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Iris Murdoch was fascinated and intrigued by Japanese haiku. She regarded haiku as poetry at its most pure, and was drawn to its minimalist and enigmatic modes of expression. She was moreover positively ‘enchanted’ by the austere and seemingly paradoxical elements she found in traditional Japanese haiku (and senryu) poetry that perplex and confound many western readers when they first encounter the form. Murdoch saw in the non-Eurocentric aesthetic philosophies underpinning haiku certain important similarities to and connections with both romantic and modernist ideals with which she herself identified and which she consciously strove to address and incorporate into her own frugal attempts at poetic expression.

Like Murdoch, I am also drawn to the haiku form. I find it both beautiful and baffling, mysterious and sublime. Recently recalling conversations I was fortunate enough to have with Murdoch in Japan and the UK concerning the art of poetry in general and the haiku discipline in particular, I have closely re-read her collected poems. Doing so, I have discovered, to my delight, that bearing in mind the influence that Japanese poetry undoubtedly had upon this author’s thought and expression, new and surprising levels and layers of meaning emerge when her poetic works are approached from this novel perspective. Latent fresh shades of meaning thus disclosed can, I hope to demonstrate in this paper, enrich interpretation and promote enjoyment of Murdoch’s highly original, unique but consciously intertextual poetic writings.

In this paper, then, I discuss haiku as I believe Murdoch conceived of the form. I use this as a basis and platform from which to offer some new and hopefully interesting readings of a selection of poems (including, in particular, the shamefully under-rated 1978 sequence, A Year of Birds — under-rated not least by my shameful self in previous critical studies!) from her oeuvre that I have not hitherto closely examined in my critical writings on this author or the several papers I have been fortunate enough to deliver in the past to this society. I refer to artistic/poetic movements such as romanticism, pre-Raphaelitism, aestheticism, modernism, and imagism, and to philosophical and linguistic notions patented by thinkers such as Saussure, Barthes, Derrida, and, of course, Murdoch herself, in the hope of uncovering a poetic world-view expressed in Murdoch’s writings that at once aligns with the strategies I have previously identified in her poetry and locates important new areas of meaning central and essential to full and proper understanding, appreciation and enjoyment of exactly what Murdoch consistently and consciously set out to do by writing poems in the singular way that she did.

