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ABSTRACT 

The aim of the thesis is to examine two novels writ

ten by Iris Murdoch, The Flight from the Enchanter and A 

Severed Head, to see how the author put into practice her 

philosophical theories of literature as explained in sev

eral philosophical papers written prior to the novels. 

The thesis begins by outlining Murdoch's philosophical 

views and theory of literature, then proceeds to examine 

the two novels in order to find out how she applied her 

views to literature. The concluding chapter reviews some 

of the critics of Murdoch's novels, as well as updating 

her progress in applying her literary theory and philoso

pby to her more recent novels. 
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I 

INTRODUCTION 

Iris Murdoch, philosopher and teacher, began her career 

as a novelist in an attempt to put into practice her theories 

about the purpose of literature. Her academic career began 

with a degree in litterae humaniores from Oxford University, 

but was temporarily interrupted by the war. During the war 

she became acquainted with the British Civil Service, holding 

a position with the Treasury. Following this she entered into 

the realm of international bureaucracy when she served as an 

Administrative Officer with United Nations Relief and Rehabil

itation Administration in England, Belgium and Austria. She 

returned to the academic community in 1947 to study philosophy 

at Cambridge University at a time when Sartre's work was caus

ing great excitement in the philosophical world. The follow

ing year she took up a fellowship at Oxford, in St. Anne's 

College. She remained in this post, apart from teaching for 

four years in the mid-sixties at the Royal College of Art, 

until about 19700 Vfuile teaching, she published papers on 

moral philosophy and several more specialized papers on 

aesthetics related to moral and political concerns, as well 

as a study of Sartre. As her creative writing became more 

and more the centre of her work, with the publication of a 

novel almost every year after 1961, Murdoch ceased to present 

herself as a professional philosopher. To date, she has 

published nineteen novels and three plays. As a philosopher, 

1 
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she may be classified as a moral philosopher but it is more 

difficult to classify her as a novelist. Her novels, a blend 

of narrative and moral analysis, are concerned with morals 

and ethics set ln a social milieu. Her approach is intellec

tual, but this does not curtail a well developed social sense 

as exhibited in her characterizations. 

Her theories of literature can be deduced from a 
. . 1 series of artlcles published between 1958 and 1966. From 

these it is apparent that she sees the stagnated situation of 

modern literature as a dual problem. First of all, in her 

view, there have been no new developments in philosophical 

ideas to inspire ~Titers Slnce Freud and Sartre turned every

one's attention toward concern for the individual. The result-

lng effect on content is fantasy and myth-making. Secondly, 

she argues that the lasting effect ·of the symbolist movement 

on style has been t? induce what she calls qualities of 

"tightness" and "dryness" in writing, a rejection of eloquence. 

In her opinion, literature should express a recognizable and 

acceptable view of man and help him to ascertain the depth 

and usefulness of his morality. She feels that mid~century 

\vriters have failed to produce this type of literature and 

have continued to make use of Freudian psychology and exist en-

l"Against Dryness = A Polemical Sketch " Encounter, 
16,(January,1961),16-20. "The Darkness of Practical Reason" 
Encounter,27,(July,1966),46-50. "The Sublime and the Beauti
ful Revisited ,"The Yale Review,49,(December,1959),247-7l. 
"The Sublime and the Good,1t Chicago Review,13,(Autumn,1959), 
42-55., 
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tialist philosophy and psychology-as it pertained to pre

World War II society. 

Although Iris Murdoch is a philosophical \vriter, she 

is concerned with social morality and her views do not appear 

as abstract doctrines in her novels but are part of the action 

and characterization of her works. She is concerned with 

ethical or moral problems confronting man in the world as it 

exists rather than with the solipsistic man created by exis

tentialists like Sartre. Murdochts characters do not avoid 

or deny the contingent quality of the world. They do acknowl

edge a prevailing code of ethics which is affected by their 

behaviour rather than the other way around. It is the combi

nation of theory and social interaction that makes her fiction 

significant in the development of mid-century English litera

ture. 

Speaking out against the quality of literature being 

published twenty years ago, Iris Murdoch made this statement 

of purpose: 

Real people are destructive of myth, contin
gency is destructive of fantasy and opens the 
way for imagination •• o.Too much contingency of 
course may turn art into journalism. But 
since reality is incomplete, art must not be 
too much afraid of incompleteness. Literature 
must always represent a battle between real 
people and images; and what it requires now 
is a much stronger and more complex conception 
of the formero 2 

Literature cannot solve the problems of modern man by creating 

2Iris Murdoch, "Against Dryness" in Encounter,16, 
(January,1961),p.29 •. 
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myths which either invite the imagination to fantasize about 

a utopian existence or seek to lessen the fear caused by the 

contingencies of the modern world. That "real people are 

destructive of myth" seems unquestionable after the destruc-

tion of the Nazi attempt to exercise belief in the supremacy 

of the Germanic people. Fantasies created by man are con

stantly being destroyed by the contingent world~ we have 

proven that the world is round and that there are limits to 

the resources of the earth. 

Murdoch is critical of v~iters for trying to simplify 

the complexities of the twentieth century by exclusively em

ploying symbolism and myth-making, as well as pursuing to an 

excessive degree existentialist philosophy and psychology. 

The latter ideas have proven helpful to a society fearful of 

the contingencies and responsibilities of a technological age, 

but Murdoch recognizes their limitations. Literature has 

become the work of many in society. It has been usurped from 

the philosophers, professional \vriters and intellectuals so 

that it would appear that serious or significant development 

of ideas or style is being ignored in favour of distracting 

society by reusing images and characterizations which were 

significant at the height of the symbolist or existentialist 

movements. Murdoch does state that man is still seeking to 

fulfill certain needs that Sartre and Camus were concerned 

with: the need to find a means of seeking truth, and of 

exercising freedom of choiceo Camus was concerned with real 
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people, the destruction of' myth, and he was certainly always 

aware of the contingency of society and nature. Murdoch ad

mires Camus' eloquence in his attempt at speaking the truth 

in Exile and the Kingdom: 

All his novels were written; but the last one, 
though less striking and successf'ul than the 
first two, seems to me to have been a more 
serious attempt upon the truth: and illustrates 
what r mean by eloquence.3 

For a philosopher there must be a more pertinent reason 

for becoming a novelist than solely the concern that not enough 

eloquent, truth-seeking, myth-destroying literature is being 

produced. 1furdoch sees the twentieth-century individual's 

dilemma as one in which there is "far too shallow and f'limsy 

an idea of. human personality.1I4 This dilemma is due to the 

fact that modern man has lost his moral referents as a result 

of confronting and being over-awed by logical positivism, 

determinism, behaviourism and utilitarianism, and he has come 

to believe that reality is merely a quantity of material 

atoms. Iris Murdoch states (in the same article): 

We picture man as a brave naked will surrounded 
by an easily comprehended empirical world. For 
the hard idea of truth we have substituted a facile 
idea of sincerity. What we have never had, o:f 
course, is a satis:factory Liberal theory of' 
personality, a theory of man as :free and sepa-
rate and related to a rich and complicated 
world from which, as a moral being, he has much 
to learn. 5 

According to Murdoch, we have adopted these assumptions 

3 ttAgainst Dryness,"p.20. 
4Ibid •• p.16. 
5Ibid. ;p.18. 
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because of the strong influence of the rapidly growing devel

opments in science which provided society with "rationalistic 

optimism" and its converse, a curiously romantic conception 

of the solitary and stark figure of the individual as repre

senting the human condition. Murdoch concludes that this 

pattern has forced the modern writer to write stories or myths 

to console society. He can do only this because he is fright

ened by technology and has been robbed of any profound philo

sophical base or moral theory. Consequently, "truth is sin

cerity and his imagination is fantasy.n 6 Fantasy then is ex

pressed by two modes, the journalistic story (shapeless day

dreams) or crystalline story (small myths, toys, crystals).? 

She explains the crystalline story and the journalistic novel: 

••• it is either a small quasi-allegorical 
object portraying the human condition and 
not containing "characters" in the 19th
century sense, or it is a large shapeless 
quasi-documentary object, the degenerate 
descendant of the 19th-century novel, tell
ing, with pale conventional characters 7 some straightforward story enlivened wlth 
empiricaTfacts. 8 

She feels that neither grlps reality and therefore she concludes 

that they deal with "fantasy" and not "imagination" 0 

Content is not the only aspect of vITiting that has been 

reduced in the twentieth centuryo Style has declined as a 

result of the impact of "symbolist ideals": "eloquence is out 

of fashion. ,,9 The "symbolist ideals" have as their basis a 

6"Against Dryness,"p.19 
?Ibid. 
RT'L...! ..:l _, Cl 
~.LU.Lu.,l.l • .LO. 

9Ibid.,p.19. 
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dryness which Murdoch de~ines as smallness, clearness, sel~

containedness, a "nemesis o~ Romanticism".lO It exempli~ies 

what Kant required o~ art, and the symbol corresponds to the 

lonely, sel~-contained individual. Murdoch is inclined to 

see art as linked to a moral or religious (perhaps mystical) 

quality in man, rather than as an intellectual, imaginative 

creation. She argues that "we have been encou.raged to think 

o~ ourselves as totally ~ree and responsible, knowing every

thing we need to know ~or the important purposes in li~e", 

but is it s071l "We need a post-Kantian unromantic Liberal

ism with a di~~erent image o~ ~reedom", Murdoch claims.12 

This view o~ ~reedom would move away ~rom the sel~-centered 

false sense o~ truth (which ~orces man to create ~antasy) to 

contend with the contingent nature o~ the world as it does 

exist, challenging us to ~ace the di~~iculties of these com-

plexities and contingencies. Instead o~ restricting our 

sense o~ ourselves, she believes that we should be deepening 

our concepts in order to experience moral progress. Litera

ture can achieve this goal, in her view. It can be used as 

an exploratory and developmental tool i~ allowed to regain a 

type o~ eloquence: "I would connect eloquence with the at ... 

tempt to speak the truth.,,13 This type o~ literature would 

be a merger between the crystalline and the journalistic 

styles and it "must always represent a battle between real 

IO"Against Dryness,"p.19 
IITbid. 
12Ibid. 
13Ibid. ,p.20. 
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1 d · ,,14 peop e an ~mages. The result should be magical; existence 

is not a process which can be fully explained, nor should it 

be. 

Murdoch criticizes Sartre for presenting the individual 

as "solitary and totally free."lS As she sees his view of' 

philosophy, "there is no transcendent reality, there are no 

degrees of' freedom.,,16 Again she is concerned with the idea 

that his existentialism separates the effects of' contingent, 

social habits and bias from psychological desires and the 

will. Modern philosophy, in general, has not been able to 

counter Sartre's or the Marxist theory with any other view 

of man. Murdoch turns her hopes toward literature. 

"Degrees of' freedom" and love, its necessary partner, 

become of prime concern to Iris Murdoch in her philosophical 

thesis and the centre of her literature. For her, the essence 

of' art and morals is love. Love is the discovery of reality 

because "love is the extremely difficult realization that 
17 something other than oneself is real." Therefore love is 

the referent needed to f'ind a language to give life meaning. 

Awareness of' others leads to freedom: "Freedom is knowing> 

and understanding and respecting things quite other than our

selves.,,18 In other words, "to perceive what is real and to 

14 11Against Dryness,"p.20. 
lSIbid. ,p .17. 
16Ibid. 
17Iris Murdoch, "The Sublime and the Good," 

Chicago Review,13,(Autumn,19S9),p.Sl. 
l8Iris Murdoch, "The E?ubliIp.e and the Beautiful Re

visited," The Yale Review,49,(1959),p.270. 
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exist sanely and without fear is to be free.,,19 The most par

ticular and individual of all natural things is the mind of 

man and on account of this Murdoch believes that "tragedy is 

the highest art, because it is most intensely concerned with 

the most individual thing 0 ,,20 It provide s a II true sense of-tf\At 

exhilaration of freedom which attends art and which has its 

more rarely achieved counterpart in morals .. tl21 Art and 

morals, thus love, suffer from similar enemies: lI'social con

vention and neurosis.,,22 The tendency for modern writers, 

encouraged by Hegelian philosophy, is to try to see the world 

and man as a totality rather than see others as independent, 

distorting them by fantasy, the enemy of art and the imagina-

tion.. Love is. an exercise of the imagination, expelling 

fantasy to overcome the self. King Lear provides the example 

of this expulsion and the sense of exhilaration of freedom 

which it produces: 

The tragic freedom implied by love is this: 
that we all have an indefinitely extended 
capacity to imagine the being of others .. 
Tragic, because there is no prefabricated 
harmony (as Kant believes), and others are, 
to an extent we never cease discovering, 
different from ourselves. Nor is there any 
social totality within which we can come to 
comprehend differences as placed and recon
ciled. 23 

The modern novel has lost this freedom and has been overcome 

by neurotic concern with self. 

19Iris Murdoch, "The Darkness of Practical Reason," 
Encounter 27,(July,1966),p.50. 

20"The Sublime and the Good,tlp~52o 
21Ibid. 
22Ibid. 
23Ibid. 
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In stating that the essence of art and morals is love 

Murdoch is also saying that "art improves us morally, but this 

. "d t 1 ,,24 lS .~&aCCl en a • The way in which art works is deeper and 

of more concern than the level at which we discern noticeable 

improvement. The importance of art, the nature of love, works 

at a deeper level than fashion can effect, be it for quantify

ing, destructive or didactic purposes: "art is for life's 

sake".25 Art is necessary, as is love, to sustain life and 

morality. This aspect of Miss Murdoch's philosophy is made 

evident in most of her works through the importance a particu-

lar work of art has for the central character: the sculptured 

head in A Severed Head; the Artemis journal in The Flight from 

the Enchanter. 

As is shown by the first passage quoted in this chapter, 

Murdoch does not view literature as the miracle cure for all 

the psychic ills of mankind, but as an essential instrument 

in contactinE reality, truth, and freedom as part of' the ex-

perience of love. She believes that if artists try to imple-

ment the suggestions she has made and avoid neurotic, egocen-

tric fantasies, then literature "can give us a new vocabulary 

of experience, and a truer picture of freedom.,,26 

It is the purpose of this study to consider the means 

24"The Sublime and the Good,"p.54. 
25Ibid. 
26 11A.o-ainst Dryness,"p.20. c) 
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by which she implements her philosophical views and literary 

theories in two of her novels. Priority will be given to 

consideration of The Flight from the Enchanter (1956) and 

A Severed Head (1961). These novels have been selected be

cause they deal with real people, contingency, images perti

nent to modern man, modern myths and morality, and especially 

because they concern freedom and love. They touch the point 

of eloquence in parts which, for many readers, seem to come 

close to a sense of truth. The conclusion of the study will 

examine briefly some of her most recent fiction to see how 

it extends her theories, and consideration will be given to 

some of her critics. 

We shall examine Murdoch's use of characterization 

and symbol. Characterization deals with the people of her 

novels and their qualities of realness as well as the role 

they play in pres.enting her philosophical views regarding 

love/art and morality. Symbols engage the use of images 

which combat the reality of the characters and the contin

gency of the world presented, the process through which 

imaginative creativity asserts itself. On this basis it 

may be possible to offer some jUdgements on the successes 

and limitations of her fiction. 



II 

THE FLIGHT from the ENCHA1'"TER 

The most significant aspect of Iris Murdoch's second 

novel, The Flight from the Enchanter, is the theme of power. 

It is central to major symbols and myths and the relationships 

between people in the novel. The most powerful person in this 

work is the enchanter mentioned in the title, Mischa Fox. He 

is not one of the major characters in terms of his actual par

ticipation or appearance, but because of his power he is a 

myth-shrouded figure. The effect of power on the characters 

in the novel influences their attempt to deal with the reality 

they perceive and their ability to cope with contingency, 

which makes this aspect of the work significant. The many 

forms power takes in the novel, as well as its continuous re

alignment, highlight the moral and artistic tenor of the work. 

