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Analysis of “A Rose for Emily”


In the short story “A Rose for Emily,” William Faulkner distorts the timeline in order to add more suspense and impact to the thrilling ending.  By looking critically at these jumbled events and placing them in order, one can notice various clues to help us understand Emily’s decision to murder Homer Barron.  Many of these clues point to the possibility that Emily’s two female cousins instructed or suggested she kill him.  This specifically is seen in three parts – Emily’s bizarre past, the timing of the rat poison purchase, and the departure and return of Homer himself.


The first step to understanding this view is analyzing Emily’s past.  Through small glimpses into her life, we see her father.  He is domineering and commanding.  Her father has chased away all the boys who tried to court her and kept her away from society.  Because of this twisted childhood, Emily never matured socially or mentally.  Even after her father passes away, she chooses a life of near-solitude.  Emily doesn’t really know what to do with herself; she has always relied upon her father to make decisions.  This sets the stage for ideas to be easily placed into her head, not just by her father but also by anyone in the family.  She has been programmed to merely listen, not to think or decide for herself.  The cousins told her to do away with her sinful lover, and she simply listened.


This idea is also aided by the timing of the poison purchase.  The narrator informs us that the poison was purchased “while the two female cousins were visiting her” (76).  She knows nothing about the poisons; she doesn’t even know what kind to purchase.  But why would Emily choose to murder Homer, a lover she had already spent so much time with, at this exact time?  It seems very unlikely she would choose to murder someone with family in town.  Surely it would make more sense to purchase the poison afterwards.  She doesn’t.  This is because she was prompted to kill Homer and to purchase the poison by her cousins.


It could be seen that Emily chooses to kill Homer because he left.  A jaded lover seeking revenge could make sense, but it doesn’t seem very likely that Homer intended to leave Emily.  Rather, it seems he had full intention to stay with her.  When the narrator tells us about his departure, he suggests that Homer left so the cousins would also leave.  If they had a strong distaste for him or made him uncomfortable, it’s very likely that is why he chose to leave.  The narrator also says “the streets and been finished some time since” (77).  This suggests he departs because he must move on to his next job.  If this is true though, he would have left when the streets were done – not some time afterward.  Not only that, but Homer does come back.  This is most likely because of Emily’s request.  When he does return, she has him enter through the back door because she knows she will murder him, and wants nobody to see him enter.  Homer wouldn’t have come back to Emily if she was just one of the many women he had; clearly their relationship was deeper than the superficial narrator suggests.


By analyzing the plot of “A Rose for Emily,” one can read between the lines of a biased narrator and fully appreciate the stories complexities.  Moving aside the thoughts of this narrator, one can fairly assess the situation and what happened, and see what truly provoked Emily to do this horrible deed.

