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THE LIMITS OF IRIS MURDOCH'S ARTISIRY

Artistic development in the csse of lris Murdoch should al-
ways be discussed in connection with the novellist's philoso-
phical jdeas and her views on the theory of literature. Iris
Murdoch's own theory of the novel arose from her moral philo-
sophy and her novels gpeflect all the transformations and modi-
fications of concepts and the reconsiderations of the author
in this gi@ldlm The strictly philosophical interests of Iris
Murdech have gone [rom existentialism to platonism which is also
reflected in the subsequent novels, beginning with the partial-
ly existential “Under the Net" (1954) wup to the more platonist
"ihe Sea, the Sea" (1978) and finishing with the twenty third
novel, the most recent so far, "The Book and the Brotherhood”
(1987).

Iris Murdoch believes that clear and meaningful concepts can

form the basis {for reaching moral Exﬁﬂllﬁﬂﬁﬁzn This theoreti-

! A brief survey of the ideas expressed so far by Iris Mur-
dgoch can be found in my article ®Iris Murdoch: Theary and Prac-
tice - Characterization in "The Ses, the Sea", "Wydawnictwo Nau-
kowe WSP w Bydgoszczy" 1981, Studia-Filologiczne, z. 13, Com-
plete bibliography of Iris Murdoch's works and the up to date
criticism concerning them can be found in my doctoral disser-
tation "Konstrukcja postaci i technika narrac)ji w powiesciach
Iris Murdoch" (Uniwersytet tddzki, 198%) which is already ac-
cepted for publication by the Scientific Society in Torud and
will sooun appear under the title "Iris Murdoch - powiesclopi-
sarka 1 moralistka".

. This statement appeared in M. 0. B8 1 1 a my, An Inter-
view with Iris Murdoch, "Contemporary Literature" 1377, vol. 18,
p. 136,

[209]
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cal statement finds its expression in every novel under the
shape of carefully observed relations among the characters. The
portraits of Michael Meade in "The Bell”, Emma Sands in "An
Unofficial Rose"™, John Ducane in "Ihe Nice and the Good", Au-
stin Gibson Grey in "An Accidental Man", Charles Arrowby in
“The Sea, the Sea", Anne in "Nuns and Soldiers” and others, ma-
nifest the fact that human behaviour is always extremely im=-
portant and the direct participation in social relations is
the final test of everyone's morality. The main interest in the
field of ethics is for Iris Murdoch learning sbout oneself and
others as much as it is possible within the frame of human li-
mitations. In the presented @umting@mts world only dynamic,
interpersonal relations give the possibility of escaping from
the material world and are the only way to reesch transcenden-
tal values. The road to freedom, wisdom and happiness reguires
immersing oneself in the opacity of another human being. Oif-
ferent perspectives from which this problem is pressinted in
these novels manifest the richness of Iris Murdoch's 1lterary
creativeness and her continuous search towards excellence.

The early novels of Iris Murdoch are explicit in their mean-
ing and in this sense they are more closed, whereas the later
novels allow for many various interpretations and hence they a-
re more open, Jhe philosophical outcome of "Under the Net" for
instance 1is clearly presented and the character of Jack ex-
plicitly sketched.. The more recent novels on the other  hand,
like "Henry and Cato", "The Sea, the Sea", "Nuns and Soldiers”,
"The Philgsoher’s Pupll" leave a lot of scope for the reader's
own imagination. 11 seems that with every following novel Iris
Murdoch treats her work with greater constderation. In this way
she attempts fulfilling one of the most important assump-
tions in her own theory of the navel.

In the range of character ereation one can also observe

s The term contingency in Iris Murdeoch’s theory is the kay

word for wunderstanding human personality from the point of
view of morality. Contingency defines the abillty to accept
fate, to accept the accidental, the unpredictable, the unusual.



