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Lincoln In The Bardo
Lincoln in the Bardo is a compelling and innovative novel by George Saunders that explores themes of grief, death, and the afterlife
through a uniquely literary lens. Set during the American Civil War, the book delves into the spiritual and emotional turmoil surrounding the
death of President Abraham Lincoln’s young son, Willie Lincoln. Blending historical fact with imaginative storytelling, Saunders crafts a
multi-voiced narrative that challenges traditional notions of death and the afterlife, making it a significant work in contemporary literature.

Overview of Lincoln in the Bardo

Plot Summary
The novel centers on the night Willie Lincoln passes away in the White House in 1862. Instead of a straightforward recounting of events,
Saunders employs a chorus of spirits, historical figures, and fictional characters to depict the afterlife—referred to as the "bardo," a Tibetan
Buddhist concept of a transitional state between death and rebirth. The spirits in the bardo are caught in a liminal space, unable to move
on, haunted by their pasts, and influenced by the living world. The narrative follows Lincoln’s profound grief and his interactions with the
spirits. As Lincoln visits Willie’s body in the crypt, the spirits grapple with their own unresolved attachments and fears. The novel culminates
in a series of spiritual revelations and the eventual release of Willie’s spirit, highlighting themes of acceptance, mortality, and love.

Unique Literary Style
Saunders employs a distinctive blend of:

Multiple narrative voices1.
Historical references2.
Philosophical musings3.
Humor and satire4.

This approach creates a layered and immersive experience, inviting readers to contemplate profound questions about life and death.



Themes Explored in Lincoln in the Bardo

Grief and Mourning
One of the central themes is the human experience of grief. Saunders portrays Lincoln’s profound sorrow and the collective mourning of a
nation torn by civil war. The spirits’ inability to move on mirrors the difficulty humans face in accepting loss. Key points:

Lincoln’s personal grief reflects universal mourning processes.1.
The spirits’ struggles symbolize unresolved emotional attachments.2.
The novel suggests that acceptance is essential for peace.3.

The Nature of the Afterlife and the Bardo
Saunders introduces the concept of the bardo as a liminal space where spirits linger, unable to find peace. This aligns with Tibetan Buddhist
beliefs but is reimagined through a Western literary perspective. Highlights:

The bardo as a space of transition and potential liberation.1.
The spirits’ varied states—some seeking redemption, others resisting change.2.
The importance of memory and love in guiding spirits to rebirth.3.

Historical and Political Context
While primarily a spiritual novel, Saunders contextualizes the story within the tumult of the Civil War, emphasizing themes of national loss
and reconciliation. Notable aspects:

Lincoln’s leadership amid national tragedy.1.
The personal grief of a president representing a divided nation.2.
Subtle commentary on the moral and political struggles of the era.3.



© unitedstates.sandbox.xylemappliedwater.com Lincoln In The Bardo 3

Characters in Lincoln in the Bardo

Abraham Lincoln
Lincoln is portrayed as a deeply human figure, grappling with grief, empathy, and moral uncertainty. His interactions with Willie and the
spirits reveal his vulnerability and emotional depth. Key traits:

Compassionate and introspective.1.
Burdened by personal and national loss.2.
Seeking solace and understanding beyond the physical realm.3.

Willie Lincoln
The young boy’s spirit symbolizes innocence and the pain of loss. His presence anchors the narrative emotionally and spiritually. Highlights:

Represents the enduring bond between parent and child.1.
Serves as a catalyst for Lincoln’s emotional journey.2.
Embodies hope and the possibility of transcendence.3.

The Spirits of the Bardo
A diverse cast of spirits adds richness to the narrative, each embodying different aspects of death, regret, and redemption. Notable spirits:

Hans Vollman and Roger Bevins III: Two spirits who have unresolved issues and humorous personalities.1.
The "Student Spirit": A young spirit learning about life and death.2.
The "Crowd": Collective spirits representing societal guilt and collective memory.3.

