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On Writing Iris Murdoch @ A Life

Peter Conradi

Although I was anxious to write Dame Iris’s biography and not leave it to someone
less sympathetic or (as I hoped) scholarly, the prospect filled me with holy dread. I had
the advantage of knowing the work well, and no idea whatsoever what her life had been.
Her journals — the slow, gradual discovery of which continued into 2001 — shocked me by
their immediacy, and by the revelation that her youth had been emotionally promiscuous.
Writing was, in the event, lightened by the help and emotional support of so many of
Iris’s closest, oldest friends, including Philippa Foot and her ex-husband Michael [RD]
Foot. If they trusted me not to betray them, or Dame Iris, I should probably trust myself.
No doors were closed and no significant figures failed to answer queries.

The next great challenge came with the arrival of copies of the surviving letters of
Iris and Frank Thompson, held in closed collection in the Bodleian Library. They
seemed to indicate that Iris fell in love with Frank, by letter, during 1943. In discussion
with Michael Foot he was startled by this perception and at once agreed with it.

Structuring the first section of the biography around this friendship between Iris
and Frank — which was well-documented — had certain advantages. Frank was a
romantic figure, and his death still mourned with considerable emotion by surviving
friends. When I told Noel Martin that Philippa Foot and I would visit Frank’s grave in
Bulgaria in 1999, he remarked lightly, humourously, but' with feeling, “Kiss the ground
for me, would you ?”. It had been Philippa who brought Iris the news of Frank’s murder
in 1944. Philippa and I met Frank’s partisan General 14 days before he died; and met a
surviving eye-witness to Frank’s murder, which turned out to have happenned in a very
different way from written accounts.

When her journal book of poems written during the war-years came to light
around 2000, I hunted in some anguish for a poem for Frank. I knew that Iris wrote

poems for each of those she was in love with. If there were no poem for Frank, then the
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entire thesis on which Part 1 was based was false, I found 6 poems for “DH”(David
Hicks), a few for “DM”(Donald Mackinnon), and — finally — after going through the book
twice, a poem for Frank dated September 1943, which is included as a footnote in
chapter 7.

The writing of the first section was finished in the autumn of 1998. That December
David Hick’s son Tom made Iris’s letters to his father available to me. Thev further
startled me. If Iris had been in love with David from 1938, what did this do to my
account of her and Frank? I did not at first understand that she habitually ran affairs
simultaneously. Once I knew this, it bothered me. I could understand someone falling in
love with one ‘significant’ other, but had difficulties imagining what it might be like to
love three or four people at once. I asked Balogh’s second widow, a psychotherapist,
about it. Finally I had simply to accept that this habit enlarged understanding of the
possible ways of being human, and to leave it at that. I now needed a middle section
(“Innocence Lost” in the paperback edition) to address such matters.

One of the strangest discoveries was how inter-related everyone secretly was. It
would have intolerably lengthened the narrative to display this. The world of middle
and upper class Britain in the mid and late twentieth century closely resembled the
intricacies of her novels.

There were startling coincidences. Mary Midgley told me that Iris had lent a
type-writer during the war to the poet Paul Potts, who had declined to return it. Indeed
a type-written letter from Iris to Frank from the spring of 1943 survived in the Bodleian.
Then a neighbour in Wales who came for tea told me that she (Ruth Kingsbury) had lent
Iris a Corona 4 type-writer during 1943, and Iris had sent her a large cheque after the
war as compensation for the type-writer having disappeared. At such moments the past
came closer.

The biography received some good reviews, as well as some careless ones. One
curiosity of these was the felt need of each reviewer to display his or her proximity to
Dame Iris, which, in the case of one ex-Professor of poetry in the 7S included the
distasteful boast that he had known her sufficiently well to have observed that she
“washed herself like a cat”. Such vulgarity aside, those nominating it eight times as a
“Book of the Year” included Margaret Drabble in 7The Guardian, P.D.James, Hilary
Spurling, Paul Binding. Among many private reactions, I was most pleased by those
coming from Iris’s own generation. The historian Dorothy Thompson, widow to EP, who
ordinarily hates “instant biography” wrote praising this one for “explaining” her
generation to her children and grand-children. The Irish historian Roy Foster. who
wrote of the pleasure he took in the book in 7he Scotsman, gave pleasure to its author
by praising the book’s understanding of Irish history, and of Murdoch’s relations with
Ireland. The paperback comes out August 2002.



Salvation by Art

Anne Rowe

The consept of the holy must not be lost. What 1s important is that we now také in

conception of religion without God and meditation as a religious exercise. There is...a

place of wisdom to which we can remove ourselves...we can preserve the concept of
holiness.

