sparknotes for as i lay dying

SparkNotes for As I Lay Dying provides a detailed overview of William Faulkner's novel, a
cornerstone of American literature that explores themes of family, death, and the human condition.
The narrative is told through the voices of multiple characters, offering a multifaceted perspective
on the Bundren family's journey to fulfill the dying wish of their matriarch, Addie Bundren. As the
family navigates physical and emotional challenges, Faulkner delves into the complexities of human
relationships and the burdens of existence. This article aims to provide an in-depth analysis of the
novel, summarizing its plot, characters, themes, and critical reception while offering insights into its
significance in literary studies.

Plot Summary

As I Lay Dying follows the Bundren family as they embark on a treacherous journey to bury Addie
Bundren in her hometown of Jefferson, Mississippi. The story is set in the early 20th century and
unfolds through a series of monologues from fifteen different characters, each providing their
unique perspective on the events surrounding Addie's death and the subsequent journey.

Major Events in the Plot

1. Addie’s Death: The novel begins with the death of Addie Bundren, which sets the family's journey
in motion. Before her death, Addie expresses her wish to be buried in Jefferson, prompting her
husband, Anse, and their children to honor her request.

2. The Journey Begins: Anse, along with his children—Cash, Darl, Jewel, Dewey Dell, and the
youngest, Vardaman—set out to transport Addie's body. Their journey is fraught with obstacles,
including a flooded river and the challenges of traveling with a coffin.

3. Character Conflicts: Throughout the journey, personal tensions and conflicts arise among family
members. Jewel's fierce independence, Darl's introspective nature, and the struggles of Dewey Dell,
who is dealing with her own secret pregnancy, create a complex dynamic.

4. Tragic Incidents: The family faces a series of tragedies, including the collapse of their wagon and
the death of a beloved horse, which symbolize the burdens they carry both physically and
emotionally.

5. Revelations and Resolutions: As they reach Jefferson, the family's secrets and individual

motivations are revealed. Darl, who becomes increasingly alienated, is ultimately institutionalized,
reflecting the novel's exploration of mental health and societal expectations.

Character Analysis

The richness of Faulkner's narrative lies in its diverse cast of characters. Each character's inner



thoughts and struggles contribute to the overall themes of the novel.

Addie Bundren

Addie is the central figure of the novel, despite her physical absence after death. Her life and
relationships are explored through the perspectives of her family members. She embodies the
themes of existential despair and the quest for meaning, having lived a life filled with
disillusionment.

Anse Bundren

Anse is Addie's husband, characterized by his selfishness and laziness. His primary motivation for
the journey is to acquire new teeth, highlighting his self-centered nature. Anse's inability to provide
for his family and his reliance on others underscore the theme of family dysfunction.

Darl Bundren

Darl is often considered the most complex character. He possesses a deep understanding of his
family's dynamics and struggles with existential thoughts. His narrative shifts between profound
insights and moments of madness, culminating in his eventual commitment to a mental institution.

Jewel Bundren

Jewel, the illegitimate son of Addie and a mysterious father, is fiercely loyal to his mother. His
determination to protect Addie's body and his tumultuous relationship with his siblings highlight his
internal conflicts and the theme of isolation.

Dewey Dell Bundren

Dewey Dell grapples with her own struggles, including an unplanned pregnancy and her desire for
autonomy. Her perspective reveals the societal pressures on women and the limited options
available to them during the time period.

Vardaman Bundren

Vardaman, the youngest Bundren, struggles to comprehend death and loss. His childlike innocence
contrasts sharply with the harsh realities faced by the family, and his confusion about his mother's
death leads to some of the novel's most poignant moments.



Themes

As I Lay Dying is rich with themes that resonate throughout Faulkner's narrative. The exploration of
these themes adds depth to the characters' journeys and serves to illuminate the human experience.