Ihe Limits of [ris Murdoch's Artistry 211

e |t o 5 At e e - e ————

certain propresas although the novelist herself claims that she
is still far frowm perfection 1in this respect. In one of the in-
terviews Iris Murdoach stated, "Thae creation of character is a
difficult thing. I'm not yet particularly good at it. My plot
and the kind of central magic are so strong that they tend to draw
the characters too much towards the a&ntre”‘ﬂ In other words
Iris Murdoch has not as yet been able to create characters in
their nineteenth century sense”. Tha writer cannot always sol-
ve the problem of a character mainly because she is not, cont-
rary to the nineteenth century writers, tolerant enough towards
her characters. In another interview Iris Murdoch said, "Some
of my characters tail to emerge as independent individuals, and
are mere extensions of my emotional and philosophical bi@ﬁ“ﬁ.
Further on in the same interview the novelist gives the example
of Hannah from “The Unicorn" as a character that has escaped
the author's control. Originally Hannah was meant to be a sym-
bolic character who similarly to Christ, through her suffering
was to redeem the people around her. Instead, Hannah  herself
has the fseling of guilt and deceit. Her personality developed
in an unforseen direction and e3 a result she has become an
unsuitable image of the redeemer. Satisfying results can only
be achieved in thess circumstsnces through close control of
the character creation and the proper balance between the cha-
racters and the plot,

In his interview with 1Iris Murdoch, Frank Kermode guotes
the wards of the asuthor about character creation, "One starts
off - at least [ atart off - hoping that every time this suc-
cessful character creation |is g@ing to happen and that a lot
of people who are not me are g@ing‘t@ come into existence in

“8ellamy, op.cit., p. 139,

Ihe nineteanth century English writers and their novels
are Lhe models for Iris Murdoch. These are the only good and
great novels according to the aulhor bDecause they present real
and convincing human beings apgainst & realistic background. At
ihe same time all these novels carry a profound moral meaning.

ER. L. Ha y d, An Interview with Iris Murdoch, "Univer-
sity of Windsor Review" 1965, No. 1, p. 142,
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some wonderful way. VYet often it turns out in the end that
something about the structure of the work itself, the myth as
it were of the work, has drawn all these people into a kind of
form which ultimately is the form of one’s own mﬂnﬂ“7a In this
way thue aspect that Iris Murdoch most objects to in her theo-
retical writings becomes also her own flaw in some of the no-
vels.

Just as it is the case with many characters in her novels
Iris Murdoch often takes up the role of the Almighty towards
them. This seemingly contingent world created hy the novelist
is partially shaken by the fact that Tris Murdoch herself is
the very person who c¢reates it in all these nowels. If the
readers are to blame these characters im her novels who deli-
berately use their great power, they could also blame the au-
thor for creating this scheme of seif destruction in which
they are placed. Sometimes the author wmanifests her god-like
power through punishing the innocent as it is for instance the
case with Harriet in "The Sacred and Profang Love Machine”.
Frequent and surprising turns ot sction also remind of the
constant presence of the guthor, not directly in the language
of narration which is relatively free from the author’s lntafs
ferences, but in arranging the plot which is always subordina-
te to some outer alm and theory. The author even seems to sug-
gest certlain connections exjsting in all her works through al-
lusions to characters or problems that have already appearocd
in other novels. These problems thet have bteen dealt with ma-
rgtnally in the earlier novels, sometimes become the main on-
25 in the later novels. Characters with the same names appear
kn several novels causing the impression of certain homogen-
eity of the presented world. For instance Mildred and Felix in
"An Unocfficial Rose" drink wine of ihe Lynch-Gibbon brand, di-
rectly imported from the winery of Martin Lynch-Gibbon in "A
Severed Head"”, while Charles Arrowby in "The Sea, the Sea"
knows Adelaide ano William, the characters from “"Bruno's Oream”.

o

? F. Kermode, House of Fiction. Interviews with Se-
ven English Novelists, "Partisan Review" 1963, No. 30, p. 63-
b4,
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This method suggests that all theas characters live theic own
lives also outside 1ihe world of the novel in which they ori-
ginally appeared and it underlies simultaneously the realis-
tic gutcome of these books. It is at the same time a good ex-
ample of the contingency of human life which is so wvery im-
portant in Iris Murdoch's views. Yet, it also reminds us that
it is not anybody else that cresates this contingency.

