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Faulkner drafted As I Lay Dying in six weeks while he was working the night shift at a power plant. He later said, "I set out deliberately to write a tour-de-force. Before I ever put pen to paper and set down the first word I knew what the last word would be and almost where the last period would fall." He clearly succeeded in what he set out to do: As I Lay Dying is a work in which Faulkner's talent is fully within his control, and the result is one of the twentieth century's finest and most beloved novels. 
Unlike The Sound and the Fury, As I Lay Dying has a clearly delineated plot line: it is the tale of a journey, and despite the many delays in that journey, nothing impedes the straightforward movement of the plot toward its destination--the arrival in Jefferson and the burial of Addie Bundren's body. However, the way the story is presented embodies an experiment in narrative technique that is brilliantly achieved. Removing himself completely as an author-narrator figure, Faulkner breaks his story into fifty-nine separate monologues, each spoken or thought by one of fifteen characters. There is no exposition, no description of character or action outside of the way the characters see themselves, one another, and the events in which they are involved. 
Like The Sound and the Fury, As I Lay Dying centers upon a single family. It is the often comic, often grotesque story of their singleminded effort to carry out their father's promise to his dying wife: Addie Bundren wishes to be buried with her family in the town of Jefferson, forty miles away. This journey, delayed by flood and fire and attended by a growing flock of buzzards, takes nine days. Throughout their absurd and quixotic ordeal, the family members exhibit a deep respect for their mother's desire, but they also have desires of their own that might be fulfilled by this chance at visiting the town. The father, Anse, wants a new set of teeth; the only daughter, Dewey Dell, is pregnant and hopes to get a pill to bring on a miscarriage; Cash wants a gramophone; Vardaman, the youngest, wants a toy train. The two remaining brothers, Jewel and Darl, want nothing for themselves, but the journey brings to its crisis a rivalry that has deep roots in their relationship with their mother. 
At once ludicrous and profound, the novel shows us a group of people responding to grief and to the loss of the most important person in their lives. At the same time, it illuminates the nature of love within the family and the responsibility that family members have to one another and to themselves. 
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William Faulkner was born on September 25, 1897 in rural New Albany Mississippi, the eldest of four sons of Murray and Maude Bultler Falkner. He was named for his great-grandfather Colonel William Cuthbert Falkner, soldier of the Mexican and Civil Wars, railroad builder, politician, and author of the White Rose of Memphis. His childhood was spent in an atmosphere thick with memories of the Southern past, and particularly around tales of his semi-legendary great-grandfather. Those stories centered on the themes of gallantry, courage and honor and were told in an increasingly desperate attempt to cling on to the glory of the South that had been rapidly fading since defeat in the Civil War and Reconstruction. Faulkner didn't study the history of the South; he lived and breathed it; it's ominous shadow hung over his youth even as he experienced it's decline. 

About 1900 the family moved to Oxford, Mississippi, where Faulkner's father owned a livery stable and where he later became business manager of the University of Mississippi. Faulkner entered public school there and went easily through the first five grades. After that his schooling was erratic. 

The outbreak of the war sent him to Canada, where he joined the Canadian Flying Corps. Upon his return to Mississippi, Faulkner enrolled at the University of Mississippi. He did poorly in English and remained a student for only a year. Then he drifted to New York City, where he worked in Lord & Taylor's book department, and drifted back to Oxford. He worked at odd jobs for a period, and then briefly held an appointment as university postmaster: a certain reluctance to distribute mail cut this career short. 

It is now that Faulkner seems to enter upon a state of mind which, for lack of a better word, might be called a crisis. However, with the help of a subsidy from Phil Stone, Faulkner published in 1924 a little book of poems called The Marble Faun. The original price of which was $5 but has since increased in value by 5000%! 

Faulkner wrote his first novel, he said, because he liked the way of life led by the one novelist he knew, Sherwood Anderson. He completed the novel in six weeks, and Anderson said he would send it to his publisher provided he did not have to read it first. The novel was Soldiers' Pay, but before it was published, Faulkner at last got the job he had been looking for, and in the summer of 1925 he shipped as a deckhand on a freighter bound for the Mediterranean and Genoa. He spent from six to eight weeks tramping about Europe, mostly Italy and France. 

