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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 Review' 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 Tesponse 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



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.
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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



were 3-panel paralleled) that 1 was able to attend it. And everything 1 attended was
excellent. After warm salutations from Leeson and Rowe, Miklés Veté, Hungarian-born
French philosopher and Murdoch’s last PhD student in Oxford, captivated us with his
persuasive opening plenary on Murdoch and Simone Weil. Oxford ‘legend (and friend
to the Bayleys) Valentine Cunningham gave a similarly enigmatic Sunday evaluation
(‘How Good? ) of Murdoch’s work in shifting contexts. His plenary was provocative,
frank: confessing deflation at witnessing himself ‘substituted by another character in the
Tris' movie, but reverence for Murdoch’s ‘prescient writings and occasionally contrary
presence. And Gillian Dooley delivered a fascinating Monday plenary on the cypheric
nature of singers and singing and song in Murdoch’s novels.

The presence of venerable British actress Annette Badland was a treat. Badland is
known for her television work in FEastenders and Doctor Who, and a prolific stage career
including a role in Murdoch’s The Servants in the Snow’. She has appeared in The
Archers, which delighted me, and is a big-hearted wise soul, which delighted everyone. In
plenary ‘Interview with Anne Rowe, Badland insightfully equated acting with Murdoch’s
‘unselfing’. This made perfect sense. Life’s a form of acting, of course: bits of it
necessarily are, otherwise we’d get in more trouble than we do.

Either side of convivial marquee buffet luncheons garnished with delicious chat, I
enjoyed so many thematically-diverse presentations. Cheryl Bove chaired ‘Intertextuality’
afforded a feminist slant (balanced with a subsequent ‘male’ intertextuality session), at
which Sabina Lovibond, Donna Carpenter, and Janfarie Skinner carved respective inroads
to Patricia Highsmith’s (Existentialism!), A. S. Byatt’s (Fairy Tales!), and Rachel Trickett’s
(Oxford Life!) debts to the Murdochian oeuvre, and vice versa. ‘Whatever you are looking
for, you can find it in Murdoch, someone commented afterwards. Anne Rowe sagely
chaperoned an engaging ‘Life and Letters’ session wherein lan d’Alton (Trinity College,
Dublin) focused on Murdoch’s Irishness, Wendy Nakanishi identified singular meaningfulness
in the ‘collected letters’ form, and David Szoke reconsidered Murdoch’s interchanges with
Franz Steiner. Maria Peacock also spoke of Steiner, finding connections with Canetti via
Murdoch the catalyst conduit. An eclectic student panel, ‘Emerging Scholarship’, advanced
much to celebrate: Murdoch studies are clearly in capable hands. Paula Scorrer (Chichester)
analysed rhetorical aspects of Murdoch’s fiction, Philly Malika (East Anglia) explored
the serio-comic in Under the Net, and Shuang Gao (York) delved fruitfully into complex
notions of ‘artistic truth’ elucidated in Murdoch’s philosophical prose.

I must indulgently add that I was greatly uplifted by the scholars with whom
I shared the 'Poetics' panel. Pamela Osborn, Daniel Read, and Mitchell Mainstone
produced illuminating interpretations of Murdoch’s unpublished poetry (a dozen notebooks,
currently being transcribed!), examining processes of textual revision alongside attitudes
to poetry itself. Encountering others working, like myself, on Murdoch’s poetry is a huge
encouragement, an affirmation. The entire conference became, likewise, a statement of
solidarity and tacit renewal of scholarly vows. At the closing dinner, Peter J. Conradi
gave an incisive, balanced but emotive address, while Audi Bayley gently paid affectionate
personal tribute to Iris herself.



