“Feeling her there”: Dispossessing in The Sound and the Fury

First, to refresh your memory of what happens in these pages of Quentin’s chapter.  Sandwiched between two scenes with Gerald Bland and his mother, this sequence renders Quentin’s silently remembering the day when Caddy lost her virginity.  From Benjy’s screaming horror at her ‘wrong smell’ to Quentin’s anguished interchange with her by the branch, to the appearance of Dalton Ames, renewed intercourse, then her probable offer of herself to Quentin, and finally his abortive attempt to make Ames leave town—all of this saturated in rain and honeysuckle—these pages articulate the deepest strata of Quentin’s torment. 


“’Feeling her there’: Dispossessing in The Sound and the Fury”: I trust you hear what rings odd in my title: “dispossessing” rather than “dispossession.”  I use the present participle because, by emphasizing a doing rather than something done, it aligns with the verb form in the quote: “I could feel her standing there I could smell her damp clothes feeling her there” (96).  Note the instability: Quentin senses rather than pictures Caddy’s presence; his verb for encountering her—she is, so to speak, inside him, where he feels her—places her outside his grasp, beyond possessing.  This thematic of dispossessing—of experience erupting rather than submitting to ownership—resonates throughout the excerpt.  That this effect is heightened by present participles will be clearer if you listen to the opening paragraph of our excerpt:

one minute she was standing there the next he was yelling and pulling at her dress they went into the hall and up the stairs yelling and shoving at her up the stairs to the bathroom door and stopped her back against the door and her arms across her face yelling and trying to shove her into the bathroom when she came in to supper T. P. was feeding him he started again just whimpering at first until she touched him then he yelled she stood there her eyes like cornered rats then I was running in the gray darkness it smelled of rain and all flower scents the damp warm air released and crickets sawing away in the grass pacing me with a small traveling island of silence . . .  I ran down the hill in that vacuum of crickets like a breath travelling across a mirror she was lying in the water her head on the sand spit the water flowing about her hips there was a little more light in the water her skirt half saturated flopped along her flanks to the waters motion in heavy ripples going nowhere renewed themselves of their own movement I stood on the bank I could smell the honeysuckle on the water gap the air seemed to drizzle with honeysuckle and with the rasping of crickets a substance you could feel on your flesh


What is strange here reads as virtually a Faulknerian signature, a reason—operating within the rhetoric itself—for the Faulkner Society to have chosen this passage for scrutiny.  Embedded in the passage are some of the compelling effects that constitute “Faulkner,” that explain why we ‘feel him there.’  


What do we feel as readers?  For starters, we feel overwhelmed by a verbally rendered experience outside any easy possessing; the lavish use of present participles is crucial to this effect.  In this passage of 255 words there are 17 present participles—a lot by anyone’s notion of normal usage—and they convey the insistence of Faulkner’s experiential world.  Not that Caddy stood somewhere, or that Benjy yelled and pulled and tried to do something, or that T.P. fed him, or that Quentin ran, or that crickets “sawed” and “paced,” or that a breath traveled, or that Caddy lay in the water while it flowed about her yet went nowhere, even while the crickets rasped: but that each of these actions, once launched, keeps going, each insistent and endless, piling one on top of the other.  Nothing finishes, gets end-stopped.  Faulkner invokes an expanding, almost self-generative plethora of ongoing activity: was “one minute” ever so freighted?


Overloaded, made strange, unfinished: to this trio of traits let us add a fourth: dreamlike.  Faulkner recurrently spoke of The Sound and the Fury as a dream that had invaded him: “I wrote it five separate times . . . to rid myself of the dream which would continue to anguish me until I did” (interview with Jean Stein).  And at the University of Virginia: “so about twenty years afterward I wrote an appendix still trying to make that book what—match the dream.”  Match what dream?  The dream, I suggest, of pure experiencing, of knowing nothing in advance as to what is coming, of that “anticipation of surprise which the yet unmarred sheet beneath my hand held inviolate and unfailing” (Faulkner’s terms for the unique joy he felt composing this novel): the dream of immersion in a flux of experience that overwhelms you, that makes a mockery of your puny will to shape it.


