
as i lay dying by faulkner
As I Lay Dying by Faulkner is a seminal work in American literature that delves deep into the
complexities of human emotion, family dynamics, and the existential struggles of life and death.
Written by William Faulkner and published in 1930, this novel employs a unique narrative style that
captures the voices and perspectives of multiple characters, offering readers an intricate view of the
Bundren family's journey to fulfill the dying wish of their matriarch, Addie Bundren. This article
explores the themes, characters, writing style, and significance of "As I Lay Dying," making it a vital
part of any literary discussion.

Overview of the Novel

"As I Lay Dying" follows the Bundren family as they embark on a harrowing journey to transport
Addie Bundren's body from their rural Mississippi home to her hometown of Jefferson for burial. The
novel is structured through a series of monologues from different characters, which allows Faulkner
to explore varied perspectives and interior thoughts. The narrative is rich with symbolism and
themes that resonate with readers, making it a profound exploration of life, death, and the human
condition.

Plot Summary

The story begins with the death of Addie Bundren, who expresses her desire to be buried in
Jefferson. Her husband, Anse, and their five children—Cash, Darl, Jewel, Dewey Dell, and
Vardaman—set out on a difficult journey to fulfill her last wish. The family faces numerous obstacles
along the way, including:

Flooded rivers

Injuries and illness

Personal conflicts and secrets

As they journey through the harsh Mississippi landscape, each character's internal struggles and
motivations are revealed, showcasing Faulkner's mastery of character development and
psychological depth.

Character Analysis

One of the most compelling aspects of "As I Lay Dying" is its rich tapestry of characters, each with
their distinct voices and motivations.



Addie Bundren

Although Addie is deceased for most of the novel, her presence looms large over the narrative. She
is a complex character who embodies the themes of isolation and unfulfilled desires. Her reflections
on life and motherhood provide insight into the motivations of her surviving family members.

Anse Bundren

As the patriarch of the Bundren family, Anse is often perceived as selfish and lazy. His desire to
fulfill Addie's wish is complicated by his own needs and weaknesses. Anse's character raises
questions about duty, sacrifice, and the nature of love.

Darl Bundren

Darl serves as one of the novel's most important narrators. His introspective nature and sensitivity
highlight the emotional turmoil of the family. Darl's perception of reality often borders on the
surreal, and his growing disconnection from the family leads to tragic consequences.

Jewel Bundren

Jewel, Addie's illegitimate son, embodies strength and determination. His fierce devotion to his
mother contrasts with the ambivalence of the other family members. Jewel's character explores
themes of identity and loyalty, making him a key figure in the narrative.

Dewey Dell Bundren

Dewey Dell grapples with her own struggles, particularly her unwanted pregnancy. Her internal
monologues reveal her desperation and desire for agency, reflecting the limited options available to
women in the early 20th century.

Cash Bundren

The eldest son, Cash, is a carpenter whose focus on practicality often clashes with the emotional
chaos of the family. His craftsmanship symbolizes the struggle between functionality and emotional
expression, making him a pivotal character in the narrative.

Vardaman Bundren

The youngest son, Vardaman, grapples with the concept of death in a childlike yet profound manner.



His confusion and innocence provide a stark contrast to the more jaded perspectives of his older
siblings.

Thematic Exploration

"As I Lay Dying" is rich with themes that resonate deeply with readers. The following are some of the
most significant themes explored in the novel:

Death and Mortality

The entire narrative revolves around the death of Addie Bundren and the family's quest to honor her
last wish. Faulkner presents death as an inevitable part of life, provoking reflections on the meaning
of existence and the legacies we leave behind.

Isolation and Alienation

Each character experiences a profound sense of isolation, whether it be emotional, physical, or
existential. Faulkner explores how the Bundrens' individual struggles contribute to their collective
alienation, emphasizing the complexities of family relationships.

Identity and Self-Perception

The characters grapple with their identities, often shaped by their relationships with Addie. The
narrative raises questions about how we define ourselves in relation to others and the impact of
familial expectations on personal identity.

