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William Faulkner As I Lay
Dying Sparknotes

Understanding
William Faulkner’s
Masterpiece: A
Comprehensive As I
Lay Dying
SparkNotes Guide

William Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying
is widely regarded as one of the
most  innovative  and  challenging
novels  of  the  20th  century.
Published in 1930, the novel tells
the story of the Bundren family’s
arduous  journey  to  bury  the
matriarch, Addie Bundren, in her
h o m e t o w n  o f  J e f f e r s o n ,
Mississippi.  For  students  and
casual  readers  alike,  a  reliable
resource  like  William Faulkner
As I Lay Dying SparkNotes can
be invaluable.  In  this  article,  we
provide  a  thorough,  natural,  and
SEO-friendly  guide  that  mirrors
the  depth  and  clarity  you  would
expect from a top-notch study aid.
We’ll explore the plot, key themes,
character  arcs,  literary  devices,
and  the  enduring  relevance  of
Faulkner’s  work.

Why SparkNotes for As I
Lay Dying?

Many readers turn to SparkNotes
to  navigate  Faulkner’s  dense
prose,  shifting  narrators,  and

stream-of-consciousness  style.  A
William  Faulkner  As  I  Lay
Dying  SparkNotes  resource
breaks  down  the  novel  into
digestible  sections,  clarifies
obscure references, and highlights
the major symbolic elements. This
guide serves a similar purpose: to
help  you  grasp  the  novel ’s
complexity  while  appreciating  its
literary  genius.  Whether  you are
preparing for an exam, writing an
essay,  or  s imply  explor ing
m o d e r n i s t  l i t e r a t u r e ,
understanding  the  structure  and
themes  of  As  I  Lay  Dying  is
essential.

Plot Summary of As I
Lay Dying

The novel opens with the Bundren
family  gathered  around  Addie,
who is on her deathbed. After she
dies, the family—father Anse, sons
Cash, Darl, Jewel, and Vardaman,
and daughter Dewey Dell—sets out
to fulfill her wish to be buried in
Jefferson. The journey is plagued
by disasters: a flood washes away
a  bridge,  their  wagon  breaks
down, and Addie’s body begins to
decompose.  Each  chapter  is
narrated by a different character,
offering multiple perspectives. The
plot  is  deceptively  simple,  but
Faulkner’s  narrative  technique
transforms  it  into  a  profound



exploration  of  grief,  duty,  and
identity.

The Journey: A Test of Will
and Family Bonds

The  Bundrens’  trek  across  the
Mississippi  countryside  is  more
than  a  physical  journey;  it  is  a
psychological  and  emotional
ordeal.  Cash,  the  carpenter,
obsessively  builds  Addie’s  coffin,
even as her body lies nearby. Darl,
the  most  introspective  son,
prov ides  poet ic  and  o f ten
unsettling  commentary.  Jewel,
Addie’s illegitimate son, is fiercely
pro tec t i ve  o f  he r  co rpse .
Vardaman, the youngest, famously
equates his mother with a fish he
catches. Dewey Dell, pregnant and
unmarried,  seeks  a  solution  in
Jefferson.  Anse,  the  father,  is
selfish and lazy, motivated by the
prospect of getting new teeth. The
plot  ends  with  Anse  quickly
remarrying,  highlighting  the
darkly  ironic  tone.

Key Themes in As I
Lay Dying

Any William Faulkner As I Lay
Dying  SparkNotes  summary
would emphasize the novel’s major
themes.  Below  are  the  most
significant  ones.

Mortality and the
Physicality of Death

Faulkner  does  not  sentimentalize
death.  Addie’s decomposing body
is a constant, grotesque presence.
The smell  attracts  buzzards,  and
the family must contend with the
realities  of  decay.  This  theme

forces  both  the  characters  and
readers  to  confront  the  raw
physicality  of  dying.  The journey
becomes  a  desperate  attempt  to
honor the dead while also dealing
with  the  unbearable  stench  of
reality.

Isolation and
Communication

Despite  being  a  family,  the
Bundrens  rarely  understand  one
another. Each character is trapped
in  their  own consciousness.  Darl
and Jewel share a deep, wordless
bond,  yet  they  also  experience
intense rivalry. Dewey Dell cannot
reveal her pregnancy. The multiple
narrators  highlight  how  each
person  experiences  the  same
events  differently.  Faulkner’s
fragmented narrative mirrors this
lack of genuine communication. A
William  Faulkner  As  I  Lay
Dying SparkNotes analysis often
points  out  that  the  characters’
interior  monologues  reveal  more
about  their  isolation  than  about
the plot.