In order to examine the significance of power and its 

repercussions in the work, it would be helpful to discuss the 

characters in four groupings: Mischa Fox and Peter Saward; 

Annette Cockeyne; Rainborough and Rosa; Nina, Hunter and the 

Lusiewicz brothers. The characters, through their personal 

histories, personalities and actions, intricately exhibit 

myth or symbol versus reality, bringing out Miss Murdoch's 

views on freedom and love/art. 

As discussed in Chapter I, freedom is an important 

aspect of Murdochis moral philosophy and through the study 

of power The Flight from the Enchanter concerns itself with 

12 
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people struggling to be free, by attempting to know and under

stand others. Power is the main factor preventing some of the 

characters from "perceiving what is real and existing sanely 

and without fear", Murdoch's concept of freedom as stated in 

"The Darkness of Practical Reason".l Annette Cockeyne is one 

extreme example' of this concept. She is free because her per

ception of the world is not seriously influenced by power or 

the necessity for knowing and understanding anyone, and, due 

to the fact that she is young and rich, she is basically un

affected by contingency. Nina is another extreme example. A 

victim of power, she is prevented from being free in every res

pect because of her fear. The Lusiewicz brothers are both vic

tims of and .. possessors of power. They deal with contingencies 

more directly than Rosa, Hunter or Rainborough. The signifi

cant difference between the brothers and the others is the 

degree of freedom they aChieve. Mischa Fox and Peter Saward 

are very strong symbols of power and love. They participate 

in the action of the novel but remain basically unaltered by 

the contingent effects of love and power. They remain free 

and the degree of their ability to love others remains un

changed. They seem to be the most powerful, in Mischa's case, 

and the least affected by power, in Peter's case, of all the 

characters in the novel. 

Mischa, as the enchanter, seems to be omnipotent and 

lIris Murdoch, "The Darkness of Practical Reason," 
Encounter,27,(JulY71966)7p~50~ 
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omniscient as noted by Nina~ "She could hardly believe that 

he could not read her thoughts.,,2 This same view is expressed 

by Rosa:- " ••• in the past I always felt that whether I went 

towards him or away from him I was only doing his will.~3 

This dual quality is symbolized by Mischa's unusual countenance 

which gives him the appearance of having two faces. He has a 

brown eye and a blue one set in an ageless face. He never 

allows anyone to fathom his gaze as though his spell might be 

broken: 

Rosa looked a.t Mischa. He was gazing down .", 
into the valley, and she had never seen 
him look so subdued. Vfuen he was aware of 
her eyes he dropped his head still lower. 
She realized that she would not know his 
mind until the following morningo 4 

Mischa appears to be wise, all-knowing, benevolent and tithe 

very spirit of the Orient, that Orient which lay beyond the 

Greeks, barbarous and feral, Egypt, Assyria, Babylon.n5 He 

says that he hates to see the innocent and the weak suffer. 

And he is overwhelmed by the feeling that the world needs his 

protection in a speech to Peter: "Do you ever feel ••• as if 

everything in the world needed your protection? It is a 

terrible feeling.,,6 Qualities of evil which we attribute to 

Mischa are undercut by these statements, leaving us with the 

impression that power is the villain, not Mischa. His magical 

2Iris I~rdoch, The Flight from the Enchanter, Harmonds-
worth,1964,p.144. 

3Ibld. ,p.281. 
4Ibid. ,p.272. 
5Ibid. ,p.209. 
nTl...! ..:l 
-.LU.Lu. 



15 

power makes him "a sort of screen onto which his slaves and 

.. . t th . . d' 7 vlctlms proJec elr own unconSClOUS rlves. tt It is Calvin 

Blick who 'manipulates and interferes in the lives of others 

in a cold" ruthless manner, although it becomes apparent 

through the action of the novel that he commits destructive 

acts which only aid Mischa, which leads the reader to assume 

he does so by Mischa's direction. It,is obvious, for the most 

part, that Calvin has no power of his own, but only through 

his close association with Mischa. His motives are unclear 

and the reader, like the characters in the novel, can only 

assume that Calvin is responding to Mischa's orders. The 

degree of freedom Calvin has in order to carry out these orders 

seems impU'ci t in the clandestine manner in which he conducts 

himself while representing Mischa's interests. 

~vo aspects of power have been introduced: the victim 

and the possessor of power. Mischa appears to hold a dual role", 
> •• ~~~-. 

'His dominant position seems to be as the possessor of power. 

The mythological centre of the novel is the story of Minos and 

the Minotaur as introduced on the opening page. Mischa, or 

Minos, lives in a large labyrinth-like house and Calvin, the 

Minotaur, 'challenges or destroys those people who are necessary 

as sacrifices to Mischa's retention of power. Calvin is also 

possessed by Mischa for reasons un.,~nown throughout the novel. 

His particular haunt is a maze-like laboratory in the basement 

of Mischa's house. 

7Frank Boldanza, Iris Murdoch, New York,1974,p.43. 
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But Mischa is also like Circe, the enchantress who can

not resist transforming those whom she has enchanted. Why 1S 

he able to wield such great power over his victims? V~ are 

some able to break the spell? Is he a victim of power? It 

would seem that he is a victim also. Mischa is a mysterious 

outsider. He is a refugee who has managed to turn his root

less past into an advantage. His understanding of the refugee 

mentality enables him to take advantage of refugees (political 

and others) like Nina and Calvin Blick. His assumed role of 

protector of the weak and vulnerable, to the extent of destroy

ing them, shows him victimized himself by the enchantment of 

power. He has raised himself to the level of a god, as clearly 

indicated by the symbolic references already mentioned. He is 

entirely caught up in the role of enchantero He is held 1n 

this role because of his inability to love others and because 

of his need to control others. His moral referent is power, 

not loveo He uses love to trap others, like Rosa and Hunter, 

whose love for one another is used against themo Nina's love 

for him has made her his slave because it is neither returned 

nor fully rejected. He begins his campaign to dominate Rosa 

by starting with her weak but adoring brother, by trying to 

dominate him through the purchase of the journal Artemis, 

edited by Hunter, but controlled by shareholders such as Rosa. 

The Artemis is itself a symbol of freedom and love as it was 

founded by a group of suffragettes under the leadership of 



Rosa and Hunter's mother. Acquiring ownership of the Artemis 

would symbolize the capture, ideologically, of the freedom of 

women like Rosa, replacing their moral values with his. He 

sees their moral weakness, apathy, and preys on it. Mischa is 

a Sartrean figure in that he shapes the world about him with 

his will. However, his weakness is his failure to see others' 

moral strength and the power of contingent forces. The journal 

remains free because of the love for an ideal which it repre

sents on the part of the women who are shareholders., They 

maintain their spiritual freedom through their love and sup-

port for Rosa who represents the ideal, which was originally 

the 'Cause of the emancipation of women. Rosa, then, is the 

symbolic emancipator from the enchanter's power~ However, 

it is a role which Rosa does not fulfill of her own free 

choice. 

Mischa is unable to hold Rosa in his spell for a num

ber of reasons. Initially, Rosa fled from Mischa's attention 

and offers of marriage because "she decided ten years earlier 

that any relation with Mischa could only do her harm."8 Rosa 

fears Mischa's power, but at the same time she is fascinated 

by it: 

But to find herself still, however par
tially and however obscurely, fascinated 
by the idea of Mischa was alarming 7 not 
so much because this fascination mlght 
ever come definitely to tempt her, as 
because of the endless variety of torments 
which such a situation could promise. 9 

8The Flight from the Enchanter,p.I02. 
9Ibid. 
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Rosa does not consider her relationship to Mischa except in 

terms of his power used for or against her. She does not see 

the relationship in terms of love or mutual need although she 

does confuse power and love before she reaches a degree of 

freedom at the close of the novel. Mischa's view of women 

hinders his ability to hold Rosa in his spell. He does not 

see' women as individuals but in classified groups who hold 

varying degrees of power over men. He tells John Rainborough 

that there are three kinds of women: "perpetual virgins",' 

"perpetual sirens", and "real women".lO The former "t.hinks 

she has that virtue in her that can conquer anything,,;ll 

whereas the siren is a "destructive woman" who "realizes that 

men have found her out, that she cannot save men, she has not 

that virtue in her. tt12 He also believes that women can be 

transformed by struggling with them; you wear them down, des

troy their romanticism in their love, until you have a "real 

woman", a "free woman".13 Through his eyes we see Rosa as the 

woman in transition, the woman he has been struggling with for 

years. Clearly it is her romanticism which draws her to Mischa 

finally and the deliberate destruction of it that drives her 

away. When his attempts to conquer Rosa by acquiring the 

Artemis fail, Mischa destroys her romanticism by using her 

relationship with the Lusiewicz brothers to humiliate her. 

laThe Flight from the Enchanter,p.134. 
ilIbido ,p.133. 
l2Ibid • 
3Ibid. ,p.135 ~ 
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He uses the nasty turn the relationship takes, first to black

mail Hunter into aiding in the take-over of the journal. Hunter 

is willing to co-operate to prevent Calvin Blick from using 

photographs of Rosa and the two brothers in an amorous embrace, 

to discredit Rosa. Hunter proves to be ineffectual in per

suading Rosa to sell and it is Mischa's action to get rid of 

the Lusiewicz brothers by causing questions to be raised in 

Parliament about illegal aliens that finally brings Rosa to 

him. She mistakenly believes that his gesture is done as a 

kindly disinterested favour; a show of good faith. Unaware 

that Mischa is drawing the net of control closely around her, 

Rosa, in a romantic frenzy, rushes to his Italian villa tell

ing herself that Itthis was the day that would decide her fate • 

••• Her destiny was already made.,,14 Her romanticism about 

her relationship to Mischa is shattered by Calvin Blick's 

revelation that Mischa knew about her relationship with the 

Lusiewicz brothers, and in fact had instructed Calvin to 

photograph Rosa with them to use this as an instrument for 

blackmailing her brother. Mischa had known about her entangle

ment with them for some time. Calvin also points out to Rosa 

how she was too self-centered to see Nina's desperate need 

for help, thus causing her suicide. By destroying her roman

ticism about Mischa's power over her, Calvin enables Rosa to 

set herself free. It is not clear whether or not Calvin's 

14The Flight from the Enchanter,p.275. 



20 

breach of secrecy is part of Mischa's plan or done on his own 

initiative. However, since he asks Rosa to behave as though 

everything is all right by waving to Mischa who 1.S on the 

beach, the reader is left with the impression that he 1.S act-

ing on his own. It seems that Calvin is exercising what 

little power he has left by diverting Rosa from Mischa. He 

reveals that Mischa has destroyed him long ago and now he is 

allowing Rosa the benefit of freeing herself from Mischa be

fore it is too lat'~~'. 

This break in Mischa's net of power underlines the 

contingent aspect of life, of real people being able to des

troy myth, "illusion" as Rosa puts it. It is at this point 

in the novel that the role of evil becomes clear. 

Evil is the catalyst which defines person
ality most acutely because it brings the 
personality into its sharpest clashes with 
other discrete, opaque, contingent persons. 
It fQIi!~~;?,.lj:ihe essential moral dilemma by 
which' one encounters the "hardness" c,f 
reality.15 

Certainly Rosa encounters "the hardness of realitylt through 

direct exposure to the evil in Mischa and Calvin. She 

achieves a sudden freshness and clearness of thought which 

she has been unable to do prior to this event. Coming face 

to face with evil makes Rosa reflect and see that she has 

willed much of the disorder and disaster upon herself and 

others by abdicating any power she did have to people like 

15Iris Murdoch,p.44. 
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Mischa and ~or ~ailing really to love anyone ~or themselves; 

Mischa, Hunter, Peter or the Lusiewicz brothers. Mischa is 

as opaque, discrete and contingent as Rosa saw him, but not 

as power~ul as she believed. Mischa has not altered, but 

Rosa's view o~ him has. The e~~ect Rosa has on Mischa is 

never made clear heyond the ~act that he is trying to possess 

her. It does not appear that Mischa loves Rosa because of 

the methods he has used to possess her. Mischa, or Minos, 

remains sa~ely ensconced in his ~ortress with his power 

intact. Calvin, the Minotaur, has destroyed yet another 

threat to the status quo. 

Rosa leaves Mischa and turns to Peter Saward, who has 

always loved her. Peter is a ~oil for Mischa, because he is 

basically powerless, and unlike Mischa he does not try to 

possess Rosa. He realizes that Rosa does not love him ~or 

himsel~ but because she enjoys basking in the re~lection of 

Peter's adoration o~ her. Her continued self-c.enteredness 

does not allow her to accept him as she ~inds him; she would 

become bored with his adoration. He senses. this and protects 

them both ~rom this eventuality by re~using to marry her. 

Mischa, on the other hand, is only interested in conquering 

Rosa. He would like to possess her love without acknowledg

ing her needs or individuality. Neither concept of love 

encourages freedom to grow or is based on a sound moral ~oot

ing. Mischa tries to throw a net over Rosa in order to pos-
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sess her; whereas Rosa is seeking a moral arbiter for her 

life. Although she knows from past experience that Mischa 

is capable of both good and evil acts, she ignores her own 

capabilities to solve her problems artd reaches out to him. 

Iris Murdoch uses N~scha Fox as the linchpin for her 

views on freedom and power.. Most of the characters in the 

novel look to Mischa for personal salvation. They confuse 

his power with moral superiority and spiritual strength. 

However, Mischa's power is a net to prevent others from exer

cising their own will or moral integrity. He fails by over

estimating his strength. Even his most closely bound victims, 

Calvin and Nina, act independently, asserting their own willso 

Nina commits suicide to free herself from his power. Calvin 

confirms Mischa's lack of moral integrity to Rosa and exposes 

the myth of his power. By his surprising action he shows how 

individual will can conquer great power. His action brings 

out Iris Murdoch's view that all power is affected by contin

gent moral action. 

Rosa learns that there are no absolutes regarding 

moral behaviour. According to Peter Wolfe, in his comprehen

sive study of Iris Murdoch's work, the terms gold and golden 

"are vital analogues of her cordial acceptance of external 

reality. The perception of the finite world as rich and pre

cious is the discovery of' personal f'reedom.,,16 Certainly 

16peter Wolf'e, The Disciplined Heart, Columbia,Mis
souri ,196"6 ,p.28. 
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this imagery seems apparent in the scene at the Italian villa 

where Rosa is freed from Mischa's spell by Calvin's revelation. 

The sun on the villa's wall is a dazzling "rectangle of gold" 

and the "sea lay before them between two bare golden hills •••• "l? 

The setting ·is preparing the way for what is to come. The air 

and colours of the setting are clear, vivid and intense. 

Rosa's senses are acute, honed by the starkly beautiful set

ting. Upon learning the truth of her relationship to Mischa 

lithe warmth of the morning sun took her in a golden embrace ... ;t.8 

The world remained incredibly beautiful and whole, but Rosa 

was no longer drawn to Mischa by some inexplicable force.. She 

was freec Mischa, however, is not free. He is bound by his 

mvn fantasy' world? his mythmaking which is seen by Murdoch as 

a form of neurosis. 

