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Cbapter I 

Introduction 



It is a worthwhile critical exercise to work out 

the Murdochi.an vision whicb is not a conclusive but an 

expSnding one. The vis ion i-s not conclusive because it 

concerns 'love' wnich is indefinable and indefinite, mad, 

blind and boisterous. For Iris Murdoch love means freedom 

in love, thought and actions. That is to say, Murdochia.n 

love knows no obligations, is not bound by aqy emotional 

or sentimental shackles - it is· not transcendental in 

character, nor Platonic in its philosophical implications. 

It is a detached and ironic view of life that freely flows 

down ~ike a .fountain. To Iris Murdoch love is not 'a red 

red rose', nor is 1 t the journey's end - it is the thorn 

that awakens, pricks, and prepares one for a journey into 

one's own irmer self. 

Love hangs and pierces like a sword, blossoms like 

a. flower, consUJDes like ·fire and eludes like Time. It 

destroys and creates, chains and sets free. While in love 

Murdochian characters do not grow like vegetables. They 

achieve their own perfection, at least constantly yearn.for 

1 t; they must have all the consciousness, the understanding 

of a God and, what is most important, an exact balancing of 

each other. Such a vision may appear to sound Lawrentian, 

because for both Miss Murdoch and D.H. Lawrence, love is the 

guiding force that brings an individual to his fUllness of 

being. To both love is not just the mutual mixing and 
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m1 ngli ng; 1 t 1 s not a complete .tusi on. It is a bl'i dge 

that connects two pOints, or two extremes, while each 

maintains ita respective separateness. Like two planets 

or heavenly bod1es revolve round eacb. other or remain 

separate by a secret understanding and law, the Murdochian 

and Lawrentlan lovers maintain a perfect balance. While 

the sudden 1\lsion leads to catastrophe and cosmt.c disaster 

the balance 2).larantees existence alld freedom. Tllerefore, 

as we see, tor both of them, love is the liberty of mind,· 

freedom of choice and sovereignty of soul. Both stress 

freedom in love, but fv11ss YJUrdocb departs t.rom the ethos of 

Lawrent1an world in so far as abe deals \11th the concepts 

like 'morality', 'eVil', etc. and thus acbi.-evE;B a unt.quely 

personal approach • 

.Uttl:\}"s in Miss Murdoob' s w.rJ. t1ll8t there is the 

insistence on 'moral! ty' as a tecb.nlque for discovering more 

about what is real, W1 tb the warning that unless great care 

is taken we m~ fail to see the individual because we' are 

completely enclosed in a fantasy world of our wown into 

which we try to draw things from outside, not grasping their 

reall ty and independence, making th.em into dreaJD objects of 

our owl). It is ttl1s to-pte of • fantasy' meantng 'ba.d 

tmagt.nl.ng' - (The D(Mtness 9~ PrastJ.ceJ. RgasqD) that is 

central. to al.l Iris l-1urdocn' s works. To live morally and 

valuably a man must, Miss rilurdocb feels, be alwa;ys on bls 
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guard against the state of 'bad imagining', he must respect 

the unique otherness; a.nd ne must undertake "tb.e constant 

quiet wo.rk of attention and imagination". 1 Tbis is tbe 

reason, Why most Of them contradict their OWn Sa.YiJ188 and 

feelings, change tbeir judgtznents and shift their post tions. 

This is the main lesson of ner writings, and in each of ner 

novels,' at least one character is made to learn it. 

}'or IrisiMurdocn everything is empty, if it is 

superficial. She is not concerned with the facile evil and 
~.i ' 

aey kind of value judgement on it is redundant • "it's all 

just conventions and .feelings"• The judgement outside the 

context is. improper and tb.e evaluation outside the purview 

is untimely. In tne course of a constant searcn for one's 

own self \·thile respecting the "otherness"• tne concepts like 

evil become quite contusing and misleading. In a world where 

incest is committed and justified, murder becomes &. logical 

necessity for freedom, and deception a nabi~; concepts like 

evil become empty and meaningless. 

To understand 'evil' in Iris Murdoch's novel one has 

to exatntne cnaracters like Julius King in :A FairlY Honoyrraele 

Defeat. The anan breaks up his relationship with Morgan. 

destroys the· ha-ppy, unique comraderie between Simon and AXel, 

undermines happily married Hil.Jaand Rupert and yet no one can 

really bear a grudge against b.im. His evil designs cannot 
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be called malignant - he destroys but is not d1s£',lstl.ng. 

He is an arttst who schemes and designs, td.s dance of 

destruction bas a rbytbm and barmoJV. But one can safely 

say that Iris Murdoch's 'evtl' is unnameable like ber 

understanding of • reality'. In other words, 'eVil' bas 

various ma.nlfestations wbich shall be d1.scussed in tbe 

1 ater chapters. 

In all her novels, love unt tea and .un!ol:ds tbe 

human personality wb1ch is constantly in search of 1 ts 

identlty. All kinds of literature partiCipate in tb1s 

timeless ellql.liry, probes into tbe :fUndamental questlon of 

self•c11scovery. Sucll questt.ont.ng leads to alJ.enatton, 

distances an indiVidual, makes bim an island and even in 

a deep human relationship f"lurdocb considers such probinga 

as freedOm emanat1 ng from love. The free agents 1 n her 

novels do not .tuse themselves and the more tbey indulge in 

sexual. acts and intellectual arguments, the more vigorously 

theY pursue thai r own, independent courses. In the cosmos 

of love, ftTurdoon' s characters are the dances of several 

forms of energtes who do not mix and mingle, but neutralise 

and balance each o tner. 

Sbe defJ. nes love va.ri ously and cogently as n tbe 

tmagtnats.ve recognt tlon of, tba.t is respect of otherness"• 

or the nnon-vt.olent apprenension of difference"• Impl1o1 t 

in this de.flmtt.on is her idea of nopaci t.Y of persons" or 
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as she terms 1 t in her work on Sartre, the nvolcanl.c 

otherness of people"• Murdoch can see no moral progress 

towards a reconceptualization of personal~ ty w1 thout the 

recognl. tion and deepenl.ng of her View of love as the 
, 

acknowledgement that· others exist, exist separate from each, 

other, exist independently. 

~ott'L •·love' and 'freedom' are equally important 

to her concept of personal! ty and the ideas of cbaracter 

creatl on. ~ Murdoch's defi nl tton goes, 1 t is very diffi­

cult to make a clear distinction between 'love' and 1 freedom'. 

Sbe says 11Freedom.1s knowing and understanding and respecting 

thillg9 ~ te ottler than ourselves. n2 

This defi'ni tion is very close to her definition of 

love, but there is a difference suggested by ner emphasis on . 

n imaginativen regarding love and "knowing" regarding freedom. 

One might infer from this differentiation that love is to be 

associated with the contemplation and apprehension of others, 

while freedom is to be associated with the knowledge of the 

1 -other•. She seys: 

To be free is something like this: to exist 
sanely and without fear and to perceive what 
is real.3 

To live is to love in Iris Murdoch's novel., The 

love keeps on creating numerous tipples, chains aDd cycles 
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and very contusing networks. They swirl and swivel and yet 

reach the shore. They get puzzled, exhilarated and exhausted, 

and yet have enough left for finding out the 'pointer' -

their ultimate love. Murdocbian characters believe, witness 

and wait for a sign - tlle strange, spirt tual, miraculous and 

sometimes inscrutable: 

It was an aspect of Michael's belief in God, 
and one which although he knew it to be . 
dangerous, be could never altogether reject 
that he expected th.e emergence in his· life 
of patterns and sigm. He has alwEqs felt 
himself to be a man \'11th it definite dest1~, 
a_ man \fai ting for a. caLl. 

Eventbougb they tenninate an affair, cancel the 

present love and find out an al.~rnative, they cannot leave 

the past,· they need all tbeir past and all of their present 

for a. preparation for tbe future. The fixed, determined, 

future sign is their inevitable des tiny. 

Iris Murdoch acts wi th.in a specific network. The 

existential ma.n once sure of tus shore, must sail towards 1 t 

relentlessly. lJnce they get the unnistakable call of 

destiey: their • love' , · they rush forward With unimaginable 

speed. Al'ld from tbat point onward all kinds of pressures, 

such as, guilt, morality, social establisbments and respons1-

bil1 ties break down. The 'lovers• become liberated. It is 

like b.eading for b.eaven. From the ashes of the dead and 

b~one relationships they pick up the squibs and they under­

stand 1 t in a !lash. But what is more interesting, tne 



7 

reader knows it, all along their wanderings. The 

characters themselves also have it in their subcQnscious1 
Like a fire burning all the time; they have felt its heat, . 

only they did not see the light. 

To sr;q that Murdochian characters only pursue the 

inevitable destiey would be an oversi~lification. 

Murdochian Destiey like Harey' s Fate is tne ever elusive, 

mysterious mirage that baffles all the time and never does 

permit the·seekers the exact rec~gnition. This is not to 

say that suctl a destiey is gloomy and cloudy and dark like 

Hardy's, 1 t is ratbar ironic, ·contradictory and hence, real. 

C a.tas tropbes in intense love affairs (ranging from hom4-

sexual to hetero-sexual to incest) not only lead to a heart 

break, involving common reactions like despair, dejection, 

jealousy, revenge, etc. but also to the emergence of confUsed 

intellect that has moments of self-recognition. Such states 

are momentary and transitory because the realizer soon con­

tradicts or seems to forget his earlier moments of rejuvena­

tion. t4ichael in The Bell loved botb Nick and Toby with the 

fullness of his being. Nick had overwhelmed and fulfilled 

him but afterwards despised and betra.ved him. Toby was 

another fate, another pointer- a wrong, 'misunderstood' 

dangerous sign: 
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Nick had forced Toby to play exactly the 
part which Nick himself bad played thirteen 
years earlier. Toby had been his understudy 
indeed.. Michael had hoped to save Nick. But 
Nick had merely ruined him a second time and 
in precisely the same wa.y.5 . 

Everything is· true in its proper aspect, everything 

is· false .outside 1 ts proper moment. The confUsion, the 

understanding, that is, the ultimate sign lives in· them and 

yet it is for ever eluding them - the ultimate revelation 

has to wait for its turn. And· in the meanwhile life goes on, 

relationships are made and broken, the Present and Now 

stretc.hes itself on. They all. live in the present, with all 

their past consciousness turned into present experiences -

they live eternally. In the chruning of various relationships 

they perceive the moments of awakening, experience freedom 

and thes~ consummating ~omenta set them ·free, lead them to one 

profound experience after another and finally prepare for the 
' . 

Ultimate. 

Danby in Bruno's DreaJil has flirted with Diana and 

Adelaide like a machine wi tb occasional moments of self­

realization. There were times when Diana and Danby yearned 

and ~onged for melting into each other and sway with the 

ha,rmoey of slow· music: 

Slow foxtort 
\'lith eyes h.al f- closed Danby and Diana 6 
were rotating dreaJilily in each other's arms. 
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But once Danby sees the flash, perceives his 

'Des t1cy' in Lisa the emancipation becomes complete and 

natural. Ttre smoke curtain vanishes·, the clearer horizon 

reveals itself and Danby is stilept off his feet. The 

enchantment begins, the mad, stupejfied ghost· walks out: 

· You mB¥ find this 1ncomp·rehensible. I've only 
seen you a few times. But oh God Lisa, please. 
believe it's· serious, it's terrible. I love 
you ••• I feel a sense of destiny here ••• I'm 
a frivolous person, but not about you ••• I 
dare to s~ resp~ct the fact that I love you ••• 
y~u have got to • •. I love you .Li·sa, and 
everything else is utterly blotted out. 7 . Your slave Danby • 

Indeed, for Danby everything else is blotted out -· 

all the past, all those so called precious, unique, fulfil­

ling moments with,Adelaide and Diana simply come to nothing 

and are forgotten, no more of looking back with guilt and 

remorse - it is a fo~ard journey and a conscious drive at 

his destiey. 

They follow their ·lovers wherever they go. Denial 

or refusal is simply not taken into account. Come hell, 

fire or brimstone, like ghosts they pur.s~e. In the dead of 

the night,. even in -driving rain, .. they enter into their 

lovers' compounds like thieves. And when everything fails, 

including all kinds of pursuit, the last resort is violence. 

Violence to them is the last method of communtcation and the 

capa.ci ty for committing violence is like self-liberation. 

T be violence has to be learnt as a form of communication. 



One of them is made reaey by tl'le other in order to properly 

neutralise and balance. In A sevsred He'\f1it is tbe woman 

Honor who understands its necess1 ty first and prepare~ 

Martin step by ste?l 

I believe you love my brother. 
But you do no good by letting bim off. 
He wants, be needs, your harshness, your 
criticism, even your·violence. Because 
they are both pars oilS w1 tb great oapaci ty 
for sel.f-deception.ts . . . 

Tnts -gives f.1art1n a clue, a clue to love and 

communicate. ~iT ben Honor's snake-like eyes and the hideous 

J ewisb face bowls Martin over, Martin settl.es down to 't;be 

last resort: Violence. 

'we're not likely to meet in the future•, said 
Honor Kle;n. · • I'm going back to Calllbridge 
almost at once' ••• 

Now the frustration builds up in Martin, the despen­

dency simmers not because ne is botllered about Honor not 

seeing him in the future, ratb.er be .feels wJ'E!Ulbed that ll1s 

love \fill remain unco.mmuntcated, unheard and untold 

wba.t llapl>ened next may seem a li tt1e 1mprobable,9 but reader must believe ma that 1 t did occur • • • 

they indulge in a violent, macabre fight. 

Honor bad already understood and received tne 

communication and several pages after when Martin asks 

'when did you know I loved you?' 
It was a. lover's question 1o 
'wben you attacked me in the cellar' • 
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If with D.H. Lawrence women are in love, with 

Miss Murdoch, it is men in love. In her novels the most 

intense focus is on the flawed, culpable and questing -

learning male. In the matters of relationships, not just 

the initiative, but the madness and an impatient yearning 

usually catches up ·the Murdochian male first. It is Tim 

(Nuns and Soldiers) who has got to hold Gertrude's band 
. ' 

and when with an evident.- ~· ~ • ~ and 

relentless attention Honor waited for Martin to speak,. he 

says at last "I suppose you realize tbat I'm in love wi tb 

you?" And Honor, of course, replied back in affirmative. 

She has realized,·· no doubt, but it is Martin wbo first 

speaks out. 

But this is no,t. ,to say that the women are always 

at the receiving end. While the world of form, convention, 

in practically all her novels is largely male, that of 

contingency is ruled by women. ThE} Bell is ~he clearest 

exaJilple, in which the religious lay communizy at Imber 

Court led by Michael is set up against the communi 1:\Y of nuns 

under the governorship of Abess. 

But in this context, both D.H; Lawrence and Iris 

Murdoch, meet at one point, which we should explore here in 

the introduction. Like Lawrent!an characters, Murdoch's 

lovers constantly desire to achieve the best of both worlds: 
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a perfect male bonding and a fulfilling hetero-sexual­

mental relationship. Almost all the novels of f.1iss 

Murdoch resort to a very unintelligible male-bonding and 

homo-sexualltty. Unintelligible, because it is not 

manifested, it shows and presents i tseL.f, but never 

convinces as 1 t does in ·D. H. Lawrence' a novels, in 

Women in Love in particular. In snort, a healthy, profound 

a.nd essential male-male relationship is necessary in case 

of D. H. Lawrence but Itis f>1urd.ooh bas not been quite 

convincing in showing its inevitable occurance in a very 

conscious intellectual which some of her characters are. 

But the fact remains tb.at both the novelists nave grappled 

wi tb this problem. 

The constant attempt of Lawrentian ctlaracters is to 

find in each possible pair a final, almost extra-human 

relationship. vnly Birkin and Ursula manage to succeed "a 

net'# consummation of my being and of ber being in a new one, 

a new parad.1sal unit regained from duali t;yn. Birk1n, wbo 

understands bow the perversion distorts the living mysteries 

brought upon by Gerald and Gudrun, watches the snow-God, the 

• Industrial Magnate' and is suddenly illumim.ted: "He should 

have loved men. 

