
Symbolism in "A Rose for Emily": Death, Decay, and Resistance to Change 

William Faulkner's 1930 short story employs rich symbolism to explore themes of death, the 

decline of the Old South, and the psychological costs of resisting time's passage. Through 

objects, settings, and the titular rose itself, Faulkner creates a Gothic portrait of a woman 

trapped between past glory and present decay, ultimately revealing the horrifying extremes of 

her refusal to accept loss. 

The most prominent symbol is Emily's house, which represents both the Grierson family legacy 

and the dying aristocratic South. Once grand and located on the town's most select street, it 

becomes an eyesore surrounded by industrial progress—cotton gins and garages encroach upon 

it. The house's exterior deterioration mirrors Emily's psychological decay and the South's post-

Civil War decline. Inside, the house preserves the past like a museum or tomb. Dust covers 

everything, suggesting time frozen rather than flowing naturally. The closed upstairs room 

where Homer Barron's corpse lies undiscovered for decades becomes the ultimate symbol of 

Emily's pathological denial of death and change. She literally sleeps beside death, her gray hair 

on the pillow next to the rotted corpse revealing grotesque intimacy with what she cannot 

relinquish. 

Emily herself functions symbolically as the Old South personified. Her relationship with the 

town represents the region's complicated relationship with its aristocratic past. The 

townspeople simultaneously pity, gossip about, and revere her as a "fallen monument" to their 

history. When she refuses to pay taxes, citing an arrangement with the long-dead Colonel 

Sartoris, she demonstrates aristocratic entitlement disconnected from present reality. Her 

insistence that her father isn't dead for three days after his death foreshadows her later, more 

extreme denial with Homer. These refusals to acknowledge loss symbolize the South's inability 

to accept its defeat and changed circumstances. 

Homer Barron himself carries symbolic weight as a Northern laborer, a Yankee who represents 

industrial progress and different social values. Emily's murder of Homer can be read as the Old 

South's violent rejection of Northern influence and modernity. By poisoning him and preserving 

his body, she controls him completely, transforming a living relationship into a possession she 

can keep forever unchanging. The arsenic she purchases symbolizes her willingness to destroy 

rather than adapt or lose control. 

The rose of the title, never mentioned explicitly in the story, operates as symbolic commentary. 

Critics interpret it variously as the author's gesture of sympathy toward Emily, a representation 

of the dried rose color of the wallpaper in the death chamber, or ironically suggesting romance 

where only necrophilia exists. The rose traditionally symbolizes love and beauty, but in this 



context it becomes withered, preserved unnaturally, much like Emily's relationship with Homer 

and her connection to the past. 

Emily's iron-gray hair symbolizes the fusion of strength and lifelessness. Iron suggests her 

unbending will and the rigid codes she lives by, while gray indicates death, age, and the 

colorless quality of her existence. The discovery of this hair on the pillow beside Homer's 

skeleton horrifies because it reveals that Emily has been lying with the corpse, perhaps for 

years, collapsing any remaining boundary between life and death in her psychology. 

The town's evolving relationship with Emily reflects changing attitudes toward the past. Older 

generations exempt her from taxes and treat her with deference, while younger ones want to 

collect what's owed and treat her like any other citizen. This generational shift symbolizes the 

South's gradual movement away from aristocratic privilege toward democratic equality, though 

this transition remains incomplete and conflicted. 

Faulkner weaves these symbols into a complex meditation on time, loss, and the human 

capacity for denial. Emily's tragedy isn't simply personal but represents a culture's struggle with 

inevitable change. The symbols accumulate to create a portrait of psychological and social 

pathology, where the refusal to accept mortality and historical progress produces monstrous 

consequences that remain hidden until death finally forces revelation. 

 