Literary Significance and Critical Reception



Innovative Narrative Technique
Saunders’ use of multiple voices, fragmented storytelling, and historical blending challenges conventional novel structures. This approach
emphasizes the multiplicity of perspectives and the complexity of death. Highlights:

Creates a tapestry of voices and experiences.1.
Encourages reader engagement through layered storytelling.2.
Blurs the line between fiction and history.3.

Critical Acclaim
Since its publication, Lincoln in the Bardo has received widespread praise:

Winner of the 2017 Man Booker Prize.1.
Lauded for its originality, emotional depth, and philosophical insights.2.
Recognized as a transformative work in contemporary literature.3.

How to Approach Reading Lincoln in the Bardo

Reading Tips
To fully appreciate the novel’s depth:

Pay attention to the multiple narrators and voices.1.
Reflect on the historical context alongside the spiritual themes.2.
Embrace the fragmented narrative style—it's integral to the experience.3.

Further Reading and Resources
For those interested in exploring themes or related topics:

Books on Tibetan Buddhism and the concept of bardo.1.
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Biographies of Abraham Lincoln for historical context.2.
Literary analyses of Saunders’ work and narrative techniques.3.

Conclusion
Lincoln in the Bardo stands out as a profound meditation on death, love, and the human condition. Through its innovative storytelling and
rich thematic layers, the novel invites readers to contemplate the enduring power of memory and the possibility of spiritual transcendence.
Whether approached as a historical novel, a philosophical treatise, or a piece of experimental literature, it offers a compelling exploration of
what it means to grieve, to hope, and to find peace beyond the physical world. Its significance in contemporary literature is undeniable,
making it a must-read for anyone interested in the intersections of history, spirituality, and storytelling.

Lincoln in the Bardo: A Literary Exploration of Death, Grief, and the Human Spirit  Lincoln in the Bardo is a groundbreaking novel by George
Saunders that challenges traditional notions of narrative structure and offers a profound meditation on mortality, memory, and the afterlife.
Published in 2017, the book weaves together historical fiction, spiritual philosophy, and experimental storytelling to create a compelling
and thought-provoking experience for readers. At its core, the novel explores the grief of President Abraham Lincoln following the death of
his young son, Willie, set against a richly imagined supernatural landscape—the bardo—an Tibetan Buddhist concept of the intermediate
state between death and rebirth. This article delves into the novel’s themes, narrative techniques, historical context, and its reception,
providing a comprehensive understanding of one of the most innovative literary works of the 21st century.

Understanding the Bardo: Cultural and Philosophical Foundations

The Origins of the Bardo Concept
The term bardo originates from Tibetan Buddhism, where it describes an intermediate or transitional state that a consciousness passes
through after death and before rebirth. Unlike Western notions of the afterlife, the bardo is neither purely heaven nor hell but a liminal
space filled with visions, illusions, and opportunities for spiritual realization. Tibetans believe that the experiences in the bardo influence the
soul’s next incarnation, making it a crucial phase for spiritual growth or decline. This rich spiritual tradition provides the conceptual
backbone for Saunders’ novel. The bardo functions as both a literal and metaphysical landscape in the story—an otherworldly realm
inhabited by spirits, ghosts, and lingering memories, where the boundaries between life, death, and what lies beyond blur and intertwine.



The Bardo in Saunders’ Narrative
Saunders’ novel adapts this ancient concept into a modern, literary context, creating a liminal space where the dead linger before moving
on, often trapped by their unresolved attachments, regrets, or unfinished business. The novel depicts these spirits as conscious
entities—each with unique stories—who are unable to fully accept their deaths or move forward. This setting becomes a symbolic space for
exploring the human condition, especially the themes of grief, guilt, and the search for meaning after loss.

