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REMEMBERING IRIS

Christopher Heywood

My first meeting with Iris was in John's room in St Anthony’s College, Oxford, at a
small party to celebrate their engagement to marry. Few people were present: John’s
mother, David and Rachel Cecil, and a scattering of others. The spirit of the frolicsome
post-war decade prevailed. The Cold War had not yet bitten to the bone, Wall had not
appeared, Hungary and Belfast had not happened yet. Bright breezes seemed to prom-
1se another perpetual Edwardian summer.

John, as I recall the event, offered cups of tea and plates of cake, and it is hard to
imagine that wine was absent. My recollection is that his mother tactfully let him do all
the work. Perhaps she recognised the emerging chef who was destined to lend a new
value to the concept of spam. She spoke to me kindly, as though we had known each
other for a long time, of things I have forgotten, perhaps about novels, as that was the
subject of my postgraduate research at that time. It was a relief not to have to talk
about South Africa, a subject I regarded then as a lead balloon, or the war, which by
then had faded into the comfortable distance, if such a thing can be imagined, of some
seven years before. I exchanged a word or two with Iris, I forget about what :for us
this was a rather formal first meeting. John was too busy for conversation. The others
were strangers. For the rest of that brief afternoon I had one of those conversations
with Rachel Cecil which one never forgets, about the Bloomsbury world. Happily this
was not a subject of research. A first post-war book, investing a new subject called
Bloomsbury, had recently appeared, and I had read a review. Literary life seemed
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about to begin.

Nearly forty years later we met again. Amazingly, they remembered the post card of
Jan Arnolfini and his wife which I had sent them to congratulate them on the wedding.
It was posted from Birmingham, where I had my first academic job. I regret that card
now, as it portrays a regnant lady, and that didn’t happen. Academic life cuts one off
mercilessly from dear friends, yet it sharpens memory. Perhaps it increases affection,
though the novels and poems about it seem to say the opposite. Although she was in-
separable from John for nearly half a century, they had lives of their own, as the mem-
oirs have shown. In the pre-engagement years I knew him as a nimble and unstoppable
literary mind, and that rare phenomenon, a tutor who was a friend from the start.

Before the engagement party I recognised Iris as a celebrity in the world of Ideas,
and that meant Isaiah Berlin to New College people like myself, though we were sagely
aware that other names and other faces, and even books, did exist in the great world
of Philosophy outside the College walls. In those days I first saw her in front of the
Ashmolean, with fruit and veg. in the string bag which everyone used in those days. She
was 1immersed in thought, I imagined, about Aristotle and Wittgenstein, but more
probably she was rehearsing phrases for the gestures she made her own in the novls:
the ‘gamine’ look, the hand-made hair-do, the stumping way of walking, the piercing
blue eyes darting yet amazingly restful to the point of glassiness. In those days it was
rumoured that everyone was completely crazy about her. What else could one be? Ev-
eryone was. Her novels celebrate the wild centre of existence. Later, in the remote
fastnesses of Sheffield, when I became the owner of a green Riley 1.5(it was a joy that
ceaselessly broke down) its colour was instantly recognised by a passing Oxford scien-
tist, not as the correct British Racing Green but as ‘Murdoch Green’.

The 1990s were memorable for the meetings at my small house in Oxford. My kind
tenants were in France during the summers when [ had study leave from Okayama, so
I had the house to myself and the visitors. Naturally there had to be summer parties,
as everyone in Oxford has to have a summer party to while away its long Edwardian
summers. To my joy ‘the Bayleys’ came along and Professor Yozo Muroya, my ever
entertaining colleague at Okayama, continued his conversations of long standing with
Iris, about her novels, and Ideas, and Buddhism, and War and Peace. That’s a guess,
as, to be fair, I never did find out what the conversations were about.

My own conversations with Iris in those last years were lively but uneasy. Not being
Irish, I tread carefully on the subject which suddenly emerged, in The Fed and the Green,
as close to her heart. Her solutions were a trifle over-clarified, I thought, after a con-
versation in which she laid the blame for dissension in Ireland at the door of Pope. Nor
could I enthuse about her having adopted, a shade under-critically I thougt, the fash-
ionable 1dea that Heathcliff, the hero of Wuthering Heights, was the son of old Mr
Farnshaw. How could he be? It wouldn’t work. Suddenly those bright summers faded
as the end approached. Her repeated phrase at our last conversation was: Where?---’
and again ‘Where--". Even so, there is a philosophical fruth in that question. Do we ever
know just where we are?



Her early novels were a beacon in the 1950s, among new work by Kingsley Amis, that
supple stylist, and Angus Wilson, presiding spirit of the old Reading Room in the Brit-
ish Museum. One day I will take up the later novels, to share Iris’s experience of the

violent world we lived through. Re-reading the care-free early novels will be a future
pleasure. Remembering her is an amazing joy.
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R AT &
MODES OF DESIRE IN IRIS MURDOCH'S POETRY

Paul Hullah

This paper proposes that Murdoch’s poetry is informed by a desire to marry, or in-
vestigate the possibility of fusion of the real-physical and the spiritual-unknowable in
art. By offering close readings of a few poems, I demonstrate how this ultimately
doomed desire to unify takes different forms but remains a prime source of creative
nourishment to Murdoch’s poetry, indeed might usefully be termed her ‘muse’.

Murdoch’s early poems, influenced by Wordsworth and Hopkins, express naive im-
pulses to relate ‘[a]ll things to all’ by attaining neo-Romantic conjoining of subject-self
and object-nature, but offer little constructive instruction as to how this union is effec-
tively to be achieved. The ‘real’ world does not intrude: these youthful poems are self-
contained, abstract in their notion of nature as timeless.

Poems of the 1970s begin to portray assimilation of self into nature in a more satis-
fying manner, presenting epiphanic monents of mutually reciprocal communion with
nature, acknowledging the ‘real’ world’s influence. Inner turmoil and outer incident or-
ganically image one another in a manner genuinely Wordsworthian. These poems begin
to attempt to map the subsequent, linked desire to investigate how poetry itself(art)
may then symbolically translate fusion of inner and outer.

‘Music in Ireland’, Murdoch’s most sophisticated poem, examined in detail here, sets
Innocent nature against brutal man-made reality and offers synthesis into art as a po-
tential healing force thus source of spiritual renewal in a way more complex than other
poems written between 1980 and 1990, but this piece cannot achieve a closed ending. The
responese instilled by murder have, on one level, ‘nothing to do with’ music(art), and
yet both are abstract notions formed from material reality, existing in time and space
and yet (in a kind of Platonic, essential mode) simultaneously residing as separate
from the parts which constitute them.

Thus our desire for resolution, Murdoch’s quest for reunification of inner ane outer,
must always be ‘temporal’, never permanent, because we are temporal and imperma-
nent with only a ‘confused sense’ of elements (art, nature) outside our knowable physi-
cal world. We cannot escape the fact that we are human, can never be free of the physi-
cal world, even in art. 7 a

Like many other able poets, Murdoch attempts to solve the subject/object problem
by assimilating the mundane world of actuality into the purer realms of nature and
art, only to find the desired synthesis precarious and ultimately impossible since the
contingent world of flux stubbornly refuses to vanish. Her reverence for art and nature
is tempered with painful acknowledgment of the corrupted human world of surfaces
from which art must now be made and in terms of which art must be read.
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