Questions to help with the study of A Lesson Before Dying:
Structure, Teaching, and Plot

ADVANCE \d 4 1. What is the pattern of point of view and focus from chapter to chapter? Is there a correspondence or symmetry among the chapters or among groups of chapters?   

ADVANCE \d 4 2. Why does Gaines begin the novel with Jefferson's trial, verdict, and sentencing but without providing the specific names of any of those involved? Does this presentation predispose us to accept what follows in a specific way? 

ADVANCE \d 4 3. What is the effect of the story's being presented (except for two instances near the novel's end) through the mind and voice of Grant Wiggins? Can Grant's narrative be relied upon, or must we look beyond him for a full understanding of the novel's action? 

ADVANCE \d 4 4. Chapters 29 and 30 constitute the two instances in which material is presented from points of view other than Grant's. Why does Gaines move away from Grant's point of view in these two chapters? 

ADVANCE \d 4 5. In several instances, as at the beginning of Chapter 13, the narrative jumps ahead in time and Grant relates events or episodes in flashback. Why are these events and episodes not presented directly as part of the ongoing narrative? 

ADVANCE \d 4 6. Is the time sequence of the novel--from late October to early April (two weeks after Easter)--of particular significance? Why is there a jump of two months, from just before Christmas to late February, between Chapters 19 and 20? Does the novel consist of two groups of chapters: Chapters 1-19 culminating in the Christmas season: Chapters 20-31 culminating in the Easter season? What are the implications of such a structure? 

ADVANCE \d 4 7. In Chapter 4, Grant poses several questions to Vivian regarding his assignment from Miss Emma and Tante Lou. Are these questions ever answered? If so, are they answered in ways that are anticipated or unanticipated? 

ADVANCE \d 4 8. Why does Gaines present the action on the morning of Jefferson's execution day from multiple points of view--those of Sidney deRogers, Tante Lou, Reverend Ambrose, Sheriff Guidry, Melvina Jack, Fee Jinkins, etc.? 

ADVANCE \d 4 9. In Chapter 26, Vivian confronts Grant with a series of questions. What are the context and import of these questions? 

ADVANCE \d 4 10. In Chapter 28, Jefferson asks Grant a series of questions. What is the import of these questions and of Jefferson's posing them at this point in the novel? Do these questions have any answers? 

ADVANCE \d 4 11. What does Grant learn--and with what effect on his outlook and sense of himself--about himself and others, about his community, about the nature of belief, and about the possibilities for change and improvement? [See pp. 166ÐÐ 67.] 

ADVANCE \d 4 12. What ironies are implicit in the fact that the uneducated, deprived, barely literate, condemned victim becomes the focus of the dreams, aspirations, and desires of all the other characters? 

ADVANCE \d 4 13. To which character or characters does the "lesson" of the novel's title apply? Does more than one lesson emerge in the course of the novel? Why is the title of the book not "Lessons Before Dying"? 

ADVANCE \d 4 
ADVANCE \d 4 Character and Conflict

ADVANCE \d 4 1. How would you characterize Grant Wiggins's relationships with, attitude toward, and behavior with each of the other main characters, black and white? What does each of these relationships reveal about Grant and about the racially structured society in which he lives? 

ADVANCE \d 4 2. How would you characterize the relationships among the novel's other main characters? 

ADVANCE \d 4 3. Does Paul Bonin's behavior-- towards Jefferson and Grant--in contrast to that of Clarke--signify an improvement in white attitudes toward blacks from one generation to another? What is the significance, in Chapter 17 (exactly halfway through the novel), of Paul's introducing himself to Grant by his full name and, at the very end of the novel, extending his hand in friendship and the offer of assistance? 

ADVANCE \d 4 4. Why do Miss Emma and Tante Lou, in Chapter 17, go to the sheriff's wife with their request rather than directly to the sheriff himself? Is there a protocol that requires the black characters to address certain requests to white women and others to white men? 

ADVANCE \d 4 5. What are the purpose, effect, and social context of Miss Emma's reminding Henri Pichot and Mrs. Guidry of all that she has done for their families over the years? 