Iris Murdoch, Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals, 249-50

Paintings proliferate in Iris Murdoch’s novels so much so that there is only one
book, Bruno’s Dream (1969), in which she seemingly omits any painterly references at
all. Her voracious appropriation of images is linked to one of her most urgent
philosophical concerns: the effect on the human soul of disappearance of religious belief
in the West. Although she did not herself believe in God, she understood this fracturing
of religious belief to be one of the most disturbing features of the twentieth century.
Alongside such a degeneration of faith came the loss of the impact of Christian
iconography which, although Murdoch felt that it was too easily reduced to “magic,”
none the less offered a place of meditation on the nature of goodness and on the role of
suffering in human salvation. Also, perhaps most importantly for Murdoch, simply by
its very existence, religious imagery encouraged a looking outside the self, and such
outward looking is one of the most crucial aspects of Murdoch’s moral demands: the
diversion of attention form the fantasy-ridden self to the reality that exists outside it.

So, Murdoch’s inclusion of the paintings of artists such as Gainsborough, Giorgione,
Tintoretto, Rembrandt and most frequently, Titian, are invitations to her readers to
consider these secular images as alternative points of meditation to Christian
iconography. And where traditional Christian iconography was intended to promote
belief in God, Murdoch’s secular icons help promote belief in the presence and the
reality of The Good. Consequently, each painting demands consideration of certain
aspects of morality that she perceives to be necessary to goodness: Hals’s The Laughing
Cavalierin Under the Net comically questions the morality of existential reliance on the
will; Gainsborough’s Chasing Butterflies in The Bell induces an instinctive sentimental
feeling of love for Gainsborough’s two small daughters, the moral by product of which is
an appreciation of the difference and individuality of other human beings that Murdoch
insists we respect and turn our eyes towards on the Platonic path to the Good. Titan’s
Perseus and Andromeda in The Sea, the Sea, focuses on the devastation caused by erotic
obsession; Bronzino’s Allegory of Venus, Cupid Folly and Time in The Nice and the Good
demands an objective intellectual awareness of the dangers of succumbing to the instant

gratification offered by illicit sexual temptation, while Giorgione’s Sunset Landscape in



The Sacred and Profane Love Machine displays the self-deception inherent in even the
highest motives.

But it is Titian who is closest to Murdoch’s heart, and in her use of The Flaying of
Marsyas in The Black Prince she most poignantly explores the nature of human
suffering. This painting of Marsyas being flayed alive by the God, Apollo, is offered as a
direct secular alternative to the traditional Christian iconography of Christ’s suffering
on the cross. The Flaying of Marsyas, Murdoch, would suggest, provides a healthier
focus for meditation on the role of suffering in human existence because an important
aspect of her quarrel with Christian iconography is that it encourages masochistic
suffering rather than selfless suffering, and portrays suffering as an end in itself rather
than as a way through to a new orientation of being. In this novel, and by reference to
this painting, she dares to reveal the masochistic thrill inherent in all human suffering
and warns of the moral dangers that accompany it. The painting also helps her describe
the quality of suffering that is the absolute death of the ego, devoid of such masochistic
thrill and facile promise of reward. The novel asks readers to perceive suffering not as a
punishment, but as a necessary part of existence which can, when properly experienced,
be morally redemptive. Bradley Pearson, the protagonist of The Black Prince who comes
to understand something of the value of redemptive suffering, learns to forgive others,
to hold his pain within himself and resist the temptation to pass it on, and he also
learns to "live in the present and to forswear the fruitless anxious pain which binds to
past and to future our miserable local arc of the great wheel of desire".

The understanding of such possibilities is Murdoch’s only hope for salvation, which
does not mean, for her, anything like the idea of the Christian belief in life after death.
For Murdoch, salvation is simply the slow progression towards a state where one
perceives reality stripped of the distorting veil of inner fantasy that destroys the moral
sense. In her novels, paintings figure significantly in this vision: by borrowing from the
spiritual and emotional truth they strive to convey, or by stunring her characters and
her readers alike by their beauty, delusions are momentarily punctured and reality
beyond can be glimpsed. Such ideas of art as morally productive are now, of course,
perceived as at best questionable, at worst, moribund. But Murdoch was a brave writer
and sustained her most cherished beliefs about the nature and function of art in the
face of some fierce and damming attacks. Speaking in 1996, after the publication of
what was to be her last book, and when her final illness had yet to claim her, she said,

quite simply, “I believe in salvation by art”.
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This subject it appeared was 'Man
stealing a Cat’, a subject which he (=
Owen) claimed to have collected from
some ancient Japanese tale. The man, un-
able to obtain the favours of a certain
lady, has stolen cat. ---Interesting aspects
of the pictures were the varying expres-
sions upon the faces of the man and the
cat. Sometimes the man looked fright-
ened, the cat recalcitrant, sometimes
both man and cat looked pleased as if
joking, or else the man was wearing an
evil grin, and the cat was struggling, or
the faces of both were demonic.
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We all have to live by art, it’s our
daily bread - by what our language
gives us, by what we invent for our-
selves, by what we steal from others.
And we should thank the gods for great
artists who draw away the veil of anxi-
ety and selfishness and show us, even for
a moment, another world, a real world,
and tell us a little bit truth. And we
should not be too hard on ourselves for
being comforted by art.
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