can find no succor." (p. 76) She goes on to
explain, "There are . . .[many] autobiographical resonances
in The Sound and the Fury, for Faulkner patterns nearly
every character in the book on some figure in his own life."
(p. 77) John Earl Bassett explains, "The repeated presence
of motherless homes, weak or perverse parents, and family
conflict in Faulkner’s fiction suggests. . .that the loss of

the mother and the ineffectuality of the father had

important personal implications for him. In nd an
the Fury he transforms such personal anxieties into a
fiction with profound cultural implications." (p. 409)

One of those cultural implications--albeit not one to
which Bassett was referring--is the portrayal of the effects
of living in an alcoholic family. The Sound and the Fury
offers a prime example of such a family.l References to
Mr. Compson’s drinking occur often within the text. In the
Benjy section, for example, there are several references to

Mr. Compson’s trips to the sideboard for a toddy. In the

Quentin section, Caddy tells Quentin that if their father
N S e
. ;. According to Peter Steinglass (1982, p. 127), the phrase
alcoholic family" has 1its origins in systems theory, and
represents a move away from the "dis-ease" conceots of alcoholism
o a world where "alcoholism is described as both a product of and
3 impacting agent on the family system itself."

41




does not st
Jason is pat
alcoholism,
conditions
her husband'
encourage hi
now." (p. 22

In fact
detailed de:
drinking. A
progresses,
nrturing p;
tines of trc
behavior,
ir. Compson
detween b
fhen the o,
father v |
Satherg all
Pllnished__ir
the fin, T,
listens to }

fight at scl



42
does not stop drinking, he will be dead within the year.
Jason is particularly vituperative about his father’s
alcoholism, blaming his father’s drinking for the unhappy
conditions of his own life. Mrs. Compson, too, acknowledges
her husband’s drinking when she tells Dilsey, "Why must you
encourage him to drink? That’s what’s the matter with him
now." (p. 229%)

In fact, The Sound and the Fury provides a fairly
detailed description of the progression of Mr. Compson’s
drinking. As the action in The Sound and the Fury
progresses, so does Mr. Compson’s alcoholism. Jason is the
nurturing parent; it is to him that the children turn in
times of trouble, for explanations of their mother’s
behavior, for reassurance and warmth. In the Benjy section,
Mr. Compson is present as a loving father who arbitrates
between his children, settling disputes and dispensing hugs.
When the son Jason cuts up Benjy’s paper dolls, it is his
father who spanks the boy, but it is also the father who
gathers all the children--even Jason, whom he has just
punished--into his lap, where they listen to the fire and
the rain. In the early portions of the novel, Mr. Compson
listens to his children, as when Quentin tells him about the
fight at school:

Father leaned forward and looked at Quentin.

Hello, he said. Who won.

"Nobody." Quentin said. "They stopped
us. Teachers."
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"Who was it." Father said. "Will you
tell."

"It was all right." Quentin said. "He
was as big as me."

"That’s good." Father said. "Can you
tell what it was about."

"It wasn’t anything." Quentin said. "He
said he would put a frog in her desk and she
wouldn’t dare to whip him."

"Oh." Father said. "she. And then what."

"Yes, sir." Quentin said. "And then I
kind of hit him."

We could hear the roof and the fire, and
a snuffling outside the door.

"Where was he going to get a frog in
November." Father said.

"I dont know, sir." Quentin said. (p.
77)

Mr. Compson perceives that Quentin has been in a fight (as
Caddy predicted he would) without being told. He gently
questions Quentin for the particulars, respecting the boy’s
right to privacy about the incident. The details that
Quentin chooses to tell his father cast the fight in its
best light: he was defending a woman’s honor, and he fought
with someone his own size. Satisfied that Quentin has acted
honorably, Mr. Compson drops the matter, although his final
remark about the availability of frogs in November suggests
that the fight was futile, or even that Quentin had been
egged on by the other boy. At this point in the story, Mr.

Compson is a father in whom his children can confide.

By the time the events in the Quentin section take
place, the balance has shifted considerably. Mr. Compson no
longer listens so attentively; he is given to pontificating

in his conversations with his elder son. In the following
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passage, for example, Quentin explains to his father how he
wishes that he had committed incest with Caddy. Rather than
simply listening to Quentin and allowing him to express his
feelings, Mr. Compson tries to argue Quentin into accepting
Mr. Compson’s viewpoint. Mr. Compson uses an excess of words

to convey to Quentin the idea that time heals all wounds:

