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PREFACE

Edited collections are never just the work of the editors and contributors,
many share in the production of the finished work, and it is to them that
this work is dedicated. We are blessed with an international support net-
work in Iris Murdoch studies that enables individuals to flourish, and for
works such as this to be published.

The conception of the ‘Iris Murdoch Today’ series, of which this is the
second edited collection, first came about at the Centenary Conference in
Oxford in July 2019, where it became clear that work in the field had
shifted so significantly, and the critical mass of academics and readers
involved had increased so significantly, for a new era of publishing in this
area to begin. Aside from Paul Fiddes’ recent Iris Murdoch and the Others
(T&T Clark, 2021), there has been very little work published on Iris
Murdoch and theology in the past decade, so we are delighted to be able
to bring together a diverse range of materials in this volume. Whilst all of
these chapters have their roots in Murdoch’s theological thoughts, they
also draw on her literary, philosophical, and personal writings and history
to enhance our vision of her work. We are in no doubt that the future of
Murdoch studies is in safe hands, and the wealth of material on display in
this collection not only showcases what we believe to be the range of
excellence currently produced but also points towards new avenues of
thought and investigation for later monographs and collections in
this series.

Our thanks go firstly to our families who have lived with Iris as a con-
stant presence for longer than they may care to remember. We also need
to extend our gratitude to Dayna Miller, Kington University’s archivist
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who has been a constant source of support and inspiration, and Heather
Robbins, Research Centre administrator and technical support, upon
whom we rely not only for day-to-day practicalities but also for organisa-
tional and promotional support for this and many other ongoing projects.
We also want to thank Anne Rowe, for her timely guidance and advice,
and the good humour and support of the other members of the Research
Centre Team.

We are also grateful to our publishing team at Palgrave Macmillan,
Brendan George, Amy Invernizzi, and Raju Heggidi, for their support
and guidance in bringing this (and other works in the series) to completion.

Chichester, UK Miles Leeson
Frances White
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Miles Leeson and Frances White

OVERVIEW OF PREVIOUS RESEARCH

Scholarly interest in theological aspects of Iris Murdoch’s fiction and phi-
losophy was slow to develop. It was thirty years after her writing debut
that the first work taking detailed notice of the theological language
deployed by this overtly atheist author appeared when, in 1983, Peter
S. Hawkins wrote The Language of Grace: Flannery O’Connor, Walker
Percy, and Iris Murdoch; and it was a further decade before theologians
began to engage with Murdoch’s work together. Following a conference
at the Divinity School of the University of Chicago in 1994, Maria
Antonaccio and William Schweiker edited Iris Murdoch and the Search for
Human Goodness (1996). This remained, for many years, the most impor-
tant work on Murdoch’s theology, contains vital work by renowned schol-
ars such as Cora Diamond, Martha Nussbaum and Charles Taylor and is
still much cited today. The following year Dominican Fergus Kerr’s work
of 1997, Immortal Longings: Versions of Transcending Humanity, includes
Murdoch. But it was not until the twenty-first century that this aspect of
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Murdoch’s thought and imagination began to receive sustained attention.
In 2000 Robert Hardy published Psychological and Religious Navratives
in Iris Murdoch’s Fiction and in 2001 Benedictine Mark Patrick Hederman
revealed the depth of her influence on his life and community in The
Huounted Inkwell: Avt and Our Future.

Murdoch’s neo-theology has received increasing scrutiny in the wake of
the ‘turn to theology’ which has grown in influence since the 1990s.! The
first of the Palgrave Macmillan collections, Iris Murdoch: A Reassessment
(2007) begins with a section, ‘Reinstating Theology’, with essays by Maria
Antonaccio, Stephen Mulhall and Suguna Ramanathan. The following
two volumes, Iris Murdoch and Morality (2010) and Iris Murdoch: Texts
and Contexts (2012) extend this thread with essays by Anne Rowe, Pamela
Osborn, Tammy Grimshaw and William Schweiker in ‘Morality without
God: Iris Murdoch’s Secular Theology’ in the former; by Don Cupitt (a
contentious Anglican theologian who also knew Murdoch) and Heather
Widdows in ‘Theological and Visionary Contests’ in the latter. A body of
work on Murdoch’s theological perspectives was thus beginning to be
built up in a piecemeal fashion.