ADVANCE \d 4 6. What do Jefferson's diary entries (Chapter 29) reveal about him, before and after his trial, and about his understanding of his and his fellow blacks' lives and their relationships with whites, and of his own fate? Can this chapter be seen as a summing up of the main themes and the main action of the novel? 

ADVANCE \d 4 7. Do Tante Lou, Miss Emma, and Vivian represent positive qualities that are exclusive to the black women of the quarter? Do any black men in the novel share these qualities? Does Grant himself take on any of Tante Lou's and Miss Emma's qualities by the end of the novel? 

ADVANCE \d 4 8. Why do Miss Emma and Tante Lou insist that Grant visit Jefferson in the parish jail and teach him how to die like a man? Why don't they rely solely on Reverend Ambrose? 

ADVANCE \d 4 9. How would you characterize Grant's approach to and treatment of his students in the early chapters? Does his treatment of them change in the course of the novel? 

ADVANCE \d 4 10. At the end of Chapter 12, Vivian offers to Grant an explanation of his not "running away." Is her explanation just? What does her explanation reveal about her and about her understanding of Grant and of his situation? 

ADVANCE \d 4 11. What conflicts are at work in the novel? How do they provide a context for, or shape the decisions and actions of, the characters? 

ADVANCE \d 4 12. What are the terms and implications of the conflict between what Jefferson wants before he dies and what each of the others wants for and of him? How is this conflict related to the novel's other dominant conflicts? 

ADVANCE \d 4 13. Jefferson's final spoken words to Grant, at the end of Chapter 28, are "I'm all right, Mr. Wiggins." What is the full impact of that statement? 

ADVANCE \d 4 14. In Chapter 27, what does the conversation between Reverend Ambrose and Grant reveal about each and about the lives of their people? Are Reverend Ambrose's accusations true and just? Is he justified in lying to his congregation, as he admits he has done over the years? What levels of meaning and import are established in this dialogue? 

ADVANCE \d 4 
ADVANCE \d 4 Setting and Society

ADVANCE \d 4 1. What details does Gaines provide to establish the identity and significance of the quarter and its history, the plantation, Bayonne, and the surrounding county? 

ADVANCE \d 4 2. What details reveal white expectations concerning blacks, black expectations concerning whites, and the resulting behavior of individuals in each group? 

ADVANCE \d 4 3. Citing specific characters or groups of characters as illustrations, can you map the society of the novel? How is the social world of the novel structured? What and who determines that structure? How do various blacks and whites claim, sanction, and enforce these social strata? 

ADVANCE \d 4 4. In Chapter 6, why does Pichot keep Grant waiting for "nearly two and a half hours"? Why does Grant wait? What does this scene reveal about the relationships among blacks and whites in Louisiana, the South, and the nation in the late 1940s? 

ADVANCE \d 4 5. How does Gaines provide a sense of the lives and work of the people of the quarter, of their living conditions, and of their activities? What is the range of their activities and their lives? 

ADVANCE \d 4 6. What elements of setting are emphasized? Are these elements presented in and of themselves, as contributing to a sense of setting, or in association with specific characters or groups of characters? 

ADVANCE \d 4 7. What is the significance of the name of the Rainbow Club? 

ADVANCE \d 4 8. How does Gaines establish the unchanging ways of the two communities, black and white? What details of individual lives and of communal life contribute to the lack of change? 

ADVANCE \d 4 9. In Chapter 3, Grant notices that some things in Pichot's house have changed since he--Grant--was last there as a boy, and that some things have not changed. What has changed and what has not? Does Grant's observation take in material objects only? Are there other instances in which Grant calls our attention to things that have changed or remained the same? 

ADVANCE \d 4 10. How does the layout of Bayonne correspond with that of the plantation and with the structure of society in St. Raphael Parish? 

ADVANCE \d 4 11. More than once, in connection with a kindness or word of understanding from Paul Bonin, Grant comments that Paul "had come from good stock." What does he mean by that and does it adequately explain Paul's behavior? 

