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    WILLIAM FAULKNER


    AMERICAN NOVELIST AND SHORT STORY WRITER


    
      	Born in New Albany, Mississippi in 1897.


      	Died in Byhalia, Mississippi in 1962.


      	Notable works:


      	A Rose for Emily (1930), short story


      	The Sound and the Fury (1929), novel


      	Absalom, Absalom! (1936), novel

    


    Born William Cuthbert Falkner (the original spelling of his family name), the winner of the 1949 Nobel Prize in Literature grew up in a literary family while also learning to ride horses, hunt and fish. His strongest influences were his mother, who encouraged him to read and draw, and his nanny Caroline Barr.


    He did not graduate from high school, and then managed to enlist in the Canadian Royal Airforce by pretending to be British, but World WarI ended before he flew any active missions, which did not stop him from adopting the persona (and the uniform) of an RAF pilot when he returned to Mississippi.


    Prior to 1926, when his debut novel Soldiers’ Pay was published, he wrote mainly poetry and absorbed the work of modernists such as the British-American poet T.S. Elliot (1888-1965) and the Irish novelist James Joyce (1882-1941). He was advised by the writer Sherwood Anderson (1876-1941) to write stories based on the rural Mississippi country that included his home town of Oxford, advice which resulted in his creation of the fictional Yoknapatawpha County, which became the setting for the majority of his novels.


    When he published the controversial novel Sanctuary in 1931, it sold well and aroused interest in his earlier novels such as The Sound and the Fury (1929). This book, and other novels published during the 1930s, such as Light in August (1932) and Absalom, Absalom! (1936), are usually considered Faulkner’s best work, and have attracted more analyses and criticism than any other 20th century writer, due to his dense, challenging text full of symbolism, linguistic experimentation and deeply flawed characters.


    Faulkner continued to write on difficult themes such as race, death and sexuality through the 1940s and 1950s. He died from thrombosis developed after a riding accident in 1962.

  


  
    AS I LAY DYING


    A TRAGICOMIC NOVEL


    
      	Genre: Southern Gothic


      	Reference edition: Faulkner, W. (1985) As I Lay Dying: The Corrected Text. New York: Vintage Books.


      	1st edition: 1930


      	Themes: life and death, family, words and language, community

    


    Set in the same fictional Mississippi county as his previous two novels Sartoris (1929) and The Sound and the Fury (1929), William Faulkner’s fifth novel As I Lay Dying shifts the focus away from the county’s most prominent aristocratic families to the poor, uneducated farmers struggling to make a living from their small patches of land.


    Anse Bundren, his grownup children and young son Vardaman travel from their backwoods farm to Yoknapatawpha County’s largest town in order to fulfil the dying wish of Anse’s wife Addie to be buried alongside her blood relatives. Incompetent, lazy, and far from sincere in his commitment to his wife’s dying wishes, Anse puts his sons and daughter in danger and relies heavily on the charitable goodwill of neighbours and strangers alike, who are increasingly horrified as Addie’s body starts to decompose. Once in Jefferson, Anse reveals an ulterior motive in coming to town, and loses one of his sons to the insane asylum.


    15 different narrators chart the Bundrens’ trip across the county, offering unique perspectives from both within and outside the Bundren family. In particular, Faulkner uses the deeper reflections and powerful perception of Anse and Addie’s second-oldest son Darl to add depth and complexity to the darkly comic farce of the novel’s events.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    THE DEATH OF ADDIE BUNDREN


    Addie Bundren is close to death as she watches her oldest son Cash build her own coffin from the window of the family home on the side of a small mountain in rural Mississippi. She is watched over by her daughter Dewey Dell, who is concealing her pregnancy, and Cora Tull, a neighbour who disapproves of Addie and most of her family due to their lack of (in her view) religious piety. Vernon Tull, Cora’s husband, and Addie’s toothless husband Anse, who has so far refused to bring a doctor to help his dying wife, sit on the porch. Darl and Jewel, two more of Addie’s sons, prepare to take a load of timber to sell, despite their mother’s impending death. Darl watches Jewel prepare his horse, which remains half wild and cannot be controlled by anyone else. Addie’s youngest son Vardaman returns from a fishing trip with his catch.


    After Darl and Jewel leave, Addie’s health deteriorates and Anse is finally forced to bring in the doctor. The obese Dr Peabody immediately realises that Addie will not live much longer, and the Bundrens gather by the bed as she takes her last breath. Miles away, Darl seems to sense his mother’s death (just as he sensed his sister’s pregnancy without being told) and tells Jewel as they struggle through a torrential rainstorm with their wagon. None of Anse, Cash or Dewey Dell seem to react strongly to Addie’s death; Anse orders Cash to complete the coffin and Dewey Dell to make dinner.


    Vardaman is horrified, refusing to accept that his mother is really dead. In his hysteria, he lets DrPeabody’s mules loose with his wagon, and begins to confuse his mother with the enormous fish that he caught and killed earlier that day. At their farm a few miles away down the mountain’s slope, Vernon and Cora Tull’s night is disturbed first by Dr Peabody’s mules and empty wagon, and then by the arrival of Vardaman at their door. They bring him home as the weather worsens, and Vernon Tull helps Cash to complete the coffin in the pouring rain as the helpless Anse watches on. In the morning, they discover that Vardaman has drilled air holes in the coffin’s lid. Anse announces his intention to fulfil Addie’s dying wish of being buried in Jefferson, 40 miles away, with her relatives. After Cash repairs the coffin, there is a small funeral at which the Bundrens’ male neighbours discuss Anse’s general uselessness, and the women sing hymns.