Hevertheless, Iris Murdoch also takes up the god-llke posi-
tion in a more positive sense, through bringing out in the read-
ers the feeling of great sympathy far the characters she pre-
spents. It seems to be rather significani that the majority of
her protagonists and all first person narrators are men., One
could probably tind many reasons for sdch presentation but one
is certainly most important - it is the attempt of the novel-
ist to present characters entirely different from herself, cha-
racters who are concerned with their own problems. In Iris
Murdoch's view it is this ability +that makes a genuinely good
novelist because according to her theury only a person truly
concerned with others canh understand them and similarly only
such an artist can pressnt a convincing vision of the world
and another human D%ingnu

In her philosophical work "Sartre, Romantic Rationalist® I-
ris Murdoch criticizes Sartire’s novels for the lack of the
author's sympathy towards his characters and hence for the
creation of unconvincing characters. The world and the people
presented by Sartre are arbitrary and solipsistic. The novels of
Iris Murdoch on the contrary, describe from many different points
of view various layers of experience and are not treated merely as
the means for conveying the author’s own dilemmas and problems.
The characters created by Iris Murdoch, or at least the best
of them, always join two worlds - they move around and func-

8 In my interview with Iris Murdoch in her London flat in
September 1981 the novelist expressed the above mentioned views
and also added that she chooses men for her main characters
because they seem tu be more significant in seclial life and
as such they are more interesting. Hesides, Iris Murdoch would
not like to be called a woman-novelist as she does not consid-
er herself a feminist writer.
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tion in the very realistically presentied world of modern Eni=
gland but at the same time these charscters and their actions
carry additional, more universal, often sywbolic meaning. Tharks
to this method of characterization the reader comes across in-
teresting characters who are rich paychelogically, {fully deve-
loped and intriguing. These lively and colourful beings, Just
as the characters from the nineteenth century novela, stay 1In
the memory of the readers for a long time also because of the
visual methud of pressntation which concerns both the main and
the secondary characters such as for example Jack in "Under
the Net", Dora in "“The Bell®, Jobn in "The Nice and the Ggod",
Bruno in "Bruno's Dream", Bradley in "The Black Prince", Char-
les in "The Sea, the Sea"” and secondary ones such as the Quen-
tin sisters in "Under the Net", Annette in "The Flight from the
Enchanter”, the Anglican bishop from "The Bell, Rachel in “"The
Black Prince", small Luca imn "The Sacred and Profane Love Ma-
chine", Rosina in “The Sea, the Sea", etc,

In some novels, however, ideas seem to overshadow the main
characters as it is with Mischa Fox in "The flight from the En-
chanter™, Martin and Honor in "A Severed Head" or Hannah in "The
Unicern". In such novels the characters are mainly types who
are rather allegorical figures than real living individuals
and they are not always originally meant to be such,

The majority of Iris Murdoch's characters usually cannot
easily come to terms with the accepted theories about wmorality
and it Is only after a series of painful experiences that they
find the moral meaning of their existence. It is one of the
reasons why the characters invariably move witﬁmn. the frame of
an interesting, quickly changing plot. These new situations,
in which the characters suddenly find themselves, most often
suggest that the world they live in is rich in weaning and con-
tingent. Thus, every single experience is uniyue, preciqus and
surprising and although all the situations concern similar mo-
ral provlems, every single one is different and never wade bor-
ing, the author uses different perspectives and the result is
that she avoids schemes and stereotypes in charsctar creation.
Characters in the novels of Iris Murdoch demonstrate how un-
predictable are the reactions ot people. Jack Donaghue, Mi-
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chael Meade, Martin Lynch-Gibbon, Bradley Pearssn or Charles
Arrowby, all of them, every one in a different way, manifest
how irrationally human mind can operate wunder stress. The be-
haviour of these characters and many others indicates that man
can get to know himself only through the contacts with others.
It is only through laoving others that one can undarstand him-
self and see realistically the world around him. The main mess-
age all the novels of lris Murdoch convey is the statement that
life is art and the greatest artist is the one who learns about
himself through the knowledge of others.

