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William Faulkner As I Lay Dying

William Faulkner As I Lay Dying is a landmark novel in American literature that exemplifies
modernist experimentation and deep psychological exploration. Published in 1930, Faulkner’s
groundbreaking work has captivated readers and critics alike, solidifying his reputation as one of
the most influential writers of the 20th century. This novel not only showcases Faulkner’s mastery
of narrative techniques but also offers profound insights into themes of family, death, identity, and
the human condition. In this article, we will explore the context of As I Lay Dying, analyze its key
themes and narrative structure, and examine its significance within Faulkner’s oeuvre and
American literary history.

Context of William Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying

Historical and Literary Background

William Faulkner wrote As I Lay Dying during a period of intense innovation in American literature.
The 1920s and early 1930s marked the rise of modernism—a movement characterized by
experimental forms, fragmented narratives, and a focus on subjective consciousness. Faulkner’s
work stands out for its complex narrative structure and innovative use of language. The novel was
published during the Great Depression, a time of economic hardship and social upheaval in the
United States. This backdrop influences the novel’s themes of poverty, survival, and the resilience
of family bonds.

Faulkner’s Literary Style and Influences

Faulkner’s style in As I Lay Dying is marked by: - Stream of Consciousness: A narrative technique
that captures the inner thoughts of characters in a flowing, unfiltered manner. - Multiple
Perspectives: The novel employs 15 narrators, each with unique voices and viewpoints. - Nonlinear
Narrative: The story unfolds through fragmented, episodic chapters that challenge traditional
storytelling. Influences on Faulkner’s style include European modernists like James Joyce and
Marcel Proust, as well as Southern Gothic traditions that explore dark, grotesque themes.

Plot Overview of As I Lay Dying

The Bundren Family’s Journey

The novel chronicles the Bundren family’s arduous journey to bury their deceased matriarch, Addie
Bundren, in her hometown of Jefferson, Mississippi. Each chapter presents the perspective of a
different family member or character, revealing their inner thoughts and motivations. Key
characters include: - Addie Bundren: The mother whose death prompts the journey. - Anse



Bundren: The father, determined to honor his wife’s wish to be buried in her hometown. - Cash
Bundren: The eldest son, a carpenter. - Darl Bundren: The introspective and sensitive middle son. -
Jewel Bundren: The fiercely independent son with a complex relationship with his family. -
Vardaman Bundren: The young son, whose innocence and confusion are poignantly depicted. -
Dewey Dell Bundren: The daughter, dealing with her own secret crisis. The journey is fraught with
hardships, including floods, fires, and internal family conflicts. The narrative explores their physical
and emotional struggles, revealing deeper themes about mortality, duty, and the human condition.

Major Themes in As I Lay Dying

The novel’s complexity is reflected in its exploration of several profound themes: - Death and
Mortality: The central event that drives the narrative, prompting reflections on how individuals
confront mortality. - Family and Duty: The Bundren family’s commitment to fulfilling Addie’s dying
wish highlights themes of loyalty, obligation, and familial bonds. - Identity and Self-Perception:
Multiple narrators offer contrasting perspectives, emphasizing subjective realities and the fluidity of
identity. - Existentialism and Human Suffering: The characters’ struggles represent broader
questions about the meaning of life and acceptance of inevitable death. - Isolation and Alienation:
Characters often feel disconnected from each other and their environment, illustrating human
loneliness.

Narrative Technique and Literary Significance

Multiple Narrators and Stream of Consciousness

One of Faulkner’s most innovative techniques in As I Lay Dying is the use of multiple narrators,
each with distinct voices and perspectives. This approach: - Creates a layered, multifaceted view of
events. - Challenges the notion of a single, objective truth. - Reflects the subjective nature of
human experience. The stream of consciousness style immerses readers in characters’ innermost
thoughts, often blending feelings, memories, and perceptions seamlessly.

Fragmented and Nonlinear Structure

The novel’s episodic chapters jump between characters and timeframes, fostering: - A sense of
disorientation that mirrors the characters’ own mental states. - A deeper understanding of
individual motives and relationships. - An experimental approach that influenced future modernist
writers.

Symbolism and Imagery

Faulkner employs rich symbols and imagery, such as: - The journey itself symbolizing life’s
struggles. - The coffin representing death’s inescapability. - Nature (floods, fire) as symbols of
chaos and renewal. These literary devices deepen the novel’s thematic resonance and aesthetic
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complexity.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Initial Reception

Upon publication, As I Lay Dying received mixed reviews. Some critics praised its innovative
narrative techniques and psychological depth, while others found its experimental style challenging
or inaccessible.

Modernist Masterpiece and Literary Influence

Today, the novel is celebrated as a quintessential modernist work. Its influence extends across: -
American literature, inspiring authors like Flannery O’Connor and Toni Morrison. - Narrative
techniques, particularly the use of multiple perspectives and stream of consciousness. - Literary
studies focused on the exploration of consciousness and subjective reality.

