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Perspectives of As I Lay Dying 

As I Lay Dying begins with Darl Bundren introducing himself and his half-brother Jewel 

and ends with Anse introducing the new Mrs. Bundren “king of hangdog and proud too, with his 

teeth and all” (Faulkner 261). In between these two sections, the novel details the family’s 

journey to bury their mother in Jefferson. The journey is plagued by their father’s stubbornness, 

the family’s ulterior movies, and the children’s struggle with accepting their mother’s death.  The 

characters sometimes seem deplorable and other times mystifying. The novel has fifty-nine 

sections narrated by fifteen narrators, each with their own way of interpreting and 

communicating about the world, people, and events around them. Different metaphors abound in 

the text and help link the sections together. The way the Faulkner wrote the novel invites literary 

criticism. 

The characters tell the story in streams of consciousness that make some of the tale and 

motives challenging to understand. However, from this challenge arise various ways of 

interpreting Faulkner’s 1930 work. Some critics are not always in agreement, but they all offer 

insight into the novel. These interpretations cover topics ranging from the motives of the 

characters to determining what the novel represents. Some critics focus on the many possible 

symbols and metaphors in As I Lay Dying while others focus on the novel in terms of its 

historical backdrop. Together, the following interpretations of the characters, the novel, the 

symbols, and the metaphors add richness to the novel and its possible implications.  
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The first character interpretation for the novel is Jason S. Todd’s “A Good Carpenter: 

Cash Bundren’s Quest for Balance and Authority.” In this article, Todd argues that “if we view 

Cash’s devotion to the ideal of balance as a reaction to the subversion of his mother Addie, we 

can pull him out of the shadows and appreciate him as a full, complex, and significant character” 

(Todd 49). Todd examines Addie’s persistence to subvert masculine authority as an influence on 

Cash’s desire to have balance not only for the coffin but also in the family. He then explains how 

this desire motivates Cash throughout the novel. 

According to Todd, Addie’s desire to subvert masculine authority arose out of contempt 

for her father and his belief that life only prepared one for death (49). Todd explains her 

contempt for him comes from her seeing him as lazy because his life philosophy leads him to 

inaction (49). Her hatred toward inaction is transferred to Anse after their marriage because Anse 

believes in doing as little as possible. To subvert his power over her, she uses words. For Todd, 

the first instance of this subversion is when she accepts Anse as her husband instead of allowing 

him to accept her as his wife (50). She then dismisses his love for her. Later, she further subverts 

his power through her affair, andthe consequences of the affair create an imbalance in the family 

(50-51). He states that she realizes she has created an imbalance and tries to right it by having 

her two last children. However, these two children do not balance out the family. He continues 

by explaining that even in death she dominates over Anse because she is the initial and primary 

motive for his having to go to Jefferson (51).  

After explaining how her subversion creates imbalance in the family, Todd then begins 

his analysis of Anse’s laziness. He argues that Anse’s laziness is how Addie was able to take 

control. Anse’s life is based on words while Addie’s is based on action (50). By using words to 

cause Anse to act despite his laziness, she has gained control over him (52).  
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After establishing how Addie has created imbalance, he launches into Cash’s character, 

motives, and influence on the journey. As is true for many readers and critics (49), many of the 

characters just see Cash as a carpenter and a minor character (52). Darl is one of the few 

characters who sees his brother as more (53). Like Addie, Cash’s character focuses on action 

over words. He is focused on creating a balanced coffin and works in view of his mother’s 

window to gain her silent approval of each piece of wood for the coffin (54). 

 Many factors influence Cash’s emphasis on balance. He is an imbalanced character due 

to a broken leg, which becomes worse after breaking it again trying to keep the coffin balanced 

on the wagon (53, 57-58). For Todd, Cash and Addie are bound because their imbalances stem 

from the church (53). This bond, however, does not lead to Cash wanting to subvert his father’s 

power like Addie. Instead, he desires to right the balance and restore familial power to his father 

(54). His attempts to restore and keep balance along the journey are because he “recognizes 

Addie, even in death, as a danger to the family unit, as threatening to upset the balance of the rest 

of the family, as still attempting to destabilize Anse’s power” (58). The attempt to keep balance 

in the river, however, results in breaking his leg and misbalancing him further (28). 