The novels of Iris Murdoch deal mainly with ideas from which
the author slways starts beginning a novel and the characters
spring from the theme not vice versa. Nevertheless, in one of
the interviews the novelist stated, "I suppose I have certain
philosophical ideas about human life and character, and that
these must somehow find expression in my novels; but {for the
most part 1 am not conscious of this process and I think it
would be deatructive if I meregm Iris Murdoch claims that phi-
losophy is not her main concern but she also admits that phi-
losophiical ideas sre present In her novels because every writ-
er subconsciously writes about what he knows bagilﬂi It is
characteristic of Iris Murdoch's writings that she often pre-
sents extremely immoral, disgusting and odd charscters whose
behaviour is sometimes horrifying. The presence of such cha-
racters is the results of Iris Murdoch’s interest in the pro-
blems of good and evil and thelr moral outcome.

Evil seems to be presented much more convincingly than good
in the novels of Iris Murdoch. It might be the result of the
novelist's belief +that evil is the best catalyst which in the
sharpest way defines human personality. These extremely bad
behaviours show acutely the main moral dilemmss of human rela-
tions. The most repulsive and atrocious pictures pf evil ap-

pear in “fhe flight from the Enchanter", "A Seversd Head", "The

? J.,Haffenden, Jobn Haffenden Talks to Iris Mur-
doch,  "The Literary Review" 1983, No. 58, p. 33,

e These opinions were also mentioned by the writer in my
interview with her in 1981.
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Italian Girl"™, "The Time of the Angels". 1he novelist ihinks
that evil is more rascinating than good. 0One of the characters,
Julius King in "A Fairly Honourable Defeat" expresses best the
novelist’s sssumption when he says, "Grown men show an  egual
facility for making completely absurd metaphysical assumptions
which they feel instinctively to be comforting - for inatance
the assumption that good is bright and beautitful and evil is
shabby, dreary or at least dark. In fact experience entirely
contradicts this assumption. Guood is dull. What novelist ever
succeeded in making a good man interesting? It is characteris-
tic of this planet that the path of virtue 1% suo unutterably
depressing that it cen be guaranteed to break the spirit and
queanch the vision of anybody who consistently attempts to tread
it. Evil on the gontrary, is excliting and fascinating and ali-
ve. It is also very much more mysterious tham good. Good can
be seen through. Evil is @@aquemll.

This theory can be easily questioned as literature knows
many examples of excellent pictures of goed yet in the novels
of Iris Murdooh it is definitely less [fascinating than ewvil.
It seems to be wmore the result of the author's inability to
create convincing images of grnod than of the conviction that
good is really dull. The paradox of Iris Murdoch's writings is
that although the novelist praises and valuas good and condemns
evil and smorality 1t is the latter two concepts that are much
more convincingly presented by the author.

Iris Murdoch's literary theory links real men and charact-
ers with the contingent world in a way that the novelist her-
self best described in one of her philosophical works, "We
imagine fictitious characters are concrete individuals and al-
though it is true that the information we have about them is
limited, this may also be so in the case of real people, and
anyway the information is endlessly open to reinterpretation,
In fact we may in the course of time, alter our assessment of

a fictious ﬂharagtar“lz,

—

11 y Murdocgh, AFaicrly Honourable Defeat,  Penguin
Baoks 1980, p. 223.

& I. Murdoeh, Visigan and Choice in Morality, "Pro-



The Limits of Iris Murdoch’s Artistry 23

By moving the reader's sympathy from one character to the
other within the same novel and by presenting a given situa-
tion from many different poinis of view, Iris Murdoch tries to
show @8 true vision of reslity. It is also characteristic of
iris Murdoch's novels that the characters move in a very real
sugrounding, It is 8t the same time 2 feature that distinguish
as Iris Murdoch - the novelist from Iris Murdoch - the philosa-
pher. In her work on Sartre the auihor notices, “The noveliat
proper s, in his way, a sort of phenomenclogist [...] The no-
velist has his eyes fixed on what we do, and not on what we
ought to do or must be presumed to do [...] He has always
been, what the very latest philosophers claim to be, a da-
scriber rather than an explainer; and in conssguence has of ten
anticipated the philosopher’s ﬂi%cavﬁries“!’.