Plot Overview and Structural Innovation

A Nonlinear, Multi-Voiced Narrative
Lincoln in the Bardo defies traditional storytelling conventions through its innovative narrative structure. The novel is composed of over 160
snippets—chapters, fragments, dialogues, and passages—that collectively form a mosaic of voices. These include: - Historical quotations
and speeches, especially those of Abraham Lincoln - Transcripts from the spirits in the bardo - Reflections from the living, including Lincoln
himself - Interjections from supernatural beings and storytellers This fragmented approach immerses readers in a multifaceted universe
where multiple perspectives coexist, echoing the chaotic, fragmented nature of grief and the spiritual realm.

The Central Narrative: Lincoln’s Grief
At the heart of the story is President Lincoln’s profound mourning over the death of his son, Willie Lincoln, who died in 1862 during the
American Civil War. The novel opens with Lincoln visiting the crypt, overwhelmed by sorrow, and gradually becomes a journey into the
spiritual world. Lincoln’s grief acts as a catalyst, connecting the historical figure with the spirits in the bardo, many of whom are also
haunted by loss. The narrative oscillates between Lincoln’s internal monologue and the voices of the spirits, revealing how grief transcends
time and space. Saunders uses this structure to explore universal themes: the pain of losing loved ones, the struggle to accept death, and
the hope for eventual reconciliation.

Thematic Depth and Philosophical Inquiry
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Grief and the Human Condition
One of the central themes of Lincoln in the Bardo is the transformative power of grief. Saunders portrays mourning not as a static state but
as a complex, layered process that can either imprison or liberate the soul. The spirits in the bardo are depicted as individuals who have
not fully let go, illustrating how attachment and denial can prolong suffering beyond death. Furthermore, the novel suggests that grief is a
shared human experience that links the living and the dead. Lincoln’s personal sorrow becomes a conduit for exploring collective mourning,
especially set against the backdrop of a nation torn apart by civil war.

Mortality and the Afterlife
Saunders’ treatment of death is both philosophical and compassionate. The novel prompts readers to consider questions such as: - What
happens when we die? - Are spirits aware of their state? - Can the dead move on, or are they bound by their attachments? - How does
memory shape our understanding of life and death? Through vivid characterizations of spirits—each with their own stories—Saunders
underscores the idea that death is not an end but a transition, fraught with uncertainty yet also imbued with the possibility of redemption.

Historical and Cultural Context
While deeply rooted in Tibetan Buddhist philosophy, the novel also functions as a reflection on American history. The figure of Abraham
Lincoln anchors the narrative in a pivotal moment of national trauma and hope. Saunders illuminates Lincoln’s grief, not merely as a
personal tragedy but as emblematic of a nation grappling with loss, division, and the quest for unity. By intertwining Lincoln’s personal
mourning with the spiritual landscape of the bardo, Saunders offers a layered meditation on leadership, empathy, and the moral burden of
grief.

Literary Techniques and Style

Experimental Narrative and Language
Saunders employs a variety of stylistic devices to craft a distinctive voice. The novel’s language shifts seamlessly between poetic,
colloquial, and formal tones, capturing the diverse voices within the bardo. The fragmented chapters mirror the disjointed, tumultuous
experience of grief and death. The use of footnotes, quotations, and historical references lends a documentary feel, grounding the



fantastical elements in real historical context. This blending of fact and fiction blurs the boundaries between history, spirituality, and
literature.

Characterization of Spirits
Each spirit in the novel is given a distinct voice, background, and personality. Saunders humanizes these entities, providing insights into
their regrets, desires, and identities. This approach fosters empathy and emphasizes the universality of human longing and loss. Some
spirits are depicted as humorous or tragic, adding depth and variety to the spiritual tableau. Their interactions often serve as allegories for
human struggles with acceptance and forgiveness.

Interplay of Past and Present
The novel’s structure allows for a fluid interplay between Lincoln’s present-day grief and the spirits’ past experiences. This temporal
layering invites readers to consider how individual and collective histories influence perceptions of death and memory.

Reception and Critical Analysis

Critical Acclaim
Lincoln in the Bardo received widespread praise for its originality, emotional depth, and philosophical insight. Reviewers lauded Saunders’
inventive narrative form and his ability to weave complex themes into a cohesive, engaging story. The novel was awarded the 2017 Man
Booker Prize, cementing its status as a significant literary achievement. Critics highlighted its capacity to blend humor, tragedy, and
profound spirituality seamlessly.