For Cash, the journey becomes a way to restore balance to the family. By creating a 

coffin for Addie and seeing her getting buried, he is helping restore Anse’s power (56). Whether 

he knows about Addie’s affair hinges on whether there is some telepathic ability between Addie, 

Cash, and Darl (55). Todd makes a case for such an ability by Addie’s silent approval of each 

board and Cash’s commenting on Darl’s thoughts before Darl says anything (55).  Cash’s strange 

logic about making the coffin on a bevel is called to attention, and Todd states that it reveals he 

is a merge of Anse’s focus on words and Addie’s focus on action (56). The coffin symbolizes 

Cash’s desire to usurp his mother’s power and give it back to Anse where it rightfully belongs in 
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societal standards. This treatment of Cash as a balancer is well explained while Todd also notes 

and refutes other interpretations of Cash’s character using evidence from the novel.  

Next, Marc Hewson in the article “”My children were of me alone”: Maternal Influence 

in Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying” argues that “though she dies early on and receives only one 

opportunity for direct speech, the importance of intuitive love and of language’s inadequacy to 

express it that she instills in her sons maintains Addie’s place at the novel’s core” (Hewson 551). 

This essay details Addie’s influence on her children, taking special note of their mother to son 

bond. For Hewson, Addie and Anse’s relationship exposes a rift between masculine and 

feminine, evident in Anse’s focus on words and Addie’s focus on action (553). Their sons tend to 

concentrate on action, exemplifying Addie’s influence. 

Hewson begins the essay by explaining that Addie is even teaching her children a lesson 

in death (552). Her death begins the action of the plot (554). She, in death, is begging a lesson on 

the importance for action for her sons that characterizes the events in the plot (554). The lesson 

stems from the difference in the feminine focus on action and wordlessness and the masculine 

focus on words (553).  The trip determines whether the children will be like Anse or Addie 

(558). 

Addie’s monologue reiterates the masculine and feminine ideals (554). This monologue 

reveals that the masculine focus on words creates a philosophy similar to Addie’s fathers where 

life is just preparing someone for death. Hewson states that this philosophy not only undermines 

female power but also the importance of relationships (554). It is via becoming a mother that 

Addie first learns what a true relationship is because this relationship is not built on words (555). 

Hewson continues the essay by examining what words and actions mean to Addie, how they 

affect or do not affect her, and how her ideology affects and characterizes Anse (556).  
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The essay then explains how the children are each an extension of Addie through her 

maternal bond with each of them. Hewson states “through their individual characterization, as 

well as through their interaction, Faulkner provides a composite Addie, a set of maternal ideas 

and ideals to counter and perhaps overcome” the ideology of Anse and her father (557-558). Her 

maternal influence is at war with Anse’s paternal influence in the sons during the novel (558).  

Hewson then examines each son, starting with Vardaman. For him, Vardaman perhaps 

learns the least from the trip, but his reaction to her death embodies Addie’s philosophy (558-

559). He is unable to vocalize his feelings about her dying. This inability reflects Addie’s dislike 

of words, but it also reflects her wordless bond with her children (559). Like Vardaman, Jewel’s 

actions speak louder than his words (560-561). He gives up his horse to continue the trip, which 

is expressing his love through action (561). 

Hewson emphasizes that Darl is the most like Addie and Cash is initially the most like 

Anse. Darl’s ability to communicate with his siblings without words and his ability to know link 

him to Addie (562). For Hewson, Darl is the most similar to Addie because his understanding of 

non-words and his harsh treatment of his siblings mirror her despise of Anse for giving her Darl 

(562). A metaphor of being land also connects Addie and Darl (563). Cash is, instead, 

methodical in his first section (564). By his second, however, he has changed to where words are 

escaping him (564-565). At the end of the novel, Cash does not imbue any emotion into his 

section. This lack of emotion shows, according to Hewson, that Cash has accepted the inability 

of words to convey emotions correctly (565). Since all her children express her wordless 

ideology, she thus lives on in them (567). Hewson’s essay methodically walks through 

establishing the philosophies of both parents and explains in detail how each son reflects Addie’s 

ideology.  
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In this third article, “Unstained Shirt, Stained Character: Anse Bundren Reread,” Rita 

Rippetoe presents multiple interpretations of Anse before launching into her interpretation of his 

character. For her, these various interpretations do not make Anse out to be a complete human 

being. She states “following the clues provided by Faulkner’s physical description will lead to a 

consistent and believable Anse whose actions, though still incompatible with his proclaimed 

motives and still less than admirable, are comprehensible to the reader” (Rippetoe 314). 

