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UNDERSTANDING
WILLIAM
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MASTERPIECE: AS I
LAY DYING SPARK
NOTES

When  students  first
encounter  As  I  Lay
Dying,  they  often feel
lost  in  a  whirlwind  of
shift ing  narrators,
s t r e a m - o f -
consciousness  prose,
and  a  decept ive ly
simple  plot.  Published
in  1930  by  Wil l iam
Faulkner,  this  novel  is
widely  considered one
of the most important
works  of  American
modernist  literature.

Many  learners  turn  to
As I Lay Dying Spark
Notes to untangle the
story’s  complexities,
and  for  good  reason:
the  novel  challenges
even seasoned readers
with  its  15  different
points  of  view,  non-
linear  timeline,  and
d e n s e  s y m b o l i c
l a n g u a g e .  T h i s
comprehensive  guide
will serve as your own
detailed  Spark  Notes,
breaking  down  the
p lo t ,  charac te rs ,
themes,  and  literary
devices  in  a  clear,
digestible  way,  while
keeping  the  original
novel’s  depth  intact.
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Plot
Overview
: The
Journey
to

Jefferson
At  its  heart,  As  I  Lay
Dying tells the story of
the  Bundren  family’s
journey  to  bury  their
mat r i a r ch ,  Add ie
Bundren, in the town of
Jefferson,  Mississippi.
The  novel  opens  with
Addie on her deathbed,
watched  over  by  her
eldest  son,  Cash,  who
is  building  her  coffin
j u s t  o u t s i d e  h e r
window.  After  Addie
d i e s ,  t h e
f a m i l y — i n c l u d i n g
husband  Anse,  sons
Cash,  Darl,  Jewel,  and

V a r d a m a n ,  a n d
d a u g h t e r  D e w e y
Dell—sets off by wagon
to fulfill her dying wish.
Wha t  shou ld  be  a
simple  funeral  tr ip
becomes  a  harrowing
odyssey  of  floods,  fire,
rotting corpses, broken
b o n e s ,  a n d
p s y c h o l o g i c a l
unraveling.
Using As I Lay Dying
Spark  Notes  as  a
roadmap,  readers
quickly  see  that  the
plot is secondary to the
internal  landscapes  of
the  characters.  Each
chapter is narrated by
a  different  character,
sometimes  within  the
same scene, creating a
fractured  but  deeply
human portrait of grief,
duty,  and  survival  in
the rural South.
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Key
Character
s in As I

Lay Dying
Understanding  the
n o v e l ’ s  c a s t  i s
essential,  and  this
study guide focuses on
the  most  important
figures.  To  help  you
keep  track,  here  is  a
breakdown  o f  the
Bundren  family  and
their  motivations:

Anse Bundren –
The lazy, self-
pitying patriarch.
He insists on
taking Addie to
Jefferson,
ostensibly to
honor her wish,
but he secretly
wants to buy a
new set of teeth.
Anse is often

interpreted as a
symbol of
selfishness
hiding behind
duty.
Addie Bundren
– The deceased
mother. Though
she speaks in
only one chapter,
her voice is the
novel’s
emotional core.
Addie reveals her
deep bitterness
about her life,
her affair with
the preacher
Whitfield, and
her belief that
words are empty.
Cash Bundren –
The stoic eldest
son, a carpenter
who obsesses
over the angles
of Addie’s coffin.
His sections are
often list-like,
reflecting his
methodical
nature.
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Darl Bundren –
The most
intelligent and
sensitive son,
who narrates
many of the
book’s most
beautiful and
haunting
passages. He
senses things
others cannot,
and his insight
ultimately leads
to his
institutionalizatio
n.
Jewel Bundren
– Addie’s
favorite, a hot-
tempered young
man who feels
her love more
intensely than
the others. He
saves her coffin
from a flood and
a fire, showing
fierce devotion.
Dewey Dell
Bundren – The
only daughter,

pregnant and
desperate to get
an abortion in
Jefferson. Her
secret pain runs
beneath the
surface of the
journey.
Vardaman
Bundren – The
youngest child,
who equates his
mother’s death
with the death of
a fish he caught.
His stream-of-
consciousness
sections are
some of the most
poignant and
confusing in the
novel.

Themes
and
Motifs:
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What
Faulkner
Wanted
You to

See
Any thorough set of As
I  Lay  Dying  Spark
Notes should highlight
the  nove l ’ s  major
themes.  Fau lkner
w e a v e s  s e v e r a l
inter locking  ideas
throughout  the  story,
making it a rich text for
analysis.

