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INTRODUCTION 

One's first impression may be that Wil liam Faul kner's As I 

Lay Dying and John S t einbeck ' s  The Grapes of Wrath are incongruous 

works for a comparative study. That is what I would have thought 

until I read tre two novels consecutively. I was s t ruck by the 

number of s imi larities that could provide the basis for an interest ing 

comparison. Each book is about a poor rural family , made up of the 

parents ,  a pregnant sister ' surrounded by a gang of brothers , "  and young 

children, on an arduous journey encountering many obstacles a l ong the 

way . Each has an episodic plot s t ructure cons isting of a series o f  

adventures or misadventures that would not b e  linked if they were not 

s teps in the journey. Many similar themes are dealt wi::h i.n t:he t�vo 

books:for exmmpl e ,  isolation, death , sin , chilc.lbearing , .:'c.c! t:!-:e family 

unit . Both Faulkner and, t o  a lesser extent , S teinbeck use an unconventional 

s tructure : As I Lay Dying is made up of f i f ty-nine interior monologues 

passed around among fifteen characters , while The Grapes of Wrath has 

panoramic inter-chapters interspersed among the narra t ive chapters . 

The endings of each book are l e f t  open and point back to the beginnings . 

But the final effect of the novels i s  entirely d ifferent. Upon 

finishing The Grapes of Wrath, one feels serious , sympathet ic and 

thoughtful towards the Joads , who are on the verge of survival with 

no home, no food, no money , and no jobs in the face of the coming winter. 

Rose of Sharon ' s  baby has just been born dead and the family is cold and 

breaking apart. They have not accomplished their original goal of the 



journey , which was to find job s ,  get a "little white house in among 

the orange trees , "  and above all , keep the fam ily together. Despite 

these despaiting conditions , the book ends on a life-affirming note. 

One feels tha t the Joads have learned something as a result of their 

s t renuous journey. The main lesson they've learned is that they must 

move outside of personal concerns , even for the immediate fam�ly uni t ,  

to help anyone who needs it . · . 

4 

In contrast , the Bundrens of As I Lay Dying accompiish the�main goal 

of their j ourney , which was to bury the mother , Addie Bundren, in the 

Jefferson cemetery forty miles awa y .  They suffer through flood waters , 

fire, the summer heat, c ircling buzzards , ridicule , the sacrificing o f  

beloved possessions and other hardships i n  order t o  complete the burial 

journey. But at the end, one feels it has all�or nothing. Once Addie 

is lowered into the ground , no one, except perhaps the perceptive, 

sens i t ive son, Darl, 't-1ho is immediately thrown into an insane asylum, 

thinks of her again. Instead, they mindlessly munch bananas ,  while 

Ans e ,  grinning with his new teeth, introduces a duck-shaped , pop-eyed 

woman as the new Mfs. Bundren. The reader is left feeling as if a 

cruel joke has been played on h i m .  

The main point of this paper i s  to explore some o f  the aspects that 

As I Lay Dying and The Grapes of '{.;rath have -:in common and t o  a t tempt 

to discover why the two novels affect a reader quite di fferen t l y .  The 

basic reason is not the material of the tuo book s ,  but how each author 

handles his material•; Steinbeck ' s  and Faulkner ' s  narra t ive techniques 

are directly responsible for much of the d i f ference. Steinbeck always 

watches h i s  characters from the third-person point of view while Faulkner 



gets inside of his characters' minds and perceives from the inside out. 

There is much authorial intrusion in The Grapes of Wrath and almost none 

in As I Lay Dying. Steinbeck will usually consider only one side of an 

issue while Faulkner will delve into its complexities. Stejnbeck treats 

his material in a serious, straightforward manner. Faulkner's works are 

full of incongruous juxtapositions that result in a complicated mixture 

of humor and horror, the grotesque and the sympathetic, the comic and 

the tragic. 

Originally , I hoped that the two novels could be dealt with on an 

equal basis. But upon subsequent re-readings and further study, it became 

more and more apparent that The Grapes of Wrath is by far a".lesser work 

of art. It never even approaches the degree of fine writing and �een 

subtlety that can be found in abundance in As I Lay Dying. As Edmund 

Wilson observed, Steinbeck's novels represent almost the exact line between 

1 
good and bad art. The Grapes of \.Jrath and As I Lay Dying supply the 

grounds to explore the often tenuous and ambiguous distinctions b·etween 

mediocre and great achievement in literature. 

5 

1 
B. R .  McElderry, Jr. "The Grapes of Wratfi and Modern Critical Theory," 

A Casebook on The Grapes of Wrath (New Xork, 1968), p. 132. 



I. THE COMPAR!.TlVE APPROACH 

A comparison between Faul ·ner and Steinbeck may seem strange, 

but consider some of the essa) s presented in Tets1.1maro Hayashi' s 

Steinbeck's Literary Dimensio�.\.: A Guide to Comparative Studies. 
1 

Here, Steinbeck is compared wi:h Charles Dickens, Ernes� Hemingway, 

Nikos Kazantzakis, D. H. Lawr .:mce, Daniel Mainwaring, John Milton, 

J. D. Salinger, Adlai Stevenuon, Robert Penn Warren and Emile Zola. 

There have also been some unusual comparisons made'.with As I Lay 

Dying: Mary Jane Dickerson ·lcals with the similarities and differences 

·2 
between As I Lay Dying and T. S. Eliot's The Wasteland, and Richard 

Bridgman is concerned with the influence Hawthorne's The Scarlet Letter 

1 
had on Faulkner's novel. f.. less surprising comparison has been made 

by Harry M. Campbell betwee·t As I Lay Dying and The Sound and the Fury. 4 

There arc advantages tl the comparative approach. Closely studying 

two works together can yield "reciprocal illumination." Hayashi thinks 

that we can understand mor\: about both authors and their work than could 

5 
be conveyed by a single eq1:.al-length study devoted to each. Andreas 

Poulakidas, in his study oE Steinbeck and Nikos Kazantzakis, feels that 

6 

the comparative approaeh i·; a way to transce.nd "the egotistic logic of the 

new critics who anesthetiz= the work itself and then start dissecting. 

The third party presence cf another author can diminish the destructive 

l . f h . . 6 
(Ominance o t e critic. Thus, using the comparative approach, "the 

critic in the dark hopes :o produce a new and greater light by rubbing 

7 
the two matched authors t Jgether." 



FOOTNOTES TO SECTION I 

1Tetsumaro Hayashi, ed., Steinbeck's Li..terary Dimension: A 
Guide to Comparative Studies (Metuchen, N. J., 1973),pp. 16-17�. 

2 Mary Jane Dickerson, "As I Lay Dying and The Wasteland: Some 
Relationships," Mississippi Quarterly, XVII (Summer, 1964), pp. 129-135. 

3Richard Brid&'lIR n, "As Rester Prynne Lay Dying," English Language 
Notes, II (June 1965), pp. 294-296. 

4 Harry M. Campbell, "Experiment and Achievement: As 'I Lay Dying and 
The Sound and the FL�ry," Sewanee Review, LI (April, 1943 ), pp. 305-320. 

5Tetsumaro Hayashi, ed., A Review of Book-Length Studies (1939-1973) 
(Muncie, Indiana, 1974), p. 42. 

6Ibid., p. 41. 

7Ibid. 
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II. THE JOURNEY--FROM BEGINNING TO E:ND AND DACK 

One of the most apparent similarit_es between As I Lay Dying and 

The Grapes of Wrath is that they both l·ave an episodic plot structure 

that is based on the "journey" or "seaLch" motif. This is a very old 

and simple structural divice which can be traced from Homer's Odyssey 

8 

to Pilgrim's Progress to Joyce's Ulyss �· It is well suited to both novels. 

