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Introduction to the Theme of Love and Forgiveness 
 

To talk about “love and forgiveness” in literature is to enter into unstudied 
territory. Unlike former “Let’s Talk About It” topics, such as “Latino Literature in the 
U.S.” or “Jewish Literature,” this theme has not given rise to a body of critical writing or 
to papers at literary conferences. It is not a subject of literary studies. If you wanted to 
read about it, you would go to theological or psychological literature, not to literary 
criticism.   

For love and forgiveness to be the windows through which we look at literature, we 
must move from a primary focus on seeing texts as created objects, with their ironies and 
unreliable narrators, to an old-fashioned emphasis on the stories themselves and on what 
characters do and say. 

Stories are driven by conflict—the agon, or struggle, that is at the heart of so many 
plots. If forgiveness comes at all, it comes only at the end of the story. The biblical 
narrative of Joseph and his brothers, for example, begins with betrayal (Joseph is sold 
into slavery by his brothers) and ends with forgiveness, which is made possible only by 
Joseph’s great love for at least some of his brothers. But love and forgiveness are not the 
central themes of the story as a whole. 

If you functioned as a kind of “anthropologist of the text,” you might ask, “Where is 
the theme of love and forgiveness most likely to arise?” The answer to that question 
informs the three sub-themes of this project. Forgiveness arises in the presence of the 
wisdom of love; when there is love in the presence of the enemy; and when the nearness 
of death shines a light on what is important—love.  

Justice calls for punishment or requital of a wrong. Forgiveness gives up the claim for 
requital—and even the resentment that accompanies that claim. What creates the capacity 
for forgiveness? Often, wisdom traditions and, occasionally, works of literature suggest 
that love is the only force or state of being that allows forgiveness to be experienced.   
 

Love and Forgiveness in the Light of Death 
 

“Depend upon it, sir, when a man knows he is to be hanged in a fortnight, it 
concentrates his mind wonderfully,” said Dr. Johnson. Death often seems to have the 
effect of bringing to light the truest, deepest values.   

 
Paula – Isabel Allende 
 Paula is a memoir written by a mother to her daughter, who is in a coma. The 
memoir is also for Paula, giving her a past to replace the memory that has likely been 
destroyed during the long year of the coma. 
 In the presence of death, Allende’s stories are almost all stories of love—love of 
country, of family, of landscapes, and of all that the world has to offer to the five senses. 
Even the horror is transfigured by meaning, so that victims are not left simply as victims 
but become martyrs. Paula herself, the comatose victim of a rare disease, becomes a 
potential agent of transformation through the power of the story Allende tells. In an 
entirely unpredictable way, the prediction of an Argentine seer—that “one of your 
children will be known in many parts of the world”—has become true. 
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 “How simple life is, when all is said and done,” says Allende as her daughter lies 
dying. “I had lost everything, and my daughter was leaving me, but the one essential 
thing remained: love. In the end, all I have is the love I give her.” 
 This profound remembering in the presence of death and love is at the heart of 
Paula. In contrast, one of the incidents Allende tells within the memoir is of her 
“forgotten” father. After he deserts her mother, his name is never again mentioned, and 
his image is torn from the family photographs, even from his wedding picture. For the 
sake of harmony and appearances, the family simply ignores this inconvenient truth of a 
failed marriage. 
 In parallel, in a much more tragic context, Allende describes the Chilean 
government hiding its own “forgotten” ones. The victims of political repression simply 
disappear. They become “desaparecidos.” Where truth is hidden, neither reconciliation 
nor forgiveness is possible. 
 During the darkest times of the Chilean repression, singular acts of courage 
allowed a different future to develop for the country. In a conversation with her beloved 
but conservative grandfather, Allende reveals that she exposes herself to danger because 
“evil is on the loose.” 

“What evil are you talking about! It’s your imagination, the world has always 
been like this.”  
 “Could it be that we deny the existence of evil because we don’t believe in the 
power of the good?” 
 “Promise me that you’ll keep your mouth shut and stay home,” was his request. 
 At some deep level, it becomes difficult to move forward except where love 
intervenes. In the case of Allende’s abandoned mother, the love of her suitor, Tio Ramon, 
one of the most vivid characters of the book, makes a new life possible. And when 
Allende finally accepts the truth of her daughter’s necessary and impending death, and 
lets her go, her daughter can be transformed into a nurturing and present spirit. 
 The power of truth and love and goodness allows the richness of life, in all its 
terrible beauty, to emerge—“Nothing and everything at once. Sacramental light and 
unfathomable darkness. . . .”  
   
