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    George Saunders is an American author, renowned for his work with the short story form. Having studied under the writer Tobias Wolff whilst earning his M.A. in Creative Writing at Syracuse University, Saunders went on to write technical manuals for seven years before publishing his first short story collection in 1996. From 1997, Saunders has served as lecturer in Creative Writing at Syracuse University; in 2006 he was awarded both the Guggenheim and MacArthur Fellowships. A frequent contributor to publications like the New Yorker and McSweeney’s, Saunders has won the PEN/Malamud Award, the Folio Prize, and the Man Booker Prize in the course of his career.
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    Lincoln in the Bardo details the night in 1862 that Abraham Lincoln spent in the graveyard where he had earlier buried his young son, Willie. However, the majority of the book’s action takes place in a spirit world, where the dead refuse to accept that they are dead, instead believing themselves sick, to avoid ‘passing on’. Blurring the line between the world of the living and the world of the dead, Lincoln in the Bardo blends fiction and history, alternating between the voices of the fictional characters in the graveyard and both factual and quasi-factual historical references.


    Winner of the Man Booker Prize in 2017 and Saunders’ first novel, Lincoln in the Bardo is a meditation on what it is to have a meaningful life. As spirits cling to their spirit world, hoping one day to return to their former lives in order to make amends or experience that which they were previously unable to, Lincoln wrestles with the decision to leave his precious son to resume his duties as President of a United States torn apart by the Civil War. In all, Saunders explores the ways in which we define ourselves, the ways in which we reduce others in our perceptions of them, and how true liberation comes from understanding and empathising with strangers.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    PART 1: WILLIE LINCOLN DIES AND ENTERS THE BARDO


    The novel opens with Hans Vollman discussing his marriage to his much younger wife, and how they had decided to remain friends until they developed such a strong bond that she wished to consummate the marriage. Before they could, however, a beam struck Vollman and sent him to a “sick-box” (p.5), which clearly means his coffin. He and his friend, Roger BevinsIII, comment on how young the new arrival to the “hospital-yard” (p.8) is.


    Saunders then quotes historical sources which recount the events of a state dinner that the Lincolns held one winter during the Civil War, which offended many with its lavishness – and during which the Lincolns’ son Willie was morbidly ill with fever. The guests at the party describe the lavishness of the display and provide contradictory accounts of the moon the evening of the party. An account from Isabelle Perkins’ Civil War letters reveals that Willie had died and Lincoln had placed him in a crypt belonging to Judge Carroll opposite the Perkins’ home.


    In the graveyard, Roger BevinsIII recounts how he slit his wrists after his lover broke up with him in order to repress his homosexual tendencies. However, as he began to die, Bevins changed his mind, and he says that he is waiting to be revived in his former kitchen. Vollman halts Bevins’ reverie, careful not to scare the new arrival – the dead Willie Lincoln. Willie remarks that Bevins has multiple sets of eyes, hands, and noses and that Vollman is nude with an exceptionally large erection – the exaggerated features of that which the characters had hoped to use more of in life. They are joined by the Reverend Thomas, whose hair shoots straight up and whose mouth forms, “a perfect O of terror” (p.28). Though the others suggest Willie might to go somewhere else – a euphemism for his spirit passing into death – Willie tells them that he must wait for his parents. However, the men say that the young must not and often do not stay around for long, so they take Willie to “the edge of an uninhabited wilderness…that ended in the dreaded iron fence” (p.36).


    There they find Elsie Traynor, a young girl whose spirit has not passed on as it should have. She transforms into a number of unpleasant things. She softens for Willie, however, and tells him how she died at 14, desired to have a child, and learned vulgar words in death that she did not know in life. Willie seems convinced that he must pass on, but as soon as the men lead him back to his crypt, Willie spots his father. Though he tries to embrace Lincoln, his ghost passes through him, and Lincoln moves to Willie’s crypt and removes his body.


    Historical accounts detail Willie’s fatal decline and Lincoln’s heartbroken, sobbing response to having lost his favourite son. They detail how beloved Willie was by everybody for being an intelligent, thoughtful boy and how ravaged with grief the Lincolns were at his death. At the graveyard, a crowd has gathered to watch Lincoln holding Willie’s exhumed corpse. Willie, frustrated that his father is not paying attention to him, enters his body as Lincoln holds it. However, he also partially enters Lincoln’s body and begins to hear his father’s thoughts and his promise to return to Willie in order to gain some strength of spirit. Lincoln leaves, and Willie tells the Reverend that his father promised to return. Having seen a living person love one of the dead, even going so far as to touch them, the other spirits in the graveyard emerge and enjoy each other’s company.


    They soon line up to talk to Willie in hopes that he might return to the land of the living. The spirits recount their lives: Jane Ellis asks Willie to reassure her daughters in her absence, Abigail Blass offers all of the money and debris she has saved, and Lieutenant Cecil Strong recounts with racist epithets his former life as a slave-owner. More arrive to speak with Willie, but cannot because the graveyard blossoms with foliage and natural life as it is invaded by spirits that take the form of the seers’ object of desire in life (angels for the Reverend, brides for Vollman, his lover for Bevins). These apparitions attempt to lure the graveyard’s inhabitants to leave with them – ostensibly passing on into whatever lies beyond their purgatory.


    Given the promise of a pill that can give her all she ever lacked in life, Mrs. Abigail Blass leaves with her visions with a shout and “the matterlightblooming phenomenon” (p.96). The apparitions try to lure all with them with more vigour, making the spirits confront the fact that they are dead and must pass on. However, they eventually leave and the graveyard returns to its grey state. Bevins, Vollman, and the Reverend try to ascertain who were the three spirits taken, and although they assume Willie is one, they find him still in the graveyard though in a deteriorated state.