The Joa<ls and the Bundrens move along their journeys from place to place, 

encounter obstacles, and have adventu�es almost as if they were characters 

in a picaresque novel. 

The Grapes of Wrath basically divides into three sections: Oklahoma, 

the trip west, and California. The :'.irst section includes background 

ma teria 1 on the drought, the takeove :-- of the banks and "big business, 11 

the "tractoring off of croppers,'' th·: return of Tom Joad from prison, 

and the preparations for the journey west. Following the first section, 

there are two inter-chapters. The first gives a final picture of the 

deserted land. The second introduc•.:s Highway 66 which will be the central 

unifying element in the second majo: section which deals with what happens 

along that highway to the Joads anc' the thousands of other families who 

are heading west to the promised l�nd of California. Grampa dies before 

the Joads reach the Oklahoma borde:, and here the Wilsons join them. 

Chapter 13 ends with "And the trut i< rolled down the mountain and into 

the great valley." The next inte1·-chapter introduces labor conditions 

in California. 

'Ihc last part of the book de_i ls with the poor working and living 



conditions the Joads find in C:llifornia. There isn't enough work for 

everyone, and when there is a job, so many people :>how up that the wages 

go 'Way down. The Joads can hardly make enough mo,· e.y to eat each day. 

They experience first hand the filth of the "Hoov!:rvilles" and what 

it means to be an "Okie. " They next stay for a w'1ile at a government 

comp which at least is clean and where the people govern themselves. But 

when there is no more work there, they must move .. >n. The climax or turning 

point is the strike-breaking episode in which JiTI Casy ts killed, and Tom 

is converted to Casy' s philosophy that "I know nlM a f�l.la ain't no good 

1 . �  
alone. " Tom kills Casy's murderer and must go i.nto hid:ing until he deci.des 

to leave and dedicate himself to the cause of Tr� People. Meanwhile, the 

family lives in ha 1£ of a boxcar and tries to mc•.ke enough money to eat on. 

Thenthe rains come and the.river starts to flooJ. Rose of Sharon goes into 

labor, so Pa tries to get everyone working togt:ther to build a wall to 

keep the water from coming into their area. B1·.t the wa 11 breaks and the 

water floods their truck and begins to creep i·tto the boxcar. Rose of 

Sharon-' s baby is born dead, so the family starts out walking to look for dry 

ground. In the final scene, they find a barn where there is a starving man 

whom Rose of Sharon must nurse back to life. 

This ending has been criticized as being sentimental and inconclusive. 

But the open-ending indicates that the journfy and the search will go on. 

Eric Carlson says that an ending must s1.ggest continuance of life--

h h d b f b  . .  
2 t us t e en must e a statement o eginnin3. The craoes of Wrath 

begins and ends by picturing the destructiv0 power which element� of 

nature can have over the lives of men. In :he beginning, it is the drought 

and the heat of the sun that force the Joa25 to give up their land, and in the 
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end, it is the flood waters that force them to move from their boxcar 

ho:ne. In both situations, there is the image of the wom en watching their 

men closely to see if they have broken at last. Both times the women sigh 

with relief that "the break had not come; and the break would never come 

3 
as 1ong as fear could turn to wrath." 

The Joads have not broken yet despite the terrible situation at the 

end of the novel. They are homeless, penniless, sick, .and hungry, but the 

reader is left with an affirtMtive hope for them. This is because of 

Steinbeck's fundamental faith in mankind. He shows the·:Joads as having 

learned, as a result of their struggles a long their jou·i:r\ey, about the need '.' 

of each person to help one another. Rose of Sharon's actions in the final 

scene indicate that the brotherhood which Casy had earlier predicted, is 

·on its way. 

Like The Grapes of Wrath, As I La) Dying also has an episodic plot 

structure that follows the journey pattern. It is built on a series of 

events rather than one outstanding climax. Addie's death, the preparation 

and departure, the crossing of Tull's bridge, the burning of Gillespie's 

barn and the arrival in Jefferson are the major sections of the book. 

These events are narrated basically in their chronological order. The 

point of narration is passed around the circle of characters and each 

monologue advances the action of the journey.a little further. The plot follow: 

the pattern of a downward spiral. The movement is downward because most of 

the characters are worse off at the end of the book than when they started 

out: Cash's gangrenous broken leg gets worse in his cement cast; Jewel 

loses.his horse and gets burned in the fire; Dewey Dell is seduced by a 

drugstore clerk, Anse steals her abortion money, and she is still pregnant; 
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Darl goes mad, is betrayed by his family, and is sent to an insane asylum; 

and Vardaman doe�;n' t even get to see the train that Dm·iey D:.!l l promised 

would be there. Ansc is only one to come out ahead with hjs teeth an<l new 

wife. 

As in The Grapes of Wrath, the end points back to the beginning. There 

was a Mrs. Bundren at the start of the novel, she dies, ar·.d there's a new 

one at the end. But as Andre Bleikasten points out, this substitution is 

like a usurpation. The pop-eyed, duck-shaped new Mrs. Bt. .1dren is only 

Addie's grotesque understudy. The whole journey is a prc�ess of degradation, 

symbolized by the increasingly repulsive smell of the ro .. ting corpse.
4 

When the reader comes to the ending, after he has s 1f£ered with the 

Bundrens through their difficult journey, he is not sure whether to laugh 

or cry. Perhaps doing both would be more appropriate. He wants to shake 

the Bundrens and say, "Haven't you learned anything?" !1ul: they al 1 seem 

to be at the level of minima 1 thought as they munch the ·.r bananas. None 

ask if there is any meaning to what they've been throug�. This task is 

left up to the reader. 



FOOTNOTES TO SECTION II 

l John Steinbeck, The Grapes of Wrath (New York, 1966), p. 570. 

2Eric Carlson, "Symbolism in The Grapes of Wrath," A Casebook on 
The Grapes of Wrath, ed. Agnes McNei.11 Donohue (New York, 1966), pp. 100-1. 

3steinbeck, p. 592. 

4Andre Bleikasten, Faulkner's As I Lav Dying (Bloomington, Indiana, 1974), 
p. 49. 

.' 



13 

III. CRITICAL EVALUATIONS 

Considering Faulkner and Steinbeck together brings up mat\y issues 

that are at the heart of literary criticism, for examp l e ,  the relationships 

between art and sociology, idea and character , form and content, among 

others . Critical attitudes towards these issues are reflected in 

Faulkner's and Steinbeck's literary reputati6ns .  

W illiam Fa,ulkner now has an established pos ition as'. one of the 

outstanding nove l i s ts of the first half of this century . :Many articles 

echo Robert Penn Warren's sentiments on Faulkner's talent: Faulkner 

has a wide range of effect, philosophical weight ,  originality of style, 

variety of characterization, comic and tragic intensity that are unequaled 

A . 1 in twentieth cent•Jry merica. 

All of these talents are brought together in As I Lay Dying . Ronald · 

Sutherland, like the majority of critics , is full of high praise: · 

Further dis tinguished by aesthetic concentration ,  
mastery of technique , and s ignificance o f  theme , containing 
what appear to be the principle elements o f  his vision of 
life, As I Lay Dying is surely one of William Faulkner's 
most fundamental achievements . 2_rt is perhaps the c l osest 
he came to artistic perfection. 

Since most critics start out with the a s s umption that As I Lay Dying 

is a very well written work of art, they can move on to discus�ing 

aesthetic particulars s uch as Faulkner's s ty l e ,  narrative technique, char�cter , 

theme , symbolism, and use o f  humor . 