She first explains that there are two Anses in the story: his present self and his younger 

self. These two characters are different, and most criticism centers on the Anse of the journey 

instead of the Anse that courts Addie (314-315). The younger Anse is a hard worker, a shy man, 

and a respectable courter (315) This characterization contrasts with the present Anse, who does 

little lest he die. For Rippetoe, the change between the two stems from the heatstroke Anse 

suffered when he was twenty-two (316).  She roots this change in a medical diagnosis. 

Rippetoe goes on to explain that most critics find the lack of sweat symbolic. One 

believes it may stem from a personality type described psychology book from the period. She 

argues that Anse does not fit the description fully (316). After examining instances where she 

states Faulkner is suggesting that Anse does not sweat, she explains what the possible weather 

would be like in the fictional Mississippi county. Her conclusion is that he would sweat even 

when not working (317-318). However, the other characters point out that he does not sweat 

(317). She then proposes to reverse the logic that most critics claim. Anse is physically unable to 

sweat, so thus he cannot work. He suffers from anhidrosis, which would cause him to have 

deadly symptoms when he became hot (318).    

Her essay then examines how heatstroke can cause anhidrosis by killing parts of the 

hypothalamus (320). The killing of these cells makes the body not realize it is hot, which makes 
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it not sweat. If Anse suffered from anhidrosis, he would believe, based on his symptoms, that 

sweating would kill him (320). The damage to the hypothalamus would also damage his ability 

to feel emotions since the hypothalamus regulates them. The damage could then explain his lack 

of grief at Addie’s death. Addie’s description of Anse being dead not from the beginning but 

after Darl’s birth also supports the heatstroke damaged him mentally (321). 

She then examines the counterargument that Dr. Peabody would have known something 

was wrong with Anse (321). To counter this counter argument, Rippetoe explains the doctor may 

just have never encountered another patient with the same symptoms as Anse. She walks through 

a scenario of the events surrounding Anse’s heatstroke. After recovering, Anse would have 

discovered when he did work, he suffered from heat-related symptoms and would have stopped 

working as a result. No one would assume that his lack of work ethic stemmed from his lack of 

sweat. They would believe the opposite because Anse would lack visible symptoms (322).  

The essay then examines Anse’s other health conditions. His loss of teeth would have 

been common for the contemporary dental practice and Anse’s economic status. The dentist 

would have pulled all of his teeth, even the good ones, so he could have dentures (323). Loss of 

teeth often led to poor nutrition in this era (323-324). In the novel, he has also recently suffered 

from an accident based on Jewel’s section. Darl also explains that Anse’s feet are misshaped. For 

Rippetoe, Anse is “an apt symbol of the ability of relentless poverty to literally wear away its 

victims” (324). He is a victim of his economic status, and his health issues explain his character 

(325). Rippetoe creates an intriguing case for Anse’s character by relying on then-current 

medical understanding and explaining his health in terms of a plausible medical diagnosis.  

Next, Marybeth Southard’s essay “”Ain’tNone of Us Pure Crazy”: Queering Madness in 

As I Lay Dying” focuses on “how Darl’s queerness evolves throughout the text as a threat to the 
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illusion of coherence and autonomy that his immediate family, and the New South, cling to to 

survive and prosper” (Southard 49). The essay first examines Darl in terms of gender roles and 

his nonconformity to the accepted gender roles of the time period. She then examines how he 

invades other characters, before analyzing his being sent to Jackson as a means to preserve the 

social constructs of the time.  

