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David H. Lynn: “The Principles of Devotion,” your story that will 

appear in the spring 2010 issue of The Kenyon Review, doesn’t have 

a conventional trajectory, but seems to me to work almost as a par-

able. There are no clear crises (other than the early death of Sara) or 

ultimate denouements (other than enduring devotion of dog and 

sister). Does this notion of parable seem a useful way to enter the 

story? 

Alice Hoffman: “The Principles of Devotion,” the story of one 

sister’s love and growing understanding for another, is less a parable 

for me then a study of emotional growth and understanding. In a 

sense it can be viewed as a parable in that it is an exploration of the 

mystery of loyalty. In that regard it is indeed a lesson for the younger 

sister. This lesson is personal. But hopefully the pain and beauty of 

the younger sister’s understanding of true devotion — seen by the 

actions of one small dog, Topsy, and mirrored in her own soul — is 

what will connect the reader to the emotional content. 

The character of the older sister, Sara, appears in an earlier sec-

tion of my forthcoming book The Red Garden. She’s someone born 

with an innate courage and an ability to do the right thing. In the 

previous story “The Truth About My Mother” she manages to save 



both herself and her mother from a life of abuse. In “The Principles 

of Devotion” she teaches her younger sister that love does indeed 

exist in the real world. One wishes only good things for such an 

individual, but life and fiction intervene. 

DHL: Much of your work has elements that, how shall I say, 

extend slightly beyond one’s everyday experience of the real world. 

Yet in “The Principles of Devotion” there are only hints: the dying 

Sara talking with her parents, the ability of the dog Topsy to survive 

years, blizzards, and starvation while remaining at the grave. I 

haven’t asked a question here, but I’d love to know your thoughts on 

how and why this story may differ from some of your others. 

AH: I think my stories are consistent in theme — love and loss 

and the ability of the human spirit to survive great sorrow. Fiction 

is often a heightened experience — it’s not reality, but a world being 

created by imagination, marks on a page, after all, but a world all the 

same. 

DHL: The story is a set at a relatively modest remove in time — the 

terrible flu epidemic just after the first World War. Does writing his-

torical fiction give you, as an author, a certain distance that allows 

you to create characters who are both recognizable and yet distant 

enough for critical appraisal? 

AH: Writing historical fiction is a great adventure, a puzzle for 

the writer. One is given pieces: time, historical fact, characters, 

invention. Hopefully it all adds up when sorted together. I’ve writ-

ten about a house on Cape Cod over a two hundred year period 

(Blackbird House), a New York suburb in the grips of change in the 



1950s and the ’60s (Seventh Heaven), an Amazon tribe during the 

Bronze Age (The Foretelling), Spain in the 1500s during the 

Inquisition (Incantation) and London in the 1950s, ’60s, and ’70s 

(The Third Angel), and now The Red Garden, (which includes “The 

Principles of Devotion”). It is a study of a town in the Berkshires 

from the time it is founded until the present, a fiction which includes 

several historical characters who become involved with my charac-

ters, especially fun to write and puzzle out. None of the characters 

seemed alien to me in any way, despite the historical distance and I 

think that’s always the challenge when writing historical fiction, or 

any fiction for that matter. 

DHL: As I’ve already mentioned, your techniques and strate-

gies, your ambition and human insights are literary, which I very 

much intend as a compliment. But you often also adopt elements of 

the supernatural that we usually associate with genre fiction. That 

is, you stretch the real world beyond what we commonly experi-

ence. I don’t think you’re interested in being associated with so-

called “magical realism,” a problematic category in many ways, yet 

I’d be very interested to know how, for you as an author, elements or 

experiences that exceed the real deepen the literary insight into the 

human. 

AH: Magical Realism is not a modern creation, only a modern 

term. Magic is an integral part of literature, whether it be myth, 

fairy tale, or the writings of such authors as Kafka, Singer, Emily 

Bronte — in short many of my favorite writers. Such writers, not 

considered genre writers, often write about folktales, ghosts, impos-

sible situations, miracles. I see realism as “the new kid on the block” 



and the tradition of magic and myth as the original basis for fiction. 

Great literary fiction always transcends “genre-ization.” We accept, 

for instance, a writer such as Ursula Le Guin, thought of as a fantasy 

and sci-fi writer when she first published, as a literary writer because 

of the craft and beauty of her work. The same is true for the great 

Ray Bradbury, one of my favorite writers, who deepens insights into 

the human condition with every piece of fiction he’s written. And of 

course, wouldn’t Kafka be published under the banner of sci-fi / 

fantasy if a manuscript of his arrived today? The idea of what is “lit-

erary fiction” and what is “genre fiction” often depends on the qual-

ity of the work itself. I’m always interested in the existence of magic 

in a matter-of-fact world — influenced by the tone of the fairy tales 

I loved as a child, stories in which the reader must accept everyday 

magic — practical magic. Once the world feels “real” in an emo-

tional sense, anything can happen. 
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