Jazz – Toni Morrison 
 Like the initial solo in a jazz ensemble, Morrison’s foreword to Jazz sets forth the 
main themes: “romance, freedom of choice, doom, seduction, anger.” As Morrison 
describes it, the setting, narrative line, and place were inspired by a picture and story that 
appeared in The Harlem Book of the Dead. But even more significant than theme and 
narrative line is the spirit of the book, which evokes the spirit of jazz itself—individual 
freedom emerging from a strong community, made up of individuals, each of whom can, 
from time to time, break forth in a unique song. 
 Like these individual solos, the theme of Jazz is picked up by one narrative voice 
after another. The energy of the story, with its wild outbursts of violence, sexuality, and 
joy, is like jazz itself, which “made you do unwise disorderly things. Just hearing it was 
like violating the law.” 
 Jazz follows Morrison’s earlier novel, Beloved, which, in a sense, is a “blues 
book” in which the idea of love as “perpetual mourning (haunting),” as Morrison puts it, 
is played out within a society shaped by slavery. In Jazz, set in a city in the 1920s, love is 
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transformed by a degree of individual liberty, with the music insisting that “the past 
might haunt us, but it would not entrap us.” 
 The novel traces a series of incidents in which each wound is closed over by the 
coming together of a community, whether that community is made up of two women 
laughing, or of a young friend of a murder victim who befriends the murderer and his 
wife, or of families who take in orphans. Most of the wounds are created by love, or its 
lack, or the indignity of being met with pity rather than respect—or, in the case of racism, 
by hatred. Forgiveness is not sought; and when a character mistakenly feels another is 
asking for it, she refuses to forgive. 
 In the context of the freedom not to forgive, love returns in any case, like the 
force of life itself—like jazz. When the young men on rooftops play jazz, “it was just like 
the light of that day, pure and steady and kind of kind. You would have thought 
everything had been forgiven the way they played.” 
 And, in effect, by the end of the novel, it is as if everything has been forgiven. 
Joe, the philandering husband, who shot his lover after she left him, is reunited with his 
wife, Violet, who is now called “Violent” because she stabbed Joe’s dead mistress as she 
lay in her coffin. Violet/Violent, meanwhile, has become a steady friend of the dead girl’s 
guardian, Alice, even though Alice can’t forgive her: “Forgiveness is what you’re asking 
and I can’t give you that. It’s not in my power.” But what Violet wants is not forgiveness 
but advice—should she stay with Joe or throw him out?” Alice answers, “You got 
anything left to you to love, anything at all, do it.” 
 In the face of racism, poverty, betrayal, and death, love is like jazz on the 
rooftop—whether or not anything has been forgiven, it allows life to go on, “pure and 
steady and kind of kind.”  
 
Disgrace – J. M. Coetzee 

In King Lear, a foolish old man becomes a tragic figure as he learns what real 
love is. Like King Lear, the protagonist of Disgrace comes to a deeper human 
understanding of what is important—but only after he has suffered a loss of position and 
prestige and learned how best to love his daughter.   

Disgrace is told from the point of view of Professor Lurie, a man estranged from 
the give-and-take of a community that could forgive and heal. From Lurie’s narcissistic 
but compellingly intelligent perspective, the world is darkening toward chaos and 
dissolution. South Africa, where he lives, is becoming a violent and lawless place, where 
the rape of his daughter can be seen as a form of reparation and goes unpunished, and 
where the robbery of his apartment is ironically referred to as “another incident in the 
great campaign of redistribution.” The countryside is invading the city, and even the 
university courses that Lurie teaches have descended from “Classic and Modern 
Languages” (now closed down) to “Communication Skills” and “Advanced 
Communication Skills.” 

In the face of aging and death, Lurie, a Wordsworth scholar, is like the narrator of 
Wordsworth’s The Prelude, who grieves that the actual sight of Mont Blanc has “usurped 
upon a living thought.” Lurie’s life “usurps upon” his poetry-filled ideas: His affair with 
Melanie, one of his young students, is seen as “unnatural.” “That, at bottom, was the case 
for the prosecution. Half of literature is about it: young women struggling to escape from 
under the weight of old men, for the sake of the species.” If Lurie had accepted the 
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prosecution’s point of view and repented, he would have been forgiven and avoided the 
disgrace of dismissal and all the subsequent disgraces that befall him. But his version of 
the affair is so different that while he can plead “guilty,” he cannot truthfully repent. His 
confession to the investigating committee—“I became a servant of Eros”—rests on a long 
tradition embodied in romantic poetry, especially in the life and work of Byron.   