...[Quentin speaking] but if i could tell you
we did it it would have been so and then the
world would roar away and he and now this
other you are not lying now either but you
are still blind to what is in yourself to
that part of general truth the sequence of
natural events and their causes which shadows
every mans brow even benjys you are not
thinking of finitude you are contemplating an
apotheosis in which a temporary state of mind
will become symmetrical above the flesh and
aware both of itself and of the flesh it will
not quite discard you will not even be dead
and i temporary and he you cannot bear to
think that someday it will no longer hurt
like this now were getting at it you seem to
regard it merely as as an experience that
will whiten your hair overnight so to speak
without altering your appearance at all you
wont do it under these conditions it will be
a gamble and the strange thing is that man
who is conceived by accident and whose every
breath is a fresh cast with dice already
loaded against him will not face that final
main which he knows beforehand he has
assuredly to face without essaying expedients
ranging all the way from violence to petty
chicanery that would not deceive a child

until soemday in very disgust he risks
everything on a single blind turn of a card

no man ever does that under the first fury of
despair or remorse or bereavement he does it
only when he has realized that that even the
despair or remorse or bereavement is not
particularly important to the dark diceman...
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The passage continues with Quentin repeating, "Temporary?",
and Mr. Compson discoursing further. Unable to persuade his
son that he will recover from his feelings about Caddy’s
sexual activity and hasty wedding, he finally tells Quentin
to go back to Cambridge early.

Oon the level of discourse, Mr. Compson’s speech in the
above passage shows several of the features common to
alcoholics who have been drinking for many years. Research
has shown that chronic alcoholics suffer from a number of
language and thinking disorders, including the following
reported by Norman Denzin:

(1) short and long-term memory loss; (2) a

substantial dissociation of experience during

drinking; (3) a clouding of consciousness, a

disorientation of thinking, and an inability

to understand language; (4) an inability to

produce written or spoken language of a

coherent form, evidenced in slow speech, poor

articulation, improper sentence structure, an

omission of small grammatical words and word

endings; (5) a confusion over similar and

dissimilar terms, including the appropriate

use of metaphor and metonymy, and a general

inability to follow associative and

syntactical rules or understandings; and (6)

compensatory confabulation. (p. 107)

Mr. Compson shows a great deal of compensatory confabulation
in the above passage (using phrases like "contemplating an
apotheosis", "essaying expedients"” or "the first fury of
despair or remorse or bereavement"). He no longer has the

ability to listen to his son, and to express his opinions

with that sparse economy shown in the preceding passage. The
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long stream of words shows little regard for his son’s
feelings, and misses their depth and passion. Mr. Compson
has no idea that his son is on the verge of suicide. Mr.
Compson mixes his metaphors (conflating "a turn of a card"
with "the dark diceman"). The fact that he ignores his son’s
attempts to bring Mr. Compson back to what troubles him (as
Quentin repeats, "Temporary?") shows that he has lost the
ability to follow the conversational conventions which
dictate that one speaker’s utterances must relate to the
previous speaker’s utterances.

Not surprisingly, Quentin leaves the exchange feeling
that his father has not understood him. His obsession with
watches and with time earlier in the Quentin section are his
bitterly ironic translation of this conversation with his
father.

Mr. Compson’s deterioration is exemplified in other
ways as well. As his condition worsens, so do the family
finances. Although Quentin going to Harvard "has been your
[Quentin’s) mothers dream since you were born" (p. 204), by
the time he is actually old enough to go, the Compsons must
sell part of their land to pay for his education, and even
so, they can only afford to pay for a single year.

When Mr. Compson brings the baby Quentin home, some six
or so months after Quentin’s suicide, it is the son, Jason,
who is the family’s main wage earner; when he sees the baby,

he complains, "Well, they brought my job home tonight." (p.
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227) When she hears this, Caroline begins to cry. Jason
continues, "it’s not that I have any objection to having it
here: if it’s any satisfaction to you I’ll quit work and
nurse it myself and let you and Dilsey keep the flour barrel
full, or Ben." (p. 225) Jason never even mentions his father
as a possible wage-earner. At this point, Mr. Compson is too
ill to work--when Dilsey offers to get him a toddy, Caroline
admonishes her, "Don’t you know what the doctor says? Why
must you encourage him to drink? That’s what’s the matter
with him now." (p. 229) In fact, Mr. Compson dies soon after
this incident.

Critics have not failed to notice Mr. Compson’s
alcoholism. For example, Judith Bryant Wittenberg (p. 81)
mentions Mr. Compson’s drinking in passing; Patrick Samway
quotes the Compson Appendix which "graphically portrays him
[Mr. Compson] sitting all day under the portico of the
Compson house drinking his whiskey from a decanter. . ." (p.
180); Cleanth Brooks calls Mr. Compson "a defeated, world-
weary man, one who relies even more on bourbon whiskey than
on his stoic philosophy to get him through his life." (1987,
p. 73) [MORE]

What is missing from the above discussions, however, is
an analysis of how Mr. Compson’s alcoholism defines the
family dynamics and the effects it has upon each of the
family members. Despite the fact that Mr. Compson’s

alcoholism seems to play a minor role in the novel, the
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Compson family fits in squarely with what we now know about
alcoholic families. The Sound and the Fury provides a near-
perfect casebook example of what such families are like.
Most researchers agree that, in the words of Stephanie
Brown, alcoholic families are generally "chaotic,
unpredictable, inconsistent, with arbitrary, repetitious,
and illogical thinking. . . This is a family that is out of
control with no means to regain it." (p. 47)

