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““Tis well an Old Age is out / And time to begin a New”:
The Current State of Iris Murdoch Studies in England

Frances White

This quotation from Dryden’s ‘The Secular Masque is the epigraph to Iris Murdoch’s
first novel, Under the Net. It resonates not only with Jake’s life within the story, but with
Murdoch’s own life: in this début work she was leaving an ‘Old Age’ of failure for a
New Age’ of success. In terms of Iris Murdoch studies we are happy to announce that
we are moving from an ‘Old Age of success at Kingston University London to a ‘New
Age’ at the University of Chichester which will be equally successful.

This may come as a shock, but Iris Murdoch never belonged to Kingston. It was
happenstance that her name has been associated for so long with that particular university.
First, one of her earliest critics and biographer, Peter Conradi, was teaching English
Literature there from the early 1980s to 1997. He taught the work of Iris Murdoch and,
under his auspices as Professor, she was awarded an honorary degree at the University
in 1993. Second, a student called Anne Rowe participated in the Iris Murdoch module
inaugurated by Peter. Anne taught at Kingston from 1992 to 2016, and she picked up the
baton left by Peter, teaching the Iris Murdoch module to further generations of students.
Third, when in 2002 John Bayley put Murdoch’s Oxford library on the market, Avril
Horner, who was then Professor of English at Kingston, had the vision that Kingston
would be the most appropriate home for the library, and the Centre for Iris Murdoch
Studies was launched at Kingston in 2004. Since then we have had a further four
international conferences there and the Iris Murdoch News Letter metamorphosed into
the professionally produced [Iris Murdoch Review, for the first six issues of which Anne
was editor. In 2007 Murdoch’s London library was added to the Oxford library; Peter
placed material gathered as he worked on her biography in the archive, and we began to
acquire letter-runs from many sources (now over 3000 letters). The Iris Murdoch archive
is heavily used by scholars from around the world with the guidance of our dedicated
archivist Katie Giles whose unstinting support for Murdoch studies has greatly contributed



to its expansion.

Now we open another chapter in this history, also partially by happenstance. Anne
retired last July, and we sadly thought that the future of Murdoch studies would be
in jeopardy. But in October 2015 Dr Miles Leeson invited me to the University of
Chichester to give a guest lecture to his students. Realising that Miles was inspiring the
next generation of readers by teaching Iris Murdoch to his undergraduates, I wondered to
Anne whether he would be the best Murdoch scholar and teacher to take on the baton
from her. To our delight, Miles graciously agreed to do so and the first issue of the [ris
Murdoch Review under his editorship has just been published. Furthermore, Anne and
Miles successfully liaised with Kingston and Chichester universities to form a collaborative
partnership between the Iris Murdoch Archive Project which Anne is continuing to lead
at Kingston and the new Iris Murdoch Research Centre of which Miles is Director. This
new centre was launched at the University of Chichester on 10" October 2016.

The increasing number of Murdoch centred events initiated from outside the Iris
Murdoch Society base is encouraging. In December 2014 Silvia Panizza organised a
symposium at the University of East Anglia, ‘An Afternoon with Iris Murdoch'; Gary
Browning convened a conference at the Ashmolean Museum, Oxford in November 2015
called 'Why Iris Murdoch Matters: Truth and Love'; and a conference was convened by
Paul Lodge at Mansfield College, Oxford in June 2016, called ‘The Philosophy of Iris
Murdoch’. Paul told us that he thinks ‘Murdoch will become a fixture in the history of
20th Century philosophy as it starts to get more solidified and that we are seeing the
start of this. Iris Murdoch would be surprised as well as delighted that her work is now
being studied and taught at Oxford University. Murdoch’s cultural status as an iconic
figure in the art world was affirmed by her being the subject of the National Portrait
Gallery Lunchtime Lecture in July 2016, The Mystical and Mysterious Iris Murdoch'.

Looking to the future, Lucy Bolton plans a symposium on Iris Murdoch and Simone
Weil at Queen Mary University of London in February 2017 and is convening a panel
for another event at the National Portrait Gallery in October 2017. The first Iris Murdoch
conference to be held at Chichester will be in September 2017. We hope to welcome our
Japanese Murdoch colleagues and friends to this new Iris Murdoch Research Centre in the
beautiful county of Sussex which is rich in literary history, and they will also continue to
be welcome to study in the Iris Murdoch archive in Kingston.