Adaptations and Cultural Impact

The novel has inspired various adaptations: - A 2013 film directed by James Franco. - Stage
adaptations and academic studies examining its themes and techniques. Its enduring relevance
lies in its unflinching portrayal of human vulnerability and resilience.

Why Read As I Lay Dying Today?

Understanding American South and Cultural Contexts

The novel offers insights into Southern life, history, and social dynamics, making it essential
reading for those interested in American regional literature.

Appreciating Literary Innovation

Faulkner’s experimental approach challenges readers to engage actively with the text, fostering a
deeper appreciation for literary art and narrative complexity.

Exploring Universal Themes

Themes of death, family, identity, and existential despair are universal, resonating with
contemporary audiences and encouraging reflection on the human experience.



Conclusion

William Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying remains a powerful and influential work, celebrated for its
innovative narrative structure, profound themes, and literary artistry. It exemplifies modernist
experimentation while offering timeless insights into human nature, mortality, and the bonds that
sustain us through life's trials. Whether studied academically or appreciated for its artistic mastery,
As I Lay Dying continues to be a vital part of American literary canon and a compelling testament
to Faulkner’s genius. Keywords for SEO Optimization: William Faulkner, As I Lay Dying, modernist
literature, Southern Gothic, narrative techniques, stream of consciousness, multiple narrators,
American novel, literary analysis, themes of death and family, Faulkner’s influence, American
literature classics

William Faulkner’s "As I Lay Dying" stands as a towering achievement in American literature,
exemplifying the depth and complexity of modernist writing. Published in 1930, this novel
challenges readers with its innovative narrative techniques, layered themes, and profound
exploration of family, mortality, and the human condition. As one of Faulkner’s most acclaimed
works, it continues to captivate scholars and casual readers alike, offering a rich tapestry of
stylistic experimentation and emotional resonance. This review aims to provide a comprehensive
analysis of "As I Lay Dying," examining its themes, narrative structure, characters, stylistic
features, and its significance within the broader context of American literature.

Overview and Context

William Faulkner, a Nobel laureate and one of the most influential writers of the 20th century,
crafted "As I Lay Dying" amidst the turbulent socio-economic landscape of the American South. The
novel is set in Yoknapatawpha County, a fictional locale Faulkner used extensively, which serves as
a microcosm of Southern life. Faulkner’s experiences growing up in Mississippi, coupled with his
interest in Southern history and culture, deeply inform the novel's themes and settings. The novel
was initially met with mixed reviews but has since gained recognition for its groundbreaking
narrative style and profound thematic depth. It exemplifies modernist experimentation, particularly
its use of multiple narrators, stream-of-consciousness technique, and non-linear storytelling—all
aiming to portray the fragmented and subjective nature of human perception.

Plot Summary

"As I Lay Dying" narrates the journey of the Bundren family as they attempt to bury their
matriarch, Addie Bundren, in her hometown of Jefferson. The story spans several days and is told
from multiple perspectives, each chapter offering insights into the thoughts, motivations, and
perceptions of different family members and other characters. The narrative begins with Addie’s
death and follows her family’s arduous trek through floods, fires, and personal crises. Each chapter
reveals a different character’s internal world, creating a mosaic of voices that collectively depict
the family's struggle, grief, and resilience. The novel culminates in the family’s arrival at the
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cemetery, but not before numerous setbacks and revelations that underscore the novel’s themes
of mortality, duty, and the complexity of human relationships.

Thematic Analysis

Mortality and Death

At its core, "As I Lay Dying" is an exploration of mortality. The Bundren family’s journey to bury
Addie is a metaphor for confronting death and the inevitable decay of life. Faulkner examines how
different characters perceive and cope with death, revealing a spectrum of responses—from stoic
acceptance to denial and despair.

Family and Duty

The novel probes the notions of familial obligation and individual desire. Each family member’s
motives are complex, sometimes selfish, sometimes sacrificial. The tension between personal
wishes and collective responsibility is a recurring theme, illustrating the struggles inherent in
family life.

Identity and Perspective

Faulkner’s use of multiple narrators emphasizes the subjective nature of reality. Each chapter’s
perspective influences the reader’s understanding of events, highlighting that truth is multifaceted.
This technique questions the reliability of perception and underscores the fluidity of identity.

Existence and Meaning

The novel grapples with existential questions about the meaning of life and death. Characters often
confront their insignificance in the face of mortality, prompting reflections on purpose, suffering,
and the human condition.

Narrative Technique and Style

Multiple Narrators and Stream of Consciousness

One of Faulkner's most innovative devices in "As I Lay Dying" is the use of fifteen different
narrators, each with distinct voices, dialects, and perspectives. This multiplicity creates a layered,
often contradictory view of reality. For example, Darl’s introspective chapters provide deep
psychological insights, while Vardaman’s naïve perspective introduces innocence and confusion.
The stream-of-consciousness style immerses readers into the characters’ inner worlds, capturing
their fleeting thoughts, feelings, and perceptions. This technique emphasizes the fragmented, often
chaotic nature of human consciousness.