    A tendril grows and attaches itself to Willie, and the three men lament that if he stays he will become a part of the crypt, as Elsie Traynor had become part of the gate, doomed to an existence without much hope or aspiration. Willie resolves to remain, and the men note that Jane Ellis was the third to have passed on. Then, they are bombarded with hate and practical jokes from the three bachelors – rabble-rousers who can fly and have remained “in a youthful state of perpetual emotional vacuity” (p.118). They say they saw Lincoln not long ago and then leave. The Reverend tells Bevins and Vollman that they must not tell Willie for Willie’s sake. The Reverend disappears, but Bevins and Vollman choose to investigate out of boredom with their situation.


    They encounter Trevor Williams, a former hunter who, in the graveyard, became burdened by those animals he killed in life, fated to hold hundreds of them until they felt ready to pass on. They pass Percival “Dash” Collier, who, having had many properties in life, now finds his head turned into a compass, pointing for eternity towards whichever property he was most concerned with at the moment. Bevins and Vollman cross the swamp, where the residents have become shapeless, formless grey lines, and move beyond to the most freshly-dug “sick-hole” (p.136) of Tober Muller.


    From that place, Captain William Prince, a former soldier, attempts to write to his wife. Discovering that he is in a graveyard, he confesses to his wife that he had been carrying on an affair in life. As he confesses, he disappears with the same “matterlightblooming phenomenon” (p.140). Other spirits perform crude gestures on the man’s grave. Bevins and Vollman move on, past the markers of those whose spirits did not linger in the graveyard. Bevins and Vollman criticise them for having “surrendered” (p.144). They finally encounter Lincoln.


    Bevins and Vollman occupy Lincoln’s body and are able to understand his thought process. Influenced by the younger Bevins, Lincoln remembers an image of a girl from his youth, grows ashamed, and tries to redirect his attention to remembering Willy in life, but he cannot. He finally recalls how delighted Willy was when he was fitted for the suit in which he is now buried. Lincoln mourns his son, but his thoughts digress. Historical testimony recounts the bodies of dead soldiers in the bloody battles of the Civil War.


    Lincoln goes on to think about how thousands have lost their sons, and he tells himself he must not capitulate and must push forward with the war. He thinks about Willie being in a better place, but Vollman and Bevins discuss with one another how sad it is that Willie is, in fact, not in a better place. The two resolve to attempt to influence Lincoln to return to Willie’s tomb and to persuade him to assure Willie that he will not be returning – this in the hopes that Willie might then pass on.


    Bevins and Vollman indicate that they have previously managed to have sway over the living, as once they convinced a fighting couple to reconcile to the point that they were able to watch the couple make love in the graveyard. After trying numerous tactics, the two begin to think about the horror of an unlocked tomb, prompting Lincoln to recall that he had not locked Willie’s tomb after leaving. Lincoln leaves to go to the tomb, Bevins and Vollman having been successful.


    On the way back, Bevins and Vollman inhabit each other inadvertently and are able to envision one another’s former lives, which they find “intensely pleasurable” (p.172). They lose Lincoln in the process, and disengage from one another to pursue him. They find they have a more intrinsic understanding not only of one another, but of Lincoln as well. They find that they know that Lincoln is the President, among other details about contemporary technology and fashion. They speed to Willie’s tomb.


    PART 2: LINCOLN MUST DECIDE TO LEAVE THE GRAVEYARD AND MARCH INTO THE FUTURE


    Historical accounts indicate that those at the White House wondered whether Lincoln would be able to competently lead the country again after the crisis. They say that Mary Lincoln had gone hysterical with Willie’s death and needed to be heavily sedated for nearly a month afterwards. Meanwhile, the Reverend attempts to persuade Willie to leave, saying that that place is not a very healthy environment. Willie retorts by asking why the Reverend chooses to stay, and the Reverend explains that, unlike the others, he is aware that he is dead.


    In an extended passage, the Reverend describes how, when he was buried, he passed on and with two companions marched to a hall of judgement wherein sat a ledger. Though he initially passed back to the graveyard, where he was aware of having been buried, he saw his two companions face judgment in the afterlife. After having their minds read by two beings there and their hearts weighted on a scale, and being forced to face themselves in the mirror, one was led to a hall of indescribable splendour, the other damned to a hall full of flayed human bodies. When the Reverend was in line to be judged, those in the hall indicated that he had failed, and, assuming he would therefore meet horrible damnation, the Reverend returned to the graveyard, forbidden from revealing the truth of the judgement in afterlife to anyone. He stays in order to hide from damnation despite knowing that, as he is dead, there is nothing he can do to change his situation in the afterlife. His reverie ends when Bevins and Vollman return, rejoicing at having convinced Lincoln to return with the lock. The Reverend is struck by Lincoln’s face, and historical accounts describe how Lincoln had sad eyes, though animated when happy, and how he was universally regarded as ugly. However, in spite of this, the accounts say that his sense of kindness and generosity was most evident in his face and made him lovely to look on.


    At the tomb, Lincoln is unable to resist looking at Willie’s body once more, and Vollman frees Willie from the roof, where he had grown trapped by the growing tendrils, so that the boy may inhabit his father’s body to hear Lincoln’s thoughts. Meanwhile, a growing crowd has formed, and they begin to shout out confessions about everything: having stolen, having been molested, having always thought themselves dumb, or having always thought themselves unrecognised for their earthly accomplishments. Many of them protest as the spirits of slaves begin to approach the tomb.


    Elson Farwell, a friend of the Barons, is the first to speak, and his speech is so elevated that the Barons cannot understand him. He describes how he had been promoted as a slave to a house slave, but that, walking one day in the summer heat with the children of whom he took care, he collapsed and was forgotten
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