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The Green Mile
Stephen King
Sparknotes

Stephen
King's The
Green Mile:
A Detailed
Summary
and
Analysis

Stephen  King's  The
Green  Mile  stands  as
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
emotionally  resonant
w o r k s  i n  m o d e r n
American  literature.

Originally published as
a six-part serial novel
in  1996,  this  story of
death row inmates and
the  supernatura l
events  that  unfold
w i t h i n  t h e  C o l d
Mountain  Penitentiary
has captivated readers
for decades. For those
s e e k i n g  a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
understanding  of  this
masterwork,  a  deep
dive  into  The Green
Mile  Stephen  King
Sparknotes  reveals
layers of meaning that



extend far beyond its
prison  setting.  This
article  explores  the
n o v e l ' s  p l o t ,
characters,  themes,
a n d  e n d u r i n g
significance,  providing
a thorough analysis for
both new readers and
longtime fans.

The Setting and
Premise of The
Green Mile

The  story  is  set  in
1932 at Cold Mountain
P e n i t e n t i a r y ,  a
Louisiana state prison.
The title itself refers to
the  green  linoleum
floor that runs through
E Block, the section of
the prison that houses
inmates condemned to
death. This "last mile"
that  condemned  men
walk to their execution
is  painted  a  sickly

green,  creating  an
atmosphere  of  gloom
and  finality.  Paul
E d g e c o m b e ,  t h e
b l o c k ' s  h e a d
correctional  officer,
narrates the tale from
his  perspective as  an
elderly man living in a
nursing home, looking
back  on  the  most
extraordinary period of
his life.

The  historical  context
o f  t h e  G r e a t
Depress ion  adds
a n o t h e r  l a y e r  o f
despair to the setting.
Economic  hardship,
racial  tensions,  and
the  harsh  realities  of
the American South in
the  1930s  form  the
backdrop  against
w h i c h  t h i s
supernatural  drama
p l a y s  o u t .  K i n g
masterfully  uses  this
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sett ing  to  explore
questions  of  justice,
mercy, and the nature
of evil.

Major Characters
and Their Roles

Paul Edgecombe:
The Moral Center

P a u l  E d g e c o m b e
s e r v e s  a s  b o t h
n a r r a t o r  a n d
protagonist.  He  is  a
decent  man trying  to
d o  h i s  j o b  w i t h
compass ion  in  an
i n h e r e n t l y  c r u e l
system.  Throughout
t h e  n o v e l ,  P a u l
struggles with his role
in  executing  men,
even those he knows
a r e  g u i l t y .  H i s
encounter  with  John
Coffey  fundamentally
c h a l l e n g e s  h i s
understanding  of

justice and forces him
t o  c o n f r o n t  t h e
arbitrary nature of life
and  dea th .  As  an
elderly man writing his
story, Paul carries the
weight of secrets that
have haunted him for
sixty years.

John Coffey: The
Innocent Giant

Perhaps  the  most
memorable  character
in  the  novel  is  John
Coffey,  a  physically
enormous  Afr ican
A m e r i c a n  m a n
convicted  of  raping
and  murdering  two
young white girls.  His
name  echoes  that  of
Jesus  Christ,  and  like
Christ,  Coffey  is
innocent of the crimes
f o r  w h i c h  h e  i s
condemned.  Coffey
possesses  miraculous



healing powers, which
he uses to cure Paul of
a  u r i n a r y  t r a c t
infection,  resurrect  a
dead mouse, and heal
the wife of the prison
warden.  His  gentle
nature  cont ras ts
s h a r p l y  w i t h  h i s
terrifying  appearance,
creating  a  powerful
commentary  on  how
society  judges  by
appearances.

Brutal Howell: The
Antagonist

Percy  Wetmore,  the
sadistic  young  guard,
represents  the  worst
o f  human  nature .
U n l i k e  t h e  o t h e r
guards  who  t ry  to
maintain  dignity  in
the i r  work ,  Percy
d e l i g h t s  i n  t h e
suffering  of  inmates.
His  connection to the

governor  through
family ties makes him
untouchable,  and  he
uses  this  power  to
torment prisoners and
fellow  guards  alike.
Percy acts as a foil to
Pau l ' s  human i ty ,
demonstrating  how
the same system that
allows for compassion
also permits cruelty.