Southard states that Darl does not embody or support masculinity or femininity, making 

him a threat to his family and Southern society (51-52). He does not fit the masculine identity of 

self-sufficiency nor does he fit the feminine role (49-50). He is a threat to social norms, which 

links him to a disruption of the Southern social custom and economic hardship, especially after 

he burns the barn (52). Since he does not conform to the Southern ideal of masculinity, he is a 

threat to establishing social order. His not being masculine implies he is not self-sufficient or 

economically independent (54). This ideal of economic independence is vital to the South. By 

not adhering to it, he threatens it (53-54). 

She goes on to explore Darl’s ability to invade other’s thoughts and minds. This invasion 

disrupts the idea of self. Since Darl’s consciousness can intrude on the consciousness of others, 

he threatens social convention and personal identities (54). He becomes a psychological threat 

because he uncovers everyone’s dependency on another person and invades their privacy (56). 

Moreover, some of the characters, such as Dewey Dell, see it as sexual. He can strip people 

naked, thus revealing the truth (56). This invasive ability causes his family to resent him because 

he can expose them as what they really are (57). This exposure is likewise dangerous for the 

South, which wants to be independent and self-reliant (57).  

For Southard, “the deviant behaviors that legitimize the classification of madness often 

provide more information about the societal environment, norms, and values rather than about 
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the individual” (59). Darl’s being sent to Jackson, thus, conveys less information about his 

madness than it does about those who call him mad (59). By calling him mad and 

institutionalizing him, the characters are eliminating the threat he poses to social convention 

(60). This essay, though often wordy and with some points needing clarification, provides an 

alternative insight into the reasons behind Darl’s institutionalization and madness.   

Like the previous articles offered varying interpretations of the characters, Elizabeth M. 

Kerr offers a different way to interpret the journey in the novel in her article “As I Lay Dying as 

Ironic Quest.” Kerr argues Faulkner’s novel is an inversion of a traditional romantic quest. She 

states in her thesis that her “interpretation of” the novel “as an ironic inversion of the quest 

romance, rather than as ‘epic or tragedy or face,’” as others have interpreted it “serves to 

reconcile diverse elements, to clarify patters of action and functions of characters, and to invest 

the whole with meaning which corrects sentimental misconceptions and softens the savage irony 

apparent to those who shun sentimentality” (Kerr 5). Some of the inversions are subtle, while she 

implies others are more obvious. Her review of the characters, journey, and rewards reveal the 

parallels between the Bundrens’ trek to Jefferson to the romance quests’ characteristics. 

Many parallels between the novel and romance quests are presented, beginning with the 

link between the Bundren family's desires for things, such as Anse’s teeth or Dewey Dell’s 

abortion, and the quester’s goal of obtaining a certain object (6). She then explains that the quest 

itself is an ironic version of a romance quest. Instead of saving a maiden, they are burying their 

mother (7). Moreover, other important concepts from romance quests are reversed. The flood 

waters symbolize death instead of life. Buzzards replace the raven or dove of traditional romance 

quests. For Kerr, the novel “represents the victory of death and sterility and infidelity” (13). The 

novel’s victory is an inversion of the romance quest’s victory of life.  
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Many of the characters in the story also represent different types of romance quest 

characters. For instance, Addie is a twisted version of the good mother, characterized instead as 

seldom motherly (7). Anse is thus her male counterpart who possesses a strange power to get 

others to help him despite believing they should not. This strange power links him to Merlin (8). 

Likewise, Dewey Dell is a guilty maiden (14) while Jewel is the hero who must give up 

everything instead of winning something for his quest (12). Cash is equivalent to the sword 

maker. Darl can be either a cursed knight or an imprisoned victim (9).  

The multiple phases of a romance quest tale are also present in the novel, according to 

Kerr. The third stage, the quest phase, is obvious, but the others are present upon inspection, 

Kerr states (13). The paternity of the hero Jewel is established (13). The second stage of Jewel’s 

youthful innocence is established by him being out at night not for a woman but to earn money to 

purchase his horse. The fourth stage is completely ironic in the novel as there is not better society 

in the town (14). The fifth stage is completely inverted because the only lovers in the novel are 

Anse and his new wife. The end of the novel with the family back at home fulfills the sixth stage 

(15). The epiphany occurs mostly with Cash, she argues, who comes to realize that insanity and 

sanity are present in every man (16). Kerr establishes her ironic quest interpretation of the novel 

very well and methodically. Her attention to detail supports her thesis to create another intriguing 

way to understand Faulkner’s novel. 