With Steinbeck ' s  The Grapes of Wrath, however ,  there has been much de.hate 

as to whether it is even art at a 11, or merely propaganda parading as ar : . . 
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This controversy has gone on for years and is still not settled. The 

negative side asserts that The Grapes of Wrath is too flawed to command 

serious attention; the materials are local and temporary, not univer5al 

and permanent; the conception of life is overly simple; the characters 

are sallow and flat; the structure is weak--the non-organic editorializing 

inter-chapters force unearned general conclusions and the ending is 

inconclusive as well as overwrought and sentimental. The positive 

side feels that The ·Grapes of Wrath is a great novel. ·The conception 

. ' 

is philosophical; the characters are warmly felt and deeply created; 

the language is functional and varied; and the structure is a harmonious 

3 
combination of the dramatic and the general. 

As Joseph Henry Jackson observed: "Those who have written about 

Steinbeck have disagreed far more widely--and deeply--than they have 

about any other important writer of our timc.11
4 

While the critics did not wholly embrace Steinbeck, the average 

American of the 19JO's certainly did. The Grapes of Wrath was the top 

best-seller and Steinbeck was America's favorite literary son in 1939. 

With regard to popularity, Steinbeck hit the right subject at the right 

time. Americans during the years of the depression favored sympathetic 

portrayals of the dispossessed and affirmative statements about The People. 

One of the consequences of this "timeliness"
-

was that The Grapes of Wrath 

was judged in terms of its sociological content. Its "facts" were 

discussed, not its art. 

The subject of The Grapes of Wrath had been growing in Steinbeck's 

mind for some time. He had written a series of stories for the San 

Francisco News based on his observations of the conditions in squatters� 



camps in California. He visited the dust bowls of Oklahoma and 

travelled west with some o:C the migrants. By this time, he was outraged 

enough to write a burning pamphlet called Their Blood Is Strong. 

This sociological tract includes descriptions and incidents that later 

became incorporated in The Crapes of Wrath. 

It is evident that the ideas behind The Grapes of Wrath preceded 

the novel's aesthetic and formal considerations. Steinbeck wanted 

to do something about the injustices of the migrant worker's situation 

in the "real" world as well as in the realm of literature. 

In contrast, Faulkner seems to have stayed aloof from the social

l1istorical happenings around him. The Bundrens seem to exist outside 

of the everyday world without a past or a future. 

Cleanth Brooks points out that Faulkner is not portraying a quaintly 

horrifying Southern folkway. Few if any families in rural Mississippi 

would have attempted to do what the Bundrens did.
5 

This is shown by 

the reactions of the non-Bundren characters in As l Lay Dying. They 

are shocked: Lula Armstid says, "It's an outrage," and Samson's connnent 

is, "You've got to respect the dead themselves, and a woman that's been 

dead in a box four days, the best way to respect her is to get her into 

the ground as quick as you can. But they wouldn't do it." 

The Bundrens seem oblivious to what the· rest of the world thinks. 

They don't care or maybe don't even know what is the proper thing to 

do with regard to culture, tradition, or social customs. The Bundrens 

seem timeless and "placeless." 

In The Grapes of Wrath, the social setting of class conflict in 

Oklahoma and California during the depression of the nineteen-thirties 

plays a very important �qle. Of cource, it must be �ranted that it 

15 



would be impossibl e  to write any novel about the "Okies" without 

being somewhat socio logical .  Just the fact that Steinbeck is writing 

about something timely and topical does not render it inva lid as art. 

More important is how he handles his material and how obtrusive his 

"ideas" a r e .  

At times i t  s eems as i f  they are laid o n  t o p  rather than being an 

integral part of the narrative . His philosophical ideas are mostly 

16 

expounded in the inter-chapters that attempt to generalize and universa lize 

the story of the Joads . But often he only succeeds in sounding "school-

masterish" and abstra c t . Steinbeck sometimes seems to be hovering over 

the reader ' s  shoulder explaining, interpreting, and t e lling him what t o  

think. This authorial intrusion gets in the way of any vita l ,  personal 

invo lvement with the novel. This u l t imately results in frustration and 

discontent for the reader. 

Frederick J .  Hoffman fee l s  that S teinbeck's strategy involves "some 

of the most wretched violations of a esthetic taste observab l e  in modern . 

American fiction , "  and that a study of the style, rhetoric and intel lectual 

content of the inter-chapters revea l s  S teinbeck ' s  writing at its worst 

and his mind at its most confuse d .
6 

One of the many examples of this kind of "wretched violation" is 

such a passage as 

And this you can know--fear the time when Mansel£ 
w i l l  not suffer and die for a concept, for the one 
quality is the foundation of Mansel£, and th}s one 
qua lity is man, distinctive in the universe. 

These abstract ideas do not grow organical l y  out of the nove l's 

narrative. Steinbeck is a ttempting to hand out a ready-made conclusion 

which the reader has had no part in making . 



FOOTNOTES TO SECTION III 

1
Robert Penn Warren, "William Faulkner, " Modern American Fict ion : 

Essays in Cr it ic ism, ed. A. \�alton Litz (New York, 1963), p. 150. 

2Ronald Sutherland, "As I Lay Dying: A Faulkner Microcosm," Queen's 
Quarterly, LXXIII (Winter, 1966), p. 549. 

3 •:Howard Levan t, The Novels of John Steinbeck: A Critical Study 
:(Columbia, .Missouri, 1974), pp. 93-4. 

4 
Joseph Henry Jackson, The Short Stories of John Steinbeck 

(New York, 1953), pp. vii-viii. 
5

cleanth Brooks, William Faulkner: The Yoknapatawpha Country 
(New Haven, Conn., 1966), p. 142. 

6
Frederick J. Hoffman, The Modern Novel in American: 1900-1950 

(Chicago, 1951), p. 152. 

7steinbeck, p. 205. 
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IV. CHARi\CTERIZl\TION VS. "IDEA-LIZATION" 

One of the biggest differences between Steinbeck and Faulkner 

lies in their attitudes towards the role of "ideas" in fiction. For 

Steinbeck, ideas are often the starting point of his work and are 

readily apparent throughout his novels. Faulkner, however, claims 

that the point of genesis or the "germ" of his stories is .never an idea: 
. , 

''The story can come from an anecdote, it can come from a character. 

With me it never comes from an idea because I don't know. too much about 

ideas and ain't rca l ly interested in ideas. I'm interested in people. 111 

Faulkner believes that conveying a message or idea is mutually 

exclusive of creating "flesh and blood people that will stand up and 

cast a shadow." He doesn't think "any writer is capable of doing both, 

that he's got to choose one of the two: either he is de·livering a 

message or he's trying to create flesh-and-blood, living, suffering, 
2 anguishing human beings. " 

Steinbeck's feelings about the role of ideas is quite different. 

He wrote in a journal he kept while writing East of Eden: 

I h.:!ve noticed so many of the reviews of my work 
show a fear and a hatred of ideas and speculations. 
It seem�·to be:tru� that �eople·can1onl� take parables 
fully clothed with flesh. 

The Grapes of Wrath reflects this attitude. The characters are 

generally flat and unindividualized.* They lack the "flesh" that Faulkner 

*In fairness to Steinbeck, it should be suggested here that perh�ps 

1 8 

he didn't want his characters to be individualized because the group-concept· 
was more important. The individual should merge into the family of man. 
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feels is a necessary e lement of " l iving , "  b e l ievable characters . 

The roles the Joa<ls play in S teinbec k ' s  philosophical scheme prescribe 

their persona lities . Even Ma Joad, who is one of the most fully deve l oped 

characters in the novel ,  is idealized; 

Her hazel eyes seemed to have experi�nced a l l  possible 
tragedy and to have mounted pain and suffering l ike s teps into 
a high calm and superhuman understanding . . . •  It was her habit 
to build up laughter out o f  inadequat e  materia l s .  But better 
than joy was calm. Imperturbabi l i ty could be depended upon. 
And from her great and humb l e  position in the family she had 
taken dignity and a c l ea n  calm beauty. From her pbs i tion a s  
hea l er ,  her hands had grown sure and cool and quiet; from her 
pos i t ion as arbiter sh4 had become as remote and fau l tl e s s  in 
judgment as a gocdess . 

