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  Context


  William H. Armstrong was born on September 14, 1914. He was born in Lexington, Virginia and raised on a farm in Shenandoah Valley. Attending Sunday school and church played an instrumental role in his transformation from a boy into a man, just as it does in the book Sounder. Armstrong was moved by the stories of the Bible and constantly asked questions about them. He was transferred to a men's Bible class, which paved the way for later study in college. Armstrong's interest in writing books for younger people evolved when he started teaching teenagers and when he realized that—particularly when involving the Bible—the questions of young and old people were virtually the same. This is the reason that despite the fact that Armstrong's work is considered predominantly within the genre of young adult novels, his messages and simple writing style appeal to various people from assorted age groups. Armstrong's philosophy is that a young person's will to rise and improve him or herself must be fostered in order to sustain an interest in learning and, particularly, in reading.


  Armstrong attributes the beauty in his homeland to God and believes in a spiritual relationship with nature. In addition to writing, Armstrong also spent time as a farmer, carpenter, and stonemason, and he built his own home. Making something tangible that will last for a long time exemplifies his connection to God, and, this idea applies to physical structures as well as books.


  The circumstances in Sounder are drawn largely from Armstrong's own life. His wife died when their three children were very young, and the children had to grow up suddenly, taking on additional responsibilities. Many of the themes that resonate through the text of Sounder were ones that applied to his personal situation. Like the children in the book, his children had to work and spend more time than usual alone.


  Armstrong spent fifty-two years teaching ancient history—a profession that brought many of his loves and beliefs together. He wrote his first book—a study guide published in 1956—at the behest of the school's headmaster. Armstrong then published a number of self-help books. It was not until 1969 that he published Sounder, his most acclaimed book. The book Sour Land, published in 1971, is a sequel to Sounder, tracing the grown son's life. This book was not received with the same praise as Sounder, which had won the prestigious Newbery Award. A third book in the same series, The MacLeod Place, was published one year later. Armstrong then published a number of books about Bible characters, retelling Bible stories.


  Plot Overview


  A black sharecropper's family is poor and hungry. The father and his dog, Sounder, go hunting each night, but the hunting is poor. The family subsists on biscuits and gravy until one morning they wake up to the smell of boiling ham. They eat it, but a while later a sheriff and two of his deputies burst into the cabin and arrest the father, saying that they have proof he stole the ham. Sounder runs after them, and one of the deputies shoots him.


  The boy goes looking for Sounder but cannot find him anywhere. When he traces their steps, he finds blood on the ground along with Sounder's ear. He puts the ear under his pillow and wishes for Sounder's return. His mother thinks Sounder has gone off to die on his own, but for several weeks the boy goes in search of the dog each day. In father's absence, the family survives on the money mother makes by shelling walnuts. The boy undertakes the added responsibility of helping to look after his siblings, and he is stricken by the intense loneliness in the cabin.


  Around Christmastime, the boy's mother makes a four-layer cake for him to bring to his father in jail. On the way there, the boy is nervous about being stopped and made fun of by the townspeople. When he arrives at the jail, the jail guard treats him rudely, making him wait to enter for a number of hours. Finally, the boy is let into the jail, and the guard breaks the cake into pieces. The boy gives it to his father anyway and tells his father that Sounder might not be dead. The conversation between the boy and his father is strained and awkward, and at the end of it his father tells him not to come back to the jail anymore.


  The next morning the boy wakes up to the sound of faint whining and goes outside to find Sounder standing there. The dog can only use three of its legs and only has one ear and one eye. The boy and his mother tend to the dog, gradually getting used to the way Sounder looks. Soon they receive word that his father was convicted and sentenced to hard labor, traveling county to county. The boy resolves to search for his father, and, for a period of months, he journeys around the county looking for convicts working. One day the boy spots a group of convicts working, and he leans up against a fence to watch them, looking for his father. The guard watching the group whacks the boy on the fingers with a piece of iron and tells him to leave.


  The boy runs to a school where he tries to wash the blood of off his hands. He finds an old book in a trashcan and carries it with him. While he is at the cistern, school lets out, and he eventually meets an old teacher who takes him in, dresses his wounds, and asks what has happened to him. The boy tells the teacher about Sounder and his father, and the teacher extends an offer for the boy to live with him and learn to read. The boy's mother tells him to go, and the boy stays with the teacher during the fall and winter, working in the fields during the summer. One fall the boy is at home helping with chores when they see his father walking back toward them. Half of his father's body is damaged from a dynamite blast, but the man has made it home.


  The man and his dog are reunited and leave one night to go hunting. Sounder later comes back without his master, and, when the boy goes looking for his father, he finds him dead. Soon after, Sounder climbs under the porch and dies as well. Despite their deaths, there is a sense of peace and resolution over the family—especially over the boy, who has achieved the single thing he most wanted in the world, which is achieving his literacy.


  Character List


  
    The boy - The protagonist of the story, who is referred to only as "the boy." The story focuses on the boy's search for Sounder and his father, both of whom he loses on the same night. The boy comes of age as the novel progresses, especially in his helping raise his siblings and filling the void left behind by his father. In addition to his constant search for his father and Sounder, the boy learns to read and finally moves out of the cabin in pursuit of an education.

  

OEBPS/Text/nav.xhtml




CONTENTS



		SparkNotes Guide to Sounder



		Title Page



		Context



		Plot Overview



		Character List



		Analysis of Major Characters



		Themes, Motifs, and Symbols



		Chapters 1–2



		Chapters 3–4



		Chapters 5–6



		Chapters 7–8



		Important Quotations Explained



		Key Facts



		Study Questions and Suggested Essay Topics



		Review & Resources











Navigation





		Cover













OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
Sounder

William Armstrong