Eduard Delacroix
and Mr. Jingles

Delacroix is a French-
Amer ican  inmate
condemned  for  arson
a n d  m u r d e r .  H i s
relationship  with  the
mouse  Mr.  J ingles
becomes  one  of  the
novel's most touching
subplots.  The  mouse,
seemingly  ordinary at
first,  demonstrates
unusual  intelligence
and  an  emot iona l
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c o n n e c t i o n  w i t h
Delacroix. When Percy
kills  Mr.  Jingles  in  a  fit
of  cruelty,  John  Coffey
brings the mouse back
to life,  a miracle that
ties directly into King's
larger  themes  about
the  sacredness  of  all
life.

Plot Summary of
The Green Mile

The  novel  unfolds
across six parts, each
bu i l d i ng  tens i on
toward  the  inevitable
execut ion  of  John
Coffey.  The  story
begins  with  Paul's
description of daily life
on E Block, introducing
readers to the routine
of  death  row.  The
arrival  of  John  Coffey
disrupts  this  routine
entirely.  Paul  and  his
guards quickly  realize

that Coffey is not what
he appears to be. He
is terrified of the dark,
speaks  with  childlike
s i m p l i c i t y ,  a n d
possesses  abilities
that  defy  rat ional
explanation.

The  central  conflict
r e v o l v e s  a r o u n d
whether Paul can save
Coffey from execution.
As  Paul  investigates
Coffey's  case,  he
discovers  evidence
suggesting  that  the
real  killer  is  still  at
large.  However,  the
legal  system  has  no
interest in revisiting a
closed case, especially
one involving a  black
man  conv ic ted  o f
crimes  against  white
children. Paul faces an
impossible  choice:
fol low  the  law  and
allow an innocent man



to die, or take matters
into his own hands and
risk everything.

The novel  builds to a
devastating  climax.
Despite  Paul's  efforts,
Coffey  refuses  to
escape,  accepting  his
fate  with  a  serene
res igna t i on  tha t
m i r r o r s  C h r i s t ' s
a c c e p t a n c e  o f
crucifixion.  Coffey
explains  that  he  is
tired  of  the  pain  and
suffering  of  the  world,
which  he  absorbs
through  his  healing
powers.  His execution
by  e lec t r i c  cha i r
becomes  a  r i tua l
sacrifice,  releasing
Coffey from his burden
while  leaving  Paul  to
live with the memory.

Major Themes
and Symbolism

The Nature of
Justice and Injustice

T h e  G r e e n  M i l e s
serves as an extended
meditation  on  justice.
The  legal  system  is
shown  as  arbitrary,
sub ject  to  human
prejudice  and  error.
John  Coffey  is
convicted not because
o f  e v i d e n c e  b u t
because  of  his  race
and  appearance.  The
novel  asks  whether
any system created by
humans  can  t ru ly
d e l i v e r  j u s t i c e ,
especial ly  when  it
comes  to  matters  of
life  and  death.  Paul's
guilt  over  executing
Coffey  mirrors  the
guilt of a society that
con t i nues  to  use
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capital  punishment
despite  its  inevitable
flaws.

The Duality of
Human Nature

K i n g  p r e s e n t s  a
c o m p l e x  v i e w  o f
humanity  in  which
good and evil  coexist
w i t h i n  t h e  s a m e
i n d i v i d u a l s  a n d
institutions. The same
prison  that  houses  a
sadist  like  Percy  also
c o n t a i n s  m e n  o f
genuine  kindness  like
Paul  and  his  fellow
guards.  The  inmates,
even  those  guilty  of
terrible  crimes,  are
p o r t r a y e d  w i t h
humanity.  This  theme
challenges  readers  to
res i s t  s imp l i s t i c
judgments  and  to
r e c o g n i z e  t h e
complexity  of  moral

categories.

