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As | Lay Dying is a seminal work in American literature, penned by the Southern Gothic author
William Faulkner. Published in 1930, the novel is renowned for its innovative narrative style and deep
exploration of themes such as family, death, and the human condition. Understanding the significance
of this work requires a closer examination of its structure, characters, themes, and the historical
context that shaped Faulkner's writing. This article aims to provide comprehensive notes on "As | Lay
Dying," offering insights into its complexities and lasting impact on literature.

Overview of the Novel

"As | Lay Dying" follows the Bundren family as they embark on a journey to fulfill the dying wish of
their matriarch, Addie Bundren, who wishes to be buried in her hometown of Jefferson, Mississippi.
The narrative is unique in that it employs multiple points of view, with 15 different characters
providing their perspectives throughout the story. This multiplicity of voices not only illustrates the
internal struggles of each character but also reflects the chaotic nature of their circumstances.

Plot Summary

The plot unfolds in a series of chapters, each narrated by a different character. The journey begins
after Addie's death, where the family decides to transport her body across the treacherous landscape
to her desired resting place. Key events in the plot include:

1. Addie's Death: The novel opens with the immediate aftermath of Addie's death, setting the stage



for the family's complicated dynamics.

2. The Journey: The family encounters various obstacles—including a flooded river and the harshness
of rural life—as they make their way to Jefferson.

3. Character Conflicts: Each family member grapples with their own issues, from addiction to
infidelity, which complicates their collective goal.

4. Climactic Moments: The journey culminates in a series of dramatic events that challenge the
family's unity and reveal deeper truths about their relationships.

Main Characters

The novel's characters are deeply flawed, reflecting Faulkner's exploration of the human psyche. Each
character serves as a narrative lens through which readers can understand the broader themes of the
story. Here are some of the pivotal characters:

¢ Addie Bundren: The deceased matriarch whose dying wish sets the journey in motion. Her
character is explored through the reflections of her family members.

e Darl Bundren: The second son, who possesses a deep understanding of his family's
dysfunction. His perspective is often philosophical, questioning the nature of existence.

e Cash Bundren: The eldest son and a skilled carpenter, Cash is pragmatic and devoted to his
mother. His character represents the physical labor associated with the journey.

* Jewel Bundren: The illegitimate son of Addie, Jewel's fierce loyalty and emotional struggles are
pivotal to the family's dynamics.

e Vardaman Bundren: The youngest son, whose grief and confusion manifest in increasingly
erratic behavior. His character symbolizes the innocence lost through death.

e Dee and Anse Bundren: The daughter and father of the family, respectively. Anse’s
selfishness and Dee’s desire for independence add layers of conflict to the narrative.

Themes

"As | Lay Dying" is rich in thematic content, exploring complex ideas that resonate with readers. Here
are some of the most prominent themes:

1. The Nature of Death

Death is the central theme of the novel, influencing every character's actions and motivations.
Faulkner presents death not as an end but as a catalyst for introspection and revelation. The journey
to bury Addie becomes a metaphor for the characters' struggles with their own mortality and the



legacies they leave behind.

2. The Complexity of Family Dynamics

The Bundren family's relationships are fraught with tension, reflecting the complexities of familial love
and obligation. Each character's perspective reveals their personal grievances and loyalties,
demonstrating how family can be both a source of support and conflict.

3. Isolation and Alienation

Many characters experience profound isolation, both physically and emotionally. Faulkner explores
how societal norms and personal struggles can create barriers between individuals, leading to a sense
of alienation that permeates the narrative.

4. The Search for Identity

The characters' journeys can also be seen as quests for self-discovery. As they navigate the physical
and emotional landscape of their journey, they grapple with questions of identity, purpose, and the
impact of their choices.

Narrative Style and Structure

Faulkner's narrative technique in "As | Lay Dying" is revolutionary, employing a stream-of-
consciousness style that immerses readers in the characters' thoughts and emotions. The use of
multiple narrators allows for a fragmented yet cohesive storytelling approach. This structure serves
several purposes:

1. Diverse Perspectives: Each character's voice adds layers of meaning, creating a richer
understanding of the plot and themes.

2. Psychological Depth: The interior monologues reveal the characters' fears, desires, and
motivations, providing insight into their psychological states.

3. Symbolism and Imagery: Faulkner's use of vivid imagery and symbolism enhances the emotional
weight of the story, allowing readers to connect with the characters' experiences on a deeper level.

Historical Context

Understanding the historical context in which Faulkner wrote "As | Lay Dying" is crucial for grasping
its significance. The novel was published during the Great Depression, a time of economic hardship
and social upheaval in the United States. Faulkner's Southern Gothic style reflects the cultural and
social dynamics of the American South, including themes of decay, poverty, and the struggle for
identity.



Faulkner's own experiences growing up in Mississippi profoundly influenced his writing. The rural
landscape, the complexities of Southern life, and the impact of family heritage are all evident in "As |
Lay Dying." The novel serves as a microcosm of the South's struggles, embodying both the beauty
and the brutality of life in that region.

Conclusion

"As | Lay Dying" remains a powerful exploration of the human experience, delving into themes of
death, family, and identity through its innovative narrative style. William Faulkner's ability to weave
together multiple perspectives creates a rich tapestry that resonates with readers, offering insights
into the complexities of life and the human condition. The novel's enduring relevance speaks to its
profound impact on American literature and its continued exploration in academic and literary circles.
As readers engage with Faulkner's work, they are invited to reflect on their own lives, relationships,
and the inevitability of death, making "As | Lay Dying" a timeless masterpiece.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'As | Lay Dying'?

The main themes include the nature of death, the complexity of family relationships, the struggle for
identity, and the impact of isolation.

Who is the author of 'As | Lay Dying'?
The author of 'As | Lay Dying' is William Faulkner.

What narrative style is used in 'As | Lay Dying'?

The novel employs a stream-of-consciousness narrative style, featuring multiple first-person
perspectives.

How does the structure of 'As | Lay Dying' contribute to its
meaning?

The fragmented structure, with various characters narrating their own chapters, emphasizes the
subjective nature of truth and reality.

What role does the setting play in 'As | Lay Dying'?

The rural Southern setting serves as a backdrop for the characters' struggles and reflects their
internal conflicts and societal pressures.

Which character's perspective is central to the plot of ‘As |
Lay Dying'?

Addie Bundren's perspective is central, as her death initiates the family's journey to fulfill her wish to



be buried in her hometown.

How does Faulkner use symbolism in 'As | Lay Dying'?

Faulkner uses symbols like the Bundren family’s journey and Addie's coffin to represent themes of
mortality, purpose, and the human condition.

What is the significance of the title '‘As | Lay Dying'?

The title reflects the central act of dying and the existential questions surrounding life, death, and the
legacy one leaves behind.

How does 'As | Lay Dying' explore the concept of identity?

The novel explores identity through the characters’ introspective monologues, revealing how their
relationships and experiences shape their sense of self.
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