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William Faulkner The Sound And The
Fury

Introduction: The Enduring Enigma of the Compson
Family

In  the  pantheon  of  American  literature,  few  works  stand  as  both  a  crowning
achievement and a formidable challenge quite like William Faulkner The Sound And
The Fury. First published in 1929, this novel is not merely a story; it is an experience.
It is a deep, often painful dive into the psyche of a decaying Southern family, the
Compsons, whose fall  from grace mirrors the broader collapse of the old Southern
aristocracy. For the uninitiated, the novel's fragmented narrative and revolutionary use
of stream of consciousness can feel like stepping into a foreign land without a map. Yet,
for those who persevere, the reward is an unparalleled understanding of the human



condition,  exploring  themes  of  time,  memory,  loss,  and  the  relentless  march  of
modernity. This article aims to serve as your guide through that dense, beautiful, and
tragic landscape, unpacking the layers of William Faulkner The Sound And The
Fury and explaining why it remains a cornerstone of modernist literature.

The Author and His Mythical County

William Faulkner: The Architect of Yoknapatawpha

To understand the novel, one must first understand its creator. William Faulkner was a
Mississippian through and through, a writer who chose to "sublimate the actual into the
apocryphal."  He  created  Yoknapatawpha  County,  a  fictional  landscape  that  serves  as
the setting for much of his greatest work, including this novel. Faulkner was a literary
revolutionary, and William Faulkner The Sound And The Fury is often cited as the
most  radical  example  of  his  genius.  He  was  deeply  influenced  by  the  psychological
explorations of James Joyce and the social realism of Sherwood Anderson, but his voice
was uniquely  American and distinctly  Southern.  He was obsessed with  the past  –
specifically, the burden of Southern history, the guilt of slavery, and the failure of its old
codes of honor.
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Placing the Novel in Faulkner's Career

Written by a  then-unknown author  in  his  late  twenties,  the novel  was a  personal
favorite of Faulkner himself. He famously said he wrote it to exorcise the ghosts of his
own imagination. The book was a commercial failure upon release, yet critics who could
penetrate its difficulty recognized it as a masterpiece. Today, it is considered one of the
greatest English-language novels of the 20th century, a must-read for any student of
literature.

Decoding the Narrative Structure of The Sound and
the Fury

The most immediate challenge for any reader of William Faulkner The Sound And
The Fury is its structure. The novel is divided into four distinct sections, each dated but
not necessarily in chronological order. Each section is told from the perspective of a
different character, and it is this radical shift in consciousness that defines the book.



Section One: The Mind of Benjy (April 7, 1928)

The novel opens with the most difficult section, narrated by Benjamin "Benjy" Compson,
a 33-year-old man with a severe intellectual disability. Benjy has no concept of linear
time. For him, everything exists in the eternal present. A simple sensation, like the
smell of trees or the feel of a fence, triggers a memory from 20 years prior as if it were
happening  right  now.  Reading  this  section  is  like  watching  a  film  cut  by  a  frenetic
editor. You see "Caddy smells like trees" and then jump to a funeral, then to a wedding,
then to a fire, all without warning. This is not a gimmick; it is Faulkner's way of proving
that the past is never dead. It isn't even past. Through Benjy, we get the purest, most
emotional truth of the family.

Section Two: The Torment of Quentin (June 2, 1910)

The second section is a stark contrast. Told by Quentin Compson, the intellectual and
most tortured brother, this section is a dense, swirling stream of consciousness leading
up to his suicide at Harvard. Quentin is obsessed with time and honor. He constantly
tries to stop his watch, smashing it in a desperate attempt to freeze time and preserve
his sister Caddy's virginity (a symbol of family honor). Quentin's section is a fever
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dream of guilt, obsession, and Southern pride. His narrative is laced with the threat of
incest  and a  profound sense of  helplessness.  It  is  arguably  the  most  emotionally
exhausting section of William Faulkner The Sound And The Fury.

Section Three: The Cruelty of Jason (April 6, 1928)

In  the  third  section,  we  finally  get  a  linear,  almost  cynical  narrative  from  Jason
Compson, the third brother. Jason is a misanthrope, a petty tyrant, and a bigot. He is
purely logical, but his logic is twisted by greed and resentment. Where Benjy feels and
Quentin intellectualizes, Jason acts. He steals money, abuses his niece, and blames
everyone for his failures. Faulkner uses Jason to show the new South – a world of cheap
commerce, empty racism, and petty cruelty. Jason's voice is a relief after the chaos of
the first two sections, but it is a relief that reveals a deep, ugly selfishness.

Section Four: The Perspective of Dilsey (April 8, 1928)

The final section is the only one not told in the first person. It centers on Dilsey Gibson,
the  family's  Black  maid.  Dilsey  is  the  moral  center  of  the  novel  and  of  William
Faulkner The Sound And The Fury. While the Compson family disintegrates in a



whirlwind of pride, alcoholism, and despair, Dilsey endures. She is the only character
who possesses a true understanding of tragedy and a capacity for love. Her perspective
grounds the novel. She brings order to the chaos, and in the famous Easter Sunday
sermon scene, she provides the only glimpse of redemption the book offers. Dilsey sees
the "first  and the last,"  perceiving the tragedy of  the Compsons as a  story of  sin  and
sacrifice.