A seminal event, then: timely tonic to anyone mistakenly mistrustful of academia,
or fearful that Iris is ‘out of vogue’. She’s not. There was nothing not to love, lots
to admire and inspire. Anne Rowe rightly remarked that ‘a Murdoch conference has a
unique atmosphere’. It’s an intellectually-driven oasis of oneness, noble and welcoming, a
world removed from the reductive dryness and risible academic one-upmanship of many
Eng. Lit. conferences. We fortunate delegates left Oxford enlightened, with information
and confidence to initiate studies of which Iris herself might even have approved. We will

look forward to the 2021 UK conference. And love will be the landing.
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Iris Murdoch : Archives and Afterlife

Anne Rowe

I was delighted to speak at the Iris Murdoch Society of Japan Conference in this, the
centenary year of Iris Murdoch’s birth. My task was to outline developments at the
Murdoch Archives at Kingston University, including acquisitions, projects and publications,
and to review centenary events organised by the Iris Murdoch Research Centre at
Chichester University. At the center of these events was the Centenary Conference at St
Anne’s College, Oxford, in July where, with over 100 delegates from 23 countries, 67
papers illustrated an extraordinary range of research by Murdoch scholars worldwide.
Together, the growing body of archival material at Kingston University and the concurrent
global interest in Murdoch are not only inviting fresh avenues of research into her novels,
but also transforming perceptions of the kind of woman she was.

New generations of scholars are now interpreting her work more freely in the light
of contemporary political and societal concerns, and I spoke in some detail of my own
re-reading of Under The Net in relation to the METOO Movement. I went on to explain
how recent students had reappraised The Sandcastle in relation to society’s failure to
identify serious mental health issues in the young, suggesting that Murdoch’s novels are
not only depicting the tortured inner lives of a group of troubled young characters, but
also indicating causes for their ailments and practical methods of dealing with them.
Murdoch’s hitherto side-lined representations of gender relationships also imply that her
understanding of gender fluidity is making a meaningful contribution to current debates on
how society should acknowledge the complex nature of human sexuality and its impact on
individual lives. These fresh perspectives make it clear that Murdoch’s vision of humanity
is a prescient one, especially when attention is turned away from those self-obsessed
central characters towards other courageous battles that confront her minor characters,



from whom there is much to be learned about issues troubling society today.

A clutch of papers at the Centenary Conference illustrated how other scholars are
highlighting topics hitherto marginalised in Murdoch scholarship; for example, politically
nuanced readings included, ‘Weil and Murdoch do Politics and ‘Iris Murdoch and
political extremism’, implying a more militant Iris Murdoch than we have come to expect.
Other scholars examined Murdoch’s novels through imagistic tropes of space, light and
colour, or considered them in relation to Murdoch’s knowledge of contemporary film.
And while Murdoch’s adoration of nature should have always made it unthinkable that
a concern for the planet would not seep into her fiction, only now is an eco-reading of
Murdoch’s novels indicating a belief in the affective link between the human mind and
nature that testifies to her appreciation of this world as sacred. We are being introduced,

in this new century, to an Iris Murdoch many of us never expected to meet.

(Emeritus Research Fellow & Director of The Iris Murdoch Archive Project,

Kingston University)

A Severed Head \2¥5\} 385553 5%

C O AE 5L IZ19614F 12 # 2 1L 72 Murdoch D51F
HONHTH Do ZOMFmDFER S NIZHAEIC
Harold Hobson & @ %f &% T, Murdoch i& Z D%
tn& The Flight from the Enchanter B%IZA
D7ZEHEAL TS, EAL Martin 137 4 ~ 7
ZLTHBY FPHICEFNEDL LTwi, HXK
FC% % B 7235 A FE Antonia & FE[A X (2135
W RAERSERE T %o TV A5, EIEFE A Goergie
DHEAZIL TWb, I OWikiE Martin & 32
Antonia. % A Goergie. Martin @ % Alexander.
Antonia ® % A Palmer. Palmer ¢ % Honor ¢ =
NOBME ZANDOLENEBEMTFEEZ LA M
ATV, EXONDLIH) DMAEDLED ) B,
il ) OMEFRMIILT B &) R RN
%AETH DD, Murdoch DVEIZHFEIZEE L
TEEDPRETHOT, ZOFREIIAEHE &
MED 2\ CONROBEITT 4 T AT
Ly 7 AR R E AR W R 7 & KRN