Similarly to Kerr, Ted Atkinson examines the novel as a whole in his essay “The 

Ideology of Autonomy: Form and Function in As I Lay Dying” which opens with a description of 

Cash building his mother’s coffin. Atkinson synthesizes that “Cash’s project serves as a 

metaphor for the production as a means of exploring relations between art and social reality and, 

in turn, of laying bare the ideological dimensions of artistic autonomy” (Atkinson 15). After 
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establishing the historical backdrop in which Faulkner began the novel, Atkinson launches into a 

discussion of modernisms and the avant-garde. 

  He first explains what makes the novel a work of modernism after explaining 

modernism relies on form to create autonomy (16). This autonomy is used as a wall to protect the 

works (16). Faulkner professed he wrote As I Lay Dying in full autonomy, that it was separate 

from social reality’s influence (17-18).  He explains that autonomy means, in theory, that the 

writer has created an alternate consciousness in order for him/her to claim his/her work is not 

useful for society (18).  

Atkinson then returns to the image of Cash and the coffin and the metaphor. Cash’s 

creating the coffin symbolizes the writing of the novel. Though Faulkner claims to have written 

the novel in isolation, the metaphor reveals otherwise. Cash’s endeavor becomes a symbol of 

both industriousness as well as the conditions in which supported autonomy (19). Atkinson 

explains that Cash’s building the coffin correlates with supply and demand, evidenced by Jewel 

who sees the endeavor as Cash creating the coffin for the Addie who wants it (19-20).  Through 

Cash’s creating an aesthetically pleasing but useful and purposeful product, Atkinson argues, 

Faulkner discloses that autonomy is dependent on both its form and its functionality (21). 

Like art, once the coffin is finished and used, it is misinterpreted and becomes 

unbalanced. The imbalance, says Atkinson, links the coffin back to its text. Darl’s attempt to 

burn the coffin harkens to the modern artist (21). His destruction is his way to show his love to 

Addie (22). Darl’s attempt to destroy the coffin reveals he is “entranced by the ideology of 

autonomy and seriously hindered from understanding that his act will be interpreted by society 

not as a form of creative expression but as blatant arson” (22). This view of autonomy forces 

Darl into institutionalization (22). He goes on to explain that Faulkner incorporates societal 
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useful into the novel in the form of Cash perceiving Darl’s arson in terms of its financial 

repercussions (24). The family’s economy reflects the economy of the nation and the belief that 

acquiring goods would help the nation move through economic hardship (25). For Atkinson, the 

novel reveals Faulkner is trying to create a balance between a work’s autonomy and its 

usefulness, to combine the modernist form with society function (22). This article, though 

somewhat hard to follow because Atkinson does not use transitions, offers an interesting 

interpretation of the novel as a symbol for the modernist’s view of autonomy and the problems 

that may arise from it. 

In her article “”No Such Thing as Was”: The fetishized Corpse, Modernism, and As I Lay 

Dying,” Tamara Slankard discusses the three fetishes she sees Addie’s corpse possess. By 

examining the corpse in light of the three fetishes, she states that “critics might continue to 

question the reliability of “definitions” of modernisms that continue to insist on the a priori 

assumption of “making it new” (Slankard 8). By examining the corpses of modern literature 

regional modernisms emerge to challenge other definitions of modernism. Faulkner’s novel, 

therefore, by way of Addie’s corpse, creates a different definition of modernism, one 

characterized by regions and distinct but connect to modernism (7-10). 

For Slankard, Addie symbolizes loss and the ideal Southern woman while Anse is her 

masculine counterpart (10-11). Her corpse and death come to symbolize the Old South and its 

influence on and position in the New South (11). This first fetish the corpse takes on is that of a 

binary existence. It is no longer a person, but it is not quite an object. Her dying is continual 

since the novel does not establish exactly when she died (11). Her corpse also represents the 

South’s estranged relationship with the nation because its smell marks the family (12). Slankard 
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states that because of the blurring of life and death, Addie’s corpse reveals the South is separated 

from the nation and modernity (12).  