And let us compare all. these with tllartin' s letters 

to Honor Kle1n: 
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My feelings' for Palmer are of normal 
intensity. I've never .been in the accepted 
sense, a homQ-sexual, but certainly my 
attachment to Palmer has something of this 
colour ••• Palmer's liafsion with my wife 
has increased rather than diminished my 
affec'ti.on for him. 11 

And the third letter reads: 

I hope.we shall meet again and this incident 
may serve as a stepping stone to an under­
standing of each other which has so far been, 
on both sides, c9nspicuously lacking.12 

Not only Martin, most of the ' flawed and culpable' 

Murdochian ma+e characters, want to understand the pull 

and magic of both the worlds. D.H. Lawrence cannot have. 

the best of both th~ worlds, not that he does not want it, 

but 1 t is 'lmpossi,ble' 1 concludes Ursula. Even Miss 

Murdoch cannot. The understaiidi-ilg is not the reality. Iris 

Murdoch in The Darkness of Poli t!c&l Rea.son wri tes1 ur would 

be prepared to imply that one who perceives what is real, 

will also act rightlyn. 13 But.real11:¥ is always baffling, 

it subtly escapes human comprehension, 1 t never manifests 

1 tself with a calculable certainty, may be, ·it just leaves 

its shadow, its footprints. Therefore, "Reali t3 is ~':t a 

given whole" ••• 14 she says in her critical writings and 

ma.zw of her novels echo such expression. 

Anq to imp9se this aspect of absence of reality or 

truth on a form which ignores the contingencies of life is 

to endanger the rich conceptual background from which 
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imagination can take sustenance.· As she advocates more 

concepts w1 th wbicb ta picture the substance ot being, so 

also sne demands acceptance of tbe ~ccidental, the unlikely 

and tbe improbable. Contingency, supplies characters wi tb 

aspects not of ambiguity, but of mystery. 

This, then, is the broad base of Iris M.urdooh' s 

vision and theory of personality. The individual is unique, 

"unutterrably particula.ru, and opaque. He is composed of 

fact, myth and unknowableness. He exists, and b.e must learn 

through the exercise of love .~d fr~edam that others exist 

independently of himself. He can apprehend "this volcanic 

otherness" only when his moral concepts are transformed and 

once again tb.er.~ is a background against which he may 

picture the transcendent realities of his being. Miss 

f'1urdoctl cites Camus as a novelist who writes in an attempt 

to speak the truth that_ h\.Uilan being is substantial., impene­

trable, individual, indefini ta and valuable. 

Miss ~jurdocn is her awn best critic. In one of her 

recent interviews, she said to Ruth L..ake Heyd that she is 

"objective about any flaws that her work ms,y have, and is 

particularly. sensitive to wealtnesses in character delinear­

tlon"• She "attempts in eaen new novel to create stranger 

characters, who will seem realistic and valid"• 15 She cites 

Hannan of The Unicorn as a cnaracter wno eluded the pattern 
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laid down by her creator. 

It is apparent that Miss Murdoch's solution to 

these problems hinges on the matters of autnorial. tolerance, 

t.·e.• the exercise of love and freedom that will establish 

the balance between character and story. That she is not 

alwa.vs successfully tolerant in creating ner people Miss 

Murdocb attributes to "imperfect loven or imperfect appre­

hension of otherness~ Professor Heyd found that Miss 

Murdoch's attitude toward love is summed up in the ·Abess' s 

adJnoni tion to rJiicbael in The Bell: 

Good is an overflow ••• Remember that all 
our failures are ulttmately failures of 
love. Imperfect love must not be condemned 
and rejected but made perfeQ~• The wa.y is 
alwavs forward, never back. 1 

In add! t1on to these problems of ideas and characte­

rization, there is the problem of tbe contingent. Besides 

mystery, chance and opinion there is also the aspect that 

Murdoch calls neccentrici ty 11 • For example, her characters 

often argue with themselves at great lengtb {usually narrated 

as an interior monologue), a given action is justified and 

then they abruptly act in opposition to tbe preceding 

detaifed reasoning. They are "Accidental Men" and tney are 

"philosopher's puptls"• Austin, George, utne word childu, 

Martin, 

hideous 
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Honor and Hannab assume symbols like tbe 'severed bead' 

and • the unicorn'. P rtmarily • to my mind, two important 

causes are responsible for tbis impregnable and ~ntelli• 

gible eccentricity about tbem, i.e. tb.e a.coidental love or 

tbe.oontingencies and tbe philosophical biases. If tlle 

former is an enchanting irrational attraction, the 1 atter 

leads to all sorts of obaos, confUsions and intellectual 

wanderings. vlben asked by Heyd wby so marv of her 

cba.ractera exb.1bi t eccentric patterm of tb.ougnt and bebe.-
c ' v1our, Miss Murdoch laugbecl rather ominously and suggestedJ 

wben one bas the privilege of knowing one's 
friends more intimatel~, one learns tbat 
people are eccentrtc.1Y 

Tbis study also explores tbe responsibilities of 

typical Murdocbian cbe.racters. As pointed out earlier, an 

individual.~s "'>idea of morality is 1n1fluenced by bls undel\e 

standing of evu~. And tbts morality is connected wi tb tbe 

"knowing" aspect of freedom. Murdocbian characters are 

bound till the end and the novels one after another record 

tbeir passionate desire to break the bond, to tear it apart 

and at tbe saJDe time their moral considerations and their 

pe.rsonsl inner con.flicts constantly wrangle w1 th each otber. 

f.lodern li tera.ture, etbics and philosophy tbat are bere·ft of 

moral referents do not even care to go deeper tban tbe 

facile evil. But she creates a world of d.emontc, all 
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pervading, almighty· evil which enchants and attracts the 

characters with a predetermined and predictable precision 

and the enchanted ones like the sleep-walkers have no other 

alternative but to go to the end 9!. 1 t. 

Therefore, my contention is that different mantfesta­

tionc:J of evil with 1 ts amorous, romantic and ma8J,cal powers 

are as powerful and magnetic as that of the love and the 

divine. A Murdochian character falls in love with such evil, 

becomes overwhelmed, chases a m.i.rage, then tries to fly to the 

clearer horizon of freedom by cutting the hideous threads, 

misunderstands the trap, gets r;n9re entangled and baffled and 
... , ,. ; 

finally revo~ t~. And for Miss Murdoch morality begins with 

this. Morality begins with the revolt against society, its 

norms, its defined evils that restrict one from going irrto .. 

his own :.inner self and respecting 'otherness'. That 

Patriotism is divine, that incest is immoral, that Satan is 

an evil incarnate, prevents one from dabbling and correspon­

ding with the evil and such taboos encourage fanciful pre­

occupations. To perceive what is real aJDidst the intense 

human relationship (that is love) and to perceive it on one's 

O\'ln ·in relation to 'other' (that is independence or freedom) 

becomes a moral respons1b1l1~ for every Murdoch1an 

c h.aracter. 
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Chapter II 

Love, Enctiantment and Muddle 



While Iris Murdoch has for a long time insisted 

that love is her primary subject, she says in her interview 

with Mr. Rose· that she was more strongly preoccupied in b.er 

earlier works with freedom; now, however, she says: 

\'/bat I alil concerned about really is love ••• 
the kind of opening out of love as a world 
where we really can see other people and are 
not simply dominated by our own slavish ' 
impulses and obsessions, this is samething 
wbicb I would want very much to ~lore and 
whi~h I think is very difficult. 1 · 

And the 'opening out' whicll usually happens in a 

!lash brings in a su4den perm~tation and combination of 

relationships which produce indefinite number of chemical 

reactions !n individuals. The Murdochian characters some­

times see the chain reactions, and sometimes fail to notice 

the changes. The ideas associated witb love and the ill~ 

sioned lovers; tlle old sentimental faJnily tree, half-baked 

intellectual. convictions, strange fo.rms of invisible and 

unnaJneable guilt and IDa.I\Y more c.~mplexi ties create tbe 

typical murdocbian 'muddle'. Even after much deliberations 

and explanations, it will be very difficult to comprehend 

that cobweb, because in the first place, every thing is 

connected and undecipherable; and secondly because, an inver­

sion by one single tbing changes the whole atmospheric 

balance: 



The cosmic explosion of fallin.R in love 
with Julius interrupted Norga.n's converse 
with Hilda as 1 t interrupted everything else 
in b.is life. 2 

In tbe process of 'opening out of love as a world 

where we really can see other people', we-meat two groups 

of characters - those who enchant and those wb.o are· 

encbanted, in an intricate networit of flight and pursuit. 

Tbe encbanters are mysterious, magical figures ~~~no represent 

the .forces at wo.rt< in an 'em.b~;@ous universe•, while the 

enchanted ones suffer frDID ignorance and impotence and so 

regard t~ese figures sometimes with fascination and at other 

times with loathing. The enchanters and their subjects are 

engaged in a futile symbolic struggle bet~1aen knowledge and 

illusion. 

The theme of love conta.ins in itself the theme of 

violence and shock. Everytbins 1s stunning, bizarre and 

stupendous in !s11ss tilurdoch' s novel - almost everytbing. ENery 

act that sounds s tup1d and farcical has some purpose and it 

contributes to tb.e matn vortex. The acts are stunning, 

because they are Violent; but the natura of tb.e violence and 

the wr;u· they are executed are really comic in a waY no less 

tban tbe scenes from a .farce. v/ben tbe love is 1ncommun1car­

ble or when there is a deadlock, when tne desire to possess 

is thwarted, or when tb.e chances of reconc1l1at1on recede, 

violence becomes a terrible necessity, like a ritual. 
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In A Fairly Honourable De.fea,t Morgan's desperate 

bid to get reunited with Julius does not create any interest 

in the latter. When Morgan's emotional ai>peals do not yield 

any result she settles down to a. stupid insistence which 

provokes Julius: 

• Are you trying to provoke me to violence, • 
said Julius, • in the hope that if I touch you 
I ·shall .find your charms irresistible? I 
might even be tempted to disillusion you. • 

'Yes, yes, touch me Juli\1S, seize me, 
be rough to ·me. Hold me and subdue me• Come,. 
let us start it all again at the begirming. 
Let us cut up the paper again.3 

Morgan's desire to establish communication through 

vil>lence is much more pressing than Julius's preparedness .for 

it - it' is Morgan who provides the clue and makes Julius 

reacy - the suggestion of cutting the paper makes everything 

clear. Julius, then, cuts up Morgan's dress, turns tb.e key 

in the lock and leaves .for the weekend and from an 'excited, 

swaggering, happily naked' state of mind Morgan falls into a 

state of shocking, miserable trauma: 

Norgan was quite stunned. She stood in the 
middle of the room in a state of shock, one 
arm outstretched, surrounded by a sudden 
silence behind which, outside the double­
glazed windows, murmured

4 
the interminable 

traffic of Brook Street. 

This shows how Iris Murdoch shares the Lawrentian 

penchant for staging a shock-treatment. The capability to 

commit violence is not automatic and ~.:r:Q;t_=Grary, 1 t needs 
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ignition and provocation or just a. symbolic suggestion. 

Botb. ba.ve to be ready: tbe desire to commit Violence and 

tb.e wisb to be violfLted both emanate• from a de.$. violent. 

energy. 

Violence in Murdoch often appears farcical. however, 

such events are symbolic, conventional and misleading as tbe 

techniques. of shock• treatment. Cutting up of Morgan's under 

galinets is symbolic of an indifferent sexual abuse tb.at 

axnounts to a passionless rape. But sucb comic and symbolic 

acts of violence are misunderstood by Morgan bersel_f wbo 

cannot comprehend the entire situattom 

VI bat gave bar hope was his assault on ber clothes. 
This act of violence did not belong to tbe conduct 
of a man wbo did not care. Julius oared. I.t was 
sucb a deeply characteristic action, and indiffe­
.rence does not produce such actions.5 

But tbe rea&er knows tbat to remain cipher, indifferent 

and to inflict unintentional injury to tbe end are the basic 

quall ties of Julius. 

Like almost everything is stunning in her novels, 

almost eva.rytbing is a 'muddle'. Tbere are strange coinol• 

dances that .relieve; us from one s bock, but lead, us to fUrtber 

surprtses. Simon comes to Morgan's rescue, Morgan .runs aillay 

witb Simon's dress, tbe latter was dreaming a strange, weird 

drealil wben Julius, wbo was supposed to be awe:~ for tbe 

weekend, suddenly appears and exclaims: ' tbis is certainly a. 
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d~ of surprises •• • I leave a naked girl and I return to 

find a naked boy. ,"6 . 

One form of naked reality gives way to another and 

the stot.y of bewilderment continues without end. The bidden 

surprises continue with occasional moments of apparent 

comprehension and in the endless chain of unintelligible 

incidenm and predicaJDents the Murdochian muddles go on 

expanding. 

The misunderstanding, the inabi,lity to judge or see 

things in a poor, gloomy ~ight and sometimes their own 

obstinate refusal to comprehend the si tua.t1on make everything 

deplorable and precarious. But we should alw&rs remember 

about the curious 'Murdochia.n Des tiny that brings ~very one's 

intellect,· emotion and sensibility within 1 ts own fold. They 

are destined to misunderstand and be blinA to the obvious, 

possible and simple. In their moments of suffering, they 

sometimes become sentimental and do not see the obvious. In 

their state of anxiety and bypel'- tension they make everything 

a muddle. In an emotionally surcharged episode: 

Anne and Peter looked at each other. How 
muddled and strange emotion is, thought 
Anne. I love Peter, Peter pities Tim, I 
start imagining Tim - oh how I wish all 
the· secrecy and muddle could be S\'lept away 
and that .r-1 hearts could be opened and 
cleansed. . 

But this is not to be - it cannot be 'opened' and 

'cleansed'. The horizon is impregnable, unclear and 



24 

ambiguous, alwa.Ys . a muddled confusion, strange and shocking. 

All of them, barring very few, in each novel cry out of 

shock and horror, of unpredictable and unknown and sometimes 

of pre_cise, pre-determined doom. 

Things have to happen - even the unimaginable and 

inconceivable take birth from the womb of mind. Not just 

floating,in time and space, the 'unexpected' lie like coiled 
' 

serpents in the mind$ of the character. This is the pl~ of 

the unconscious, the dark store-house of unknown truths. 

Like D.H. Lawrence, Iris Murdoch believes in theplay of the 

unconscious which is another great enchanter. Both of them 

reveal certain awfully start4ing revelations 'llhich result in 

a total intellectual and .. perceptual black-out. 

Simon's dream_is weird, no doubt, but it is .a fitting 

exaJDple of the typical Murdochian forecast. via have observed 
; 

in the introductton tnat maey things happen here ,with a 

predictable precision. Some clue, some sign, some i~ight 

can most of the times be taken for granted before any real 

show,·and the experience of such insights is grotesque and 

diabolic. In his dreaJll Simon !'dreaded to uncover the face 

which his,digging fingers were now to~ching. He brushed the 

ash aside. The dead face was that of Rupert"• 8 

That Rupert will die, there is no doubt now. Here is 

an exaJDple of the technique of an undiluted and sincere 
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projection of the unconscious. Miss Murdoch wants to 

convey that aqyone with some iota of sensibilit¥ sees it 

or at least ge.ts a glimpse ot it; but deliberately avoids 

to name it and analyse it, for it is a cruel, unacceptable 

and stark exhibition. of truth. Simon in his dreams, while 

dreaming, probably knew what he wanted to find, and yet 

'dreaded to uncover the .face which his digging fingers were 

now touching'. We, most of the times dread to uncover the 

unconscious. 

In Nuns ang Soldiers Anne's dream of Christ is of 

similar nature- it establishes the fact that the idea of a 

personal god is possible, can be reinforced and t-1orked out. 

And the analysis of Anne's dream presupposes that Anne, 

though terribly in love wi tb. Peter, has to leave this world 

of muddle; eventhough it is not her liking, she will fly for 

aver to the clearer world of isolated suffering with 'that 

love' on her heart like. a cross. Once a nun al.w~s a nun, 

does not matter whether she is confined or free. 

'There is so much pain in the world, Peter, 
but one can love pain if nothing's lost. 
It's the endings that are so terrible. That 
one can lose someone forever. That one has 
to decide. There're eternal parting$, 
Peter, nothing would be more important than 
that. vie live with death. Oh ~i th pain, 
yes- but really- \'lith death'. 

So everything is in their mind. It onlY!. needs a 

slight pull and jerk and the \<ihole thing explodes. And 



usually there is a ringmaster, an enchanter, in each of 

her novels - the one who pul.ls everyone by their nose. An 
' 

omnipotent person, who, as Prof. Rozanov Safs in 

T,b~ Philosenher' s Pupi~ can make people do tbings~ These 

characters survey the entire scenario, take part, -pla_y 

harmless roles, dissociate tbemselves at any time easily. 

They are grand designers and rare artists who act like god 

and make others puppets in their hands. For an ex~ple, 

let us take_up Julius King's statements in A Fq!rlx 

Honourgble Defeat: 

I could divide ~body from anybody. Even 
you could. Play sufficiently on a person's 
vanity, sow a little mistrust, hint at the 
contempt which every human being deeply, 
secretly feels tor every other one. Everyman 
loves himself so astronomically more than he 
loves his nei6hbour. Anyone can be made to 
drop Brif one. 1 · 

Everyone knows at some stage or other that Julius 

mystifies people and make them do parts and yet it is a 

strange pursuit for him on their parts. If I ago is a 

villain, he is also a gifted psychiatrist, so far as his 

understanding of people's mtr.ds goes. Like I ago dissects 

and analyses people, exploits their weaknesses e.nd secrets, 

Julius understands the vanity, emotion and love of the 

middle-class English people and makes them act parts. Julius 

is the designer wbo plans and programmes the proceedings -

he s~s: 
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I 

I must say, they have bebayed predictably 
to an extent which is quite staggering. 

