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    GEORGE SAUNDERS




    AMERICAN WRITER




    

      	Born in Amarillo, Texas in 1958.




      	

        Notable works:



        

          	
CivilWarLand in Bad Decline (1996), short story collection




          	
Pastoralia (2000), short story collection




          	
Tenth of December (2013) short story collection


        


      


    




    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.


  




  

    LINCOLN IN THE BARDO




    LYRICAL, SPECULATIVE FICTION




    

      	
Genre: novel (experimental, tragicomic)




      	
Reference edition: Saunders, G. (2017) Lincoln in the Bardo. London: Bloomsbury.




      	
1st edition: 2017




      	
Themes: regret, metaphysics and spirituality, mortality and the afterlife, importance and ineffectuality, empathy and human connectivity


    




    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history, alternating between the voices of the fictional characters in the graveyard and both factual and quasi-factual historical references.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 Bevins III, 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 Bevins III 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).
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