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REMEMBERING IRIS MURDOCH
Neil McEwan

While I was preparing a piece on Iris Murdoch at the invitation of the Newslet-
ter, Peter Conradi’s long-awaited biography was published. This 1s not a review,
but a recommendation of the book, combined with recollections.

One remarkable thing about Iris Murdoch, well attested in Peter Conradi’s new
biography (Iris Murdoch: A Life, Harper Collins), is the impact she made on first
meeting. Many who remember her visits to Japan (1969, 1975, 1993) will agree. I
was struck by the warmth of her encounters at Okayama University in 1993. ‘It’s
her !’ someone said with astonished delight as she stood outside the (to us) all too
familiar buildings of the Culture Hotel. Professor Conradi quotes the novelist
Hilary Mantel on the immediate strong first, impression she could make: ‘Her pres-
ence was so powerful that....it was almost overwhelming....She radiated a powerful
benignity.” Something of this extraordinary spirit remained even when Iris’s mind
lay (in John Bayley’s phrase) ‘under the dark escort of Alzheimer’s.’

Iris made many friends in Japan, as she did wherever she went. As Conradi says,
jokes about her hundreds of close friends miss the point: she knew them all. I re-
member how she could enjoy frivolous conversation but interrupt it to speak in
earnest without showing or causing any trace of embarrassment. I have recently
been thinking of that authority in her voice: of how firmly she denounced terrorism
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in Ireland and expressed her sorrow after the earthquake in Kobe. Her strictness
of principle and unmistakable sympathy impressed friends who only met her occa-
sionally. Peter Conradi speaks for close friends: ‘Her friendship ennobled you.’

Like Peter Conradi, 1 discovered Murdoch novels early and remained hooked.
Like him, I regard her as one of the novelists of the last century likely to go on being
read by people who really like reading good novels. Unlike him, I become agitated
on the subject. For example, I was annoyed, looking at reviews of his book, by
critics who praise the (obviously first-rate) biography but belittle the novelist. I
know 1t 1s usual after a major author’s death for critics to play the devil’'s advocate.
Why was I so irritated? Loyalty to my own 1dea of her work, rather than to her,
might be the answer. Turning back to Conradi, who has researched every aspect of
her life and work and who knows her novels better than I do, T found him a calm-
ing influence. The opposite of reviewers who hint faults and teach the rest to sneer,
this biographer is scrupulous and patient, honest and thoughtful, determined to
record as much as possible now and aware that, as in all literary matters, time
will tell.

While he surveys his enormous cast and explores intellectual allegiances, Conradi
never loses sight of the novelist. He shows how self-critical she was, and how conscious
of the great novels of the past. He discusses her ambitions and achievements in
terms she used herself, sharing as he does many of her ideals and beliefs, and
draws on her journals to show her continual effort, amidst so many interests and
commitments, to bring off a ‘lucky’ novel (her term), one that could speak for itself.
Iris called The Bell a lucky one. Conradi selects others, from all periods of her
work, that he argues best represent the Murdoch world ‘with its own logic and its
own poetry.” (Read him to find out.) Presenting her fiction in relation to her life,
he puts an attractive and judicious case for rereading Iris Murdoch now and in
years to come.

Of course this 1s a biography and not a critical study. Some readers in Japan
will notice first what a long biography it 1s: 597 pages of text and a hundred more
of notes, bibliography and index. Do not be deterred. It makes good reading and
good dipping into, full of interesting connections, including one between The Nice
and the Good and The Tale of Genji (cat-stealing). Some passages could be
skipped. Japanese readers may be less interested in question of how Irish Iris was,
here explored in great detail. Her love affairs in the 1940s make a tangled story
even for Murdochians. Some figures stand out: her teacher Eduard Fraenkel, her
beloved contemporary Frank Thompson, killed in.action, and the ‘enchanter’ Elias
Canetti who belongs somewhere in the background of characters such as Mischa
Fox and Julius King. Those who met John Bayley in Japan, will be pleased by the
portrait of Iris’s husband, which is also a tribute:

In The Black Prince she would write, ‘Writing should be like getting married. One
should not make a move until one cannot believe one’s luck.” Both Iris and John
had been lucky. Philippa Foot saw that she had chosen one of the few men who,
though outwardly easy-going and timid, was ‘up to her,” who had extraordinary
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hidden strengths. ....John both anchored and liberated her.

Let me recommend this book to all Iris’s fans in Japan. It is beautifully written,
and, in the fullest, Murdochian sense, a friendly biography.

Neil McEwan(Okayama University, 1990-98; Nara Women’s University, 1998-2001)
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The French-and Irish-Connections: A Comparison of Themes
in Iris Murdoch’s Under the Net and The Red and the Green

Wendy Jones Nakanishi

Under the Net (1954) and The Red and the Green (1964) vary so greatly in form and
content that it scarcely seems credible that they can have been penned by the same
author. While the first 1s an experimental work, analyzing both by its subject mat-
ter and its style existentialist themes as espoused by Sartre, the latter novel, pub-
lished ten years afterwards, can seem oddly regressive in contrast, harkening back
to the old certainties of the nineteenth-century novel with its omniscient narrator
and conventional plot. And yet, although the novels appear widely dissimilar, they
are linked by many of the same preoccupations, and it becomes apparent that the
differences between them are superficial and unimportant. It also becomes clear
that Murdoch was an experimenter with the novel genre, anxious to find thevoice’
and manner which would most suit her purpose as a writer.

It is no accident that Under the Net was published only one year after Murdoch's
acclaimed study of Sartre, which concluded with her complaint that Sartre’s “in-
ability to write a great novel is a tragic symptom of a situation which afflicts us
all.” In Under the Net in particular and, arguably, in all her subsequent novels
Murdoch sought to remedy that deficiency.

In an essay entitled “Against Dryness,” Murdoch identified the Sartrean perception
of the human being as a solitary individual who i1s ‘totally free.” It was a perception
with which Murdoch agreed, although she was to differ with Sartre in the ms
of that representation of the human in the novel. In Under the Net a character complains
that “all theorizing is flight.” Murdoch agreed, believing that Sartre’s concern
with ‘essences’ rather than ‘materiality’ in his fiction denied it of the abilitv to
convey the “truth” of life: its messiness and the concrete particularity of reality.
As a novelist Murdoch was determined to include that “truth” and to accord 1t its
due 1mportance.

Inevitably, there are autobiographical echoes in both novels, especially in the
ambivalence characters in each feel towards their Irish inheritance. But the most
important common theme of Under the Net and The Red and the Green concerns human
alienation and isolation. Both depict worlds of well-intentioned strangers who only
delude themselves with the illusion of meaningful intimacy with others. Comic
self-delusion sets the tone of both works, which revolve around one of Nurdoch's
central preoccupations as both a novelist and a philosopher: the relationship between
man’s inner world of thoughts, dreams and desires and the external world which
impinges upon the purely personal.

Murdoch once observed that “Goodness is a form of realism” which prevents us
from “living in a private dream world.” Virtue is the recognition of the “other”:
the realization that other people exist and inhabit their own realities, and  that
other worlds exist, independent of our own hopes and wishes. This interpretation of

“goodness” is one recognized by only a few of her characters, and which 1s
achieved by even fewer.
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