S t e inbeck makes Ma the embodiment of such abstract concepts as 

tragedy, pain, suffering, unders tanding, joy, calm, imper turbabi l i t y ,  

dignity , and beauty. But intangible ideas are not what make a 11flesh-

and-blood character. 

A l l  of the Joads go from being concerned mainly with themselves 

or the family to embracing mankind in genera 1 .  They undergo this 

change without the intermedia t e  steps of believable character devel opment .  

Rose o f  Sharon seems t o  change overnight from a whining, immature girl 

to an understanding earth-mother who "smiles mysteriously" while she 

succors dying men. 

In the very first scene that we meet hi_m, Tom Joad is lashing out a t  

the truck driver who is giving him a ride : "Nothin1 a in ' t  none of your 

affair except skinnin ' tti±s here bul l -bitch a long, a n '  that ' s  the l e a s t  

thing y o u  ·work a t . "  He ' s  o n l y  concerned with " laying h i s  dogs down one 

day a t  a time" and satisfying his personal p l easures . He t e l l s  his 

brother Al, "The day I come outa McAlester I was smokin� I run me down 
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a girl, a hoar girl, like she was a rabbit .... I sure did pick a nice 

time to get paroled. I figgered I was gonna lay aroun' an' get up late 

an' eat a lot when I come home. I was gain' out an' dance, an,' I was 

gonna go tom-cattin'--an' here I ain't had time to do none of them things.115 

The last time we see J1.im, he's getting ready to go out to fight and die 

for The People. To explain why he is going he quotes the Bible to his mother: 

''Two are better than one, because they have a good reward for their 1a bor. 

For if they f�ll, the one will lif' up his fellow, but woe to him that is 

6 alone when he falleth, for he hath not another to •.help him up." 

Tom·!seems to be pushed into this role in order to illustrate the point 

that men should help one another and be part of one large family. It is 

times like this that the characters seem to fade into mere mouthpieces, 

as the author's voice comes through, like another station on the radio.7 

Howar.d Levant has observed in his book The Novels of John Steinbeck 

that the Joads are each given a specific tag--Granma'.s religion, Grampa's 

vigor, Uncle John's melancholy, Al's love of cars and girls. Ma, Pa, 

Rose of Sharon, and Tom carry the narrative so their personalities are 

defined by events; Ma is the psychological and moral center of the family; 

Pa carries its burdens; Rose'of Sharon means to insure its physical continuity; 

d b . 1 . 
8 an Tom ecomes its mora conscience. 

This kind of "tagging" makes them !'not ·quite real," as Edmund 

Wilson wrote in one of the most sweeping condemnations of The Grapes 

of Wrath: 

In spite of Mr. Steinbeck's attempts to make them [the Okie� 
figure as heroic humaa symbols, one cannot help feeling that they, 
too, do not quite exist seriously for him as people. It is as if 
human sentiments and speeched had been assigned t00a flock of lem
mings on the way to throw themselves into the sea.� 



Steinbeck's narrative tl'chnique is in part t·esponsible for the 

characters' flatness. Thc_Joads are revealed through ci1e dramatic 

telling of their struggles or through authorial comments in the inter-

chapters. The third person point of view is used so the characters are 

always seen from the outside. George Bluestone noticed that "even at 

moments of highest tension, Steinbeck scrup!-llously avoids getting inside 

10 
the �inds of his people.'' Not only does Steinbeck s�ay on the outside, 

he tends to show only one side of a character or issue. He sentimentally 

portrays the Joads as simple, kind-hearted poor-folk. �n each chapter, 

Steinbeck hints at their essential goodness. His overflowing compassion 

blinds him to the fact that part of the Okie's problem might be due to 

their ignorance. In this biased presentation, the characters can be only 

half-truths. The Grapes of Wrath wo111rl have been more universal if it 

had shown the issue of the migrant laborers as being multifaceted. Some 

of the sharp drama and tragedy might have been lost, but the ambiguity of 
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how life really is would have been truer. Instead Steinbeck oversimplifies 

\ 
the issue into the migrants vs. the enemy, i. e., the banks, tractors, 

California land owners, and the people driving the big cars on Highway 66. 

We never get to see the Okies from the viewpoint of the·other side, for 

example, that of the citizens of California who are frightened by the rush 

. 

of desperate migrants willing to do anything for their next meal. These 

Californians want the same things the Joads desire: food, family, home, 

jobs, and security. 

There is no objective viewpoint in The Grapes of Wrath that shows the 

story of "the other side." We always see from the perspective of the 

Okies' or rather from Steinbeck's perspective of the Okies' perspective. 

Through this continual closeness to the Joads' view of their experiences, 



Stei.nbeck tries to make them sympaLhetic, almost tragic characters. 

Steinbeck's narrative technique turns on him. Ironically, his 

overzealous attempt to favorably portray the Okies dislances the 
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reader from tre characters an:l the philosophical issues 0£ the novel. Since St�i· 

h�ck shows only one side of the story, his characters remain flat and 

undeveloped. Since it is hard for a reader to identify with and get 

personally involved with such a character, he feels detached. This 

detachment is further augmented by the reader's ever-present sense 

that Steinbeck is nearby waiting to slip in a hint or comment. Tho:uiton 

Wilder in Our Town increases his readers' objectivity by having his 

narrator break in upon a scene to say "Thank you, ladies." This is"'-.Jh.:it 

happens when Steinbeck speaks directly to his audience as he does in 

the followine pasRage. 

This you may say of man--when theories change and crash, 
when schools, philosophies, when narrow dark alleys of thought 
nationo.l, religious, economic, grow and disintegrate, man 
reaches, stumbles forward, painfully, mistakenly sometimes. 
t_laving stepped forward, he may slip back, but only half a 
step, never the full step back. This you may say and know 
it and know it. 11 

This one of the many examples of authorial intrusion in The Grapes 

of Wrath where Steinbeck takes time out to have a heart-to-heart chat 

with his readers to make sure they are not missing any of his ideas. 

In contrast to The Grapes of Wrath, As I Lay Dying has no authorial 

intervention. Faulkner lets the characters tell the story. Fifty-nine 

interior monologues are passed around among fifteen characters. Each 

mono !.ogue moves the action of the plot forward, rev ea ls the inner self 

0£ the speaker, and comments on the other characters and what is happening. 

The thoughts of both major and minor characters, which corresponds to 

the Bundrens and the non-Eundrens, are presented. This is an unusual 



technique that has only been used in a few other works, as for example, 

in Virginia Woolf's The Waves. The locus of narration moves from person 

to person with each adding new impressions and insights. 

Many of the complexities and subtleties of As t Tay Dying are due 

to the narrative technique. The reader gets inside each character's 

mind for a while and perceives from the inside out. Ile sees how the 

world looks and feels to the character rather than how .. it looks to the 

autl1or or how it should look to the reader. Faulkner attempts to transcribe 
' I 

the workings of Dewey Dell's mind at the pre-verbal levP.1: as she watches 
'• 

to see if her family will turn to go to the New Hope cemetery. 

The signboard comes in sight. It is l.ooking out at the 
road now. Because it can wait. New Hope. 3 mi. it wi 1 1  say. 
New Hope. 3 mi. New Hope. 3 mi. And then the road wi 11 begin, 
curving away into the trees, empty with waiting, saying New 
Hope. 3 m1les. 