(Editor of the Iris Murdoch Review
Deputy Director, Iris Murdoch Research Centre, University of Chichester)
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Bruno’s Dream: Murdoch’s Intertextual Web

Fiona Tomkinson

In the last paragraph of Jackson'’s Dilemma, Murdoch, perhaps in consciously valedictory
mode, gives us the image of a spider in its web, which she probably saw as a metaphor
for her own art as a spinner of fictions. Bruno’s Dream is also a novel about webs: the
spiders’ webs that fascinate the dying arachnologist, Bruno, the web-like trap in which
Nigel pinions the sleeping Will, and, of course, the complex webs of human relationships
and deceits which constitute the plot. However, Murdoch also weaves another web of
allusion and parallelism - a web of intertextuality. Robert Irwin has pointed out some of
its elements: Tolstoy, Plato, Wittgenstein and Weil. It is the aim of this paper to explore
some of its even stranger connections.

The first is a clear series of allusions to Arnold Bennett’s Clayhanger, a novel set
in the Staffordshire Potteries, in which the eponymous hero, Edwin Clayhanger, ardently
desires to be an architect, but his father forces him to go into the family printing
business. Likewise, Bruno Greensleave wanted to study zoology, but his father had made
him go into the family printing business. However, he poignantly combines aspects of
Edwin with aspects of his father, Darius Clayhanger, in his last illness. Murdoch’s three
references to Wedgwood plates (also produced in the Staffordshire Potteries) make it clear
that the parallel is not accidental.

The second thread involves a number of passages which allude more subtly to
Bruno’s namesake, the Renaissance philosopher and heretic Giordano Bruno. The parallel
might seem a strange one given that Giordano Bruno apparently died fearlessly whilst
Murdoch’s Bruno has lost his faith and fears annihilation. However, Bruno in the Eroici
furori gives us the Diana-Acteon myth as the ultimate symbol of the philosopher’s quest
for the divine gnosis and Murdoch’s Bruno achieves his own moment of gnosis as he
dies holding the hand of a woman called Diana. Moreover, Giordano Bruno’s depictions
of the infinite universe bear a close resemblance to a spider’s web.

Thirdly, there are a series of allusions to Blake’s poem ‘The Fly . Fourthly, the love-
death polarity of the novel and the mysterious nature of the character Nigel can best be
understood in relation to T.F. Powys’s novel, Mr Weston’s Good Wine. These four threads
give us a continuum from the realistic, through the cosmological-philosophical, to the
mystical and an awareness of them deepens our appreciation of this multi-layered novel.

(Associate Professor, Yeditepe University. Nagoya University from April 2017)
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Kestrels and Storks:
A Defence of Murdoch’s ‘Self-Deluding’ Faith
in the Sovereignty of Good

Paul Hullah

This new paper seeks to explicate, clarify, and to a certain extent defend Iris Murdoch’s
notorious and fundamental keystone belief in the sovereignty of goodness, and discuss her
considered, consistent reverence for goodness over ‘God . Here, I address and examine the
‘sovereignty of good as a concept, rather than analyze and decode the important book of
that name, though it is, of course, expedient and necessary to refer in some detail to that
work, in order to extract some basic points of Murdoch’s intellectual position in this area.

Simultaneously, I endeavour here to demonstrate that Murdoch’s championing of this
relatively down-to-earth, commonsensical, Zen-inspired, and very humanistic worldview
was, of its time — the 1970s: heyday of linguistic gymnastics and semiotics — both
controversial and challenging. 1 suspect (in fact, I am certain) that Murdoch knew this,
and this fact might well have considerably strengthened her resolve to nail her colours to
the mast of such a philosophical flagship throughout her long career as a multi-faceted
writer of novels, philosophical essays, and verse. I offer evidence for this opinion too.

Murdoch’s philosophy of good remains controversial today, regarded as naive and
overly simplistic by a number of seemingly insecure, rather supercilious philosophers
deemed to be more ‘professional than Murdoch was and still is (I think unfairly)
supposed to be. In this paper, I specifically address the forthright criticisms of the ‘self-



deluding’ Murdochian vision made by the former Oxford don John Carey in his (otherwise
excellent and imminently readable) study, What Good Are The Arts? (2005). I do so
firstly by reference to Murdoch’s own philosophical works (particularly The Sovereignty of
Good (1970)), and then by analyzing ‘John Sees A Stork At Zamorra', a fascinating and
(like her philosophy) deceptively-simple short poem of Murdoch’s, which can be found in
my own and Professor Yozo Muroya’s authorized Poems by Iris Murdoch (1997).

Only recently, Professor Kieran Setiya, ethics and epistemology specialist in the
Department of Linguistics and Philosophy at MIT, has thrown down a gauntlet, stating
that: ‘If Murdoch is to speak more audibly ... so that she cannot be ignored, her ideas
must be reframed as interventions in existing disputes, her arguments must be recovered,
and her conclusions made clear. With notable exceptions, few have taken up this task;

there is a lot to be done. I have decided to pick up that gauntlet, and I take up that
task in this paper, attempting to do something good along the way.
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