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Introducing:
Madame Bova~ by Gustave Haubert
The French lieutenant's Woman, by John Fowles
The End of the Affail; by Graham GreeneMorgan's 

Passing, by Anne Tyler
A Mother and Two Daughters, by Gail Godwin

Romantic love is surely one of the most universal

and one of the most puzzling features of the human

condition. Sexual desire, the need for self-authentica-

tion, the urge somehow to complete oneself through

another, all are fuel for the fires that sweep over

nearly everyone at least once. By turns open and

secretive, generous and mean, sanguine and despair-

ing, the lover struggles with the forces loosed within.

Veering erratically between intense pleasure and

debilitating pain, he or she wanders in a no-man's

land between volition and compulsion. Conventional

piety, the polite rituals of society, the bonds of friend-

ship, the demands of work and family-all can be

rendered insignificant in a moment by the onset

of passion.

Such a transcendent force can have great power to

destroy or redeem, and this ambiguity is a central

theme in all of our novels. Perhaps the most basic

aspect of this kind of love is its potential to trans-

form us in some way, however briefly. The change

can be purely physical as in Gustave Flaubert's

Emma Bovary:

But when she saw her reflection in
the mirror, she was astounded at her
appearance. Her eyes had never been so
large, so black, nor of such depth. She
was transfigured by some subtle change
permeating her entire being.

She kept telling herself, "I have a
I ' AI '"over. over Or Gail Godwin's Lydia Mansfield, seen through

her sister's eyes:

"No kidding, baby, you look really
fine. What is that extra fJ]j!Jj!Jg some-
thing? You look. ..I don't know. ..all
buffed up with attention and love. I
know. You've got a lover:'

Lydia, taken by surprise, felt her lips
draw back from her teeth in a guilty
smirk.

But usually love's metamorphic power goes deeper

than this and can bring about a sense of alienation



from, 

or loss of, one's very self. So Charles Smithson,
the hero of John Fowles's The French Lieutenant's
Woman, says in a postcoital quandary, "I am infinitely
strange to myself:' and the enraptured Lydia
Mansfield exclaims to her exhausted lover, "I'm
gone:'

"They were so completely lost in each
other that they actually believed they
were living in their own house and
would remain here until death like a
couple eternally young:'

Morgan Gower, troubled by the seeming disorder inhis 
own life, develops a voyeur's vicarious involve-

ment in the lives of Emily and Leon Meredith, whose
simple existence seems harmonious and complete to
him. This delusion is the first sign of Morgan's love
for Emily, and though angered by his nosiness, she
shrewdly perceives the basis for it:

"Well, I don't know: I see what he
means, in a way:' Both men turned to
stare at her. Leon said, "You do?" "He
just. ..has to get out of his life, some-
times:' she said.

The yearning for another person to fill some
perceived lack in oneself is another kind of self-
deception that can lure the lover. This is Emma
Bovary's ultimate fantasy:

Nonetheless she was not happy, had
never been happy. Why then was life
so inadequate? Why did she feel this
instantaneous decay of the things she
relied on? If there existed somewhere a
strong and handsome being, a valiant
nature imbued with both exaltation and
refinement, the heart of a poet in the
shape of an angel, a lyre with strings of
bronze, sounding elegiac nuptial songs
toward the heavens-why, why could
she not find him?

Max Mansfield, Lydia's estranged husband, reflect!
ruefully on the "fit" he had thought he'd created
between himself and his wife:

He had shaped her or helped to, and
now he had the pleasure of realizing
that the woman who was tailor-made
for him (the fact that he had cut the
cloth only made her more dear) was on
her way out the door.

