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In a small Cajun community in 1940s Louisiana, a young black man is about to 

go to the electric chair for murder, even though he was an innocent bystander. A 

white shopkeeper had died during a robbery gone bad; though the young man 

on trial had not been armed and had not pulled the trigger, in that time and place, 

there could be no doubt of the verdict or the penalty. 

 

"I was not there, yet I was there. No, I did not go to the trial, I did not hear the 

verdict, because I knew all the time what it would be..."  

 

So begins Grant Wiggins, the narrator of Ernest J. Gaines's powerful 

exploration of race, injustice, and resistance, A Lesson Before Dying. If young 

Jefferson, the accused, is confined by the law to prison, Grant Wiggins is also a 

prisoner of social convention. University educated, Grant has returned to the 

tiny plantation town of his youth, where the only job available to him is 

teaching in the small plantation church school.  

 

More than 75 years after the close of the Civil War, African Americans go to 

the kitchen door when visiting whites and the two races are separated by custom 

and by law. Grant, trapped in a career he doesn't enjoy, eaten up by resentment 

at his station in life, and angered by the injustice he sees all around him, dreams 

of taking his girlfriend Vivian and leaving Louisiana forever. But when 

Jefferson is convicted and sentenced to die, his grandmother, Miss Emma, begs 

Grant for one last favour: to teach her grandson to die like a man. 

 

As Grant struggles to convince Jefferson that he is not an animal  before he 

must face his death, he learns an important lesson as well: heroism is not always 

expressed through action  -  sometimes the simple act of resisting the inevitable 



is enough. Jefferson, at the moment of his death, is the bravest man in the room. 

He stands and walks with dignity to his death. His value is greater in his death 

than in his life. He gives the gift of respect. Full of strong, unforgettable 

characters, Ernest J. Gaines's A Lesson Before Dying offers a lesson for a 

lifetime.  

 

We agreed our book could have been entitled “ a lesson for us all.” It evoked 

strong emotions. Some of us cried openly describing our reactions to the book. 

The themes are so powerful and painful. The execution of an innocent man is so 

hard to bear, the history of slavery and the injustice to black people over 

hundreds of years are extremely upsetting subjects. Gaines is a black American 

writer from a plantation family in Louisiana. Now in his eighties, he has  lived 

through the times he describes. He writes so very well, so simply and honestly, 

that we were immediately drawn into his world.  

“ Better than Steinbeck or Hemingway” was one comment. “ Simply the best 

novel I have read in a long time. I was right there alongside the characters.” 

“ I have read many black writers, my husband and children are black, I was 

surprised that I had never heard of Gaines. I liked his optimism and generosity, 

whilst still showing his anger at injustice.” 

“ I was first introduced to Gaines by black inmates in Wandsworth prison. The 

prison reading group chose to read A Lesson Before Dying  and it opened the 

eyes of the white inmates to their inherent racism.” 

“ A very tender and sensitive novel. Very moving,” 

“ I was touched by the strength of the black women in the community. By their 

determination and dignity” 

“The shades of racism were well drawn, especially within the black community, 

everything was not just black and white.” 

“The title can be interpreted in many different ways. It is not just Jefferson who 

learns a lesson before his death, but all of the characters.” 

“ I enjoyed the plain, unemotional language very much indeed. Being distanced 

from a painful topic made it easier to cope with. ” 



“ It is a grim topic but there is a light at the end of the tunnel. There is hope and 

the possibility of change.” 

“ As a white South African, I empathised with so much, it felt very real and 

honest.” 

“ I thought it would be boring, predictable. How wrong I was. I was slammed in 

the stomach from the first page. “ 

“ The death penalty makes me feel physically sick. I had to stop reading as the 

date of Jefferson’s death approached.” 

“ What is so convincing is that the black teacher Grant is not very likable, he is 

very human and selfish at first. He doesn’t know how to be a man himself.” 

“ Grant is having to teach pupils who do not want to learn and with very poor 

resources. As a teacher myself, I could understand his frustration and sense of 

pointlessness only too well.” 

“ There was not a moment of boredom reading this book - I was gripped from 

start to finish.” 

“ This book should be read in every school as part of the curriculum!” 

“ I was fascinated to see the world through black eyes. I haven’t read many 

black writers. I’d like to read more.” 

“ Many people still regard Africans as inferior, as three fifths human, with 

smaller brains etc. A Lesson Before Dying shows such opinions are complete 

rubbish.” 

“ And it challenges the use of the death penalty. Even today there are so many 

black people waiting on death row in the States.” 

“ This book is about common humanity and dealing with adversity. It 

transcends the everyday experience.” 

“ A butterfly appears to Grant at the moment of Jefferson’s death - presumably 

symbolising the passing of Jefferson’s soul.” 

“ Religion still plays a part in helping Jefferson, Rev Ambrose is brave at the 

moment of Jefferson’s death. But Jefferson is the bravest man in the room and 



gives the gift of  dignity to his godmother and respect back to his community. 