I heanl LltaL my mother is dead. I wish I had Lime to let 
her die. I wish I had time to wish I had. It is because in the 
wild and outraged earth too soon too soon too soon. It's not 
that I wouldn't and will not it's that it is too soon too soon 
too soon. 

Now it begins to say it. New Hope three miles. New Hope 
three miles. That's i..,rhat they mean by the womb of 'time: the 
agony arid the despair of spreading bones, the hard girdle in 
which lie t.he outraged entrails of events .. . .  It blows cool out 
of the pines, a sad steady sound. New Hope. Was 3 mi. Was 3 mi. 
I believe in God.I believe in God.12 

Here the narration moves along simultaneously with tie action. This 

gives the reader a much greater sense of immediacy and involvement. 

Impressions are shot at him so rapidly sometimes he doesn't have much 

time to piece the fragments together and interpret their meanings. But 

this is often how the characters are feeling. Dewey Dell's world is 

changing "too soon" for her to get a grasp on her life. 

"Stream of consciousness" is a narrative form which shows a character 

not as a fixed state, but as a process of endless "becoming. " This 
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technique is well suited to As I Lay Dying because a s  Joseph Reed says , 

"Bccomi.ng" is the subject of the book. The change that takes place 

between beginning and end i s  far less important than the mul t iple 

coutinuing, experience in the middle--because the narrative design 

13 determines that i t  wi l l be s o .  

Faulkner tries t o  bring us c l o s e  to Vardaman ' s  fluctuating raN 

consciousnes s :  

The walk is harder than s it t ing on the ground . He is in 
the - o pen door. He looks a t  me . "You want something?" he says . 
His head is s l ick. Jewe l ' s  head is s l ick sometimes·. Cash ' s  
head i s  not s l ick. Darl he we11.t to Jackson my brother Darl 
In the street he ate a banana . Wouldn ' t  you rather have· bananas? 
Dewey Del l  s a i d .  You wa it t i l l  Christma s .  I t ' l l  be there then. 
Then you can see i t .  So we are going t o  have s ome banana s .  We 
are going t o  have a bag ful l ,  me and Dewey De l l .  He locks the 
door. Dewey De l l  is inside. The l ight winks out . 14 
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1'he reader gets V::irdaman ' s thought s as he thinks them and the a c t ions ot 

other characters , for examp l e ,  Dewey Del l  going into the bas ement with 

the drugstore clerk, as they occur. A l l fifty-nine monologues a t tempt 

to capture this sense of immediacy . The sect �ons combine t o  present a 

p i c t ure somewhat like a cubist pa int ing ·or a multiple-exposure photograph. 

Addie ' s  death, the burial journey, and the members of the Bundren fam�ly 

are seen from many perspectives. Somet imes there are widely varying 

responses t o  the . same set of events or characters, as with the reactions 

to the complex chararacters o f  Darl and Add i e .  Darl is the most articulate 

Bundren and narrates nearly a third of the t ime . Since the reader i s  

closer to h i s  consciousness than t o  that of .any o f  t�e other characters , 

he adopts D3r l  as his guide. This creates · a perhaps unwa rranted sympathy 

for him. 

In his own mono logues , Darl seems very int e l l igent and sensitive. 



He is percept ive to the point of c la irvoyance an<l knows inst inctively 

of Dewey Del l ' s  pregnancy and Addie ' s  affair with Whi t f i e l d .  The 

language of his sect ions is often philosophical a�d poetic; his 

though t s  are full of digress ions and free associat ions . But this 

s ide of Dar l ' s  character is only revea led to the reader. Darl rarely 

s peaks to others and when he does he is very curt and impersona l .  

Armst i d  describes his manner of speech a s  "He said i t  j u s t  l ike he 

15 was reading it outen the paper . "  

The only t imes Darl does anything for anyone e l s e  �re when he brings 

Cash ' s  tools into Arms t id ' s  house and when he s t ops the fight between 

Jewel and the man 'l-Jith a knife in Jefferson. Everyone considers Darl 

to be very s t range. His own father doesn ' t  understand h im :  

We hadn ' t  no more than passed Tu l l ' s  lane when Darl begnn 
to laugh. Sett ing back there on the plank seat w i th Cash , with 
his dead ma laying in her coffin at his · fee t ,  laughing. How 
many times I told him i t ' s  doing sucg things as that that makes 
folks ta lk about him, I don ' t  know. 1 

Vernon Tul l ,  a neighbor , says o f  Darl., "He don ' t  say nothill;g; 

17 j u s t  looks at me with them queer eyes of h i s  that makes folks t a l k . "  

Vernon ' s  wife Cora says , "It was Dar l , the one that folks says i s  quee� , 

18 lazy, pottering about the house no better than Anse . "  This i s  a . 

very d i f ferent view of him than what the reader p,ets through Dar l ' s 

own sensiti ve, poetic monologues .  

As with Dar l ,  the�e are discrepancies between Addi e ' s  outward 

appearance and her inner . se l f . Outwardly she seems t o  ful f i l l  her 

role of w i fe and mother. Cora Tull says of her own cakes , "they 

turned out real nice, but not l ike the cakes Addie used to bake . . . .  

The;: e ' s  not a woman i n  this section could ever bake with Addie Bundren . 11 1 9  

25 



Anse fee ls -+�� Addie has been a good wife for him ard says o f  

20 
her ,  "She was ever one to clean up a ftEff herse l f . "  

Cora t e l l s  Addie , "Just because you have been a fa i.thful wi fe is 

2 1  
no s ign that there is no sin in your heart . "  

It is not unt i l  two-thirds o f  the way through the book that we 

hear Add ie ' s  own thoughts . Here we learn that Addie is quite d i f ferent 

from the image of the J'.ovj_ng wife and mother which everyo:ie has of h e r .  

When she taught school she couldn ' t  w a i t  u n t i l  she coul.d. 'go down t o  

the spring a n d  "be quiet and h a t e  them. 1 1  She would whip the children 

to mark their blood with her own . She a ls o  has s trong feelings about 

her children. Cash and Jewel were of "her a lone , "  but .. of the rest she 

says : "I gave Anse Dewey De l l  t o  negative Jewel .  Then I gave him 

Vardaman t o  replace the chi l d  I had robbed him o f .  And now he has three 

children that are his and not mine . 11
2 2  

This is her way o f  "c leaning up 

her hous e . "  

In Addie ' s  monologue we learn that she is not the faithful wife 

Cora thinks she i s .  She once had an affair with Reverend Whitfield 

because i t  made "the sin the more utter and terrible since h e  was the 

. 23 
instrument ordained by God who created the s i n . 1 1  Darl is the only 

one who knows of Addie ' s  a ffa ir . Consequently he feels that Jewe l ,  

the res � l ting child of the i l l i c i t  union, has a mother but he does n o t .  

24 
He says , "I cannot love my mother because I have no mother . 1 1 Dar l ' s  

acute awareness of Addie ' s  emotional rejection of him leads him to feel 

very unstable of his • aentity. Vardaman asks him, 

"Then what is your ma , Dar l ? "  
"I haven ' t  got ere one , 11 Darl s a i d ,  Because i f  

I had one, i t  i s  was .  And i f  i t  is was , it cant be i s .  
Can i t ? "  
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"No , 11 I sa i d .  
"But you are , Darl , "  I sa i.<l . 
"I know i t , 1 1 Darl s a i d . "Tha t ' s  why I nm not is . Are 

is too many for one woman to foa l'. . "  25 

Thei'reader ' s  view of Addie is a composite pict ure o E  her family ' s  

feelings about h e r ,  the neighbors ' observa tions , and Addie ' s  own s e l f -

rev e l a t ions . 