Intermittently, Lurie is occupied in writing an opera based on the aging Byron’s 
love affair with a teenage girl. The opera changes in ways that reflect Lurie’s fortune and 
state of mind until, near the end of the novel, the former Wordsworth scholar sits among 
unwanted dogs who are waiting to be put to death. He is plunking on a banjo to find the 
notes for Byron’s lover, Teresa, considering whether to “bring a dog into the piece, allow 
it to loose its own lament to the heavens between the strophes of lovelorn Teresa’s.” 

Lurie cannot repent his way of life, the “dog” of his nature. When he abases 
himself before Melanie’s mother and sister, with “careful ceremony,” falling on his knees 
and touching his forehead to the floor, his action, though melodramatic, is sincere. The 
mother and daughter are sitting on a bed “doing something with a skein of wool” in a 
scene reminiscent of the familiar representation of the Fates: one who spins, one who 
measures, and one who cuts off the metaphorical thread of life. Not being religious 
himself, Lurie asks Melanie’s father, a very religious man, “Is it enough for God, do you 
think, that I live in disgrace without term?” 

Grace arises near the end of Disgrace—when Lurie remembers all the women he 
has slept with and knows that he was enriched by all of them, “his heart floods with 
thankfulness.” His work on the opera now turns on a question reflective of his own 
journey. “Byron is lost” in Lurie’s life and in the life of his now middle-aged character, 
Byron’s mistress. “Can he find it in his heart to love this plain, ordinary woman? Can he 
love her enough to write music for her? If he cannot, what is left for him?” 

In the final scene of the novel, the professor is shown as having been lowered to 
the position of “dog psychopomp,” as he puts it. The “psychopomp” accompanies the 
soul on its journey to death. Lurie bears his favorite dog, “like a lamb,” to its death and 
tells the ugly, middle-aged woman who kills the dogs, and to whom he has made love, 
that he is “giving him up.” 

Disgrace raises a number of questions in relation to love and forgiveness. For 
example, how can we ask for forgiveness for lust and desire, which arise out of our 
human nature and that our ideas of romantic love have made beautiful to us? Given our 
civilization, with its debased romanticism, how can we learn to write music for the ugly 
and the aging? Lurie’s daughter is faced with bringing a child into a violent new world in 
which she will have nothing—“no property, no rights, no dignity”—“like a dog,” Lurie 
tells her, and she answers, “Yes, like a dog.” But she is a lover and keeper of dogs, so the 
question arises whether, in her world, living like a dog is a form of disgrace.   

When he was a professor teaching Wordsworth’s The Prelude, Lurie told his 
students, “The question is not, How can we keep the imagination pure, protected from the 
onslaught of reality? The question has to be, Can we find a way for the two to coexist?” 
In the presence of death, can we love the aging, the ordinary, and the plain enough to 
write a music for them? Can we become a psychopomp to our own nature and condition? 
 
The Death of Ivan Ilych– Leo Tolstoy 
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One of the most moving of all tales of love and forgiveness is Tolstoy’s classic 
The Death of Ivan Ilych, which, in the end, shows us that the capacity for forgiveness has 
to be applied to oneself—and, it might be argued, applied to life itself, which has to be 
forgiven for the suffering it inevitably brings.   

“Ivan Ilych’s life had been most simple and most ordinary and therefore most 
terrible.” In Ivan Ilych’s life, what is “simple” and “ordinary” is the way Ilych has 
aspired to living the life of his social superiors—copying their furniture, for example, or 
allowing himself to act against his conscience when he sees that the people he strives to 
emulate are doing the same thing. Even his marriage is managed by adopting a proper 
attitude toward it that allows him to avoid any real relation with his wife. Although he is 
competent, successful, and well-liked by his colleagues, Ivan Ilych has no authentic 
engagement with life. He lives within a role, both in his work and in his family life, and 
ignores his “scarcely noticeable impulses,” which are his missed truth.   

And then comes the specter of death. In the presence of death, the vanity of Ivan 
Ilych’s social life and the ambitions of his professional life seem trivial to him. In the 
depth of his pain, the only relief comes in the presence of a peasant who does not gloss 
over the fact that he is dying. The crucial point in the story is reached when, in the midst 
of his screaming against his impending death and his own suffering, he feels the tears of 
his son on his hand. Opening his eyes, he looks at his son and asks for forgiveness. And 
suddenly, he is released from the terrible darkness that has engulfed him. While he still 
suffers physical pain (“Pain . . . yes, there it is”), his mental anguish disappears. When he 
can feel the pain of his little boy, and not simply his own, the light breaks through, and he 
can ask forgiveness as well as be forgiven. 

