As | Lay Dying By William Faulkner

As | Lay Dying by William Faulkner: A Deep Dive into Modernist Literature and Its Themes William Faulkner’'s As
I Lay Dying is regarded as one of the most influential works of American modernist literature. Published in 1930,
this novel explores the complex dynamics of a Southern family as they undertake a journey to bury their deceased
mother, Addie Bundren. The narrative’s innovative structure, rich symbolism, and profound themes have cemented
its status as a seminal piece in 20th-century American literature. In this article, we will explore As | Lay Dying by
William Faulkner in detail, examining its plot, themes, narrative techniques, and its significance within the
modernist movement.

Overview of As | Lay Dying by William Faulkner

Plot Summary

As | Lay Dying tells the story of the Bundren family’s arduous journey to honor their mother Addie’s dying wish to
be buried in her hometown of Jefferson, Mississippi. The novel is composed of 15 chapters, each narrated from the
perspective of a different family member or character, offering a multifaceted view of the events. The main
characters include:

Addie Bundren - the dying mother

Anse Bundren - the father

Cash Bundren - the eldest son, a carpenter

Dewey Dell Bundren - the daughter, pregnant and seeking an abortion
Vardaman Bundren - the young son, who struggles to understand death
Jewel Bundren - the fiercely loyal son, often at odds with others
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The narrative follows their journey, which is marked by physical obstacles and internal conflicts, culminating in
tragedy and revelation.

Narrative Style and Structure

Faulkner employs a stream-of-consciousness technique, with each chapter offering a unique voice and perspective
that contributes to the layered storytelling. This polyphonic approach allows readers to understand the characters’
inner thoughts, biases, and emotional states, often revealing conflicting perceptions of the same events. The
novel’'s non-linear structure, with shifts in narrative perspective and time, exemplifies modernist experimentation.
This technique emphasizes the subjective nature of reality and underscores themes of perception, truth, and
individual experience.

Major Themes in As | Lay Dying

Death and Mortality

At its core, As | Lay Dying confronts the reality of death and its impact on individuals and families. Addie’s death
acts as a catalyst for the journey, but the novel delves deeper into how characters cope with mortality—through
denial, acceptance, or rebellion. The novel also explores the physical and emotional toll of death, exemplified by the
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family’s struggles with the deteriorating coffin, the loss of hope, and the characters’ differing reactions to mortality.

Family and Loyalty

The Bundren family’s journey underscores the complexities of familial bonds. Each member’s motivations and
actions reflect their individual desires and perceptions of loyalty. - Cash’s dedication to building a proper coffin -
Jewel’s protective instinct toward his mother and sister - Dewey Dell’s desperate quest to terminate her pregnancy -
Vardaman’s naive attempt to understand death Faulkner examines how family members are interconnected, often
conflicting, yet bound by shared history and obligation.

Identity and Perception

The novel’s multiple narrators highlight the subjectivity of perception. Characters interpret the same events
differently, revealing their biases, fears, and misunderstandings. Vardaman'’s literal mind, Dewey Dell’s internal
struggles, and Darl’s introspective narration exemplify how individual perception shapes reality. Faulkner suggests
that truth is elusive, and each person’s version of events is inherently limited.

Existential and Philosophical Questions

As | Lay Dying prompts reflection on existence, purpose, and the human condition. Characters grapple with
questions about mortality, the meaning of life, and the randomness of suffering. Darl’s mental unraveling
symbolizes the fragility of sanity and the search for meaning amid chaos. The novel’s ambiguity invites readers to
ponder the nature of truth and the limits of human understanding.

Literary Techniques and Modernist Innovations

Stream of Consciousness

Faulkner’s use of stream of consciousness allows for an intimate portrayal of characters’ thoughts. This technique
creates a layered narrative where internal monologues often blur with external actions, reflecting the complexity of
human consciousness.

Multiple Perspectives

The novel’s structure, with each chapter narrated by a different character, provides diverse viewpoints. This
multiplicity enhances the reader’s understanding of the family’s dynamics and highlights subjective reality.
Non-Linear Narrative

Faulkner experiments with chronology, presenting the story out of chronological order to emphasize individual
perception and the fluid nature of memory and truth.

Symbolism and Motifs

The novel is rich with symbolism:

1. The coffin - representing death, burden, and the family’s unity



2. River crossings - symbolizing transition and change
3. Vardaman'’s fish - symbolizing innocence and the naivety of childhood
4. Jewel's horse - representing loyalty and strength

These symbols deepen the thematic complexity and invite multiple interpretations.

Critical Reception and Literary Significance

Reception at the Time of Publication

When first published, As | Lay Dying received mixed reviews due to its unconventional style. Critics debated its
complexity and narrative disjointedness. However, over time, it gained recognition as a masterwork of modernist
literature.

Influence on Literature

Faulkner’s innovative techniques influenced numerous writers and shaped the course of American literature. His
exploration of stream of consciousness and multiple perspectives became hallmarks of modernist storytelling.

