
Unlocking Faulkner's Masterpiece: A
Comprehensive Study Guide for "Absalom,
Absalom!"

William Faulkner's "Absalom, Absalom!" is a towering achievement in
American literature, renowned for its complex characters, haunting prose,
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and exploration of the tragic legacy of the American South. If you're
embarking on a journey through this literary labyrinth, our comprehensive
study guide will serve as your indispensable companion, providing you with
the insights and tools necessary to unravel its enigmatic depths.
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Plot Summary

Set in the post-Civil War American South, "Absalom, Absalom!" tells the
tragic tale of the Sutpen family, a dynasty doomed by its own hubris and
the lingering wounds of war and slavery. The story unfolds through a series
of flashbacks and multiple perspectives, revealing the intricate web of
relationships, secrets, and betrayals that led to the family's downfall.
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At the heart of the narrative lies Thomas Sutpen, a ruthless and ambitious
planter who attempts to establish a plantation empire in the wake of the
war. His relentless pursuit of success and the fulfillment of his grand
designs comes at a great cost, as he sacrifices his family and ultimately his
own life in the process.

Character Profiles

Thomas Sutpen

A larger-than-life figure, Sutpen is a driven and enigmatic character
haunted by a mysterious past. His determination to rise to the top of
Southern society pushes him to commit ruthless acts, but it also reveals his
profound loneliness and vulnerability.

Ellen Coldfield

A spinster and former neighbor of the Sutpens, Ellen narrates a significant
portion of the story. Her sharp tongue and critical observations provide
valuable insights into the characters and events that unfolded.

Quentin Compson III

A young man from Jefferson, Quentin is a descendant of the Coldfields. He
is drawn to the Sutpen story as a way to understand his own family history
and the troubled legacy of the South.
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Judith Sutpen

Sutpen's only daughter, Judith is a beautiful and courageous woman who
becomes a symbol of both the family's potential and its ultimate downfall.

Henry Sutpen

Sutpen's eldest son, Henry is a complex and tragic figure. He becomes
entangled in a web of violence and self-destruction, leading to his tragic
demise.

Major Themes

The American Dream and Its Dark Underbelly

"Absalom, Absalom!" explores the dark side of the American dream,
exposing the violence, racism, and social inequality that lie beneath the
facade of progress and prosperity.

The Tragic Legacy of War and Slavery

The novel vividly depicts the devastating effects of war and slavery on
individuals and families. The characters bear the psychological and
emotional scars of the past, which continue to haunt their present lives.

The Power of Family and History

Faulkner emphasizes the profound influence of family and history on our
identities and destinies. The Sutpens are shaped by the weight of their past
and the expectations of their ancestors.

Symbolism and Motifs

The Sutpen Mansion



The grandiose Sutpen mansion is a symbol of the family's ambition and
desire for status. Its decay and ruin reflect the decline of the Sutpen
dynasty.

The Sutpen Name

The family name is imbued with both promise and doom. It represents the
legacy they inherit and the tragic fate that befalls them.

Water

Water appears throughout the novel as a symbol of both purification and
destruction. It connects the characters to their past and foreshadows the
events that will unfold.

Discussion Questions

1. How does Faulkner's use of multiple perspectives impact our
understanding of the characters and events?

2. Discuss the role of race and gender in shaping the Sutpen family's
fate.

3. In what ways does "Absalom, Absalom!" comment on the American
South's struggle with its past?

4. Analyze the significance of the Sutpen mansion as a symbol of the
family's ambition and downfall.

5. How does Faulkner explore the complexities of human nature through
the characters of Thomas Sutpen and Henry Sutpen?

Literary Analysis



"Absalom, Absalom!" is a masterpiece of Southern Gothic literature, known
for its rich symbolism, haunting atmosphere, and complex characters.
Faulkner's use of stream of consciousness and non-linear narrative adds to
the psychological depth of the story, immersing readers in the minds of the
characters.

The novel's exploration of the destructive effects of pride, ambition, and the
legacy of war has resonated with generations of readers. It has been
critically acclaimed as a profound meditation on the human condition and a
powerful indictment of racial injustice and inequality.

Further Reading and Resources

Faulkner: A Biography by Joseph Blotner

Absalom, Absalom!: A Norton Critical Edition, edited by Noel Polk

Understanding William Faulkner's Absalom, Absalom! by George
Handley

The Modern Library Studium Course: Absalom, Absalom! by William
Faulkner

We hope that this comprehensive study guide has enhanced your
appreciation of William Faulkner's "Absalom, Absalom!" As you delve
further into the complexities of this literary masterpiece, may it provoke
your thoughts, challenge your perspectives, and leave a lasting impression
on your soul.
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