“Something is going to happen to me”: Faulkner has Joe Christmas and Temple Drake think this same thought about an encounter about to abrupt upon them, with their having no foreknowledge of its nature, no means of coping with its arrival.  The idiot Benjy is the purest instance of such noncoping, of receiving experience full in the face.  Dreamlike: to find oneself immersed in a moment—a scene—at once obscurely of one’s own making and yet unamenable to one’s will.  What is coming is irresistible.  Dreams attain their power by humiliating the dreamer’s will, overwhelming his defenses, dispossessing him.  What larger cultural model does the logic of dreaming most rebuke?


I propose—all too briefly—that Freud and Faulkner were exploring kindred responses to this question.  In each case, the Enlightenment itself looms as the dispenser of a Western narrative profoundly false to what they knew about the fragility of human subjects living in time.  Baconian experimental procedures, Cartesian methodical reasoning, Lockean trust in manageable experience: these come together as the underpinnings of a robust narrative of coming to know—one that fuels both early modern science and the rise of realist fiction.  But in the measure that the subject of these confident enterprises must denature what he comes to know—must convert it to the terms of his knowing if he would reach resolution—such narratives lead as well to what Weber will later characterize as the “disenchanted” world: the world’s otherness reduced to the co-ordinates of the subject’s conquering reason.  The world thus managed becomes a denatured space reflecting the contours of the Western knower’s will—a world one learns to possess and manipulate.  Freud and Faulkner both found their way into the fissures of this project of the subject’s shaping will—the one through various forms of neurotic behavior, the other through the failure of Southern culture’s inherited norms to furnish its subjects with achievable projects.  Both thinkers thus became connoisseurs of inner chaos, of covert collapse, of dispossessing.  But where Freud wanted nothing more than the reality-testing sanity promised by science and carried out by ego, Faulkner sought the re-enchantment—the recovered authenticity—launched by the overwhelming of ego, by disaster.  His fiction hones in magnetically on outrage; he pays most attention when “something is going to happen to me.”  That something is unspeakable, outside the subject’s knowing: he is suddenly immersed—naked, without resource—in the turmoil of his dream, dispossessed.


These 10 pages of Quentin’s chapter enact a microcosmic version of such turmoil, as those present participles convey the churning confusion of experience escaping its charters.  Indeed, the pathos of the excerpt inheres in Quentin’s futile attempt to impose no longer functioning charters.  “You shut up you shut up,” Quentin begs in the central part of this passage: he cannot bear to “feel” the portent of Caddy’s immeasurable “yes”—a yes to illicit desires he only dreams about, but which she is here articulating out loud: “yes I’ll do anything you want me to anything yes.”  The scene is punctuated by his fruitless attempts to restore or shore up threatened orders: from the tiny gesture of “wait a minute I’ll find it” (his lost knife) to “Benjy’s in bed now” (that order still intact) to “I’ll give you until tonight” (this to Dalton Ames, as though he could stop Dalton Ames, as though what he would head off had not already irrevocably occurred). Even a gun finishes nothing here, even a knife cannot impose its owner’s will, change the venue, launch a new beginning.


Not just Quentin’s utterances but Caddy’s response and the landscape itself rehearse the consequences of failed ordering.  “Hush,” Caddy says to him—as she said earlier to Benjy in his chapter—the hush that would restore order and end the crying (Quentin finds himself involuntarily crying throughout this excerpt).  Likewise this chapter returns to the familiar Compson fence, as failed a barrier here as it was in Benjy’s chapter.  Beyond the fence—in a sort of no-man’s land—there is the ditch where Nancy’s bones once lay, and mesmerizingly Quentin’s mind and body move toward that spot where difference might dissolve and surcease finally arrive, there where “you cant tell whether you see them [the bones] or not can you.”  