ADVANCE \d 4 
ADVANCE \d 4 Themes and Motifs

ADVANCE \d 4 1. What are the dominant themes of the novel and how are they worked out in terms of the characters and their words and actions? 

ADVANCE \d 4 2. What issues of justice and civil rights are raised by Jefferson's trial, imprisonment, and execution? How do these issues relate to the wider issue of capital punishment? 

ADVANCE \d 4 3. What does the remarkable attendance at the school's Christmas program indicate about the quarter's attitude toward Jefferson and his situation, and about their own lives? 

ADVANCE \d 4 4. What small, specific actions and expressions of the white characters reveal their deep-seated racism (e.g., the sheriff's not asking Miss Emma and Tante Lou to sit in the two empty chairs in his office, in Chapter 23). 

ADVANCE \d 4 5. Identify as many as possible of the small, specific actions and expressions of the black characters that reveal their attitudes toward whites and their historically enforced conventions of behavior toward whites. 

ADVANCE \d 4 6. What is the nature of the conflict between Grant and Reverend Ambrose (in terms of Jefferson, Grant's nonbelief, what each sees as best for his community, and so on)? What objects and actions seem to focus or crystallize this conflict [pp. 217ff.]? 

ADVANCE \d 4 7. Is Grant a hero, according to the definition he gives Jefferson in Chapter 24 [pp. 191-92]? Is Jefferson a hero? Do any of the other characters qualify as heroes according to Grant's definition? 

ADVANCE \d 4 8. To what extent does Grant see Jefferson and his fate as an object lesson for the children? What kind of object lesson? 

ADVANCE \d 4 9. In Chapter 8, Grant watches the sixth-grade boys saw and split wood and recalls his own experiences as a student. What do his description and memories reveal about his own character and about life in the quarter over the years? 

ADVANCE \d 4 10. What are the full meaning and implications of "the burden," which Grant recalls as being passed from Matthew Antoine to himself? 

ADVANCE \d 4 11. In Chapter 17, both Paul and Grant say that they will do their duty in respect to Jefferson. Is the importance of doing one's duty a dominant theme of the novel? Does each of the other main characters have a clear notion of his or her duty? 

ADVANCE \d 4 12. In Chapter 22, Grant notes that Jefferson looks at him "with an inner calmness now." What are the causes and implications of that inner calmness? 

ADVANCE \d 4 13. In Chapter 24, Grant explains to Jefferson a "myth" that continues to determine life in their community. What is that "myth"? Are there references to it or instances of its operation elsewhere in the novel? 

ADVANCE \d 4 14. How are the related themes of past-and-present and stasis-and-change bodied forth in the persons and actions of the characters? What is needed to break from the past without incurring alienation or death? Does Gaines resolve the thematic conflict between a respect for the past and the need to change and grow? 

ADVANCE \d 4 15. To what extent is the theme of fathers and sons important? Consider, for example, Grant's relationships with the surrogate fathers, Matthew Antoine and Reverend Ambrose. 

ADVANCE \d 4 
ADVANCE \d 4 Imagery and Language

ADVANCE \d 4 1. What Cajun and Creole words and idioms are used throughout the novel? With what frequency and in what contexts? What does the use of these words and idioms reveal about the hierarchy and conventions of the novel's social order? 

ADVANCE \d 4 2. When and how does the "hog" metaphor appear in the novel, beginning with its first appearance in Chapter 1? With what purpose and to what effect? Do it and related animal images appear in any association or context other than those directly connected with Jefferson? 

ADVANCE \d 4 3. What images and descriptive elements are associated with the quarter's church-school? How do they establish the church-school within the landscape and history of the quarter, within the lives of the main characters, and within the main action of the novel? What is the impact of the description, in Chapter 31, of the building's foundations? 

ADVANCE \d 4 4. What is the importance in the lives of the black community of such sports heroes as Jackie Robinson and Joe Louis? What connection, if any, exists between references to Robinson and Louis and Grant's definition of the term, hero, in Chapter 24? 

ADVANCE \d 4 5. Are images of the plantation--the river, the cane fields, the trees, the swamp, the cane itself, and so on--emphasized at critical points in the novel? Are they associated with specific characters, themes, and plot developments? 