He proves he is a man and not a hog.”  

“Violence is handed down from one generation to another, like the strungs of a 

ladder. Gaines offers hope of this chain being broken.” 

“ Europe no longer has the death penalty, thank goodness. But if there was a 

referendum on bringing back capital punishment, the vote would probably be in 

favour.” 

“ Black men have not been able to protect their women throughout history, this 

explains their instinct to run away.” 

“ Gaines shows black men in Louisiana in the forties had only three choices, to 

die violently, to be brought down to the level of beasts, or to run and run. Have 

times changed for the better? ” 

“Grant is reluctant to visit Jefferson in gaol, he only goes for his Tante Lou, and 

at first he is unable to get through to Jefferson. The gradual development of 

their relationship is very realistic and convincing.” 

“ The gifts of a radio and pen and paper to Jefferson are crucial to his ability to 

cope and give him the opportunity to express himself as a man not a beast. 

Jefferson’s notebook is difficult to read but very rewarding. It works best read 

out loud.” 

“ For all the religious symbolism, the central character Grant is a man without 

faith. This saves the book from being too evangelical.” 

“Jefferson is sometimes compared to Jesus. He is executed between 12 and 3 on 

a Friday, eight days after Easter. This adds power to his status as a victim.” 

“ The overall message is one of common humanity and man’s ability to 

overcome adversity.” 

“ Food plays an important part. The love of the godmother for Jefferson is 

expressed through her gifts of food. I could smell and taste the food, especially 

her gumbo.” 

“ Paul, the deputy governor at the prison, shows the possibility of reconciliation. 

After Jefferson’s death there is real respect between Paul and Grant. There is 

hope for the future.” 



“ The black community have been looking for a saviour , Obama seems to 

represent this hope, but perhaps too much is expected of him.” 

“ Emma, Jefferson’s godmother has given her life to the white Pichot family. 

She is insistent that she is owed something in return. I felt that there was a dark 

secret she had over the Pichots. Maybe an abortion or some other kind of 

scandal from the past.”  

“ That thought didn’t occur to me, I just thought she had worked hard for them 

all her life and felt she deserved something back from them.” 

“ Grant is set apart from his peers by his university education. His humiliation, 

being kept waiting for two and a half hours to see the white men, was an image 

that really worked for me. His courage at using correct grammar and speaking 

out about being kept waiting was very moving.” 

“Jefferson achieves respect in the manner of his death, that he never had in life.” 

“ I thought too much was asked of him. The poor man was awaiting his 

execution, he should have not had so much pressure asserted on him.” 

“ Gaines writes so compassionately about the black struggle in the forties. The 

injustice shines through and cannot fail to touch everyone who reads his work.” 

“ The defence lawyer’s speech is disturbing- that the only way he can save 

Jefferson from death is describing him as a hog, incapable of any intelligence.” 

“ Similar lines of defence are still used in court today. It was the only line of 

defence open to the attorney to try to save Jefferson from death.” 

“ I learnt a lot about the conflict between whites and blacks in the US. The 

mixture of arrogance and humiliation meted out by the whites to the blacks was 

very well shown by Gaines.” 

“ I was put off by the graphic details of the electric chair but I could see it was 

necessary to show the horror. I believe the same kind of chair is in use today.” 

“ I really like the book. Despite all the bad things happening, I was left with a 

feeling of optimism when I finished it.” 

“The black characters are shown as people as well as victims. The white 

characters are decent too.” 



“ How can racists be decent?” 

“ That’s a philosophical and difficult question to answer!” 

“I’d been teaching the death penalty at school and thought “oh, not again, I’ve 

had enough of this theme. But then I found the book very good to read.” 

“ I liked it very much. The end was very exciting- the pace seemed to get faster 

and faster and I could hardly read it . I thought Jefferson wouldn’t have courage 

in his final moments. But he did – it was very impressive.” 

“A wonderful and important book. I really got a deep understanding of how 

black people think and how they live. I liked it more and more as I read it.” 

“ I got an insight into what is inherited from generation to generation” 

“ Jefferson’s transformation was spiritual. He sacrifices himself for all the black 

people in his community. There are strong parallels with Jesus:” 

This is a powerful novel, that brilliantly evokes a time and a place and a 

community that was forced to bear inhuman injustices.  One or two of us were 

put off reading A Lesson Before Dying because it seemed such a depressing 

topic .The dignified manner in which a simple man rises up and, with courage 

and grace, accepts the burden of man's inhumanity to man makes for an 

uplifting story of the triumph of the human spirit. A Lesson Before Dying is a 

convincing aid in fighting racism and deserves to be on every school curriculum.  

Highly Recommended 

A very moving novel – beautifully written in a strong but simple style. A book 

to savour – already a classic. Everyone who reads this novel cannot fail to be 

moved by the injustices portrayed. 

 