·Indeed if any of them had;' been less than 
predictable the whole enterprise would have 
collapsed at an early stage. They· really 
are puppets, puppets •. 11; .. 

And Julius is conscio,us of i~, conscious o;f his 

abi~i ties to ~ploi t and manipul~te people and the situ~ 
' o R o 

tions available to him. He recognises that Morg~, Rupert, 

Simon, Axel ahd. Peter behave like pef>ple With guilty .. s~crets, 

that thetrs is. simply the; mutual delusion of each other' _s 

love. And once he knows this he shuffles the love letters 

written to him by Morgan and the lett~rs wri t.ten by Rupert 
. . . 

to Hilda, sends them.to Morgan and.Rupert with accurate 
., 

timing, after' a masterly' assessment of their e{Ilotion for each 
. .. . . 

other •. And then life becomes 'anxious, uncomfortable and 
. ' 

unpredictable' for. both Rupert and Morgan. Suddenly Morgan 

declares her lo.ve for Rupert. The quiet, happy' world, the 

happily married Rupert and Hilda·- everything is disturbed, 

a situation already chaotic becomes more chaotic and 

confusing. 
I 

The impetuous girl Morgan has brought all to t:heZY 

consciousness and landed them all wi.th a really .f!f.ghtful. 

problem, and all because of Julius. But never does he call 

him an evil - 'It was just my instinct as an artist~ , he 

says. That he is exclusively an 'artist' in practic'al life 
' 

and not a villain in the conventional sense is evident from 



his harmless intentions. Several times, repeatedly, be 

has assured Morgan and Simon that no one shall be hu·rt. 

And here he talks to Tallis everything, for the first time, 

about his designs and schemes: 

And I didn't really ~intend things to proceed 
quite so far. It all got rather out ·of band. 
I expect you have this sort of experience .too. 
And bonestly I'm getting a bit tired of it and 
I don't know what to dO next. 12 

Even the maste.r- artist fails and falters - for the 

enchanted ones it is a defeat all the Waf, but for the 

enchanter, it is a 'fairly honourable defeat•. There is no 

other w~ out, the defeat must befall, otherwise, the dark, 

Murdoch! an fate, indifferent and cruel like Hardy's cannot 

spell the final disaster. When Julius cannot know 'what to 

do next', he tells everything to Tallis w~o acts promptly, 

drags Julius to a telephone 9ooth, where the latter explains 

and cla..t'1fi'es to Hilda about every muddle. But \'lhen Hilda 

tries to . inform '·the practical joke' of Julius to her 

husband Rupert, the telephone tumbles down to the floor 

broken into pieces and then that 'damned motorcar' roars but 

refuses to start off. Rupert cannot be communicated vtbl in 

time and he dies either by co~mitting suicide or by an 

accident. 

\1ell, that is another question and not an important 

one. But the point is, Julius's plans m!gbt nave gone out 

of nand and the artist might have lost control over his 
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scheme, but the understanding remains intact. No guilt, 

no secret guilt, sans sentimental pity and emotion he 

reviews the wh.ole situation and. the ~bole lot. He is not 

so down in the mouth, for he rationalises that it.is not 

his fault about anything: 

Human beingS put each other off so. Put 
tbree emotional fairly clever people in a 

·fix and instead of trying quietly to 
communicate with ea.ch other· they'll dream 
up some piece of communal violence .• • • And 
sex - ~lley get so agitated, they crave a.nd 
muddle so. I must sa.Y; 1 t' s alwa.vs seemed 
to me a very ovel'-rated phenomen9n. 13 

Like Julius, Professor Robert Rozanov of 

The Philosopher's Pupil is the private double of ma.cy 

Enn1ston1.ans, and of McCaffreys in particular. Alex was 

madly in love with him with her wllole being, sacrificed 

herself to tne titan. In Iris Murdoch it -is a peculiar 

story of 'flight and pursuit'., everyone eternally belongs to 

someone in a haunting, obsessive sense, permanently identifies 

himself/berself with another with such a. sense of surrender 

and bond that either ceases to remain separate or different. 

When love becomes paraJilount, th.e only emotion and passion, 

1 t loses 1 ts morality and· respectability - 1 t becomes a story 

of enchanilnent and of 'craving' an~ hence, a muddle. 

In 'The Ph!losoRher' s PuEil' George knew bow 

terribly wrong, though no fault of his, own as be so often 

agonizingly tbougbt, his relations with Rozanov had gone. It 
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was not just that John Robert had 'ruined George's life' 

by discouraging him from FhilosOpQy and thus somehow in 

effect from an academic career.. John Robert· had also 

mortally wounded George's soUl, setting at the saJDe time 

therein the eternal need to be justified, to be healed, to 

be saved by the executioner himself. It is like surr.ell'! 

daring oneself at the feet of God, of destinf: 

He· and only he who had dealt the wound could' 
heal it. What it was, and how and even '.'/hen 
it haci ha"Ppened, was DO\'/ unclear to George ••• 
at a later time, he had to, had. to follow 
Rozanov to America and once more haunt him, 
wa1 ting around under palm trees on hot dusty 
roads in California. It was almost as if 
anything, a gesture of the hand that recog­
nised his existence, could cure him, so great 
was his need, so humble his expectat1on.14 

' ' 

And Robert Rozanov is one of those characters, who 

like God, rule out the possibility of understanding and 

approach. He blinds, ctm.f'uses and remains a mys tertous 

phenomenon; at times grotesque and gho-stly, while benign and 

beautiful in the next encounter. As Nr. Rozanov and Father 

Bernard walk on into the town the latter asks himself: 'do -I 

like him, do I bate him, is he mad?' The philosopher does 

not remain inscrutable, unestimable and unreviewable to · 

Father only, he remains bewildertng to the readers,· critics 

a.nd fellow characters. He destroys and creates and yet, 

maje~tically remains untouched a.nd misunderstood. 
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Rozanov is an _ism, .an infection, a virus and a 

disease. Anyone who comes closer to him gets seriously. 

affected by the radiation emitted by him. Like an evil 

spirit he possesses people, but he does very lit:tle for 1 t. 

A brief talk here, a discussion there, an argument while he 

walks and an order while he travels, do the trick and keep 

the entire drama moving. George, inspite of his abject 

hatred, accusations and aggressions, crawls before him,. and 

beseeches 1 I want to be justified, you can justify me, .I 

want to be saved, you can save me. 1 Therefore, everyone is 

connected with and captivated·by him either through 

'imperfect love' as he calls it or through 'abject hatr-ed~; 

everyone terribly wants to possess him and realize the aura 

around the master artist - the 1 charlatan' as George ~alled 

him once. 

Rozanov establishes a contact and when the other 

parzy is committed, he abruptly :terminat.es it without a 

preface or fore-warning. He did 1 t with George but he truly 

does it with Father Bernar,.(l. John Robert was there inside 

his mind, like a virus, something that cannot be cured. 

When he owns or belongs to someone, he puts him on 

the cQUldron, and when.he disowns, he throws him into the 

abysmal pit of madness. He has made George dentonic, has 

confUsed Father Bernard, Alex despgate, Pearl hopeful, and 
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now, he slowly crouches towards Hattie and Tom. This is 

not to say that he is evil or satanic; rather like Julius, 

he is an artist, a philosopher., a strange enct'le.nttng 

ener£!3 which pierces into the minds of others, cnanges 

their forms, metamorphoses the mechanisms and wolks 

miracles: 

Tom took in the emphasis. 'Whatever do rou !tlant then?• 
I want you to marry her. ' 

'But wby, what is this, wby me, what about her, 
sbe' s a child, she won't want to marry, and if 
she does she won't want, to marry me. I mean 
thinga aren't like ttl at. 
'Oftner than we think' said the philosopher, 15 'we can make things be the way we desire' ••• 

And a few pages after, Tom doubts if he can 

control people like this, - to which his answer is 'I can 

attempt to'. 

·Very few things or si tuat1om can be taken for 

granted in Iris Murdoch's novels, but here, at least one 

thing is clear: Robert Rozanov deliberately controls the 

minds, convictions and principles of people. In order to 

protect the happiness and innocence of his grand daughter 

he goes to the extent of murdering Tom's happiness and 

:freedom, and he allures him like a magician. Tom knows be 

is being hypnotized, knows tha.t he is obeying the dictates 

of the philosopher like an impotent under spell. He wants 

to resist, but cannot because be does not want 'to ba 
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separated from him.·' Rozanov, like an octopus, . spreads 

his long hands and consume& at.\Ything that comes within 

his reach. The powerful beam "Of Rozanovism like a 

search-tower leaves nothing unfocussed, and al1Ything once· 

detected is thrown behind the Rozanov-bars from where one 

does not stand a fair chance to escape. 

Similarly, once caught, Tom's curious! ty, van! ty, 

a dotty sense of adventure, and a ·sense of fate urges him 

on. It is as if he is metamorphosed to a ne\i Tom by Robert 

Roza.nov. The probibi tion of Emma and his conscious advice 

nyou cannot intend to marry a seventeen-yea.I'-old gi'rl· you've 

never seen before ••• make a horrible painful muddleiJ• a 
. 6 

horriple moral muddlen was enough to 11set him on"• 1 And 

if he refuses, be can never be what be was. Some unca.mw 

magic is . alreadY at worlt. He migllt indeed regret having 

tried, but be would even more, and bitterly,, regret having 

.fubked the ehallenge. If he refuses he t.'lould 'lose' Rozanov: 

~ozanov whom even till. that morning he bad cared nothing 

about, bad lived contente~y .w.i thout, and who now represents 

some sort of necessity like his fate. He is no longer tree, 

he is even perhaps no longer innocent, no longer h~pp~. 

B.ut one thing rem at ns clear. 1 t is the pursuit of 

the enchanted: Georges, Morgans and the like, tne voyeur's 

art for intrigue through their imaginings about the 



enchanters, through \'4h1ch lt11ss t'lurdoch stimulates the 

reader• s curious! ty. As we have examined in detail 

Robert Rozanov, Julius King are bizarre extensions of ttleir 

subjects' most profound wishes. More enchanters like 

- f-1iscba Fox of £light £tom tne EnG.!l.Mta£• Honor Klein of 

A Severed Head, and Hannah Crean Smith of The Uffivorn cannot 

be left undiscussed. The fact that they act according to 

the 1mag1ned wishes of their prisoners is exhibited by Hanan 

T a_ylor in TqB Unicorn \"'hen sbe arrives at Gaze Castle atter 

fleeing from an unrequitted love affair and the post of 

scbool-mistress. In tb.e autb.or' s words: 

Sb.e had wanted al.wa_ys, as she obscurely 
knew, some kind of colourful, uplifting, 
steadying ceremoey, s omekind of' 
distinction of life which bad so far 
eluded her. 17 

Their own disguises very with the erratic impressions 

of the enchanted \tbo enfold them in mystery through allustor.IS 

to their suspect reputations and legendary parts, exotic and 

menacing compartments, mythic dimensions and curious 

accomplices. 

Tbe public reputation of t•1ischa Fox, the first of 

the enchanters, is that of international press lord and 

rogue. He is threatening because bis methods are so 

devious. Mischa's more tnougn equally ~esome counterpart 

in A Seveted He;3d is Honor Klein, a don of anthropology, who 
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frequently leaves cambridge to visit her barbarous tribes. 
. ... . 

Inspiring more ro~antic love is Hannah Crean Smith, the 

sleeping beauty enchal!ltress in The Unicorn. Local legend 

has it that she is imprisone.d in Gaze Castle for the 

duration of a seven year curse that will end in disaster. 

Like f-1ischa and Honor, Hannah's fame is self-proliferating. 

She possesses su~h magnetism that others automatically 

claster round her. 

As we have seen, usually in each successive novel 
. 

there emerges a pattern of predictable and predetermined 
' . 

types. Besides being dama~ged by predetermined roles and 

ambivalent detachment, ner caaracters are additionally 

dehumanized by the mechanical parts they are forced to play 

in the labyrinths .of intrigue. Here again the private 

personality' is sacrificed to the overall pattern. t-11ss 

Murdoch's Gothic-and-Fairly-tale people are designed not to 

break out of the fantastic into the concrete world beyond, 

but are ordained to remain within her dreaJD-prisons. Were 

she really interested in dramatizing the flight from 

enchantment, she would have focussed upon tbe struggle 

a.gaimt illusion. Instead, however, it is enchantment itself 

that fascinates her, and consequently she prefers to 

entangle rather than to disentangle her characters. 



For an exaJilple, although The Unicorn concludes 

vJitb various melodramatic events, 1 ts structure is also 

circular in tne sen.qe that the characters have not 

progressed beyond their initial benighted outloOks. '(/hen 

Naria.n TC\Ylor and Effingham Cooper arrive at Gaze Castle, 

they are filled wi tb sentimental expectatior.!S concerning 

Hannan; when they depart, they bold proportionately 

apocryphal vievrs. Narian still misunderstands the heroine• s 

suffering and Effingham llOV/ distorts her nas a doomed 

figure, a lilith, a pale deatll-dealing enchantress, arwthing 

but a buman being"• 

Therefore, we find, the observer's obscure internal 

te:wor is indicated by a prevailing notion of baing spelJ,. 

bound. Futile attempts are made to bre'ak ·~·the· spell that 

t>~ould enable one to awaken from the numbing paralysis and 

cross into one's o, .. ,n varifiable world. But lethargy is 

inescapable, an automatic ~esponse to higher powers, and the 

enchanted feel trapped into enchanting dramas which they 

neither understand nor control. ~ike sleep-walkers, they 

move along predestined pattls, be\1111 dared by the arbitrary 

and incomp:t:•enensible gallle. 

Not only tb.e enchanted ones, even the allurers are 

be~lildered and impotent 1n the face of tnat arbit(ary, 

impregnable gallle of destit\1• The mastel'-artists always fail 
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in different manners, the 'gods' cannot control, the 

design goes out of their clutches. Like Julius cannot 

keep the things within a lim! t so as ~ not to hal1D arwone, 

Rozanov cannot control the p.sssions and fantasies of people 

which he so deliberately and sometimes unwittingly inspired. 

His agonised and helpless cry to Hattie "I'm a helpless 

victim - I'm pinned· dO\'In and screallling", sh.ows the iroey of 

th.e schemes and contrivances of th.e grand-designer. Everyone 

is a h.el~less victim of th.at terrible desti~ and is 'pinned 

down' by it. 

So now, back to th.e square one, th.e Murdoch.ian 

Desti~ that comes in a moment, automatic, sh.aking th.e wh.ole 

being) tearing and breaking every bone, and as if convalescent, 

they all come to their exact senses, to the point, to the 

precise realisation of that 'pointer'. It is inclusive of 

everyth.ing~muddles, evil, enchantment, delirium, chances of 

freedom - everything. The ideas are many, the sufferings are 

manifold, the muddles are like episodes from a thriller fUll 

of suspense, tbe contingencies of eccentricity and monomania 

surpass a.rw lunatic assylum, and· novel after novel th.e 

grotesque and ghastly glances of an eve~growing Murdocbian 

Desti~ becomes clearer and more piercing. To be more exact, 

1 t is the invasion of one single thing, one single. incident, 

one single contact and discharge that spells the cosmic 

disaster and a universal tu~oil. 



And ~bat single invasion, the Destlr;y, 1s love, 

wblcb, tti; use D.H~ Lawrence' a pbJ"ase is ttle 1 Q.ulck' of 

tba Murdocbtan unlverse~ And it bappens quickly also. It 

strikes 11ke 11gbtl'llng and changes tbe whole atmoapbere 

wltb a spell so strong and a(~u-te· tbat everyone is taken 

aback. And tbe con.f\lstng, muddled cbaln-reacttom sta.rt1 

trmnedlately after tbat bappening. To begin wltb a documen­

tation of exactly wbat happens, I quote a few sentences fran 

D.K. Lawrence's ·~1oral.ity and Novel': 

Eacb time we strlva to a new (unexpected)* 
relation, w1 tb 911YOna or anyttl1ng, it is 
bound to burt {sbock)* somewba.t. Because 
1 t means tbe struggle w1 tll and the d1spl. a­
cing ot old conneld.o:ns, and tbis is never 
pleasant. And moreover, between· living 
tb1ngs at least, an adjustment means also a 
f1gbt, for each party, inevitably, must 
' seek 1 ts own' in tbe other, and be denled -
when in the wo parties, eacb of them seek 
b1s own, ber own absolutely, then 1t is a 
fight to deatn. And tb1s is t.rue of the 
tbl~ npasstonu. On the otber band, when, 
of the two parties, one yieldS utte.rly to 
the other, tn1s ts

8
called aacr1.f1ce, and 1 t 

also maans· deatb.1 

Well, aometbing like tbls at least happens bere. 
' } t ) Tbare 1a tbe unexpected .. sbocking relationship wnlcb sparits 

off a p~s1onate and mad, ravenous involvement tbat 

tbreateningly borders on self•ann1b1la.t1on. And then tb.e 

terrible f1gbt to sook one's own is alwqs there wbicb 

usually remains abstract. and like a mirage. 

