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Murdoch, Dame (Jean) Iris (1919–1999), novelist and philosopher, was born on 

15 July 1919 at 59 Blessington Street, Dublin, the only child of Irene Alice Cooper 

Richardson (1899–1985) and (Wills John) Hughes Murdoch (1890–1958). Since her 

birth occurred seven months after her parents married on 7 December 1918, the 

marriage was probably hasty. Her father was a quiet, unambitious civil servant, who 

in 1950 retired from a ‘personal grade’ of assistant registrar-general, working at 

Somerset House on census returns; her mother, on marriage, gave up a promising 

career as a professional singer. Her father's family had farmed in a small way in 

Ballymullan, co. Down, probably for eight generations. Yeoman farmers and 

merchants, and mainly Presbyterian, they had Quaker connections, while her Belfast 

cousins, with whom she spent many summer holidays before the Second World War, 

were brought up within what in Ulster are called Brethren (elsewhere Plymouth 

Brethren). On her mother's side she was proudly descended from Alexander 

Richardson, of Crayhallock (now known as Drum Manor) in co. Tyrone, ‘planted in 

Ireland in 1616 to control the wild Irish’ (Conradi, Life, 16); a Grayhallock house 

occurs in her novel An Unofficial Rose. The Richardson family motto Virtuti paret 

robur, which Murdoch quoted in The Green Knight, means ‘strength obeys virtue’. 

The Richardsons, a highly interrelated family, mainly Church of Ireland, though also 

with Quaker connections, began as major landowners in the seventeenth century, 

continuing as minor gentry in the eighteenth. Murdoch's great-great-aunt Frances 

Elizabeth Fisher published volumes of verse such as Love or Hatred and The Secret 

of Two Houses; a better-known female cousin, the Australian Ethel Florence 

Lindesay Richardson (1870–1946) wrote, under the pen-name Henry Handel 

Richardson, The Fortunes of Richard Mahony, and Myself when Young, which 

refers to mutual Irish cousins. Thereafter the family's status steeply declined. Iris 

Murdoch's maternal grandfather worked in a solicitor's office, probably as a clerk, 

while her maternal uncle was a car mechanic. 

 

Murdoch clung to a deep identification with Ireland throughout her life. Irish 

protestantism even in its non-Ulster mode is a social and cultural identity as much as 

a religious one. Some of its elements—the cult of a lost house, a preoccupation with 

good manners together with a love of drama and occasional flamboyant 

emotionalism, a superstitious bent towards occultism and magic, an inability to grow 

up, an obsession with the hauntings of history, and a disturbed love–hate relation 

towards Ireland itself—found in Elizabeth Bowen and W. B. Yeats, were also present 
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in Iris Murdoch. Murdoch's protestant Irishness made of her, like Bowen, a ‘naturally 

separated person’ (Foster, 108). And like Yeats she later elevated herself socially ‘by a 

sort of moral effort and a historical sleight-of-hand’ (ibid., 214), and conquered 

Clandeboye, one of the Guinnesses' ancestral homes, and Bowens Court. 

Early life and education 

The family, whose compactness and intimacy were remarkable, soon moved from 

Blessington Street in Dublin, which Murdoch remembered as ‘wide, sad, dirty … full 

of idling dogs and open doorways’ (Murdoch, The Red and the Green, 144), to Brook 

Green, Hammersmith, London. About 1926 Hughes Murdoch bought a small, semi-

detached house at 4 Eastbourne Road in Chiswick. In the year before Iris Murdoch 

entered the progressive Froebel Demonstration School at Colet Gardens and was 

introduced to the strange glories of ‘knights and ladies’. At least once a term the 

children would assemble at the ‘king's court’, with the so-called dames and squires in 

two lines, their households lined up behind them in order of age. The headmistress, 

Miss Bain, would enter, walking down the aisle in a velvet cloak and cardboard 

crown, the boys bowing and girls curtseying. There was also jousting. In 1932 Iris 

Murdoch won a scholarship to Badminton School in Bristol, run by the equally 

eccentric, formidable, idealistic Beatrice May Baker (BMB), later an influential 

friend. 

