william faulkner as i lay dying

william faulkner as i lay dying is a seminal work in American literature that showcases the
innovative narrative techniques and thematic depth of the author. This novel, published in 1930,
stands as one of William Faulkner’s most critically acclaimed pieces, exemplifying his mastery of
stream-of-consciousness storytelling and multiple perspectives. Set in the rural South, the story
revolves around the Bundren family’s journey to bury their deceased matriarch, a premise that
unfolds into a complex exploration of human suffering, family dynamics, and existential struggle. In
this article, the major elements of william faulkner as i lay dying will be examined, including its plot
structure, narrative style, character analysis, and its place in literary history. Additionally, the
themes and symbolism embedded in the novel will be discussed to provide a comprehensive
understanding of Faulkner’s work. This detailed overview offers insights into why the novel remains
a cornerstone of modernist literature and a subject of ongoing academic study.
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Plot Summary of William Faulkner As I Lay Dying

The plot of william faulkner as i lay dying centers on the Bundren family’s endeavor to honor the
dying wish of Addie Bundren, the family matriarch, by transporting her body to her hometown for
burial. The novel is set in Yoknapatawpha County, Mississippi, and unfolds over several days as the
family faces a series of physical and emotional challenges. The story begins with Addie’s death, after
which her husband Anse and their five children embark on a difficult journey. Along the way, they
encounter natural obstacles such as floods and injuries, which exacerbate tensions within the family.
The novel’s plot is not linear but rather fragmented, revealing different perspectives through the
voices of various characters.

Key Events in the Plot

The narrative includes several pivotal moments that drive the story forward:

e Addie Bundren’s death and the decision to bury her in Jefferson.
e The journey to Jefferson, including crossing a swollen river and dealing with personal injuries.

e The interactions and conflicts among the Bundren family members that expose their individual



motivations and secrets.

e The climax surrounding the burial of Addie and the aftermath experienced by the family.

Narrative Style and Structure

William Faulkner’s narrative approach in as i lay dying is distinguished by its use of stream-of-
consciousness, multiple narrators, and fragmented chronology. The novel is divided into 59
chapters, each told from the perspective of one of fifteen different narrators, including the deceased
Addie Bundren. This polyphonic structure allows readers to access the inner thoughts, emotions, and
biases of each character, creating a multifaceted and subjective depiction of events. The stream-of-
consciousness technique reflects the characters’ psychological complexity and often presents their
experiences in a nonlinear, impressionistic manner.

Use of Multiple Perspectives

The technique of shifting viewpoints is crucial to the novel’s impact. Each character’s narrative voice
reveals unique insights and personal interpretations, which sometimes contradict or complement
one another. This multiplicity challenges readers to piece together the “truth” of the story from
fragmented accounts. The diversity of voices also emphasizes themes of isolation and
misunderstanding within the family.

Experimental Chronology

The timeline in as i lay dying is deliberately disjointed, mirroring the chaotic nature of the Bundrens’
journey and the internal turmoil of the characters. Flashbacks, memories, and stream-of-
consciousness passages intermingle with present events, requiring an active engagement from
readers to follow the narrative flow.

Main Characters and Their Roles

The characters in william faulkner as i lay dying are intricately developed, each contributing distinct
perspectives and emotional depth to the story. Their individual voices and motivations are essential
in understanding the novel’s complex portrayal of family dynamics and human resilience.

Addie Bundren

Addie is the deceased mother whose death sets the plot in motion. Her posthumous narration
provides profound reflections on life, death, and her relationships with her family. Her character
embodies themes of alienation and existential despair.



Anse Bundren

The patriarch of the family, Anse is portrayed as stubborn and self-serving. His insistence on
fulfilling Addie’s burial wish often comes across as an excuse to satisfy his own desires, highlighting
themes of selfishness and denial.