One aspect of The Death of Ivan Ilych that has contributed to its status as a classic 
is the effectiveness of its structure. The title lets us know the outcome of Ilych’s struggle, 
so we are not distracted by wondering how the main character will fare. Instead, we are 
led to experience the other characters’ reactions to his death and to feel a kind of 
complicity with their reactions.   

The first section introduces Ivan Ilych’s death as a newspaper item read by a 
colleague in the middle of a conversation about other topics—a conversation that rapidly 
returns to the mundane. The news mainly serves to initiate internal musings about who 
will be given Ivan Ilych’s place. Each reaction of the characters is designed to allow them 
to ignore the reality of death. In keeping up appearances, no authentic feelings can 
emerge. 

After the presentation of Ivan Ilych’s death as a brief “interruption” in the 
mundane activities of the world, the second section gives an overview of Ivan Ilych’s 
“ordinary” life. In the course of the narration comes the incidental fall off a ladder, which 
causes an injury that never heals and eventually leads to Ilych’s death. By the fourth 
section, the focus has narrowed so that we see the effects of Ilych’s condition on the 
people around him. The focus narrows even further as the numbered sections become 
shorter, until eventually, we are almost claustrophobically within the dying Ivan Ilych’s 
mind, entirely within his questions: “Why me?” “Why this suffering?”   

When Ivan Ilych finally gives up his self-justification and confidence in the 
“correctness” of his life, he allows himself to consider whether his life had perhaps not 
been a good one, even though it was proper and successful. When Ilych realizes that “he 
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must act so as not to hurt” his family, he thinks, “How good and how simple!” His last 
feelings are those of joy. 

After reading this last, shortest section of The Death of Ivan Ilych, we are 
reminded of the beginning—of the “most simple and most ordinary and therefore most 
terrible” lives of the characters in that first section. But having experienced death from 
the inside—through Ivan Ilych’s eyes—we know something about the importance of 
goodness and simplicity that throws a completely different light on our identification with 
the characters in the beginning of the story. If the book has worked its magic on us, we 
can return as if from the dead and live life differently.   
 
“The Dead” – James Joyce 
 On its surface, “The Dead,” completed in 1907, is a short story in which nothing 
much happens: A man and his wife travel to a Christmas party in Dublin hosted by two 
maiden aunts and return to their hotel, where they have a conversation. No murder or 
betrayal cries out for vengeance or forgiveness. And yet this quiet classic is so powerfully 
constructed that it leads us to contemplate ordinary relationships, with their mundane 
roles and rituals, as revealing of deeper mysteries of love and forgiveness, which, in the 
end, we are still incapable of fully understanding.   
 “The Dead” of the title are not just those in the graveyards, under the falling 
snow, but those who are living in a dying culture, or who are part of a dying generation. 
One of the many unresolved tensions at the heart of the story is represented by the 
conversation between the main character, Gabriel, an Irish journalist who sees himself in 
the larger European literary tradition, and an Irish nationalist who criticizes him for not 
being devoted enough to his own country and language. In the course of the evening, 
other tensions are evoked or alluded to, including those involving race, class, gender, and 
even musical taste. Gabriel’s duty, in the context of this annual Christmas party, is to 
carve the meat and give the speech, as he does every year. The speech is stuffed with 
banalities designed to celebrate and soothe, just as every disagreeable truth that is raised 
is met with attempts to smooth over jagged emotions in order to regain the equilibrium of 
the socially constructed harmony. 
 Gabriel alternates between feelings of irritated superiority toward the people and 
the occasion and a kind of nostalgic appreciation that is evoked by the hospitality, the 
ritualistic repetition of old customs, and the knowledge that this way of being, and the 
people, like his aunts, who help maintain it, are soon to die. Allusions to the falling snow 
outside punctuate the scenes of gaiety and warmth within.    
 At the very end of the story, as Gabriel and his wife reach their hotel, Gabriel’s 
thoughts focus on his wife—how proud he is of her, how being in the hotel is like an 
escape from daily duties, how much he desires her. But she seems distracted, lost in her 
own thoughts.    And when he asks her what the matter is, she mentions an old Irish song 
that was sung at the party and breaks into tears. The conversation that follows tracks 
Gabriel’s thoughts and feelings as he listens to the tale of his wife’s first love, a boy 
named Michael Furey, with whom the song is associated. We observe Gabriel’s jealousy, 
but especially his shame, as he suddenly sees himself “as a ludicrous figure, acting as a 
pennyboy for his aunts, a nervous, well-meaning sentimentalist, orating to vulgarians and 
idealizing his own clownish lusts, the pitiable fatuous fellow he had caught a glimpse of 
in the mirror.”   
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After his wife has fallen asleep, Gabriel begins to feel “a strange friendly pity for her.” 
“He did not like to say even to himself that her face was no longer beautiful but he knew 
that it was no longer the face for which Michael Furey had braved death.” As he lies 
down beside her, he thinks, “One by one, they were all becoming shades.” 
 The last two paragraphs of “The Dead” create an epiphany of tenderness in the 
presence of the awareness that all die. The snow is falling against Gabriel’s window pane, 
over the fields and the waves of the sea, and on “every part of the lonely churchyard on 
the hill where Michael Furey lay buried.” A weather report mentioned at the Christmas 
party is now repeated, a repetition that transforms a mundane pronouncement into the 
deepest truth: “Yes, the newspapers were right: Snow was general all over Ireland.” The 
awareness of the reality of death transforms the events and characters of daily life. “His 
soul swooned slowly as he heard the snow falling faintly through the universe and faintly 
falling, like the descent of their last end, upon all the living and the dead.” 
 