Non-Linear Structure

The novel’s timeline is non-linear, with chapters jumping back and forth in time, reflecting the
characters’ subjective experiences rather than chronological order. This approach enhances the
themes of memory, perception, and the fluidity of truth.

Language and Dialect

Faulkner employs Southern dialect and colloquialisms to lend authenticity and deepen
characterization. While this enriches the narrative’s texture, it can pose challenges for some
readers unfamiliar with regional speech patterns.

Character Analysis

Addie Bundren

The matriarch whose death catalyzes the story. Her complex personality is revealed through
various perspectives, portraying her as both a self-centered figure and a symbol of maternal
sacrifice. Her reflections on life and death add philosophical layers to the novel.

Anse Bundren

The father, characterized by stubbornness and complacency. His obsession with his own comfort
and reputation raises questions about duty and self-interest.

Darl Bundren

Perhaps the most psychologically profound character, Darl’s introspections reveal a sensitive,
perceptive individual struggling with existential despair. His narrative voice offers insight into the
human psyche but also raises questions about sanity and perception.

Jewel Bundren

Addie’s illegitimate son, known for his fierce independence and loyalty. His actions reflect raw
emotion and a deep connection to his mother.

Vardaman Bundren

The youngest son, whose innocent perspective and simple language embody childhood innocence
and confusion about death.
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Cash Bundren

The pragmatic and skilled eldest son, responsible for building the coffin. His practicality contrasts
with others’ emotional reactions.

Strengths and Features

Pros: - Innovative narrative technique with multiple viewpoints. - Deep psychological
characterizations. - Rich use of Southern dialect and vernacular. - Profound exploration of
existential themes. - Masterful manipulation of language and structure. - Authentic depiction of
Southern life and culture. Cons: - Challenging readability due to dialect and non-linear structure. -
Some characters and perspectives may seem overly obscure or difficult to interpret. - The
fragmented narrative can be disorienting for some readers. - Heavy thematic content that may feel
bleak or nihilistic.

Critical Reception and Legacy

Initially, "As I Lay Dying" received mixed reviews, with some critics praising its daring
experimentation, while others found it difficult or inaccessible. Over time, however, it has been
recognized as a landmark of modernist literature, influencing countless writers and shaping the
development of narrative techniques in the 20th century. Literary scholars often highlight
Faulkner’s mastery in capturing the complexity of human consciousness and the cultural specificity
of the American South. The novel’s innovative style and thematic depth have cemented its place in
the canon of American literature.

Conclusion

William Faulkner’s "As I Lay Dying" is a masterful exploration of mortality, family, and perception,
distinguished by its innovative narrative techniques and profound thematic concerns. While its
stylistic complexity may pose challenges, it rewards attentive readers with a nuanced, layered
portrayal of human suffering and resilience. The novel’s enduring significance lies in its ability to
confront fundamental questions about existence through a uniquely experimental literary lens,
making it a quintessential work for those interested in modernist literature and American cultural
history. Whether approached as a challenging puzzle or a poetic meditation, "As I Lay Dying"
remains a vital, influential work that continues to inspire analysis, debate, and appreciation. It
exemplifies Faulkner’s genius in capturing the fragmented, multifaceted nature of human life and
the enduring power of storytelling to confront life’s deepest mysteries.

Questions & Answers About william faulkner as i lay



dying

No Question Answer

1 What are the main themes
explored in William Faulkner's
'As I Lay Dying'?

The novel explores themes such as mortality, family
dynamics, individual perception versus societal
expectations, death, and the fragility of human existence.

2 How does William Faulkner
utilize multiple narrators in 'As I
Lay Dying'?

Faulkner employs a stream-of-consciousness technique
with 15 different narrators, each providing unique
perspectives that deepen the reader's understanding of
the Bundren family's experiences and inner thoughts.

3 What is the significance of the
journey in 'As I Lay Dying'?

The journey to bury Addie Bundren becomes a symbol of
personal and familial struggles, highlighting themes of
sacrifice, resilience, and the subjective nature of truth
and perception.

4 How has 'As I Lay Dying'
influenced modern literature?

The novel is celebrated for its innovative narrative style
and psychological depth, inspiring writers to experiment
with multiple perspectives, stream-of-consciousness, and
complex characterizations in contemporary literature.

5 What role does symbolism play
in 'As I Lay Dying'?

Symbolism in the novel, such as the coffin, the river, and
the journey itself, serve to represent broader themes of
death, life's struggles, and the search for meaning amid
chaos.

6 Why is 'As I Lay Dying'
considered a key work in
Southern Gothic literature?

The novel's exploration of decay, death, and the
grotesque within a Southern setting, combined with its
focus on family disintegration and social issues, firmly
places it within the Southern Gothic tradition.

William Faulkner, As I Lay Dying, Southern Gothic, American Literature, Modernist Novel,
Yoknapatawpha County, Family Saga, Stream of Consciousness, Faulkner Themes, 20th Century
Fiction
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