Mischa's concept of love, hence of art and morality~ 

represents what Murdoch terms "Romantic freedom" by which tithe 

individual is seen as solitary and as having importance. in and 

by himself. tt19 These' qualities would make him a hero in most 

twentieth century novels, but for Murdoch he is a tragic figure 

because he cannot truly be free, because he is unable to love 

others for themselves. .His neurosis prevents him from viewing 

art or humans as separate from himself, standing outside his 

sphere of influence. However there are significant contingent 

forces that affect his world; Peter Saward, the shareholders 

l~The Flight from the Enchanter,p.272. 
~,",Ibid. ,p.279 • 
.L~Iris Murdoch~ "The Sublime and the Good," Chicago 

Review,13,(Autumn,1959),p.53. 
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of the Artemis and natural forces such as the ocean. 

Mischa is a part of the real world presented in the 

novel and he is affected by relationships and forces that he 

cannot control by rational or positive action. He and Peter 

have a bond of genuine need and warmth between them that is 

left unexplained. It appears that Mischa is seeking strength 

or moral direction from Peter who has a moral code that includes 

love and art separate from power and which provide him with a 

degree of freedom in his limited world. Mischa is a victim of 

the modern age of technology. His appreciation of art and 

nature does not carryover to his relations with humans. His 

imaginative understanding of the world about him is limited 

because of his failure to comprehend the real world as it 

exists outside his own creation of a pragmatic, self-willed 

existence. He is awed by the ocean's power and beauty which 

bring him closest to overcoming himself, to humility through 

the experience of the sublime which could free him from con

vention and neurosis. The power of the sea and the beauty of 

nature, as represented by the moth in John Rainborough's gar

den, bring Mischa as close to experiencing the sublime as pos

sible. However, because he must always be in control of the 

world around him, he is unable to be genuinely humbled by 

the beauty of nature. Reason commands his actions at all 

times, but it would appear that some inexplicable force drives 

him in his quest for power. 

-i~·. . 
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The shareholders of the Artemis represent social con

vention which reacts out of fear and mistrust of Mischa and 

the rapidly changing technological society he represents to 

them. Mischa is the powerful alien whose moral values direct

ly contrast with traditional ones held by the aging dowagers. 

In their own fashion, they are sustaining a fantasy by keeping 

the politically impotent and outdated Artemis afloat. 

Mischa's art-filled urban palace reflects his person

ality. The public rooms are grand, mysterious and stifling 

because of'the wall-to-wall carpets and floor-to-ceiling French 

tapestries. The tapestries are figured with a myriad of' 

insects, birds, flowers and animals preying on other animals, 

but compls-tely void ~of humans. Even the windows are covered, 

closing out the real world of humanity. Mischa's art works do 

not improve him morally by helping him to confront reality, 

they are merely possessions that support his fascination with 

the natural world which he is unable to possess. His servants 

also protect him from the intrusion of the real world by inter

cepting all callers. His financial empire is as mysterious 

as his background and his exotic homes. Added to this, his 

network of informants make his. pervasive knowledge of people's 

personal lives reinforce his role of enchanter. 

Peter Saward's view of his research echoes in part 

Murdoch's theory of freedom. Berated by Rosa for wasting his 

time when he discovers his work on the cipher has been "off 
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One reads the signs as best one can, and 
one may be totally misled. But it's never 
certain that the evidence will turn up 
that makes everything plain. It was worth 
trying. 20 

Although Murdoch's theory of freedom is complex, and one must 

consider the novel as a whole to understand what she is try-
• _ . .:..~? ';'-i:.f:~~~~':·~- -' - • • • 
iN.~~~:o&ch1eve, she bel1eves that 1 t is worth trying to under-

stand, to fathom "the difficulty and complexity of the moral 

life and the opacity of persons .• ,,21 Unlike the positivists, 

she does not believe this is a simple task requiring only 

empirical evidence. "Reading the signs as best one can" is 

not adequate for coming to grips with reality: "We need a new 

vocabulary •••• We need more concepts in terms of which to pic

ture the substance of our being; it 1S through an enriching 
22 and deepening of concepts that moral progress takes place .. 11 

Peter is the scholar looking for a new 'lost' language which 

will help historians to better understand a pre-Babylonian 

society. Murdoch feels that it is the role of the novelist 

to find a new vocabulary to help man enrich his moral progress 

toward a degree of freedom. 

Like Mischa, Peter has a controlled lifestyle which may 

be viewed as romantic. Peter represents a form of Kantian 

freedom as defined by Murdoch: "The individual is seen as a 

non-historical rational being moving towards complete agreement 

20The Flight from the Enchanter,p.287. 
2lIris Murdoeh, "Against Dryness," Encounter ,16 , 

(Januaryl1961 ),p.20. 
::::2Ibid. 
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with other rational beings.,,23 This is exhibited in the way 

he orders his day, filling each moment with academic projects 

or meetings with individuals and concentrating on both with 

equal passion. He excludes the contingent aspects of life by 

removing himself from the mainstream of life. However, his 

vulnerability and sense of tolerance with regard to Rosa and 

his friends temper his Kantian freedom in a way which brings 

him closest to Murdoch's view of moral freedom. Peter accepts' 

others as they are without trying to impose his desires and 

expectations on them. lIe appreciates them for their particu-

lar differences. In the same way he accepts the mystery and 

uniqueness of the cipher he is trying to unravel. Its beauty 

lies in its unique form bringing both delight and challenge 

to Peter. His love for this work of art does improve him 

morally because it humbles him by stirring his passion and 

overriding his rationalismo It allows him to transcend the 

reality of his own small role in society. He gains power 

from his work that is neither negative nor destructive. John 

Rainborough envies Peter this power or self-will: 

His personality had become in some profound 
way looser, less rigid; and yet the deep 
crack which Rainborough suspected had the 
strange effect of making Saward not weaker 
but more powerful. 24 

The Itdeep crack" is the effect of Peter's serious disability 

which forces him to lead a quiet life. But the quotation may 

M_.! __ ._ , ~37:;.~~ __ ~~r~~~~ ~ ~T~~ Sublime and the Good," Chicago 
Rtlv.Ltlw,.Lu \.tiUl..Willl,.L'::10'::1) ,poO':;. 

24The Flight from the Enchanter,po28o 
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tell us more about Rainborough than Peter. Rainborough sees 

others who are better able to cope with contingency than he. 

He also considers Peter unmanly because he is. vulnerable and 

sensitive, lacking brutality in his nature. Though Peter's 

unrequited love for Rosa seems a waste of time and energy to 

Rainborough, he has loved Rosa and still would if she paid 

him any attention. Peter is an appealing and sympathetic 

character because of his gentle loving nature. He seems to 

have achieved a degree of freedom encompassing love and art 

that the other characters have not. 

Peter has a priestly role in the novel; the other 

characters take refuge in his study and reveal themselves, 

their private lives, to him and he gives them comfort. It is 

through conversations with him, as well as his own observa

tions of Mischa, that the "barbarous and feral" aspects of 

Mischa's character are revealed. 25 

A stable, comforting, quasi-religious atmosphere is 

present in Peter's single room o His scholar's cavern is 

removed from the world of politics and commerce and within it 

Peter thrives like the luxurious green plant Qn a corner tableo 

Like the plant, Peter's work bears no fruit, but his human 

relations sustain him because he handles them with the same 

care and diligence as he does his work. Peter Saward needs 

to find a new language not only in the artistic sense but in 

the philosophical one, in order to be free from the social 

25The Flight from the Enchanter,p.209. 
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convention that dominates his life, limiting his imagination 

and ability to transcend reality. 

Since The Flight from the Enchanter is a novel about 

how humans must struggle to overcome obstacles, particularly 

social ones in order to be free, Murdoch has included charac

ters from many social backgrounds to show the obstacles from 

as many points of view as possible. One of these characters, 

the nymph-like Annette, represents a breed of people who seem 

doomed to a limited existence because of the curious isola

tion they live in. Annette lives a thoughtless, hedonistic 

life guided by an innocence that seems to mean her certain 

downfall eventually. She and her family live outside the 

moral structure of society. They are generally unaffected 

by the ra~ifications of their actions. Annette's guileless

ness and unabashed romantic self-centeredness provide a form 

of comic relief. The other characters in the novel do not 

take her seriously because she is far removed from their 

stru~le for self-awareness and freedom. Because she is 

isolated from, and used unwittingly by, the other characters 

she learns very little about moral insight, love or self

realization, and through frustration and lack of guidance 

nearly commits suicide. It appears unlikely that Annette 

will develop into a morally responsible individual, given the 

ease with which she emerges unscathed from her every encounter. 

Annette is solipsistic and she places her neurotic, self-

centered brother in the role of her moral model which limits 
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her chances for developing into a morally free person even 

further. 

Annette's fragility and innocence are highlighted by 

the animal imagery used to describe her. She is a fish and 

mermaid to people like Rainborough and Rosa. Mischa sees 

this likeness also. She is both preyed upon and protected 

by these two as well. Perhaps the one aspect of Annette's 

personality which may save her from a rootless and morally 

bankrupt existence is her intense desire to be one of the 

common people: 

Annette felt always that she was travelling 
at a speed which was not her own •••• But the 
world of (ordinary things] •• ehaunting.and 
puzzling her with a dream of something slow 
and quiet from which she was forever shut 
away. 26 

The final image we have of her is on a train with her parents, 

her one remaining gem set in "gold" set alight from a sudden 

blaze of sunlight through the windowo It appears to be an 

optimistic omen. 

As much as Mischa represents the new ruling class in 

British society--a powerful, rootless, self-sufficient man of 

money, who is able to manipulate the bureaucracy--John Rain

borough represents a threadbare social structure based on a 

pre-war "status quo" tradition. Rainborough believes that 

having gone to the "right" schools, inheriting family wealth 

and home, and being socially accepted by people of wealth, 

power and a similar background are enough to secure him a 

26The Flight from the Enchanter,p.58. 
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lifelong position, a sinecure, with the civil service,-as well 

as respect and a genteel life without any further exertion on 

his part. His beliefs are constantly threatened and actively 

attacked by the upwardly mobile, efficient and clever people 

like Agnes Casement and Mischa Fox. Although he has the 

financial means and the intellectual training to compete with 

these aggressive newcomers, his complacency and weak moral 

base make his efforts to cope with them ineffective. He lacks 

Agnes' ambition, energy and sincerity. Rainborough feels vic

timized by Agnes and her female colleagues, as well as con

fused by the untraditional operation of SELIB, the government 

bureau where they work:-

"It's the women,tt said Rairiborough ....... They're 
furies masquerading as secretaries and ..... 
Organizing Officers •• ~oThey take one·s work 
away. "27 

He looked back with nostalgia to the Civil 
Service, where an age-old hierarchy, ancient 
values, and hallowed modes of procedure re
duced to a minimum the naked conflicts of 
-personalities .. 28 

Like Annette, he is seeking self-knowledge and, although he 

possesses the experience and intelligence to acquire it, he 

is unable to act on any moral decisions. 

Vlhen Agnes shows a personal interest in him, Rainborough 

makes a rational emotional commitment to marry her, not based 

on love: 

27The Flight from the Enchanter,p.132. 
28Tl-':..:I _ n'"7 
~ -L.U.LU. ,p.Of. 
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Need ballast. All this wandering about no 
good. Must root myself in life. Children 
and so on. Marriage just what I need. 
Must have courage to define myself. Natu
rally, it's painfulo But best thing really. 
That's my road, I knew it all along. 29 

He is unable to carry out this decision, nor can he decide to 

break the engagement himself. He lets Marcia Cockeyne make 

the decision for him and carry out the deed. Having resigned 

from his job he abdicated any further responsibility by let

ting Marcia arrange his flight from England. 

He is unable to cope with the bureaucracy not only at 

work but also at home. The secluded family garden is symbolic 

of Rainborough's outdated moral code. He mourns the inevi-

table destruction of his garden, and in particular the ances

tral wistaria tree, when a neighbouring hospital is extended. 

He cannot see the greater need of the hospital, only that he 

is being victimized. Rainborough is unable to build new 

moral concepts with which he can cope with contingency. By 

destroying the tree with the help of Agne·s Casement, he takes 

positive action to try to change. It is the closest he comes 

to freedom from his old moral concepts: 

With a look of extreme fierceness she lifted 
the axe and brought it down three times across 
the thick root. Pierced to it-s golden inte
rior, it was almost severed~ o •• He stood with 
Miss Casement 1 their feet deep in the earth, 
and side by slde they began to pull. oooRain
borough thought she looked rather improvedo 30 

The use of the word golden connotes the possibilities of 

29The Flight from the Enchanter,p.247. 
30Ibid. ,p .. 213 .. 
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Rainborough's freeing himself from his bankrupt moral code. 

And after a fleeting comparison of Agnes to the treacherous 

Clytemnestra, he comes to a new way of looking at her. This 

freedom leads him to propose to her, but it is a short lived 

change. 

Even though he sees the sinister side of Mischa and 

finds his unorthodox methods of behaviour distasteful, he is 

unwilling to dissociate himself from Mischa or act against 

him. On the other hand Mischa sees Rainborough for what he 

lS, weak and morally impotent, as well as easily manipulated: 

Rainborough, if he had ever cared to think 
about it, would have found now in his heart 
very little real fondness for Mischa, but 
an enormous concern about Mischa's opinion 
of him and the continuance of their relations. 
~.oHe wanted very much to have been invited 
and to have been present •••• Mischats parties, 
as Rainborough knew from experience, were as 
often as not carefully constructed machines 
for the forcing of various plots and dramas •• o. 31 

Rainborough reveals Mischa's manipUlative methods of which he 

is nervous, yet he attends the party e.ven after he finds out 

that Agnes has received an invitation when she does not know 

Mischa. Rainborough has forgotten that he has revealed his 

horror of her power to Mischa earlier. Although he does not 

want to get involved with Agnes, especially after she has 

ruined his chances for promotion at SELIB, he not only attends 

the party, but he escorts Agnes at her request. Showing a 

complete lack of tact and understanding of Agnes as a person, 

he becomes amorously involved with her at the party. His 

31The Flight from the Enchanter,p.178-9. 



34 

complete lack of control over his personal and professional 

life gives a clearer example of Murdoch's statement about 

modern society:-

In morals and politics we have stripped our
selves of concepts • ••• We need more concepts 
in terms of which to picture the substance 
of our being; it is through an enriching and 
deepening of concepts that moral progress 
takes place.32 

John. Rainborough avoids moral progress by not taking action 

that could bring him closer to knowing others, or to love, 

so that, through self-knowledge, he could transcend the reality 

he finds so frightening. He allows himself to become a "hollow 

manti such as T.S. Eliot wrote about: 

For a moment the pain in his heart seemed a 
little like pity. Then a great wind was 
blowing through him. It blew right through 
him without hindrance. He was empty.33 

Rosa Keepe is from a similar social background to Rain

borough, although her moral code is not as traditional because 

her mother was a socialist and suffragette. However she suffers 

from the same malaise as he does; she is unable to act on a 

moral decision. It is difficult for Rosa to find a meaningful 

outlet for her half-hearted commitment to socialism. She 

assumed her moral concepts from her late mother, but they no 

longer serve a purpose in the more fluid society in which she 

functions: 

She disappointed her mother by failing to be 
a fanatical idealist •••• She had come to the 

3'2" 11 NO; nD+ n-nunnC!o II .... 0r1 .L.5cO( ..... .&..L~V .J.J.J..u ...... 'CiUO, pet:..JVa 

33The Flight from the Enchanter,p.256. 
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factory in a mood of self-conscious asceti
cism. Work had become for her something 
nauseating and contaminated, stained by 
surreptitious ambitions, frustrated wishes, 
and the competition and opinions of other 
people.34 

Like Rainborough, Rosa is concerned with the opinions of others 

concerning her moral concepts and her self-worth. She is un-

able to reach a degree of freedom because she has dissociated 

herself from meaningful intellectual work, of which she is 

capable, such as Artemis (which has become meaningless under 

her brother's editorship), and from the society which m~ 

offer the challenges and possibilities for her to gain new 

moral conceptse Her boring work in the factory isolates her 

from personal contact with people: 

••• she had hoped that she would get to know 
some of her workmates; she had even hoped 
that, somehow or other, she might be able to 
help them. But none of this had come about ••• 
Life became impersonal and mechanicalo 35 

Rosa is unable to help herself find truth in her existence, 

let alone aid anyone else to confront the reality of a techno-

logical society. 

