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Iris Murdoch’s Worlds of Sounds and Silences
in The Sacred and Profane Love Machine

Gillian Dooley

When we think of Iris Murdoch’s relationship with other art forms, the visual arts come
readily to mind. Murdoch’s imagery, when describing an atmosphere or a setting, is also
very often richly visual. However, music and other sounds can also be very important.
Murdoch orchestrates her sound-worlds as much with ambient noise, birdsong and human
sounds overheard, as with actual music.

Every musician knows the importance of silence. Music could not exist without
the silences surrounding it, and silences come in different qualities, moods and textures.
And like the experience of listening to or hearing music, the attributes of silence are
necessarily perceived, consciously or unconsciously, and perhaps even created, by a
listener or hearer. In Murdoch’s novels, when silence is described it is rarely just a matter
of scene-setting — it almost always tells us about the state of mind of the character who
is experiencing it. In this article I will consider some of the ways silence is manifested
in her 1974 novel The Sacred and Profane Love Machine.

Silence appears at the very beginning of this novel when David Gavender, teenage
son of Blaise and Harriet, looking out of his bedroom window, notices a small boy
standing in the garden and watching the house. "Why did the none of the dogs bark?’,
David wonders (7). Harriet has seen the boy too, and ‘had noticed the silence of the
dogs', and ‘a great fear invaded her heart (10). Later we find out that the child is
Blaise’s other son from his long clandestine relationship with Emily McHugh. The fact
that the Harriet’s seven ‘neurotic dogs did not bark, which makes Luca’s presence seem
other-worldly and sinister to both David and Harriet, is explained by the fact that Luca
‘saved his dinner and took it to the dogs (104). Nevertheless, Luca’s silent appearance
at the comfortable middle-class Hood House — ‘bourgeois’ according to Emily — is both
a portent and a catalyst for the dramatic events of the novel.

Silence — quietness — is also an attribute of Hood House and of Harriet, the home-



maker and ministering angel of the house. Harriet comes out into the garden at the
start of the novel to breathe ‘the rich polleny fragrance of the silent air' (10), when
she catches sight of Luca. ‘How thick the silence was, Harriet thinks, despite the
house being on the suburban fringes of London (12). In turn, Harriet’s husband Blaise is
watching her from the house. ‘Harriet’s motionless figure seemed brimful of the stillness
of the evening, her quietness made the garden more quiet (23).

In this opening part of the novel, we see these characters watching each other
silently, pondering their feelings and revealing something of their own personal obsessions
and fears. There is no conversation between them until nearly twenty pages into the
novel. The first words spoken are from Tolstoy’s War and Peace, read aloud by Blaise
to his wife and son in a regular family ritual which he and Harriet both cherished,
while David had long outgrown it but could not resist ‘the silent will of both parents
beseeching him, compelling him to come (25). For Harriet, ‘The presence of both the
men [Blaise and David] in this sort of quietness filled her with a kind of happiness
which was also anguish, was terror’ (25). These fears, though inexplicable to her at the
time, are based on a sound intuition and are borne out by the terrible events that follow.

Once Harriet and Blaise start to talk, after Blaise’s reading, it is obvious that they
are not communicating perfectly — there are irritations and insincerities already showing
up in their dialogue. David has returned to his bedroom to continue his indulgence in the
silent misery of fastidious youth. When he is told that his father has another family he
listened in silence’ (150) and subsequently becomes even more cut off from his parents.

The opening of this novel, with its emphasis on isolation and silence, contrasts with
Murdoch’s other novels of the period such as A Fairly Honourable Defeat (1970) and
An Accidental Man (1971), which both start with dialogue, and The Black Prince (1973),
which begins with forewords situating and framing the narrative. Each novel’s beginning
sets the tone for what is to come. The stillness and watchfulness of the characters in
this first section of The Sacred and Profane Love Machine is appallingly matched at the
climax in the airport at Hanover when Harriet, fleeing with Luca from the unbearable
situation at home, notices police watching two young men standing alone ‘in the midst of
deadly quietness’ before the shocking, deafening sound of gunfire (334). In the opening,
too, there is fearful silence, the calm before the storm, before the cataclysmic events set
in train by Luca’s silent vigil in the Hood House garden.

All page references are to Iris Murdoch, The Sacred and Profane Love Machine
(Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1976)

(Flinders University)
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Iris Murdoch and Australia: Her Life, Her Novels
and Her Reputation

Gillian Dooley

Australia is marginal in Iris Murdoch’s life and work. Although her name is well-known,
especially since the film /ris came out in 2001, and her novels are quite widely read in
Australia, her fiction has not been studied to any extent in Australian universities. Her
novels haven’t been set for any undergraduate courses in Australia, and my 2001 PhD
thesis is one of only nine higher-degree dissertations on either her fiction or philosophy
from the early 1970s to the present day. However, her philosophy is now being studied
by many Australian scholars.

