
A Lesson Before Dying  

The Author 

Ernest J. Gaines was born in 1933 on the River Lake plantation in Pointe Coupée 
Parish, Louisiana, the setting for most of his fiction; he was the fifth generation in his 
family to be born there. At the age of nine he was picking cotton in the plantation fields; 
the black quarter's school held classes only five or six months a year.  
When he was fifteen, Gaines moved to California to join his parents, who had left 
Louisiana during World War II. There he attended San Francisco State University and 
later won a writing fellowship to Stanford University.  
 
Gaines published his first short story in 1956. Since then he has written eight books of 
fiction, including Catherine Carmier, Of Love and Dust, Bloodline, The 
Autobiography of Miss Jane Pittman, A Long Day in November, In My Father's 
House, and A Gathering of Old Men, most of which are available in Vintage paperback 
editions. A Lesson Before Dying, his most recent novel, won the 1993 National Book 
Critics Circle Award. He has also been awarded a MacArthur Foundation grant, for 
writings of "rare historical resonance."  
Gaines divides his time between San Francisco and Lafayette, Louisiana, where he is 
writer in residence at the University of Southwestern Louisiana. He is married to the 
lawyer Dianne Saulney.  
 
Gaines says: 
"I write for the African-America youth in the country, especially the South, so that they 
can know who they are and where they came from and take pride in it . . . (And for) the 
white youth in this country, and especially the South, because unless he knows his 
neighbor of three hundred years, he only knows half his history." 
 
"We all know-at least intellectually-that we're going [to die]. The difference is being told, 
'Okay, it's tomorrow at 10 a.m. 'How do you react to that? How do you face it? That, it 
seems to me, is the ultimate test of life.  
 
 "When I speak to black students about Hemingway, they often ask me what I expect 
them to learn from 'that white man.' I tell them: 'All Hemingway wrote about was grace 
under pressure. And he way talking about you. Can you tell me a better example of grace 
under pressure than our people for the past three hundred years? Grace under pressure 
isn't just about bullfighters and men at war. It's about getting up every day to face a job or 
a white boss you don't like but have to face to feed your children so they'll grow up to be 
a better generation." 
 

The Work 

A young black named Jefferson is a reluctant party in a shoot-out in a liquor store in 
which the three other men involved are all killed, including the white store owner. 
Jefferson, the only survivor, is accused of murder. At the trial, the essence of the defense 



is that the accused, a lowly form of existence lacking even a modicum of intelligence, is 
incapable of premeditated murder. His lawyer argues: "Why, I would just as soon put a 
hog in the electric chair as this." But Jefferson is condemned to death.  
 
 Grant Wiggins, who left his small rural black community to go to university, has 
returned to the plantation school to teach children whose lives promise to be not much 
better than Jefferson's. But he wonders whether he has the will to take off north or west 
like so many before him who knew it was the only way to climb out of a centuries-old 
rut. He is grappling with his own situation when Jefferson's godmother and Grant's aunt 
persuade Grant to impart something of himself, of his learning and pride, to Jefferson 
before his death-to prove the lawyer wrong.  

It is about the ways in which people insist on declaring the value of their lives in a time 
and place in which those lives count for nothing. It is about the ways in which the 
imprisoned may find freedom even in the moment of their death. As such, Gaines's novel 
transcends its minutely evoked circumstances to address the basic predicament of what it 
is to be a human being, a creature striving for dignity in a universe that often denies it 

Critical Questions 

1. What does this novel seem to suggest or say about America? 
2. Grant's task is to affirm that Jefferson is not a hog, but a man. The mission is doubly difficult 

because Grant isn't sure he knows what a man is. What definition of manhood, or humanity, does 
A Lesson Before Dying provide? Why is manhood a subversive notion within the book's milieu?  

3. At various points in the book Gaines draws analogies between Jefferson and Jesus. One of the first 
questions Jefferson asks his tutor concerns the significance of Christmas: "That's when He was 
born, or that's when he died?" Jefferson is executed eight days after Easter. In what other ways is 
this parallel developed? In particular, discuss the scriptural connotations of the word "lesson."  

4. For all the book's religious symbolism, the central character is a man without faith. Grant's refusal 
to attend church has deeply hurt his aunt and antagonized Reverend Ambrose, whose religion 
Grant at first dismisses as a sham. Yet at the book's climax he admits that Ambrose "is braver than 
I," and he has his pupils pray in the hours before Jefferson's death. What kind of faith does Grant 
acquire in the course of this book? Why does the Reverend emerge as the stronger of the two men?  

5. Women play a significant role in the book. Examine the scenes between Grant and Tante Lou, 
Grant and Vivian, and Jefferson and Miss Emma, and discuss the impetus that Gaines's women 
provide his male characters. In what ways do these interactions reflect the roles of black women 
within their families and in African-American society?  

6. A Lesson Before Dying is concerned with obligation and commitment. Discuss this theme as it 
emerges in the exchanges between Emma Glenn and the Pichots, Grant and Vivian, and Grant and 
the Reverend Ambrose. What are the debts these people owe each other? In what ways do they 
variously try to honor, evade, or exploit them?  

7. Like Faulkner and Joyce, Gaines has been acclaimed for his evocation of place. In A Lesson 
Before Dying his accomplishment is all the more impressive because of the book's brevity. What 
details in this book evoke its setting, and what is the relation between its setting and its themes?  

8. From the manslaughter that begins this novel to the judicial murder at its close, death is a constant 
presence in A Lesson Before Dying. We are repeatedly reminded of all the untimely, violent 
deaths that have preceded Jefferson's and, in all likelihood, will follow it. Why then is Jefferson's 
death so disturbing to this book's black characters, and even to some of its white ones? What does 
Jefferson's death accomplish that his life could not?  

 


