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The Inescapable Past

“You can clutch the past so tightly to your chest that it 
leaves your arms too full to embrace the present.”
- Jan Glidewell

	In his novel As I Lay Dying, William Faulkner depicts Jewel Bundren as someone who cannot part with his past. In Requiem for a Nun, Faulkner writes that "the past is never dead. It's not even past." This holds true for Jewel. Indeed, Jewel's arms are too full to embrace the present. He is clutching the past—his dying mother and his feelings for her—so tightly to his chest that it is unable to fade away, unable to become the past. Because of who he is, what he feels, and who surrounds him, the past haunts him, never quite dead. His struggle to leave the past behind demonstrates the futility of choosing to what extent the past affects him.
	Brother Whitfield is visited by God, and he hears Him say:

"Rise ... repair to that home in which you have left a living lie, among those people with whom you have outraged My Word; confess your sin aloud. It is for them, for that deceived husband, to forgive you: not I." (177)
	This living lie is Jewel Bundren. Based on his brother Darl's incessant questions of "whose son are you? ... but who was your father?" and Addie's claim that she felt a need to "negative Jewel," one can infer that Jewel is the result of Addie's affair with Whitfield (212; 176). Jewel is the illegitimate child who stands out from the rest of his family. Darl describes Jewel as "a full head" taller than him, and Darl references Jewel's "pale eyes like wood set into his wooden face" on multiple occasions (3; 4). His woodenness extends itself to his social interactions—as Cora, a neighbor and family friend, accurately observes, Jewel is strangely distant from the rest of the family (23). On the rare occasion that he does address another human (or his horse), his speech isn't lacking in curses (213). Because of how he stands out, he is treated differently from the rest of his siblings. His mother, who arguably loved only him of her children—rather, of all the children in the world, having hated the rest of them—"coddled and petted" him, "the one she had always cherished" (21; 24). Darl in particular treats Jewel differently from anyone else, intrigued by the details of Jewel's illegitimate birth. He interrogates his younger brother, even though he "knew that [he] knew" the secret of Jewel's background (136).
	Jewel is in love with his mother. Of her children, he is the only one she loved, and in turn he loved her more than the rest of them did. Just seeing her cry causes his face to grow "cold and a little sick looking" (135). That she is dying, and that the rest of the family is treating her poorly, incenses Jewel, and he rages on about how it would be better if it "had just been [him]" (15). He wishes he was alone with her, "on a high hill, and [Jewel] rolling the rocks down the hill at [the rest of his family's] faces" (15). This desire, kept hidden from the rest of his family, reflects his separation from the rest of his family; he has no attachment save the debt he feels he owes Addie's husband, and he is convinced that things would be better for both himself and his mother if everyone left them alone. His feelings are incredibly potent and he attempts to bleed them through his horse, whom he treats with both the love he holds for Addie and the hatred he holds for his family. As the partially-omniscient Darl sees it, "Jewel's mother is a horse" (95). He "enters the maze of glittering hooves" to escape Addie's death, but even in striking "[the horse] across the face with his fist", he can't kill the past (12; 13). Addie is alive inside him; he can't put her out of his mind. She is the past and "[the past is] not even past." Unlike Darl, who claims that he "[hasn't] got ere [a mother]" in his attempt to deal with Addie's death, Jewel does not deny his mother's existence (101). According to the narration of Darl, as long as "Jewel is, so Addie Bundren must be" (81). When the family almost loses Addie's body in crossing a river, Jewel was the one who "worked so to get her outten the river" (233). Even though his actions, and the emotions behind them, are seen by his oldest brother Cash as "going against God in a way," he physically clutches Addie's coffin—the past—to his chest so tightly that he leaves his arms too full to embrace the present (233).
	Were the past the past, were it dead and gone, and were Addie out of Jewel's mind, he might be able to get along with his family. Jewel's detachment from his family stems from a feeling of apartness rooted in his different physique and mannerisms. Were that put aside, he would mesh with his siblings and father better, and he would have much less pent-up rage. His love for his mother, too, would be gone, buried in the past along with her body, and with that burden off his shoulders he would find his arms open, free to embrace the present. But even then, he would be dealing with a family of issues, from Darl, who "[sets] fire to a man's barn" and goes insane, to Vardaman, whose "mother is a fish" (233; 84). If he were able to part with his past, he may be able to ignore the differences between himself and his siblings and he may be able to deal with Addie's death in a calmer manner, but then he would have more room to let in his family's problems. And even then, in embracing the present, he would be malcontent. Jewel doesn't operate on the knowledge that Anse isn't his father; his detachment stems, as inferred before, from a feeling of apartness. Consciously putting something behind him wouldn't change this feeling. He would still be the illegitimate child, he would still be the one who looks different, he would still be Addie's "jewel," and even without Darl pestering him about who his father is, the past would still be acting on him. 
	It is because of these factors—who he is, who he loves, and who surrounds him—that Jewel can't write off his past. When Anse reveals that he has promised to trade Jewel's horse in for a team to pull the family's wagon, 

"Jewel stands with his hands on his hips, looking at Anse. Then he looks away. He looked out across the field, his face still as a rock, like it was somebody else talking about somebody else's horse and him not even listening." (191)
	As shown in his separation from his family, there is an insurmountable barrier between them. Jewel, enraged, leaves with the horse, "getting shut of [the] durn fool," but eventually returns, without his precious horse, having complied with Anse's wishes and aided the family in getting on with their journey (192). So great is his feeling of separation that he can't bear to see himself as imposing burdens upon his siblings and father. When he buys the horse, earning it "single-handedly, working at night by lantern," he promises Anse that "[the horse] wont never eat a moutful of yourn ... not a mouthful. I'll kill him first" (135; 136). He does his damnedest to keep from relying on his family, to do whatever he can for them to pay off what he feels is a debt he's had to them since birth. He has no sense of family, of being able to share ups and downs with the rest of his mother's relatives. This too is rooted in his background as Addie's illegitimate child, in the fundamental differences between himself and his siblings, and is Jewel's main means of edging away from the past. Try as he might to leave the past behind, however, it only serves to deepen his conviction that he needs to struggle, and in allowing himself to believe that—and in allowing himself to struggle—he only manages to secure the past's grip upon him.
	Jewel, illegitimate child of Addie Bundren and Brother Whitfield, is hounded by a past that he is unable to shake off. While he allows his emotions—most of which deal with his mother and the past—to get the better of him, and has to take them out on his horse, his conscious thought is ultimately not what brings him down (14-15). It is the irrefutable pull of his unreconciled past that drags him away from his family and any happiness he might find in the present or future. No matter his feelings for Addie or how thoroughly he buries her, the facts that separate him from his siblings and father will continue to do just that. His arms are full with the past, a past that is "never dead," a past that he has no control over. Just as Addie will continue to live on inside of him whether or not he's aware of it, so too does he have no choice in how the past affects him.