Supernatural
Healing and
Suffering

John  Coffey's  healing
abil ity  serves  as  a
metaphor  fo r  the
burden  of  empathy.
Coffey  feels  the  pain
of others so intensely
that he cannot bear to
let  them  suffer.  This
gift  becomes a curse,
as  the  weight  of  the
world's  suffering
ultimately  crushes
him.  His  death  wish
reflects  a  profound
exhaustion  with  the
cruelty  of  humanity.
King  suggests  that
t rue  compass ion
requires  a  willingness
to share in suffering, a
b u r d e n  t h a t  m a y
become unbearable.



The Mouse as a
Symbol of Hope

Mr. Jingles, the mouse,
s y m b o l i z e s  t h e
persistence of life and
hope  even  i n  t he
d a r k e s t
circumstances.  The
mouse's  resurrection
by  Coffey  suggests
that  mirac les  are
possible, that death is
not  the  final  word.
However, the mouse's
continued  existence
after  Coffey's  death
also  raises  questions
about  the  nature  of
t i m e  a n d  t h e
consequences  o f
interfering with natural
processes. Paul's guilt
over  the  mouse 's
unnatural  longevity
mirrors  his  guilt  over
Coffey's death.

Analysis of Key
Scenes

The Healing of
Paul's Infection

When  Coffey  heals
Paul's  urinary  tract
infection,  the  scene
e s t a b l i s h e s  t h e
supernatural  premise
of  the  novel.  Coffey
takes the infection into
himself, spitting it out
as  a  cloud  of  black
particles that swirl and
d i s a p p e a r .  T h i s
moment  marks  the
beginning  of  Paul's
transformation,  as  he
realizes  that  Coffey  is
not  an  ordinary  man.
The  scene  is  graphic
a n d  u n s e t t l i n g ,
r e i n f o r c i n g  t h e
physical  reality  of
Coffey's  gift.
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The Execution of
Eduard Delacroix

This  scene  contains
some  of  King's  most
harrowing writing. Due
to  Percy's  sabotage,
Delacroix's  execution
goes  horribly  wrong.
T h e  s p o n g e  t h a t
s h o u l d  c o n d u c t
electr ic i ty  is  dry,
causing  Delacroix  to
burn alive slowly while
the  guards  watch  in
horror. The scene is a
brutal  indictment  of
capital  punishment,
s h o w i n g  t h e  g a p
between the sanitized
theory  of  execution
and its messy, painful
reality. Percy's sadistic
laughter  during  the
execution  marks  him
as irredeemably evil.

The Healing of
Melinda Moores

When Coffey heals the
warden's  wife  of  a
brain tumor, the scene
confirms  his
miraculous  nature.
The  healing  is  messy
and  v io lent ,  w i th
Coffey  vomiting  black
particles  afterward.
This  scene  directly
parallels the healing of
Paul,  reinforcing  the
pattern  of  Coffey
absorbing  suffering  to
relieve  others.  The
warden's  gratitude
conflicts  with  his  duty
to  execute  Coffey,
creating  a  painful
moral  di lemma.

The Final Walk to
the Chair

Coffey's  execution  is
the  novel's  emotional



climax.  He  walks  the
green  mile  calmly,
asking Paul not to put
the hood over his face
because he is afraid of
the dark. This childlike
request humanizes the
giant ,  making  h is
dea th  even  more
tragic.  The  execution
itself is presented with
bruta l  matter -of -
f a c t n e s s ,  t h e
electricity  surging
through  Coffey's  body
while  Paul  watches,
knowing  he  is  killing
an innocent man.

Literary
Techniques and
Style

King  employs  a  first-
person  narrative  that
a l lows  readers  to
experience  events
t h r o u g h  P a u l ' s
consciousness.  This

technique  creates
i n t i m a c y  a n d
immediacy,  drawing
readers into the moral
dilemmas of the story.
The framing device of
elderly Paul writing his
memoirs adds a layer
of reflection, as events
are  filtered  through
decades  of  memory
and guilt. King's prose
i s  d i r e c t  a n d
access ib le,  us ing
dialogue and action to
advance  the  p lo t
rather  than  lengthy
exposition.