Major Themes in the Novel

Time and Memory

There is no bigger theme in William Faulkner The Sound And The Fury than time.
Faulkner does not see time as a straight line. He sees it as a block of experience where
all moments exist simultaneously. Benjy cannot tell time; Quentin tries to destroy it;
Jason tries to hoard it (money being a representation of time). Faulkner suggests that
we are all prisoners of our past, and that the South, in particular, is a region haunted by
its history.
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The Fall of the Compson Family

The novel is a case study in decay. The mother is self-pitying and cold. The father is an
alcoholic cynic. The sons are damaged: one is disabled, one is suicidal, and one is a
thief.  The  daughter,  Caddy,  is  the  catalyst.  She is  the  love  object  for  Benjy,  the
obsession for Quentin, and the scapegoat for Jason. When Caddy loses her virginity and
later  leaves  the  family,  the  entire  house  of  cards  collapses.  Faulkner  uses  the
Compsons to symbolize the fall of the old South, a society built on a flawed foundation
that could not withstand modernity.

Race and Class

The presence of the Gibson family highlights the racial dynamics of the South. The
Compsons  are  dependent  on  Dilsey,  yet  they  treat  her  and  her  family  with
condescension. Jason is openly racist and cruel. Faulkner, writing in the 1920s, was
deeply critical of the racist attitudes of his society. Dilsey is the only character who
possesses  true  dignity  and  strength.  Her  faith  is  genuine,  while  the  Compsons'
Christianity is just a social performance. This contrast is central to the moral critique of
William Faulkner The Sound And The Fury.



Faulkner's Literary Techniques

Stream of Consciousness

This  was Faulkner's  primary tool.  He doesn't  simply write  thoughts;  he writes  the
texture of thought. The grammar breaks down. Punctuation disappears. Sentences run
on for pages. This technique is most powerful in Quentin's section, where we feel his
anxiety  physically.  Every  fear,  every  memory,  every  resentment  is  in  there,  flowing
together.  It  makes  reading  William  Faulkner  The  Sound  And  The  Fury  an
immersive, though demanding, experience.

Non-Linear Chronology

Faulkner ignores the typical arc of a story. There is no "beginning, middle, end" in the
traditional  sense.  We  get  pieces  of  the  puzzle  from  different  angles  and  at  different
times. The reader must act as an active participant, piecing together the true story of
Caddy and her brothers from the fragments. This structure forces us to experience the
story the way we experience memory—in flashes, emotions, and disjointed images.
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Symbolism and Imagery

Water (drowning, bathing), fire, mud, and the smell of honeysuckle are recurring motifs.
Quentin is obsessed with water and suicide by drowning. Benjy associates Caddy with
the  smell  of  trees.  These  symbols  are  not  abstract;  they  are  deeply  tied  to  the
emotional states of the characters. The "sound and the fury" of the title, taken from
Shakespeare's Macbeth, suggests a story told by an idiot, full of noise and passion, but
ultimately signifying nothing. Yet, Faulkner almost subverts this, suggesting that while
the Compson narrative may be a tragedy of meaninglessness, the act of telling it is
profoundly meaningful.

Critical Reception and Lasting Legacy

Initial Confusion, Ultimate Acclaim

When William Faulkner The Sound And The Fury  was first published, it was often
met with bafflement. Readers were not ready for Benjy's voice. However, it was quickly
championed by figures like Jean-Paul Sartre, who saw in Faulkner a philosophy of time



that  was  revolutionary.  Today,  it  is  a  staple  of  university  curricula.  Its  influence  is
everywhere—from  the  fractured  narratives  of  David  Lynch  films  to  the  psychological
depth of modern literary fiction.

Why Read It Today?

In  an  age  of  instant  gratification  and  simplified  social  media  narratives,  reading  this
novel is a radical act of patience and empathy. It teaches us that there are multiple
ways of seeing the world. Benjy sees pure sensation. Quentin sees moral abstraction.
Jason sees practical advantage. Dilsey sees love and duty. The novel is a deep dive into
the human mind. It asks us to consider how we process our own history, our family
trauma, and our relationship with time.

Conclusion: The Sound and the Fury in Perspective

William Faulkner The Sound And The Fury is not a book to be conquered easily. It
is a book to be experienced, felt, and revisited. It is a masterpiece of modernism that
captures the noise and confusion of life, the "sound and the fury" of existence, and
finds  within  that  chaos  a  strange  and  terrible  beauty.  It  challenges  our  assumptions
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about family, honor, race, and time itself. While the Compson family may fail and fall
into ruin, the novel itself stands as a monument to the power of storytelling. Faulkner
took the raw, broken pieces of the American South and forged from them a work of art
that continues to speak to the deepest parts of our collective soul. For those willing to
accept its difficulty, it offers an unmatched reward: a glimpse into the heart of human
darkness  and the faint,  enduring light  of  compassion,  represented by Dilsey,  who
endures beyond the final page.