The verbal orders Quentin insists on that cannot be enforced, the spatial orders that no longer fence anything in or out—these join a host of rhetorical orders likewise disabled or disappeared.  No quotation marks exist in this excerpt, no easy separating of speaker from speaker, of spoken speech from narrative description: Quentin/Benjy/Caddy collide into each other, their utterances surfacing as a many-personed song of torment rather than the decorum of individual pain.  More, there is not a single period in these 10 pages of prose, as if the unbound menace of those present participles (there are 105 of them in 10 pages) were not enough.  “If things just finished themselves,” Quentin murmured earlier; but they don’t.  Faulkner’s grammatical strategy throughout this sequence refuses to delimit speakers, thoughts, times, places, scenes, to grant them the minimal identity that individuation itself promises.  “I am afraid we are not rid of God,” Nietzsche wrote, “because we still believe in grammar.”  Without having read Nietzsche, Faulkner manages to produce a Nietzschean spectacle of nongrammatical godlessness.


That is, Faulkner seeks to use language against its own native purposes, to strip it of the furnishing it is meant to provide, the subject-verb-predicate that ceaselessly strokes our illusion that we (subject) control (verb) our fate (predicate).  “Just a shape to fill a lack,” Addie Bundren thinks contemptuously about this function of words; they exist to shelter us from the real, to offer specious clothing.  But there’s more enterprise in going naked, as Yeats once put it, and Quentin Compson emerges in The Sound and the Fury as naked in every way but literally.  The language that Faulkner has crafted to speak him articulates—rather than shelters him from—the pain and incapacity at his core.  His filters gone, he emerges as a sensorium registering the unprepared impact of other persons, other things.  (You would never confuse him with project-focused Cartesian man.)  Crickets rasping are like a “substance you could feel on the flesh,” Caddy emerges everywhere, and out of nowhere; as they talk across each other, the scene by the branch imposes itself on him in its present-participial unfolding: a reality he is helplessly in rather than one his will might manage.  Caddy is here a pair of eyes that look past him, a “damp hard breast” that hammers its non-negotiable difference of feeling, hammers harder “everytime this goes”; this in a setting of “water gurgling” and “waves of honeysuckle coming up the air.”  Everything assaults him—unintroduced, unmanaged—like Dalton Ames who “was coming out of the trees into the gray toward us coming toward us tall and flat and still even moving like he was.”  A blur, a shadow, a presence at once still and in motion, operating inseparably from the rain and honeysuckle and branch and Caddy, Dalton Ames is textually rendered as sheer phenomenal otherness; with sheerly other words (“no but theyre all bitches”) floating out of his mouth.  

Ames disappears as untraceably as he arrived.  The excerpt ends with Quentin leaning on the rail, his eyes closed, “listening to the water” and hearing Caddy on the horse “coming fast,” the horse “scuttering the hissing sand and feet running and her hard running hands fool fool are you hurt.”  He does not speak—the events scuttering, hissing, and running unstoppably as though outside him, yet to him, invading him.  She takes his hand, holds it against her throat, and as—commanded—he says the name of Dalton Ames, he feels her blood’s “strong accelerating beats.”  With her blood surging “steadily beating and beating against my hand,” the scene concludes its dispossessing of Quentin Compson.  The last of the 105 present participles in these 10 pages is “beating”—a multivalent activity that comprises Caddy’s beating heart, her beating blood, the incessant life-pulsations that echo his own ticking watch without hands, his soon-to-be-no-longer-ticking heart.  More, Quentin registers Caddy as a beating, an ongoing penetration and assault. Most broadly, the passage registers Quentin’s life itself as a resistless beating coming from everywhere and nowhere: one that the excerpt segues into the literal beating he is undergoing (we learn a moment later) at the hands of Gerald Bland.  Given the dispossessing onslaught of his thus “feeling her there,” one ends up grateful for the suicide.