The Bundren Children

The five children—Cash, Darl, Jewel, Dewey Dell, and Vardaman—each have distinct personalities
and narrative voices:

e Cash: Practical and methodical, focused on building Addie’s coffin.

e Darl: Sensitive and introspective, often perceived as the most insightful but also unstable.
e Jewel: Passionate and secretive, his devotion to Addie is intense but complicated.

e Dewey Dell: Struggles with her own secret pregnancy and personal dilemmas.

e Vardaman: The youngest, whose childlike understanding adds a layer of innocence and
confusion.

Themes and Symbolism

William Faulkner as i lay dying explores numerous themes that probe the depths of human
experience, particularly in the context of family, death, and identity. Symbolism is intricately woven
throughout the narrative to reinforce these themes.

Major Themes

e Death and Mortality: The inevitability of death and the varied human responses to it are
central to the novel.

e Family and Isolation: The Bundrens’ journey exposes the fractures and bonds within family
life, highlighting both connection and alienation.

e Suffering and Endurance: Physical and emotional suffering are portrayed as intrinsic to the
human condition, with endurance serving as a form of resilience.

e Subjectivity of Reality: Through multiple narrators, the novel questions the nature of truth
and perception.



Symbolic Elements

Several symbols recur in the novel, enriching its interpretive layers:

e The Coffin: Represents the burden of death and the physical manifestation of family duty.

e The River: Symbolizes obstacles and the unpredictable forces of nature impeding the
Bundrens’ mission.

e Animals: Various animal imagery reflects instincts, survival, and the boundary between life
and death.

Literary Significance and Legacy

As a pivotal work in modernist literature, william faulkner as i lay dying has significantly influenced
narrative techniques and thematic exploration in 20th-century fiction. Faulkner’s innovative use of
multiple perspectives and stream-of-consciousness storytelling contributed to reshaping how novels
could represent consciousness and reality. The novel’s experimental style challenged traditional
linear narratives, inspiring writers and critics alike.

Cultural and Academic Impact

The novel is frequently studied in academic settings for its complex structure and rich thematic
content. It has been the subject of extensive literary criticism, exploring facets such as its narrative
innovation, psychological depth, and portrayal of the Southern Gothic tradition. William Faulkner as
i lay dying continues to be a touchstone for discussions on narrative form and the human condition.

Adaptations and Influence

The enduring appeal of as i lay dying is evident in its adaptations into other media, including film
and theater. Its narrative complexity and emotional intensity make it a compelling source for
reinterpretation. The novel’s influence extends to contemporary writers who draw upon Faulkner’s
techniques of fragmented storytelling and multiple viewpoints.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of the title 'As I Lay Dying' by William
Faulkner?

The title 'As I Lay Dying' reflects the novel's central theme of death and dying, as it is narrated
partly from the perspective of Addie Bundren, the deceased matriarch, who recounts her final
thoughts and experiences.



How does William Faulkner use multiple narrators in 'As I Lay
Dying' and why?

Faulkner employs multiple narrators to provide diverse perspectives on the same events, revealing
the complexity of family dynamics and subjective reality. This narrative style deepens the reader’s
understanding of each character’s inner thoughts and motivations.

What role does the Bundren family's journey play in 'As I Lay
Dying'?
The Bundren family's journey to bury Addie in her hometown serves as the novel’s central plot,

symbolizing themes of duty, suffering, and the struggle against adversity, while also exposing each
character's personal conflicts and desires.

How does Faulkner explore the theme of death in 'As I Lay
Dying'?

Faulkner explores death not just as a physical event but as a psychological and existential
experience, examining how each character copes with grief, loss, and the meaning of mortality
throughout the narrative.

What is the significance of Addie Bundren's character in the
novel?

Addie Bundren, though deceased for most of the novel, is central to the plot and themes. Her
internal monologue reveals her feelings of isolation, resentment, and her views on language,
marriage, and existence, which influence the entire family dynamic.

How does the setting influence the story in 'As I Lay Dying'?

The rural Mississippi setting reflects the harsh realities of poverty, isolation, and the struggle of
rural Southern life, which shapes the characters' experiences and the novel’s tone of hardship and
endurance.