Death
and Grief
Obviously, the novel is
a b o u t  d e a t h ,  b u t
F a u l k n e r  i s  l e s s
in te res ted  i n  the

moment of dying than
in how people respond
to  it.  The  Bundrens’
journey becomes a test
of  their  relationships
with  Addie  and  with
each  o ther .  Gr ie f
manifests  in  strange
ways:  Cash  builds  a
coffin  with  almost
obsessive  precision,
Vardaman  drills  holes
in  his  mother’s  coffin
so  she  can  breathe,
and Darl burns down a
barn  to  destroy  the
r o t t i n g  c o r p s e .
Faulkner  shows  that
grief  is  rarely  tidy  or
rational.

The
Failure of
Language
In  her  single  chapter,
Addie  states,  “words
are  no  good ;  tha t
words  don’t  ever  fit
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even  what  they  are
trying to  say.”  This  is
one of the novel’s most
famous lines and a key
theme.  The  multiple
narrators,  each  trying
(and failing) to capture
the  truth,  reinforce
Addie’s  bel ief .  No
single perspective can
fully  explain  Addie’s
life or death. By using
fragmented  narration,
Faulkner forces readers
to  p iece  together
meaning—a  task  that
mirrors  the  Bundrens’
broken journey.

Duty vs.
Self-
Interest
Every character  has a
secret  agenda.  Anse
wants  teeth.  Dewey
Dell wants an abortion.
Cash wants to stay in
town  long  enough  to

buy  a  gramophone.
Meanwhile,  they  are
supposedly  united  by
the  sacred  duty  of
b u r y i n g  A d d i e .
Faulkner  questions
w h e t h e r  t r u e
selflessness  exists  or
whether  every  act  of
duty  is  t inged  with
personal  gain.  The
ironic  ending,  where
Anse gets his teeth and
a  n e w  w i f e ,
underscores this theme
with dark comedy.

Poverty
and
Hardship
The Bundrens are poor,
and  the i r  pover ty
d i c t a t e s  e v e r y
decision.  They  cannot
afford  a  doctor,  a
proper hearse, or even
basic  supplies.  The
rotting body is not just
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a  macabre  detail—it
also  symbolizes  how
poverty  strips  people
of  dignity.  The  flood
and the fire are not just
obstacles;  they  are
consequences of a life
lived  on  the  margins.
Faulkner’s depiction of
rural Mississippi in the
1 9 2 0 s  i s
u n s e n t i m e n t a l ,
show ing  bo th  the
resi l ience  and  the
absurdity of the poor.

Structure
and
Narration
: Why
Spark
Notes

Help
One  of  the  biggest
hurdles  for  readers  is
the  novel’s  structure.
There are 59 chapters,
each  narrated  by  one
character,  but  the
narrator  can  change
without  warning.  Darl
narrates  19  chapters,
t h e  m o s t  o f  a n y
character,  but  others
l ike  Vardaman  and
Dewey  Dell  also  take
over.  Sometimes  two
characters describe the
s a m e  e v e n t  f r o m
different  angles.
If  you  are  using  As I
Lay  Dying  Spark
Notes,  you will  notice
that  the  notes  often
provide  a  timeline  or
chart to help you keep
t r a c k  o f  w h o  i s
speaking  and  when.
This is critical because
Faulkner rarely signals
transitions.  He  trusts
his  readers  to  deduce
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m e a n i n g  f r o m
juxtaposit ion.  For
example,  Darl’s  poetic
descriptions  of  the
river  crossing contrast
sharply  with  Cash’s
factua l  l i s t  o f  the
coffin’s  flaws,  and
together they create a
fuller  picture  of  the
family’s  struggle.

Literary
Devices:
Stream of
Consciou
sness and
Symbolis
m
Faulkner is a master of
s t r e a m  o f
consciousness, and this
novel  is  one  of  the

prime examples of the
technique in American
literature.  Vardaman’s
sect ions,  l ike  “My
mother is a fish,” show
how  a  chi ld’s  mind
processes  trauma.
Darl’s  fluid,  almost
clairvoyant  passages
r e v e a l  h i s  o w n
psychological  fragility.
The  style  mirrors  the
chaos of grief.
Symbolism  also  runs
deep:

The coffin:
Represents the
physical reality
of death, built
with care but
ultimately rotting
and damaged.
Flood and fire:
Classic symbols
of purification
and destruction,
but here they are
twisted—the
flood nearly
destroys the
family, while
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Darl’s arson is an
act of mercy that
leads to his
imprisonment.
The fish: For
Vardaman, the
fish he catches
and kills
becomes a
metaphor for his
mother’s death.
He cannot
separate the two,
which highlights
his innocence
and confusion.
Corpse: Addie’s
decaying body is
the most
powerful symbol
of all—it is the
uncomfortable,
unavoidable
truth that the
family tries to
hide and hasten
to its final resting
place.

