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Introduction to Graham Greene's "The End of the
Affair"

The End of the Affair is a notable novel by British author Graham Greene,
published in 1951. Set against the backdrop of World War II in London, this
profound work delves into themes of love, obsession, faith, and betrayal.
Greene’s narrative weaves a complex tapestry of human emotions, establishing
a compelling exploration of the intersection between the sacred and the
profane. This article will provide an in-depth analysis of the novel's
themes, characters, and its critical reception, while also considering
Greene's life and influences that shaped this remarkable story.

Overview of the Plot

"The End of the Affair" is narrated by Maurice Bendrix, a successful writer
who embarks on an affair with Sarah Miles, the wife of a civil servant,
during the Blitz of World War II. The narrative begins with a sense of
nostalgia and longing, as Bendrix recalls the passionate yet tumultuous
relationship that unfolded over a span of several years.

The Narrative Structure

The novel is divided into three parts:

The Beginning: This section introduces the affair, the passionate1.
romance between Bendrix and Sarah, and the circumstances surrounding
their relationship.

The Middle: This part examines the complications and emotional turmoil2.
as the affair faces external pressures, particularly from Sarah's
husband, Henry Miles, and the looming threat of war.

The End: The conclusion of the novel reveals the repercussions of love3.
and the profound changes in the characters' lives, culminating in a deep
exploration of faith and doubt.



Thematic Exploration

One of the significant aspects of Greene's work is how he examines complex
themes that resonate deeply with human experience.

Love and Obsession

At the heart of "The End of the Affair" lies the intense and often
destructive nature of love. Greene presents love as a multifaceted emotion
that can lead to both fulfillment and despair. The affair between Bendrix and
Sarah is marked by a passionate intensity, yet it also becomes a source of
profound suffering.

- Jealousy and Possession: Bendrix's obsession with Sarah manifests in
moments of jealousy and possessiveness, illustrating how love can morph into
something darker.
- The Transience of Passion: The novel questions the sustainability of
passionate love, suggesting that such intensity can be ephemeral and fraught
with challenges.

Faith and Doubt

Greene, a Catholic convert, often grapples with themes of faith in his works,
and "The End of the Affair" is no exception. The characters wrestle with
their beliefs and the existence of God, particularly in the context of
personal suffering and loss.

- Sarah’s Prayer: A pivotal moment in the narrative occurs when Sarah makes a
promise to God. Her prayer becomes a turning point that influences the
trajectory of her relationship with Bendrix and reflects her struggle with
faith.
- Bendrix’s Skepticism: In contrast, Bendrix embodies the archetype of the
disillusioned skeptic, questioning the notion of divine intervention and
grappling with the complexities of love without faith.

Memory and Regret

The theme of memory plays a crucial role in the novel, as Bendrix reflects on
his relationship with Sarah and the moments that defined their love. His
recollections are tinged with nostalgia and regret, emphasizing the idea that
memory can be both a source of comfort and pain.

- The Reliability of Memory: Greene explores how memories can be subjective
and unreliable, shaping how individuals understand their past relationships.



- The Impact of War: The backdrop of World War II serves as a catalyst for
change, reminding readers that external circumstances can drastically alter
personal relationships and individual destinies.

Character Analysis

The characters in "The End of the Affair" are richly developed, each
embodying distinct complexities and emotional struggles.

Maurice Bendrix

Maurice Bendrix is a quintessential Greene protagonist, characterized by his
introspective nature and emotional turmoil. As a writer, he is reflective and
contemplative, often questioning the motivations behind his actions and the
nature of his love for Sarah.

- Self-Absorption: Bendrix’s perspective often reveals a degree of self-
absorption, as he tends to prioritize his own feelings and desires over those
of others, particularly Sarah.
- Transformation Through Suffering: His journey through the narrative is
marked by a gradual evolution, as he confronts his own insecurities and the
consequences of his actions.

Sarah Miles

Sarah Miles is a complex character whose motivations and desires are
intricately woven into the fabric of the story. She embodies the struggle
between passion and duty, caught between her love for Bendrix and her
commitment to her husband, Henry.

- The Duality of Love: Sarah’s character explores the duality of love, as she
grapples with her feelings for both men, ultimately leading to her internal
conflict and decision to end the affair.
- Religious Conflict: Her relationship with faith is central to her character
development, as she navigates her promise to God and the impact it has on her
love life.

Henry Miles

Henry Miles, Sarah’s husband, represents the conventional and stable world
that contrasts sharply with the chaotic passion of Bendrix and Sarah’s
affair.



- The Innocent Victim: Henry is portrayed as an unsuspecting victim of the
emotional turmoil caused by the affair, highlighting themes of betrayal and
the complexities of love.
- Symbol of Stability: His character serves as a symbol of the societal
expectations surrounding marriage and commitment, further complicating
Sarah’s choices.

Critical Reception

"The End of the Affair" received a mixed response upon its initial
publication but has since garnered acclaim as one of Greene's most
significant works. Critics have praised its exploration of complex themes and
the depth of its characters.

- Literary Merit: Greene's ability to intertwine personal and political
themes has been recognized as a hallmark of his literary style, contributing
to his reputation as one of the 20th century's great novelists.
- Cinematic Adaptations: The novel has inspired several adaptations,
including a 1999 film starring Ralph Fiennes and Julianne Moore, which
brought Greene's themes to a broader audience.

Conclusion

Graham Greene's "The End of the Affair" stands as a poignant exploration of
love, faith, and the human condition. Through the complex interplay of its
characters and the thematic depth of its narrative, the novel continues to
resonate with readers, inviting reflection on the nature of relationships and
the moral dilemmas that accompany them. Greene’s unique ability to blend
personal emotion with broader existential questions makes this work a
timeless piece of literature that continues to captivate audiences worldwide.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The End of the Affair' by
Graham Greene?
The main theme of 'The End of the Affair' is the conflict between love and
faith, exploring how personal relationships can be influenced by religious
beliefs and morality.

Who are the primary characters in 'The End of the



Affair'?
The primary characters include Maurice Bendrix, Sarah Miles, and Richard
Miles. Their complex relationships drive the narrative of love, betrayal, and
faith.

What role does the setting play in 'The End of the
Affair'?
The setting of London during World War II serves as a backdrop that
intensifies the emotional turmoil and existential dilemmas faced by the
characters, reflecting the chaos and uncertainty of the time.

How does the narrative structure of 'The End of the
Affair' contribute to its themes?
The novel employs a non-linear narrative, which allows readers to experience
the characters' memories and reflections, deepening the exploration of love,
jealousy, and the passage of time.

What is the significance of the title 'The End of
the Affair'?
The title signifies not only the conclusion of a romantic relationship but
also the broader implications of love's impermanence and the impact of faith
and personal choices on human connections.

How does Graham Greene explore the concept of
jealousy in the novel?
Greene explores jealousy through Maurice's obsessive feelings towards Sarah
and Richard, illustrating how jealousy can distort perceptions and lead to
destructive behavior.

What is the role of faith and religion in 'The End
of the Affair'?
Faith and religion are central to the narrative, particularly through Sarah's
struggle with her beliefs, which influence her decisions and relationships,
highlighting the tension between secular love and religious devotion.

How does the character of Sarah Miles evolve
throughout the story?
Sarah Miles evolves from being a passionate lover to a more introspective
character who grapples with her faith, ultimately leading to a profound
realization about love and sacrifice.



What impact has 'The End of the Affair' had on
contemporary literature?
The novel has had a lasting impact on contemporary literature by influencing
themes of existentialism, the complexities of love, and the interplay between
faith and doubt, resonating with modern readers and writers alike.
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