Academic and Literary Discussions
Scholars have examined the novel through various lenses, including: - Its adaptation of Buddhist concepts into Western literature - Its
commentary on American history and leadership - Its innovative narrative techniques and genre-blending Some have debated whether the
novel’s experimental structure enhances or complicates reader engagement, but consensus generally recognizes it as a masterful example
of literary innovation.
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Cultural Impact
Beyond its literary merits, Lincoln in the Bardo has influenced discussions around death, mourning, and collective memory. Its portrayal of
grief as a communal experience resonates in contemporary dialogues on loss and healing.

Conclusion: A Testament to Human Resilience
Lincoln in the Bardo stands as a testament to the power of storytelling to explore profound human truths. Through its innovative narrative,
philosophical depth, and empathetic portrayal of grief, the novel invites readers to confront mortality not with fear but with understanding
and compassion. It challenges us to see death not as an end but as a transition—a bardo—where the human spirit continues its journey,
shaped by love, memory, and hope. As Saunders masterfully demonstrates, even in the face of loss, there exists a space for redemption
and renewal—a bardo where the echoes of the past inform the promise of the future. In doing so, Lincoln in the Bardo not only enriches
literary landscapes but also offers a meaningful reflection on the enduring resilience of the human soul.

Questions & Answers About lincoln in the bardo

No Question Answer

1 What is the central theme of 'Lincoln in the
Bardo'?

The novel explores themes of grief, death, the afterlife, and the moral
complexities faced by President Abraham Lincoln during the death of his son,
Willie, set against a supernatural backdrop in a liminal space called the bardo.

2 Who is the author of 'Lincoln in the Bardo'? The novel was written by George Saunders, a renowned American author known
for his short stories and literary fiction.

3 How does 'Lincoln in the Bardo' blend
historical facts with supernatural elements?

The book intertwines real historical events and figures, like Abraham Lincoln and
the Civil War, with a fictional supernatural setting where spirits (the dead in the
bardo) interact, creating a unique narrative that blurs reality and the afterlife.

4 What is the significance of the 'bardo' in the
novel?

The 'bardo' is a Tibetan Buddhist concept referring to an intermediate state
between death and rebirth. In the novel, it symbolizes a liminal space where
spirits grapple with their past lives and unresolved issues, serving as a metaphor
for grief and transition.



5 How does the novel depict Abraham Lincoln's
grief?

The novel vividly portrays Lincoln's deep mourning over the death of his son
Willie, emphasizing his emotional struggles and how his grief influences his
thoughts and actions during a turbulent period in American history.

6 What narrative style does George Saunders
employ in 'Lincoln in the Bardo'?

Saunders uses a multi-voiced, experimental narrative style with a chorus of
spirits, historical texts, and Lincoln’s own reflections, creating a layered and
poetic storytelling approach.

7 Has 'Lincoln in the Bardo' received any
notable awards?

Yes, the novel won the 2017 Man Booker Prize, recognizing its innovative
storytelling and literary excellence.

8 What role do the spirits play in the story? The spirits represent the dead who are trapped in the bardo, each with their own
stories and unresolved issues, and their interactions help explore themes of
memory, regret, and acceptance.

9 How does 'Lincoln in the Bardo' comment on
the nature of death and the afterlife?

The novel presents death as a complex, uncertain process and the afterlife as a
space of ambiguity and transition, challenging traditional notions of mortality and
suggesting a continuous, interconnected existence.

10 Why has 'Lincoln in the Bardo' become a
trending topic in contemporary literature
discussions?

Because of its innovative narrative structure, blending of historical and
supernatural elements, and thematic depth, the novel has garnered widespread
critical acclaim and interest, making it a significant work in modern literary
conversations.

Lincoln, Bardo, George Saunders, Civil War, ghost story, afterlife, grief, mourning, American history, supernatural
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