Important
Chapters
to Focus
On
No Spark Notes would
be  complete  without
h i g h l i g h t i n g  k e y
chapters.  While  every
section matters, a few
stand  out  for  their
emotional  or  narrative
significance:

Addie’s1.
chapter
(Number 40):
The only chapter
narrated by
Addie, occurring
after her death.
Here she reveals
her affair and her
belief that words
are hollow. It is
the emotional
center of the
novel.
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Darl’s final2.
chapter
(Number 58):
As Darl is taken
away to an
asylum, his
narration
becomes
increasingly
fragmented,
culminating in
the haunting line,
“I don’t know
what I am.”
Vardaman’s3.
fish chapter
(Number 33): A
perfect example
of Faulkner’s use
of childish logic
to convey deep
grief.
The river4.
crossing
(Chapters
32–36): The
climax of the
physical journey,
where the family
nearly loses the
coffin and Cash’s
leg is broken.

Historical
and
Cultural
Context
To fully appreciate the
novel, a reader should
understand its place in
l iterature.  As  I  Lay
Dying  was  wr i t ten
during  the  height  of
t h e  M o d e r n i s t
movement ,  when
authors  l ike  James
Joyce  and  Virginia
W o o l f  w e r e
experimenting  with
consciousness  and
f o r m .  F a u l k n e r ’ s
Y o k n a p a t a w p h a
County—a  fictional
version of his home in
Mississippi—served  as
the setting for many of
his  works.  The  novel
also  reflects  the
struggles  of  the  rural
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South  after  the  Civil
War:  poverty,  rigid
family  roles,  and  the
decay  of  traditional
values.
The novel’s title comes
from a line in Homer’s
O d y s s e y ,  w h e r e
Agamemnon says,  “As
I lay dying, the woman
with  the  dog’s  eyes
would  not  close  my
eyes.”  This  allusion
hints  at  betrayal  and
the  failure  of  loved
ones,  which  resonates
with Addie’s story. She
does  not  t rust  her
family,  and  in  many
ways,  her  suspicions
are  justified.

Common
Questions
and

Interpreta
tions
Why does Darl go to
an asylum? Darl is the
most aware character,
but his insight isolates
him. He burns the barn
knowing it will end the
family’s misery, but his
act  is  seen  as  arson
and  madness.  Society
cannot  handle  h is
truth-telling.  Faulkner
also  shows  that  the
family  scapegoats
Darl—they commit him
to  avoid  dealing  with
their own guilt.
Is the journey heroic
or  absurd?  Critics
debate this. Some see
the Bundrens as heroic
survivors.  Others  see
them as fools carrying
a  corpse  across  the
countryside because of
a dead woman’s whim
and  a  selfish  man’s
d e s i r e  f o r  t e e t h .
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F a u l k n e r  l i k e l y
i n t e n d e d  b o t h
readings.
What is  the role  of
women in the novel?
Women  are  largely
objectified  or  absent.
Addie is dead for most
of  the  story;  Dewey
Dell  is  used  by  men;
Cora Tull  (a  neighbor)
i s  p i o u s  a n d
judgmental.  Faulkner
seems to critique how
women are trapped by
their  roles,  but  the
n o v e l  h a s  b e e n
criticized for its limited
female perspectives.

Concludin
g
Thoughts
As  I  Lay  Dying  i s  a
difficult  but  deeply
rewarding  novel.  Its

fractured  narration
mirrors the brokenness
of  human  connection,
while  its  dark  humor
keeps  the  story  from
becoming  too  bleak.
Whether you are a high
school  student  writing
an essay or  a lifelong
reader  revisit ing  a
classic, using As I Lay
Dying  Spark  Notes
as  a  companion  can
illuminate  Faulkner’s
dense  prose.  But  do
n o t  l e t  t h e  n o t e s
replace the experience
of  reading  the  novel
itself. The power of As I
Lay  Dying  lies  in  its
language,  its  strange
b e a u t y ,  a n d  i t s
profound  questions
about what it means to
love, to grieve, and to
keep going after death
tears a family apart. As
Darl  would remind us,
w o r d s  a r e  n e v e r
enough—but  they  are
all we have.