Death and Mortality

Death is the most prominent theme in the novel, serving as the catalyst for the Bundrens' journey.
Each character's relationship with death is unique, reflecting their personal struggles. The journey
to bury Addie becomes a metaphor for the struggle to confront mortality and the meaning of
existence.

Family Dynamics

The Bundren family's relationships are fraught with tension, love, and resentment. Faulkner
examines the complexities of familial bonds, revealing how shared trauma and individual desires can
lead to both unity and discord.

Isolation and Alienation

Many characters experience emotional and social isolation. Darl's insights often set him apart from
his family, leading to his ultimate alienation. The novel portrays the difficulty of truly understanding
one another, emphasizing the barriers created by personal struggles.

Identity and Self-Perception

The characters grapple with their identities and how they are perceived by others. Addie's search for
meaning in her life, Darl's existential musings, and Dewey Dell's struggle for autonomy all reflect the
human quest for identity in the face of societal expectations.

Style and Structure

Faulkner employs a stream-of-consciousness narrative style, allowing readers to delve into the
characters' thoughts and emotions. This technique creates a sense of intimacy and immediacy,
making the characters' struggles feel personal and relatable.

Multiple Perspectives



The use of multiple narrators adds depth to the storytelling. Each character's voice offers a different
lens through which to view the events, creating a rich tapestry of experiences. This technique also
highlights the subjective nature of truth and reality.

Symbolism

Faulkner utilizes various symbols throughout the novel, such as the river, which represents both a
barrier and a journey, and the coffin, symbolizing the weight of familial obligations and the
inevitability of death. These symbols enhance the thematic depth of the narrative.

Critical Reception

Upon its publication in 1930, As I Lay Dying received mixed reviews. Critics praised Faulkner's
innovative narrative style and his exploration of complex themes, while others found the fragmented
structure challenging. Over time, the novel has gained recognition as one of the most significant
works of 20th-century American literature, often studied in academic settings for its literary merit
and thematic richness.

Impact on Literature

As I Lay Dying has influenced countless writers and remains a staple in literary studies. Its
exploration of the human condition, complex characterizations, and unique narrative style continue
to resonate with readers and scholars alike.

Conclusion

In summary, SparkNotes for As I Lay Dying encapsulates the intricacies of Faulkner's novel,
highlighting its complex characters, rich themes, and innovative narrative structure. The story of the
Bundrens' journey serves as a profound meditation on death, family, and the search for meaning. As
I Lay Dying remains a vital work in the canon of American literature, inviting readers to reflect on
the universal struggles of existence and the ties that bind us to one another, even in the face of
mortality.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'As I Lay Dying'?

The central theme of 'As I Lay Dying' is the exploration of family dynamics and the struggle of
individuals dealing with grief and loss. The novel delves into the complexities of human relationships
and the varying perceptions of reality.



How does the narrative structure of 'As I Lay Dying' enhance
the story?

The narrative structure of 'As I Lay Dying' is unique as it employs multiple perspectives through 15
different narrators. This polyphonic approach allows readers to gain insight into the thoughts and
emotions of each character, enriching the narrative and highlighting the subjective nature of truth.

What role does the setting play in 'As I Lay Dying'?

The setting of 'As I Lay Dying' in the rural South during the Great Depression is crucial as it reflects
the hardships faced by the Bundren family. The physical journey to bury Addie Bundren in her
hometown symbolizes not only a literal journey but also the emotional and existential struggles of
the characters.

How does William Faulkner use symbolism in 'As I Lay Dying'?

William Faulkner uses various symbols throughout 'As I Lay Dying', such as the coffin, which
represents both death and the burden of familial obligation. Other symbols include the river,
symbolizing change and the passage of time, and the journey itself, which serves as a metaphor for
life's struggles.

What is the significance of Addie Bundren's character in the
novel?

Addie Bundren is a pivotal character in 'As I Lay Dying' as her death catalyzes the events of the
story. Her complex relationship with her family and her desire for individual identity raise questions
about duty, love, and the nature of existence, influencing how the other characters perceive
themselves and each other.
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