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“I’m inclined to think that nobody can teach anybody anything ….  

You offer it and it’s there and if it is your will or urge to 

learn it you do …. You’ve got to want to know it.” 





-Faulkner in the University
Among the contributions to literary studies made by Faulkner’s texts in the 1930s is the assumption – long since evolved into hypertext and other participatory technologies – that reading is not a passive activity, but demands readerly involvement in the production of meaning. Perhaps the most dramatic example of this stance, not without its deep ironies, occurs in Absalom, Absalom!, where Quentin and Shreve, in their Harvard sitting room, not only consume the story of Thomas Sutpen but dramatically alter its meaning by their creation of Charles Bon’s racial heritage. Their amendment of the historical record is so convincing as to have produced in itself a long record of scholarly and critical commentary not so much on what they added, but on the significance and meaning of the story they produced. The irony, that their amendment to the Sutpen story reveals more about their own compulsions than it does about documented fact, seems secondary to the cultural truth revealed in their audacity. That Faulkner set this story in a locus of pedagogy—Harvard yard—may reveal something about his own regard for liberal learning not fully articulated until the 1950s, when he was invited to the faculty of the University of Virginia as writer in residence. In the recorded sessions at Virginia, Faulkner was asked a number of questions about Absalom, Absalom!, and would have inevitably seen or created connections in his own mind about the links between his imagination of Harvard Yard in 1936 and his presence (and profile) on the faculty of the University of Virginia in 1957-58. I trace those connections as they manifest themselves in Faulkner in the University. By attending specifically to his UVA comments about teaching, I will scope out an outline (tentative, to be sure) of Faulknerian pedagogy, and return to Absalom, Absalom! to test its application.
