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Trauma and Novelistic Form in Requiem for a Nun
Trauma is defined, by psychoanalysis and by the interdisciplinary field of trauma studies, as an experience of violence, whether corporeal, psychic, or both, that overwhelms our capacity to remember, to articulate narratives, to make stories. Trauma theory is therefore a “literary theory” in a much-altered sense of the term. Not “about” literature, nor confined to the academic sphere, it rather uses literary tools to give responsible witness to that which is, literally, unspeakable. Theorists, from Freud through contemporary scholars in English, History, Comparative Literature, and other humanistic disciplines, often cite literary texts as clear and well-known examples of traumatic experience (see Caruth and Felman and Laub; see Leys for a genealogical survey of trauma theory). But more importantly, trauma theory answers the unspeakability of trauma with the necessity of reading. Since trauma cannot be fully or finally told, it must instead be read and reread. Trauma studies thus deliberately assumes a heavy ethical burden, bearing witness endlessly.

The critical practices, the nuts and bolts of reading trauma, also begin with the recognition of something endless. One begins every reading of trauma with the compulsive repetition of some word, phrase, figure, or scene. The thing repeated is often only a very partial, vague, or fragmentary name for a known disaster; but its unchanging and relentless recursion, in defiance of aesthetic or narrative closure, can seem to deny the possibility of “knowing” that disaster in any final sense. To put it another way, trauma is the state of being unprepared for, unable to record, and at the mercy of what has, in fact, already happened; and a traumatic text does not chronicle, but reinscribes, that endless event. Reading trauma is uncannily familiar to those of us who remember Gavin Stevens’ aphorism, from Requiem For a Nun, that “[t]he past is never dead. It’s not even past” (535). 

Indeed, the Faulknerian text has a privileged relationship with the traumatic. As Hortense Spillers suggests, its engagement with repetition is particularly sophisticated:

…whereas repetition…is regarded in the poetics sphere as a positive trait and may be said to conduce to pleasurable feeling, the appearance of the phenomenon in everyday life, or in the experiential sphere…generates ambiguous value…if [it is not construed as]…a symptom of trauma and neurosis. What Faulkner’s writings manage to achieve—with quite stunning success—is an economy of praxis that relies on both attitudes or postures and postulates to engender style. (Spillers, “Faulkner” 27).

Part of what makes Faulkner’s works so “stunning,” in other words, is that they appropriate the traumatic symptom to themselves, not only as that of which they speak, but also as constituent of the act of reading itself. Students often speak of an encounter with Faulkner as an exhausting, physical confrontation; the works produce intense pleasure, but they also inscribe an ineluctable anxiety. These are works whose reading is never complete; they both demand the reader’s critical engagement with the physical and moral violence of history, and defy any final critical judgment (see Caruth). 

 In this paper, I would like to suggest some ways in which Requiem for a Nun (1951), still an under-read novel, both investigates traumatic experience, and offers critical possibilities as yet unanticipated by trauma studies. Alternating between dramatic dialogues set in the mid-1930’s, and long historical-descriptive passages that describe the slow becoming of legal institutions in Mississippi, Requiem is centered around the sudden death of a white, middle-class baby girl, and the conviction and execution of Nancy Mannigoe, a black woman servant, for her murder. As a story about sexual oppression, racial oppression and persistent racialized poverty, the novel opens both domesticity generally, and the domestic and sexual valences of American racism in particular, to trauma theory, which has more often addressed discrete, public, large-scale events such as warfare and genocide.  Furthermore, the novel submits trauma studies’ ethical ideals to radical questioning, depicting witnessing and testifying as themselves acts of violence and erasure.  

Requiem was Faulkner’s first major publication after receiving the Nobel, and some contemporary reviewers condemned it as a mere echo of his former mastery. It does refer extensively to earlier works, both thematically and by direct allusion. The dead baby was the daughter of the 1931 novel Sanctuary’s Temple Drake, a young white woman who suffered rape, threats against her life, imprisonment and psychological manipulation, and yet survived. Requiem frequently cites the earlier novel’s dual examination of white, Southern and middle-class ideals of female sexual purity, and of the experience of sexual trauma.  But where Sanctuary opened onto survival, the later novel is bounded by two deaths—that of the nameless, innocent baby, before the novel’s beginning, and that of Nancy, obsessively designated as “dope-fiend nigger whore” (513) by white characters, executed after the novel’s end. In considering this diagram of innocence and guilt, white and black, clean and dirty, virgin and whore, one can see the early reviewers’ point. Reading seems superfluous, since all judgments have already been made.

Yet as the story unfolds, even the most final judgment only results in repetitive demands for more testimony. Nancy’s death sentence prompts this exchange between Temple and Gavin Stevens:

TEMPLE:…apparently I know something I haven’t told yet, or maybe you know something I haven’t told yet. What do you think you know?…

STEVENS: Nothing. I don’t want to know it. All I—

TEMPLE: Say that again.

STEVENS: Say what again?

TEMPLE: What is it you think you know?

STEVENS: Nothing. I—

TEMPLE: All right. Why do you think there is something I haven’t told yet? (526-7)

These fragmentary, staccato sentences, both repeating one another and themselves demanding repetition, threaded through with the recurrent, contradictory words “know” and “nothing,” are a particularly clear example of the way that Faulkner uses repetition to develop an epistemology of the traumatic event. Something about the child’s death is impossible to narrate, and both Temple and Gavin explicitly refer to the limits of their own consciousness: “…apparently I know something…I don’t want to know it.”  The reader, scanning a few words ahead, always in expectation of learning what there is to “know” and always pulled up short by a “Nothing,” feels the anxiety of that lack.