At its most extreme, this surrender of self can be
a kind of death, and this analogy has always pre-
occupied Western writers. The equation may be
literal, as it is for Emma Bovary, who is driven to an
early death by guilty passion, or it may be symbolic,
as for Morgan Gower, the comic lover in Anne
Tyler's Morgans Passing, who reads his own obituary
in the local newspaper, submitted by his angry wife
after he abandoned his family to live with a new
lover. In either case there is the further potential for
rebirth. In The End of the Affair, by Graham Greene,
the presumption by Sarah Miles of her lover's death
in an air raid leads her to a pact with God. This vow
is the first step in her spiritual rebirth, and her own
subsequent death propels both her husband and her
lover toward the acceptance of God's grace in the
world. Charles Smithson's life begins anew after his
encounter with the enigmatic Sarah Woodruff, an
explosion of passion that drives him to break off his
engagement to his wealthy but shallow fiancee.
While haunting an empty church, he surveys the
wreckage of his former existence, and concludes:

He had become, while still alive, as if
dead. It was like coming to a bottomless
brink.

This perspective, however frightening, provides the
starting point for Charles's journey toward mature
self-knowledge.

The first onset of love brings a craving for total
absorption. It seems enough simply to be in the pres-
ence of one's lover, and the delusion is fostered of
escape from the great world of tedious responsibil-
ities, or even from oneself. So Emma Bovary and
her lover Leon suppose that their hotel room exempts
them from the ravages of time and chance:



But all attempts to live through another, to escape
oneself, are ultimately doomed, and every lover
eventually comes to a crossroads, full of danger and
opportunity. In one direction lie further disillusion-
ment, self-deception, sterility; in the other, the
potential for a deepening involvement that can lead
to self-knowledge. Emma Bovary never escapes her
fantasies and is eventually destroyed by them. In the
rest of our novels, the outlook is more optimistic.
Though Fowles presents us with two possible endings
for his story-one "happy;' one "sad"-in either case
Charles Smithson has broken through the rigid
boundaries of his existence as an idle Victorian
gentleman to a new and deeper understanding of the
forces that drive him. So too Morgan Gower, who is
first presented to us as a fragmented personality,
"... a man who had gone to pieces;' finally achieves
in his own flamboyant way a surer grip on his true
self. All three women in Godwin's novel, struggling
to begin their lives anew in midcourse, are offered a
fresh perspective on themselves through the prism of
a love affair, and the resulting gain in self-knowledge
transforms in turn their feelings for each other.
Finally, the tortured jealousy and selfishness of
Maurice Bendrix, Sarah Miles's lover in The End of
the Affair, are slowly transformed by his passion
and her patient devotion into something utterly
different. What was at first purely physical attrac-
tion opens for each the way to a transcendent,
spiritual love.

When variations in tone, setting, technique, and
plot are stripped away, all of these stories can be
said to be founded on two enduring paradoxes: to be
utterly submerged in the love of another is to be
open to the possibility of a surer understanding and
acceptance of the unique boundaries of one's self;
from the annihilating force of passion can be born a
new and richer life.



Passion's power to destroy is nowhere more vividlypresented 
in all of imaginative literature than in the story

of Emma Roualt. Yearning to escape from what she sees as
the banality of her provincial life, she marries a doctor.
Charles Bovary is a good man, but rather conventional,
and his company soon palls on Emma, who dreams of
someone to make her life more exciting:

But a man should be everything shouldn't
he? Excel in many activities, initiate you into
the excitements of passion, into life~ refine-
ments, into all its mysteries? Yet this man
taught nothing, knew nothing, hoped for
nothing.

Increasingly restless, she seeks stimulation in elegant
clothing and furnishings, feeding her fantasies with roman-
tic novels. Two lovers fail in turn to satisfy her frantic
desire to escape, as does an interlude of religious fanaticism.
Having driven her long-suffering husband to bankruptcy,
Emma must finally face the consequences of her craving,
and commits suicide.

FIaubert's vision of human vanity and corruption is
relentlessly dark, but Madame Bovary is not a tragedy in
the classic sense. Emma is not an extraordinary woman
brought low, but a rather shallow woman who cannot face
the reality of her life. Self-knowledge, the bitter prize of
the tragic hero, is precisely what Emma never achieves,
and up until the moment she swallows the arsenic, she still
hopes to be rescued from her unhappy fate by someone
else. Her destruction embodies a somber truth about the
terrible consequences of self-delusion.