Academic Analysis and Interpretations

Scholars have examined As | Lay Dying through various lenses:

1. Psychological interpretations of characters’ mental states
2. Feminist analyses of gender roles and family dynamics
3. Symbolic and mythic readings of the novel’s motifs

Its layered narrative continues to inspire scholarly discussion and teaching.

Why Read As | Lay Dying Today?

Reading As | Lay Dying offers insight into the human condition, the complexities of family relationships, and the
innovative spirit of modernist literature. Its exploration of perception, mortality, and identity remains relevant,
resonating with contemporary readers. Furthermore, the novel’s experimental style challenges readers to think
critically about narrative and truth, making it a compelling piece for those interested in literary innovation.

Conclusion

As | Lay Dying by William Faulkner stands as a profound exploration of death, family, perception, and the human
experience. Through its innovative narrative techniques and complex themes, the novel exemplifies modernist
literature’s push to challenge traditional storytelling and deepen our understanding of subjective reality. Whether
you are a student of literature, a casual reader, or a scholar, Faulkner’'s masterpiece offers a rich and rewarding
experience that continues to influence writers and readers alike. Engaging with As | Lay Dying not only enhances
appreciation for literary art but also prompts reflection on the universal themes of mortality, loyalty, and the search
for truth.

A Comprehensive Analysis of As | Lay Dying by William Faulkner
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William Faulkner’s As | Lay Dying is widely regarded as one of the most innovative and profound works of American
literature. The novel’s complex narrative structure, rich symbolism, and deep exploration of human consciousness
make it a challenging yet rewarding read. In this guide, we will delve into the key themes, characters, stylistic
features, and critical interpretations of As | Lay Dying, providing a detailed understanding of this seminal novel.

Introduction to As | Lay Dying

Published in 1930, As | Lay Dying is a Southern Gothic novel that chronicles the Bundren family’s journey to bury
their deceased mother, Addie Bundren, in her hometown of Jefferson, Mississippi. The novel is notable for its
experimental narrative style, primarily composed of multiple first-person narrations from different family members
and characters, each offering unique perspectives and biases. This multiplicity of voices creates an intricate
tapestry of thought, emotion, and perception, challenging traditional storytelling conventions.

Key Themes in As | Lay Dying
1. The Fragility and Complexity of Family

At its core, the novel explores the dynamics of family—its loyalty, conflicts, misunderstandings, and the ways in
which familial bonds are tested under adversity. The Bundren family’s odyssey is both literal and metaphorical,
reflecting the struggles inherent in familial relationships.

Major points:

1. The tension between individual desires and family obligations.
2. The depiction of family members as flawed, often selfish, yet interconnected.
3. The universal experience of loss and the ways families cope with death.

1. Death, Mortality, and the Human Condition

Addie Bundren’s death serves as the catalyst for the story, and her presence permeates the narrative. Faulkner
examines mortality not just as a biological fact but as a profound existential reality.

Major points:

1. The confrontation with death reveals characters’ inner truths.
2. The novel questions the meaning of life and the inevitability of death.
3. The title itself echoes the acceptance of mortality with a sense of resignation and dignity.

1. The Search for Meaning and Identity

Each character’s narration sheds light on their individual quest for understanding and self-definition in a world that
often seems indifferent or absurd.

Major points:

1. Characters’ perceptions are subjective and often unreliable.
2. The novel explores how identity is shaped by environment, family, and personal trauma.
3. The narrative structure emphasizes the multiplicity of truths.

1. Nature and the Environment

The natural world plays a significant role, often reflecting the characters’ emotional states or acting as an obstacle
in their journey.

Major points:

1. The landscape is both literal and symbolic.



2. Faulkner uses nature to evoke mood and themes of chaos and order.
3. The weather and terrain influence the characters’ experiences and decisions.

Major Characters and Their Perspectives
1. Addie Bundren

The matriarch whose death sets the plot in motion. Her internal monologue, especially in the opening chapter,
reveals her complex feelings about her family, her life, and her death.

1. Anse Bundren

The father, whose motivations are often selfish or superficial. His desire to fulfill Addie’s wish for burial reflects a
mix of stubbornness and societal expectations.

1. Cash Bundren
The pragmatic and dependable elder son, a carpenter, who builds the coffin and embodies practicality.
1. Darl Bundren

The most introspective and symbolically significant character, whose consciousness and mental state become a
focal point of analysis. His narration offers deep philosophical insights but also raises questions about reality and
perception.

1. Jewel Bundren

Addie’s illegitimate son, fiercely protective and driven by a sense of duty. His relationship with his mother hints at
unspoken bonds and resentment.

1. Dewey Dell Bundren
The pregnant daughter, seeking an abortion and grappling with her own desires and fears.
1. Vardaman Bundren

The youngest child, whose childlike innocence and confusion about death highlight themes of innocence and
mortality.

