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A Lesson Before Dying

Introduction: PBS Film “Freedom: A History of US: What is Freedom?” (26:27mins.)
Directions: Answer the following while viewing the film presentation.

1. Describe the South after the Civil War.

2. What were some of the obstacles faced by southern blacks?

3. Describe the influence of President Johnson on the blacks’ fight for freedom.

4. What did the 14th Amendment establish?

5. How did Congress at the time feel about President Johnson?
6. What did the 15th Amendment establish?

7. What was the Klu Klux Klan known for during this time period?

8. What was the ruling of the Supreme Court case, Plessey vs. Ferguson?

9. What things were racially separated during the era of segregation between black and whites?
About the Author: Ernest Gaines

What are the key facts concerning his life?  Can you predict themes of his novel?

Ernest James Gaines was born in 1933 on the River Lake Plantation in Louisiana. His ancestors had lived on the same plantation since slavery, remaining after emancipation to work the land as sharecroppers. Gaines and his family lived in the houses, much expanded, that had once served as slave quarters. His parents separated when he was eight; the strongest adult influence in his childhood was a great aunt, Augusteen Jefferson, crippled from birth, who crawled from the kitchen to the family's garden patch, growing and preparing food, and caring for him and for six of his brothers and sisters. 

Story-telling and oral tradition were a powerful part of African American life in the rural South, and young Ernest Gaines absorbed the stories of his family and neighbors, acquiring a sense of history and an ear for vernacular speech. The only school for African American children in the district was conducted in a single room of the black church. School was open for less than half the year; from the age of nine, Ernest Gaines and the other children were sent to labor alongside their elders in the fields. Pointe Coupee Parish offered no public high school to its black citizens. For three years, Gaines attended St. Augustine's School, a segregated Catholic school. 

At 15, Gaines joined his mother and stepfather northeast of San Francisco. To keep him off the streets and out of trouble, his stepfather urged him to spend time in the public library. He soon became enthralled with literature.  Finding no literature that directly portrayed the life of African Americans in the rural South, he began to write stories of his own, recreating the world of his childhood.   Deeply grounded in the stories from his youth and cultural history, his tales resound with universal ideas of love and family, of responsibility, injustice and endurance. 

In 1993, he saw the publication of his most critically acclaimed novel to date, A Lesson Before Dying.  The book created an international sensation; beyond its achievement as a work of literature, it became a touchstone in the ongoing debate over capital punishment. Since 1983, Ernest Gaines has been Writer-in-Residence at the University of Louisiana, Lafayette.  Today, his permanent residence in Louisiana is a house that he and his wife built on land that was once part of River Lake Plantation, where he spent his childhood, and where his ancestors labored for generations. 