He returned to Oxford, and with Soldiers' Pay in print he settled down to write fiction. However, since neither of his first two novels, Soldiers' Pay and Mosquitoes, sold very well, Faulkner found himself in the position familiar enough to writers, of being unable to live by his writing. Disillusioned by his glimpse of the New Orleans Bohemia, he took a job as a night superintendent of a power plant. There, in the town soon to figure in his novels as Jefferson, he wrote the books that would bring him a world-wide reputation. 

Note: The drawing of Faulkner is taken from the cover of William Faulkner: A Critical Study, as are the references in the above text. (University of Chicago Press, Chicago, 1975)
stream of consciousness

The Columbia Encyclopedia, Fifth Edition Copyright ©1994, 1995 Columbia University Press, http://www.slider.com/enc/50000/stream_of_consciousness.htm, accessed November 3, 2002
in literature, technique that records the multifarious thoughts and feelings of a character without regard to logical argument or narrative sequence. The writer attempts by the stream of consciousness to reflect all the forces, external and internal, influencing the psychology of a character at a single moment. The technique was first employed by Édouard Dujardin (1861-1949) in his novel Les Lauriers sont coupés (1888) and was subsequently used by such notable writers as James Joyce, Virginia Woolf, and William Faulkner. The phrase &ldquor;stream of consciousness&rdquor; to indicate the flow of inner experience was first used by William James in Principles of Psychology (1890).
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1. Which are the most intelligent and sympathetic voices in the novel? With whom do you most and least identify? Is Faulkner controlling your closeness to some characters and not others? How is this done, given the seemingly equal mode of presentation for all voices? 
2. Even the reader of such an unusual book may be surprised to come upon Addie Bundren's narrative on page 169, if only because Addie has been dead since page 48. Why is Addie's narrative placed where it is, and what is the effect of hearing Addie's voice at this point in the book? Is this one of the ways in which Faulkner shows Addie's continued "life" in the minds and hearts of her family? How do the issues raised by Addie here relate to the book as a whole? 
3. Faulkner allows certain characters--especially Darl and Vardaman--to express themselves in language and imagery that would be impossible, given their lack of education and experience in the world. Why does he break with the realistic representation of character in this way? 
4. What makes Darl different from the other characters? Why is he able to describe Addie's death [p. 48] when he is not present? How is he able to intuit the fact of Dewey Dell's pregnancy? What does this uncanny visionary power mean, particularly in the context of what happens to Darl at the end of the novel? Darl has fought in World War I; why do you think Faulkner has chosen to include this information about him? What are the sources and meaning of his madness? 
5. Anse Bundren is surely one of the most feckless characters in literature, yet he alone thrives in the midst of disaster. How does he manage to command the obedience and cooperation of his children? Why are other people so generous with him? He gets his new teeth at the end of the novel and he also gets a new wife. What is the secret of Anse's charm? How did he manage to make Addie marry him, when she is clearly more intelligent than he is? 
6. Some critics have spoken of Cash as the novel's most gentle character, while others have felt that he is too rigid, too narrow-minded, to be sympathetic. What does Cash's list of the thirteen reasons for beveling the edges of the coffin tell us about him? What does it tell us about his feeling for his mother? Does Cash's carefully reasoned response to Darl's imprisonment seem fair to you, or is it a betrayal of his brother? 
7. Jewel is the result of Addie's affair with the evangelical preacher Whitfield (an aspect of the plot that bears comparison with Hawthorne's The Scarlet Letter). When we read Whitfield's section, we realize that Addie has again allied herself with a man who is not her equal. How would you characterize the preacher? What is the meaning of this passionate alliance, now repudiated by Whitfield? Does Jewel know who his father is? 
8. What is your response to the section spoken by Vardaman, which states simply, "My mother is a fish"? What sort of psychological state or process does this declaration indicate? What are some of the ways in which Vardaman insists on keeping his mother alive, even as he struggles to understand that she is dead? In what other ways does the novel show characters wrestling with ideas of identity and embodiment? 
9. This is a novel full of acts of love, not the least of which is the prolonged search in the river for Cash's tools. Consider some of the other ways that love is expressed among the members of the family. What compels loyalty in this family? What are the ways in which that loyalty is betrayed? Which characters are most self-interested? 
10. The saga of the Bundren family is participated in, and reflected upon, by many other characters. What does the involvement of Doctor Peabody, of Armstid, and of Cora and Vernon Tull say about the importance of community in country life? Are the characters in the town meant to provide a contrast with country people? 
11. Does Faulkner deliberately make humor and the grotesque interdependent in this novel? What is the effect of such horrific details as Vardaman's accidental drilling of holes in his dead mother's face? Of Darl and Vardaman listening to the decaying body of Addie "speaking"? Of Vardaman's anxiety about the growing number of buzzards trying to get at the coffin? Of Cash's bloody broken leg, set in concrete and suppurating in the heat? Of Jewel's burnt flesh? Of the "cure" that Dewey Dell is tricked into? 
12. In one of the novel's central passages, Addie meditates upon the distance between words and actions: "I would think how words go straight up in a thin line, quick and harmless, and how terribly doing goes along the earth, clinging to it, so that after a while the two lines are too far apart for the same person to straddle from one to the other; and that sin and love and fear are just sounds that people who never sinned nor loved nor feared have for what they never had and cannot have until they forget the words" [pp. 173-74]. What light does this passage shed upon the meaning of the novel? Aren't words necessary in order to give form to the story of the Bundrens? Or is Faulkner saying that words--his own chosen medium--are inadequate? 
13. What does the novel reveal about the ways in which human beings deal with death, grieving, and letting go of our loved ones?
14. “Of all Faulkner’s novels,” the critic Irving Howe said, “As I Lay Dying is the warmest, the kindliest, and the most affectionate….In no other work is he so receptive to people, so ready to take and love them, to hear them out and record…their melodies of speech.” Respond to this opinion – agree, disagree or qualify – pointing to at least three specific examples from the text to support your position.