1. The Neighbors and Other Characters

Various minor characters, such as the Methodist minister and the traveling salesman, serve to contrast or mirror
the Bundrens’ struggles.

Narrative Style and Techniques
1. Multiple Perspectives

The novel’s structure is characterized by a series of monologues from each character, each employing distinct
language, tone, and worldview. This polyphony challenges the notion of a single, objective truth.

Advantages:

1. Offers multifaceted insights into events.
2. Highlights the subjective nature of perception.
3. Builds suspense through conflicting accounts.

1. Stream of Consciousness

Faulkner employs stream of consciousness techniques, especially in Darl’s chapters, to delve into characters’ inner
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thoughts and emotional states.
1. Unreliable Narration

Many characters, particularly Darl, provide biased or distorted accounts, which encourages readers to question the
reliability of their perspectives.

1. Symbolism and Motifs
The novel is rich in symbols, including:

1. The coffin as a symbol of death and finality.
2. The journey itself as a metaphor for life’'s struggles.
3. The river, representing change and the passage of time.

Critical Interpretations and Analyses
1. Modernist Innovation

As | Lay Dying is often classified as a modernist novel due to its experimental narrative techniques, fragmented
structure, and exploration of subjective consciousness. Faulkner’'s approach reflects a break from traditional
storytelling, emphasizing the complexity of human experience.

1. Existential and Philosophical Questions

The novel raises questions about the meaning of life, death, and the nature of truth. Darl’s mental unraveling and
eventual institutionalization symbolize the difficulty of grappling with these profound issues.

1. Southern Gothic and Regionalism

Set against the backdrop of the American South, the novel explores themes of poverty, decay, and moral ambiguity
characteristic of Southern Gothic literature. Faulkner’s regional focus provides insight into Southern identity and
societal change.

1. Psychological Depth

The characters’ inner worlds are portrayed with nuance, revealing psychological trauma, pride, guilt, and longing.
Darl’s mental health, in particular, is a focal point for discussions on sanity and perception.

Symbolism and Motifs in As | Lay Dying

The Coffin: Central to the narrative, representing death’s inescapability and the burden of familial duty.
The Journey: Reflects life’s hardships, growth, and the search for meaning.

Water and Rivers: Symbolize transition, change, and sometimes chaos.

Birds and Nature: Serve as symbols of freedom, captivity, or the natural cycle.

W

Legacy and Critical Reception

As | Lay Dying has been celebrated for its innovative narrative style and depth of psychological insight. It
challenged contemporary literary conventions and influenced countless writers and scholars. Critical analyses often
focus on its themes of existentialism, the human condition, and the fluidity of truth.

Despite initial mixed reviews, the novel’s reputation has grown, and it is now considered a cornerstone of American
modernist literature. Its complex characters and layered narrative continue to inspire academic discourse and
literary appreciation.

Conclusion: Why As | Lay Dying Remains a Masterpiece



William Faulkner’s As | Lay Dying stands as a testament to the power of experimental storytelling and psychological
realism. Its multifaceted perspectives, symbolic richness, and philosophical depth make it a profound exploration of
death, family, and human resilience. Reading and analyzing this novel offers valuable insights into the complexities
of human nature and the intricacies of the Southern American experience.

Whether approached as a literary challenge or a deeply moving story, As | Lay Dying continues to captivate readers
and scholars alike, securing its place as a timeless work of American literature.

Questions & Answers About as i lay dying by william

faulkner
No Question Answer
1 What is the main theme of William The main themes include death, family, suffering, and the

Faulkner's 'As | Lay Dying'?

existential search for meaning, explored through the Bundren
family's journey to bury their mother.

Lay Dying' and their significance?

2 How does Faulkner use multiple Faulkner employs a stream-of-consciousness technique with 15
narrators in 'As | Lay Dying'? different narrators, providing diverse perspectives and deep insight

into each character's thoughts and motivations.

3 What role does the setting play in 'As | The rural Mississippi setting underscores themes of isolation,
| Lay Dying'? hardship, and the characters’ connection to their land, shaping

their experiences and decisions throughout the novel.

4 Why is 'As | Lay Dying' considered a It is considered modernist due to its experimental narrative
modernist novel? structure, fragmented perspectives, and focus on internal

consciousness, challenging traditional storytelling conventions.

5 How does the character of Addie Addie’s death is the catalyst for the story, and her reflections and
Bundren influence the novel's desires influence the characters’ actions, while her complex
narrative? personality adds depth to themes of mortality and identity.

6 What are some symbols used in 'As | Symbols include the coffin, representing mortality and the burden

of family obligations; the river, symbolizing transition and the
unpredictability of life; and the journey itself, reflecting existential
struggle.

William Faulkner, Southern Gothic, Yoknapatawpha County, stream of consciousness, modernist literature, family
saga, literary realism, 1930s American literature, narrative technique, death and decay
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