PR NI/

TIT A4 —ICEALREREZ-NETH L, Z
DIH, TORETIITT A TAIYTLy 7 A
&R EAZR & Martin @ Honor (231§ 512D W
TELEL2\,
MDIZTTA TRy T Ly 7 AZD20WT
Martin & Antonia O RIFEIRNSEZ THAL &,
COZNFHE ELOBBETIR R L, BEREETD
BIftR72 & D%, Antonia id Martin D Z & % 4
22 My Child EIFUORTFT0WEIERHH,
Kl x DEZEEHFLTWEIErbd, B
LELTELE-STEBLT, T4 ATV
Ly 7 AQWI7EE b5, [Martin 12139 % T
e LTATINDE TEAPLELRDLE] &
A.SByatt (£ 38 X T\ %, Martin i ) Alexander
OHFIZEEHZM LI L, FEICZsTHhL D,
OO TIZLE L I BERAEEI AR Z i) T
W5, #ORET Alexander |2 Martin D728 A\ %
Wa EREILY LC\W/zm72, 72 Antonia 128 L



THTEHEOMM & LT, Martin (34T
IEAZEEZ NG,

FNs, EEMHBIZOWTEZE L2\, 1956
FIZAF) A TEERTEBMEI LI N T
WBHDT, ZOMREPEIPNIZTHIE, 2D b
o 73 IBHI L \vb O TH -7z Palmer &
Honor @ Wk BAHZRIIHE & 25 F 724ED D E e
Lt T\, HHDORBFIERE RS20,
COZENENLE s EHNTE DL, FLT,
ZANELHAMHBESECOT, 02T HHE
LTz 7:, YWEEO H % T Martin (X Honor
AT XL 22 TN T2, Cambridge @
Honor DR % &ila. FxEL CZEOELDEZR
NEBRBAT D, £ T, BEONY FIZETWAS
Palmer & Honor DT BAHZ O W51 % HE S %,
1% % Cambridge |ZBR D . CTCZ DFER % L7-J&
B)J7ix. I T Honor (2 # % 5 5 o 72FH 412
Lo THEBMEINI-07Z, BHMEHEBLEZ
& D3X 5 72T T Martin & Palmer @ 77 B 25
L. Martin (3 BA7 12 7% %o Martin 13 2880 P e
B FFE2 22 X kD725, AR LTz
D72 VRAMIZ A BN D, Palmer 2D L& F
L7 Z &% Martin (SRS L9 Litde
A%, Martin 13 H 73 2SEAAI DO IZHLZ TH
FX Lo 7,

Antonia 28HE#S % L 72\ & S v, % A Palmer

WEsRE s

DY EZFE SO T Martin l3FEL Ko7, ZL
T, Goergie [IZbW/E ) 232K L. K& %5))
BENLEL % 5T %o [Honor IZ AR5 L
EZEWETLIREERELEFLHERF-> TW»
%1 & ASByatt i X T\ %, Martin % %
WEE L TW/zE, B X9 & Honor SE N 5,
Honor ® F15 (X Martin ® F1C, BLWllF 2L & »
FE—HRD» S, TOK, NICENIBEE IR
D, ENHPEANTITALADORMIZHRD | AT
F\IG B 72 % Ao Honor 13 H 5 % Bib L7z
HLLTHOT, BE22F AN ZLRFATY
7o, WRED IV 74 ¥ 7 C Martin DR IZEIZ
BNT, FarAeh vy L 205 H
T T OMFEDRE% 1T C. Martin (X Honor
IZ& o T, BAIGEIIN S, Honor DL HIHZED
Wil & Honor DA Z HL7-Z 12k b, FilE%
B0 72, #iEE % € F — 712 L 72 Murdoch O 5%
AT RTHIMIEATYS, TOZADED
FTH B & FEO 5 % Murdoch ($6 L 21
b, [HR72idF v vy AZOhTFhVEWVITR
Vol [H b ] LA TWY A, Martin & H012
BB 5 ZOBOWEEIEE THRMRTLM X <,
Honor 2SH 3 DIEE % FE- 722 k) 71213 KE)
Lo FT574 7AaYTF Ly 7 AN EME
IZOWTEZEE LN 2D L) REFRLESR
AEHOZOLHME LR TEI- LD RN T 5o

TAVRX = FyZ2DERMiICHb 7o vy 5 ER

X—=Fvro [2=a—-r] Lvyvy—uvy |-
Jaryo [Ye4 v - x2T7), FLTLI) -7
o7 [Jok] 2. 80838055 %,

F9 [2=a—-v] & [B2R] 21T 5
L BBV L. ZHORE /AL L, 215
DI LRI S 2wk 28 ([=a3— ]
=Y T T4 oNL, [ERPERE] ooy