Duty, Sacrifice, and
Selfishness

Anse  Bundren  is  the  epitome  of
selfishness. He uses Addie’s death
as an excuse to get new teeth and
a wife. In contrast, Cash and Jewel
s a c r i f i c e  t h e i r  o w n  w e l l -
being—Cash’s  leg  becomes
infected,  and  Jewel  gives  up  his
beloved horse to buy a mule when
the  team  is  lost .  The  novel
questions what it  means to be a
“good” family member. Is fulfilling
a promise to the dead worth the
suffering of the living?
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In-Depth Character
Analysis

Understanding  the  characters  is
crucial for any William Faulkner
As  I  Lay  Dying  SparkNotes
reader. Faulkner’s characters are
not  merely  vehicles  for  the  plot;
they are complex individuals with
conflicting motivations.

Addie Bundren (The
Absent Protagonist)

Addie speaks only in one chapter,
and she is  dead for  most  of  the
novel. Yet her presence dominates
the story. In her monologue, she
reveals  her  contempt  for  words
and her passion for Jewel, the son
born from an affair. She asks to be
buried in Jefferson as a final act of
defiance against Anse. Her voice is
bitter, poetic, and haunting.

Darl Bundren (The
Observer)

Darl is the most philosophical and
sensitive  character.  He  narrates
many chapters and often seems to
know  events  he  cannot  witness,
such as his mother’s death. Darl’s
intelligence and alienation set him
apart. He is ultimately committed
to an asylum after setting fire to a
barn—an act of mercy or madness.
Many  SparkNotes  analyses
highlight Darl as the novel’s tragic
figure.

Jewel Bundren (The
Passionate Son)

Jewel is fierce, silent, and deeply
attached to his mother. He saves
her  coffin  from the  river  single-

handedly. His love is physical and
violent.  Faulkner  uses  Jewel  to
explore  the  idea  of  wordless
loyalty.  He is  the  only  character
who acts without self-interest, yet
his rage isolates him.

Cash Bundren (The
Craftsman)

Cash is defined by his carpentry.
He builds the coffin with obsessive
prec is ion ,  even  when  i t  i s
impractical.  His  leg  injury  and
subsequent treatment with cement
symbolize the family’s inability to
care  for  one  another  properly.
Cash’s laconic narration is direct
and  factual,  contrasting  with
Darl’s  poetry.

Vardaman Bundren (The
Innocent)

Vardaman ’ s  chap ter s  a re
fragmented  and  childlike.  His
famous line, “My mother is a fish,”
shows his struggle to comprehend
death. He represents the confusion
and  innocence  of  childhood
con f ronted  w i th  l oss .  H i s
perspective adds a layer of pathos.

Dewey Dell Bundren (The
Hidden Sufferer)

Dewey  Dell  is  pregnant  and
desperately seeking an abortion in
Jefferson.  Her  secret  consumes
her,  yet  no  one  in  the  family
acknowledges  her  pain.  She  is
used and deceived by a pharmacy
clerk.  Dewey  Dell’s  storyline
highlights  the  theme  of  female
vulnerability  in  a  patriarchal
society.



Anse Bundren (The Comic
Villain)

Anse  is  a  lazy,  hypocrit ical
patriarch. He blames others for his
failures and uses Addie’s death to
gain a new set of teeth and a new
wife .  He  is  both  comic  and
despicable.  Anse’s  selfishness
contrasts  sharply  with  the
suffering  of  his  children.

Literary Devices in
As I Lay Dying

Faulkner  employs  a  range  of
techniques  that  make  As  I  Lay
Dying  a  cornerstone  of  literary
modernism.  Any  comprehensive
William  Faulkner  As  I  Lay
Dying SparkNotes  guide should
cover these devices.

Stream of Consciousness

Fifteen different narrators present
their  thoughts  in  a  flowing,
sometimes  chaotic  manner.  This
technique immerses the reader in
the  characters’  minds.  Darl’s
chapters  are  particularly  lyrical,
while  Vardaman’s  are  disjointed.
The stream-of-consciousness style
mirrors the fragmented nature of
human thought.

Multiple Perspectives

By  shifting  narrators,  Faulkner
shows  the  same  event  from
different  angles.  The  flood,  the
death of Addie, and the barn fire
are  all  described  by  several
characters,  revealing their biases
and  limited  understanding.  This
narrative  strategy  emphasizes
subjectivity and the elusiveness of

truth.