 

In 1938 Murdoch won a scholarship to Somerville College, Oxford, to read Greats. 

Contemporaries were struck by her remarkable assurance, her blonde hair, 

attractiveness, and spiritual grace, and recalled her amateur acting skills. She moved 

in different worlds while belonging essentially to herself. The classicist Eduard 

Fraenkel, whose long-running seminar on Aeschylus's Agamemnon she attended, 

and her philosophy tutor, the theologian-philosopher Donald MacKinnon, were 

lifelong influences. She soon joined the Communist Party, converting Frank 

Thompson, elder brother of E. P. Thompson, to the cause in her second term. He 

noted that, although ‘her figure was too thick to be good’ (Conradi, Life, 90), she gave 

a pleasing impression of harmony. Of her many admirers, Thompson was the most 

remarkable, and his murder in 1944, with the Special Operations Executive in 

Bulgaria, a major blow. Friendships with philosophers began in Oxford, above all 

with Philippa Foot, with whom Murdoch lived for eighteen months during the war. 

Having decided to tell each other of the men who had asked to marry them, Foot's 

list was soon done. As Murdoch's list went on and on, Foot asked crossly whether it 

might not save time if Iris listed the men who had not yet asked her to marry them. 
  



War work and post-war philosophy 

Ten days after winning an outstanding first in 1942 Murdoch became assistant 

principal in the Treasury, where she stayed for two years, spending evenings with the 

writers and artists of bohemian Fitzrovia, and writing, sometimes through the night. 

In 1944—the year when T. S. Eliot at Faber turned down her second novel—she 

joined the United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration (UNRRA), 

designed to address the unprecedented problems of housing, clothing, feeding, and, 

with luck, rehabilitating more than 8 million refugees. Murdoch worked for fifteen 

months at headquarters on Portland Place, London, then briefly in Brussels, where 

she met Jean-Paul Sartre, before moving to four camps in Austria. Her novels are full 

of displaced persons: the refugee, ‘the person who is literally an exile’ (Murdoch, 

1957 BBC interview), seemed an appropriate symbol for contemporary man. In 

Innsbruck she met Raymond Queneau, whose work she greatly admired, and 

whose Pierrot mon ami she translated into English. 

 

Murdoch returned to London in 1946, winning a place at Vassar College and a 

Commonwealth scholarship. But because the puritanical and literal-minded 

Murdoch had declared herself a member of the Communist Party on her application 

for an American visa she was prevented by the McCarran Act from entering America 

and denied a visa. For the rest of her life she required a separate waiver to visit. At 

this difficult time she became Anglo-Catholic, going to mass, and taking retreats at 

the Anglican Benedictine convent of Malling. Christian belief had failed her by 1953. 

Thereafter she could not believe in a personal god demonic enough to have created 

the world whose sufferings were clear to her, yet she wanted religion to survive, too. 

She wanted Buddhism to educate Christianity, to create a non-supernatural religion. 

God and the afterlife were essentially anti-religious bribes. 

 

From 1947 to 1948 Murdoch studied philosophy at Newnham College, Cambridge, 

and briefly met Wittgenstein, whose work deeply interested her. In 1948 she won a 

philosophy tutorship at St Anne's, Oxford, where she stayed until 1963, after which 

she lectured at the Royal College of Art for four years. Teaching absorbed her, and 

she was dedicated, generally liked, and admired by her students. Yet Murdoch's 

quarrel with the constrictions of the exam-led curriculum—as with Oxford 

philosophy itself—made her want to range more freely: in 1949 she asked some 

students to read Lenin's State and Revolution. Students from other colleges and 

disciplines, especially mature postgraduates, profited most, while those most needful 

of coaching for ‘schools’ sometimes expressed frustration. She blamed herself if her 

students did badly. 