Faulkner ' s  narra tive methods are w e l l  suited to presen t ing� Addi� ' s  

inner conf�icts over the issues of living and dying , words and deeds , 

i s o l a t ion and viola t ion , and her loved and unloved children; Darl ' s  

ramb l ing poetic consciousnes s ;  Dewey Del l ' s  rapidly changing world; 

Vardaman ' s  confusion over his mothers death; and the intricate 

relat ionships within the Bundren fami l y .  

In The Sound and the Fur� Faulkner was able t o  get inside of his 

characters ' hc.:ids by:·having each o f  the three Comps on sons speak·· through 

a long interior monc logue. In As I J�y Dying, he has mastered h i s  

technique even further. He has expanded his ca s t  o f  characters to 

f i fteen and divided their monologues into fifty-nine fragmen t s .  Doing 

this provides �many chances for juxtapos i t ions and contra s t s . 

�e get to s e e  the Bundrens both through their own eyes and through 

those of observers outside the family without ever compromis ing firs t -

person narrative irranediacy. We are continually drawn in and out of the 

Bundrens ' experience s .  When we see the Bundrens through the outsiders ' 

d i s tanced perspec t i v e ,  their j ourney becomes comic and often macabr e .  

Some incidents border on the grotesqu� such as Vardaman boring holes into 

Addie ' s  face to help her breathe. But in the Bundrens ' sect ions we are 

drawn back into their point of view . and we share their tragedies with 

them. We feel Dewey De1:1 1. s pregnancy , Vardama n ' s  confusion, Jewe l ' s  
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sacrifice o f  his horse, and Dar l ' s  isolation. 

In The Grapes of Wra th ,  only one perspective is presen ted , 

that of S t e inbeck h�ms e l f .  I n  A s  I Lay Dting, the reader must 

strike a balance b e tween the viewpoints o f  the eight noQ�Bundrens 

and the s even Bundrens by adding h i s  own perspective. Through these 

many d i f ferent dolored lens e s ,  a multi-c61ere4 strain f i l t e r s  out . 

.. . 
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V .  TREATMENT OF THEME 

S t e inbeck and Faulkner treat their themes in much the same way 

they handle characterization. S t e inbeck w i l l  usually overs implify 

and genera l i z e  while Faulkner w i l l  delve into an issue ' s  complexi t i es . 

S t e inbeck stays on the outside and only shows one s ide \;h i le Faulkner 

goes into the inside and e xplores a theme from many angl�s . S t e inbeck 

w i l l  often use abstractions while Faul kner w i l l  use concrete images . 

Steinbeck w i l l  work directly to have a reader feel an e�o t i on by t e l l ing 

: n  

him what he should be feeling while F�ulkner w i l l  work indirectly by having 

the reader feel the emotion himself tl:rough images , language , rhythm , 

and symbo ls . The d i fferent ways the t\.JO authors handle similar themes 

can be shown by comparing the f o l l owing passages describing Rose of 

Sharon ' s  and Dewey Del l ' s  pregnanc ies . 

Rose of Sharon was pregnant and care
.
ful . Her ha i r ,  

braided and wra pped around her head , made an ash blond 
crown . Her soft round face , which had been voluptuous and 
inviting a few months ago , had already put on the 
barrier of pregnancy, the s e l f - � u f f i cient smi l e ,  the knowing 
perfec t i on-look; and her plump body--full s o f t  breasts and 
s t omach , hard h i ps and butt ocks that had swung so freely 
and provoca tively as to inv i t e  s lapping and s troking--her 
whole body had become demure and serious. Her whole 
thought and action were directed inward on the baby. She 
balanced on her toes now , for the baby ' _s sake. And the 
world was pregnant t o  her ; she thought only in terms of 
reproduct ion and of motherhood. 1 

I feel my bo�y, my bones and flesh beginning to part . arid 
open upon the a loner and the process o f  coming unalone is 
terri!>le . . . .  The cow nuzzles a t  me, moaning. You ' l l  have to 
wa i t ,  even if you are a woman too . . . •  The cow breathes upon 
my hips and back, her breath warm, sweet , s t ertorous , moaning. 
The sky lies flat down the s lope , upon the secret c l umps . 
Beyond the h i l l  sheet - l ightening sta ins dead earth. It lies 
dead. and ��arm upon me , t o·uching me naked through my c lathes . . . .  

I feel like a wet seed � i l d  in the hot b l ind earth. 2 
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Dewey Del l ' s passage is much more vivid , earthy , and fecund . 

The moaning cow, the s lopes , the secret c lumps , and the wet seed 

in the hot earth are effective objec tive correla tives that transmit 

how Dewey D e l l  is feeling idtho�t becoming sentimenta l .  Rose of Sharon ' s  

�{e>" 
sense of child-bearing , _ on the harid , is idealized and f l a t . S teinbeck 

uses abstract works l ike �'pregnancy," "reproduction , "  and "motherhood'.' 

that remain mere concepts on paper. Rose of Sharon and · Dewey Dell 

are both feel ing "the world is pregnant . "  S teinbeck tel l s  the reader 

just that , but Faulkner shows how the cow, sky, h i l l s , a ir ,  and hot 

earth are a l l  as organic and l ife-bearing as Dewey Del l .  

Steinbeck deals with t ll!e theme of isolation in the same way. The 

3 
reader is t o l d  Uncle John is tl:-e "lonest goddamn man in the world." 

and that "nearly a l l  the t ir:ie the barrier of loneliness cut Uncle John 

off from people and from appetites . '
A 

Just as he did with Rose of 

Sharon ' s  pregnancy , Steinbeck oversimplifies the issue and uses 

abstract words such as "lonelines s . "  He implies that Uncle John ' s  

isolation is solely due to the time years ago when . his young wife had 
-

an appendicitis a t tack. He said it was j us t  a s tomach-ache s o  when she 

died the next day he felt it was his faul t .  He hasn ' t  been a b l e  to 

forget it since or do anything that didn ' t  feel l ike it was "part sin . "  

S teiubeck t e l l s  us , "The death of his wife, 
·
fol lowed by months of being 

a lone, had rr�rked him with gui l t  and shame and had left an unhreaking 

loneliness on him . 1 15 Granted , guil t  over his wife ' s  death might be 

enough to make him the "lonest goddamn man in the world" but S teinbeck 

should show us this , not simply t e l l  u s .  



S t e inbeck 1 s  answer t o  iso l a t ion is to lose one s e l f  in concern for 

others . Such a solution is too s imple for the comp l e x ,  i s o l a t �d 

individuals of the Bundren family.  Dar i  doubts h i s  very exi stence : 

I don ' t  know wha t I am. I don ' t  know i f  I am or not .  
Jewel knows h e  i s ,  because h e  does not know that h e  does 
not know whether he is or not . . . .  And since s l eep is i s -not 
and rain and wind are �. it . is not .  Yet the wagon i s ,  
because when the wagon i s  � .  Addie Bundren wi l l  not 
be. And Jewel i s ,  so Addie Bundren must b e .  And I must be 
or I could not empty mys e l f  for s leep in6a s trange room. 
And so if I am not emptied yet , I am is . _  

Darl 1 s isolation from h i s  family and l ife is enough . t o  cause h im 

t o  go mad .  He i s  detached even when Dewey � Del l  and Jewel and the men 

from the insane a s y l um are figl}ting with him. Cash describes how " i t  

w a s  like he w a s  outside o f  i t  t o o ,  same a s  y o u ,  and getting mad a t  

i t  would be kind of like get t ing mad a t  a mud pudd l e  that s p l a shed you 

when you s t e pped in i t . 117 

Darl even becomes so detached that he speaks of hims e l f  from the 

third-person point of view. In his last mono logue, he says of hims e l f ,  

"Darl i s  our brother, our brother Dar l .  Our brother Darl is in a cage in 

Jackson where, h i s  grimed hands lying light in t� quiet interstices , 

looking out he foams . 
8 

'Yes yes yes yes yes yes yes yes .  1 11 

Addie t o o ,  is sharply aware of her "a loneness "  and wants i t  

violated. This was why she would whip her pupi l s : 