15. Faulkner’s goal when writing this novel was to produce a piece of work through which he could “stand or fall if [he] never touch[ed] ink again. In your opinion, was he successful? Point to at least three specific aspects of the novel and/or of your own reading experience to support and explain your opinion. 

16. Choose the one character, major or minor, with whom you can most identify. Explore your “identification” with this character-you may include similarities as well as differences—by referring to at least three specifics from the text and explaining your personal connection.

17. The theme of a work is the author’s ultimate message for the reader. From the following list of potential theme topics, select the thematic idea that is the most compelling in the context of the novel. In your response, compose a complete theme statement (theme topic plus author’s message about that topic). After identifying theme, provide a minimum of two major examples from the text and explain your theme choice based on your opinion of the novel’s message on a personal level.

· The ability of death to shape/affect life 

· The absurdity of life

· The power of/to love 

· Deeds (actions) versus Words (language) 

· Human solitude 

· Obligation of human involvement

18. Which are the most intelligent and sympathetic voices in the novel? With whom do you most and least identify? Is Faulkner controlling your closeness to some characters and not others? How is this done, given the seemingly equal mode of presentation for all voices? 

19. Even the reader of such an unusual book may be surprised to come upon Addie Bundren's narrative on page 169, if only because Addie has been dead since page 48. Why is Addie's narrative placed where it is, and what is the effect of hearing Addie's voice at this point in the book? Is this one of the ways in which Faulkner shows Addie's continued "life" in the minds and hearts of her family? How do the issues raised by Addie here relate to the book as a whole? 

20. Faulkner allows certain characters--especially Darl and Vardaman--to express themselves in language and imagery that would be impossible, given their lack of education and experience in the world. Why does he break with the realistic representation of character in this way? 

21. What makes Darl different from the other characters? Why is he able to describe Addie's death [p. 48] when he is not present? How is he able to intuit the fact of Dewey Dell's pregnancy? What does this uncanny visionary power mean, particularly in the context of what happens to Darl at the end of the novel? Darl has fought in World War I; why do you think Faulkner has chosen to include this information about him? What are the sources and meaning of his madness? 

22. Anse Bundren is surely one of the most feckless characters in literature, yet he alone thrives in the midst of disaster. How does he manage to command the obedience and cooperation of his children? Why are other people so generous with him? He gets his new teeth at the end of the novel and he also gets a new wife. What is the secret of Anse's charm? How did he manage to make Addie marry him, when she is clearly more intelligent than he is? 

23. Some critics have spoken of Cash as the novel's most gentle character, while others have felt that he is too rigid, too narrow-minded, to be sympathetic. What does Cash's list of the thirteen reasons for beveling the edges of the coffin tell us about him? What does it tell us about his feeling for his mother? Does Cash's carefully reasoned response to Darl's imprisonment seem fair to you, or is it a betrayal of his brother? 