    THE JOURNEY TO JEFFERSON, STAGE ONE: WATER


    When Darl and Jewel return, the family sets off in their wagon with Addie’s coffin. Jewel refuses to ride with the rest of the family, instead following the wagon on his horse. As the bridge across the river near their home has been washed away in the storm, they are forced to travel miles out of their way to the next bridge, which they discover has also been washed away. Samson, at whose farm they stay the night, is the first to notice that Addie’s corpse is beginning to smell. Returning to the river near Vernon Tull’s farm, Anse, Vardaman, Dewey Dell and Vernon cross the river on the remains of the bridge, while Cash, Darl and Jewel take the wagon further downstream where the river is shallower.


    As the three brothers work out how to get the wagon across the river, Darl reminisces about how Jewel acquired his horse. When Jewel was 15 years old, he began to fall asleep regularly during his days’ work, and his mother and siblings were forced to take over most of his tasks. Cash and Darl initially suspected that Jewel was involved with a local woman, but really he was working at night in the fields of the Snopes family, the wealthiest farmers in the region, in order to make enough money to buy one of the Snopes’ famous Texan horses. Even though he neglected his work on his own family’s farm, Jewel believes that he owns the horse outright, and refuses to let anyone else take any of the responsibility for feeding and looking after it.


    The three brothers attempt to take the wagon across the river, with Jewel picking out the safest route on his horse, but the current is too strong and begins to turn the wagon over. The mules are drowned, and only Cash is able to stay with the wagon, desperately trying to prevent his mother’s coffin being washed away. With Vernon’s help, Darl and Jewel are able to recover both Cash and the coffin from the water, but their mules are gone and Cash’s leg is badly broken. Jewel rides to Armstid’s, the nearest farm, and returns with another team of mules. With Cash laid on top of the coffin in the badly damaged wagon, the family ride to Armstid’s farm.


    THE JOURNEY TO JEFFERSON, STAGE TWO: FIRE


    With the wagon stored in Armstid’s barn, and Addie’s corpse now decaying rapidly, Anse travels to meet with Snopes to negotiate for a new team of mules. While he is gone, Vardaman becomes obsessed with the buzzards that are drawn to his mother’s body, and Jewel, unable to locate Dr Peabody, instead fetches a horse doctor who performs rudimentary, and extremely painful, surgery on Cash’s broken leg. When Anse returns, he claims to have bought a team of mules from Snopes. Pressed by Armstid to reveal how he paid for the team, he reveals that the return of Jewel’s horse to Snopes was a part of the bargain. Jewel is furious, but eventually leaves the horse in Snopes’ barn himself.


    The Bundrens are forced to take another detour through the town of Mottson due to the flood. Here, Dewey Dell visits a drugstore where she attempts to convince the pharmacist to give her something to terminate her pregnancy, which he refuses to do. Her older brothers buy some cement to try and improvise a cast and stop the flow of blood from Cash’s wounded leg. The town’s residents are disgusted by the now unbearable smell of Addie’s body and the state of Cash’s leg, and the family are forced to move on.


    The Bundrens stop at the Gillespies’, another family farm, where Vardaman appears to share with Darl the experience of hearing their mother praying from inside her coffin, and Darl taunts Jewel with his knowledge (apparently gained through intuition) that he was fathered by someone other than Anse. That night, the Gillespies’ barn is set alight. Jewel takes the lead in rescuing all the animals from the resulting fire before finally removing his mother's coffin from the flames, badly burning his back in the process. The knowledge that Darl started the fire spreads from Vardaman, who saw him do it, to the rest of the family as they finally approach the town of Jefferson.


    THE END OF THE JOURNEY


    In Jefferson, Addie is finally buried alongside her relatives, after Anse borrows two spades from a house where music is playing. Outside the cemetery, men are waiting to arrest Darl for setting fire to the Gillespies’ barn. When he resists, Dewey Dell, to Cash’s surprise, attacks Darl and helps the men subdue him. Darl is taken away, laughing hysterically, bound for the insane asylum in Jackson, and Cash suspects that it was Dewey Dell who informed the authorities of Darl’s role in the fire.


    Dewey Dell visits another drugstore, and this time a pharmacist’s assistant agrees to give her an abortion. However, when she returns after closing time, the assistant demands sex in return for his help, and Dewey Dell realises that she has been tricked. When she returns to her family, Anse sees the money the father of her child had given her for the abortion and takes it for himself.


    Anse returns the spades and tells his sons and daughter to prepare to leave town, before going off on a mysterious errand. Later, he returns to the wagon and Cash realises realise that Anse has spent the money he took from Dewey Dell on a shave, a haircut and a set of new false teeth. He is accompanied by the woman from the house where the music was playing, whom he introduces to them as their new stepmother.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    A note on this character study:


    The character of Darl Bundren narrates 19 of the novel’s 59 chapters, and is strikingly different to the other narrators in that he apparently has access to the secret knowledge of other members of the Bundren family, and is able to narrate scenes at which he is not physically present. Because the character of Darl is so intimately related Faulkner’s narrative structure and techniques, a more complete analysis of his character can be found in the analysis section of this guide; the brief character study in this section just deals with his actions within the story and the other characters’ relationships to him.


    ADDIE BUNDREN


    Addie is a former school teacher, wife to Anse and mother to Cash, Darl, Jewel, Dewey Dell and Vardaman. Although she is dying as the story opens, and features only as a decaying corpse in most of the rest of the novel, she is nevertheless a central character; she provides the motivation for the family to make the trip to Jefferson, and we learn more about her character through the memories of her son Darl and neighbour Cora Tull, and the single section of the novel that she narrates posthumously.


    In her life as a school teacher before marrying Anse, Addie was mostly unhappy, living under the influence of her father’s attitude to life, which was “that the reason for living was to get ready to stay dead for a long time” (p.155). The only way she feels she can make a mark on people’s
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