She fears the only close human relationship she has, 

with her brother, because she cannot alter him as a person. 

Also, she realizes that he is aware of her as she really is, 

so that she cannot hide behind pretense or convention. The 

one aspect of their relationship she fails to recognize is 

Hunter's deep love and dependence on her and his recognition 

34The Flight from thp. EnchRnter,p.44. 
35Ibid.,p.45. 
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of his oneness with her. She would like to put aside the 

responsibility of their closeness: 

Rosa never wanted other human beings to 
come too near. Her intimacy with the 
person closest to her, Hunter, inspired 
in her at times a certain horror •••• One's 
closeness to oneself, she thought, is made 
tolerable by the fact that one can alter 
oneself, the structure is alive. 36 

~~at she does' not see is that one cannot alter the structure of 

oneself unless one is willing to accept others as different, 

separate beings who can help one to understand reality and 

transcend it through loving relationships. Rosa gains satis-

faction through involvement in conventional, empiric action, 

or in exercising her will in relationships. She finds such 

a relationship,' initially, with the Lusiewicz brothers. She 

gets satisfaction in exercising her will over these '''poor 

savages II , refugees from the inhumanity of war and aliens in 

a hostile society. Rosa transfers her feelings of angst to 

the brothers. Rosa's role as teacher to the brothers is 

a romantic attempt to change the world as she finds it. It 

is an egoistic move that relieves the boredom of her retreat 

from the real world.. Her retreat has become "simple, with 

the simplicity hardly of beauty or goodness but of monochro

matic tedium".37 As Murdoch relates "beauty" and "goodness" 

to morality she is showing how Rosa inhabits a fantasy world 

in. which the brothers are part of her obsession. She treats 

them as her "children and secret".38 In fact, they are real 

~~The Flight from the Enchanter,p.45. 
Ibid. ,p~44-5. 

38Ibid. ,p.43 
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people and consequently destroy the myth she builds around 

them. Their unpredictable behaviour towards her, by making 

her the victim of sexual power, brings Rosa to make a moral 

decision and act on it. After Stefan Lusiewicz moves into 

her home and threatens Hunter, she decides that she must 

force him to leave because of the threat he poses to letting 

the truth be known to Hunter about her sexual captivity by 

the brothers--an ironically meaningless decision, because 

Hunter already knows. Her action is to turn to Mischa, who 

has LTeater power than the demonic Lusiewicz brothers. She 

agrees to let Mischa deal with them by "any methods" he 

pleaseso Her brief moment of freedom, after having made the 

decision to get rid of the brothers, is replaced by the feel

ing that she was "selling herself into captivity".39 Rosa 

sees herself as unsubstantial in relation to Mischa and the 

Lusiewicz brothers. They are sinister, opaque and unintel

ligible to her. Even her conversation with Mischa about 

Peter Saward makes her feel that she is being manipulated: 

He is cutting my links with other people, 
she thought suddenly, he is blocking my 
routes of escape ••• It made no difference. 
Vfuether she ran towards him or awqy it 
was all the same.40 

Since she is preoccupied with her fantasy about the 

demonic brothers and the mythical enchanter, Rosa cannot 

recognize Hunter's terrible psychological pain which presents 

39The Flight from the Enchanter,p.241. 
40Ibid. ,po258. 
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itself as a physical illness. Nor can she observe the des-

perate state that Kina is in when Nina seeks her out. 

The chapter in the book describing Rosa's pilgrimage 

to Mischa's house is a clever blend of fairy-tale, psycho

logical drama and 19th-century prose. She is in control of 

the situation for a few moments only, when she makes the 

decision to seek Mischa's help, and then she is like someone 

possessed by a demonic force. Nina approaches her as she 

makes her way to Mischa's house, but she is blind to the 

dressmaker's urgent need for her help. Nina reacts to the 

danger she sees lurking in Mischa's enchanted house and flees. 

in terror, but Rosa enters. By means of a loving embrace, 

in a scene depicted in eloquent detail, Mischa puts Rosa 

under his spell. Rosa talks about being lost in a forest and 

describes Mischa as a character from a fairy-tale, the occu

pant of an "enchanted" house.. By the end of the scene she is 

his slave. Her abandonment of morality is picked up in des-

criptive words such as 'tfire tl
, "hell" and "demons". Not until 

Calvin destroys the myth, the "illusion", of Mischa's power 

over her is Rosa able to free herself to some degree. Peter 

Saward points out that she is not entirely free when, at the 

conclusion of the novel, Rosa asks him to marry her: 

"You can imagine, my darling," he said, 
"how much it moves me to hear you say this, 
but you don't really Vlant it. Some god or 
demon makes you say it, but you don't really 
want it."41 

4lThe Fliaht from the Enchanter,p~287. 
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Peter forces Rosa to continue to face reality by reminding 

her of Mischa's power. She must create a believable concept 

of truth by emerging from her egoistic shell. A hopeful note 

in this concluding scene is the challenge presented in the 

late ~1rso Wingfield's will. The will leaves the shares of the 

Artemis to Rosa, plus an annuity if she will edit the journal. 

Creative art may bring about new moral concepts for Rosa if 

she accepts the challenge. This view is part of Murdoch's 

Ii terary theory. The gesture is made out of love', the love 

between Rosa's mother and bTrs. Wingfield and their love for the 

Artemis. The fact that Rosa finds this strange shows her 

c.ontinuing inability to understand others, but it· does demon

strate that she is now able to observe others separate from 

her own egoism. Iris Murdoch's story is left unresolved~ 

't ••• since reality is incomplete, art must not be too much 

afraid of incompletenesse,,42 

The victims of the novel are a blend of comic and 

tragic. Nina is truly a victim of the post-war society., An 

alien in an alien world, she becomes both the victim of Mischa's 

power and Rosa's egoism. She is unable to ·live"sanelY7 with

out fear", and while alive she is not free. By giving Nina 

financial aid but denying her either love or guidance Mischa 

keeps Nina imprisoned in her role of the alien.. She comes to 

believe that she cannot act of her own free will: 

42"Against Dryness,"p.20. 



40 

She was ready from the first to be his 
slave ••• Nina was incapable of opposing 
any will of her own to Mischa should he 
wish to define her position further in 
any way that he pleased, she simply 
agreed ••• o 43 

When she devises a plan to escape from Mischa, the only person 

she trusts or believes is able to help her is Rosa: " ••• Rosa 

figured in the mind of the dressmaker as a kind of archangel, 

a beneficent power, and in any case her only hope.,,44 For 

Nina, Mischa's power is enormous in its mythical quality. Her 

fear of authority is unsurmountable due to her past. Her 

attention has been consumed by Mischa's power, so that she can 

see nothing else. Vfuen Rosa fails her, because Rosa's atten

tion lS also turned toward Mischa's power, Nina sees only one 

path of escapeo Moments before plunging to her death, the 

tragic Nina opens her passport, her past: "At the Nina whose 

hair was "golden" a younger black-haired Nina stared back, 

anxious, haggard and fearful. ,.45 The word "golden" transforms 

her despair. 

Mischa's behaviour toward Nina follows a pattern that 

takes shape in the novel. His beneficence and initial interest 

in Nina enslave her, while his ensuing indifference and role

playing confuse and isolate her. Finally, it is his indiffer

ence to Nina's needs as a woman that drives her to despair 

and suicide. Mischa 1S in control of the situation as he has 

43The Flight from the Enchanter,pp.140,142. 
44 Ibid" ;p,,145 .. 
45Ibid. ,p.263. 
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the information that would set Nina f'ree f'rom political and 

psychological f'ear but he does not exercise it. However, 

where Mischa is incapable of' seeing others, Rosa is not. 

Rosa f'ails to observe Nina's. need f'or assistance because of' 

her consuming self'-interest. She is not able to console 

Nina, let alone help to f'ree her. 

Hunter Keepe is another victim. He is a man whose 

lif'e is controlled by neurosis. Although he suf'f'ers real 

anguish, his inef'f'ectiveness lends an air of' comic relief' 

to the novel, as he does not appear to be in any real danger 

or continuing despair. His name 1S ironic; the "Hunter" is 

pursued by the agent of' the "Fox". He is completely power

less., He is unable to "Keepe" his sister saf'ef'rom Calvin's 

blackmailing ef'f'orts, although Hunter's name is synonymous 

with the name of' the goddess Diana, the goddess of' chastity, 

wild animals and vegetation. He is inef'f'ectual in his at

tempts to save the Artemis, a name which is also synonymous 

with Diana. Camilla Wingf'ield saves it. Camilla was the 

goddess Diana's f'avourite huntress in myth. Diana's brother 

was Apollo and the reversal of' roles between Rosa and Hunter 

f'rom the myth, highlights not only Hunter's uncertain masculin

ity, but also relates Rosa to the god of' political lif'e and 

agriculture. Rosa does not f'are well in the comparison. 

Murdoch uses mythical imagery to point out that modern con

tingency does not permit the same moral responses as the 
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omnipotent mythical gods acted on. Rosa is unable_to act 

virtuously with whatever power she does possess. She toys 

with Peter's affections, assaults Annette, behaves indiffer

ently toward Hunter and neglects to give Nina the advice she 

needs to save her life. Hunter retreats into a psychosomatic 

illness when he is rendered completely helpless in his at

tempts to help Rosa, first. by Calvin and then by Stefan 

Lusiewicz. Only when the danger passes and Rosa is free does 

he recover& 

The Lusiewicz brothers are both victims and possessors 

of power. They are victims of political power which is exerted 

over them by Mischa who is aware of their illegal refugee 

status. They are not destroyed by this sudden evoking of 

bureaucratic power, they are only frightened off. They are 

victims of their own illusions about their interchangeable roles 

as sexual beings. Their moral code has a strange quirk in it 

that allows them to perceive all outsiders as their enemies. 

They are handsome, gay, and youthfully appealing. They accept 

Rosa's kindness, but respond to her treatment of them as chil

dren by first seducing her and then trying to take over her 

house and life. They are simple, basic men, survivors. They 

are nothing more than they present themselves to be; two 

rough aliens taking what they can from their country of refuge. 

Mischa represents some inexplicable, magical, evil power 

whereas Jan and Stefan Lusiewicz are evil in a basic manner. 
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Their world represents a lack of morality, love or art. Their 

junk-filled room, with their ailing mother isolated in one cor

ner, and their mechanized jobs symbolize the effect society 

has had on them. They represent the baser qualities of life 

untouched by spiritual qualities. 

In The Flight from the Enchanter, Murdoch is examining 

mants struggle to become "free and separate" thoughltrelated to 

a rich and complicated world from which, as a moral being, he 

has much to learn.,,46 At the same time, she has not excluded 

the two views of modern man which she believes to be inade-

quate products of a muddled moral philosophy, the Ordinary 

Language Man and the Totalitarian Man described in her essay 

liThe Sublime and the Beautiful Revisited". The Ordinary 

Language Man, accredited to the Logical Positivists, sees 

himself as "rational and totally free except in so far as--

in the most ordinary sense--his degree of self-awareness may 

vary. He is morally speaking monarch of all he surveys and 

totally responsible for his actions.. Nothing transcends him. 

His moral language is a practical pointer, the instrument of 

his choices, the indication of his preferences •• o.His moral 

arguments are references to empirical facts backed up by 

decisions. The only moral word he requires is 'good' (or 

'right') the word which expresses decision •••• The virtue 

h · h .p d tIt h' . . . ,,47 J hR' h Vi lC lS -Lun amen a 0 lm lS slncerlty. 0 n . alnboroug 

46"Against Dryness,"p.18. 
47 11 The Sublime and the Beautiful 

Review,p.17. 
Revisited II , The Yale 
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is such a man. He justifies his rational actions, especially 

his decision to marry Agnes, as the "right" decision because 

i tis good for him. His major concern is to have others view 

him as he sees himself; a man of rational behaviour who makes 

morally "right " decisions for the good of all concerned. The' 

inadequacy of this view of man as Murdoch sees it is borne 

out in his egoism and his inability or reluctance to deviate 

from his view of the world, limiting the variety of experience 

and people he can relate to in the world around him. This 

accounts for his hostility toward Mischa and Peter. 

Mischa Fox is an example of Totalitarian Man as exem

plified by the existentialist philosopher Sartre. lIe is a 

man who feels angst in the presence of a hostile universe. 

"His highest value is his own will, his own assertion of his 

solitary self, against a society suffering from an absence 

of God and its own hypocrisy and pointlessness-. 1t48 He too 

wishes the world to see his virtue as sincerity by taking 

great care to present himself to others as he ~iews himself. 

The failure of this view of the world is also its egoistic 

quality and limited exposure to the variety of experience, 

people and moral concepts which are part of society. 

Both men believe that they are at once in control of 

themselves and the world as they perceive ite However, the 

contingency they confront disproves this Vlew. Rosa is also 

a Totalitarian person who is overwhelmed by the hostility of 

48 Iris Murdoch,p.7. 
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society and retreats into a completely egoistic state from 

which she is unable to exercise her own will. The virtue 

of sincerity fails her as well. Through her we see the com

plete breakdown of the moral concept of the liberal man. It 

is necessary for Rosa to discard her moral concepts and begin 

again by the close of the novel. The contingent actions of 

real people have helped her to free herself to a degree from 

the mythical world in which she has existed. 

Power still exists in the real world in which the 

characters exist, but their perception of it is different. 

The difficulty in recognizing the lack of freedom or tyran-

nical power in modern society is expressed in many ways in 

this novel,- and Murqoch is successful in showing that society 

does not make it easy for individuals to be free from the 

"enchanter" that lurks within the human mind: 

Unless we define our moral obligations, we 
face the prospect of a corrupt social creed 
that can only be aggravated by the romantic 
ideas of power and isolation we desperately 
introduce to ease guilt and doubt.49 

49peter Wolfe, The Disciplined Heart: Iris Murdoch 
and Her Novels, Columbia,Missouri,1966,ppo87,88. 
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A SEVERED HEAD 

Freedom, love, art and morality are the themes of Iris 

Murdoch's fifth novel, A Severed Head. Wit and humour are the 

mode used in this fast-paced work, in sharp contrast to the 

tone of evil which pervades her earlier novel, The Flight from 

the Enchanter. Symbol and characterization are the methods 

by which she delivers her mess age. As in the earlier work 

one character has great power which appears to be dark, but 

is a positive force in this case. Honor Klein 1S the "tawny

breasted witch" and the "severed head" of the title. l She 

provides the power needed to free the other characters, es

pecially the protagonist and narrator of the story, Martin 

Lynch-Gibbon. 

A clearer narrative and a more personal immediacy 

are found in this novel compared with The Flight from the 

Enchanter because it is written as autobiography. By recount

ing his personal story, Martin is acknowledging his understand

ing of morality and love which reflects Niurdoch' s view. He 

is consciously documenting the possibility for creating a 

different concept of morality in modern s ociety and in doing 

so substantiates the author's V1ew. 

Martin, by his own account, is a well-read, observant 

a esthete, a r omantic with a generally conservative nature. 

The other charact ers in the novel are de picted by their re-

lIris Murdoch , A Severed Head , Harmondsworth ,l974 , 
p.l38. 

46 
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sponses to him, as well as through the action of the story. 

