Ted Atkinson
Augusta State University
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Early in William Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying, Cash Bundren works furiously to construct his mother’s coffin in time for her passing and the impending burial march across Yoknapatawpha.  Despite the imminent deadline, as it were—or perhaps because of it—the final product stands as a testament both to the carpenter’s strong work ethic and to the precise execution of design he so deeply values as a consequence.  In this regard, Cash’s building project might be read as a metaphor for the production of the novel itself, especially if we take into account what has evolved into a veritable creation story.  Faulkner writes the novel in a matter of weeks, so the story goes, while working nights in a power plant.  With an upturned barrel as his makeshift desk, Faulkner, like Cash Bundren, enters into a working frenzy, his steady pace accompanied by the plant’s humming machines.  However, the scope of Faulkner’s creative enterprise extends beyond the confines of the unlikely writing space, as Joseph Blotner notes in describing the novel’s genesis:  “On October 25, 1929, the day after panic broke out on Wall Street, [Faulkner] took one of these [onion] sheets, unscrewed the cap from his fountain pen, and wrote at the top in blue ink, ‘As I Lay Dying.’  Then he underlined it twice and wrote the date in the upper right-hand corner” (1:633).  In what follows, I want to suggest a constitutive relationship between that condition of widespread panic and what would become Faulkner’s fifth published novel.  For this purpose, the coffin serves as a handy device that offers a means of understanding Faulkner’s concern with the elusive balance between form and function at a time of high anxiety and, in turn, of grounding As I Lay Dying in the cultural politics of the 1930s.  Thinking inside and outside of the box, then, enables a reading of the novel not only as a profound work of art but also as a telling artifact documenting Faulkner’s incisive and often prescient engagement with one of the most turbulent moments in American history.

From the earliest treatments of As I Lay Dying, scholars have been preoccupied with issues of style and form—and with good reason.  In many respects, Faulkner carries forward in this novel the penchant for formal experimentation so vividly on display in The Sound and the Fury and so commonly associated with literary modernism.  Faulkner himself called As I Lay Dying “a deliberate book” and a calculated “tour de force,” suggesting the sort of highly self-conscious creative process so often attributed to modernists (Essays 297).  Lest we forget, though, the style of writing reflective of this movement is losing its cultural cachet when Faulkner starts writing in that power plant.  In 1930, the year of the novel’s publication, Michael Gold fires the opening salvo in what Edmund Wilson would aptly deem a “literary class war” (319), issuing a scathing attack in the New Republic on the playwright Thornton Wilder as an artistic collaborator in bourgeois decadence and brutal exploitation of the poor.  Inspired by rapidly worsening socioeconomic conditions in the aftermath of the stock market crash and the onset of the Depression, Gold and a host of fellow travelers issue a clarion call for the advancement of proletarian literature in the United States.  According to Gold, this cultural formation would be an agent of social and political reform and, stylistically, would aim for "swift action, clear form, the direct line, cinema in words” (“Proletarian Realism” 207).  Based on these criteria, we can see that what Gold wants is not at all what Faulkner has to give—or so critical reception of Faulkner on the left concludes.  

Not surprisingly, the insurgence of proletarian literature—or, more generally speaking, the revival of social realism—at the outset of the thirties prompts cultural conservatives to respond in kind.  Writing also in the New Republic, a major battleground in the literary class war, Allen Tate reasserts, in effect, the prerogative of “art for art’s sake.”  Summing up his case in the final installment of a three-part series, Tate argues that “poetry finds its true usefulness in its perfect inutility, a focus of repose for the will-driven intellect that constantly shakes the equilibrium of persons and societies with its unrelieved imposition of partial formulas upon the world” (240).  So, according to the dictates of an entrenched cultural politics, this “literary class war” is between two fundamentally and diametrically opposed aesthetic ideologies—social realism (or proletarian literature) on one side and literary formalism on the other.  And never the two should meet—except, of course, in conflict.  But, as Barbara Foley and a host of other scholars have ably pointed out in retrospect, this dispute is characterized less by rigid division than by artful negotiations, with writers branded of each persuasion meeting under the radar of raging culture war to swap secrets of the trade.  Consequently, we find writers considered favorable to the proletarian cause—Tillie Lerner (Olsen), John Steinbeck, and Richard Wright, as well as others filling the pages of the New Masses and other leftist publications—experimenting with form in ways reminiscent of high modernism.  In turn, we find those charged as “bourgeois” formalists engaging quite explicitly the concerns of social realism—as in Hemingway’s To Have and Have Not and, more to the point, Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying.  For more on that, we return to Cash Bundren and his construction project.                             