Murdoch visited Australia only once, for five weeks, on a British Council tour in
1967. She had a few Australian friends, including her colleague at St Anne’s College,
Margaret Hubbard; Carmen Callil, her editor at Chatto & Windus; and philosopher Brian
Medlin from Flinders University. There are some Australian characters in her novels,
such as Penn Graham in An Unofficial Rose, Kenneth Rathbone in The Green Knight,
and Cantor Ravnevik in Jackson's Dilemma. Australia is often mentioned in passing as a
distant and sometimes romantic destination in her other novels. Richard Todd, in a 1986
symposium, suggested that ‘Australia was often a way, a place for characters to just
leave at the end of the novel, to exit or ... to start a new life. But it is also a way of
getting them out of the world of the novel, isn’t it? Murdoch replied, 'Yes, certainly.
Yes, I mean you don’t want to kill them all, you know, you send them to Australia.”'

In this talk I discuss Murdoch’s relationship with Australia and Australians in her
life and work. I look at the archival evidence for what she discovered about Australia

from her UK-based Australian friends. I draw on her lively letters home to friends



like Brigid Brophy, David Hicks, and Elias Canetti during her 1967 visit, and her later
correspondence with Brian Medlin: in 1991 she asked him for help with vocabulary
for Kenneth Rathbone. With this information in mind, I then examine the depiction of
Australia and Australians in her novels, especially the way her Australian characters
speak and behave. I also touch on other aspects of Australia’s relationship with Murdoch:
her reputation in Australia, the current status of Murdoch studies in Australia, and my
personal experience as a Murdoch scholar on the margins of her world.

(Flinders University)

1. Richard Todd, ed., Discussions from Encounters with Iris Murdoch, in Gillian Dooley, ed., From a
Tiny Corner in the House of Fiction: Conversations with Iris Murdoch (Columbia: University of South
Carolina Press, 2003) 178.
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Between Symbolism and Realism: Death, Rebirth and
Intertextuality in The Book and the Brotherhood

Fiona Tomkinson

In this paper, I discuss The Book and the Brotherhood in terms of a dialogue with
various nineteenth and twentieth-century novels which it references. I also suggest that
these allusions work to situate the novel between realism and symbolism. The novelists
in question are Charles Dickens and the modernist authors, Virginia Woolf and D.H.
Lawrence; [ argue that Murdoch sets up a kind of dialectic between them, and also
between the symbolic and realistic aspects within the tradition of the English novel.

Murdoch is situating herself within the nineteenth-century tradition as she aims for
the kind of social realism embodied in Dickens’s novels of London through her critique
of numerous aspects of Thatcherite Britain, including unemployment, the pitfalls of
sexuality and obstacles to social mobility. The example of Dickens is particularly apparent
in Murdoch’s grotesque portrayal of minor characters, in particular Tamar’s mother, Violet,
and the way in which the behaviour of such a character is shown to conspire with the
socio-economic context in order to blight a person’s life.

I focus on the influence of the key Dickensian text in The Book and the Brotherhood,
Our Mutual Friend, to which we may be alerted by the presence of the unusual name
‘Riderhood’ in the novel, which brings to mind Dickens’s villain, Rogue Riderhood. (The
name Riderhood’, however, also evokes Little Red Riding Hood and Jenkin Riderhood’s
role as the hapless victim of Crimond’s wolf and thus forms a link with the world of
symbolism.) Murdoch takes from Our Mutual Friend the realist themes of a corrupt and



money-obsessed society and its superficial veneer of civilisation and of the struggles of
working-class people trying to gain education, sometimes in the teeth of opposition from
a parent.

However, The Book and the Brotherhood also shares with Our Mutual Friend the
theme (both realist and symbolic) of death and rebirth by water, a theme which recurs
again and again in Murdoch and also in the late Dickens. This theme also links the
references to Dickens with the worlds of the two modernist novelists directly referenced
in the book — Virginia Woolf and D.H. Lawrence (to which we may be alerted by the
presence of works by Woolf and Lawrence at Rose’s reading party.) Woolf’s novels are
permeated with the theme of water and her own suicide was a death by water; Lawrence
gives us a number of deaths by water in works such as The Rainbow, Women in Love
and The Virgin and the Gipsy. The novels by Woolf and Lawrence most clearly alluded
to here are, 1 argue, The Waves and Lady Chatterley’s Lover, and the presence of these
texts give us a hint that we should read the novel not only as social critique, but as
an adventure in spiritual development and modes of being of a group of friends (whose
characters correspond fairly closely to the six protagonists of The Waves) and also as a
novel of mystical sexual awakening and apocalyptic protest with Crimond as a ‘failed’
version of Mellors ( ‘failed’ in the sense of succumbing to apocalyptic depression rather
than succeeding in his relationship with Jean). I would argue that Crimond’s failure as a
man mirrors the inadequacy of both symbolism and realism in the apocalyptic neo-Marxist
world-view of his book: we are given hints that his book combines social critique with
an apocalyptical note characteristic of certain aspects of the modernist tradition, and that
Gerard’s reply to it will offer both a more nuanced view of social reality and tap into
deeper layers of symbolism.
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Iris Murdoch’s Letters in the English Epistolary Tradition

Wendy Jones Nakanishi

Iris Murdoch died on 8 February 1999 at the age of seventy-nine. An edition of
her correspondence was published sixteen years later, in 2015. Living on Paper, edited
by Avril Horner and Anne Rowe, consists of more than 760 letters and postcards
Murdoch wrote from 1934, when she was a schoolgirl of fifteen, to 1995, when she was
seventy-six, a world famous writer, the author of twenty-six published novels as well as
philosophical essays and treatises but already in the grip of the Alzheimer’s that would
soon stop her writing altogether.

