
as i lay dying
As I Lay Dying is a seminal work in American literature, penned by the celebrated author
William Faulkner. First published in 1930, this novel stands as a testament to Faulkner's
mastery of narrative technique, character development, and exploration of complex
themes. The story unfolds in the fictional Yoknapatawpha County, a recurring setting in
Faulkner's body of work, and it revolves around the Bundren family's arduous journey to
fulfill the dying wish of their matriarch, Addie Bundren. Through its innovative use of
stream-of-consciousness, multiple perspectives, and deep psychological insights, "As I Lay
Dying" remains a critical point of reference in discussions about modernist literature and
the human condition.

Plot Summary

"As I Lay Dying" is structured around the journey of the Bundren family as they transport
Addie's body to her hometown of Jefferson for burial. The plot is meticulously crafted
through a series of monologues delivered by various characters, each providing a unique
perspective on the events and their underlying motivations.

Main Characters

- Addie Bundren: The deceased matriarch whose desire to be buried in Jefferson propels
the family’s journey.
- Anse Bundren: Addie's husband, characterized by his selfishness and desire for a new set
of teeth.
- Cash Bundren: The eldest son, a skilled carpenter, who builds Addie’s coffin.
- Dewey Dell Bundren: The only daughter, who grapples with her own secrets and desires.
- Jewel Bundren: Addie's illegitimate son, driven by passion and a fierce loyalty to his
mother.
- Vardaman Bundren: The youngest son, who struggles to understand death and its
implications.
- Darl Bundren: The second son whose introspective nature leads him to question reality
and family dynamics.

The Journey

The narrative begins with Addie on her deathbed, and through her thoughts, readers gain
insight into her complex feelings regarding life, family, and existence. Following her
death, the family embarks on a physically and emotionally taxing journey to Jefferson.
Here are some key events during their journey:

1. The River Crossing: The Bundrens face numerous challenges, including a river that
threatens to swallow them and their cargo.



2. Encounters with Neighbors: Along the way, they meet various characters that highlight
their social status and the perception of their family.
3. Personal Crises: Each family member grapples with their own issues, such as Dewey
Dell's unwanted pregnancy and Anse's obsession with his needs.

Through these events, Faulkner weaves a rich tapestry of human experience, revealing
both the fragility and resilience of the Bundren family.

Thematic Exploration

"As I Lay Dying" delves into several profound themes that resonate deeply with readers.
These themes are intricately interwoven throughout the narrative, offering multiple layers
of interpretation.

Death and Mortality

Death serves as the central catalyst of the story. Addie's death prompts the family's
journey, reflecting the inevitability of mortality and the various ways individuals cope with
loss. Faulkner presents different attitudes towards death through his characters:

- Acceptance: Characters like Cash display a pragmatic acceptance of death, focusing on
practicalities.
- Denial: Darl grapples with existential questions, leading him to a state of disillusionment.
- Fear: Vardaman's confusion about death symbolizes the fear and misunderstanding that
often accompany the loss of a loved one.

Isolation and Alienation

Throughout the novel, characters experience profound isolation, both physically and
emotionally. The Bundrens' journey exposes their fragmented relationships and individual
struggles. Each character is trapped in their own perspective, leading to
misunderstandings and a lack of genuine connection. For instance:

- Darl's Alienation: His introspection isolates him from the family, ultimately leading to his
institutionalization.
- Anse's Selfishness: His inability to empathize with his children emphasizes the theme of
isolation within familial bonds.

Identity and Selfhood

Faulkner explores the concept of identity in relation to family and societal expectations.
Each character grapples with their identity, shaped by their relationships with Addie and
one another:



- Addie's Influence: Addie's life and desires shape the identities of her children, who each
interpret her legacy differently.
- Jewel's Struggle: Jewel’s identity is tied to his relationship with Addie, showcasing the
complexities of love and loyalty.