Socioeconomic Struggles

Set against the backdrop of the Great Depression, the novel highlights the socioeconomic struggles
faced by rural families. Faulkner’s depiction of poverty and hardship adds depth to the characters'
journeys and motivations.

Narrative Technique

Faulkner's innovative narrative style is one of the defining features of "As I Lay Dying." The use of
multiple first-person perspectives allows readers to experience the characters' thoughts and
emotions intimately. This technique also reinforces the themes of isolation and subjectivity, as each
character presents a unique interpretation of events.



Stream of Consciousness: The novel employs a stream-of-consciousness technique,
providing insight into the characters' inner thoughts and feelings.

Fragmented Structure: The fragmented narrative mirrors the disjointedness of the Bundren
family's journey, reflecting their emotional turmoil.

Symbolism: Faulkner's use of symbolism, such as the journey itself and the coffin, deepens
the thematic exploration of life and death.

Significance in American Literature

"As I Lay Dying" stands as one of Faulkner's most important works and a cornerstone of American
literature. Its exploration of complex themes and innovative narrative style has influenced countless
writers and continues to resonate with readers today. The novel's examination of the human
condition, familial ties, and the struggles of existence makes it a powerful and timeless piece of
literature.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "As I Lay Dying by Faulkner" is a profound exploration of life, death, and the
intricacies of human relationships. Through its rich character development, thematic depth, and
innovative narrative techniques, the novel invites readers to reflect on the nature of existence and
the bonds that tie us to one another. William Faulkner's ability to capture the complexities of the
human experience ensures that this work remains a significant and relevant part of the literary
canon. Whether you are a long-time admirer of Faulkner or a newcomer to his work, "As I Lay
Dying" offers a compelling reading experience that transcends time and place.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'As I Lay Dying'?
The novel explores themes of family, death, isolation, and the subjective nature of truth. It delves
into the struggles of the Bundren family as they embark on a journey to fulfill the dying wish of their
matriarch, Addie Bundren.

How does William Faulkner use multiple perspectives in 'As I
Lay Dying'?
Faulkner employs a stream-of-consciousness technique, presenting the narrative through the
perspectives of 15 different characters. This approach provides a multifaceted view of the story and
emphasizes the complexity of their emotions and motivations.



What is the significance of Addie Bundren's character in the
novel?
Addie Bundren serves as the catalyst for the family's journey. Her death prompts the narrative and
brings to light the tensions and struggles within the family, highlighting themes of sacrifice, duty,
and the impact of one individual's desires on others.

How does the setting influence the events in 'As I Lay Dying'?
The rural Mississippi setting is crucial to the story, shaping the characters' experiences and
interactions. The harsh landscape and the challenges of the journey reflect the inner turmoil of the
Bundren family and symbolize their struggles against fate.

What role does the motif of water play in 'As I Lay Dying'?
Water symbolizes both life and death throughout the novel. It is associated with the characters'
emotional states and serves as a reminder of the cyclical nature of existence. The flooding river
scene is particularly poignant, representing obstacles and transformation.

How does Faulkner portray the concept of identity in 'As I Lay
Dying'?
Identity is portrayed as fragmented and fluid, with characters struggling to define themselves in
relation to family, societal expectations, and personal desires. Each character's monologue reveals
their inner conflicts and differing perceptions of self within the family dynamic.

What narrative techniques does Faulkner employ in 'As I Lay
Dying'?
Faulkner utilizes stream-of-consciousness, fragmented timelines, and varying narrative voices. These
techniques create a disjointed yet rich tapestry of thoughts and feelings, allowing readers to
experience the characters' inner lives deeply.

How does 'As I Lay Dying' address the concept of mortality?
The novel confronts mortality through the physical journey of transporting Addie's body and the
psychological struggles of each family member. It raises questions about the meaning of life, the
inevitability of death, and how individuals cope with loss.

What is the significance of the title 'As I Lay Dying'?
The title reflects the central experience of Addie Bundren as she lies dying and the subsequent
actions of her family. It evokes themes of suffering, the burden of responsibility, and the emotional
turmoil that accompanies death and dying.
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