The point of view is made clear through the symbolism. The 

complexity of the relationships between the characters and 

the fast pace of the events hold the reader's attention, but 

subtly convey Murdoch's views. 

Convention and neurosis are played off against one 

another in order to show their effects on love and freedom. 

As she stated in her essay "The Sublime and the Good", "the 

two great enemies of Love (are 1 convention and neurosis. ,,2 

These elements, especially neuros2S, are what is wrong with 

modern novels according to Murdoch: "Modern literature pre

sents us with the triumph of neurosis, the triumph of myth 

as a solipsistic forms,,3 She parodies the negative aspects 

of modern literature 2n this work through 1furtin's obsession 

with myth and in the detail he uses to describe the various 

love affairs. Humour and credibility are the desired effect. 

The main characters are again studies of the Totalitarian 

Man and the Ordinary Language Man and their subjection to the 

power of myths. Murdoch demonstrates how neurosis and con-

vention control the lives of men, inhibiting their ability to 

be free. Love is the spring to the trap. The discovery of 

what love, morality and consequently freedom may be is ex

pressed by an elaborate parody of Sartrets and Freud's theories, 

2Iris Murdoch, "The Sublime and the Good," Chicago 
Reyiew,13,Autumn,1959,p.53. 

3Iris Murdoch, "The Sublime and the Beautiful Re
visited," The Yale Review,49,1959,p.265. 
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discussed in· the works of A.S. Byatt, Linda Kuehl and R. 

Rabinovitz. Moral behaviour is perceived differently by each 

proselyte in the novel. Murdoch shows that the responsibility 

for moral action lies with an individual's acceptance of love 

which frees him from power as victim or victor. A discussion 

of each major character and his/her relationship to the others 

will clarify Murdoch's views. 

Martin Lynch-Gibbon on first impression seems to be 

an Ordinary Language Man, whose life is ordered by moral con

trol and convention. He has married a society beauty, runs 

the family wine business, has a good degree from a noted 

university, lives in a well-ordered home and ¥ITites historical 

analysis for a hobby. However, convention is a trap, the 

power which holds Martin. 

Martin is smug about his life at the beginning of the 

novel. He has let the current of convention lead him through 

life. He wishes to see himself in the tradition of the Ordi-

nary Language Man. The events of his personal life, especial

ly his relationship with his wife, Antonia, and partially the 

one with his mistress, Georgie, reveal his character: 

In my own marriage I early established myself 
as the one who took rather than gave •••• 1 
wanted Georgie as well and did not see why I 
should not have her. Although, as I had re
marked, I was not indifferent to the 'rules', 
I was certainly capable of being cool and 
rational about adultery ••• ~and I did not 
think that the marriage bond, though solemn, 
was uniquely sacred. It mqy be relevant here 
to add that I hold no religious beliefs whatever. 4 

4A Severed Head,p.14. 
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Antonia is the centre of his world and in a Freudian sense is 

the mother figure he lost in his adolescence. She is five 

years his senior causing her sometimes to be mistaken for his 

mother. According to Martin's description of her she has ances

tral connections to an artistic clan and dominates his life as 

did his artistic mother. He admits that during the first years 

of their marriage, "I was absorbed completely into the delight

ful task of being Antonia's husband."S When he eventually 

awakened from "The warm golden haze of those honeymoon years, 

(I found] certain roads were closed tome. ,~6 Although he feels 

somewhat altered in his role as husband, he relates the change· 

not to anything within himself but to his state as Antonia's 

husband" Martin's romantic attitude toward Antonia is rein-

forced by his strong attachment to his late mother. vTIlenever 

he visits his family home, Rembers, he is over\·vhelmed by his 

mother's presence: 

I always think of Rembers as my mother's 
house ••• athe house retains indelibly the 
mark of my mother's gentle fey rather vague 
personality, and it is in my thought of it 
perpetually clouded over with a romantic, 
almost medieval, haze.? 

Not only does Rembers retain the atmosphere of his mother's 

personality, but also that of Alexander, Martin's brother: 

'ta •• the form of his face perfectly recalled my father, its 

spirit and animation perfectly recalled my mother. 1t8 

5A Severed Head,p.16 
6Ibid. 
7Th.;t'l n~0 8-'-'-' ..... '-'.·'J:--'o'-....lu. 

Ibid. ,p.39. 
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In both his brother and his wife Martin finds his lost mother 

and because of these two figures avoids reality and mature 

love. He is able to assess clearly his relationship with his 

mother, but fails to recognize that this same relationship 

has been extended to his brother and wife: " ••• 1 recalled 

her [his mother] clearly, with a sad shudder of memory, and 

with that particular painful guilty thrilling sense of being 

both stifled and protected .. ~.,,119 The irony of the story is 

the liaison of these two mother figures. Their relationship 

exists from the beginning of Martin's and Antonia's marriage. 

When it is finally revealed to Martin, he is then able to see 

them as separate individuals free from the role he has given 

them. He is free, and reality replaces the dream in which 

he has existed. 

Antonia represents reality, although Martin is unable 

to see her as she really is. In Martin's words, "'golden' is 

the best epithet for her appearance".lO As noted in the pre-

vious chapter, references to gold and golden, and their cog

nates, are Murdoch's indicators of reality. The reality of 

Martin's relationship with Antonia is only fully understood 

by her. She knows that he relies upon her for his social 

status, his moral position and his emotional responses. She 

is aware of her power over him. COnsequently, she is able to 

deceive him about Alexander and manipulate his behaviour dur-

9A Severed Head,p.40. 
"l'f"'I _ • 

..LV.lbid. ,p.I6. 
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ing her affair with her analyst and Martin's friend, Palmer 

Anderson. He willingly abdicates his personal freedom to 

her jUdgement. It takes the introduction of a stronger, more 

compelling force in the person of Honor Klein to awaken 

Martin from his dream world. Until his awakening Martin sets 

up Antonia as his ideal of womanhood and is not perturbed 

that he sees her as "perpetually playing the role of being 

a woman" because, "the extent to which Antonia was inside 

society was important •••• "ll Antonia is inside society be

cause of the value she places on modern arbiters such as 

psychoanalysis and sexual power. The power she holds over 

Martin comes from his worship of her as a woman, especially 

in her role as his substitute mother. She blames her affair 

with Palmer on the failure of her marriage to Martin because 

of this role. This explanation provides an excuse for Antonia's 

adulterous behaviour as well as indicating the power she holds 

over Martin. Her moral values are backed up by her understand

ing of psychoanalytic theory. She rationalizes her behaviour 

through discussion and exercises her will in personal relation

ships, so that what she does appears to be done on the basis of 

what is good, or right, with disregard for the injustice or 

victimization of others o It is important to both lovers that 

Martin be a willing, rational victim, giving their unconven

tional behaviour his sanction. They not only want his forgive

ness, but more than that they want him to love them as though 

llA Severed Head,p.20. 
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he were their child: 

... it is not at all our idea that you should 
leave us. In a strange and rather wonderful 
way we can't do without you. We shall hold 
on to you, we shall look after you.12 

Martin does not react or act independently because his moral-

ity is so much a part of theirs. He allows himself to be 

victimized: 

It was important to them that I should let 
them off morally, that I should spare them 
the necessity of being ruthless. But if I 
had power, I was already surrendering it.13 

Martin realizes that they need his forgiveness and rational 

acceptance of their blatant break with convention to free 

them from guilt. However it takes the stronger moral force 

of Honor to make him fully aware of the unnaturalness of the 

situation before he can release his violent reaction to it. 

The affair ends, not because of Martin's reactions, but 

because of their guilt, and because of the lack of a basis 

for their moral convictions. Their relationship is based 

on an intellectual theory which does not sustain their love 

in the face of contingency, or the reality of their other 

sexual liaisons. Martin describes them as "deities upon an 

Indian fr:~eze, enthroned, inhumanly beautiful, a palr of 

sovereignsoo •• ,,14 In reality they are human and they lack 

the power of the gods to control contingency. Also, they 

are unable to set themselves apart from the conventions of 

12A Severed Head,p.31. 
13Th; ri_ 

14Ibld:: ,p.58. 
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tIle society they live in. If Martin had not chosen to do 

nothing rtexcept act out with dignity ••• his appointed task 

of being rational and charitable", their affair might have 

ended upon its coming to light, as does his.15 

The indication that there is something incomplete 

or false about Antonia's qualities as a love partner is 

given when Martin describes Georgie. Her lack of pretension, 

her youth, her toughness and her spontaneity are attractive 

to Martin: "That I could love such a person was a revelation 

and education to me and something of a triumph: it involved 

a rediscovery of myself & ,,16 

It is not by chance that Martin eventually rediscovers 

himselfR~nd is freed by love; rather, this is part of Murdoch's 

thesis that love is a redeeming moral quality. Martin's love 

for Georgie, however, does not free him despite his assessment 

of the situation. It does show him that he can make moral 

decisions outside Antenia's sphere of influence. The contin-

gent factors which impose upon their relationship bring him 

towards accepting responsibility for himself and his actions. 

Martin swears Georgie to silence about their love 

because public knowledge of their relationship might alter 

it. He elevates his rationalization by likening their situa-

tion to the legend of Psyche. However, they are real people 

and unable to affect the power of gods. In reality, when 

15A Severed Head,p.59 
16n .... .; r1 ~ 0('. 

-1.U-1.U. ,1.J.c:..v. 
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Georgie becomes pregnant she has- an abortion, because Martin 

wants to keep their love secret. She suffers silently. 

Martin escapes making a moral decision, but in dreams he has 

"glimpses of a punishment which would perhaps yet find its 

hour., ,,17 

Georgie accepts Martin as a being separate from her

self and loves him as an equal unique being and lives in the 

constant hope that he will eventually, publicly acknowledge 

her in the same wayo She rejects his fantasy life with 

Antonia, that is, her moral values, especially with regard 

to her zealous conversion to psychoanalysiso Martin finds 

her converSlon charming and harmless, until Antonia reveals 

her affair with Palme.ro Until then, he accepts Antonia's 

appraisal of Palmer's cure for life's problems unquestioningly. 

When he tells Georgie that "Palmer is good at setting people 

free", she replies: 

As for setting people free, I don't trust 
these professional liberators. Anyone who 
is good at setting people free is also 
good at enslaving them, if we are to believe 
Plato. The trouble with you, Martin, is 
that you are always looking for a master.18 

Martin is unable to recognize this side of his nature. He 

would rather see himself as a kind and good person. His lack 

of personally-derived moral convictions permits him to be 

victimized and to use Georgie. It is only when his reliance 

on his masters causes continuing harm to his psychological 

17A Severed Head,p.13. 
18Ibid. ,p. 7. 
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and emotional well-being that he considers that they may be 

fallible. Murdoch uses Martin's dilemma to point out the 

failure of certain moral values or the lack of them. 

It is in the opening chapter that Murdoch makes her 

theme clear. Martin appears to be free only in a superficial 

way. It quickly becomes apparent that he has several masters: 

Antonia, Palmer, and his own convention~ The use of the word 

"gold" links Georgie to the reality which surrounds Martin, 

but with which he is unable to integrate himself. He is 

fascinated by the strands of gold in her hair. Throughout 

the novel an emphasis on descriptions of people's hair and 

heads underlines the theme of the severed head and its impli

cations. The severed head is both an object of horror, like 

Medusa's snake-covered head, and as described by Honor, one 

of worship because of its ability to prophecy. Honor is the 

severed head of the novel because she is both horrifying to 

and worshipped by Martin. 

For Martin, his relationship with Georgie is existen

tial in its nature. Murdoch is pointing out the failure of 

Sartre's philosophy to provide a viable moral ethic. In her 

synopsis of Stuart Hampshire's view of the modern man, related 

to Sartre's philosophy, she captures Martin's moral view: 

The only moral word which he requires is 
"good ll (or "right"), the word which ex
presses decision. His rationality ex
presses itself in awareness of facts, 
whether about the world or about himself. 
The virtue which is fundamental to him is 
sincerity. 
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•• ~in the work of Jean-Paul Sartre, essen
tially the same picture tis found). ~ •• On 
the one hand there is the mass of psycho
logical desires and social habits and prej
udices, on the other hand there is the will. 
oooAgain the only real virtue is sinceritYe19 

The Ordinary Language Man is related to the first view and 

Totalitarian Man to that of Sartre. The former believes man 

has control over himself and society and the latter believes 

man can control his actions regardless of society. Martin 

sees himself as an Ordinary Language Man and he values ration-

al behaviour and the ability to do what is good or right. 

This shapes his reaction to Antonia's and Palmer's affair and 

explains his need to keep his own affair secret. On the other 

hand, it is because of his values that his marriage is less 

than successful and he seeks out the existential relationship 

with Georgie. Both are sincere moral expressions on Martin's 

part. He is caught between convention and neurosis. What 

he knows about the world or himself is limited because Martin 

cannot transcend his preoccupation with himself. If he loves 

Antonia because she is inside society, he loves Georgie be

cause she fills the gaps Martin finds in his conventional 

marriage. It is due to the weakness of his will that Antonia 

has power over him and Georgie betrays them. 

Martin's relationship with Georgie frees him from 

convention and allows him to assert his will: 

.oeI reflected a little guiltily that after 
all there was nothing very much that Georgie 

19Iris Murdoch, "Against Dryness," Encounter,16, 
(January,1961),p.17. 
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could do to me. Her Dower was limited. Here 
at least I was free. 20 

\Vhen his wife leaves him, he takes Georgie to his and Antonia's 

home in order to break the spell of duplicity. Martin thinks 

that he can diminish the -power of convention and Antonia's 

power by his sincerity in showing Georgie his other life. How-

ever, his actions only result in the destruction of his love 

for Georgie. Vlhen the secret is out it has the effect Martin 

feared. Other people knowing changes their love. Martin feels 

guilty about deceiving Antonia and angry that Georgie has been 

the one to tell their secret. He feels victimized. 

Their love is completely broken when he finds Georgie 

with his brother. He fears his brother's power. Georgie has 

taken action where he cannot. Georgie has acted in order to 

free herself from the unreality of their relationship: 

I had to do something of my O~TI. I feel 
twice as real now. I was just stopping 
being free. And for me that's stopping 
existing. I was getting to be no good to 
either myself or to you. You've got to 
see me, Martin.21 

Martin cannot see her outside the world which he has created 

for them. Georgie is doubly free because the duplicity 1S 

gone and also because Alexander is able to see reality. When 

the outside world is forced on their relationship, Martin con

cedes any power he might have had by revealing everything 

about it to Antonia. It is his lack of freedom in making 

2~A Severed Head,p.67. 
2 Ibid. ,p.104. 
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moral decisions that destroys his love for Georgie. He ac

quiesces in the decisions of his moral arbiters by acting in 

a rational fashion. lIe does not act on his beliefs or know-

ledge of reality but on other people's. 

Alexander represents more to Martin than his lost 

mother. As an artist, he holds a key for understanding cer

tain aspects of people and seeing reality that Martin envies 

and somewhat fears. He sees in Alexander's sculpted heads 

"a technique for discovering more about what is real." Alex-

ander challenges Martin's limited view by replying, "So have

you. It is -called morality 0 ,,22 In viewing Alexander's 

sculpted heads, especially one of Antonia, he states his fear 

that a severed head represents "an illicit and incomplete 

relationship" and Alexander underlines this fear by carrying 

the imagery farther: 

Perhaps an obsession. Freud on Medusa. 
The head can represent the female geni
tals, feared not desired. 23 

The remark makes Martin uneasy because it reflects his feelings 

about his relationship to Antonia and HOlior. Women's bodies 

are the essential and comforting part to Martin in his rela-

tionship to them. 