Addie’s corpse also symbolizes the relationship between old and new. The family treats 

the death in an outdated fashion. Addie is not embalmed. The family has a wake.  This treatment 

of her corpse portrays the South’s position after Reconstruction. It is still concerned with the past 

but is slowly adjusting to the modern world. Her corpse moves the family toward modernism, 

and thus, through her body, the past pushes the family into the present (13). The family is against 

the modern. They understand they are not a part of it, and Anse believes it killed Addie, but her 

corpse leads them to it (15). 

Her sons reveal the second fetish. This fetish, which is when an individual develops an 

almost religious relationship to the object, is usually a way for an individual to cope with loss 

(19). Vardaman uses the fish and Jewel uses his horse to create substitutes for their mother’s 

death to help them overcome their grief (19-20). Cash is unable to transfer his loss to another 

object completely. He instead focuses on the coffin, but by doing so, Slankard states, develops a 

type of sexual fetish for the coffin (21). She then explains the sexual symbolism involving Cash 

to establish her point. After his injury, he is placed on top of her coffin, further linking him 

sexually to his mother’s corpse and the coffin, but also to death since his leg is damaged (23).     

The third fetish is that of commodity. Addie’s corpse becomes a commodity in such that 

Anse has to bargain with others to get it to Jefferson for burial. The journey then becomes 

economic, especially since the characters wish to purchase things when they arrive in Jefferson 

(24). Darl’s burning the barn is then an act to restore the ownership of the coffin to the family. 

His lack of concern for the economic repercussions of losing the barn renders him insane (25). 

The modern world is capitalistic. Now that the family has entered it and Darl cannot live in it, 
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they institutionalize him so he will not impede on them (25). Over the novel, however, it is 

Addie’s corpse, the symbol of the past, which has pushed them into the modern world. For 

Slankard, “in this way Addie’s corpse reflects the Bundrens’ precarious positioning between past 

and present, between Old and New South—she is both impetus for change and, by her very 

existence, a connection to the past the family is in no hurry to sever” (25). The fixation on the 

past as evident in the novel is the reason to redefine regional modernism in terms of history (26). 

This article, though sometimes unclear of which fetish is being explained, creates a well-detailed 

analysis of Faulkner’s novel’s importance and potential.  

Finally, Amber Hodge’s “The Casket in the Corpse: The Wooden (Wo)man and 

Corporeal Impermanence in As I Lay Dying” examines the reoccurring metaphor of the 

characters being wooden. Her focus in the critical analysis is to “examine how Faulkner 

allegorizes word to augment representations of mortality and selfhood, particularly as they relate 

to issues of class and gender” (Hodge 14). The article quickly establishes the importance of the 

characters being described as wooden and natural and how these descriptions connect them to 

ideas of life, death, and renewal but also firmly establish them in their lower class status.  

She first examines Jewel, who is often referred to as wooden by Darl, and Anse, who is 

the patriarch of the Bundren family. One of her arguments about Jewel is that his comparison to 

a wooden Cigar Store Indian helps create a link between the Bundren family and Native 

Americans. Both are marked, the Native Americans by their race and the Bundren family by 

their upbringing (15). After the section on Jewel, Hodges turns to the patriarch, Anse. She states 

his description as wooden means he had some regenerative property. This regeneration manifests 

itself at the end of the novel in terms of his new teeth and wife (15).   
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Once she is finished with Anse and Jewel, Hodges analyzes Cash, Addie, and Dewey 

Dell. She argues that Cash and Addie’s death embody the decay metaphor while Addie through 

being a mother and Dewey Dell’s pregnancy embody regeneration (16-18). The essay first 

establishes Cash as wooden by his trade as a carpenter, him perspiring sawdust, and the notion he 

would have been better off if his broken leg had been sawed off at a sawmill (16). Addie’s death 

represents decay because her body has thus entered into that state. She is also described as 

wooden, and her children represent her regenerative properties as a mother (170. Dewey Dell’s 

pregnancy gives Addie further regenerative properties which can continue after her death (18-

19). Moreover, it is their gender that allows these two characters to possess their regenerative 

property. Men are not capable of regenerating the same way through offspring because they do 

not have the same connection to the children (18).  