24. Jewel is the result of Addie's affair with the evangelical preacher Whitfield (an aspect of the plot that bears comparison with Hawthorne's The Scarlet Letter). When we read Whitfield's section, we realize that Addie has again allied herself with a man who is not her equal. How would you characterize the preacher? What is the meaning of this passionate alliance, now repudiated by Whitfield? Does Jewel know who his father is? 

25. What is your response to the section spoken by Vardaman, which states simply, "My mother is a fish"? What sort of psychological state or process does this declaration indicate? What are some of the ways in which Vardaman insists on keeping his mother alive, even as he struggles to understand that she is dead? In what other ways does the novel show characters wrestling with ideas of identity and embodiment? 

26. This is a novel full of acts of love, not the least of which is the prolonged search in the river for Cash's tools. Consider some of the other ways that love is expressed among the members of the family. What compels loyalty in this family? What are the ways in which that loyalty is betrayed? Which characters are most self-interested? 

27. The saga of the Bundren family is participated in, and reflected upon, by many other characters. What does the involvement of Doctor Peabody, of Armstid, and of Cora and Vernon Tull say about the importance of community in country life? Are the characters in the town meant to provide a contrast with country people? 

28. Does Faulkner deliberately make humor and the grotesque interdependent in this novel? What is the effect of such horrific details as Vardaman's accidental drilling of holes in his dead mother's face? Of Darl and Vardaman listening to the decaying body of Addie "speaking"? Of Vardaman's anxiety about the growing number of buzzards trying to get at the coffin? Of Cash's bloody broken leg, set in concrete and suppurating in the heat? Of Jewel's burnt flesh? Of the "cure" that Dewey Dell is tricked into? 

29. In one of the novel's central passages, Addie meditates upon the distance between words and actions: "I would think how words go straight up in a thin line, quick and harmless, and how terribly doing goes along the earth, clinging to it, so that after a while the two lines are too far apart for the same person to straddle from one to the other; and that sin and love and fear are just sounds that people who never sinned nor loved nor feared have for what they never had and cannot have until they forget the words" [pp. 173-74]. What light does this passage shed upon the meaning of the novel? Aren't words necessary in order to give form to the story of the Bundrens? Or is Faulkner saying that words--his own chosen medium--are inadequate? 

30. What does the novel reveal about the ways in which human beings deal with death, grieving, and letting go of our loved ones?

31. Briefly explain first Anse's and then Addie's distinction between the vertical and the horizontal.

32. Who represents the novel's moral core--i.e., is the novel's conscience?

33. Of Addie's five children, which two are most in conflict with one another by the novel's close and why?

34. In the end would you say the novel is a tragedy with comic moments or a comedy with tragic moments? Explain your answer.
Review Quotations from As I Lay Dying

1. I dont know if a little music aint about the nicest thing a fellow can have.  

2. God knows it.  He knows in fifteen year I aint et the victuals He aimed for a man to  eat to keep his strength up….

3. …I learned that words are no good; that words don’t ever fit even what they are trying to say at.

4. She cried hard, maybe because she had to cry so quiet; maybe because she felt the same way about tears she did about deceit, hating herself for doing it, hating him because she had to.

5. I cannot find it.  In the dark, along the dust, the walls I cannot find it.  The crying makes a lot of noise.  I wish it wouldn’t make so much noise.

6. The sun, an hour above the horizon, is poised like a bloody egg upon a crest of thunderheads, the light has turned copper: in the eye portentous, in the nose sulphurous, smelling of lightning.

7. He was sick once from working in the sun when he was twenty-two years old, and he tells people that if he ever sweats, he will die.

8. …we put her under the apple tree, where the moonlight can dapple the apple tree upon the long, slumbering flanks within which now and then she talks in little trickling bursts of secret and murmurous bubbling.

9. It aint respectful, talking that way about her grave….  You all dont know what it is.  You never pure loved her, none of you.

10. God Almighty, why didn’t Anse carry you to the nearest sawmill and stick your leg in the saw?  That would have cured it.  Then you all could have stuck his head into the saw and cured a whole family.

11. My own born daughter that has et my food for seventeen years, begrudges me the loan of ten dollars.

12. He looked just like a old bundle of clothes kind of washing up and down against the bank.

13. Cash tried but she fell off and Darl jumped going under he went under and Cash hollering to catcher and I hollering running and hollering and Dewey Dell hollering at me….