Iris Murdoch's talent for conveying the atmosphere of the
described places and especially the characteristic auras of
life in London is a good example of the author’s phenomenclogy.
the novals are full of charminy descriptions of many parts aof
Londen with precise names of the streets, pubs and shops as

it is for example In “"Under the Net", "Bruno’'s Dream", "The
Time of the Angels", "A Word Child", ete. Such detailed de-
scriptions of the metroponlis may remind the reader of the

degscriptions of Victorian London that vne finds in the novels
of Charles Dickens. Similarly to Dickens, Iris Murdogch  seems
to love and hate this city at the same time but London in the
novels of Iris Murdoeb is definitely more cheerful. Though
both the writers wuse humour in their descriptions each of them
has 8 different artistic vision and different idea of back-
ground in a novel, ¥

in the sphere of narrative technigues one can also observe
certain davelopment. Similarly to methods of characterization
also here there is a certain widening and deepening of the
technigues rather than their radical change. Iris Murdoch is
not interested 1in narrative techniques in themselves but treats

ceedings of the Aristotelian Society", London 1956, vol. XXX.
p. 50.

13 I. Murdoch, Sartre, Romantic Rationallist, Bowes
and Howes Publishers Ltd., Cambridge 1953, p. 47.
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them as means of reaching certain aima, The novelist ls look-
ing all the time for the best form for her narrative. The first
novel, "Under the Met", was written within the frame of the first
person narrative and afterwards there were novels written main-
ly 1n the third person with a pseude-omniscient narrator; in
"The Black Prince" the novelist joins the narrative of an un-
reliable narrator with a series of conflicting epilogues; in
*The Sea, the Sea" the author uses the form of a memoir,

The novels written in the first person are usually more in-
teresting from the point of view of the narrative technigues.
In this context the development of the preblem of reliabili-
ty becomes most significant, beginninp with Jack, through
Bradley to Charles. Basically similar themes connected with the
aspact of getting to know others are presented with different
calouring. In “Under the Net" Jack 1is only @& young man who
learns how to see and perceive the world around him according
to his private theories. Bradley in "The Black Prince" iz an
artist and a great egoist but he presents a genulnely artis-
tic vision. In “The Sea, the Sea" the reader meets a monster of
egaism.

Iris Murdoch seems to be looking all the time for the best
form for her novels, wusing differant means and perspectives.
Just as the novelist is constantly 1in search of new solutions
to the moral problems she is most concerned with, her novel is
in the process of gradual development and modification. Bath
these factors clearly define the intelligence of the author and
her open mind. Iris Murdoch does not close herself in the world
of the same ideas and structures but she constantly makes
attempts at explaining them by means of her methods. Tha exisiing
flaws in her novels are the result of the confilict between the
ideals and the practice of the modern society, with which the no-
velist cannot always come to terms, and also of +the conflict
petween her own moral convictions and the ability to give arti-
stic shape to their complexity. The proper balance among all
these elements has not yet been achieved by the navelist.

University of M. Kaopernik
in Torur



ihe Limits of lris Murdnch's Artistry 21

Fwa Weinic

GRANICE MISTRZOSTWA IRIS MURDOCH

Artykul analizuje artystyczne ograniczenia plsarki w za-
kresie kreowania postac) i opuruwania fabulg. Gldwna tematyka
przedstawiona jest na tle zatotert filozoficznych i teoretycz-
no-literackich Iris Murdech, ze szczegdlnym odwolaniem sie do
poglgddw etycznych pisarki i je} podziwu dla powiedci i pisa-
rzy dziewigtnastowiecznej Anglii.