*brackets mine 
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u 1/ 
Let us begin with the passion, the eros, tbe mere 

physical contact. w·hich is not to say THE beginning; but it 

could well mark tbe beg.1nn1ng, if we studY this aspect 

mtflnutely. A meaningful physical contact even sometimes in 

the form of violence is mostly there at the root of it. As · 

mentioned earlier, somewhere in the introduction, they fall 

in love almost at the very first. sight and if th.ey do not 

feel it acutely outrightly, then it is because they 

immediately push it to the subconscious. But they have, 

with them, tbe strange dark awareness and the 1 fear to find 

it'. Tbey cannot keep it there for long.· The actions that 

follow become matters of necessity, mecbanical., like that of 

a gentle automation. Tbe energy that prompts and propels 

them forward is a cosmic energy on wbich all their beings 

concentrate and revolve. Tbe 'crash' or tbe 'cataclysm• 

comes in a flash 'like a fast approaching comet' that sudden­

ly fills up the whole sky as Tim experiences in ~ Nuns and 

Soldiers. Like a blunt knife 1 t stabs and he suddenly gasps 

and cries out in agoey, in ecstasy that amounts to madness 

and mindlessness. 

In a moment there \"JOuld be somekind of crash 
or cataclysm, the end of the world. · The 
tbougbt or event was that he bad got to, be 
had simply Jat to, reach out his hand across 
the table take hold of Gertrude's ha.nde 
Some vast cosmic force was compelling him •• • 
Gertrude looked with surprise at her hand 
whicb lay like a small captive animal in 
Tim's firm grasp. She .looked at the brilliant 
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lovely red hairs on tbe back of Tim's 
hand ••. His substance was changed, he h~ 
become sometbin&, else. At least it won' 
go SJJie.Yt because it is eternal. Gertrude 
thought I bave to act, I have to move. I 
must touch him ••• Tim seized her hand and 
began to kiss it - He kissed it numbly, 
gently, reverently, avidly, hungrily, as if 
Me were eating some holy manna. He said, 
'I love you•. · 
'I think I love you too• said Gertrude. 19 

But as I said, ·moat of it is there, deep down, in 

the 1nne~st and unnaJDeable chamber of one' a mind - it 

sleeps and needs to be called upon and cbanged chemically by 

the intrusion of soma catalyst. It is an electric charge of 

a veJ.Y high potency, hi tberto unknown and unfelt; because 1 t 

had. not yet got an outlet for the completion of its clflrcuit. 

True, they see the inevitable in a flasn, but tbe preparation 

for it is a regular, continuous climb. Tbe deeper their 

ponderings, the clearer becomes tbe l~ers of theirmind. Tbe 

sensuous backdrop, the !lowers, the plants, the swans, the 

blue sky, the dense mysterious woods, even the forbidden 

railwaw line heighten the yoga of that discover,y and helps 

them to 'open out' • Suddenly they feel panicky and get 

frigbtened to their bones. The virgin, indefinite nature is 

a cbanner which allures, attracts and then frightens like a 

wonderful mysterious forbidden cburcb. Tbey enter into 1 ts 

eharma tbe beauty and charm lies in everything tbey come 

across and yet it is incomplete, monstrous and hazardous -

U nderl~n1ng mine. 
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it is fragmented and frightening. Beauty in its absolute 

form and manifestations is awful and s.bocking to the point 

of sickness. 

The flowers were beginning to.quiver in.front 
of her eyes. How extra-ordinary flowers are, 
she thought (but few moments later) tl;le great 
rav from afar was pinning her between the 
shoulder blades and trying to force her down 
again. vias it giddiness she was feeling now• 
a dazzled sensation ••• or was it something 
else, disgust, fear, horror as at some 
dreadfulne~s, some unspeakable filth of the 
universe.2U · 

But in such circumstances a revelation is a must. 

The combination of enchantment, bafflement,· fear and 

sickness produces some worldly realization that does not 

get ·limited w1 thin~. tne cerebrum but beats upon the pulses, 
. . ... . 

pe~ades the whole physique like a sexual orgs. It is not 
. . 

just tne tnougnt, feeling or consciousness - it is all these 

plus and irresistible, volunta.zy action: 

Morgan took off her glasses. The next 
moment she and Peter were locked in 
each other's arms. Morgan shifted her 
knees • •. Their lips met and remained 
joined.21 

Not just the beginning of a loveless love-making. 

Here aunt Morgan and ~nephew Peter s~mul ta.neously. and 

spontaneously recognise their !~free innocent l·ove' for each 

other. The 'enchanted place' pla_vs the part of the catalyst 

and brings out tne lava of passion. 



And Freud, who to certain extent, still influences 

tbe entire scer~io of modern novels cannot remain far 

behind. Iris Murdoch herself, being a teacher of philosophy 

employs nim in her own way. Sbe makes Oedipus walk out of 

Peter in an assertive, brave and convincing manner: 

''dell, why not? I'm mad about you, l-1organ, • 
'You mustn't be.' 
'Wbyever not? You are not so much older 
than me, and even 1! you were - you're my 
mother's sister, but tbat• s wtlat' s so 
marvellous. You are like my mother and yet 
you are q~ te different. Tbat makes you 
perfect'. 

f-1organ is like Peter's mother and yet quite another 

body and this is precisely tbe reason that makes ber sucb a 

'perfect' possibility for love or love-making. Wbere 

society would have definitely grumbled and labelled it as 

incest, immoral and ev~l, ft1organ calls it 'freedom', 

• happiness• and 'life': 

Tbis isn't nightmares or excitement, it's 
real, it's something free • •• Happiness is 
free innocent love ••• the rest remains 
tangled, awful • • • Tbis is felicity, 
blessing, luck, sheer wonderful utterly 
undeserved luc~ It can come to me after 
all. Gh goodl 

Tbe salDe thing happens to Tim and Gertrude in 

'The l\)!ns and Soldiers'. The moment, tbe act, the place 

and everything becomes real, amazing, extreme flJld. as Tim 

calls it: 'm~tbological'• Tim takes the decisive and final 
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step of holding Gertrude's hand and the catalystic agents 

responsible for this automatic decision are the frighte­

ningly ·silent rock faces, the pool, the vision of naked 

Gertrude swimming in the pool like a fish and that weird 

but fateful dream: 

'that d~ when you swaJD in the pool - it 
seems a hundred .years ago - I fell asleep 
in su9h an old way and I dreamed and I 
forget the dream - and· wb.at I dreamt was 
that I· was holding you in my arms. Tb.at 
vroves it.~ 
proves what?• . 

'That it! s just something to do with here, 
witb this place, tb.ts landscape, we're 
under a spell' ••• 2 

Indubitable and authoritative is the Eros in 

Iris Murdoctu the unmistakable seismic shock,. the concen­

tration of everything into one necessary being, mysterious, 

uncanny, unique and one of the strangest phenomena of the 

world. The happening itself is something like a. vow, and 

to this reality they are bound like a. new innocence. And 

when they are under such a spell, the, spell tbat flasb.es 

before their eyes and pierces into their bodies, they shiver, 

get startled and then hum with passion, tenderness, with 

laughter, tears and sex. Tb.erefore, this is a kim of love 

that grows out of sex, and transcends 1 t wi tb.out, however, 

abolishing it in the process. If brute sex, as Miss Murdoch 

herself' admits, leads to the fairly mechanical round of 

couplings that distinguished ma~ of the closed novels like 
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A Severed Herad, then the open nQVels bave tbis aim: 

Sex is a very great myst1fier, it's a very 
great dark force. It makes us do all kinds 
of things we don't understand and very 
often don't ,.,ant to do ••• This is something 
which I would want vary much to explore and 
which I tb1rik is very difficult. All these 
demons and so on are connected with the 
obsessional side of one's lif~~ wb1cb in a 
sense bas got to be overcome-a · 

The unmistakable eros, the indestructible desire 

and physical yearnipg, the erotic pity and the seeking of 

the fie'rce embrace confuse their understanding and make 

tbem ol)l1v1ous of evel)'tbing:· their environment, their 

circle of friends and their social and personal. standing. 

Tim now does not care for tbe fact tbat Gertmde was like 

his mother {since Gu.Y was alwa.vs a. father figure to him). 

Peter chiefly likes Morgan because sbe is like b.is mother, 

and Mr. Hilazy Burde, the Word Child, who never had a 

woman before in his life is infatuated wi tb Anne, the wife 

of his professor and Robert Rozanov, in his ardent desire 

to secure Hattie's innocence and cbesttty, indulges in a 1 

sort of monstrous, possessive love for Hattie. And tbe 

stories of incest continue novel after nwel w1 tb sucb 

alal!lling vividness and justifications that a reader is 

totally contused. 

The ravenous hunger for tbe lover's body, tbe 

sweet kisses, tbe tangible and concrete need for each otner 
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solve and settle everything. It blots everything out, 

pushes everything back - it is so real. and necessary. When 

rationality fails, minds are lost and self-justifYing 

arguments cannot proceed fUrther,· the bodies dance and 

express. Probably this will provide an answer to the 

question that bow someone can profoundly love diametrically 

opposite characters, like Gertrude wbo cannot dispel the 

shadow o:f Gtzy", is so totally taken over bY. Tim, a stupid 

liar and blacksheep'-

Sbe could scarge.ly prevent herself from 
scuttling about like a mad animal. She 
had never really satd to herself, '1 t• s 
just physical, it's lust, shock-lust, a 
flight from grief', and she didn't say it 
now. But she felt her physical longing 
for Tim as something detached and strange, 
as a sort of emanatton, a second body, b.er 
longing Ior b1s tbil'l red-baired bands and 
b.is smooth sweet sktn and his kisses that 
solved all 12roblems and answered all 
questions. 2b . 

Probably there is a tendency to transcend, to 

take a flight above from the physical that it just might 

not be the 'shock-lust', but a second look confirms the 

tender, soft bliss of the phy~ique- 'smooth sweet akin and 

kisses'. No doubt, it is tbe.tre, in tbe wilderness O:f their 

sub-conscious minds, and they see it in a flash, but as we 

have seen, the sub-consciol.is unfolds it also in a fl.asb., 

after which, tb.e feverish need for a physical contact beats 

in their pulses, solves the mtrcale and sets them in a 
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rhythmic motion. Like Tim bas 'got tb bold' Gertrude's 

band for tbe cosmos to run and tbe universe to operate, 

Hilazy and Anne in Tbe vlorg Cbild bave got to kiss eacb 

other: "tie knew tbat it was tne omy possible ground ot 

our proceeding". 27 Tbis also is the only spam tb.at drags 

tnem to tbeir !nevi table destiny. This is tb.e • cosmic 

explosion' • Therefore, when the tmpossibili ty of a normal 

physical contact maddens and blinds tbem, t$'Q violence 

becomes a. terrible necessity. The contact bas to be esta­

blished eitber by decency or by force. 

And a few lines about the intricate Murdocbian-· 

love-net that occurs in each and every novel and heightens 

the 'muddle'. r1antred loves Anne wbo loves 'Qount wbo loves 

Gertrude wbo is happily married to Tim for the time being. 

The net-work- is more complex and complicated in A Si!ereg 

Head and The Philosopher's Pupil. And as we bave seen in 

A f~r~y Honoutat}~a D§fa$ lllalU things contribute to sucb 

contusing muddled love-circles. Tbe possessive self• pity, 

the ~ilty secrets, the tmposs1bil1ties to understand and 

finally the masterly roles played by the characters create 

such muddles, It is because of these networks, tbe 

sincere lovers like Anne and Count cannot come to terms, 

convince each other and throw a light of apparent understan­

ding. Not to seq that Iris Murdoch cancels tbe possibilities 

of true love, but I mean to sew tbat such terms are vague, 
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ambiguous and unrealistic, the emphasis is rather given 

on the explosion. A pro~onged contemplation and 

expectation is bound to hinge on illusions, the flashy 

lightning movement is what really matters. 

Gertrude had said it could take four seconds to 

cnange the world, but Anne is quite incapable of bringing 

about that catastrophe. Anne could do it in two, she had 

only to cross tne space that divided Count and ner and 

everything in the universe would be different. But both 

Count and Anne are failures as soldier and nun respectively, 

tne former does not have the dashing forward drive of a· 

sold&er and the latter does not possess tne utter surrender 

and an ability to confess, the two most important virtues 

of a nun. 

The Count was in love wi tb Gertrude for years but 

it was the love of a subdued heart, not demanding, not 

pressing. It was indirect, peaceful and undemanding, like 

Gabriel uak' s love for Bathsneba Everdedne. It was remorse­

ful and painful because of its pri)mise of existence for 

ever with him and yet nis secret knowledge of its useless­

ness. There are nopes, sufferings _and painful thoughts 

tnat one greedily stores up to keep nis love living and 

thriving for ever. Count is very much like Gabriel Oak 

who burns his heart, suffers inside and waits. But Tim is 

somewnat like Captain Troy who flourishingly expresses and 
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tnen demands. Tne Count "bad not been able to stop 

himself from tllinking; fl;y tim'e will comen. 

The Count lives in terrible agony, in jealousy, 
' ' 

in depwz·at1on and in a strange clinical depression. Even 

Anne lives the same wav. Their hearts are crying, weeping 

and lamenting t'nvisible to each otber. They are pining 

separately. Anne wants Count to seek her, to turn to her 

otn bis own· accord, but the Count cannot see Anne as a lover, 

tha one wbo would kneel down and kiss his coat-sleeve. Anne 

sees Count becoming suicidal because of his love for 

Gertrude and the Count ,sees Anne alw~s as a nun incapable 

of love arA sex. We have to examine this particul a.r rela­

tionship, or networl{ extensively, in order to focus the 

point that r.-:urd.ocbian love is not silent, it cannot blossom 

in isolation a.nd in lamentings, 1 t has to be explicit, vocal 

and demanding. Crying and laJDent1ng a.t the back will not 

belp, if p()ssible, one has to fly at other's P~ck and make 

the other see, recognise and subdued. It is the mutual 

apprehen'310n of each other and tile understanding o.f the 

volcano that tbreat@ns to erupt in both, 1 t is " not the cool, 

hidden ~ub-current that flO\iS t'li tbin. 

We mail observe just anotber case of desparate and 

unfulfilled love but not w1 thout sufficient rea.c;;ons for 

becoming so. Peal-l, the caretaker of Hattie, Rozanov• s 
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grand daugh:ter is also in love ~"i th tb.e shambling 

eccentric, the Philosopher. Her b.eart was also involved. 

She wants 'tD disguise her obsession from Hattie and bas 

so far succeeded. The philosopher was alw~s 'elsewhere•, 

had mainly remained unseen, like God, and the great man's 

orders were like god's intricate ways of various bizarre 

manifestations to Pearl. It did not occur to her to console 

herself by taking a heroic stance; her si 'b.lation was without 

choice, her course the only possible one - "she lived inside . . 
a love so improper and so hopeless that she fell sometimes 

almost free to enjoy berself therein. Love without hope was 

a joyfUl energy"• 

But as we see later, she is mistaken - her desperate 

bid to communicate with and finally being frustrated by 

Rozanov, she indulges in a passionless sexual intercourse 

with Tom. Th~ love is 'so improper' because the other is 

viewed as a god, as something completely unattainable and 

hence hopeless. But ' love without hope' Iis not a permanent 

attitude, where there is love, there is hope and hence, the 

cancellation of hope is bound to produce suffering. Pearl 

should nave been violent, sh~uld have demanded and treated 

Rozanov like her equal. Once she gives him a mystery and 

attributes to him a higher position above her, the 'philoso­

pher' does not have the sense of regard and respect for 
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Pearl. Everytbing after that becomes hopeless for Pearl. 