...his mind wandered back to Sarah, to
visual images, attempts to recollect that face,
that mouth, that gene7t>us mouth. Undoubt-
edly it awoke some memory in him, too
tenuous, perhaps too general, to trace to
any source in his past; but it unsettled him
and haunted him, by calling to some hidden
self he hardly knew existed.

Charles Smithson's chance encounter with a mysterious
woman is the first stage on a journey that leads to the
total destruction of his carefully planned future. An
intelligent if somewhat feckless young man with a gentle-
man's expectations, Smithson is engaged to be married.
His intended is a pretty but shallow girl ten years his
junior, the daughter of a department store magnate.
Attending upon his fiancee in the seaside town of Lyme
Regis, he becomes involved, almost in spite of himself,
with Sarah Woodruff, a lonely young woman with an
unhappy love affair in her past. Their relationship deepens,
culminating in an explosion of sexual desire that blows
away forever the elaborate edifice of propriety which
Charles had built around himself. His subsequent search
for Sarah, who mysteriously disappears, is a lonely voyage
of self-discovery.

Fowles' novel is a sophisticated juxtaposition of tradi-
tional naturalistic narration and contemporary authorial
comment, providing a modern persp~ctive on the Victorian
age and its fictions. Although deeply engaging simply as a
love story, the novel can also be read on a more symbolic,
or even allegorical, level, as Fowles himself urges us to do
in his frequent asides on the curious culture of Victorian
England. Sarah and Charles conduct most of their affair
in a dark wood along the seashore, called the "Undercliff;'
and Sarah's mysterious allure is repeatedly identified with
the forces of nature. She becomes the embodiment of all
the powerful sexuality that Charles, as a proper Victorian
gentleman, has repressed. The obliteration of his false
values, which the release of these forces brings, is the first
step to his acceptance of the centrality of sexuality, and in
this acceptance lies the key to mature self-knowledge.



Tyler's novel presents a comic vision of a charming
eccentric, Morgan Gower, in search of some "orderliness"
in his life:

You could say he was a man who had gone
to pieces, or maybe he'd arrived unassembled.
Various parts of him seemed poorly joined
together. His lean, hairy limbs were connected
by exaggerated knobs of bone; his black
bearded jaw was as clumsily hinged as a nut-
cracker. Parts of his life, too, lay separate from
other parts. His wife knew almost none of
his friends. Hi$ children had never seen
where he worked. ..

The tone here and throughout the story is light, but its
implications are rather more sober. Morgan, the father of
seven daughters, seems never to have achieved the degree
of self-knowledge required to grow up: he is literally
unformed. His habit of dressing up in flamboyant costumes
and living in the fantasy world they create is again
amusing but also symbolizes his tenuous grip on his own

identity.
It is typical of Morgan to become fascinated with other

people's lives and to live vicariously through them. So it
happens that Emily and Leon Meredith, a young couple
eking out a living by giving puppet shows for children,
find their lives invaded by a cheerful if slightly bizarre
man who delivers their child in a taxi. Morgan sees in
their stripped-down existence a simplicity that he craves,
and the attraction grows until he and Emily fall in love
and he fathers her child. Though the implications of his
actions seem at first rather remote, he finally begins to see
the role they suggest for him:

An assignment had been given him. Some-
ones life, a small set of lives, had been placed
in the palm of his hand. Maybe he would
never have any more purpose than this: to
accept the assignment gracefully, lovingly,
and to do the best he could with it.

By taking responsibility for himself and his actions,
Morgan at last begins to achieve a kind of integrated exis-
tence. His subsequent life with Emily and the two children,
though still haphazard by any standard, is illuminated by
his new sense of purpose. The central force in all of this
is Morgan's love for Emily, which transforms his search for
meaning in others' lives into a growing acceptance of his
own unique place in the world.