First books 

In 1953 Murdoch's first book, Sartre: Romantic Rationalist, was published by Bowes 

and Bowes in their series Studies in Modern European Thought. If Murdoch had, as a 

thinker, two modes, one lapidary and compressed, the other discursive and rambling, 

this belongs to the first category. It is a brilliant work, revealing a nov elist's capacity 

to sink and merge her personality within the mind of another, and criticizes Sartre's 

ideas and novels accessibly. In that year her first novel, Under the Net, was accepted 

for publication. It came out in May 1954 and contained two self-representations, one 

of Murdoch as the narrator Jake Donaghue, an Irish Londoner with ‘shattered 

nerves’, once in the Young Communist League and now disaffected, translating a 

French novelist (just as Iris had translated Queneau) and, like Murdoch, about to 

turn into a novelist in his own right. Anna Quentin, whom Jake believes that he 

loves, is a persona Murdoch wished to shed. Anna has a ‘taste for tragedy’, and is 

emotionally promiscuous. The Times Literary Supplement hailed a ‘brilliant talent’ 

(7 November 1958) that, despite a lack of ‘fit’ between characters and plot, promised 

great things. Kingsley Amis in The Spectator (7 November 1958) admired her 

complete control of her material. London is a real presence, almost another character 

in this novel, as in many of her novels. 

 

Murdoch might have married Franz Baermann Steiner, a Prague-born 

anthropologist and poet, had he not died in November 1952. Steiner introduced 

Murdoch to the Bulgarian-born German-speaking writer Elias Canetti, with whom 

Murdoch was closely associated from January 1953 until late 1955. Although she 

denied putting friends into her novels, Canetti is the original for the enchanter 

Mischa Fox of her second novel, The Flight from the Enchanter (1956), as well as its 

dedicatee. Iris Murdoch wrote, in all, twenty-six novels, and in many of the best the 

influence of Canetti can be felt. He probably inspired the manipulative, erotic 

puppet-master Julius King in A Fairly Honourable Defeat (1970) as well as the 

jealous, rapacious, tyrannical Charles Arrowby, narrator of The Sea, the Sea (1978). 

Murdoch remarked that her early work concerned freedom, and her later work, love. 

In fact her best work also explores power, and knowing Canetti helped that 

exploration. Murdoch spoke in interviews of having witnessed the effects of an ‘alien 

god’ figure entering into situations. The author of one misogynistic, black 

novel, Auto-da-Fe, and of the idiosyncratic Crowds and Power, Canetti attracted 

apostles or ‘creatures’. 
  



Marriage and critical acclaim 

Murdoch escaped from Canetti—and won some respite from a complex set of 

involvements with both sexes—into marriage with the pre-eminent literary critic 

John Oliver Bayley (b. 1925) on 14 August 1956. He was willing to live in the country, 

and they bought Cedar Lodge at Steeple Aston, where they stayed for thirty years, 

famous for their happiness and domestic squalor. Stuart Hampshire remarked of 

their appearances together that they reminded him of Hansel and Gretel. And 

although Murdoch conducted a wide range of compartmentalized friendships, 

conversation with Bayley about books was ceaseless. When Bayley celebrated Henry 

James's The Golden Bowl in his influential The Characters of Love, her novels—A 

Severed Head (1961), An Unofficial Rose (1962)—became Jamesian. When he wrote 

a brilliant study of Tolstoy, his ideas about Tolstoy found their way into The Nice and 

the Good (1968). When he praised Dostoyevsky's Notes from Underground (1974), 

her novels The Black Prince (1973) and A Word-Child (1974) took on the form of that 

fable. They together constituted a neo-liberal criticism, both believing against fashion 

that a high pleasure in literature came from the creation of character; Shakespeare 

and Tolstoy accomplished that creation best. 