Now then, tllis is b.ow love is and should be in 

Iris Murdoch. This is how it begi~q, then continues like 

a disease affecting everyone, everything, taking different 

turns enchanting people and making everything a muddle, 

reducing everything into s tram!::>l~s. In· Tbe Sandcastla P.Jor 

and ~11ss Carter have just been introduced to each other. 

f1iss Carter goes out into the garden to fetch some roses for 

f•lor' s wife, Nan. l-1or follows in the dark: 

'Here, come this way', she said from above 
him~ 'this w~'· She kept b.er voice soft, 
compelled to by the garden. Then she caJDe 
back down the steps and he realized that 
she was rea.tUng out her nand. l'lc.r took her 
hand in his and let bar guide him up the 
steps. Her grip was fi.nn. They passed 
between the black holly bushes, and .released 
each other. f.1or felt a strong sbcck wi tbin 
him, as if very distantly something had 
subsided or liven ~ay. He had a confUsed 
feeling of surprise. The moon c~e out of 
the clouds for a moment and suddenly the sky 
was seen in mot1on.28 

And now onwards the entire universe begins to 

operate at a terrific speed, though always with a 'confused 

feeling of surprise' and 'a strong sbock within' • Some d~zys 

after, r·1o.r comes out with r4iss Carter after a cold lunch and 

absurd philosophical discourses t>Ji th Bledya.rd for a drive to 

the country-side. Li~other novels, the woods, the primitive 

silence, the sourceless rocky river and finally the sudden 
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disastrous event of the poor gorgeous car upside down 

in tbe middle Of tbe river,· its black and sinister lower · 

parts exposed to the declining sun and not to forget the 

deliberate lies to his wife - somehow completely and 

suddenly insulates Mor .in tbe strange atmosphere of that 

other, r.Yad world: 11It was only a few .hours ago that he 

had risen _from Evvy' s lunch table, what world had he 

entered in betweenn?29 

But as mentioned, the thing has begun with a fatal 

physical contact that has set everything in • motion•. But 

the recognition .is not complete as yet. It comes in a 

flash several pages after: 

Mor stood there, arrested by some obscure 
feeling of pleasure T•• there were many 
many things to be glad about. He wa1 ted. 
Then from the very depths of his being the 
knowledge came to him, suddenly and with 
·devastating ~0rtainty. He was in love wi tb 
Miss Carter.~ 

This is usually the w~ (with minor deviations) 

along \'lhich they come to their realisat-ion. And from this 

point, the sheer frenzy and craze lead them to an unknown 

destiny and situation over wbicb they have absolutely no 

control. They do not.feel their own elements, tneir own 

double or apparition seems to act things out. The routined, 

dey-to-dczy- normalcy and a certain usualness gives wczy- to a 

bizarre and unknown destiny - the common ordinary persons 
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are suddenly pushed into a nightmarish and foggy desticy. 

They are all a bit of Robinson Crusoe who understands and 

recognizes the immorality in his voyages. promises against 

further ventures into the sea and yet headlong rusbes 

forward. 
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Chapter III 

Pbilosopbers, Eccentr1os and Self-Seekers 



Iris Murdoch's usual fictional technique is to 

set up a group of cna.racters aroWld some abstract theme, 

generally of a ratb.er pllilosopbical. nature. Tbe novels, 

if viewed only from this angle, seem to be concerned not 

so much with people and tbe1r relationships, as with a 

central theme or many abstract concepts, the characters 

being chosen to illustrate this and their movements 

determined by its dictates. Therefore, Nick in Thft Ball, 

George in Philosopher's Pup&.l• Austin in Accidental Mw 

and the like refuse love and friendship, avoid fatn1ly and 

are dutywbourA to act bYsterically and obstinately. In 

place of contingency, necessity bas been imposed. Tbe 

shapelessness of life and eccentrtci ty is here arranged 

into a pattern, Ol'.e t-Jbtcb leaves so 11 ttle freedom for the 

characters caught up in it, tbat tbe bOQks become at once a 

product and a. symptom of wbat 1 ts aut nor designates llS 

"fantasY"• 

There are so many contingencies 1n Murdoch' a novels, 

but only one necessity: an incessant inward reflection, tbe 

deep lnner pondertngs. In tbe previous cbapter we observed 

tbat tbe deeper tbey plunge into the pits of their minds the 

clearer becomes tbe nortzon, but now {we sball see how 

mudcU.ed they all become in getting atit-tbe understanding. 

The novels thus become strange commentaries on various 
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philosophical and psrchological theories. Nyths are 

philosophically interpreted, actions are given psychological 

labels and at moments novel after novel character after 

character, sound the same hackneyed didactic notes. The 

sensational happenings • the Macabre nightmares, and the 

rushing, :flowing heads all cease to flow and "the place is 

taken up by what sounds like a heated lecture in an open­

air university, or a sombre discussion in a soporific dim 

drawing-room. If 'love' is the food of Murdocnian people, 
. ' 

philosophical rumination is their very cup of tea. Barbara 

Everett, wbile reviewing A Severed Head comments: 

Their mixt\lre o:f emotional violence and , 
intellectual sport, of private fantasy and 

·social comedy, is as likely to repel as to 
attract. Tb.e precise drawin,-room comedy 
of their game of 'All Change is charged with 
a content of the ~tholcgical, the philosophi­
cal, and the Freudian that converts the \rJbcle 

1 into a legend of self-discovery and awakening. 

But if it surely takes the intensity away from the 

n9vels, it gives them a purpose and bend, 'purpose•, because 

all these philosophical arguments and meditations are pointed 

at achieving the most cherished goal 'freedom• and a. 'bond' 

because, the entire philosophical scenario of ~~tirdoch is 

found more or less in allY of her \-IO.rks and runs through all 

her wolks. This is more than to. say that the novels 

reveal a fertile and generous imagination, and interest in 

tb.e way things happen, and an ironic sympathy that at once 

invokes a response and gives 1 t balance. The philosophical 
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ideas - if they can be called so tbat give a continuity 

to all tbe novels, are simple ones, tbey suggest that a 

vision of precise objective reality is possible, and is 

gained by the loss of generalizing subj active illusion; 

tbst a part of this reality is buman identity, which is 

accomplis ned by recognising tlle free identi t({ of others, 

that this recognition at once destroys and gives life. So 

ber protagonist sets off on the romantic quest for 

himself, t'brough tbe alleys of London and Paris (these 

are the two important places where, or between which 

Murdoch's people live, cry or cUe), through tbe convolu­

tions of desire, or througll the t.-lists and Ull'JlS of the 

plot. 

In the introductory chapter it· was shown that 'love' 

prepares them for a journey into their own inner self, and 

in tbe process every human relationship poses the 

challenge of self-discovery by apprehending the uvolcanic 

otherness"• Both self-identity and the 'other' free 

identity depend on each other; the failure to recognise 

the 'bther' blocks the road to one's own inner self• And 

this needs continuous, conscious and deliberate analysis of 

otbers and one• s own actions, behaviours and attitudes. 

Even in their highly lunatic states they take some time off 

and contemplate like the sanest and calmest souls.. 'Let me 
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think', 'only if I could think', ·'we must ·try to think' 

are the kind of expressions, that usually figure in every 

chapter of her novels. 

(:.~t 
But 1 t is not the monologues strike one so much as 

!\ 

the dialogue~., There are nightmarish self-confrontations, 

but they remain too vague and personal to be understood, 

but it is the dialogues that really are striking and 

extra-o,rdina.ry. Such conversations change life, alter bope, 

alter present, past and all time-whether for better of for 

wors~, no one can judge. But it changes them, affecting 

their routes and relationship~. They want to teach, to be 

taught, to understand, to kno\'1• The more bizarre and 

absurd the nature of conversation, the more are the chances 

that anyone could be true. thereby leading to serious 

muddles, difficulty in knowing truth and hence defeating 

the very purpose: freedom from a tumu~us emotional 

violence. and to settle down to a 'free, innoc;:ent love'. 

For one must alw~s remember that most of their philosophi­

cal arguments or discussions are carried on as symbols o:f 

their various involvements; physical, emotional and some­

times professional, ·all leading to their inner self. 

During such discussions one truly is at a loss to 

determine>to fix, to hold or to approve. EVen the partici­

pants, at least one of them finds out the absurdity, the 

ambiguity~ the unintelligibility and the mistake of it all. 
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1-'lith all its coherent logic, forceful presentations and 

learned dispositions the tbin&9 sound like distorted, 

mysterious nightmares •. 

f.11ss MurdOch · tt·ers;ef& seqs "Freedom 1s knowing and 

understanding ~ respecting things quite other than 

ourselvestt. So tbis is th.e "knowing and understanding" 

aspect of the groater vision that \fe are tJYing to examine. 

But is it possible, to know the trutb about otbers, to 

raise the veil that conceals an already foggy horizon - can 

it ever be possible to rationalize all human actions both 

pbysical. and mental - a questio~ sne herself answers in tbe 

negative and most of her fictional characters come to the 

same realization! 

You will never know tbe truth, and you will 
read tbe signs .in accordance wi ttl your deepest 
wisbes. That 1s what we buxna.ns al.wr:ws have to 
do. Reality is a cipher with maey solutions, 
all of them r1 gbt ones. 2 

Now we can see t1by we cannot take 1 t or leave it, 

approve it or discard it, every angle of the discussions 

seems convincing and yet somehow all wrong. And we find a 

paradox in Calvin Blick' a a.CJnonition above. While accepting 

tbe umnowab1lity of truth he speaks for an aspect of 

buman psychology wben lle sqys that we all see our wiabes, 

desires, guilts, goodness in others' eyes, in leaves, in 

tbe sea and sky. Neither tbe sky, nor tbe ocean is blue, 
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it is the blueness of our eyes that makes tbem so. It is 

the change of the iris that changes the colour outward, 

it is the tremor within that brin8B out the cosmic 

violence. They even go a step fUrther. Not only that 

their wishes are reflected by an 'other', they make some­

one the storehouse of their own vi.rtues and goodness, the 

citadel of moral values and the fortress of high, lofty 

ideals. They obviously care for the good or bad opinion 

of that storehouse which acts like a mirror reflecting their 

glozy o.r their uJO.gliness. And like they make someone the 

storehouse of their vittues and goodness, they collectively 

view someone as a sinner where they deposit all the debris 

of their mind and soul, their stinking, immoral, vUe 

intentions. Here they watch the absorption of their own 

dark faculties and the passing on of their stigmata.. Anne 

and Count have realized tbis aspect correctly while 

discussing Tim: 

'He's against himself. But, yes. We like to 
have a sinner whom we can cast out and drive 
away into the wihderness. \'le pass on our pain 
by thinking of other people as evil.' 

'Yes, it's like tb.at, isn't it. People enjoy 
the misfortunes and sins of others. He b.as 
carried all the blame' • :> 

And this is because the ideas constituting Miss 

Murdoch's literary theory are based on her moral philosophy 
e. which should be. revi~wed prior to an examination Of her 

statements concerning fictional portra.val of character, 
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since her method ot characterization is derived !rem 

ber pb.iloscrpbical concept of personal! ty. Regarding tnis 

sbe tbinks: 

We. no longer use a spread-out substantial picture 
of tbe manifold virtues of man and socie~. We no 
longer see man against a background of values. of 
real! ties wbicb transcend him. il/e picture man as 
a brave naked will surrounded by an easily compre­
be:r..ded empirical worl.d. For the bard idea. of 
trutb we've substituted a facile idea of sincerity 
• •• we've bougbt the liberal tb.eory (of personal! ty) 
.as it stands, because we t11sb.ed to encourage people 
to think of themselves as free, at tbe cost of 
surrendering tb.e background.4 

And tlle background of a 'pbilosopb1cal concept of 

r·±urdochian personality' is a hazy one because of the 

impenetrable wall of Reality and 1s darkened further because 

o:f tb.e eccentric, discordant bebaviour of man.· vlnen Reality 

is unknowable, shifting and shapeless, Trutn is nowhere to 

be .found and the acceptance of accidental and unlikely 

becomes natural., unavoidable and demanding, tb.e 'background' 

of the horizon is bound to be a mystery,a. meaniDgfUl 

dilemma. Julius strongly artJles with Rupert tn A Fa.irlx 

Honourable DefeE\t 1
: 

'No buts., my dear fellot.z. Kant shQlt/ed us 
conclusively that we cannot know reality­
yet we go on obstinately imagining that wa 
can. r.) 

vne should go through the entire argument in order 

to knott tne 'facile evil' • the 'dull trutb.', tbe 'seen­

through- goodness' and the 'opaque evil' • Probably there 

was somekind of Reality. with virtue and moralities wall 
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accept the doctrine of Trinity, which is after all one 

of the most peculiar of all human conceptual inventiom. 

There w~re times when grown up men showed an equal 

facility for ~aking completely absurd metaphysical 

assumptions which they felt instinctively to be comforting 

for instance the assumption that good is bright and 

beaut:t.ful and evil is shabby, dreary or at least dam. 

Even there have been saints. But at present we cannot ever 

imagine the possibility .of a saint's existence with the 

knowledge which modern psychology, social and economic 

doctrines have put at our disposal! Julius se.vs: 

tt(;f course people have sacrificed tbemse'lves, 
but that has nothing to do with goodness. Most 
so ·called saints interest us because they are 
artists, or because they nave been portra.ved by 

6 artists, or else because they are men of power. 

So we are exhausted of creating gods after gods, new 

faiths, religions and virtues. The process of the death of 

various gods has started: 'To be really' gentle and self­

less with moral impurity one woUld have to be God, and we 

know He isn• t there'~ This idea of 'death of God' and 

impossibility of a saint is established ~itn Websterian 

treatment and portra.val in The Time of the Ansels. 

In this novel, the Reverend Carel Fisher, an 

unsettling Nietzsche like figure who refuses all visitors, 

makes paper darts and lives in a. de.rltened room plczying 
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dormez-vaus •••' is discovered in bed with his ward 

Elizabeth, wbo is ostensibly his niece but is 1n fact 

his daughter by bis brother's wife. Elizabeth an enig­

matic girl, wi tb tile long fair hair of a princess in a 

fairy-tale, is an invalid who wears a surgical corset 

because there is something wrong witb her back. Tbe pair 

are seen reflected in a mirror by Carel's other daughter, 

Muriel, wnen sbe peeps into Elizabetn• a room through a 

crack in the wall. 

Miss t-iurdocb' s bizarre sexual 'figure in the 

carpet' is associated on this occasion with Carel Fisher's 

role as the tortured victim of lost fa1 tn. 'The death of 

God' • be says, • has set tbe angels free. And they are 

terrible'. Since be bad earlier taken as his mistress~ 

~- his illegitimate, half-Irish, half west-Indian 

servant, P a.ttie O' Driscoll, a gentle, bewildered but 

resilient person, it appears that Elizabetb and Pattie stand 

in acme wa:~ :tor the different forces pulling him apart. He 

commits suicide with t•iuriel' s stolen sleeping pills when 

Pattie, wbo bas bitberto felt herself as closely identified 

t<11 th Carel (as Cathie with the demonic Heathcliff of 

Wuthering Heights}, :finally leaves tlim because slle cannot 

endure his betr~al of her \>litb Elizabeth. Again 'in some 

way', a Russian icon snowing the Trinity represented as 

sorrowing angels bas a. bearing on tbe novel's stat,ement 
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about the consequences of the death of God. The icon 

is the last precious possession Of the porter at the 

Rectory. 

And this sort of thing happens in al.l her nov.els 

with slight variations, but the message is clear: the 

modern man has lost all values, morality, lov~ and faith. 

'All, but \'ie are faithless' 7 is the kind of expression t~at 
is not muttered by Denis alone in The Unicorn but is· the 

reverberating pal,pitation pervading every sphere of human 

activity and relationship. Most of the Murdochian 

characters bask under the glory of 'free, innocent love', 

·'feel we are like children together' and sing loudly 'love 

rules and changes the world' - only they· are faithless. 