Antonia and Palmer, who take on the role of Martin's 

parents, dispatch him to fetch Honor. Waiting for her in the 

dense fog he is unable to recall her face although he has met 

22A Severed Head,p.43. 
23Th;". n.LLLL. -_ ..... -. '1-"11 ..1-.1.. 
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her before.. The reason for this may be her "animal-like and 
24 repellent face." Her first remarks cause him to reflect on 

his reactions and inaction over his wife's infidelity. Driv-

lng through the fog he recognizes her femininity in her head

less body as she leans out of the window. He feels a bond 

with her because of her help to him in getting through the 

treacherous fog. This is an indication of the role she will 

play in the remainder of the story. She is transformed in 

his eyes by the power he sees radiating from her when she 

confronts the lovers " ••• like some insolent and powerful cap-

tain J ••• confronting the sovereign powers whom he was now 

ready if need be to bend to his will.,,25 Honor represents 

a challenge to the golden pair because she is aware of the 

reality and unconventional aspects of their relationship and 

has the power to act against them where Martin does not. He 

admires Honor's power as he does that of the military heroes 

he v~ites about, but he is unable to emulate it. 

Honor begins dismantling Palmer's house, removlng 

the things which belong to her. This symbolizes the dis-

mantling of his adulterous liaison with Antonia. She uses 

her power to force the truth on the complicated relationships 

of the other characters. The· truth eventually brings Martin 

to a confrontation with reality. 

His second significant encounter with Honor occurs in 

24A Severed Head,p.55. 
25Thi". n c;p. ................ '-4. ,p.tJlo..J. 
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Palmer's house when she reveals to Martin certain aspects of 

her morality. The incident fuels Martin's impression of her 

as a powerful, almost magical, person. The scene is both 

artistically subtle and theatrical in its proportions. The 

setting is dramatic. It takes place on New Year's Eve in 

candlelight with Antonia's and Palmer's presence lingering 

over the remains of their meal, now presided over by Honor, 

and to Martin "it was like an arrival at the shrine of some 

remote and self-absorbed deity.,,26 Once again he is aware 

of an unconscious link with Honor. He sees in her near ugli-

ness a subject for an artist like Goya. What follows is a 

touch of the sublime, an inexplicable experience. She will 

not allow him to touch the Samurai sword she is holding. It 

is spiritually symbolic to her and she realizes that Martin 

has no understanding of its meanlng. Martin considers his 

marriage important, Antonia gives him the framework for his 

morality, but his marriage bond is not sacred to him and he 

holds no religious beliefs. He learns from Honor that the use 

of Samurai swords is "not merely an art but a spiritual exer

cise.,,27 For Martin it is only an instrument for severing 

heads, but she tells him that "being a Christian,you connect 

spirit with love. These people connect it with control, with 

power.,,28 It is the combination of these qualities that are 

present in Honor's spirit and morality. She exercises control 
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over her will, giving her power, yet she is capable of love. 

She lsa Jew who believes in people not dark gods. As a Jew, 

she represents a link between modern society's Chr.istian view 

of the world and ancient, more primitive ones. Modern society 

disguises the use of power by giving the appearance that an 

open, loving and democratic morality lS in place, whereas 

ancient society and the one represented by mythology, openly 

admired and rewarded power and the triumph of the will instead 

of love. The role of victim and victor is no longer easily 

identifiable. People, not gods, are the arbiters of morality 

so that they can control their behaviour to a greater degree. 

Martin is moved by the power and reverence with which 

Honor displays her skill with the sword. She has power, con

trol and a strange beauty with which he eventually falls In 

love. Honor is an integrated person who sees people and the 

world as they really exist. She also has courage which enables 

her to reach out to other people and to act on her convictions. 

She is not afraid of power, but Martin is. 

Their next encounter is a violent one. Martin takes 

out the rage he feels toward Antonia and Palmer by beating 

Honor, whose truthfulness brings him to the breaking point. 

His exposure to Honor has made him aware of his real feelings 

toward his wife and his friend. He reaches a degree of free-

dam and at the same time begins to love Honor. His rage re-

flects his resentment at being treated like a child by the 

two lovers He finds it un-
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bearable that his wife steals his friend, his friend seduces 

his wife and his brother steals his lover. 

In the scene following, Martin isolates himself to 

reflect on the muddle of his feelings and relationships. Since 

his coming under the influence of Honor and the power of 

Antonia and Palmer, London is shrouded by fog. With the use 

of words like brimstone and newspapers reporting deaths caused 

by the fog, it is symbolically a hell for Martin, indicating 

his spiritual torment. Stumbling along beside the Thames in 

an alcoholic stupor he lS aware of the golden haze created by 

the sun trying to break through the fog.. Familiar landmarks 

come in and out of focus. The landscape reflects the presence 

of reality which is all around Martin, but he finds it difficult 

to separate it from his fantasy world. His anguish lS real, but 

his will, his morality is not strong enough to help him find 

his way. He is drawn to Honor's power as he has been to 

Antonia's and Palmer's in the past. He is suddenly aware of 

his love for her and he sets out for Cambridge to find her. 

The description of Cambridge contrasts with the London 

one by its "luxurious brilliance".29 Martin is compelled by 

the force of his love for Honor and he sees himself as "the 

terrible figure of Love as pictured by Dante."30 It is Honor's 

power that draws him there. He is seeking a myth, but what he 

finds is stark reality in the incestuous love scene between 

29A Severed Head,po124. 
30Ibid~ ,p"126,, 
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Palmer ana his half-sister. The shock has an amazing effect 

on Martin. He sees Honor as a woman, an individual separate 

from his fantasy of her. The contingency of Martin's impetu

ous journey has destroyed the fantasy of a virgin goddess who 

has been waiting for him to awaken her sensuality. It wakes 

him up to reality. In her· essay, "Against Dryness,1I Murdoch 

states that "reality is not a given whole. 1I This is borne out 

in the novel. Martin must confront each relationship and 

fantasy before he faces reality as a whole. The experience 

exposes him and the reader· to the many ways modern man inter-

prets and comes to grips with reality by drawing on psycho-

analytic Freudian concepts, Sartre's theories, and mythology, 

as well as creating new ways of coping with the world. 

Palmer appears to be the Totalitarian Man until the 

incest scene. He is rational, acts on his beliefs and uses 

his will ·to control the world about him. He is a Freudian 

analyst and offers Martin professional sympat:b.y: 

The psyche ••• has its own mysterious methods 
of restoring balance. It automatically seeks 
its advantage, its consolation. It is almost 
entirely a matter of mechanics, and mechani£al 
models are the best to understand it with.3 

As A.S. Byatt points but, this "remark is a statement of a par

tial truth which interests Iris JI.·1urdoch very much. ,,32 She goes 

on to discuss r.1urdoch' s views in 'On "God" and IIGood" t concern-

lng Freud's theories which have had considerable influence on 

3lA Severed Head,p.31. 
32A.S. Byatt, Iris Murdoch,Harlow,1976,p.25. 
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Murdoch's work and Byatt sums them up: 

There are several novels which one could 
call "mythical" novels in which Miss Mur
doch's interest in these mechanisms, in 
parodies of good, in patterning, leads to 
the structure seeming to hold more aesthetic 
power than the individual characters--even 
though the morality of these novels contin
ues to assert the paramount imverative of 
observing the free individual. 33 

Palmer is not able to set Martin free by showing him how good 

he is in forgiving Palmer and Antonia, but the impact of 

Palmer obsessed by something beyond his control--his passion 

for his half~sister--gives Martin a sense of power over 

Palmer. This power helps to restore a sense of balance to 

their relationship. Martin feels pity for Palmer and Honor 

because he has seen them together and discovered their dark 

secret. He survives his wife's infidelity, and because he 

observes Palmer and Honor he is able to see Palmer more clearly 

as an individual. Also, this experience helps bring Martin 

closer to accepting Honor as a real woman rather than a my tho 

Once his affair with Antonia is over and his relation-

ship with Honor is terminated, Palmer resumes control and offers 

Martin his friendship and advice again. He tells Martin to 

let his imagination help him break the convention which holds 

him, gaining him freedom to have what he really wants. Martin 

is not ready to make such decisions. His need for conven-

tional forms still has a hold on his imagination through 

Antonia and his marriage. 

33Iris Murdoch,p.26. 
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Honor and Martin are brought together again by the con

tingent act of Georgie's attempted suicide. Martin realizes 

he has avoided seeing Georgie as a separate being because he 

did not want her to exist outside of the fantasy world he had 

created in their relationship and admits, "I had enjoyed but 

never had to pay.,,34 Although he is as yet unaware of Antoniats 

and Alexander's relationship, which has caused Georgie's suicide 

attempt, he knows that his love for both women is dead. Know

ing that Honor and Palmer plan to leave England he makes a des

perate appeal to Honor. He tells her that his marriage is 

over and that he;~'6ves her., She in turn tells him to return 

to his wife and reality and not to think that his love for her 

"is more than a dream," explaining to him what she sees,but he 

cannot: 

Your love for me does not inhabit the real 
world ••• 6Because of what I am and because 
of what you saw I am a terrible object of 
fascination for youo I am a severed head 
such as primitive tribes and old alchemists 
used to use, ••• And who knows but that long 
acquaintance with a severed head might lead 
to strange knowledge. e •• As real people we do 
not exist for each other.35 

Throughout the novel Honor has been connected with dark gods 

and mythological allusions because of her Jewish ancestry, 

appearance and her position as a professor of anthropology 

who spends time studying primitive societies. She understands 

that at present Martin is in love with a myth, not a real 

34A Severed Head,p.173. 
35T'l-..!..:J _ ,.n ...... 
- - -LU-LU. ,1l •. .LO'::;. 
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woman. She' intimates that the cost of believing in myths is 

high and far removed from ordinary life. She is aware that 

real people are destructive of myths; a view held by Murdoch. 

She sees his love as destructive, similar to the kind he had 

for Georgiee Martin wishes to worship Honor and she sends 
36 him away because he is Itliving on dreams". 

It is only upon. the final destruction of Martin's 

fantasy marriage that he awakens to reality. Antonia tells 

him that she is going away with Alexander whom she will marry 

and whom she has loved even before she married Martin. Mar-

tin's unreal understanding of his perfect marriage is shat

tered by the truth. Antonia admits that she also was living 

in a dream. until Palmer woke her up and she tells Martin that 

he dreams along without facing things. Since she managed to 

hold Martin's love in spite of her infidelity with Palmer, 

she assumes that she can do the same where her love with Alex-

ander is concerned. Her experience with Palmer has given her 

courage to be honest with little cost to her. She tries to 

continue her manipulation of Martin, explaining that since 

he was unconsciously living in an unreal world and loving 

her, he should be able to continue loving her, because now 

that the truth is out it will be better. She believes that 

if they are good and brave and will it to be it can happen. 

Her liberal Vlew of morality is a net of terms and theories 

with which she is trying to hold Martin's love; "I must keep 

36A Severed Head,p.183. 
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you in my loving net.,,37 

It 1S at this point Martin knows that Antonia's moral

ity, which he has willingly accepted, is shallow and limiting. 

He has allowed her views to imprison his will and imagination. 

The "loving net" keeps Martin a child in his relationship with 

Antonia and she is free to choose other real husbands, while 

she remains loved by all without having to pay any great price. 

Martin is not unkind to Antonia for wakening him to the truth, 

because he has gained his freedom without a struggle, without 

paying a great price, because he never had a real marriage 

with hero Martin is free from Antonia's "loving nett! but he 

is unable to free himself from the extreme love he feels for 

Honore 

Accepting the futility of such a love he performs a 

ritualistic assassination of it, by forcing himself to go 

and watch her leaving the country with her brother. The fog 

has lifted and London returns to a bright world. Martin sees 

the necessity for self-reliance in overcoming the moral 

tyranny he has experienced in order to emerge from his per

sonal hell, to survive. The religious symbolism in this 

scene underlines Murdoch's theme that in a world which has 

lost its religious beliefs, as Martin professes he has, man 

must create through his imagination his own morality and not 

depend on myth or fantasy. Love is the key to this morality. 

In this scene Martin sees at last three people separate from 

37A Severed Head,p.190. 
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himself. He acknowledges the fact that Honor is mortal and 

that she has not altered since he first met her but his need 

for a master transformed reality into fantasy and made her 

into a severed head. Iris love for her has brought him to 

reality and he "could see, in her ugliness, her beautYo,,38 

The final scene is like the beginning of a new book. 

Sitting alone in his flat Martin acknowledges his situation 

as "the first moments of some entirely new era.,,39 Until 

this point Martin has not been able to experience real 

emotional pain because he was not living in the real world. 

Now he "surrendered to grief and to the physical pain which 

is the mark of true emotion.,,40 His pain began at the air

port forcing him to leave before Honor's departure, which 

he could not bear to witness. While he grieves she enters. 

She has stqyed because Palmer was "frantic" to get away from 

her. Whether as an explanation for Palmer's frantic leave

taking or for the possibility of a relationship between her 

and Martin, Honor asks him if he recalls the legend of Gyges 

and Candauleso Although he can recall the tale he no longer 

sees myth as significant and asks Honor if it is possible to 

"have relations with a severed head.,,4l In analysing their 

position he states that the dream they have been living in 

is over and that they must take hold of each other in order 

to stay together In confronting reality. He is ready to 

38A Severed Head,p.198. 
39Ibid. ,p. 201 

40Ibid. ,p.202. 
4lIbid. ,p.205. 
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face reality. Freedom and love are the possibilities of 

such an awakening. They both realize that chance, or con;... 

tingency, is involved and they are willing to take the risk. 

The closing chapter is inconclusive yet satisfying. 

The imagery and symbolism seem confusing, but they are put 

into proper perspective by the reality of the two people. 

Martin is facing the real world. He and Honor accept one 

another on equal terms. The possibility of real people des

troying myth and contingency destroying fantasy are clearly 

evident~ Murdoch does not have the pair fall lovingly into 

one another's arms; "since reality is incomplete, art must 

not be too much afraid of incompletenesso Literature must 
42 always represent a battle between real people and images." 

The power of victor over victim present in The Flight 

from the Enchanter is not as powerfully portr~yed in A Severed 

Head, but the concept that freedom from power comes through 

the acceptance of reality is more clearly presentedo The net 

Martin must escape is the same one Rosa must crawl out from 

under. Freedom cannot be attained by retreating into fantasy 

or worshipping myths in order to avoid moral responsibility. 

Professional liberators like Freud or Sartre are shown as 

possible enslavers. Imagination is seen as the liberator, the 

guide to morality, by both artist and psychoanalyst in the 

novel. Love is seen as the moral referent helpful to survive 

reality and contingency. Alexander attempts to capture this 

42 11Against Dryness,"p .. 20. 
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in his sculptures: 

I've never wanted to do an imaginary real
istic head before • ••• We don't believe in 
human nature in the old Greek way any more. 
There is nothing between schematized sym
bols and caricature. Vfuat I want here is 
some sort of impossible liberation • ••• I 
shall go on playing with it and interro
gating it and perhaps it will tell me some
thing. 43 

Vfuat Alexander is seeking is a reflection of Murdoch's theory 

about art and morality. They differ for reasons connected 

with sense and form. The idea of a "loving respect for a 

reality other than oneself is as relevant to making a vase 

as it is to writing a novel" for "the artist strives to make 

what he creates self-contained and as far as possible self-
44 explanatory." The critical question is: does this apply 

to this novel? Certainly the characters in the novel have 

an independence from the author. The work is autobiographical 

in form and therefore more selective and limited in its charac-

terization. The imagery and mythological references working 

with the action of the novel create an imaginative view of 

morality which is believable. 

Rfurtin's love for homely Honor renders her beautiful. 

