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‘A Living Memorial’: Iris Murdoch and St Anne’s College, Oxford

Neil McEwan
Iris Murdoch’s association with St Anne’s College, Oxford, where she taught philosophy from

1948 to 1961, has been in the news recently, following Professor John Bayley’s decision to donate to
the college the money raised from the sale a collection of her books. John Bayley explained his choice
of St Anne’s as beneficiary in an interview for the college magazine St.anpoint (September 2003): ‘Iris
loved teaching at St Anne’s, and so when I decided that her books would be far better employed in an
academic setting than they could be by me, the College where she had taught with such pleasure and
effectiveness seemed the obvious choice to benefit from the proceeds’.

The interest of the collection itself was the theme of an article in the Gurdian (London) earlier
this year. Its author, Daniel Johnson, the first journalist allowed to inspect the books, reported on how
her library reflects the stages of her life, beginning with the books she received as prizes while a girl
at Badminton School. In the next batch are presents from the numerous boyfriends and admirers of
her student days, and these are typical of the books of a literary - minded student of that day:
T.E.Lawrence’s translation of Homer’s Odyssey, W.H.Auden and Dylan Thomas, C.S.Lewis’s Allegory
of Love. The next, postwar stage of her book collecting includes avant - garde offerings from eminent
admirers, such as the French novelist and poet Raymond Queneau, who influenced Iris Murdoch’s
early work.

St.anpoint tells us that the collection is even more interesting (and valuable) because Iris was so
given to scribbling in margins, ‘sometimes in Latin or Greék’. The Guardian had even more to say on
this topic, reporting that her copy of Taking Leave of God, by the ‘advanced’ (or heretical) theologian
Don Cupitt, ‘resembles a battlefield, so littered is it with angry notes’. Iris had much to say about
taking leave of God in her own books but obviously could not read Cupitt without itching to answer
him back. More sympathetic marginalia appear in her copy of the Notebooks of Simone Weil, but she
wrote sharply critical comments in her Heidegger (‘Heidegger had better keep off history’), rather as
though the celebrated German philosopher were a student at St Anne’s. At one point in Heidegger’s
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margins she exclaims, in exasperation, ‘Lucifer’. No doubt she would have been kinder to a pupil. ‘The
secrets hidden in Irig’s library’ is the Guardian's headline (1 May 2003, p.19). Even allowing for a
journalist’s hyperbole, it seems that this very personal library will be of great interest to specialists in
Iris Murdoch’s work.

There are further insights into Iris’s ways with books in John Bayley’s comments for the St

Anne’s magazine. Referring to Samuel Johnson’s boast that he did not need to ‘read books through’
(that is, plod through every single page), he tells us that Iris read philosophy and theology with a
ruthless ability to tear out just what she wanted: ’it was like watching an expert herring gull

eviscerating a fish’.

St.anpoint adds to John Bayley’s remarks with information about the distinctively Murdochian
character of the collection. Besides the scribblings (sometimes amounting o whole pages of
handwritten notes), ‘there are makeshift bookmarks of pressed flowers and bus ticksts. along with
notes on a lecture by Jean-Paul Sartre...and two exercise books filled with song Iyrics’. “A Living
Memorial’ is the heading for this section of the magazine (the back page). which concludes with the
words of Rachel Lee, the bookseller responsible for the sale® “This collection paints = vivid picture of a
remarkable woman who was a key figure in English life and letters for a larze part of the twentieth:

century, not only as a novelist but also as a significant and influential thinker

John Bayley’s gift to St Anne’s is a reminder of Iris Murdoch’s close comnection with this, her
second Oxford college. Her first was Somerville, where she studied Classics (Greek and Latin
language and literature, with Ancient History and Philosophy) between 125= =nd 1942, She returned
to Oxford in 1948 as Tutor in Philosophy at St Anne's. A fascinating extenz=c account of her time
there can be found in Peter Conradi’s biography, Iris Murdoch: A Life 2001 tut further details
appeared in last year’s St.anpoint (September 2002) in an article headed Celebrating Iris’. which
marked the launch of the Oxford Iris Murdoch Appeal, intended to raise funds Zor stu dent bursaries.
This feature included a series of brief reminiscences of Iris as a tutor, by former pupils These range
from memories of her unconventional behaviour in tutorials (such as sitting on the floor) to heartfelt
tributes to Iris’s extraordinary generosity, with time and trouble as well as witt money. An Indian
student recalls how she became penniless during her degree course and then had her fees for two

terms péid by Iris: ‘We became friends for life’.

The truly living memorial is in the books Iris wrote, and here her commitment to education and
her lively interest in relations between teachers and pupils are conveyed in an especially attractive
tone of voice. Mingling concern for the highest standards with =affection and amusement,

unmistakably sincere and never pompous, this tone pervades the many passages in the novels where
characters muse about studies and student days. One of my favourite passages of this kind is the
earliest of all, in Jake Donaghue’s wry account of Dave Gellman and his (London University) pupils, in

Chapter 2 of Under the Net. The pupils adore Dave, and never lose touch in later life, but they differ



from him in their concept of philosophy. The key to the mystery of life is not easy to find, they agree,
‘but Dave’s pupils feel sure that the dedication of between four and ten hours a week, excluding
University vacations, should suffice to find it’. They always worked much harder than that at St

Anne’s.
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