When ·the switch fell I could feel i t  upon my flesh ; 
when 1t welted and ridg�d " i t  was my blood that ran, 
and I would th ink with each blow of the switch : Now 
you are aware of me!  Now I am something in your secret 
s e lfish life, who have marked your blood with my own 
for ever and ever . . . .  And onl y  through the b l ows of the 
switch could my blood and their blood flow a s  one stream. 
I knew that it had been, not that my a l oneness had to be 
violated over and over each day, but that it had never been 
violated unt il Cash came . Not even by Anse in the nigh t s . 9 
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Another way Addie tried to violate her aloneness was to go 

behind empty words and their fu l l  .meaning by f u l f i l l i ng "her duty 

to the a l ive , to the terrible blood. 11 One of the �rnrds she chose 

to enact was "sin. 11 By choosing Revereni! Whitfi:�eld for her lover 

it made 

the s i n  more terrible since he was the instrument 
ordained by God who created the s i n ,  to sanctify 
the sin He had created. While I waited for him 
in the woods , waiting for him before he saw me, I 
would think of him as dressed in � in .  I would 
think of him as thinking o f  me as dressed a l s o  in s in ,  
he the more beautiful s ince the garment which he had 
exchanged for s i n  was sanc t i f i e d .  I would tni:nk 
of s in a s  garments we would remove in order to shape 
and coerce the terrible blood to forlorn echo of the 
dead word high in the a ±t . 10 

In contrast to the usual meaning of the sin as the way t o  damna tion, 

which is how the pious Cora Tull would define it , s i n for Addie can be 

a way t o  salvation. Jewe l ,  the product o f  Addie ' s  s i n ,  does f u l f i l l  

her prophecy: "He is my cross and he w i l l  be my salvation. He w i l l  

save me from the water and from the f ir e .  Even though I have laid 

down my l i f e ,  he will save me . "  
11 

S t e inbeck also deals with the theme of s in ,  but only in a cursory 

manner .  Jim Casy i s  troubled by having sexual impulses a s  a preacher 

and begins to question what s in really is . He t e l l s  Tom, 

Maybe it a in ' t  a sin. Maybe i t ' s  j us·t the way 
folks is . Maybe we been whippin' heH out o f  
ourselves for nothin' • . . .  T o  h e l l  with i t !  There 
a in ' t  no sin and there a in ' t  no virtue. There ' s  
j u s t  s t u f f  people do . I t ' s  a l l  part o f  the same 
thing. And some of the things folks do is nice , 
and some a in ' t  nice

1 but that ' s  as far as any man 
. h 

? 
got a rig t to say . -

The categories "nice" and "not hice11 are not adequate for 

discus s ing the topic of sin. 
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Steinbeck does a l i t t l e  better on the theme of death. Again 

easy is S t e inbeck ' s  mouthpiece as he says a few words over Grampa ' s  

grave : 

Th is here o l '  man jus ' l ived a l ife an ' jus ' d i e d . out 
of i t .  I don � know whether he was good or bad ,  but that 
don ' t  matter much . He was a l ive , an ' that ' s  whot ma tters . 
An ' now he ' s  dead, a n '  tha t don ' t  ma t te r .  Heard a f e l l a  
t e l l  a poem one t ime , a n '  h e  says ' A l l  that l ives i s  h o ly . ' 
Got to thinki n ' , and a n '  purty soon i t  means more than the 
words says. An' I wouldn' pray for a o l ' fe l la that ' s  dea d .  
H e · i s  awright . He got a job t o  do , but it ' s  a l l  laid out for 
' im an • · there ' s  o n ' y  one way to do i t .  But us , we got a job to 
s o ,  an'  they ' s  a thousan' ways , an'  we don ' know which one 
to take. A n '  i f  I was to pray, t i '� be for the folks that 
don ' know whlch way to turn. Grampa here , he got the easy 1 3  
s traigh t .  A n '  nm11 cover ' im up and l e t  ' im get t o  h i s  work. 

Grampa ' s  death does not affect any of the Joads very dee p l y .  

Noah says , "Funny thing is--los i n '  Grampa a in ' t  made me feel n o  

d i f ferent than I done before. 

Even Ma Joad treats it l ight l y :  

14 I a in ' t  no sadder than I was . "  

1 5  "Gramj1i-i t ' s  like he ' s  dead a yea r . "  

I n  contrast , the Bundrens ' reac tions t o  Add i e ' s  death are varied 

and complex. Vardama n ,  the youngest chi l d ,  is very confused by his 

mother ' s  death. He tries to understand it in h i s  pre-logica l mind. 

I f  only he can exp lain it in some concrete way, his world won ' t  b� 

sha ttered. First he places the blame on Dr . Peabody since Addie 

is a l ive before the doctor comes and dies short l y  after he arrive s .  

Vardaman takes his revenge out o n  Dr . Peabody ' s  horses by scaring them 

away. Next he associates Addi� with a b i g  fish he has caugh t . One o f  

the mos t s triking "chapters" o f  the book is Vardaman ' s  surrea l i s tic 

s ta temen t : "My mother is a fish . "  He makes this a s s o c i a t ion because 

Addie was a l ive when the fish was l iving and when Addie died , the fish 

became not-fish. Finally he persuades himself that she s imply went 

away and someone else took her place . 
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I t  was not her. I was there , looking. I say. 
I thought it was her, but it was not .  I t  was not my 
my mother. She went away when the other one laid 
down in her bed and drew the qui l t  u p .  She went away . 
MDid she go as far as town?" "She went further than 
town. 1•1 16 

Dewey De l l ' s  secret motive for going to Jefferson is t o  get an 

abortion. This has led many crit ics to say that Dewey Del l is 

unaffected by Addi e ' s  death. Thi s  is not rea l ly true. Dewey 

De l l  sat for ten days fanning her mother ' s  oody. The moment 

Addie d ies , Dewey De l l  cries out , 

"Ma ! "  Then she f l ings herse l f  across Addie Bundr en ' s  knees 
clutching her , shaking her with the furious s trength of the 
young before sprawling across the handful of rotten bones 
that Addie Bundren lef t ,  jarring the whole bed into a 

chattering s i b ilance o f  mattress shucks , her arms outflung 
and the fan in one hand s t i l l  beating with expiring 
breath into the qui l t . 17 

Andr� Bleikasten thinks that Dewey Del l  feels her mother ' s  

death very intensely because it occurs a t  a time when she needs 

1 8  
her more than ever. In whom . could she confide her secret if n o t  her· : 

mother? She feels doubly betrayed. Her lover has seduced her and 

left her and her mother is no longer there t o  h e l p  her . She feels 

isolated1 and everything--her first sexual experience, her pregnancy , 

her motiter ' s  death- -comes to her too soon. 

The inter-relationship between l i fe and death is an important 

theme in both nove l s .  Throqghout The Grapes of Wrath , the emph a s i s  i s  

o n  the l iving. When Granma· d ies , Ma Joad doesn ' t  t e l l  anyone and l i e s  

a l l  night with h e r  body in the back o f  the truck s o  the family can get 

across the desert. She explains to the rest l a t e r ,  " I  was afraid we 

wouldn' get acros t .  I t o l ' Granma �we couldn ' he ' p  her , t o l ' her when 

she was a-dyin ' .  We couldn' s t o p  in the desert . There was the young 

ones--and Rosasharn ' s baby. 1 119 The idea that l ife i s  mo·ce important 
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is symbo l ized by Rose of Sl·.aron ' s gesture in the last scene t./here she 

' .. , 
uses the milk that was intended for' dead baby to give l i f e  to o dying 

man .  

