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On  Iris  Murdoch  in  the  Twenty  First  Century 

Anne  Rowe

Professor  Bran  Nicol  commented  in  the  2019  edition  of  the  Iris  Murdoch  Review1  that  
Murdoch’s  focus  on  the  individual  raises  the  question  of  how  her  novels  will  fare  in  this  
new  century.  He  suggested  that  British  fiction  today  appears  to  be  distinguished  by  its  
willingness  to  enter  what  he  calls  a ‘response  mode’,  that  is  ‘a  readiness  to  regard  as  
its  primary  responsibility  to  depict,  reflect  and  comment  on  aspects  of  our  contemporary  
landscape,  for  example  environmental,  catastrophe,  terrorism,  transnationalism  etc’.  He  fears  
Murdoch  may  be  marginalised,  because  of  her  foregrounding  of  the  spiritual  and  moral  
health  of  the  individual  which,  indeed,  has  been  perceived  for  too  long  as  a  barrier  to  an  
engagement  with  socio-political  issues.  

However,  fresh  ways  of  reading  her  novels  are   now  being  opened  up  by  tracing  
Murdoch’s  characters’  moral  and  spiritual  health  back  to  their  root  causes,  inviting  critics  
to  speculate  more  freely  on  how  they  relate  to  external  debate.  Indeed,  the  passage  of  
time  since  the  novels  were  written  seems  to  make  them  more  not  less  relevant;  her  
novels  are ‘shapeshifters’,  able  to  adapt  to  change  because  it  is  not  Murdoch,  but  society  
itself  that  has  been  slow  to  recognise  the  psychological  damage  suffered  by  those  once  
side-lined  by  society,  designated  as ‘odd’,  or  simply  ignored.  Only  in  recent  years  has  
such  silent  suffering  been  understood  and  discussed  openly,  yet  Murdoch  had  always  
understood  truths  about  humanity  that  humanity  itself  was  slow  to  perceive.  And  if  
Murdoch  scholarship  is  being  enriched  not  only  by  such  a  new  perceptiveness,  but  also  
by  ongoing  acquisitions  and  research  at  the  Iris  Murdoch  archives  at  Kingston  University,  
there  is  clearly  much  to  look  forward  to.  

Since  my  visit  to  Tokyo  in  October,  Professor  Peter  Conradi,  Murdoch’s  official  
biographer,  has  donated  the  last  of  his  research  papers  to  the  Murdoch  Archives,  and  has  
stated  his  intent  to  gift  his  own  personal  archives  to  the  Conradi  Archive.  The  annotations  
to  Murdoch’s  Oxford  Library  are  still  not  yet  transcribed,  and  only  around  700  of  the  
3,500  personal  letters  in  the  Murdoch  archives  have,  as  yet,  been  published.  Annotated  
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editions  of  The  Sovereignty  of  Good  and  the  Heidegger  manuscript,  on  which  Murdoch  
was  working  in  her  last  years,  both  edited  by Justin  Broackes,  are  being  prepared  for  
publication  by  Oxford  University  Press.  With  ten  previously  unknown  poetry  notebooks  
having  been  discovered  in  the  loft  of  Murdoch’s  last  home  at  Oxford,  the  year  ahead  
promises  to  be  as  rich  and  productive  for  Murdoch  scholarship  as  the  centenary  year  we  
leave  behind.

（Visiting  Professor,  Chichester  University,  Emeritus  Research  Fellow  & 
Director  of  The  Iris  Murdoch  Archive  Project,  Kingston  University）

1. Bran  Nicol,  review  of  Anne  Rowe,  Iris  Murdoch:  Writers  and  their  Work （Liverpool:  Liverpool  
University  Press,  2019）,  in  the  Iris  Murdoch  Review,  No.10 （2019）,  pp.89-92.

特別寄稿

A  REPORT  AND  REMINISCENCE  OF  THE  IRIS  
MURDOCH  CENTENARY  CONFERENCE  

Paul  Hullah  

On  a  pleasant  Oxford  summer  evening,  Gillian  Dooley,  our  2018  IMSJ  conference  guest  
speaker,  curated  a  one-off  tribute  event:  music  and  words  for  the  author  whose  craft  
unites  us  all.  Some  lines  I  recited  there  seemed  especially  fitting:

‘After  all  the  interrupted  landings  comes  the  one  that  brings  you  home.  There  is  a  way,  a  
road,  a  thoroughfare.  There  is  a  way  home.  After  the  sadness  and  the  madness  comes  the  
learning,  comes  the  landing,  comes  the  image  unimagined,  comes  the  love.  And  love  will  be  
the  landing.’

Let  me  explain.

13-15  July  2019.  St  Anne’s  College,  where  Murdoch  taught,  was  the  perfect  venue  
for  the  Iris  Murdoch  Centenary  Conference:  a  glorious  long  weekend  overseen  by  Miles  
Leeson （for  the  University  of  Chichester  IM  Research  Centre）,  with  particular  assistance  
from  Anne  Rowe  and  Frances  White.  Over  100  delegates  gathered,  from  22  different  
nations.  An  accompanying  exhibition  of  photographs  and  literature,  ‘Iris  Murdoch  and  
Oxford’,  was  held  at  nearby  Somerville  College,  where  Murdoch  studied,  which  also  
hosted  a  Murdoch-themed  book  launch.  

To  nominate  conference  ‘highlights’  would  be  unjust;  there  were  few  discernible  
‘non-highlights’.  My  criterion  for  mentioning  a  presentation  here  is （since  sessions  