Wczesne powiesci Iris Murdoch sg jedpoznaczne w swojaj wy-
mowie i w tym sensie bardzie} zamknigte, podczas gdy pdiniejsze
powiedsci s3 bardzie) ziozone, dajg czytelnikowi wiele molliwo-
4ci co do rdinych interpretacii, & co za tym idzie sa bardzie)
otwarte. We wszystkich swoich kolejnych powiedcliach pisarka dg-
*y do coraz to wivksze) doskonalosci.

W zakresie kreowania postaci moZzna zaobserwowad pewien po-
step, chod sama powiesciopisarka prazyznaje, ze jest jeszcze da-
leka od perfekciji w te) dziedzinie. Fabula i gtéwna idea sg
zawszie podporigdkowane pewnel nadrzednej teorid, ktdra stanowi
pryestanie powledci. W niektdrych przypadkach postaci sg prze-
stoniegte prezuntowang teoriy 1| stajg sie zbyt abatrakcyjne. gw
przypadkowy swiat, w ktdrym istniejg poszcregdlne -postaci oka-
zuje sig czgsto 2tudny, poniewaZz nle ma peine) niezaleznosci
pomigdzy pisarky a wytworami jej fantazji.

Iris Murdoch stars sie¢ jednak zawsze traktowad swoje  po-
stlaci z ogromng sympatig i poczuciem humoru. Te najlepsze z po-
staci stworzonych przez Iris Murdoch 1tgczg w sobie dwa Swiaty
- poruszajg sle 1 funkcjonujy w realiach wspdiczesnej Anpglii,
ale jednoczesnie majg pewien dodatkowy, bardzie}j uniwersalny,
czgsto symbaliczny wymiar.

Iris Murdoch zawsze wychodzi od idei, z ktdrej to dopiero
wyrastajg postacl § fabuta. I chocia? sama pisarka twierdzi, ?e
pr:ovstawianie poglgdéw filozoficznych nie jest jej gldwnym za-
jeciem w powiedci, to jednsk nie sposdb oprzedé sie .wrazeniu,
e filcszofia ma oygromny wplyw na te twdrczosé. Typowe dla ca-
tej twirczodci Iris Murdoch jest takte to, 2e autorka czgsto
przedstawia skrejnie niewmoralne, odrazajace postaci, ktdrych
zachowania przeratajg, ale jednoczednie w magleczny sposéb fa-
scynujg. ZIto jest przedstawione o wisele bardziej przekonujjco
niz dobro. Postaci, ktdre majg dobro uosabiaé, sg zwykle pa=
pierowe, a ich dziatania nieprzekonujgce. Jest wiec poniekad
paradoksem lwdrczodci Iris Murdoch, e chodé w swoich poglgdach
niezwykle wysoko stawia dobre, to jesnak nie potrafi go w spo-
sgb zadawalajgcy przedstawird.

W zakresie techniki narracji molna rdwnie? zaobserwowad pe-
wien rozwdj. Nastegpule tuta)j jednak bardziej poszerzenie i
poglebienie technik raczej ni? ich radykalna zmiana. Technika
sama w sobie nie interesuje pisarki, a stanowi jedynie drodek
do psiggniecia okredlonepo celu 1 ijest zawsze dcisle dostoso-
~wana do tematyki.  Iris Murdoch w delszym ciggu eksperymentuje
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i poszukuje mo2liwie ldealnej formy przekazu. FPowiedcl pisane w
pierwaze) ozobie 83 zwykle ciekawsze 2 punktu widzenia narracji.

Tak jak pisarka zoaje sig poszukiwaé najdoskonalszej formy
dla swoich powiedci, podobnie cigole na nowe poszukuje rozwigzad
tych najbardziej ludzkich dy}ematdw moralnych. Oba te czynniki
przejrzydcie okredlajg intelipencje autork: 1 otwartodd jaj umy-
slu. Istniejgce wady i bledy =g prawdopodobnie wynikiem kKonfli-
ktu pomigdzy ideatami a praktyky wspliczeensgo cziowiekas, a tak-
te pomigedzy moralnymi poglgdami Iris Murdoch a je) wumiejgtno-
gciami nadania artystycznego ksztaltu icn zlozonodcl.