Once she has established the link of the wooden to the characters, Hodge’s establishes the 

link between the characters’ natural representations to their class status. She states “given that 

the living person can be described as wooden and that wood can be animalistic, the connection 

between man and beast is natural” and thereby links the Bundrens to their work animals (21). 

Hodge states that Faulkner describes the work animals as human in certain instances, especially 

when the family is trying to cross the flooded river. The beast to human connection creates the 

link between the Bundrens and their work animals, and, by extension, establishes the family’s 

social class in terms of their animals (20-21). Like the animals, the family is replaceable in their 

social class. The link to the animals and to the wooden cigar Indian reveal they are incapable of 

anything but their class and being the workers who the townspeople look down on. This 

interesting interpretation of the novel shows a link between most of the characters and unites 
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common descriptions into a single, multi-dimensional metaphor. Though at times it is difficult to 

follow, it offers intriguing insight into the metaphors of the novel. 

My interpretation of the novel shares similarities with some of the other criticism, in 

particular Tamara Slankard, Marc Hewson, and Marybeth Southard’s articles. Like Slankard, for 

me, Addie represents the Old South and its persistence to linger in the New South. However, my 

interpretation of the journey is different. Instead of representing a journey into the modern world, 

it represents an attempt to bury the Old South to create a new South that contrasts with the old 

one and which possess an alternate view of the past. The perils the family faces represent the 

long road of Reconstruction and the numerous racial and economic hardships the South faced 

after the Civil War. The objects they desire in Jefferson that form their ulterior motives to getting 

to town represent the differing opinion and desires for the South. One of them is modernization 

as Slankard suggests, but the others are economic stability and prosperity. Burying Addie 

symbolizes the burying of the Old South. However, the new Mrs. Bundren represents the Old 

South reimagined in such a way it can coexist with the New South. 

 Similarly to Marc Hewson’s interpretation, my interpretation of Darl is that he is 

interconnected with his mother, especially in his ability to understand others. This connection to 

his mother leads him to want to destroy her coffin by fire to prevent the family from getting to 

Jefferson. He does this because he, like her, is symbolic of the old South in the new South. He 

symbolizes one of the connections between the Old and New South, one of respect and old 

economic standards. Since the Old South has been desecrated, he tries to purify it by fire. He 

tries to show love by action. His action, fire in an agrarian economy, is not very well received 

because it is destructive to the South’s economic prosperity.  
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Thus Darl poses a threat to social order because he is dangerous to its economy, as 

Southard asserts, but his danger is partly rooted in his connection to his mother, as well. His 

invasion into other characters represents the Old South’s influence and presence into the 

thoughts of Southerners.  It haunts the other characters, especially Dewey Dell. Darl’s 

institutionalization is symbolic. To nullify the Old South’s economic effect and eliminate its 

invasiveness, it is cast aside. It possesses too great of a risk otherwise.  

Overall, the most effective of these critical perspectives is Elizabeth M. Kerr’s article “As 

I Lay Dying as Ironic Quest.” It develops its topic in detail and examines the novel in light of the 

plot and the characters, explaining methodically how they interact and merge to produce an 

ironic telling of the romance quest. The least effective of the critical analyses is Marybeth 

Southard’s essay “”Ain’t None of Us Pure Crazy”: Queering Madness in As I Lay Dying” 

because it seems partially disjointed from the history of the text. She also sometimes fails to fully 

explain the support or logic to some of her claims, such as how Darl represents neither a 

masculine nor feminine gender, on which her arguments rest.  

However, these varying interpretations of the text lend to a greater understanding of the 

mechanics at work in and around the novel. They provide more insight into possible explanations 

of parts or the whole novel than just one person can infer or deduce based on his/her literary 

experience and background alone. They also offer clarity to some of the denser passages in the 

text, such as the possible meanings of when Vardaman simply states “My mother is a fish” 

(Faulkner 84) or the over-reaching power of Addie’s musings that “words are no good; that 

words dont ever fit even what they are trying to say at” (171). These interpretations do not just 

open up multiple avenues of meaning for the novel but also help create a richer experience for 

the analytical reader.    
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