By Betty S. Flowers 
 
Additional Reading: 
 
Thank You for All Things by Sandra Kring 
Lucy McGowan and her profoundly gifted twin brother Milo, with her mom and grandmother 
Oma, travel to Timber Falls, Wisconsin to care for their grandfather whose past sins may be 
unforgivable. Lucy sees it differently. 
 
Gilead by Marilynne Robinson 
A minister writes a letter to his young son near the end of his life, telling his son about the many 
generations of his family and their differing generational views along with his own past.  
 
The Sparrow by Mary Doria Russell 
Father Emilio Sandoz is a profoundly spiritual man who is both painfully damaged and horribly 
wronged when an error in judgment on the part of a group of well-intentioned explorers making 
first interplanetary contact provokes a colossal tragedy.  Written as the author reflected on the 
havoc done to native cultures during the Age of Exploration, this book raises philosophical 
questions about faith, using memorable characters  and the pacing of a mystery to consider how 
bad things happen, and why, even in the midst of tragic death,  nobility and honor can allow for 
forgiveness and growth.  
 
Evening by Susan Minot   
Ann Lord is dying of cancer and floats in and out of her memories that come back to one 
weekend and the love of her life and a tragic event despite her life with three husbands and five 
children. 
 
House on Fortune Street by Margot Livesey 
In this multi-layered novel, four interlocking narratives provide a chronicle of the lives of three 
friends, with an additional one by a father.  Abigail, a charmer, has a varied and unconventional 
life.  As she nurses her father through his final illness, she must reconcile her childhood feelings.  
Dara, who has also had a less than ideal childhood, resolves her childhood conflicts in an entirely 
different manner.  Dara's father must come to grips with his actions and the effect on them on his 
brother and daughter. 
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Suicide Index: Putting My Father’s Death in Order by Joan Wickersham 
Joan Wickersham’s The Suicide Index: Putting My Father’s Death in Order is honest, brave, 
incredibly moving, and completely unflinching in its honesty.  It’s one of those rare books that 
will haunt you for a long time after you finish it.  There is nothing over the top and hysterical 
about Wickersham's attempt to understand what brought her 61-year-old father to wake up one 
morning, take his wife a cup of coffee and leave it on her bedside table next to where she’s 
sleeping, and then go into his study, pick up a gun, and shoot himself to death, and how that event 
reshaped her family.  Wickersham’s writing is gorgeous - restrained and lyrical at the same time, 
and there’s not an extraneous word or ounce of fat in the book.  
 
What was Lost by Catherine O'Flynn  
In 1984, 10-year-old Kate is obsessed with being a private detective and doing surveillance work 
at the Green Oaks mall. Her only client is her 22-year-old friend  Adrian. When Kate goes 
missing, Adrian, who had been accused of being involved in her disappearance, also vanished. 
Twenty years later Adrian's sister Lisa is trapped in an unsatisfying retail job at Green Oaks and 
trying to deal with what the loss of her brother has done to her life. She soon meets a security 
guard who may know something about a missing girl. O'Flynn uses the mystery of what 
happened to Kate and the fallout of her disappearance to examine the impact of guilt on the 
people who are left behind after a loss. 
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