Cash’s frenzied sawing, hammering, and nailing to execute his design—a simple and practical blueprint reflective of the man himself—is far from an act of “sound and fury signifying nothing,” as Faulkner’s preceding novel stages repeatedly.  Instead, Cash’s carpentry is both the skilled labor of an artisan and a show of filial devotion—a rare fusion of sweat, toil, raw material, and devotion that elevates Cash’s work beyond the mechanistic ennui of reification.  He is constructing, in his mother’s words, “a shape to fill a lack” (As I Lay Dying [AILD] 172).  As a true labor of love, the coffin becomes for Cash both a means of transporting Addie to her final resting place and an expression of the longing and regret built up from years of perceiving himself, with good reason, as his mother’s neglected son.  In constructing his “perfect” beveled design, Cash Bundren has found, for the moment at least, an ideal balance between form and function, a serendipitous alignment of use value and, in the economy of familial symbolism, exchange value.  Having experienced this rarest of labor-intensive graces, Cash’s subsequent concern with the coffin’s moments of imbalance—when Addie is placed in it upside-down and when the brothers try to maneuver it through the raging river flood, for example—is not the least bit surprising.  Cash’s mantra, “It aint on a balance,” is thus an indicator of the coffin’s profound meaning for him—one that is shaped, as it happens, by an aesthetic vision strikingly similar to Gold’s prescription for proletarian literature.  After all, both Cash’s and Gold’s designs aim for simplicity, linear directness, and clarity of form—all in the service of function.  As a result, Cash’s work of art is utilitarian in every sense of the word.

Under the circumstances inside and outside of the novel, the clash between Cash’s and Darl’s aesthetic visions is inevitable, making the coffin a focal point for familial and artistic conflict.  When critics highlight features of As I Lay Dying associated with literary modernism, they quote extensively from Darl’s monologues.  In many instances, such a move is well-founded, especially given Darl’s alienated condition—he is a character in the world of the novel but somehow not of that world.  Part of Darl’s alienation comes from his keen intuition:  like Emerson’s transparent eyeball, he is an omnipresent seer, recalling in detail conversations he has not witnessed in person and penetrating façades of secrecy to detect Dewey Dell’s pregnancy and Jewel’s true parentage, for example.  Above all, though, Darl’s artistic and intellectual sensibility sets him apart from a rural community that privileges action over introspection and the material over the abstract.  The Bundrens’ neighbor Tull quite succinctly delivers the communal verdict on Darl, implying that his exile is self-imposed:  “I have said and I say again, that’s ever living thing the matter with Darl: he just thinks by himself too much” (AILD 71).

Darl’s alienation from family and community reaches full crescendo when he torches Gillespie’s barn during an overnight repose.  The barn is, of course, incidental to the true aim of the arson:  to end the harrowing and humiliating spectacle of the trek across Yoknapatawpha by, in effect, cremating his mother.  Like Cash, Darl uses the coffin as a way of expressing filial devotion, although Darl’s means of  expression involves destruction rather than construction.  Darl’s aesthetic vision vis-á-vis the coffin is different from Cash’s as well, as he stresses form at the expense of function.  Consider, for example, how Darl’s description of the barn evokes post-Impressionist emphasis on spatial design and abstract representation:  "The front, conical façade with the square orifice of doorway broken only by the square squat shape of the coffin on the sawhorses like a cubistic bug, comes into relief" (AILD 219).  Inspired by creative genius, the burning barn is a work of "art" that enables Darl to express intense pain over the loss of his mother and the subsequent humiliation engendered by the burial journey.  Evoking the Dadaist notion of destruction as a form of artistic expression, Darl enacts a highly subjective creative process that precludes consideration of its broader ramifications.  In Darl’s mind, the barn burning occurs without social context; from his perspective, the action is suspended like the buzzards he sees circling above the wagon "with an outward semblance of form and purpose, but with no inference of motion, progress or retrograde" (AILD 227).  The consequent mobilization of familial and communal forces against Darl thus becomes all the more telling.  Within the novel, committing Darl to the asylum in Jackson is an effort to neutralize him as a further threat to private property, as Jewel’s urgent plea to Anse makes abundantly clear:  “Goddamn it, do you want to wait until he sets fire to the goddamn team and wagon?” (AILD 233).  In the context of cultural politics, however, it suggests Faulkner’s awareness of the increasingly untenable pose of the solitary artist in the service of “art for art’s sake” at a time of heightened emphasis on the ties that bind art to social reality.  