N S B

7oy N) BHEETDLRE, HUEANS VW, L
L. RUTVICERTLE, [2a—-2] &
[VzAy - 27] OMEL FZHATH S, 1%
ik, T2FETHY ., [RELA] THD L)
HIZBWTRET TR, RBENEHES» S0 [k
) & THH] ZERRO 2 ZMETH S L
AEIZBWTH, [VzAY - 27] ovnAfr,



VA VICHERLZDTHD,

ZFLTC, YT rEYAVIZEONS [H
Bl e MHl oFr—<id, 2SO0
KOO EZEIZODET B WERICIE TRL
ADHNT] FEXBY ., ZANEZFDZFE LD
%, [HH] 2RO T [REHM] Lho/r A
AFREV =T 4=V FEW) BETHMS S
EWlh b, DFN . ZADRDIT L 0F [
R [HH] Cld%l, [W¥] 20oTh s, Kk
2B, TR SNz FEO [HH] 123
ME3F LG 2MHbH Y. 512 1 X
R =T 4= RIZBWTHRBbHENIT L
ALY THE] ShblwnHidbEmdd b, ZAI
Lo TINOLDOREIE, —FMIZ THH] &L
SEBHTLEH-TH, [HIE] [THE S5,
HS b [HHE] Shrhakwv, GRESFHZOT
H5b

[EH] & [$5] &, TR RE] 2R S8 5
F=THHb, L—A7 Y TOHEFEEINHE
T HEICETS [HH] 2L T
Fo) ik, NOFEEFEPTICHELZBERO
I RA— LT 25 &, OREIC THUAD
LNT] WBEELALIIIRD, 2FD, Fv
b FE Wl sz kU0 Thb,

[T=a—V] ORFEBEIIBVWTIL, YTV
BEREBICENR V. 74 YNLHE UEEIC
Fe AL R R L B O R 28T/ n s
M. UL, LB T 4 oL BB LT LR
THIEDTERVEWEEEL o722 & 2 RIE
LTWwa EHIZlbhs, $/20 ZAMTEON
AWEOBEZIZBNTIY 7 UBERSNLERT

3. LB T4 NI BEINLRE, 2
FOWHFEETHLEVIHRELE2250THH
b0 DF N, TORMKEL, HLSBUEOITHED
e B IR FDED %\ IE SN, FEOTBESRAY 2 fifi il
BNEHMAAIN TN ZEEZRLTVREDTH
o XUT VIE, HEDH ) HITEPILTTH
Bl #BL52355, OT51GHRICESE
N, THH] 250 CHCREWN 2RI [HH
ENBZ L%, ZUBENEDHRDOTH S,

[YxAg v - 27]) OV x4 Ui, HILEWVD
[HA] 2FICLTd, HBEICIIEBEN S [HH]
THHHMHEHEES, [HSR] OF v —13,
BHOF v UH (] b > TRE2S [H
Bl ko Th, AT b ERBEL, Fv¥1) >~
WEoTo [ 1WNFE 2, vV 7 bV A
Y, FLTEFAYT) L WOF Y —FNL
T WEMIEESZREOMNIC [MLAD S ]
DOTHhY, [2za—v] & [YzAr - x7].
ZLT [RAPRE] 2201k, THH] 2anz
WL D[R] R [Ril] AT RoTw
L. ZOIREETH b,

70 Y T OERE. EAER O ERIZ
0] SRTEKTEEV) HT, x—Fv 7
OFGI RIS L C\wb, LT, GiEO/ER
o THE ] Shaatizbid, BED 2B, HH
W ITRALAD NG| Kb oLk L,
BRI 7 0 v THERE S OL L O/NRIPFIET
Hb—DODRKRERBERNEL>TVWLDTH D,

MARTFZEIL JSPS BHiFE: JP16K 167840 Bh ik % %
U’f: %) 0)/6\?—0



MiesEE
Murdoch and the classics: a reading of An Accidental Man

Fiona Tomkinson

In Jacksons Dilemma, Murdoch makes a striking comment about the classical world in
her description of her alter ego Benet:

Benet had had his classical education, but had inclined to the philosophical side. His
sense of the Greeks had come to him later [...] from Tim and Tim’s books. In a
strange way the books, which were indeed not all ‘classics’, were somehow deeply
soaked in the spirit of the ancient world. (Jackson's Dilemma, 9)

Two things are here implied: first that ‘the philosophical side’ of classics perhaps
does not give us a true sense of the Greeks, and secondly, that their spirit pervades the
popular and children’s literature of the Western tradition — Tim’s classics include books
such as Treasure Island, Alice in Wonderland and The Wind in the Willows.

