
The History of love, February 2007 

 

Dear All, 

 

We had the great opportunity this month of hearing the writer Nicole Krauss talk about the book we had chosen. I'll 

combine in this feedback comments from Nicole herself and from our discussion yesterday. 

 

Our group visit to the Nicole Krauss event at the American Academy gave us real insights into the background to 

"the History of Love". Nicole started writing as a teenager, mainly because she felt misunderstood, like most thirteen 

year olds. Writing helped her to express her emotions. For her, writing is a declaration of her independence- an 

insistence on her sense of the world.  

Nicole smiled broadly and said assertively "writing is wilfulness!" 

 

She always felt nostalgic from a young age and she loved to preserve things- to make sure they didn't get lost .Her 

sense of life going by, of things slipping out of reach, give a melancholy and bewildered atmosphere to her two 

novels.  

For a long time she didn't want to write about her Jewishness. But she found that she needed to define what being 

Jewish meant to her. "There are as many kinds of Judaism as Jews" she said and she needed to look at where she 

fitted in to the picture.  Talking to her grandparents was a good starting point. 

 

She interviewed them, wanting to preserve their histories.One grandparent, born in Nuremburg,  had insisted that 

she turn off the tape recorder whenever she was remembering tragic or cruel incidents.Her grandparent wanted her 

life to be seen as a celebration of life- not as a catalogue of misery. 

 

She dedicated the novel  "for my grandparents, who taught me the opposite of disappearing." Indeed one of the 

main themesin "The History of Love" is the desire not to be invisible. 

 

Leo Gursky, the 80 year old Jewish-Polish refugee living in New York, worries constantly that he will die on a day 

when no-one has seen him. "I often wonder who will be the last person to see me alive. I try to make a point of being 

seen. Sometimes when I'm out, I'll buy a juice even though I'm not thirsty."  He answers an ad to be a nude model 

for a drawing class, seeing this as an opportunity to be looked at . To exist in relation to others. We asked ourselves " 

Bizarre for such an elderly gentleman to be so desperate for attention.?" 

 

As we learn more about Leo's traumatic past we realise that he is unable to form normal friendships or relationships. 

He has lost his entire family in the holocaust and has only survived himself by hiding in the woods, resorting to 

eating grubs, hiding in sheds and trees, learning how to become invisible. By the end of the war, he no longer knows 

how to be normal and that is compounded by the loss of his great love Alma. 

 

His grand passion for Alma began when they were quite young. He fell in love with her at the age of ten. The nature 

of his love was so intense and overwhelming that he never recovered from an idealised picture of love. We meet him 

at the end of his life- unable to have loved another woman. We discussed how likely this could be. It was revealing 

that some of us had relatives who  

had preferred to live with the memory of their first loves- especially if they had lost them through tragic 

circumstances.The quality of a  first love was not to be replaced with a perceived inferior later love. More precious 

were the memories - honouring and being true to the past proved more valuable principles than moving on to the 

future. 

 

And yet Alma tells Leo before leaving that she is not able to love him. Even so, he clings to his love for her and 

hopes that she will be waiting for him. He pours out all of his feelings on paper and leaves them for safe keeping with 



his friend Bruno. Thus we have the story within the story- both with the same title "the History of Love". We are 

introduced to more characters, all of whom  

write or translate, and are struggling to express themselves through words.  

Seventeen year old Alma wrote to Leo in a letter after they had made love "when will you learn that there isn't a word 

for everything?" Leo's Alma is one of the characters who does not see herself as a writer.. She is practical and less 

romantic. But she has to create a life for herself and her child  

 

She discovers that she is expecting Leo's child during her escape.to the States. Hearing of the terrible slaughter of 

the Jews in their village in Poland, she believes that Leo is dead. She marries and carves out a new life for herself 

and her son. Isaac. When Leo eventually reaches her in New York, years after their parting, it is so sad when she 

asks Leo to not have any  

contact with his son. But out of love he respects her wishes. 

 

One of the most moving passages in the novel shows Leo meeting his son Isaac for the first time at a reading.  

Isaac has become a successful writer and Leo is so proud of him. But he has to queue to meet his son and Isaac 

has no idea who he is. He desperately tries to communicate to his son with gestures-  frantically flapping his 

hands,.he cannot tear himself away. He is eventally removed by security, escorted out of the door. 

 

Nicole Krauss made a point of saying that she does not have a plan when she is writing. She lets the storyline and 

characters just develop. She doesn't know what her novel is going to look like until she has finished. We discussed 

this approach in the group. Some of us had found the book confusing and rather contrived. Perhaps if she had 

planned the book we would have been less confused. 

 

Modern literary writers seem to need to experiment with formats. Nicole said that she didn't see it as 

"Experimentation" but rather as novels demanding certain abstract qualities eg using blank pages to show how a 

writer is confronted with the empty page or giving alternate pages to a conversation between the two protagonists- to 

give them equal status. We were divided on  

whether we appreciated the post -modern style. Some of us appreciated the creativity of trying new methods, others 

would have preferred a more traditional structure. 

 

The stories of Leo, Alma Singer , her mother Charlotte and brother Bird are woven together, linked by "the History of 

Love". The teenager, Alma Singer, has been named after Leo's Alma. Alma's father bought the book for her mother, 

having found it in a secondhand bookstore. The Singers are all grieving for the father. Every character has lost 

someone they love and are struggling to cope with their grief. Parental love usually differs from romantic love. 

Parental  

love is for life. But the examples of romantic love (Leo, Charlotte especially) are also for life. And Leo imagines his 

old friend Bruno is living nearby and has conversations with him. For a long time we believe that Bruno exists. But 

Leo can only cope with an imaginary friend, not a real one .He needs a friend from his past as he is incapable of 

forging new friendships.We agreed that it is difficult to form new friendships in a foreign land- there is no common 

history to be shared. 

 

We most of us thought that the writing was beautiful but too fragmented to be entirely satisfying. "The History of 

Love" was a powerful portrayal of the loneliness of the East European immigrant . But for most of us the characters 

did not seem entirely convincing. We were left feeling short-changed. There were moments of pure joy, of profound 

understanding and then a feeling of   

disconnection or confusion. We all struggled to fully keep up with the switches to and fro from character to character. 

"Something didn't work for us" as a group, although we all had admiration for Nicole's ability to get inside an elderly 

man`s head so effectively. 

 



Nicole admitted that she had been inspired by the South American writers, Borges and Marquez. It also became 

clear that she had modelled "The History of Love" on a Borges novel, which made the impact of the writing less 

original. One of us remarked that the novel felt as though it had been translated. The style was at times a little stilted, 

not flowing. This led to a discussion  

about translation and how a good translator should be invisible. 

 

Undoubtedly "The History of Love" was worth reading . Everybody had enjoyed the experience in varying degrees. 

But our discussion led to a general agreement that it was rather confusing and contrived. But beautifully written. It 

didn't quite work for  most of us. "A good read" but not one of our absolute favourites. 

 

Perhaps it was for the best that Nicole Krauss was unable to accept our invitation to join the reading group last night. 

Would we have been able to be so honest if she had been there? 

 

Jan 

 