Narrative Technique

Faulkner employs a unique narrative style in "As I Lay Dying," utilizing stream-of-
consciousness and multiple viewpoints to create a rich and immersive experience. This
technique serves several purposes:

- Character Depth: Each monologue provides insight into the inner workings of the
characters' minds, revealing their motivations and emotions.
- Subjectivity of Truth: The varied perspectives highlight the subjective nature of truth and
reality, emphasizing that each character's experience is valid yet limited.
- Symbolism of Voices: The voices of the characters symbolize the discord and unity within
the Bundren family, reflecting their shared yet fragmented experience.

Symbolism and Motifs

Faulkner's use of symbolism enriches the narrative, allowing deeper interpretations of the
characters and their journey.

The Coffin

The coffin serves as a potent symbol throughout the novel. It represents:

- Death and Finality: The coffin embodies the reality of death and the weight of Addie's
legacy.
- Family Dynamics: The construction of the coffin reflects Cash's commitment to family,
juxtaposed with Anse's selfishness.

The River

The river represents both danger and transformation. It is a barrier that the Bundrens
must cross, symbolizing the challenges they face in their journey. The river also serves as
a metaphor for:

- Change: The river's flow signifies the inevitability of change and the passage of time.
- Emotional Turmoil: The tumultuous waters reflect the internal struggles of the
characters as they navigate their grief and desires.



Critical Reception and Legacy

Upon its release, "As I Lay Dying" received mixed reviews, but over time, it has been
recognized as one of Faulkner's most important works. Critics have praised its innovative
narrative structure and the depth of its characters. It has influenced countless writers and
has been studied extensively in academic settings.

Impact on Literature

The novel is often cited as a precursor to postmodern literature, influencing authors such
as:

- Thomas Pynchon: Known for his complex narratives and themes of chaos and order.
- Don DeLillo: Recognized for his exploration of identity and modernity.

Adaptations

"As I Lay Dying" has also been adapted for the screen, most notably in a 2013 film
directed by James Franco. While the adaptation received mixed reviews, it highlighted the
enduring relevance of Faulkner's work in contemporary culture.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "As I Lay Dying" stands as a monumental achievement in American
literature, reflecting William Faulkner's profound understanding of the human experience.
Through its exploration of death, isolation, identity, and the complexity of family
relationships, the novel invites readers to confront their own perceptions of life and
mortality. Its innovative narrative style and rich symbolism ensure that it will remain a
cornerstone of literary study and discussion for generations to come. As readers engage
with the Bundrens’ harrowing journey, they are reminded of the universal struggles that
define the human experience, making "As I Lay Dying" not just a story about a family, but
a reflection on the very essence of existence.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes explored in 'As I Lay Dying'
by William Faulkner?
The central themes include the complexity of family dynamics, the struggle with identity
and existence, the nature of death, and the conflict between individual desires and
communal responsibilities.



How does Faulkner use stream of consciousness in 'As I
Lay Dying'?
Faulkner employs stream of consciousness to delve into the inner thoughts and emotions
of his characters, allowing readers to experience their psychological states and
perspectives in a deeply personal and fragmented manner.

Who are the main characters in 'As I Lay Dying' and
what roles do they play?
The main characters include Addie Bundren, whose death prompts the family's journey;
Anse Bundren, her husband; and their children - Cash, Darl, Jewel, Dewey Dell, and
Vardaman, each representing different responses to grief and duty.

What role does the setting play in 'As I Lay Dying'?
The setting of rural Mississippi is crucial as it reflects the characters' struggles and
reinforces themes of isolation, hardship, and the harsh realities of life and death in the
early 20th century South.

How does the narrative structure of 'As I Lay Dying'
affect the story?
The novel's multi-perspective narrative structure allows each character to provide their
unique viewpoint, creating a multifaceted understanding of events and highlighting the
subjective nature of truth and perception.

What is the significance of the title 'As I Lay Dying'?
The title reflects the central event of Addie Bundren's death and the existential themes of
mortality and the human condition, suggesting a broader contemplation of life and the
inevitable nature of death.

How has 'As I Lay Dying' influenced modern literature?
The novel has influenced modern literature through its innovative narrative techniques,
complex characterizations, and exploration of existential themes, paving the way for
postmodernist writers and stream-of-consciousness techniques.
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