Maurice Bendrix, the narrator of Greene's novel, is a
bitter man, driven by jealousy and remorse, who tells us
in retrospect the story of his torturous love affair with
another man's wife. In 1946, one month before the time of
this retelling, Sarah's unsuspecting husband, Henry, had
come to Bendrix to confide his fear that she was being
unfaithful. Bendrix had indeed had an affair with Sarah
from 1939 to 1944, but he had not seen her since the day
of an air raid that destroyed part of the house where they
were making love. He had never discovered why she would
not see him after the raid and, in a spasm of jealous hatred
after seeing Henry, had hired a private detective to follow
Sarah, ostensibly to help his friend. The detective has stolen
Sarah's private diary, which covers the period of the affair,
and this narrative fills the second third of the novel. The
story's conclusion follows, full of strange twists and
mysterious revelations.

By counterpointing Bendrix's obsessions with Sarah's
intimate, unpretentious thoughts, Greene gives us an
extraordinary double perspective on the affair and its
principals. We discover that Bendrix's fears of Sarah's
unfaithfulness to him are unfounded. Thinking that
Bendrix had been killed in the raid, Sarah made a pact
with God never to see her lover again if he were allowed
to live. Her struggle to keep this vow and the growing faith
in God that allows her to do so until her sudden death
from illness are expressed in a simple and moving voice,
which contrasts with Bendrix's complex, involuted bitter-
ness. By the end of the story, love for Sarah has drawn
Henry and Bendrix together, and by caring for his broken
friend, Bendrix finds some measure of solace.

Greene's novel is a moving account of human suffering
and the power of love to redeem it. On another level, it
may be seen allegorically, as a juxtaposition of the life of
the body (Bendrix's narrative) and the life of the soul
(Sarah's diaries). On the one hand, Bendrix's grim obses-
sions remind us of the thin line between love and hate. As
Bendrix himself puts it:

Hatred seems to operate the same glands
as love; it even produces the same actions.

On the other hand, Greene's central theme, expressed
through Sarah's faith and Bendrix's grudging battle to
understand it, is that carnal love for another human
being can lead to a higher, spiritual love.

.



Godwin's novel is the story of one family's attempt to
accommodate growth and change while holding on to each
other. The account begins with the death of the father,
Leonard Strickland, a gentle country l~wyer from North
Carolina, whose passive steadiness had kept the personal-
ities of his wife, Nell, and his two daughters, Lydia and
Cate, from clashing too severely. Each woman must now
learn to live without him and come to understand his
place in their lives. Each is led eventually to a surer knowl-
edge of herself and to a more hopeful vision of the future
by romantic love. The novel's final scene is a family
reunion that brings everyone together after they have
experienced great changes brought about by time and
chance. In this genuinely happy ending the bonds that
have kept the family intact are reaffirmed in a new and
deeper context.

Rich in character and incident, Godwin's story depicts
many different kinds of love, of husbands and wives,
parents and children, grandparents and grandchildren. But
central to the evolution of each of the main char~cters is
an encounter with erotic love. Lydia, a beautiful but
conventional young woman recently separated from her
husband, is propelled into a future full of surprising
changes by the force of her encounter with a younger II\an.
Cate, a defiant and independent iconoclast twice divorced,
falls into an affair with an older mart while teaching his
son's drama class in a small midwestern college. Her
subsequent pregnancy and decision to get an abortion
force an agonizing reappraisal of the values by which she
has lived. And finally Nell, thrust unexpectedly into the
company of a childhood friend who is terminally ill, finds
a new sense of purpose in caring for this friend in her last
days and in the love of her friend's husband, whom she
subsequently marries. The story ends with Nell's bemused
reflections while listening to her grandson play the flute:

And then... well, that was another
mysterious thing: how, at her age, at Marcuss
age... how they could enjoy a side of life she
had thought was over forever. A warmth
spread over her whole body and into her
face, and she felt the corners of her mouth
turn up as she dwelt with her eyes, as if such
a seemly gesture could render her strange
flush invisible.

"Gh my;' thought Dickie, who happened
to glance at his grandmother as he launched
into his duet with the horn, "we've made her
mpturous with our playing:'~

Critical Studies
Love in the Western World. Denis De Rougemont...A classic study

of love in Western culture. The author says of his work: "My
central purpose was to describe the inescapable conflict in the
West between love and marriage~'1940, *Princeton Univ.

