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A Severed Head, published in 1961, by the Anglo-Irish author Iris Murdoch, has proved one of her most commercially successful works. One of its primary attractions is that it is about sex.


With its themes of marriage, incest and adultery within a group of educated and civilized people dwelling in well-to-do areas of 50's London, it has been said that A Severed Head anticipates the sexual revolution of a period subsequently dubbed the "Swinging Sixties". But its roots lie even deeper. It is also possible to see Murdoch's novel as a modern reworking of the licentious Restoration sex comedies penned in the late seventeenth century by such writers as William Wycherley, Sir George Etherege, and William Congreve.


Murdoch is indebted, too, to Freud. With its title, hinting at Freud's castration theory connected to the myth of Medusa, the novel echoes the work of a man Freud called his "double" -- Arthur Schnitzler -- whose play La Ronde dramatizes and critiques the decadence of fin-de-siecle Vienna, pivot of the collapsing Austro-Hungarian Empire, in its depiction of ten couples shown before or after lovemaking.


In A Severed Head, as in Restoration comedy, physical coupling often represents an amoral act related to the exercise of power. Restoration comedy, like Murdoch's novel, strips away the polished veneer of well-to-do characters hiding beneath the bright chatter of sophisticated relations, revealing them as animals. That cruelty and crudity can underlie outwardly "civilized" behavior is also a central theme of La Ronde. But while Freud and Schnitzler believe that man engages in sex because of his fear of death, for Murdoch, love can enlighten and elevate the individual, allowing him to transcend the selfish limitations of self. This possibility is also hinted at in such a Restoration comedy as Congreve's The Way of the World, in the union of Mirabell and Millament. 


Although A Severed Head is one of the most popular of Murdoch's twenty-five novels because of its emphasis on sex, the author depicts the physical act to explore a wide range of philosophic topics, including the dangers of solipsism and egotism and the life-affirming nature of unselfish love.