But in an age when everything is permitted, because every­

thing is true in its proper aspect, when values are relative 

concepts and philosophical truths are double-edged swords, 

one is bound to be confused and bewildered. ·\-reality 

is shapeless and truth nowhere to be found, faith becomes 

unnecessary and the 'death of God' obvious. This is a 

vicious, . paradoxical. circle. And wb.en Julius savs "that 

has nothing to do with goodnessB, he precisely means that 

the demarcation between good and evil is relativ.e. Vle 

must but alwa.vs remember that Julius is the latest in· what 

is becoming a long line of enchanters. Julius takes a 

reductive view of b.uman nature, and seeks to prove that 
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PeOple are puppe-ts by manipulating them himself. He 

aims to expose the well-meaning idealism of Rupert's 

philosophy by demonstrating tbat Rupert's t.NSt in tbe 

power and sensible clarity of love is an illusion. He 

mates Rupert fall in love with Norgan, and tben alters e.nd 

prepares Hilda to ttle situation. He is evil, but not for 

sure, because human inadequacy being \!1hat it is - his 

arguments are to some extent justified, or at least borne 

out, by the results of his experiments~ 

But 'tbe question' again keeps hovering on ttle 

borizon. Yes, radiant with excessive enerf!Y the enchanters 

and the enchanted continue the strange act of pursuit and 

flight employing all kinds of techniques. The national 

and "uivilizad" devices cohabit farcically with tbe violent 

and 'primitive' impulses: "only with a person so eminently 

sensible could I bave deceived my wife'• s~s Martin tbe 

bero in tbe opening ('! Seyerng Jiead).. All Miss Murdoch's 

characters bave a comparable habit ·of reflecting soberly, 

even delicately and idealistically, even wben they're 

engaged in ludicrous physical processes; while retrieving 

drowned bells {The Bell) and cars {Tbe Philoso~her's Pupil, 

and tbe Sandcastle), claJllbering over tagb walls {Danby in 

Bruno• s Dream), breaking into and out of nOUses (a common 

project tba.t is undertaken in most of ller novels) .• 
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And whatever does it mean- the diabolic, mysterious 

acts that leaves even the actor confUsed and stumbling over 

while a fine, delicate and similarly confusing mental 

activity cobabi ts or follows just after the accidents. It 

is a sheer bombardment . that sho~tJS an aura of unintelligi­

bility bordering an eccentricity. The flowing technique, 

that binds the strange actions, thoughts and contradictions 

at the same time, puts everything down the stream and then, 

while resisting the forceful current of the shapeless life 

the bundled up things disintegrate and assume their own 

weird e~centric ways. 

If 'B.ove, Enchantment and Muddle' are the canvas, 

Eccentric Philosophers, Bodbisatvas and t:mpenetrable 

v:olcanos are the paintings&George, Rozanov, Nick are all 

' Accidental Men' - they revolt, strongly defy and adopt 

a pgtb that leads to lunatic assylums of various degrees 

and order. And one is forced to think that all except 

some in some of her novels who can be compared \'lith Buddha 

the Vlisdom (which at least Miss f'1urdocb herself unmistakably 

tries to project) are eccentrics to some degree. 

Thus in Chapter 3 of Bruno's DreaJD Nigel's mystic 

vision is described in terms of one version of the Hindu 

creation - myth that involves the symbol AUM (OM ?) , a form 

at once of God and of tbe cycle of consciousness. In 
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chapter 9, Nigel alone at night p~g.resses through tbe 

stages passed through by Buddb.a. (in tbe tale of his 

noreat Struggle") tb.e night before his enlightenment ••• 

naa experienced perfect enlightenment at tb.e break of ~· 

Tb.en for seven dEWs ••• the Enlightened sat motionless in 

blissn (CaJnpbell, po32). And so Nigel from this point on 

in the novel is characterized for most part by llis smile . 

of ineffable bliss, a perfect example of wba.t is known as 

tbe "man of realization"• Chapter 9 ends: 

Danby gazes at himself in the mirror. Danby 
smUes at himself admiring • •• kneeling 
close to him, unseen, Ni~l smiles too, tbe 
tender, forgiving in£1n1 tely sad smile of 
almi gb.ty God. 6 

This passage is related to the 1 ater conversation between 

Bruno and Nigel (in Cb.apter 11) in wbicb Nigel defines God 

and in the process remarks tbat he loves God because "He 

makes me suffer". He expresses all these ideas again in 

Chapter z6, where given the context, and the fact, that be 

states the ideas, be appears to be raving and half mad, ... " ... 

although it is bis raVings that Diana remembers and sees 

as making sense when, -at the end· ot the novel, sbe rea.cbes 

a new level of understanding 

One isn't anything and yet one loves people • •• 
Her resentment against Niles, against Liza, 
against Danby had utterly gone awa,y. Th~ will. 
flourish and you will watch tbem kindly as if 
you were watching cb1ldren. Wbo bad said tbat 
to ber? • • • Relax. Let them walk on you. Love 
tnem. Let love like a buge vault open out 
cverbead.9 
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Nigel - as well as being a quite recognisable and 

credible hippie figure from the world of cont,empora.ry 

fact, (Tallis in A Fairly Honour8.bl§ D.e:f@at, the 'word 

child', Emma in Th§ Rhilosoph,er' s I?upLl, Anne in 

NUP§ and SolSJ,ers etc. can. be ct ted as extended examples 

or characters falling into the categozy) - 1s a living . . . 

example and extreme exponent of the two major related 

notions of the; myth that are of particular significance 

for understanding the novel: that God manifests himself 

in the infinite individual. fo.rms of existence and that if 

one accepts that notion as fact then it is clear that 

11 lover, beloved and love are one, for in the· \'Jorld of 

unity all can be onen. (Campbell, P• 162.) • . 

This clearly is a new sense, a new final awareness 

on the part of Miss Murdoch's characters quite different 

from that in tb.e earlier novels. Formerly their awareness 

\'las of tlle total difference ·of the other fo.nn the self and · · 

this led to t.tbat she called 11tolerance". In this novel 

the new awareness is of the separateness but at the sa111e 

time of a recognition of the self in the other, which 

leads to what she now calls ttlove"• And as I said earlier 

all the roads lead to or begin from this crucial square. 

The significance that Miss Murdoch assigns to 

Nigel in the novel then seems clear enough: he 1s a kind 



68 

of Bodbisat~va indicating tbe path tbat Lisa, Diana and even 

Danby in his casual. W8f/, are to .follow as tbe action 

develops. This is not merely an ac.ceptance on her part of 

tbe current self-evaluation o:f tbe flower children but 

rather an interesting example both of now an individual 

convinced of such doctrine mtgnt feel and behave and how 

far in his contact tt1tb others be might exert an 1n!'luence. 

If one accepts this significance of Nigel (and 1.! · 

one does one is · 1rres1t1bly reminded of E.M. Forster's 

image of the Untouchable, "the beautifUl naked GQdn, at tbe 

end of the court scene in A P ey;sage to India) then events 

and cbaracters form themsel. ves into patterns that make a 

great deal of sense. If one ignores Nigel or dismisses lttm 

as merely a bizarre minor character then the focus o.f tne 

novel is single; 1 t is Bruno - the old spider, sitting at 

the centre o.f his web, along tbe threads of which all. the 

characters move. But the web of the novel. is then strangely 

·chaotic, broken and shapeless. But once it is understood 

that Bruno and Nigel are to this novel as were quasar and 

tbe leon_ to ;rtte Time of Angels, tbe pattern that then comes 

into focus is arwtn1ng but cbaotic, it is in fact one of 

ingenious and successful symmetzy. 

At one pole'of tbe novel stands, as I bave been 

suggesting, Nigel, eastern consciousness quiescent, self­

abnegating: aththe other Bruno-western ego consciousness 
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(that is significantly dying). ...... And there are always 

two opposing poles present wherever an approach to the 

study of the characters and various themes .ia made. This 

maintains a continuous tension in the novels and a persis­

tent wanderings of the characters with the result that 

thEzy" are Off their guards, .losing their balance. The 

eccentricity and the genius, the wise and the bizarre 
t.\l'l,l 

absurd! ty, the understanding~~. the confoundings all combine 

to produce a unique situation of the most unintelligible 

kind. 

Now a few words on these eccentrics whom Iris 

Murdoch calls narcissists. They love themselves absolutely -

they love their desp~rate image in the mirror, they love 

their hurt pride and never do they like it to be repaired. 

They like to live in an eternal spleen, darkness and doom 

and do not allow anykind of development of the situation. 

Even if wounded they refuse the cure, they lick their wounds 

and feel at ease. They feel themselves lonely, closed and 

left out, isolated from the entire world- they react 

astoundingly radiating a certain amount of unaticipated 

terror around them.. They are all as pure and solitary as an 

anointed king awaiting coronation or a sad victim awaiting 

the knife. This was the loneli.ness which Diana had sensed 

about George, in The PhilosoRher'· s Pu£il and which he himself 

felt rather as a frightful agonizing state of grace. These 
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types, like George, all become anointed kings in thier 

suffering, fru.gtration and isolation. Tbey spring 

surprises but are never startled, tbey are wonderful, t-zild 

creatures living in tbe wilderness creating muddles for 

others. 

George simply does not come or depart from a 

scene of gatber1ng, b.e appears like an irregular comet from 

the blue, sending trere-ors of disturbances by llis puzzling 

behaviour and then fades awar•- Like an ominous apparition 

be landa unwax·ranted and tben melts a'da:/ into cosmos leaving 

a smoky jet babi.nd bim. During tbe meetings between '·. ,~··-

George and his mother Axel, raga and bate mounting emotions, 

subtle, ur.d.e.rcurrent oedop~ ana:·-·1:>"ossessi ve self-pity are 

let loose. To · Alex, George al.wa_ys wears a 'conceited look', 

being like ttiat. of a 'tragic actor registering indecision 

together w1tb some deep emotton, tben clearing and beeomtng 

round and benign' • 

The point I alil trying to make bare is ~ tbe 

'shapelessness of life and eccentricity' wbicb is mentioned 

in tbe beginning o~ tb1s chapter. And George. the 

Pbtloscpber' s Pupil bas been taken up as a case-study out 

of macy shapeless eccentrics that we cgme across in Iris 

Murdocn' s novels. As we nave seen George lives on resent­

ment, remorse and bate and bis soul 1s tull of frightful 
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fantasies. In his state of s~f-~posed, intentional 

and imaginative suffering he needs sympathisers and 

onlookers. Demonic and diabolic, disgusted with the whole 

world and with his own se~f he Beads adJDirers of his 

suffering; observers tdlo \<rould be perplexed and at the 

same time will care. His misery is present to him as an 

occupation, as a part of the 'weird duty' which increasingly 

- and horribly presents 1 tsel:f. The' remembrance of Rufus in 

the f01171 of Adam is not an unwelcome grief to him 'since 

it absolutely licensed him to hate the world' with 
·' 

• typical George' as Brian says, 'a.eything was possibi.et. 10 

After savi11g Zed from the hostile, cold, wavy sea, be 

becomes the hero of the day and while everyone is still 

admiring his niceties and concern, unwarranted he flies off 

with the Rover, alone. 

George is ardently thinking of committing a 

bloody sin a nreal crime" since be is suffering the totments 

of noneexistent ones. He has seen his own double stepping 

out of his own body, walking in the gardens, crossing his 

ow.n ways and jumping from high scaffoldirig. And when .he 

thinks of the crime, Rozanov and his own double-everything 

become clear, predictable and this clarity of processions 

makes Murdoch's visions more horrible than the surprising 

shocks that one receives sometimes. Calculated, well 

contrieved crimes are more grotesque tban accidental mishaps 
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ln Iris ft1urdocb' s novels - calculated, cold-blooded, 

pre-meditated crimes with a purpose, a. cause and a 

philosophy becomes a 'sigi)t, a faitb and a liberator: 

·There were meanings in the world. He bad seen the rJUmber 

fourtyfour chalked on the l9all. n 

As \'Je see now, George's is an imaginary edifice 

of illusion. Vanity rules bim and guides him as Jul. ius 

King in A FJ!itlY Hopo~le Dat.ea1; comments about the 

middle class English people. George even thinks to an 

unimaginable extent so far as his relation \iitb Rozancv 

goes. W 1 tb.out considering bow much and bow extens1 vely tbe 

philosopher bas mellowed. ripened or 'simply changed'. 

George remembers his lec'tures and insists on tbe explana­

tions; b.e sees himself as the 'Cal.iban, who must be saved 

too'. But Rozanov as mentioned earlier makes pegpl.e mad, 

crazy and accuses them of tb.eir frenzied madness at the 

s arne time: 

If I v1as kind to you now and encouraged you 
to come and see ma I would be lying to you. 
I don' t want to discuss your soul and your 
imagined aim. I am not interested, I 
haven't any wisdom or ~ help to give you. 
You have an entirely illusory view o£ our 
relationship. And do stop worrying about 
philosophy - in yourcase philosophy is just 
a nervous craving. 1 1 

And so is it indeed in case of George - 'a nervous 

craving'. But nothing in tllis ~orld is going to stop him, 

not even Rozanov' s forb1dd1ngs. He bas already imagined 
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him in the role of 'philosopher's pupil', has already 

assumed and convinced him of the 'relationship'. He 

has come now too far on the basis of that· imagined 

connection and cannot break it now. To do it will be to 

undermine his vanity, to wipe o:ff the connection \'lith 

this great man and the tantrums that he has thrown so far 

will be without a cause, a connection. 

Hurt vanity and a despa.rate bid to maintain the 

image brings with it the resentment, that demands revenge 

to .reasse.tt one's value by passing on the hurt. George 

had ·been attempting for years to at-tract John Robert'• s 

attention, to provoke a 'happening' which would establish 

a ' bond' between them. George had ~tranted to occupy John 

Robert's mind; be had been as the Philosopher was vaguely 

a~ ... .., are, hurt and maddened by John Robert's calm coldness, 

by the evident fact that John Robert not only did not care 

about him, but did not think about him. But when qeorge 

finally gets the letter from Robert Rozanov, it appears 

that he has won. John Robert is now as obsessed with George 

as George is with Rozanov. The fatal connection, now 

running through Hattie, had tied them together at last. 

The contents of the·letter are not important, the 

communication itself is a sign- a provocation for the 

grand happening that would prove the relation and at the 
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same time will liberate George (one should alt.'lays 

remember that the desire to establish the connection and 

the desire for 'freedom' both are simultar~ously present 

within George. He ~'must a.9certain the .first and once be 

is assured of tbe connection he will undertake the journey 

to crossing the limit, and 'then break'f• He has, after 

all this, been able to get past his teacher's indifference 

and coldness, his sarcasm and irritation. His relation t·li th 

Rozanov bad al~tJa¥s been unhappy right from the start, 

poisoned by jealousy and humiliation and fear and unful­

.filled desire. Now it becomes meaningful. Ttie fact that 

the colossal man has written to him establishes that he 

bas for one moment at least, been able to penetrate into 

the mind of John Robert: 

This \'las surely a significant climax ••• George 
believed in signs. Tbe letter was a sign. Love 
and dearh were intercnangeable. The letter 
signalled that tu.s relation wi tb J obn Robert 
had reached a final orgasm.12 

Tberefore, George, the Philosopher's Pupil, 

Austin, the ace! dental. man, Nick and the type 11 ve by an 

idea of themselves which is in some ways significantly at 

odds with reality. Let's examine this point by picking_ Up 

a few lines from The P,hilosopt;er' s fURi;l', George and 

RozancN argue: 
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'You fla.ved me, you took away my life-illusions, 
you killed my self-love', 

"I doubt that•, said John Robert, 'but if I did 
kill your self-love I aJil very much to be. 
c.o_pgratulated and so are you'. 

· You know what I mean. \'li thout self-love there 
is nothing but evil ••• ( andin the next page) 
George asks 1 my mind is full of such strange 
trash. Jingles and-s"Qells- I can't explain. Do 
you think I am mad?' 13 · . 

To Sa:/ they're mad, eccentrics and narcissists is 

to sa,y little. We are mostly narcissi,9.ts, and only. in a few, 

not alwa_vs with felicitious results, is narcissism ovez-

come by re~igious discipline or psychoanalysis. They are 

all accomplished narcissists, experts and dedicated livers 

of double-life, and this in a way which is not always to 

their discredit. That is, they are in some respects, 

though not in others, not as bad as they pretend to be, or 

as they really believe themselves to be. Herein perhaps 

they intuitively practise.that sort of protective.colora­

tion whicb consists in sincerely giving one's faults 

prejorative names which conceal the yet more &"'ful nature 

of what is named. All of which goes to show that i't is 

difficult to analyse human frailty, and certainly difficult 

to analyse these strangely ji~ed and spelled minds. 

And this contributesi to the unintelligibility ·of 

Iris Murdoch's novels. The eccentrics and the Boddhisatvas 

act both as the form and tb.e contingency in her novels and 

they intermingle ·1:>1i th each other. And there are instances 

when a single person embodies both these characteristics: 
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the lone suffering and realization of the Buddha and 

an obsessive monomania. 

But· wby do most of them become so violent, 

aggressive and unpredictable 18 the unresolved question. 
' ' 

But an attempt can be made to understand it. As I earlier 

mentioned; both the ideas of love and freedom, connection and 

opening out go simultaneously. But it ts only momentary. 

This striking of the balance. bet~ieen the two, pinpointing 

the exact point that demarcates the two is an ext.remely 

tricky th.ing, it is like exercising 'Pra.n~aJil· - a unique 

spirt tual exercise that if done properly acts miracles and 

if taken lightly can prove to be self-ruinous. And it is a 

pity that most of them. understand this Yourtb-dimensional 

quality of eternity and perfection' as D.H. Lawrence puts it 

in 'Morality and the Novel', strive for 'this achieving of a 

pure relations nip' and when they fail the result is despair, 

illusive self-love, self-pity and horrible sentimentality of 

the worst kind. 