14. I cannot love my mother because I have no mother.  Jewel’s mother is a horse.

15. He had a word, too.  Love, he called it.  But I had been used to words for a long time.  I knew that word was just like the others: just a shape to fill a lack; that when the right time came, you wouldn’t need a word for that anymore than for pride or fear.

16. They are like two figures in a Greek frieze, isolated out of all reality by the red glare.

17. It wont hurt you.  You’ve had the same operation before.  Ever hear about the hair of the dog?

18. It’s like a man that’s let everything slide all his life to get set on something that will make the most trouble for everybody he knows.

19. She lies back and turns her head without so much as glancing at pa.  She looks at Vardaman; her eyes, the life in them, rushing suddenly upon them; the two flames glare up for a steady instant.  Then they go out as though someone had leaned down and blown upon them.

20. I always kind of had a idea that him and Dewey Dell kind of knowed things betwixt them.  If I’d a said it was ere a one of us she liked better than ere a other, I’d a said it was Darl.

21. The log appears suddenly between two hills, as if it had rocketed suddenly from the bottom of the river.  Upon the end of it a long gout of foam hangs like the beard of an old man or a goat.

22. There must have been a dozen of them setting along the ridge-pole of the barn, and that boy was chasing another one around the lot like it was a turkey and it just lifting enough to dodge him and go flopping back to the roof of the shed again where he had found it setting on the coffin.

23. I am the chosen of the Lord, for who He loveth, so doeth He chastiseth.  But I be durn if He dont take some curious ways to show it, seems like.

24. I made it on the bevel.

25. He is my cross and he will be my salvation. He will save me from the water and from the fire.

26. I feel like a wet seed wild in the hot blind earth.

27. Was there ere a such misfortunate man.

28. How do our lives ravel out into the no-wind, no-sound, the weary gestures wearily recapitulant: echoes of old compulsions with no-hand on no-strings: in sunset we fall into furious attitudes, dead gestures of dolls.

29. Wouldn’t you rather have bananas?  Dewey Dell said. You wait till Christmas.  It’ll be there then. Then you can see it. So we are going to have some bananas.  We are going to have a bag full, me and Dewey Dell.

30. He will accept the will for the deed.

31. It wasn’t nothing else to do.  It was either send him to Jackson, or have Gillespie sue us, because he knowed some way that Darl set fire to it.

32. I am a luckless man.  I have ever been.

33. I said if it don’t mean for me to do it the sack will not be full and I will turn up the next row but if the sack is full, I cannot help it.

34. I knew that nobody but a luckless man could ever need a doctor in the face of a cyclone.

35. God’s will be done…. Now I can get them teeth.

36. It was not my mother.  She went away…. And so if Cash nails the box up, she is not a rabbit.  And so if she lets him it is not her.  I know.  I was there.  I saw when it did not be her.  I saw.  They think it is and Cash is going to nail it up.

37. He could cut up a tin can and hide the holes and nobody wouldn’t know the difference.

38. I rose and took the knife from the streaming fish still hissing and I killed Darl.

39. I have tried to live right in the sight of God and man, for the honor and comfort of my Christian husband and the love and respect of my Christian children.

40. But I aint so sho that ere a man has the right to say what is crazy and what aint.  It’s like there was a fellow in every man that’s done a-past the sanity or the insanity, that watches the sane and the insane doings of that man with the same horror and the same astonishment.

41. She’s talking to God….  She is calling on Him to help her….She wants Him to hide he away from the sight of man….

42. But now I can get them teeth.  That will be a comfort.
43. I could just remember how my father used to say that the reason for living was to get ready to stay dead a long time.

44. “He got them teeth.”  It was a fact.  It made him look a foot taller, kind of holding his head up, hangdog and proud too, and then we see her behind him, carrying the other grip---a kind of duck-shaped woman all dressed up, with them kind of hard-looking pop eyes like she was daring ere a man to say nothing.

45. Durn that road…. A-laying there, right up to my door, where every bad luck that comes and goes is bound to find it.

46. I cant worry.  I try to but I cant think long enough to worry.

47. Darl has gone to Jackson.  They put him on the train, laughing, down the long car laughing, the heads turning like the heads of owls when he passed.  “What are you laughing at?” I said.