Murdoch’s view of the classics in this valedictory novel run somewhat counter to
the prevailing tone of scholarly work on Murdoch’s Grecian themes, which has tended to
focus on her engagement with virtue ethics and Platonic ontology. Her use of classical
references in earlier works also goes beyond these preoccupations. This paper explores
Murdoch’s allusions to the Greek and Roman classics in An Accidental Man, and also
seeks to extend the notion of the classical beyond that which is usually focused upon in
Murdoch studies.

I argue that in this novel, although we do indeed find the spirit of Plato’s Socrates
and a case made for the claims of pure ethical imperatives, we also find more Dionysian
and chthonic elements, engaging this Socratic wisdom in a vigorous dialectic, both on the
level of open verbal debate between characters and on the level of recurring references,
symbols and mythemes. We shall find, among others, Socrates’ old enemy Aristophanes,
the pre-Socratic Heraclitus, Sophocles, Tiresias and also many of the gods of the Greek
pantheon (named or disguised) and Greek heroes from Patroclus to Pyrrhus (who gives his
name to a dog). Athena/Minerva, goddess of wisdom, is indeed represented, but she has a
rival in the unnamed presence of Persephone and the older and darker gods of vegetation
and the underworld. We also argue that we find an intertwining of Greek mythology with
Celtic elements and with the myths created by two twentieth-century fantasy novels — Alan
Garner’s The Owl Service and J.R.R.Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings.
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Seeing the Beauty of the Divine:
A Murdochian Approach to Religious Art with Special
Attention to Iconography

JinHyok Kim

The icon is a religious work of art in the Orthodox church, which paints the various
scenes of the Christian Bible and the images of the saints. Although many icons were
made and placed in the place of worship from the early period of church history, the use
of icons has always been controversial among theologians and church leaders due to the
Hebrew Bible’s radical prohibition of making any image of God. During the European
Reformation period in the 16th century, especially, magisterial Reformers destroyed
religious images and statues, strongly adhering to their biblical principle. How to justify
the use of icons, or to prohibit it, in one’s personal devotion or public worship still
causes unresolved tensions within Christianity.

The presentation is an attempt to defend the use of icons, avoiding complicated
theological debates on the issue. By drawing insights from Iris Murdoch’s notion of
attention, it demonstrates that looking at the icons can have a unique effect of educating
and healing distorted desires. This argument may initially sound weird and unrealistic
because Murdoch was neither a Christian, nor showed serious interests in iconography.
Nevertheless, her idea of metaphysics as a guide to art, religion, and morals can shed
new lights on the way contemporary men and women appreciate the beauty of religious
art, especially that of the icon, in a post-denominational and post-religious age.

For Murdoch, human beings are naturally ego-centric and thus unfree from the
fantasies they created. Their self-centred ego can be healed by gazing at reality outside
the self. In this sense, attention is a crucial moral skill for what she calls ‘unselfing.’
It can be efficiently practised by looking at good art pieces, which help to reorient the
viewer’s egocentric desires towards beauty outside the self.

In this light, the icon can be a remarkable object of loving attention. In a similar
manner to Murdoch, the theology of icon stresses that the viewer is led to gaze at
reality, which has been hidden or distorted by self-centred fantasies; it also offers a
unique ‘unselfing’ view of the world in which all creatures are seen according to their
value and dignity. Moreover, the icon’s time-space structure dephenomenalises our habitual
and conventional perception of the world. The theology of icon, therefore, situates
the sanctification of the viewer’s desire within a wider context of God’s healing of
broken humanity. Although Murdoch would not agree with the icons’ strong theological
implication, careful observation of the icon’s unselfing effect may provide a complementary
viewpoint both to icon theologians and to Murdochian scholars.

(Assistant Professor of Systematic Theology Torch Trinity Graduate University)
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