Living on Paper is the first comprehensive collection of the philosopher-novelist’s
correspondence to be made public and, as such, offers her readers their first opportunity
to assess her accomplishment as a letter writer. The edition also, as Malcolm Forbes has
observed, represents a kind of surrogate autobiography, and the nearest we will ever get
given the fact Murdoch wrote no memoirs.

With this publication, Murdoch joins the ranks of English individuals — some
illustrious, many obscure — whose supposedly private letters have been deemed of
sufficient literary or social or historic interest to be made public. In other words, Murdoch
has become part of the English epistolary tradition of published letters stretching back
hundreds of years.

Only thirty-six of the letters in Living on Paper had been previously published, and
the edition represents only a small selection of Murdoch’s letters. The number she actually
wrote and sent has been estimated to be huge. The 3,200 letters held in the Iris Murdoch
Research Archive at Kingston University in London is probably matched by at least that
number elsewhere.

The quantity of Murdoch’s letters illustrates the central role letter writing played in
her life. It was an important part of her daily routine. She devoted her mornings to her
novels and philosophical writings and her afternoons to her correspondence. With some
friends, such as Brigid Brophy, she maintained near daily contact by letters.

Living on Paper garnered mixed reviews. Some dismissed Murdoch’s letters as dull;
others condemned what they considered the salacious behaviour on show; while still others
regretted the fact that Murdoch rarely discussed her work in them. But some applauded
the correspondence as revealing how talking, writing and reading all constituted ‘erotic
acts’ for this important novelist.

Comparing Murdoch as a letter writer to such seminal figures as Alexander Pope,
Horace Walpole, or Virginia Woolf, it seems obvious Murdoch never intended her
letters for publication. In dashing off endless letters — ranging from long discourses
on philosophic topics to short utilitarian messages arranging meetings — Murdoch was
writing for specific friends rather than for posterity. We can be grateful so many of those



missives have survived, giving us a vivid sense of Murdoch’s personality and interests.
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‘Usually The Better Ones’:
Into Crystalline with Murdoch and Kuan Yin

Paul Hullah

In her seminal essay ‘Against Dryness (1961), Iris Murdoch offers a perceptive, prescient,
and self-consciously ‘polemical’ appraisal of mid-20th century writing. Prescriptively
evaluating the modern novel in terms of modern poetry (whilst denying she is doing so),
Murdoch condemns ‘dryness’ in modern (ist) literary texts. Yet certain aspects of this
selfsame ‘dryness’ are qualities vital to the successful dynamic of Murdoch’s best writing:
‘clearness, self containedness (sic)’, foregrounding of myth, metaphor, symbol, precision,
an organic musicality of structure, and conceptual coherence.

So what can we make of the apparent paradox? Murdoch calls certain types of literature
‘crystalline’ (in opposition to the journalistic' or ‘documentary’): such works turn art into
‘a small quasi-allegorical object ... portraying the human condition’ and demonstrate a too
‘shallow and flimsy an idea of human personality’. ‘Reality is not a given whole, she
boldly declares: ‘Against the consolations of form, the clean crystalline work, the simplified
fantasy-myth, we must pit the destructive power of the now so unfashionable naturalistic
idea’ . 1 think Murdoch is brilliant here, craftily disingenuous, knowingly donning the mantle
of devil’s advocate-apologist for crucial elements of her own writing, and the tension she
engenders between the poetic and the journalistic here is worthy of further exploration.

The question I endeavour to address in this paper, then, is: How might Murdoch’s
provocative pronouncements in ‘Against Dryness be usefully applied to her own work?
Avowing that her ‘complaints ... are concerned primarily with prose, not with poetry’,
Murdoch again turns dissembler: ‘crystalline’ aspects of art that she seemingly decries in
‘Against Dryness openly feature, in fact arguably characterize and dominate, much of
her best prose, and certainly underpin her strongest poetry. One thinks of her later novels
(particularly Jackson’s Dilemma), and important poems such as ‘Music in Ireland’ in this
respect. Economically to unpick Murdoch’s typically mischievous, agile-minded position
here, I will examine two Murdochian works: the poem The Phoenix-Hearted (1938), and
the novel A4 Severed Head (1961), both of which ‘crystalline’ pieces employ what might
be termed symboliste strategies in an attention to the East Asian bodhisattva, Kuan Yin
(% ). By doing so, 1 hope to demonstrate that, if read in the light of Murdoch’s own
enigmatic instruction, these cornerstone ‘crystalline texts are vital to those of us who wish
more fully to appreciate Murdoch’s multifaceted, maverick attitude (s) to criticism, to life,
and to art.
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