Most of them are obsessed with the idea of self­
o.xe. 

love and quite wrapt up in it. I have earlier mentioned 
·\ 

that most of them proclaim themselves as different gods and 

1 t is a pity that they become obsessed ~:1i th 1 t. They always 

find readymade allegorical figures and immediately want to 

step into tneir rs1troes-. forgetting the fact that one's 
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individual fanc.ies, eccentricities· or even goodness cannot 

be imi t~ted. George wants to become ·a GodJKirilov-style 

in Th.e Possessed who killed bimsel£. George certainly . 
takes the Cue from him and does it ·in a different· way,. He 

becomes· (or at least aspires to become) ~God by killing 

Rozanov. He argues •·wouldn't it be a bet~er way to become 

God to kill som.eone else? · That is harder than killing 

yourself'.. Nick in The Bell, commits suicide for different 

reasons and under a completely, different circumstance, but 

th.e point is . certainly common:, to assert and at the same . ,. 

time to deny the bond \d th Micb.ael. In a sense one can say 

they take revenge. but what a strange way to take revenge or 

get liberated toJhen one! s own li.fe is involved. 

·. All tb.ese tb.ings. (that. I have discussed ·in tnis 

chapter) happen because tney think in te.rms of absolute 

possession and total freedom - these puzzled maniacs think 

everything is possible. And Miss Murdoch· herself believes 

this is not possible. 

Vf e need to be enabled to thirk in terms of 
degrees of freedom, and to picture, in a 
non-metaphysical, non-tot ali tartan, and 
non-religious sense, the transcendence of 
reality ••• We need to return from the self­
centred concept of sincerity to the oth.er 
centred concept o:f truth. ltle are not isola:­
ted free choosers, monarcb.s of all we survey, 
but benighted creatures sunk in a real! ty . 
whose nature we are constantly and overwhelm­
ingly tempted to deform by fantasy • • • we 
need more concepts in terms of which to pic­
ture the substance of our bei~g ••• we need a 
new vocabulary of attention. 1 
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In .fact, the statement above solves many puzzles 

tbat crop up in her woms regarding characterization -

what slle calls 'philosophical concept of personality'. 

That they cannot discover tne truth about themselves or 

about what D.H. Lawrence calls 'circumaznbient universe' 

wben tllEU think of them as ·• monarcbs' and tbey cannot have 

their • self' pictured or reflected or realized unless theY 

nave more· concepts. But as we have seen this raises serious 

problems ••• the more they use the concepts the more the 

muddles, more diversified their eccentricity and the more 

difficult it becomes to pinpoint the truth. True; the 

~urdochian vision lacks the Humanism of Hemi~rau, 1s too 

much. concerned w1 th the • self-centred concept of sincerity', 

but then Santiago with all his feelings of brotherhood for 

the fish could not bring the truth {the fish in 1 ts entire 

beauty) ashore. 

Philosophy is not life. Even the preachers and the 

teachers do not live up to their own convictions. Life is 

not a. raw material that can be ennobled by a mechan1cal 

touch, nor can it be moulded into an assured pattern- it 

will take its own arbitrary tuw.s and twists much beyond,.. tbe 

expectations of most. And eccentricity starts frvm tbis -

when a person cannot live up to his designs and prograJDmes k~ 

observes a vast gap between his aspiration and his 
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achievement) he ponders over it al.l over again, sees the 

mistake of it all, but terribly obsessed with his own 

image, his self (or what Murdochian characters call 'self­

love'), he desparately yea.rAs for a. ·clue, a cause that" will 

license him to' hate the world or to pursue his O\vn t·Jay.· 

This is what roughly happens to the self•styled Nurdochian 

philosophers who later become confused lunatics. And this 

happens to both the enchanters and the enchanted ones. After 

a while the exorcists cannot control the network and the 

ring around which they throw magnetic charm looses its 

influence and the enchanted ones one after another realizing 

the ~..zeakening of the sick!Les:.-,rw.a.tlt":to be liberated and :free. 

'To picture the Sllbstance of our being' we need a 

different plan&. :1other than ourselves. · A·r.d f-1urdocn thinks 

it is 'more concepts' that, should serve as a plane• But 

her novels show a growing insufficiency of explanation. She 

earnestly believes that the universe was not created .for our 

interpretation, even though we could try. In a world ~tlhere 

there is no clear distinction between 'love' and 'freedom', 

no clear demarcation between wisdom and folly, all we can 

ask for as abe indeed does is only 'a new vocabulary of 

attention', the need of Ulhat she herself states could well 

be the conclusing rem~ for this chapter: 
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VIe live in a scientific and ant1•metaphys1cal 
age in which the do~, images, ar4 precepts 
Of religion have lost mucb of their power. tle 
bave not recol!ered frcm t~o t'lars . and the 
experience Of Hitler. ~le are also the bairs 
of Enlighter>.ment, Romanticism and the Liberal. 
Tradition. These are the elements of our 
dtlcruna: wbose cbief feature. 1n my view, is 
that we bave been left wi tb far too sba.l.l.~1 
and flimsy an idea of human ~ersonaltty.1~ 

As a we.y of illustration, ber first book P.ndet thg 

liaS was brought under tlle net of 'dilemma•; tn fe.ct 1 t WO$ 

the. first of a long and developing sequer.ce of symbolist­

pb11osoph1cal. novels dealing vJith the problems of language, 

mea.r4.n$ and myth-making. J o}{e Danagnua in this novel mey 

seem a typical fifties Ptcaro; but he is a. novelist, facing 

the problem ot the possible col.lapse into contingency ot 

language and be "finally reacbes a ser..se o:f the • unutterable 

particularity' of tbings ••• Her work is concerned wi tb the 

specifics o:f relationshi~s, but her rea4 power is to 

st.ructure the wo .rld of force lying be~ind. u 
16 

Her woms. tberefore, maintain a constant tension 

between the •uwtterable particularities' and tbe 'specifics 

of relationships•, wll.icb obviclisly causes the coof'Usions of 

various kinds. Some critics argue tbat tlle autbor' s symbolic 

intentior~ do not seem to be contrived. 0tberw1se, despite 

e..xce11ent passages, tne &tPJsteriousness' of Iris t.:urdocn' s 

fiction. even U it is regarded 'deept in some quJters, is 
.A 

no more than meretricious trickery. And this is tbe WSlf 
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M;artin Seymour&-Smi th reacts: 

\'lha.t has happened to this talented \'lriter 
by now is that .sb.e cannot see her people as 
peOple, and so in her despair she has become 
increasingly reckless, using every modish 
Cliche - spying, sex, inctest, mytholiogical 
allusion, the Gothic, whips ~ to distort her 
and her reader's attention from her inability 
to imagine si tuatio~ 1~ 

·But one could perhaps argue that tb.e point Of all 

this unresolved mystery about Iris. r.1urdoch is not her 

inability or incapability to look at life and its predica­

ments - but that genuine art in a.cy period has certain 

characteristics, and the great novelists have alwa;ys known 

how to tell a story. Li terar,y conventions come and go. vie 

tend to find George Eliots• s authorial intrusion rather 

painful - but we admit that her knowledge of human charac­

teristics greatly surpasses Virginia i'lollfe' s or E. Heming\vay' s. 

In reading her \<Je eventually suppress our annoyance, and say, 

-yes·, her insight into human psychology, however heavy handed 

is indeed penetrating. 

It is particularly difficult to discern a central 

tendency in the novel that may be natural enough to the 

nature of ficti'on, for the novel is a highly various species 

that can live by partioularization and can spare itself an 

abstract aesthetics. But since the war the variety of this 

1 various species' .or • the elements of our dilemma'· seem to 

have increased, while the self-conscious formalistic argument 

seems in the whole to have declined. It will hardly do to 
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argue that the novel has grown less important ar...cl less 

sure, after all' it has sv-ugbt in many directions a ne\1 

character and new forms. 

So, as I.rts tr:urdocb, herself has said, it bas 

tended to find 1 tsel.f at rangely placed between the ' 

• journalistic', which is documentary and open to experience, 

and tbe • crystalline' \'1h1cb. moves from contingency t01.1ards 

pa:tterning, towards the highly composed artet;.ct. 'l'he 

result is, she has suggested that writing baa lost something 

of its traditional centre in an awareness of the relation 

between individual and public experience; it nas tended to 

dichotomize the universe into separate, inner and outer 

worlds. The writer no longer grapples ·di th reality; and 

one consequence of this has been that the JDOdern novel tends 

to retreat into the self, finding tbe world large, strange 

and pbantasmagoriG and the self a lor.ely, imprisor.LSd t:lsce; 

it baa tended in snort to see tne human situation as farci­

cal, absurd and incomprehensible • 

. Re&e;tencem 

1. Ba.rbar, Everett: t Review o! a. Severed Head', Critis~ 

Quarterly III, (Autumn, 1961), PP•270.71. 

2· Iris Murdoch: TJle,,.Fl&allt ?rom tha Er.c;h&Ulttl!'t The Viking 

Press, N.Y. 1956, pp.304-305. 
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Chapter IV 

Conclusion 



E.t~. Forster's ,Aspects of the Novel, proposes 

'Expans.~on, not. completion, which is uniquely true of Iris 

Murdoch's entire vis ion. As mentioned in the beginning. of 

the introduct,i<mt the expanding vis i,on ke.eps on stretching 

and continuing· because it involves 'love', \~hich is endless 

and pe~eatlng, creating new worlds and Ofpening out new 

vistas. There is ~o s~ing up of love, no fixed pattern in 
. . 

which it can subside, every i,nstance is unique. and novel .and 

as.· the Abess actmonishes ~1ichael. in The Bell: 11 the way is alwG\Ys 

forward, never back". It might ntt always be. forward, but one 
. . . ,. 

t.hing is certain - it is always diverse, different and 

distinct. 
. ' 

Linda Kuehl's rem~s point up the di+ficulties.of 

summing up Iris .1:'-~urdoch' s fiction: 

This genre is stamped by a combination 
of pyrotechnics and philosophy, a design 
of bizarre effects intended to convey 
reality as contingent and eccentric. It 
employs stock fairy tale, mythic and 
gothic devices and transforms them into 
literary coPrelatives

1 
of the author's 

philosophical vis ion. 

The quot<;:~.tion describes the magician with her rod 

but not the stage on which she operates. The stage consists 

of what we have called, the 'pursuit and flight', the 

connection arid opening out; that is 'love and freeeom'. 
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Therefore, the stage, the magician and the effects of the 

rod all combined, produce the b~~ling cvmplexity of 

vision that we come acrosa in her novels. 

The fact remains that most of her novels are 

indigestible, in the sense that after finishing a book one 

still gazes at the ceiling witn a blank head and a big 

question mark in the front. The more one tries to sulve it, 

the larger it grows. But this is true of al.l great vsortcs 

and immortal arts, because they try to picture a life ~:Jhich 

is essentially mysterious and baffling. The meaning of 

life lies in the aura of darkness that surrounds it.- But 

this does not deter the Murdochian characters from going 

deep into tbe very roots and pits of this unnameable 

mystery and enchantment. After all, for Miss JJ:urdoch, Life 

and U.ove are the prime enchanters that attract the 

~'lurdochian lunatics, lovers and philosophers. rllts Murdoch's 

attitude towards life, love and the scope of her works are 

summed up in the Abess' s admen! tion to lt'!icbael in The Bell: 

••• where we generously and sincerely 
intend it, we are engaged in a work of 
creation which may be mysterious even 
to ourselves - and because it's myste­
rious, we may be afraid of it. But 
this should not make us draw back.2 

And this did not make Captain Ahab, Santiago or 

Miersault draw back~:~. r--:urdochian chatacters are a. bit of 
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!\habs and Santiagos (in their own ways) who never mind 

to have 'come too far' down the road- beyond their 

limitations. Here what matters is the jcurney, the 

search and the timeless enquiry, the results become 

unimportant. Instead, the 'pointer' or the eternal quest 

for the destination assumes paraJilount importance. 

So much for the philosophy behind the indigesti­

ble unintelligibility. Now let us try to understand the 

magician who contributes to this mystery in the form of 

different techniques that she employs. To quote a review 

on her in the T.L.S.: 

vne persistent source Of trouble for the 
reader is her unea..c;y \<Jedding of fable and 
realism - although when she dropped the 
yeast of fa~ble and laboriously manufac­
tured the 1916 Easter Rebellion background 
in 'The Red and the Green• (1965) the book 
did not really rise at all and became in 
some parts nearly indigestible. 3 

Indeed, the intercourse and intermingling of 

'fable and realism' is really 'uneasy'; because, the 

reader hardly knows the tine that can differentiate these 

two. For an example, in 'A Severed Head' the Japanese 

Samurai sword which Honor flashes with immense hypnotizing 

speed serves as a fable while symbolising a terrible 

unintelligible reality. At least f.iartin takes a fair 

amount of time after the incident to understand the 
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implications of that unique phenomenon. As a fable, 

these S\-Jords in Japan are considered practically as 

religious objects. They are forged not only with great 

care but with great reverence. And the use of them is 

bot merely an art but a spiritual exercise. Honor said 

to f>'lartin: 

'Being a ~hristian, you con~ect spirit 
with love. These people con~eet it with 
control, with power' 

'What do you connect it with'? · 4 She shrugged her shoulders. 'I'm a Jew'. 

Martin is unable to understand this irony. Even 

the reader is bound to be confused. They tend to forget 

the hints given by Honor earlier because of the extra­

ordinary impact made by the Samurai sword. That the 

sword defines and describes the 'control and power' of 

'Love' is completely missed, and like Martin, the reader 

is messmerized by the exquisite displ~ of the sword by 

Honor that cuts the napkins into various parts. But here 

is. a display and communication of the perfect 'c(!)1ltrol and 

power' of Honor's love towards Martin, a violent simmering 

fire that is disposed through the utter control over the 

sword. knd this 'control and power' should not be 

mistaken for chauvinism or dominance, it's rather the 
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app~ehension and knowing of the 'other', the perfect act 

of 'balancing and neutralizing' _(see Introduction) that is 

symboli~ed by cleanly cut, decapitated napkins into t\oJO 

balv~s... The perfect dissection of napki~ into even halves 

symbolizes the balance and control and the neutrality. And 

the 'hideously sha.rp' implica.tions of the act like the 

cutting edge of the sword· are' naturally' missed by the. 

,..,andering hero - Martin, for he is not ready· and yet. The 

apprehension of 'other' is an unpravedita.ted, spontaneous, 

realiza.t_ion; it is what D. H. Lawrence calls 1 the quick of 

life' aild this has riot electrified Narti11, as ·yet: 

I put my hand on the blade, moving ·it up 
towards the hilt and feeling the cutting 
edge. It was hideously sharp. My ·hand 
stopped. The blade felt as if it were 
chargeg \'lith electricity and T had·to let. 
go •.; • 

So as we see neither Martin, ror ~he readers, for 

the time being can dem~rc~tEL ~he line bet\"'een the fable 

and the reality imptied by the sword. Martin cannot 

neutralize and tolerate the force of 'electricity' discharged 

by the swarrd. But we should at waYs remember that it is rot 

the sword that reserves.the charge, rather it is charged with 

the 'control and power' of Homr' s love. The reality of 

control and power associated with the fable; the samurai 

sword and the individual exhibition in its near perfection, 

are all fused in stich a surprising manner that one misses the 
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entire meaning of this particular act. and this is the 

basic problem that contribu·tes to the indigestibility of 

f.11ss Nurdocll' s vision. Even the title ot the book J; Set'!Steb 

~Si.-1~ a terrible object of fascination, a .fable. As Honor 

bersel.f comments: 

I'm a severed bead sucb as primitive tribes 
and old alchemists used to use, anointing 
1 t with oil and 'putting a morsel of gold 
upon 1 ts tongu.e to make 1 t utter prophecies. 
all.d \4ho' kmws. but thJtat long acquaintance . 
with a severed head rntght mt lead to strange 
kmwJ.e·dga. For6sucb knot1led.ge one would have 
paid enough ••• 

And Honor in fact belongs to the prim!tive J e1.1isb 

tribe. \11th a fugitive and slwnberous look wbicb llartin 

canr.ot decipher. It migbt nave been sneer l'lfearinesa, 1 t 

might have been resignation. Nartin al~"~a.Ys tries in vain 

to detect and interpret Horor• s face witb her nar.ro~ calk 

eyes and the slightly oriental. appearance peculiar to certain 

Jewtsll women. There was something ant.mal-ltke and repellent 

in the glister.tng stare, wb.ich l\'1arthn cannot resist; for the 

fact was that Palmer t1as beautiful wb.ile she was very WY 
with her sa.Uot1J cheek wb.i.ch shOne dully like wax, and tha 

black gleaming hair, oily, strkhgnt and brutally snort. 'She 

wu.s a. subject for C-oya'. And f1art1n bas pa1d ar.d sacrificed 

enough and has learnt a horrible lot because of this 

• subject !or Goya'. l4art1n has lost his wife Antonia to 

A.le;-<:andar, his brotb.er, his mistress Georgie deserts him and 

flies away With Palmer to America. and to top it a,l.l, t'1artin 
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Witnesses the macabre and ~zzlin~ scene of naked Palmer 

and his naked sister Honor embracing each.other. His. 

acquaintance with the severed head has led him to the 

nightmarish visions of knowledge and the horrible secret 

twists :that life can take and thekrk, unknown corridors 

that individuals pass through. 

t'Iy intention was to show the doubleness of .the 

vision, the unclear, hazy horizon consisting o:f fable and 

fact. Dr. Honor Klein as a severed head \'li tb the Samuf.2/ti 

sword not onLy does·utter the prophecies and lead people 

to the awful brinks of realizations, but as an individual, 

expresses her own emotions and passions through the symbols 

that act also as fables. ~She is an exciting exorcist, 

representing the primitive tribes with all their devastating 

ugliness, but if one sees properly and can penetrate deep 

into that black, bald head, then one sees the beauty of it. 