Offering up Darl’s monologues as evidence of Faulkner’s modernism thus runs the risk of perpetuating the false notion of binary opposition between formalism and social realism engendered in the polemics of the literary class war.  A more productive critical approach, I believe, is to mine not only Darl’s monologues but also others for rich deposits of Faulkner’s early involvement in the artful negotiations between these purportedly entrenched aesthetic ideologies that invite reconsideration of his place in 1930s culture.  Consider, for example, this instance of visual imagery delivered once again by Darl:  “The path runs straight as a plumb-line, worn smooth by feet and baked brick-hard by July, between the green rows of laidby cotton, to the cottonhouse in the center of the field, where it turns and circles the cottonhouse at four soft right angles and goes on across the field again, worn so by feet in fading precision” (AILD 3).  Here Faulkner conjures a stark pastoral aesthetic anticipating the fusion of post-Impressionist interest in shapes, lines, and figural placement with the visual clarity of social realism on display in, say, the photographs of the Farm Service Agency collection or Walker Evans’s contributions to Let Us Now Praise Famous Men.

Further instances of Faulkner’s prescience with respect to Depression trends center on his characterization of Anse Bundren.  Anse’s frequent, if rarely credible, invocation of populism is a case in point.  At one point, for example, Anse castigates “them that runs the stores in the towns, doing no sweating, living off them that sweats” (AILD 110).  He then envisions a divine intervention to restore the imbalance in social justice, as “it will be taken from them that have and give to them that have not by the Lord” (AILD 110).  However, such populist exhortations are repeatedly undermined by revelations of Anse’s base self-interest, as in this instance when he concludes his populist rant by citing his plan to “get them teeth”—a reference to the dentures he wants to acquire in town (AILD 111).  Although Faulkner invokes populism through Anse, he complicates the matter by highlighting ulterior motives.  For this reason, Anse reads more rounded than the caricatures of the small farmer that would appear on the Depression cultural landscape—ranging from the shiftless Jeeter Lester in Erskine Caldwell’s Tobacco Road to the saintly John Sims in King Vidor’s 1934 film Our Daily Bread.


This relative complexity is also evident in Faulkner’s depiction of tensions between self-reliance and communal relief.  Anse insists at various points in the novel that he is not “beholden” to anyone, a claim challenged by Tull’s disclosure about his supposedly self-sustaining neighbor:  “Like most folks around here, I done holp him so much already I cant quit now” (AILD 33).  This scenario resurfaces when Samson offers the Bundrens food at one point in their journey and Anse refuses on the grounds that his family can make do.  Samson adapts to the circumstances by transforming the offer from a helping hand into a matter of social obligation, explaining that “when folks stops with us at meal time and wont come to the table, my wife takes it as an insult” (AILD 116).  In this exchange, Faulkner stages what would become a staple of Depression cultural production—the improvisational social contract formed to serve those needing relief as well as the illusion that that they have not received any.  Such moments in As I Lay Dying thus prefigure depictions such as the famous truck-stop scene in The Grapes of Wrath, in which a server and her customers enact a benevolent ruse to ensure that the Joads leave with the bread they need and the dignity they long to preserve.


By citing such examples of Faulkner’s immediate, and often surprisingly direct, responsiveness to concerns that would define American culture in the 1930s, I do not mean to reduce As I Lay Dying to the role of novelistic mirror held up to its moment in time and thus merely reflective of whatever moves into its frame.  Something far more complex is at work—the kind of process that Theodor Adorno describes in Aesthetic Theory as a dialectic arrangement in which art is autonomous from but nevertheless reliant upon the material of social reality.  Only through a practice of immanent critique that mediates textual form and content and contextual conditions, insists Adorno, can we realize that in works of art “tension is binding in relation to the tension external to them” (5).  Faulkner sounds a strikingly similar note when he describes taking material from his “postage stamp of native soil” and “sublimating the actual into the apocryphal” (Meriwether and Millgate 255).  Resulting from this process of cultural production, As I Lay Dying speaks to the urgent desire for stability at a time of great upheaval as well as to the harsh reality that one can design and construct what FDR would later call “a new order of things” only to find, as Cash Bundren does, that “It aint on a balance.”  It is this sublime imbalance that compels us to read—or, more appropriately for the audience gathered here, to reread again—As I Lay Dying in light of its standing as arguably the first quintessential Depression novel.
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