 

The Bell (1958), which some thought Murdoch's best novel, explores the hunger for 

the spiritual in a post-theistic age. Michael Meade, first of many muddled gay male 

‘seekers’, is animated wonderfully from within. Murdoch's own search for peace of 

mind at Malling lay behind the troubled quests of her leading characters, and The 

Bell is her first novel to be fuelled by Platonism, in which Good substitutes for God, 

and any authentic spiritual tradition, including appreciation of the visual arts, 

provides a means of ascent. The Bell brought fame and commercial success, and 

Chatto printed 30,000 hardback copies within ten weeks. She was praised as ‘the 

foremost novelist of her generation’, her book a ‘joy … running over with purpose and 

intelligence’, while the Times Literary Supplement praised in it the rare conjunction 

of a ‘brilliant imagination and a passionate concern for conveying … moral concepts’ 

(New Statesman, 15 Nov 1958; The Times, 6 Nov 1958; TLS, 7 Nov 1958). 

 

William Golding praised Murdoch for achieving what he found hard: locating her 

work believably in the twentieth century. She achieved this best in the 1970s but a 

formula of psychological myth-versus-modernity recurs throughout. The social range 

of the early novels was unremarkable: bohemians and refugees in Under the 

Netand The Flight from the Enchanter, schoolmasters in The Sandcastle (1957), 

motley seekers in The Bell. With A Severed Head (1961) there is a marked shift 

upwards, into what Angus Wilson irritably termed ‘expenses-sheet pseudo-elegance’. 



Yet the point of the ‘high’ social world in A Severed Head was precisely to contrast 

the ‘primal’ appetites and impulses (violence and incest) that get unmasked within it. 

The triumphant, uproariously successful adaptation for the stage, with J. B. Priestley, 

at the Criterion Theatre, London, in June 1963 was strongly cast. It was by far the 

best of the three stage adaptations of her novels, and brought her in nearly £18,000 

in its first two years. 

 

Although Murdoch's two Irish novels—the allegorical and atmospheric Gothic 

romance The Unicorn (1963) concerning her theme that life might be a spiritual 

quest or pilgrimage, and The Red and the Green (1965), a study of the Easter rising—

offered much that was of interest, the 1960s did not produce her best work. She was 

perhaps repeating herself, and writing too fast. Soon the adjective ‘Murdochian’ 

entered the language to describe a world of baroque coincidence and erotic imbroglio 

which could lend itself to parody. A new novel gestated for between nine months and 

one year, a time she would describe as tormented, with a terrifying, dizzying sense of 

myriad possibilities and of floating unrelated fragments, after whose resolution she 

would announce triumphantly to John Bayley: ‘I've finished it!’ At this point she had 

blocked out an elaborate scene-by-scene plan detailing each successive conversation 

and piece of action. All that then remained was the pleasurable part, the mere writing 

of the novel itself, always longhand with a Mont Blanc fountain pen. 

 

Murdoch gave the Leslie Stephen lecture in November 1967, entitled ‘The sovereignty 

of good over other concepts’. It formed the third essay in a 100-page monograph 

commissioned by D. Z. Phillips. The Sovereignty of Good was never conceived of as a 

book, and its coherence is fortunate, not designed. It is none the less Murdoch's best-

known work of philosophy, whose influence has grown since publication. It was 

fiercely original. To ‘come out’ then as a Platonist in morals during the proliferation 

of post-structuralism seemed bizarre. It was a passionately argued attack on both 

Anglo-Saxon and French orthodoxies, the fruit of a thorough professional 

involvement with the school of thought to which it was opposed. It also lucidly 

proposed a powerful and interesting ‘rival soul-picture’. It was said to have returned 

moral philosophy ‘to the people’, those ‘not corrupted’ (Conradi, Life, 493) by 

academic philosophy: lay readers gained illumination from it, as well as 

philosophers. It located value, perhaps unusually for so passionate a Platonist, within 

attention to good things in this life, as well as in the spiritual quest itself. In 1976 she 

gave the Romanes lecture, published as The Fire and the Sun: why Plato Banished 

the Artists. Her contemporary David Pears noted that she was at war with the 

desiccation and detailed casuistry of contemporary philosophy, seeking what the 



American philosopher William James called a tender-minded approach; one in 

which, as in the Renaissance, the sense of wonder at nature was not at odds with the 

desire to understand it. 