And Martin sees it for the first time: 

I had prevented myself so far from looking 
especially at Honor. I looked at her nov1 ••• 
she looked to my eyes of farewell touchingly· 
mortal, as she bad looked then, her demon 
splendour quenched. unly. now I could see, in 
her ugliness, her beauty. It was almost too, 
much.7 

Therefore, the interaction within and between these 

two patterns is in a very real sense the pattern and 

interaction between individual characters, bet111een different 

kinds of society, between the sexes and between different 



forces and symbols, conscious and unconscious within the 

individual. Thus in the first pattern, that of 

A Severed Head, a character such as Martin Lynch-Gibbon 

moves or attempts to move out of the world of form, 

pattern and convention into one of contingency. His shift 

of reading habits alone, .from military history to the 

Golden Bough after he witnesses the extraordinary scene of 

incest between I' almer and Honor, suggests the kind of 

movement this is. His relationships with the three women 

Antonia, Georgie. and 'Honor, clearly represent the various 

stages of his entry and penetration into the nightmare, as 

it appears to him of that \vorl d. 

But suffering is there, at the root of it, creating 

all the muddles. The restless souls enchanted by the abysmal 

pit of suffering, wander aimlessly, act hysterically and 

think in terms of abstract, confusing and contradictory 

philosophy. Sometimes it seems that they literally pursue 

the suffering and once caught in it, they enjoy thei~ 

physical torture and their mental turmoil. They are just 

cut out for it. Gnce they plunge.into the sea of suffering 

they loose the rudder and direction because the suffering 

is chiefly imaginary- it is in their mind sleeping like 
Yl the gigantic white whale that rests ;in the m:ra of Captain 
l\ 

A.llab. It acts as the myth,· the mystery and the symbol at 

the s~e time, and the confounded chasers are left witll no 

option but to be devoured by their own imaginary muddles 
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and enchantments. 

As pointed out in the Introduction, the moral 

responsibilities of the ?'lurdochian cnaracters begin with 

their revolt against.society, its norms, fixed decorums 

and defined values. They take notbipg for granted. vne 

should not forget the fact th.at theirs is a corJ.Stant 

journey. into .their 0\'in inr..er self, a journey that is 

endles$; because the • inner' is a r..eve.r-ending mystery. 

The greater the bewilderment and shock that they receive 

from their experiences, · the mora determined and deeper 

their .atsea.rch becomes. Like all other modern characters,­

Eurdochian people are existentialists - the never-saY-end 

torch-bearers into the mines of their O~>Jn inner dark turmel. 

There is no esc.aping the project. some of them take it up 

actively and fearlessly· while others watch them frcm a 

distance. In every novel, thus, there are two sets of 

characters, the active ones \~ho act ei th.er like Boddhisatva.s 

or narci~ists and the passive ones, who try to receive the 
1\ 

\'lisdom from their va.ri ous undertakings, 'llbile labelling it 

\>lith various philosophical convictions. And the problem or 

the unintelligible muddle probably starts from this very 

point. Because no one can share some or.e else's experience, 

one m~ at best apprehend 1 t. lne of the fv:urdochian 

characters somevthere states tha.t • no one is wise frcm 

others• woes'. 
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TbG extensively used metapb.orical setting in 

l>1iss Murdoch's ncvels 1a either tba driving rain or the 

sulpnurous fog. iineriever b.er characters start tor an 

important venture 1 t usually rains or a black, sulphurous 

· tog;! blurs their vision wbic:b symbolises the ..fail\U'e tba.t 

envelopes tbe project and 1 ts outec.me. The actions of 

man, like his mtnd and- bea.rt are beyond aeyone' s interpre­

tations. Incest, adultexy, homo-sexual relationships, 

rnurde.r, revenge. lies and ·so forth occur 1n ner novels 

like routined aft'airs. 'i\rA tbe active chJu•actera indulge· 

in sucb pe~ions because they consc1~usly want to dabble 
" 

in acts regarded by soc1ei(y as immoral and unethical. They 

vJant to test 1 ts impact on tneir reasoning. i.Inagination 

and soul. It is like testing ar.d experimenting w1 ttl their 

own being on the laboratory table, applying 1 t wi ttl various 

chemicals ar.d then cbserv1r..g tbe reactions alld tbe cbangea 

that 1 t CJ.llde.rgoes. Tbis is chiefly tbe reason why most o! 

tbem believe one thing, sr:q another azld then act differently. 

Because for tbem, moral.i ty does :not lie in dissociating 

themselves frcm the so-called .facile evil, but in ur.de,p­

taking the prescribed evils on tbeir own ana experiencing 

1 t .firs't>-band, in order to be able to apprehend and appre­

ciate the 'other' a..~ thereby to reach the '1nr~r'. 

But it 1s easier said than done. Bec3USe they are 

extremely conscious of violating the established no.tms 



94 

and orders, they are limited and bound by the lines 

drawn by the society; otherwise, they will not carry on 

the arguments on • nice and good', on to be or not to be 

so extensively as they usually do. Rupert in A £airl¥ 

[I onoura.bl!? DeJ:ftsat argues: 

~tie experience the difference betvJeen good 
and ev.eil, the dreariness of v1ickedness the 
life-givingness of good. vie experience the 

. pure joys of art and nature ••• .Ul right, 
we are t.vi thcut guarantees, but we do kno~1 
somethings for certain. 

But does be knot>~ really, if one considers what be 

really does? 1/hen bis affection tot'lards Morgan is 

dubiously manipulated by Julius King, he goes to the 

extent of lying to Hilde., 1t1ho hitherto had been a solid 

support and anchor for Rupert. Rupert and Hilda, the 

certain couple are divided and everytbing that \'lent in to 

make the. tree erect and solid is defeated. 

Yes, they are not sure and tney cannot escape the 

pricks Of their conscience. Evezything about the existence 

of goodness or badness, right or \</rong, Vice and virtue ma.v 

be a matter of subjective illusion or a relative concept, 

but the more they argue about 1 ts vague existell..ce, the more 

prominently 1 t occupies their minds. For an exampl~, 

r!Jartin and Georgie in A Sever~d Head get rid of their ille­

gal child, and thcugb Georgie's stoic acceptance and lofty 

spirt t constlles Martin a. bit.. still he is left with a sense 
/ 



of not having suffered enough: ttonly sometimes in 

dreatns did I experience certain horrors, glimpses of 

a punishment which would perhaps yet find 1 ts hour•? 

The statement ·above refers to both the points that 

contribute to the riddles in Miss l>1urdoch' s novels: The 

search for· the suffering and the muddles about the age-old 

questions on good and bad. 0nce they get the pricks, they 

dv not repent, t~ey search for an immediate suffering or 

wait for 1 t ~tJi th a sense o£ evel'-readiness with the belief 

that the fire of suffering will redeem the wrong-doinms. 

But this was not my point. rljy at tent! en ~'las on an 

active involvement in such actiuns of which they are not 

sure. To get rid o£ an illegal child may be a sin, may 

amount to killing the soul o:f an innocent who cannot even 

protect itself and the act itself may be considered sinis­

ter; but they themselves have to expettenc e 1 t with all its 

horrible pricks of consc~tence. As Hilary Burda in 
, 

A Word gnild bel~ves: 

For a desparate man, any set back can tap 
a deep base of nightmare,. every sin¢ repre­
sent.s the original or~, indeed is part of 1 t, 
every crime is tbe Crime. 10 

It would be a total injustice to Iiliss f•iurdoch 1 s 

works fJf one of the most important aspects cor..cerning the 

habit of the characters is not taken up here. And that's 
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alcohol. Very fet'l characters can say no to drinks - and 

they drink a lot. Before the start of a;ey conversation, 

after the deliberations, before taking up a nocturnal 

adventure and after it, before apprehending a disastrous 

revelation and after its realization, drinking becomes a 

terrible necessity• They usually get up with a splitting 

headache, .a confused intellect and a cloudy reasoning. And 
... 

they indulge in it t 0 such an extent that one is forced 

to think of them as ale oholics and of their wanderings like 

that o·f average sentimental -drunkards. ~vhatever it is, 

this certainly heightens their eccentric behaviours and 

makes the entire scenario quite puzz.ling •. , And this is. 

probably the reason why many of them so readily can come to 

a conclusion, drink a toast only to forget it· after.-Jards. 

They hit the bottles and then they spit out the mad, jarring 

things, but they do not sleep on i-t:;.- \'lith the break of 

another day, it is anoth~r venture, a different life, 

another bottle and another z1p-ag ~oj ourn. 

It seems that rJitss f1urdoch' s valiant characters \'lho 

throb with excessive energy al;ld spirt t and perform immense 

heroic.s are -really not 'all that. At heart, they probably 

are quite nervous and shaken at everything that happens to 

them. Lone should always remember that they have a penchant 

for realizing and seeing things a., second before the average 

humanity sees. And they see it vividly with such clarity 
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that it becomes a terrible difficul. ty to communicate or 

interpret it. The way they visualise things, comp~Unen­

ta.lise every aspect of 1 t and scan it can be felt only 

when one surrenders oneself to th~ rhyttpn of her novels. 

V'le exepct, but rarely find, characters that live 

in the memozy. E.N. Forster says plot and stozy might be 

set aside in favour of some other units, but one wants . . 

characters 'to seem alive' • Hurdochian character lives 

long after the novel is read over, ~e/sbe represents a 

principle, a force, a condition, an essense and what is most 

important - a dilemma. There is, as mentioned earlier, 

something mysterious, simple and fateful about them. 

r'lurdochian characters remain as distractions, 

unsolved puzzles and questionable contradictions. They are 

the fallen beings, the wounded, bleeding and crying victims -

victims of their own doings and their own inner confusions. 

But the peculiar and unique aspect of her novels is that 

they all end with a happy, reconciled note. Inspi te of so 

much of sufferings, 'muddles', 'enchantments' and philoso­

phical dabblin.gs, they hurz:y .on to tbe closure, tba.t som&­

times sounds stage-managed like 'Far lf.rom Tne r·1adcling Crowd'. 

As one cirtic has pointed out. 
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Generally the fUndamental pairing -off 
of patterns at the end of the ~otorlt is 
common to most of her novels. Either 
they manage to stay in their static 
marital relationsh.i:p, or they find 
their physical sexual ma.turi ty accom­
plished and hence indispensable.11 

They \'lander, they freak out, suffer and yet they 

manage to ~orne to a hurriedly managed no.rmal conclusion. 

Yes, life is incomprebensible, relationships are bizarre, 

philosophical realizations are incomplete and jarring. But 

as T. s. Eliot sa.Ys • human kind cannot bear too much of 

reality'. Even these eccentrics, enchanters and 

Boddhisatvas cannot. - Even the most accomplished enchanter 

Julius King admits, 'I didn't know what to do next' '• 

But in spite of a no:mal. conclusion, she leaves us 

~11th the impression tbat she does not complete her true 

attitude towards life, but instead must hurry on to the next 

novel. I have pointed out that l\1urdoch herself, in an 

interview bas clarified that she really wanted to write one 

big novel. And this is what probably she is doing. Tnere­

fore as l.ong as she continues to wrt te we shwld not expect 

a final.i ty or an ultimate message from her. 

And one should al\'IEzy's remember that she is a teacher 

of philosophy by profession, and her own philosopby gives 

a useful indication of her fictional intentions. Though 

philosophy ha.s never been a satisfactory raison d' etre for 

the creative writer, still it m~ explain some of the 
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problems that crop up in understanding her works. 'l'be 

muddles associated wi til 'morality' from which her concepts 

of 'love' and 'freedom' ·emanate have made her novels more 

baffling and indigestible. Because, as a philosopher. if 

she cannot achieve the distinction of defining it, then, it 

is expected that a<J a novelist sbe t'IOul.d make them more 

'unutterable' • 

The empbasis upon lc'Ok!ng at some kind of objective 

background to morality instead of fixing tbe source of moral. 

va.lue ul ttmately in tndivid\.lal. decision-making bss been 

transformed by Irts r~:urdoch in a highly significant tlo.rk, 

I.he sox~mx of Goo,d, into an extremely metaphysical thesis. 

She sees great ttozks of art as sCil!lethlng wnich t·till t-1ean us 

a\·ta:y from particularity and prejudice in our moral judgements, 

and t1hich will pr"vide a universal dimension as a background 

for moral life. She assents tbat tbis .cannot be found in 

human nature 1 tself: that man nas to look for tne transcan­

dant if be is to live morally. 

Concepts like virtue and vice, wbich I have dealt 

t>Jitb extensively earlier, .f\lrttler cloud our and tler 

ebaracters' understanding about tbe 'apprehension' ::md 

'knowledge' of the 'other' that is, the demarcation bet~1een 

'love• and '.freedom' becomes an extremely di.f.ficul t task. In 

ClD arena. of undefined attitude tot.rard.9 life, shnpele.Js 

realities and shifting values, tr;here the characters regularly 

oac1llate bett:een vtsdcm anc folly • some fixed pattern and 
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code is necessary ~o bold things togetner. But sne would 

not grant that. 

Virtu~ and vices, sne maintains, are connected 
< 

with human flourishi.ng, a notion which in turn is connected 

with needs and wants• Oilly in so fa.r as the po~1ers of the 
' .· 

human mind at:"e speclrfied in the pbilosopny of mind shall we 
. i 

know what· would ·cont_rtbute to human flourishing •.. The· 

philosophy of mind would almost provide a transce~@lr\1taL. 

deduction Of virtues and vices. Such a view, despite its 
. . . 

in1~ial plausibility, shows a great lack of sociolo~cal. 

sophisti:.cation. Moral! ty cannot be derived from aspecifica-
. . 

tion of' human needs, for what a man is regarded as needing 

is basically defined by tbe moral context ·in wbicll he lives, 

moves and has his being. 

And: the 'philosophy of mind' is a v~t roa:.ctng 

space, an ever continuing process and tbe specification of' 
. . 

human needs. and relat,ionships will go on multiplying and 

breeding !or ever. And so shall be the life and its incom-

preh~nsible, unpre~dented aspects~ 

Iris Murdoch can reach a concluSion. 

· no · 
Therefore, research on 

A 

Like her.cbaracters, 

the critics are the fated seekers of the 'pointer' that woUld 

continue to elude and recede. 

Yes, most of ner novels end witn marriage, or w~th 

a happy reunion or just .with a great feeling. For examp~es 
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I quote here the conclu~ng lines of A Word Child 

'Happy Ghristmas, Tommy'. 
- 'I'm going ·to marr,Y you, Hilary' • 
''Are you, Thomas?' · 
'Yes, I'm going to marry you.' 
'Are you, Tb.omasina''? ~P-391) 

£!: Fairly Honou~able Defeat ends with the note: 

The suri wa8 warm. upon his back. 
Life was good. (p.447) . 

But her real· attitude towardS li!e is ·evident from 

the way she chooses to end her novels like The Philosopher's 
. - . 

Pupil or The Unicorn. 

I share the _general view that the marriage 
will be a happy one • • • tb.e end of any tale 
is arbitrarily determined. - -As I now end 
this one, somebody may S/lY: ·but how on earth 

·do you know ~l .thesft things about all tqese 
peopl§? Wei , where does one p~rson end and 
wether person begi.il? It is my role in li.fe 
to listen·to stories ••• ('The End', The 
Fhilo§opfier1 s fupil). -

And in Th§ Unicorn at the end, inside the train: 

Ef!inghalll ,sighed and crJJIIlp;l.ed the_ newspaper in 
his hand ••• theY would talk the whole thing 
over as the express carried them away across 
toe" central plain. · 

· Therefore, \.,rhere does Iris Murdoch, and? Every end 

seems to be a great beginning. 
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