
as i lay dying by william faulkner
As I Lay Dying is a seminal work of American literature written by William Faulkner and published in
1930. This novel is frequently regarded as one of Faulkner’s masterpieces, celebrated for its complex
narrative structure, rich character development, and exploration of existential themes. Set in the
fictional Yoknapatawpha County, Mississippi, the story revolves around the Bundren family as they
embark on a harrowing journey to fulfill the dying wish of their matriarch, Addie Bundren.

Overview of the Plot

At its core, As I Lay Dying tells the tale of the Bundren family’s quest to transport Addie’s body to her
hometown of Jefferson, Mississippi. The narrative is constructed through 15 different perspectives,
allowing readers to engage with each character’s thoughts and feelings. This fragmented storytelling
technique creates a multifaceted view of the events that transpire, revealing the complexities of
human emotion and the challenges of communication within a family.

Key Characters

The characters in As I Lay Dying are richly drawn and intricately connected, each contributing to the
overarching themes of the novel. Here are some of the notable characters:

1. Addie Bundren: The matriarch whose dying wish sets the story in motion. Her complex relationship
with her family reveals deep-seated issues and conflicting emotions.

2. Anse Bundren: Addie’s husband, who is portrayed as selfish and lazy. His desire for a new set of
teeth becomes a recurring motif throughout the novel.

3. Cash Bundren: The eldest son, a carpenter, who is dedicated to building Addie’s coffin. His stoic
demeanor hides his internal struggles.

4. Dewey Dell Bundren: The only daughter, who grapples with her own secret pregnancy, further
complicating the family dynamics.

5. Jewel Bundren: The illegitimate son of Addie, whose fierce loyalty to her contrasts with his
estranged relationships with the rest of the family.

6. Vardaman Bundren: The youngest son, whose confusion about death and his mother’s passing is
poignantly explored throughout the narrative.

Thematic Exploration

As I Lay Dying delves into several profound themes that resonate with readers, making the novel a
rich subject for analysis.



Existentialism and the Nature of Existence

Faulkner’s exploration of existence is evident through the characters’ struggles with identity, purpose,
and the inevitability of death. The characters each face their own existential crises, leading them to
question the meaning of their actions and the significance of their lives. This theme is particularly
encapsulated in Vardaman’s struggle to comprehend the death of his mother, which raises questions
about the nature of life and loss.

The Complexity of Family Dynamics

The Bundren family is emblematic of the complexities inherent in familial relationships. Faulkner
portrays a family rife with conflict, secrets, and misunderstandings. Each character’s perspective
reveals their perception of love, loyalty, and resentment towards one another. This interdependence
and conflict highlight the intricacies of human relationships, making the family unit both a source of
support and a catalyst for despair.

The Role of Rural Southern Life

Set against the backdrop of rural Mississippi, As I Lay Dying captures the essence of Southern life
during the early 20th century. The novel reflects the socio-economic struggles of the time, as the
Bundrens encounter various challenges during their journey. The landscape itself becomes a
character, influencing the plot and symbolizing the harsh realities of life in the South.

Narrative Structure and Style

One of the most distinctive features of As I Lay Dying is its innovative narrative structure. Faulkner
employs a stream-of-consciousness technique, allowing readers to experience the thoughts and
emotions of multiple characters. This approach provides a deep psychological insight into the
characters while also creating a sense of disorientation that mirrors their tumultuous journey.

Stream of Consciousness Technique

The use of stream-of-consciousness allows for a fluid exploration of the characters’ inner lives.
Readers are privy to their fears, desires, and motivations, which are often fragmented and nonlinear.
This narrative style serves to enhance the emotional weight of the story, as readers navigate through
the chaotic thoughts of each character.

Symbolism and Imagery

Faulkner’s use of symbolism and imagery is profound throughout the novel. Some key symbols



include:

- The Coffin: Represents both death and the burden of family expectations.
- The River: Symbolizes the barriers the Bundrens face, both physically and emotionally.
- Addie’s Grave: Reflects the struggles of the family to confront their past and their relationships with
one another.

The Critical Reception of As I Lay Dying

Upon its release, As I Lay Dying received mixed reviews, with some critics praising its innovative style
and others finding it challenging to read due to its complexity. Over the years, however, it has come
to be recognized as one of the cornerstones of American literature.

Legacy and Influence

The impact of As I Lay Dying on literature cannot be overstated. It has influenced countless writers
and is frequently studied in academic settings. Faulkner’s unique narrative techniques and thematic
depth have paved the way for future generations of novelists, and the book continues to be a subject
of critical analysis and interpretation.

Conclusion

In conclusion, As I Lay Dying by William Faulkner is a profound exploration of family, existence, and
the human condition. Through its complex characters and innovative narrative structure, the novel
invites readers to engage with the intricacies of life and death. As we follow the Bundren family on
their tumultuous journey, we are reminded of the universal struggles that define our existence. This
timeless work remains a vital part of the American literary canon, encouraging ongoing discussion
and reflection on its themes and artistry.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'As I Lay Dying'?
The central theme of 'As I Lay Dying' is the complexity of human experience, particularly in relation to
suffering, family dynamics, and the struggle for identity and purpose amidst grief.

How does William Faulkner use stream of consciousness in
the novel?
Faulkner employs stream of consciousness to provide insight into the inner thoughts and emotions of
multiple characters, allowing readers to experience their subjective realities and perceptions as they
journey to bury Addie Bundren.



What role does the setting play in 'As I Lay Dying'?
The setting, which primarily takes place in rural Mississippi, serves as a backdrop that influences the
characters' actions and relationships, highlighting themes of isolation, hardship, and the physical and
emotional landscapes they navigate.

Who is Addie Bundren and what is her significance in the
story?
Addie Bundren is the matriarch of the Bundren family whose death sets the plot in motion. Her desires
and the impact of her life and death resonate throughout the narrative, shaping the motivations and
conflicts of her family members.

What narrative techniques does Faulkner use to develop
character perspectives?
Faulkner uses multiple first-person narratives, giving voice to various characters, each with distinct
viewpoints and experiences. This technique allows for a multifaceted exploration of themes and
deepens the reader's understanding of the characters' motivations.

How does the concept of duty manifest in the Bundren
family's journey?
The concept of duty is a driving force in the Bundren family's journey to fulfill Addie's last wish of
being buried in her hometown. Each family member's sense of obligation reflects their personal
struggles and conflicting desires, ultimately shaping their relationships.

What is the significance of the title 'As I Lay Dying'?
The title 'As I Lay Dying' reflects the themes of mortality and the human condition. It underscores the
characters' experiences with death, loss, and the existential questions that arise as they confront
their own lives and the life of Addie Bundren.
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