Dr. Peabody in As I Lay Dying says that death is not just a 

phenomenon · af the body but " merely a function ·of the mind--and 

that of t� minds of the ones who suffer the bereavement . The n ih i l i sts 

say it is the end ; the fundamental ist s , the beginning ; when in rea l i t y  

i t  is n o  more tha n  a s ingle tenant o r  family moving out o f  the tenement 

20 
or a town . "  For Dr. Peabody , the signif icance of death is how it 

a f fects the l iving. He tries to t e l l  th i s  to Dewey Dell r ight after her 

mother ha s  died , "I woulci not let it grieve me, now . . . .  Vardaman ' s 

get t i ng big now , and with you to take care o f  them a l l .  I would try not 

to let it grieve m e .  I expect you ' d better go and get sone supper ready . 

It don ' t have t o  be much . 
2 1 

But they ' l l  need to eat . "  � As usua l ,  Faulkner 

enriches h i s  material with twists of irony. Dr. Peahody is concerned 

that Dewey D e l l  might be overcome with grief when she doesn ' t have t ime 

to grieve prec i s e l y  because she is concentrat ing on the l iving, i .  e . , 

the new l ife i n  her b e l ly .  It is also ironic that Dewey Dell i s  using 

a journey whose public pualie purpose is getting r i d  of the dead for her 

private purpose of getting rid of th i� new l i f e .  

Hyatt H .  Waggoner says the structural metaphor i n  As I Lav Dying 

. . h h l " f  d h d h h d h l ' .f 
2 2 

is a J Ourney t roug i e to eat an t roug eat to i ·e . * Th i s  

journey is c ircular and endle s s .  

*Elizabeth Kerr adds that the return to a narrow, impoverished , and 
fruitless l ife g ives an . ironic twist to the cycle. 23 
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CONCLUSION 

The Bundrens and the Joads sacrifice and suffer much along 

their seemingly endless j ourneys. I n  both novels, there is the 

material of personal tragedy. The tone the two authors adopt towards 

this material is one of the keys to why As I Lay Dying and The Grapes 

of Wrath affect a reader quite differently. Faulkner crea�es complex 

comic effects out of his subj ect matter while Steinbeck's tone towards 

his is very solemn and straightforward. At times Steinbeck ' s  seriousness 

is excessive. The Joad's pli ght is handled with such earnestness that 

sometimes it borders on idealization and sentimentality. Leonard 

Lutwack in his boo\< Heroic Fiction: The Epic Tradition and American 

Nove 1.s of the Twent .i.eth Century feels that Steinbeck commits the prime 

error of many writers who attempt the epic: he l ifts the Joads and the 

Okies too quickly and abruptly from their realistic existence to the 

1 l f  " h . 1 .eve o ep7c ero1 sm. 

Rose of Sharon changes from a whining girl to a !.oving earth-mother; 

Tom goes from an easy-going ex-convict to a Bible-quoting , dedicated 

disciple of Jim Casy, who is first a l usty "preacher-rogue" and then 

a mattyr for the cause of The People. These conversions are not quite 

believable. 

Faulkner, on the other hand, takes the Bundrens' tragedies and 

gives them a comic twi s t .  Jewel heroically risks his life in the 

floo<l and fire scenes and sacrifices his beloved horse so that the 
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j ourney can go on . Lying above the rotting corps e ,  Cash suffers 

without complaining, wh i l e  his broken leg turns black. The Bundrens 

" endure" through the many misfortunes that occur on their d i fficult 

journey. But the e l ements of heroism and tragedy are undermined by the 

disparity between the characters ' pub l i c  and private motives for going 

to Jefferson. The Bundrens pretend to be seriously carrying out their 

promise t o  Addie, but they have personal reasons too.  Anse wants some 

new teeth , Cash wants a gramophone , Dewey De l l  wants an 'abortion ,  

Vardaman wants t o  see the train in the shop window, and they a l l  want 

banana s .  Darl and Jewel are the only ones without a personal mot ive 

unless i t  is as Barbara Giles sugges t s ,  '''the simple but power fol iwis.h 

2 of poor rura l folk t o  go t o  town . 11 This gap between public and private 

mot ives produces a comic effect that almost nega tes the tragedies the 

Bundrens have suffered. 

The comic often achieves i t s  effect by incongruous juxtaposit i.on. 

In As I Lay Dying there are �any incongruit i e s .  Humor and horror , 

the serious and the grotes que , the sympathetic and the ludicrous are 

la id side by side . .  The reader a lternates between feel ings of r�dicule 

and respect for tl� Bundrens . Faulkner w i l l  interlace a passage o f  high 

pathos with one of a farcical tone. The fol lowing description�of Anse 

Bundren innnediately�after .Addie has died.  At first Anse seems genuinely 

humble with grief and deserving 0£ sympa thy. The language of the first 

part of the paragraph causes the reader t o  move s lowly, thoughtfully , 

and respectfully through the wortls and images . But the la st s el fish 

sentence s laps him in the face. 
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Pa stands over the bed, dangle-armed , humped , 
motionl e s s .  He raises his hand t o  his head, scouring 
h i s  hair, l i s tening to the saw . •  Ile comes nearer and 
rubs his hand , palm and back, on h i s  thigh and lays 
it on h'r face and then on the hump of q u i l t  as h e  
saw Dewey De l l  d o ,  trying to smoothe it u p  t o  the chin , 
but disarranging it instead. He tries to smoothe i t  
again, clums i ly , hi.s hand awkward a s  a claw, smoothing 
at the wrinkles which he had made and which continue 
to emerge beneath his hand with perverse ubiquity , s o  
that a t  l as t  h e  d e s is t s , h i s  hand f a l l i n g  t o  h i s  side 
and stroking i t s e l f  aga i n ,  palm and back ,  on h i s  thigh. 
The sound o f  the saw snores s teadily into the room. Pa 
breathes with a quiet rasp ing sound , mouthing the snuff 
against his gums . "G�d ' s  w i l l  be done , "  he say s .  "Now 
I can get them teeth. 

If Faulkner had left off the l a s t  sentence , h i s  de�cription of 

Anse would have ap proached the "tragic" tone o f  the fol lowing passage 

from The Grape s of Wrath: 

In the wet hay of l eaking hams babies were born 
to women who panted with pneumon ia . And o l d  people 
curled u p  in corners an<l died that way ,  so that the 
coroners could not straighten them. At night the frantic 
men walked boldly to hen roosts and carried off the 
squawking chickens . If they were shot a t ,  they d i d  not 
run, but splashed s u l lenly away ; and if they were h i t , 
they sank tiredly in the mud. 

The rain stopped. On the fields the water stood , 
reflect ing the gray sky , and the land whispered with 
moving water. And the men came out of the barns , out 
of the shed s .  They squatted o n  thei.r hams and looked 
out over the flooded land. And the

4 were s i lent . And 
sbmetimes they talked very q ui e t l y .  

Comedy and tragedy d i f f e r  not s o  much by virtue o f  the incidents 

dealt with but · by the perspective taken towards them. S t e inbeck treats 

his materia 1 in a stra ightforward , humanistic manner wh i l e  Faulkner 

chooses to mix h i s  perspectives into a complex but rich combinat ion o f  

t h e  absurd and the sertous and makes h i s  readers watch a1ong with him 

"the sane and tl-e insane doings o f  the man with the same horror and 

the same aston ish!llent . 115 
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