The beauty is based on his seeing her as a real woman. He 1S 

first aware of her beauty when he finds her with her half-

brother and he is shocked into a view of her as a woman de-

tached from his mythical concept of her. It 1S through his 

43A Severed Head,p.43. 
44"The Sublime and the Good,"pp.54~5. 
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love that we see beauty and love are not separate from reality 

or morality. Vfuat is being worked out in the novel is part of 

Murdoch's theory which is discussed in her essay, "The Sublime 

and the Good": 

Art and morality are ••• Qne. e •• The essence 
of both of them is love. Love is the per
ception of individuals. Love is the extreme
ly difficult realisation that something other 
than oneself is real. Love, and so art and 
morals, is the discovery of reality.45 

In the novel, Murdoch is trying to show how individuals trap 

themselves by convention and neurosis so that they are unable 

to realize others as real and separate from them. The degree 

to which the characters of the novel do this reflects their 

morality and ability to love others. In A Severed Head Mur

doch succeeds in presenting her view of morality through a 

comic presentation of exaggerated moral theories, applied to 

unusual problems in a bizarre social settingo 

45"The Sublime and the Good,"pp.5l-2. 
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cm;CLUSION 

The two novels discussed in this study are successful 

In achieving a great part of the task that Murdoch has set 

herself as a novelist. They are inventive works of' art pre~ 

senting solid characterization and a deeper, more complex 

view of humanity against a realistic modern setting than is 

commonly found in contemporary novels. She evokes a concept 

of' morality which is posslble, clearly related to and arising 

from the muddle of' modern ethics of power, lack of' religious 

belief' and growing preoccupation with the self. In this v.ray 

she provides the reader with some possible solutions to moral 

questions. Her style has moments of eloquence and starkness 

that balance the dialogue and description in a unique way. 

My chief' criticism is of the dense, almost superfluous imagery 

'which dominates the characterization in her work. At times 

it impedes understanding of what is actually happening to the 

characters; it distracts the reader instead of making the 

theme more comprehensibleo However, it would seem that this 

is due to her determination to move away from what she calls 

crystalline or journalistic novels. A great amount of' con-

centration is needed on the part of the reader in order to 

grasp the whole of the picture she is painting. 

In an interview in 1962, rlurdoch claimed that her 

theme is "the conflict bet'ween the artist and the saint. ,,1 

l"Iris Murdoch," The Observer Profile in The Observer 
Weekend Review,London,Sunday,June 17,1962. 
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It may be understood from this comment that she is looking 

for a supportive relationship between imagination or art and 

morals, an idea she elaborates in "The Sublime and the Good." 

The prohlem is one of creating complete characters within her 

own style -and of" harmonizing the conflict between heart and 

mind, as she explains it in the same article. The Flight 

from the Enchanter and A Severed Head were studied for this 

reason. They, along with her first novel Under the Net and 

her most recent one The Sea, The Sea, seem to corne closest 

to her goalso 

In her first work the protagonist, Jake Donaghue, is 

an artist whose struggle is the centre of the piece. In his 

moral developmen't he encounters a saint-like father figure 

in Hugo Belfound'er. As an artist he achieves personal and 

artist.ic freedom by facing reality and by loving others as 

beings separate from himself. The main character in The Sea, 

The Sea is a retired actor and playwright, Charles 

The saint-like person in this work is a youth, Titus, whom 

the playwright wishes was his son. Personal frs.@dom comes 

to Charles when he faces reality rather than trying to escape 

from it and when he learns to accept love free from power or 

control. Artistic maturity comes to him, or at least becomes 

a possibility, through the process of writing his memoirs 

which form the novel. Murdoch blends many styles in this 

work as she does in A Severed Head. Diary, biography, legend 

and romantic novel are present in this new creationo The 
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lmagery is much more vivid and an integral part of the plot 

and theme. An important aspect of the novel is the idea of 

an artist retiring from the very reason for his existence, 

the striving for perfection in his art, or the concept of 

humans retiring from the reality of their existence, not just 

from work. Retirement from work allows humans time to reflect 

upon and redirect their lives as Charles discovers during his 

brief retirement by the sea. 

This newest work is prone to tricks of magic and 

fantasy, but they are pared down to a conceivable level. The 

characters are of a more approachable and natural scale than 

in previous works. Indeed most of the characters seem to be 

more free of the novelist's will than in preceding novels. 

One aspect of the novel which may seem incredible to some 

readers is the mystical quality given to the sea, especially 

the presence of a sea monster. The monster is part of the 

mental baggage Charles has been carrying about with him. He 

tries to explain it away as a reoccurrence of a "bad trip't 

from a distant experience with the drug LSD. The association 

is with dark spiritual evil which is universal, inescapable 

and ever present within man. ~~e image is too frightening 

for Charles to confront. Another fantastic aspect of the 

plot is the protagonist's miraculous escape from drowning 

which is later explained by his memory of being lifted from 

the boiling sea by the superhuman actions of his cousin, a 

mystic. The introduction of eastern mysticism and mind-over-
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body "tricks", including his cousin's self-willed, non-medical 

death, are a "task for the credulity of a sceptical westerner" 

as Charles puts it. 2 At least, in this work magic and mysti

cism are dealt with in a more direct way, confronted openly, 

rather than being obscured in the action. The reader is ex-

pected to be as sceptical as Charles is initially. 

Sbe has written so many novels between the two studied 

in the previous chapters and her latest, The Sea, The Sea, 

that it is difficult to single out particular ones as resound-

ing failures or great successes. With each novel her craft 1S 

progressing but she has, as yet, to produce a great work of 

art. A Severed Head is thought to be too playful, or too fan

tastic by some, but The Unicorn (1963), while intriguing, is 

one of her least successful works mainly due to its excesses. 

On the other hand, A Fairly Honourable Defeat (1970) succeeds 

by refining the techniques used in the early novels and by 

presenting her ideas of morality and love through less exotic 

characters. In a quite recent work, The Sacred and Profane 

Love Machine (1974), Murdoch provides a fresh look at the ideas 

presented in both The Flight from the Enchanter and A Severed 

Head, and it is an absorbing novel of action and ideas. A 

brief examination of these later works will give an indication 

of the direction in which Murdoch is heading. 

Th.e work 1n which fantasy and myth confuse and detract 

from the theme is The Unicorn.. It is a Gothic romance which 

2Iris Murdoch, The Sea, The Sea, London,1978,p.4l0o 
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stumbles over its allegorical, mystical and literary referents. 

The mystical fantasy which prevents the characters from gain

l.ng moral insight or personal freedom also obscures their real 

moral dilemma from the reader. The setting, Gaze Castle and 

the mansion Riders on a remote coastline, and the bizarre plot 

centering around a modern imprisoned "princess", Hannah Crean

Smith, who is surrounded by slightly mad servants and fanciful 

rescuers, make it difficult for the reader to discern the 

serious moral problems presented. The fantasy is too much. 

The most memorable scenes deal with the landscape and nature, 

whereas the theme suffers from the extraordinary situation of 

the plot. The shattering of the illusion that Hannah and the 

others build around-her imprisonment is in keeping with Mur

doch's view that reality is destructive of myth and contin

gency is destructive of fantasy. All attempts to confront 

reality are ineffectual and the contingency does not destroy 

fantasy, but heightens the fantastic aspects of the plot. 

The moral dilemma is overwhelming. Although the story is 

intricate and interesting, an essential element is missing 

from the tragedy. There is a lack of understanding on the 

part of the survivors of the tragedy and of their part in ito 

Only Denis Nolan (the saint figure) sees his guilt and accepts 

his role of suffering for Hannah. 'fhe protagonist, rJlarion, 

recognizes that the tvlO families of the story never under

stand one another and consequently create their own illusions 

nrOUIld the unicorn of the title, Hannah, and are ullable to 
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gain a degree of freedom for her or themselves. As in The 

Flight from the Enchanter, power is an important theme, but 

the main moral theme concerns good and God. Most obvious 

is an argument on the failure of religious belief in God, 

centering around the unicorn imagery, to provide freedom 

from power and guilte The novel succeeds in illustrating 

Murdoch's concept of freedom defined in the essay "The Idea 

of Perfection", as "a function of the progressive attempt to 

see an object clearly" and consequently, as an active pursuit 

which is "essentially something progressive, something infi

nitely perfectible.,,3 Since the novel is a tragedy, it is 

the failure to work this concept out which dominateso 

In contrast to The Unicorn's failings is the success 

of A Fairly Honourable Defeat. It is a tragedy on a scale 

which is more comprehensible, because it uses a less fart~astic 

setting and characters. In many ways it is a re-Vlorking of 

both The Flight from the Enchanter and A Severed Reado The 

enchanter and liberator is a magnetic man named Julius. 

Julius is a biochemist, an independently wealthy professor 

who has given up a job developing weapons of biological war-

fare. Allusions are made to his international fame gained 

by his leaving his former job, and to his experience at Dachau. 

He is at home in neither "impoverished Europe" nor prosperous 

America, and like Mischa Fox he, derives power from manipulating 

others. He is unable to love others as separate unique beings, 

3Iris Murdoch, "The Idea of Perfection," The Yale 
Review,53,(March,1964),p.36l. 
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but only in an incidental fashion. He amuses himself by con

fronting others with the truth of their moral weakness and he 

destroys Rupert by this method. Like Honor and Mischa he is 

referred to as an "exotic foreign object".4 The undercurrent 

of violence, present in all Murdoch's novels, blends well with 

the action and highlights the failure of rational control over 

evil or power, and the intrinsic qualities of what is morally 

good. Gentle, selfless Tallis, who understands the real human 

needs of others, is able to act against evil and violence 

where the others cannot or will not. Characterization in the 

novel is especially well worked out so that the actions and 

decisions taken, although unpredictable, seem to be the result 

of real people confronting contingency. A.S. Byatt states 

that "both reader and characters are drawn through the experi-

ence of attention to the being of others vnlich Miss Murdoch 

sees as the heart of morality.n5 This pertains to the treat-

ment of love in various relationships in the novel. It is 

especially evident in the relationship between the homosexual 

couple in the work. 

Another fairly recent and successful work is The Sacred 

and Profane Love rl'1achine (1974) 0 As the title indicates , its 

major concern is v[i th the mechanical aspects of love which can 

dominate and destroy people if they are unable to understand 

themo The same may be said for the concept of goodness or 

4Iris Murdoch, A Fairly Honourable Defeat, Harmonds
worth,1972,p.15. 

5AoS. Byatt, Iris Murdoch, Harlow,1976,p.31e 
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virtue in the novel. The idea of a virtuous and loving net 

is given another dimension here. Harriet is a kind, loving 

and virtuous wife and mother. She throws a loving net around 

her husband, Blaise, and her son, David, which in the first 

case allows Blaise to deceive her and avoid confronting 

reality, and in the second case protects David from the 

realities of mature love and sex. By forgiving his past 

infidelity and condoning her husbandts extra-marital rela-

tionship, actually encouraging it, Harriet is behaving in an 

unacceptable way. For Harriet, virtue lies in sustaining 

loving thoughts and a loving attitude toward her husband and 

son rather tha"n in accepting them for the flesh and blood 

people they are. Their lives are set into roles of loving 

attitudes but contingency upsets the patterns which all the 

characters have set out in their relationships. As in The 

Unicorn most of the characters have based their love of others 

on illusions they have created about the virtue of their be

loved and/or themselves. Guilt and suffering result in vio

lence and, for some, a degree of freedom. The artist of this 

work is a v,Ti ter of popular thrillers that have spawned a 

television series, and he is a forerunner of Charles Arrowby 

in The Sea, The Sea. Also, like Arrowby, he galns a degree 

of freedom by liberating himself from a tormenting, unrequited 

love which, in this case, haunts him from the grave. The real 

people of this novel destroy myth and the fantasy v.rorld they 

.ll.8 in most 
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the female characters dominate the action. They are the manip

ulators, as well as the ones who define their place in the 

world in accordance with relationships with others, while the 

male characters are concerned with themselves. The two child

ren in the rrove.l play an interesting role as victims. Their 

innocence and virtue have intrinsic power affecting the moral

ity of the adults. 

The novel provides a broader range of relationships 

than The Unicorn which deals with similar moral ideas. The 

imagery and descriptive passages have a sensuous quality that 

are only hinted at in most of the earlier workso The action, 

which often has a bizarre quality in Murdoch's work, seems more 

natural here~ . .because of the exposure of the mechanical aspects 

of human relationships. 

Iris Murdoch has been persistent and prolific in pre

senting a similar theme and idea of morality from many angleso 

She is not a dabbler in novel writing and has been taken serious

ly by literary critics. Some of the authors hold similar views 

but provide fresh ways of looking at the same aspects of the 

novels 0 The critics selected give a good cross-section of 

Murdochcriticismo 

In her most recent study of Murdoch's work, AoS. Byatt 

provides a concise analysis of Murdoch's novels in relation to 

the philosophers and writers from whom she takes her inspira

tion, with special consideration given to Shakespeare, as well 

as those from v-lhom 8118 differs" The study also deals v~ri th the 
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continuing: problem presented by Murdoch's work, which is, 

where does it fit in with recent British literature, how can 

it be classified? The controversy, as Byatt presents it, 

centres on the split in opinion of those who describe Murdoch 

as "the heir to liberal humanism and technical subtlety of 

E.M. Forster," and the others who compare her novels to "best

selling writers of melodrama (Daphne du Maurier), or detective 

stories for lady dons.,,6 After introducing her study by rais-

ing the problems critics have in accepting tfurdoch's world and 

categorizing her work, Byatt goes on "to elucidate some of the 

ideas, about life and about fiction, behind the construction 

of this world"tt 7 She points out the fact that Murdoch, as a 

philosopher, is concerned with issues such a$ the relationship 

between art and morals, and their "attempts to distinguish 

truth from fantasy" especially !tin the presentation of a suf-

ficiently complex image of the human personality," as well as 

a concern for discerning what humans believe to be 'tGood" 0 9 

A very clear analysis of the concepts presented in "Against 

Dryness" follows with references to the philosophers who have 

provided background material on which Murdoch has based some 

of her critical concepts, such as Gilbert Ryle, AoJo Ayer and 

Stuart Hampshire. 

The philosophical background of the terms Totalitarian 

Man and Ordinary Language Man are discussed in relation to 

~Iris Murdoch,p.5. 
gIbido ;p.6" 
Ibid. 
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Murdoch's Vlews and the use of these concepts in her work. 

Also 1 by referring to essays such as "The Sublime and the 

Beautiful Revisited," "The Sublime and the Good" and "On 'God' 

and °Good' ,II Byatt is able to elaborate on important aspects 

of Murdochis ethics such as truth, virtue and freedomo m1e 

deals with one of the basic tenets of Murdoch's aesthetic and 

moral philosophy, the concept of "attention". It is the word 

Simone ~Veil used "to describe the constantly renewed attempt 

to see things, objects, people, moral situations, truly as 

they are, uncoloured by our own personal fantasies or needs 

for consolation.,,9 Byatt goes on to link Murdoch's concept 

of freedom with "attention" and also its relationship to "Kantts 

concept of Achtung (attention) or respect for moral law."IO 

The analysis links Murdoch's aesthetic and moral view to her 

theories of art and love. Also, a major term presented in 

both Murdoch's philosophical ifl.Titing and novels, contingency, 

is dealt with along with a discussion of her moral view as it 

relates to modern man and the modern novelo The introductory 

discussion ends with a helpful look at Murdoch's view of art 

as it relates to literature, in particular, Shakespearean 

tragedy. 