Man and Woman: A Study of Love and the Novel. A. O. J.
Cockshut. A more strictiyliterary study than De Rougemont's.
1978, Oxford (out of print).

Love and Marri~e: Literature !!!d Its Sod!;! C~ntext. Laurence
Lerner. An interesting study of the interplay between social
norms and the portrayal of love in literature. 1979,
St. Martin's.

Madame Sovarv and the Critics: A Collection of ~ri_ti~~ ~say.§.:.
Ed. by Benjamin Bart. Some of these essays are helpful in
placing the novel in its literary and social context. 1966, New
York Univ. (out of print).

A Sort of L~ and ~vs of Escap~ Graham Greene. The author's
autobiography, in two volumes published 10 years apart. 1971,
*Simon & Schuster; 1981, *Simon & Schuster.

The Portable Graham G~e. Ed. by Philip Stratford. Fiction,
essays, and criticism. The nonfiction included here is helpful in
understanding Greene's ideas about religion and art. 1977,

*Penguin.
~y.!!!,Q!Q~John Fowles and Masculinity,. Bruce

Woodcock. A study of Fowles's ideas about male sexuality-
very interesting on Charles Smithson. 1984, Bames and Noble.

Fiction and Drama
Romeo andJ~ William Shakespeare. The classic portrayal of

love's sublimity and destructive power. The passion of the twc\
young lovers is what Madame Bovary yearns for but never
obtains. 1594, various paperback and hardcover editions.

Pride and P~~ Jane Austen. A delightful, witty story of love
and courtship in the English countryside. Austen's observation
of the Bennett girls and their suitors is a wonderfully shrewd
picture of the vanities and hidden passions of "proper" men and
women. 1813, various paperback and hardcover editions.

Anna Karenina. Leo Tolstoy. The central character of this epic
novel is, like Madame Bovary, a woman destroyed by romantic
passion. 1878, various paperback and hardcover editions.

The Awakening: Kate Chopin. One of the first novels to support
a woman's right to love the way she chooses. An interesting
counterpoint to Madame Bovary and A French Lieutenants
Woman. 1899, *Avon.

A Man of Prope..!!y; In Chancery; ~ John Galsworthy.
Tracing the lives of three brothers and their descendants, this
trilogy (the first three volumes in The Forsyte Saga) is a power-
ful indictment of the corrupting desire to own another human
being. 1918-21, various paperback and hardcover editions.

Sons and Lovers. D. H. Lawrence. The story of a poor collier's son
whose passionate affair with an experienced woman propels
him, like Charles Smithson in Fowles's novel, toward a new level
of self-knowledge. 1913, *Penguin.

.



!:!4y Chatterley's Lover. D. H. Lawrence. The famous, and once
scandalous, story of the illicit affair between an English noble-
woman and her gardener. Lawrence portrays sexual passion as
a primal force for truth, as against the stifling hypocrisy of
post-Victorian English morality. 1928, *Signet.

A Farewell to Arms. Ernest Hemingway. A love story set against
the backdrop of World War I in Italy. The doomed lovers in
this novel are an interesting counterpoint to Maurice Bendrix
and Sarah Miles in The End of the Affair. 1929, Scribner (paper-
back and hardcover).

~yes Were Watchin~ Zora Neale Hurston. A revo-
lutionary novel that portrays the love affair between a black
man and woman, and the woman's consequent self-discovery.
1937, *Univ. of Illinois.

Kiss of the Spider Woman. Manuel Puig. Set in a prison cell in
Argentina, this novel describes the relationship that grows
between a hardened revolutionary and a timid male homo-
sexual. A brilliant depiction of how love can lead to self-
knowledge. 1979, Knopf, *Vintage.

"Destruction or Redemption: Images of Romantic Love" was
written by Thomas Van Nortwick, Associate Professor of Classics
at Oberlin College and a member of the Ohio Humanities Council.
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