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TEXTS IN CONTEXT

The Lovely Bones
by Alice Sebold
A literary sensation when it was published in 2002, The Lovely Bones was Alice Sebold’s first novel. 
Beginning with the rape and murder of Susie Salmon, the teenage girl who narrates the book, the 
novel then focuses on police attempts to catch the murderer and the after-effects of Susie’s death on 
her parents, brother, sister and the wider community

Biographical context
Before publication, The Lovely Bones was promoted with a strong focus on its author and her life 
experiences. When she was 18 and a first-year student at Syracuse University, Sebold was attacked 
and raped on the university campus. When she reported the rape to the police, Sebold was told 
she was ‘lucky’ to be alive, as another young woman had been murdered in the same place. Later, 
Sebold recognised the man who attacked her on the street and he was caught, tried and convicted 
of her rape. 

Sebold subsequently used Lucky as the ironic title of her autobiographical account of the attack 
and its aftermath, in which she describes her family’s struggle to understand and accept her ordeal 
and her own years of self-destructive behaviour, including drug addiction. However, Sebold’s 
use of Lucky as her title is only partly ironic, as fewer than one per cent of rapes in the USA lead 
to convictions. One reading of The Lovely Bones is as a fictional rewriting of Lucky, with Sebold 
taking control of the narrative through the voice of Susie, culminating in a redemptive and healing 
conclusion that contrasts powerfully with Sebold’s own messy and traumatic life experiences.

Social and historical context
In the second sentence of the novel the narrator tells us ‘I was fourteen 
when I was murdered on December 6, 1973’ (Ch. 1). Sebold’s decision 
to set the novel in America in the early 1970s is significant in several 
ways. For example: 

	■ The women’s movement was gaining publicity and influence, and 
the female characters in The Lovely Bones explore and challenge 
traditional female roles and behaviour in various ways. While Abigail 
Salmon struggles with her role as a mother, Lindsey Salmon is a 
member of the high school football team, symbolising her physical, 
emotional and intellectual strength. 

	■ The Watergate scandal of 1973, which led to President Richard 
Nixon’s resignation in 1974, represented a watershed moment in 
American history — a ‘loss of innocence’ for a nation that previously 
revered its leaders. 

The impact of these societal changes taking place in the early 1970s 
paralleled those of the millennium, when Sebold was writing The 
Lovely Bones. 1999 saw further political scandal in the shape of the 
Bill Clinton/Monica Lewinsky affair, as well as shocking events such as 

the Columbine school shootings, when two students killed 12 fellow 
students and a teacher and injured many more. 

The sense of fear and loss pervading America following the 9/11 
terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center was also reflected and 
amplified in the American media’s coverage of abducted children 
in the summer of 2002. A month after the publication of The Lovely 
Bones, President George W. Bush announced a White House conference 
on missing, exploited and runaway children. He made explicit links 
between the fear of terrorism and parental fears for their children, 
saying: 

‘As we work to make our children feel safer by fighting terror, 
America’s children and parents are facing a wave of horrible 
violence from twisted criminals in our own communities…
The kidnapping or murder of a child is every parent’s worst 
nightmare.’ 

Perhaps it is no surprise that the novel was so successful, given the 
prevailing climate of fear and anxiety in America at the time of its 
publication. 

Literary context
While the definition of fantasy writing is fluid, The Lovely Bones 
clearly fulfils several common expectations of the genre. Susie’s 
posthumous narration and her body-swapping experience late in the 
novel go well beyond what is possible in the real world. Susie also 
seems to be able to travel back in time to see moments from her 
murderer George Harvey’s troubled childhood. 

Themes of transformation, otherness and good versus evil that run 
through The Lovely Bones are also common in fantasy writing. There 
are also elements of more specific fantasy-related genres: science 
fiction is fascinated by what happens to us after death, and in the 
character of Ruth Connors, Sebold explores supernatural phenomena 
in Ruth’s ability to see the dead. The novel’s opening chapter, which 
describes Susie’s rape and murder, draws on horror fiction in its 
uncompromising depiction of the violence perpetrated on Susie and in 
its unsettling portrayal of George Harvey. 

The male villain–helpless female victim trope is a traditionally Gothic 
convention, as are some of the novel’s locations, especially the ruined 
Victorian house discovered by Lindsey and Samuel and the seemingly 
bottomless sinkhole where Harvey disposes of Susie’s remains. In 
her psychopathic serial killer, Harvey, Sebold also references modern 
television and film horror conventions. She contrasts Harvey’s cold, 
pristine home and his rather sinister hobby of building dolls’ houses 
powerfully with the warmth and chaos of Salmon family life in 
an identical home just down the street. As the ‘enemy within’, he 
represents the American nightmare of the killer in the midst of the 
community.

Critical context
Sebold subverts several aspects of crime writing in The Lovely Bones. She reveals the murderer at 
the start of the novel and portrays the police investigation as slow, rather ineffectual and reliant 
on coincidence and luck to eventually close in on Harvey. In a highly ambiguous moment late on 
in the novel, it is Susie who ultimately brings Harvey to justice when she seems to cause an icicle 
to fall on him. 

Throughout The Lovely Bones, Alice Sebold blends and subverts genres to create an unusual and 
striking novel that never fails to provoke strong opinions in its readers. One reason for the book’s 
broad appeal is Sebold’s use of elements from a range of genres, combining crime with aspects 
of fantasy, horror and science fiction as well as elements of young adult high-school romance. 
Critical opinion is divided: some readers praise the novel’s emotional power, originality and 
accomplished writing, whereas others describe it as manipulative, sentimental and shallow.
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