Family systems theory has yielded a great deal of
information about the ways in which these families are
organized. Family systems theorists have emphasized that the
behavior of one person invariably affects the other members
of that person’s family. In the case of alcoholics, entire
families are organized around the alcoholic’s drinking
behavior. Although the specific details of each family’s
dynamics are unique, there is virtually unanimous agreement
that "[t]he family is dominated by alcoholism and its
denial. The alcoholism becomes a major family secret, most
often denied inside the family and certainly denied outside.
This secret becomes a governing principle around which the
family organizes--its adaptations, coping strategies, and
the shared beliefs that maintain the structure and hold the
family together." (Brown, p. 27)

It is perhaps not clear at first how this description
fits the Compsons. Many other factors (Mrs. Compson’s

hypochondria, Caddy’s pregnancy and hasty marriage,
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Quentin’s suicide) seem to exert a much greater effect on
the family than does Mr. Coﬁpscn's drinking. This, however,
is precisely the function of denial for the family: to
obscure the problem of alcoholism, and perhaps to place
blame for the family’s troubles elsewhere. Denial enables
the alcoholic to continue drinking, but its function for the
rest of the family is equally harmful. As Robert Ackerman'
notes, "it is ironic that family members deny a drinking
problem exists because this is exactly what the alcoholic
does. We know that, for the alcoholic, denial is functional
for the continuation of drinking. As long as the alcoholic
denies that he or she has a problem, there is no reason to
seek a solution. Nonalcoholic family members also deny, but
their denial is totally dysfunctional to meeting their
needs. Everyone in the family denies that anything is wrong,
yet no one feels right." (p. 12)

The family, essentially, is expected to live with an
inherent contradiction: their day-to-day reality is that
they are controlled by the alcoholic’s drinking, yet they
must deny that reality at the same time. To do so requires
family members to adopt what Steinglass (1980) and Brown
(1985) call a "thinking disorder." Brown (1988) notes that
"to preserve this inherent contradiciton, all family members
must adapt their thinking and behavior to fit the family’s
'story’ that is, the explanations that have been constructed

to allow the drinking behavior to be maintained and denied
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at the same time. This ’story’ becomes the family’s point of
view. It includes core beliefs which family members share
and which provide a sense of unity and cohesion, often
against an outside world perceived as hostile and unsafe."
(p. 34)

The Compsons have a family ’story’, and its function is
typical of such stories--to deny the impact of the drinking
behavior. As Brown (1988) explains, "[alcoholic thinking]
maintains that alcohol is a means to cope with something
else that is identified as the major problem. This notion--
that there is a problem and it is something other than
alcohol--is central to the core belief system of the
alcoholic and family. It is a problem that ties and holds
them together." (p. 35) The "major problem” identified in
The Sound and the Fury is Caddy’s adolescence and subsequent
pregnancy. Mrs. Compson dresses in black the day after she
sees Caddy in the porch swing with a neighborhood boy; that
Benjy misses her so acutely is presented as evidence of her
betrayal of the family; Quentin ostensibly kills himself
over her pregnancy; Jason never forgives her for the job in
the bank that he never got.

The cost of maintaining such stories is high. As the
alcoholic’s disease progresses, the family often becomes
increasingly isolated, refusing social engagements with
others who find the alcoholic’s drinking a source of

discomfort, and whose discomfort threatens to force the
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family to face the obvious truth. The very structure of The
Sound and the Fury reiterates this principle: the novel
represents a significant departure from what becomes
Faulkner’s usual technique because the story is so
thoroughly ingrown. The conflicts in this novel are internal
to one family, instead of occurring between a family and
society at large. Other Faulkner novels are peopled with
many of the residents of Yoknapatawpha County, even if only
peripherally. Faulkner creates and amplifies his sense of
place and history with this technique. Thus, we hear the
story of the Snopes clan from Ratliff, Chick Mallison, and
Gavin Stevens. The Sartoris family has extensive dealings
with the Benbows, as Narcissa and Bayard marry. The
Compsons, however, stick to themselves. We never see them
from the viewpoint of outsiders, nor do we see them
extensively interacting with the outside world, either in
The Sound and the Fury, or in the rest of Faulkner’s oeuvre.

The closest we get to an external point of view of the
Compsons comes from the Gibsons’ conversations with each
other, but even these views are heavily biased and affected
by the relationships and roles that the Gibsons maintain
with the family. Even so, Quentin, at least, recognizes that
the blacks have a different perspective to offer when he
notes, "They come into white people’s lives like that in
sudden sharp black trickles that isolate white facts for

just an instant in unarguable truth like under a microscope.
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. ." (p. 211) In the next breath, Quentin distances himself
from the blacks and their divergent perspective when he
says, ". . . the rest of the time just voices that laugh
when you see nothing to laugh at, tears when no reason for
tears." Stiil, Faulkner uses Dilsey and her family to <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>