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As I Lay Dying is a seminal work by the renowned American author William Faulkner, published in
1930. This novel is often heralded as a masterpiece of modernist literature, showcasing Faulkner's
innovative narrative techniques and deep psychological insights into the human condition. The story
revolves around the Bundren family and their quest to honor the dying wish of their matriarch, Addie
Bundren, who desires to be buried in her hometown of Jefferson, Mississippi. This article delves into the
themes, structure, characters, and critical reception of Faulkner's work, illustrating why it remains a
crucial part of the American literary canon.

Overview of the Plot

As I Lay Dying unfolds in rural Mississippi, primarily through the perspectives of various characters, each
providing unique insights into their thoughts and emotions. The narrative is structured around the family's
harrowing journey to transport Addie's body to Jefferson after her death. The novel is divided into 59
chapters, each told from the viewpoint of different characters, creating a fragmented yet cohesive tapestry
of voices.

Key Events in the Plot

1. Addie Bundren's Death: The story begins with Addie's death, which serves as the catalyst for the
family's journey.
2. The Journey to Jefferson: The family encounters numerous obstacles, including floods and injuries,
which complicate their trek.
3. Character Revelations: As the journey progresses, the individual backstories and motivations of the
family members are revealed, showcasing their complex relationships.
4. Climactic Events: The narrative peaks with dramatic moments that test the characters' resolve and
relationships.
5. Conclusion: The novel ends ambiguously, leaving readers to ponder the fate of the Bundren family and
the implications of their journey.

Character Analysis

The characters in As I Lay Dying are richly developed, each embodying different aspects of human
experience and emotion. Faulkner uses their varied perspectives to explore themes of identity, family, and
existential despair.



Main Characters

- Dewey Dell Bundren: The only daughter of Addie, Dewey Dell struggles with her own desires and the
societal expectations placed upon her, particularly regarding her unwanted pregnancy.
- Cash Bundren: The eldest son, a skilled carpenter, Cash is dedicated to his family but often feels
unappreciated. His practicality contrasts sharply with the emotional turmoil of others.
- Jewel Bundren: Addie's illegitimate son, Jewel is fiercely independent and emotionally volatile. His
complex relationship with his mother and siblings drives much of his character development.
- Anse Bundren: The patriarch of the family, Anse is selfish and lazy, often prioritizing his needs over
those of his family. His quest for a new set of teeth symbolizes his superficial desires.
- Vardaman Bundren: The youngest son, Vardaman is deeply affected by his mother's death. His childlike
perspective adds a layer of innocence and confusion to the narrative.

Thematic Exploration

As I Lay Dying delves into a variety of themes that reflect the human experience and the complexity of
familial relationships.

Identity and Existence

At its core, the novel questions the nature of identity. Each character grapples with their sense of self in
relation to Addie's death and their familial ties. The fragmented narrative structure allows for a
multiplicity of voices, emphasizing the complexity of individual experience. The characters' internal
struggles often reflect larger existential dilemmas, showcasing how death prompts profound introspection.

Isolation and Connection

Isolation is a recurring theme throughout the novel. Despite being physically together, the Bundren family
members often feel emotionally distant from one another. Their individual perspectives highlight the
loneliness and misunderstandings that permeate their relationships. This theme is particularly evident in
Addie's character, whose desire for connection is overshadowed by her feelings of alienation.

The Burden of Duty

The Bundren family's journey can be interpreted as a metaphor for the burdens of duty and obligation.
Each character feels compelled to fulfill Addie's last wish, yet their motivations differ significantly. This



tension between personal desires and familial responsibilities drives much of the narrative conflict,
ultimately raising questions about the nature of loyalty and sacrifice.

Narrative Style and Structure

Faulkner's distinctive narrative style is one of the hallmarks of As I Lay Dying. The use of stream-of-
consciousness techniques allows readers to access the innermost thoughts of characters, creating an intimate
and immersive reading experience.

Stream of Consciousness

The stream-of-consciousness style enables Faulkner to convey the complexities of human thought and
emotion. Characters' thoughts often flow in a disjointed manner, reflecting their psychological states. This
technique serves to blur the lines between reality and perception, inviting readers to engage with the
characters' inner lives more deeply.

Multiple Perspectives

The novel's structure, featuring multiple narrators, provides a multifaceted view of the events
surrounding Addie's death and the subsequent journey. Each character's voice adds depth to the narrative,
offering insights into their motivations and emotions. This multiplicity allows readers to piece together the
story from various angles, creating a rich tapestry of experience.

Critical Reception

Upon its publication, As I Lay Dying received mixed reviews, with some praising its innovative style
while others found it challenging and difficult to read. Over the decades, however, the novel has come to
be regarded as one of Faulkner's greatest achievements. Critics have lauded its exploration of existential
themes and its profound psychological depth.

Influence on Literature

As I Lay Dying has significantly influenced modern literature, particularly in the realm of narrative
technique. Its innovative approach to storytelling has inspired countless authors, encouraging them to



experiment with form and perspective. The novel's exploration of complex themes also resonates with
contemporary readers, making it a timeless work that continues to be studied and appreciated.

Conclusion

In conclusion, As I Lay Dying is a profound exploration of the human experience, intricately woven
through the lives of the Bundren family. Faulkner's masterful use of narrative structure, combined with
his deep psychological insights, creates a rich tapestry that invites readers to reflect on themes of identity,
connection, and the burdens of duty. As a cornerstone of American literature, this novel not only showcases
Faulkner's literary genius but also challenges readers to confront the complexities of life, death, and the
bonds that tie us together. Through the lens of the Bundrens' journey, Faulkner crafts a timeless narrative
that remains relevant and impactful to this day.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the primary theme of 'As I Lay Dying' by William Faulkner?
'As I Lay Dying' explores themes of death, family, and the complexity of human relationships, particularly
through the lens of grief and the struggle for identity.

How does Faulkner use narrative structure in 'As I Lay Dying'?
Faulkner employs a stream-of-consciousness narrative style, using multiple perspectives to provide a
fragmented yet rich portrayal of the Bundren family's journey.

Who are the main characters in 'As I Lay Dying'?
The main characters include Addie Bundren, whose death prompts the journey; her husband Anse; and
their children Darl, Jewel, Cash, and Dewey Dell, each with their own motives and emotions.

What is the significance of the title 'As I Lay Dying'?
The title reflects the central event of Addie Bundren's death and symbolizes the various characters'
struggles with mortality, identity, and the meaning of life.

How does Faulkner portray the Southern Gothic elements in 'As I Lay
Dying'?
Faulkner incorporates Southern Gothic elements through themes of decay, isolation, and the grotesque,



highlighting the Bundren family's dysfunctional dynamics and their bleak environment.

What role does the setting play in 'As I Lay Dying'?
The rural Mississippi setting serves as both a physical and symbolic backdrop, reflecting the hardships faced
by the Bundren family and enhancing the novel's themes of struggle and perseverance.

In what ways does 'As I Lay Dying' address the concept of existentialism?
The novel delves into existential questions about purpose and the search for meaning in life, as characters
grapple with their identities and the impact of Addie's death on their lives.

How has 'As I Lay Dying' influenced modern literature?
'As I Lay Dying' has significantly influenced modern literature through its innovative narrative techniques
and deep exploration of psychological and social themes, inspiring countless writers and scholars.
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