ADVANCE \d 4 6. On the very first page Miss Emma is likened to "a great stone" and "one of our oak or cypress stumps" and in Chapter 15 Tante Lou is likened to "a boulder in the road." What do these and other instances of strongly rooted or anchored earth elements tell us about these two women? Are similar images associated with other characters? 

ADVANCE \d 4 7. Do the chains that Jefferson is required to wear when out of his cell signify anything beyond Jefferson's situation as a specific, condemned prisoner in this specific jail? 

ADVANCE \d 4 8. What references to clothes occur in the novel? Do these references, taken together, clarify our view of the characters involved, black and white? 

ADVANCE \d 4 9. What does the radio mean for Jefferson and for Grant? Why do Reverend Ambrose and Tante Lou make such an issue of it (in Chapter 23)? What is the radio's significance within the larger context of the novel's action? 

ADVANCE \d 4 10. How, in what contexts, and in association with which characters, does Gaines make use of images of the Messiah or savior? Are these images always connected specifically with Christ or are they presented in more general terms? 

ADVANCE \d 4 11. Upon leaving Pichot's house after discussing Jefferson's impending execution, Grant says to Reverend Ambrose, "I'm going for a walk, a long walk in the opposite direction" [p.159]. Where does this walk take him, actually and symbolically? 

ADVANCE \d 4 
ADVANCE \d 4 Quotations for Discussion and Assignment

ADVANCE \d 4 What does each of the following quotations reveal about the characters, themes, setting, action, and technique of A Lesson Before Dying? 

Who said each of the following: Find the page number is helpful to you.

ADVANCE \d 4 1. "I was not there, yet I was there." 

ADVANCE \d 4 2. "Living and teaching on a plantation, you got to know the occupants of every house, and you knew who was home and who was not.... I could look at the smoke rising from each chimney or I could look at the rusted tin roof of each house, and I could tell the lives that went on in each one of them."

ADVANCE \d 4 3. "Ô Everything you sent me to school for, you're stripping me of it,' I told my aunt.... `The humiliation I had to go through, going into that man's kitchen.... Now going up to that jail.... Anything to humiliate me. All the things you wanted me to escape by going to school. Years ago, Professor Antoine told me that if I stayed here, they were going to break me down to the nigger I was born to be. But he didn't tell me that my aunt would help them do it.'"

ADVANCE \d 4 4. "I had gone to bars, to barbershops; I had stood on street corners, and I had gone to many suppers there in the quarter. But I had never really listened to what was being said. Then I began to listen, to listen closely to how they talked about their heroes, how they talked about the dead and about how great the dead had once been. I heard it everywhere." 

ADVANCE \d 4 5. "All the furniture in the room was old. Faded overstuffed chairs; an old overstuffed love seat; an overstuffed couch; and a rattan rocker with a pillow. The lamp tables were old, and the lamps and lamp shades looked just as old." 

ADVANCE \d 4 6. "We black men...stay here in the South and are broken, or we run away and leave them alone to look after the children and themselves. So each time a male child is born, they hope he will be the one to change this vicious circle--which he never does. Because even though he wants to change it, and maybe even tries to change it, it is too heavy a burden because of all the others who have run away and left their burdens behind.... I can give them something that neither a husband, a father, nor a grandfather ever did, so they want to hold on as long as they can. Not realizing that their holding on will break me too." 

ADVANCE \d 4 7. "Me, Mr. Wiggins. Me. Me to take the cross. Your cross, Nannan's cross, my own cross. Me, Mr. Wiggins. This old stumbling nigger. Y'all axe a lot, Mr. Wiggins." 

ADVANCE \d 4 8. "i kno you paul an i kno ole clark and i kno you too shef guirty and you mr picho and mr mogan an all the rest of yall i jus never say non of this befor but i know yall everlas one of yall" 

ADVANCE \d 4 9. "Yet they must believe. They must believe, if only to free the mind, if not the body. Only when the mind is free has the body a chance to be free." 