What narrative techniques does Faulkner use to convey the
Bundren family's struggles?

Faulkner uses stream of consciousness, fragmented narrative, and shifting perspectives to immerse
readers in the characters’ psychological states and to depict the chaotic and often painful nature of
the Bundren family's journey.

How is humor used in 'As I Lay Dying'?

Despite its dark themes, Faulkner incorporates dark humor and irony through characters’ dialogues
and situations, which provides relief from the tension and highlights the absurdity of human
suffering.



What role does the character Darl Bundren play in the novel?

Darl Bundren serves as one of the novel’s most complex narrators, often providing insightful and
poetic commentary. His mental unraveling reflects the psychological toll of the journey and the
family's dysfunction.

How does 'As I Lay Dying' reflect Southern Gothic literature
characteristics?

The novel exhibits Southern Gothic traits through its focus on decay, death, grotesque characters,
and social issues in the American South, portraying a dark, eerie atmosphere while exploring human
flaws and moral complexities.

Additional Resources

1. As I Lay Dying by William Faulkner

This novel is Faulkner’s experimental masterpiece, telling the story of the Bundren family's journey
to bury their matriarch, Addie Bundren. The narrative is delivered through multiple perspectives,
each revealing personal thoughts and emotions. Its stream-of-consciousness style and fragmented
structure explore themes of death, family loyalty, and the human condition.

2. The Sound and the Fury by William Faulkner

Another significant work by Faulkner, this novel also uses multiple narrators and a non-linear
timeline. It follows the decline of the Compson family in the American South, delving deeply into
themes of time, memory, and decay. The complex narrative challenges readers to piece together the
story from fragmented viewpoints.

3. Light in August by William Faulkner

This novel explores themes of identity, race, and alienation in the South, focusing on several
characters whose lives intersect in the town of Jefferson, Mississippi. Faulkner’s rich prose and
layered storytelling immerse readers in the cultural and social tensions of the era. Like As I Lay
Dying, it reveals the complexities of human experience through multiple perspectives.

4. Absalom, Absalom! by William Faulkner

Known for its intricate narrative structure, this novel unravels the story of Thomas Sutpen, a man
whose quest to build a Southern dynasty ends in tragedy. The story is told through various
narrators, each adding depth and contradiction to the central narrative. Themes of history, race, and
the legacy of the South are deeply explored.

5. Go Down, Moses by William Faulkner

This collection of interconnected short stories and a novella examines the relationships between
African Americans and white Southerners. It covers themes of family, land, and racial tensions, set
against the backdrop of the American South. Faulkner’s evocative storytelling highlights the
complexities of identity and heritage.

6. One Hundred Years of Solitude by Gabriel Garcia Marquez

While not by Faulkner, this novel shares similar themes of family saga and the passage of time. It
uses magical realism to explore the Buendia family history in the fictional town of Macondo. Like
Faulkner’s work, it employs a multi-generational narrative that delves into memory, history, and



human experience.

7. The Grapes of Wrath by John Steinbeck

This classic American novel explores the struggles of the Joad family during the Great Depression. It
shares thematic concerns with As I Lay Dying, such as family hardship, perseverance, and social
injustice. Steinbeck’s naturalistic style complements Faulkner’s exploration of human endurance.

8. Blood Meridian by Cormac McCarthy

This novel shares Faulkner’s Southern Gothic sensibility and intense, poetic prose. It tells the brutal
story of a teenager known as “the Kid” who becomes involved with a violent group of Indian-hunters
in the 19th-century American West. Themes of violence, morality, and fate resonate with Faulkner’s
exploration of human nature.

9. Light in August (Norton Critical Editions) edited by Noel Polk

This edition of Faulkner’s novel includes critical essays and context that illuminate the complex
themes and narrative techniques present in the work. It is an essential resource for readers seeking
a deeper understanding of Faulkner’s literary artistry and the cultural backdrop of his stories. The
scholarly annotations enhance appreciation of Faulkner’s style and thematic concerns.
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