Symbols and Motifs

Key  symbols  include  the  coffin
(representing  both  death  and
craftsmanship),  the  river  (chaos
and purification), and the buzzards
(mortal ity) .  The  f ish  motif ,
especially Vardaman’s “mother is
a fish,” symbolizes transformation
and confusion. Jewel’s horse is a
symbol  of  his  wild,  passionate
nature.  A  reliable  SparkNotes
resource  wil l  decode  these
symbols  to  enhance  reading
comprehension.

Irony and Dark Humor

Faulkner  injects  biting  irony
throughout the story. Anse’s final
words, “Meet Mrs. Bundren,” after
bringing  home  a  new  wife,  are
both  shocking  and  absurd.  The
family’s suffering seems pointless,
yet  they  persist.  This  blend  of
tragedy and comedy is a hallmark
of Faulkner’s style.

As I Lay Dying in
Context: Modernism
and Southern Gothic

The novel  is  a prime example of
Southern Gothic literature, with its
grotesque  characters,  decaying
settings, and exploration of social
decay.  It  also  embodies  the
modernist  fascination  with
interiority,  fragmentation,  and
skepticism  toward  tradition.
Faulkner wrote As I Lay Dying in
just six weeks while working at a
power  plant,  claiming  it  was  a
“tour de force.” Despite its rapid
compos i t i on ,  the  nove l  i s
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meticulously  crafted.

For students relying on a William
Faulkner  As  I  Lay  Dying
S p a r k N o t e s  s u m m a r y ,
understanding  this  context  adds
depth.  The  novel  challenges
conventional  storytelling  and
forces  readers  to  piece  together
meaning from disparate voices. It
is demanding but rewarding.

How to Use
SparkNotes
Effectively for As I
Lay Dying

While reading As I Lay Dying, you
may want to use SparkNotes as a
companion,  not  a  replacement.
Here  are  practical  tips:

Read the summary before
each section: This will help
you follow the plot despite
the shifting narrators.
Analyze the character
insights: Pay attention to
the motivations and
contradictions highlighted in
the analysis.
Study the themes and
symbols: Use SparkNotes to
identify recurring motifs and
their meanings.
Review the sample essays:
Seeing how others interpret
the novel can inspire your
own arguments.
Don’t skip the chapter-by-
chapter breakdown:
Faulkner’s narrative is
intricate; a detailed guide
prevents confusion.

A thoughtful approach to William

Faulkner  As  I  Lay  Dying
SparkNotes  will  enrich  your
reading experience and help you
participate in class discussions or
write analytical essays.

Common Questions
About As I Lay Dying

Below  are  frequently  asked
questions  that  a  comprehensive
SparkNotes  guide  might  address.

Why is the novel called As
I Lay Dying?

The  title  is  a  quotation  from
H o m e r ’ s  O d y s s e y ,  w h e r e
Agamemnon  speaks  from  the
afterlife.  It  sets  a  tone  of  epic
journey  and  speaks  to  Addie’s
perspective—she  is  “dying”
throughout  the  narrative,  even
after  death.

Who is the most reliable
narrator?

No single narrator is fully reliable.
C a s h  a n d  D a r l  a r e  o f t e n
considered  more  insightful,  but
their biases are clear. Darl’s sanity
is  questioned,  while  Cash’s
concrete  thinking  limits  his
perspective.  Faulkner  suggests
that  truth  is  subjective.

What is the significance of
the river crossing?

The river symbolizes chaos and the
family’s  struggle  against  nature.
The crossing also foreshadows the
breakdown of order and the loss of
the  wagon  and  coffin.  It  is  a
climactic moment of tension.



Is As I Lay Dying a tragedy
or a comedy?

It is both. Faulkner blends tragic
elements  (death,  madness,
suffering)  with  comedy  (Anse’s
obliviousness,  minor  characters’
absurdity). This genre-mixing is a
key feature of Southern Gothic.

The Enduring
Relevance of As I Lay

Dying

Why  do  we  still  read  As  I  Lay
Dying  nearly  a  century  after  its
publication?  The novel  speaks  to
universal experiences: grief, family
c o n f l i c t ,  t h e  s t r u g g l e  t o
communicate, and the absurdity of
existence.  Its  experimental  form
challenges readers to think about
how we tell stories. For first-time
readers, a