Interestingly, although the circumstances of the child’s death are never fully demonstrated (it is narrated only in flashback and offstage), Faulkner does offer readers something in the place of “nothing,” something to “know.” Gavin soon adduces Temple’s guilty sexuality (she had taken a lover) as the true cause of the baby’s, and therefore also Nancy’s, death. Judith Bryant Wittenberg and Kelly Lynch Reames, in important feminist readings of the novel, have noted how Gavin’s interpretation—which assumes the baroque, and as the stage directions frequently hint, magical or imaginary, form of bringing Temple to the Governor in the middle of the night to confess her sexual sins, and plead for a pardon for Nancy—mimics both classical psychoanalysis and traditional literary criticism. It identifies truth, or at least hermeneutic accomplishment, with the fact of coition, designates a woman as the source of trouble, and imports a patriarchal figure of Law to resolve all conflicts. Further, his interpretation affords us pleasure—perhaps a guilty or a prurient pleasure, but definitely an aesthetic pleasure, that pleasure in the poetic that Spillers identified as an essential component of Faulknerian style. We are offered the opportunity to find what we know again, in reading; everyone here knows how intense that pleasure can be.

His interest in Temple’s behavior also makes Nancy, the baby, indeed all violence and traumatic loss, go away, replacing them with a secret that can be found out, a thing that can be known. Strictly speaking, however, one can’t truly make absence go away; and Nancy, insistently present despite her marginalization, despite even being locked away, and all but dead, gives voice to traumatic experience. Nancy’s first words, responding to the judge’s sentence that “you be…hanged by the neck until you are dead. And may God have mercy upon your soul,” are a “quite loud…Yes, Lord” (507). The courtroom recoils in noisy shock; later, Temple recounts that the trial was itself a formality, since Nancy had wished to plead guilty, but was prevented from doing so by the judge and her lawyer, Gavin (607). In other words, Nancy spoke to prevent anyone from telling any story, giving any testimony; she wished to submit both the child’s death and her own to absolute silence. 

Nancy’s religious surrender, her desire for erasure and absence, is difficult to approach, for it often seems to collude with, not only the particular narcissisms of the Stevens family, but a historical legacy of racist oppression. Nancy’s domestic employment reiterates a racist social order whose origins precede Emancipation—a black woman abstracted from the black family and entrusted with white children—while her status throughout the novel—merely awaiting execution, deprived of all relationality—has uncanny resonance with Patterson’s description of enslavement as “social death.” When Gavin asks her, close to the time of execution, about her religious beliefs, she confides her hope in heaven, stating simply “I can work,” and he embroiders thereupon a vision of her soul in the great plantation in the sky: 

STEVENS: The harp, the raiment, the singing, may not be for Nancy Mannigoe—not now. But there’s still the work to be done—the washing and sweeping, maybe even the children to be tended and fed and kept from hurt and harm and out from under the grown folks’ feet? 

(he pauses a moment. Nancy says nothing, immobile, looking at no one)

Maybe even that baby? (659)

A hyper-literalization of plantation-tradition celebrations of faithful slaves, this fantasy of Gavin’s actually endorses a traumatic past that’s “not gone…not even past,” as well as endorsing Nancy’s actual death. Only Nancy’s silence in response distances the novel as a whole from his perspective.


Twice, now, the novel has distracted its readers from its relentlessly returning, answerless questions—the baby’s death, and Nancy’s impending execution—with citations of novelistic tradition. The story of the woman whose erratic desires threaten the family stretches across Western literature, while the story of the African-descended woman who will be destructive and destroyed as anything but a servant, is peculiar to postbellum United States culture, but both bind and neutralize very old anxieties—anxiety about white women, and about black women; anxiety about sexuality, and about nurturance as a form of labor. Faulkner thus proleptically challenges the very basis of literary trauma studies—the identification of reading with the search for justice (see Reames on “reading” as a patriarchal practice). The more literary his characters’ response to the testimony they receive, the less they hear; indeed, the novelistic tradition renders an everyday, quotidian traumatic—the deaths of the baby and of Nancy, and the violence, insults, and sexual assaults undergone by Nancy and Temple—acceptable, normal, a story that can easily be told. Faulkner’s recourse to dramatic form in Requiem thus marks a critico-theoretical distance from this appropriation—a desire to not write a “novel,” if all a novel is, is the denial of violence.   

Requiem for a Nun does not offer a fully realized alternative to the racist and sexist banalities given voice by Gavin Stevens, and in this it may indeed represent a failure. However, it does include a single moment, one phrase that confronts the literary with a violence it cannot comprehend. Again, it is voiced by Nancy. Nancy was once beaten into a miscarriage by a white man, an episode borrowed from the Compson family story “That Evening Sun.” Gavin asks whether her attacker was the father of the fetus. But Nancy, who provoked the beating by demanding that the man pay her for sexual encounters, replies “Any of them might have been…If you backed your behind into a buzz-saw, would you know which tooth hit you first? (Requiem 661). This elicits no response but silence. Here is no truth to be found, no secret sin, nothing to confess, no father to find out—only the arresting, horrifying image of a body sawn up. Not the toothed vagina—the fear of the feminine—but a black female body under attack. In acknowledging Nancy’s truth, readers must also acknowledge, not merely that they cannot, as Gavin cannot, put themselves in her place, but also that the act of reading depends on passing over such violence in silence. 
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