 

Iris Murdoch introduced a new moral seriousness to the English novel, and her 

philosophical works established her as one of the leading thinkers of her day. Yet her 

novels are not programmatic, but test her own high-minded ideas. A Fairly 

Honourable Defeat came out in the same year as The Sovereignty of Good, and 

Rupert, its Platonist, has his work physically torn up, ending drowned in his 

swimming-pool—dead, his adversary comments, of vanity. Similarly Marcus, the 

Platonist of The Time of the Angels (1966), loses his nerve and abandons his 

monograph. Gerard, the Platonist of The Book and the Brotherhood (1987), is vain 

and effete. In landmark essays such as ‘Against dryness’ (1961) she pleaded for a 

return to the difficult naturalistic idea of ‘character’. She wanted to create 

memorable, free characters but felt that her plots got in the way. In three nov els of 

the 1970s she best succeeded. All show the inspiration of Shakespeare, by whose 

genius she longed to be touched. A Fairly Honourable Defeat (1970), which 

rewrites Much Ado about Nothing in South Kensington, inaugurates her artistic 

maturity. The Black Prince (1973) plays with Hamlet, has a Dostoyevskian aspect, 

and is her most intimate and difficult work. The Sea, the Sea (1978), which won the 

Booker prize, reworks The Tempest. 

 

In Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals (1992), which wrote up the Gifford lectures she 

had given in 1982, Murdoch spoke of positive icons like objects of prayer: objects, 

persons, events whose contemplation bought an access of good spiritual energy. It 

was received with a certain baffled respect. Its rhetoric gets into The Good 

Apprentice(1985), one of two marvellous late novels (the other is The Green Knight, 

1993). These are saved from the shapelessness that hurts much of her later work by 

cannibalizing and reworking earlier myths. The Good Apprentice recycles the parable 

of the prodigal son, The Green Knight the legend of Sir Gawain. 

Last years 

Murdoch's collection Existentialists and Mystics: Writings on Literature and 

Philosophy was well received in 1997. After three years of increasing confusion and 

forgetfulness, she was in that year diagnosed as suffering from Alzheimer's disease. 

Few artists can have declined under such a glare of publicity. She attended the 

launch party, in Blackwell's, Oxford, of Iris: a Memoir, the first of John Bayley's 

three memoirs of her, each of which described her condition. In 2001 Kate Winslet 



and Dame Judi Dench acted her in a film based on these memoirs. She died in The 

Vale in Oxford, a home for Alzheimer's patients, on 8 February 1999, and was 

cremated at Oxford crematorium. 

 

Iris Murdoch deserves chiefly to be remembered for her astonishing productivity and 

achievement. She played a major role in English life and letters for nearly half a 

century, and became an icon to a generation; she won many honours and was 

appointed DBE in 1987. She was sometimes portrayed as a bourgeois grandee living 

an unworldly, detached intellectual life, inventing a fantastical alternative world for 

compensation. ‘Real life is so much odder than any book’, she wrote to a friend. Her 

novels are not just stylized comedies of manners with artificial complications, but 

reflect lived experience, albeit wonderfully transmuted. She made out of a mixture of 

love-romance and spiritual adventure story a vehicle capable of commenting on 

modern society, and was not the heir—as she early and wrongly imagined—to George 

Eliot, but to Dostoyevsky with his fantastic realism, his hectically compressed time 

schemes, his obsessions with sado-masochism and with incipient moral anarchy. Her 

best novels combine Dostoyevsky with Shakespearian romance and love-comedy. 

 

Peter J. Conradi 
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