A discussion uSlng specific novels in relation to the 

points brought up in the opening section follows. The con

clusion of the study returns to the initial problems she 

_9Iris Murdoch,p.9. 
IOIbid. .-
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touches on. She defines the place and role Murdoch's work 

takes in modern literature. She sees Murdoch's vl,1ork as "novels 

which combine old realist morals, and old realist techniques, 

with a new'kind of' literary playfulness of which the reader 

needs to be aware. nIl Byatt closes with a comparison of Under 

the Net and The Black Prince in order to highlight Murdoch's 

view of the artist's role in society, especially the writer, 

as this is the role she has taken. She points out Murdoch's 

awareness of "the relations of author and character" which 

Bradley in The Black Prince states for her. Through Bradley, 

Murdoch discusses the greatness of Shakespeare's Hamlet. "It 

is an extraordinary example of one of the high moments of art 

where there is no contradiction between words and things, be

tween men and the images of men. n12 Byatt concludes: 

Another thing for which one increasingly 
admires Miss Murdoch is aesthetic courage: 
knowing, better than most 'writers, the 
historical difficulties of ~Titing good 
novels at all, she continues to produce 
comic metaphysical adventures of a high 
order.13 

. In another scholarly book on Murdoch's work, Peter 

Wolfe draws attention to how she creates moral values through 

a thematic approach to her first eight novels. First, after 

a brief introduction, he outlines what he believes to be her 

philosophical values and her literary approach. This general 

i~Iris Murdoch,p.35. 
13Ibid. ,p.38. 

tbhl. 
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discussion explains the significance of his title, The Disci-

plined Heart •. Briefly, the title refers to several ideas 

held by :Murdoch which are explained by propositions put forth 

by Wolfe, one being that "Murdoch takes great care to drama

tize the doctrine of love as nonviolent apprehension of anoth

er.,,14 And he expands this by explaining Murdoch's view of 

reality in relationship to love and the formation of value 

systems. Murdoch, he states, is seeking a means for individ-

uals to fulfill themselves as social beings without avoiding 

reality and not at the expense of jettisoning moral values 

and ethics. In his view, her "metaphysical charter is largely 

incompletee All that she has formulated to date is a body 

~ ~l "bl "" I d" t" ,,15 OL L eXl e prlnclp es and a lrec lone 

His chapter about The Flight from the Enchanter con

cerns itself with the theme "The Fragmentation and Fusion of 

Society". Wolfe sees the focus of the novel as "human freedom 

and the obstacles we must overcome in order to be freeo,,16 

He views this work as producing a broader social view than 

previous works in which the philosophical and thematic con-

cerns are integrated into the characterization which is master 

over the plot. This is contrary to his outlook on the success 

of A Severed Heado }:'he characterization in this later novel 

is flat whereas the tone is lively. It is also a novel about 

personal freedom and society's effect on individuals. However, 
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specific ideologies are dealt with in the·work compared with 

the general ones found in The Flight from the Enchanter. 

A Severed Head deals with the pressures and influence of 

external power on individuals, while the earlier work looks 

at power related to individualso Although many of the ideas 

Wolfe presents in his work are discussed by other critics 

like Byatt, Baldanza and Rabinovitz, they are given a slightly 

different presentation and, in some cases, different conno

tation. The essential difference in his study is its social 

focus. He always has in mind Murdoch's view of man in rela-

tion to society, as well as the broader reality of nature, 

fate and contingency that man exists in. He concludes by 

commenting on Il;1urdoch' s artistry: 

Her fidelity to certain cultural and aes
thetic conventions of the novel--the unique
ness of character, the particularity of time 
and setting, the authenticated presentation,._ 
of daily experience--allows her to experi
ment in literary form while maintaining a 
uniform attitude toward the question of the 
individualts life in society.I7 

A contrary opinion to Wolfe's is held by Linda Kuehl, 

who argues in her essay, ItIris Murdoch: The Novelist as 

Magician/The rvlagician as Artist, It that "her works come through 

neither as novels of ideas, for they are too obscure, nor as 

novels of character, for they are <iust too playful 0 ,,18 She 

sees The Flight from the Enchanter, A Severed Head and The 

17The Disciplined Heart,p.2l5. 
18Linda Kuehl, "Iris Murdoch: The r;ovelist as Magi

cian/The Magician as Artist,1l Modern Fiction Studies,15,No.3, 
(Autumn,1969)p.360. 



86 

Unicorn as the most skilful portrayals of "a combination of 

protecr~ics and philosophy, a design of bizarre effects 

intended to convey reality as contingent and eccentric.,,19 

Her essay is interesting and pertinent in relation to the 

preceding chapters of this study because it concentrates on 

the three novels mentioned above, which Kuehl, at the time 

she \vrote the essay ten years ago, felt were Murdoch's most 

effective novels in working out "a combination of pyrotechnics 

and philosophy." In the first half of her essay Kuehl dis-

cusses the pyrotechnics of these works: elements such as 

the Gothic Gaze Castle, Victorian mansions like the Lynch-

Gibbons' Rembers or Mischa Fox's exotic London townhouse, 

as well as the mysterious key figures in each of the novels 

(Hannah Crean-Smith, Mischa Fox and Honor Klein). She con

centrates on why she thinks these elements, "Gothic setting, 

flamboyant characterization and melodramatic plots give rise 

to ornate networks of intrigue fl
, and concludes by asking if 

these three novels are "legitimately contingent and eccentric 

or are they random and anomalous? II 20 

In the second part of her essay, Kuehl assesses the 

artistic success of Murdoch's literary techniques. Essentially, 

she thinks that she has failed to create characters that are 

free and separate entities from herself and that she creates 

Itpredictable and predetermined typeso n21 Especially predict-

19"Iris Murdoch: 
as ilrtisto"P.347. 

2
2lIbid. ,p. 353. 

Ibid. 

The l';ovelist as Magician/The Magician 
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able are the legendary figures such as Mischa, Hannah or 

Honor. Kuehl sees these figures endowed with "too much Slg

nificance" by.the mythical implications associated with themo 22 

She sees the building of characters through the use of allu

sions as seriously at fault because as Itserious allegoryo •• 

their existence is never- justifiedo,,23 At this point Kuehl 

inserts a footnote referring the reader to a study by Robert 

Scholes which asserts the opposite opinion which is contrary 

to statements made by Murdoch in interviews in vlhich she denies 

any conSClOUS intention to create allusions of the kind dis

cussed in both Kuehl's and Scholes' studies. 24 As well, she 

thinks Murdoch's main characters are invested with "excessive 

philosophical connotations It through the use of allusions and 

insinuationso 25 Murdoch fails to create characters in the 

19th-Century mold of Henry James or George Eliot whom she 

admires as artists. It is Kuehl's contention that "l;furdoch' s 

GQthic settings complete the tyrarmy of form over charactero,,26 

It is her view that Murdoch fails to create fiction that pre

sents a fresh concept of the liberal personality, because she 

embraces "ideas not her own, and, especially, by appropriating 

literary devices from conventional fiction.,,27 Also, Kuehl's 

criticism is strongly subjective and is particularly evident 

22"Iris Murdoch: 
as Artist","p.254. 

20 Ibid. ,p.355 

1962) ", 
24 "Iris Murdoch," 

25 tllris I'v1urdoch: 

2276 Ibido, p.359 
Ibid .. 

The Novelist as Magician/The Magician 

The Observer Weekend Review, (June 17, 

The Novelist as Hagician/ ••• "p.354. 
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in her assessment of Martin and Honor of A Severed Head: 

o •• a romantic relationship between Martin 
and Honor is unf'easible. As a lovable 
buffoon, he has not been prepared for such 
a drastic change, as a hideous Medusa, she 
is too freakish to excite any man. 28 

The essay does contain a reasonable discussion of some of the 

major flaws of Murdoch's imagery and plot, while at the same 

time articulating the strong reaction of many readers to her 

extraordinary characters and proclivity for unusual sexual 

relationships. It clearly expresses a certain disdain for 

Murdoch's playfulness with traditional modes. 

The philosophical precepts involved ln Murdoch's lit-

erature are also assessed and interestingly defined by G.So 

Fraser in The Modern Writer and His World (1964). For him, 

Murdoch's fictional imagination is the synthesis of two ideas: 

I) tlEverything must happen in accordance with the laws of 

logic, therefore nothing that happens is intrinsically sur

prising," and 2) "Everything that happens is contingent, there

fore it is free, it involves, or can involve, a total response 

of the human personality, therefore it is always surprising.,,29 

He has a response to readers and critics who see :Murdoch' s 

fiction as "constructed from her thinking about life rather 

than a Vlorld imitated .... from her observations of it .. 1t30 His 

brief discussion of Murdoch's work concludes that "something 

2S"Iris Murdoch: The Novelist as Magician/The Magician 
as Artist):'p.358. 

2'dG.S. Fraser, The fV;odern Writer and His Vvorld,3rd edi
tion,London,(1964),p.185. 

30Ibid. 
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is being shown to us which is quite odd and extraordinary; 

something is being demonstrated to us which, in some obscure 

way, we knew already, but now know in a more disturbing way."31 

Rubin Rabinovitz's monograph on Murdoch provides some 

comprehensive background on her sources of influence and 1S 

a good general study of her first eleven novels. Beginning 

with what he sees as her main concerns, ethics, moral code 

and behaviour, he states that "her fictional characters often 

find themselves in moral dilemmas, hard put to discover a 

solution because they are believers in faulty ideologieso,,32 

In examining her philosophical point of view, Rabinovitz com

pares Murdoch with Sartre and the existentialist movement by 

discussing her critical work Sartre; Romantic Rationalist (1953). 

The major focus of the study is the importance of Murdoch's 

philosophical ideas or ethics as they appear 1n her novels. 

He centres on important points of her theory of literature 

such as the role of love, art and morality in literature" In 

his discussion of specific works he indicates the significance 

of the more obvious mythological allusions and imagery" 

Of particular interest is his discussion of Simone 

Weil's influence on Murdoch's views of power as depicted in 

The Flight from the Enchanter, Weil's view being that the 

ultimate possession of power is the complete domination of 

one human being over another. Murdoch has used this idea 

31The Modern Writer and His World,p.185 
32Rurin Rabinovitz, Iris Murdoch, Columbia Essays on 

Modern Writers,Ne1.~l York, (1968) ,p .. 3. 
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for the central theme of the novel with Mischa Fox trying to 

gain this kind of power over Rosa, among others. Rosa's fail

ing in the novel is her inability to love others, especially 

Mischa, by apprehending him as an equal and by failing to 

focus her attention on others in order to comprehend them as 

being of similar complexity to herself. The concept of atten-

tion, ttThe accurate apprehension of another person's reality," 

is also Weil's.33 Fantasy is directly opposed to the idea of 

attention. Rabinovitz points out that the enchanter recog

nizes the fantasies of a potential slave and tailors himself 

to these fantasies so that the slave is trapped both by his 

own fantasies and by the enchanter's spell. This is basically 

what happens to Rosa in her relationships with the Lusiewicz 

brothers and Mischa Fox. 

In his analysis of A Severed Head, he states Murdoch's 

view that "psychoanalysis is a muddled embryonic scienceo,,34 

This is to counter Stuart Hampshire's view that a psycho

analyst can be used as an ultimate arbiter in moral questions. 

In the novel she sets up the analyst, Palmer Anderson, as 

moral arbiter to show how his attitude of permissiveness leads 

to moral anarchy. Rabinovitz also discusses Murdoch's use of 

Freudian ideas. More objectively than Kuehl, he acknowledges 

the difficulties In accepting the love relationship between 

Honor and Martin. 

343Rubin Rabinovitz, Iris Murdoch,po33. 
3 Ibid., P 029. 
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His conclusion is an assessment of Murdoch's work as 

a whole. Several weaknesses are elaborated upon. He suggests 

that the philosophically uninformed reader often finds her 

work mYstifying. He asserts that despite her denials in 

interviews that she 1S a philosophical novelist, it is obvious 

to readers who have read the background material that her 

books are essentially about ideas. As well, he points up 

weaknesses in other areas of her theory of literature, such 

as the problem of subjectivity and solipsism, and authorial 

anonymity 0 This study is helpful for readers who wish to 

understand the complexities of her novels. 

A critic who has written widely on Murdoch's work is 

Frank Baldanza. His essay "Iris Murdoch and the Theory of 

Personality" is most helpful in placing her theories and 

work into focus in relation to English literary tradition. 

He discusses the problem facing Murdoch in putting her theories 

into practice. Baldanza believes elucidation of her literary 

views is necessary because of the difficulty she faces as a 

fiction 1~iter, namely, that clearly defined philosophical 

ideas lead to a clear novel and that when the philosophical 

path becomes cluttered the novels grow more complex. 

Following his general discussion of Murdoch's purpose, 

based on her Bergen lecture at Yale University in 1959 and 

"a polemical sketch" in Encounter (1961) as well as her place 

1n philosophical thought and modern literature, Baldanza turns 

to a discussion of A Severed I-lead to see how she puts into 
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operation her Vlews developed in her academic ¥ITitings and 

with the experience of four published novels behind her. The 

discussion is well developed, making solid use of her philo

sophical vITitings, outlining her literary analysis and views. 

He shows how the novel as a whole details Murdoch's moral, 

artistic and philosophical idea of personality in development 

toward freer, more integrated beings. This essay deals with 

how she succeeds in presenting her philosophical ideas on 

literature ahd is extremely helpful to students of Iris Mur

doch's work. 

To date, there lS a large body of critical work, 

reviews and interviews with :Murdoch, dealing with both her 

theory and. practiceo From the sampling above one is able to 

see the wide scope 'of this criticism. Even popular magazines 

have had articles analyzing her work, some of which do more 

to confuse a would-be reader than offer any valuable insights. 

It would appear that, to date, Murdoch has provided provoca

tive invention and theoretical fuel for literary experimenta

tion which has borne some fruit, but as yet, has not reached 

the mark she has set for the modern novelo The greatest prob

lem she has to overcome is the feeling conveyed to the reader 

that her novels are artfully contrived moral messages. As a 

philosopher, interested in concepts of morality, she has been 

trained to manipulate ideas into word pictures. The trans

formation of this craft into literature can result in a sophis-

ticated form of trickery. Murdoch does tread a fine line, at 
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times, between trickery and art ln her novels. The way in 

which we understand her art depends on the way we see art, 

and according to her it "will reveal what we hold to be 

valuable and (the same thing) what we take the world to be 

fundamentally like.,,35 Certainly this depends on the reader's 

literary, philosophical and moral experience, so that it is 

not surprising to find such a wide variety of critical inter

pretation and response to her work. 

Finally, during an interview on television which was 

one of a series titled "Men of Ideas", later documented in a 

book of the S9IDe title, IV;urdoch answered the question, "When 

you are ~Titing a novel on the one hand and philosophy on 

the other, are you conscious that these are two radically dif

ferent 'kinds of writing?,,36 She states that she is aware o:f 

the difference and explains further that "philosophical writ

ing 1S not self-expression, it involves a disciplined removal 

of the personal voice. But there is a kind of self-expression 

which remains in literature, together with all the playfulness 

and mystification of art. The literary ~Titer deliberately 

leaves a space for his reader to play in.,,37 These aspects of 

playfulness and mystification of art, which allow the reader 

room to play in, are the very things that make :Murdoch' s novels 

successful art, despite the weaknesses already pointed out. 

35Iris Murdoch ~ "The Sublime and the Good," Chicago 
Review,13 A(Autumn,1959J,p.43e 

30Bryan Magee, ed., Men of Ideas, London, (1978) ,p.264. 
37Ibid. ,p.265. 
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The playful aspect of her work glves the reader's imagination 

exercise, enabling it to reach beyond personal experience of 

daily life. Even the element of mystification adds a kind 

of realism to her novels since, in reality, not everything 

1S revealed. or made clear to us 1n our daily lives. 
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