T h e  s y m b o l i s m
throughout  the  novel
i s  r i c h  b u t  n e v e r
heavy-handed.  The
green  mi le  i t se l f
represents the journey
toward  death,  while
the  prison  sett ing
serves as a microcosm
of  society.  Names
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carry  meaning:  John
Coffey  echoes  Jesus
Christ ,  whi le  Paul
Edgecombe  suggests
an edge or boundary.
The  mouse's  name,
Mr .  J ing les ,  has  a
musical  quality  that
contrasts  with  the
silence of death row.

Comparisons to
Other Works

The Green Mile shares
themes  with  other
K i n g  w o r k s ,
p a r t i c u l a r l y  T h e
S h a w s h a n k
Redemption,  also  set
i n  a  p r i s o n  a n d
concerned  with  hope
and redemption.  Both
s t o r i e s  f e a t u r e
wrongfully  convicted
men  and  the  bonds
between prisoners and
guards.  However,  The
Green  Mile  is  darker,

dealing  directly  with
d e a t h  a n d  t h e
i m p o s s i b i l i t y  o f
salvation  within  a
corrupt  system.

The novel  also  draws
on  the  tradition  of
s o u t h e r n  G o t h i c
literature,  with  its
decaying  settings,
grotesque  characters,
and  supernatura l
e lements .  K ing ' s
treatment  of  race,
justice, and the legacy
of  the  South  places
the  novel  within  a
literary  tradition  that
inc ludes  Wi l l i am
Faulkner and Flannery
O'Connor.

Relevance and
Legacy

Since  its  publication,
The  Green  Mile  has
r e m a i n e d  o n e  o f



Stephen  King's  most
beloved  works.  The
1999  film  adaptation
starring  Tom  Hanks
and  Michael  Clarke
Duncan  brought  the
s t o r y  t o  a  w i d e r
audience and received
mult iple  Academy
Award  nominations.
The novel continues to
spark  discussions
a b o u t  c a p i t a l
punishment,  racial
justice, and the nature
of evil.

For  students  seeking
The  Green  M i le
S t e p h e n  K i n g
Sparknotes ,  the
novel  offers  rich
material  for  literary
a n a l y s i s .  I t s
exploration  of  justice,
compassion,  and  the
burden  of  empathy
r e s o n a t e s  w i t h
contemporary debates

about  criminal  justice
reform. The character
of John Coffey remains
one  of  l iterature's
m o s t  p o w e r f u l
representations  of
innocence sacrificed to
societal cruelty.

In an age of increasing
po lar i zat ion ,  the
n o v e l ' s  c a l l  f o r
e m p a t h y  a n d  i t s
re jec t ion  o f  easy
j u d g m e n t s  f e e l
particularly  urgent.
King  asks  readers  to
look beyond surfaces,
t o  r e cogn i z e  t he
humanity  in  those
s o c i e t y  h a s
condemned,  and  to
question systems that
c l a i m  t o  d e l i v e r
justice.  These themes
ensure that The Green
Mile will continue to be
read,  studied,  and
d i s c u s s e d  f o r
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generations to come.

Conclusion

T h e  G r e e n  M i l e
represents  Stephen
K i n g  a t  h i s  m o s t
a m b i t i o u s  a n d
c o m p a s s i o n a t e .
Through  the  story  of
John  Coffey  and  Paul
Edgecombe,  K ing
explores  fundamental
q u e s t i o n s  a b o u t
justice, mercy, and the
nature  of  good  and
evil. The novel refuses
t o  p r o v i d e  e a s y
answers ,  ins tead
leaving  readers  with
the  uncomfortable

k n o w l e d g e  t h a t
s o m e t i m e s  t h e
innocent  suffer  and
the guilty go free. The
miracle  of  John  Coffey
is  not  that  he  heals
the  sick,  but  that  he
m a i n t a i n s  h i s
gentleness in a world
that  gives  him  every
reason  for  bitterness.
For  readers  seeking
The  Green  M i le
S t e p h e n  K i n g
Sparknotes ,  th is
analysis highlights the
nove l ' s  endur ing
power as a meditation
on what it means to be
h u m a n  i n  a n
inhumane  world.