Her influence is also found in works with a broader range such as
Norman Vance’s Bible & Novel: Narrative Authority & the Death of God
(2013) and Frank England’s Fictions of God (2020). Murdoch’s theologi-
cal stance is compared and contrasted with other novelists, in Donna
Lazenby’s A Mpystical Philosophy: Transcendence and Immanence in the
Works of Virginia Woolf and Iris Murdoch (2014) and in Judith Maltby and
Alison Shell’s Anglican Women Novelists: From Charlotte Bronte to
P.D. James(2019), and with professional theologians in Julia T. Meszaros’s
Selfless Love and Human Flourishing in Paul Tillich and Iris Muvdoch
(2016). Scott H. Moore grasped the nettle in the Appendix—*Iris
Murdoch’s Vexed Relationship with Christian Faith’—to his How to Burn
a Goat: Farming with the Philosophers (2019). The Murdochian Mind
(2022), edited by Mark Hopwood and Silvia Caprioglio Panizza, the larg-
est compendium on Murdoch to date (in the Routledge Philosophical
Minds series), includes Part 4, ‘Art, Religion and Politics’, and, also in
2022, Paul S. Fiddes brought out the first sustained monograph on
Murdoch and theology, Iris Murdoch and the Others: A Writer in Dialogue
with Theology. This new collection in the ‘Iris Murdoch Today’ series seeks
to build on this foundation, begun forty years ago, and to expand the
work in this area of Murdoch studies which has lately been gathering
momentum. The chapters included here take the debate in new directions.
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Whilst it is difficult to untangle the complex connections between
Murdoch’s philosophy and theology—as the chapters presented here
make plain—it is worth noting that in Murdoch’s view traditional reli-
gious beliefs lost their ability to connect with life in postwar Europe. Her
advocation of an essentially religious picture of human beings as benighted
and ego-ridden, in urgent need of transformation, is one that resonates
with a post-Christian standpoint. Her constant refrain of ‘how can we
become morally better?’ resonates throughout her published work in all its
forms; a question that is central to both theologians and Platonists. It is
her drawing together of a multitude of different thinkers on the subject,
and her task of considering how metaphysics can be a guide to morals in a
post-Christian age, which makes her a compelling voice today.

PART I: CHRISTIANITY

Part I of this collection, Christianity, examines in depth Murdoch’s inter-
action with Christ, Christianity, the Anglican Church and the Religious
Society of Friends. In Chap. 2 Paul Fiddes extends his ground-breaking
previous work on Murdoch’s dialogue with theologians to analyse the
development and implications of ‘Murdoch and the “Mystical Christ”: a
Dialogue with Christian Theology’. This chapter subtly explores the idea
of the ‘mystical Christ’ as it appears in Murdoch’s Metaphysics as a Guide
to Morals and in her novels Henry and Cato, Nuns and Soldiers, The Good
Apprentice, The Philosopher’s Pupil, The Book and the Brotherhood and The
Green Knight. It investigates the roots of the idea in her thinking, which
go far beyond the parallel she draws with the ‘mystical Buddha’, stemming
from her interest in Buddhism from the early 1970s. Other influences are
shown to be the cross of Christ at the heart of attentiveness to the world
in Simone Weil, the existential Christ in the theology of Rudolph Bultmann
and Paul Tillich, the divine ‘presence’ in the philosophy of religion of
Donald MacKinnon and the ‘God in your own soul’ in the mystic Meister
Eckhart. Through close readings of the novels and her Metaphysics, Fiddes
argues that central to the idea is Murdoch’s conviction that people attempt
to evade death of the self and the eventual death of the body through a
religion of suffering, and that the Christ who ‘did not cheat death’ and yet
who ‘travels with us’ is a presence that enables us both to face death and
give attention to others.

In Chap. 3, ‘Despite Herself: Iris Murdoch, the Reluctant Christian?’,
Frances White audaciously addresses two questions: first, concerning
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critical disagreement with Murdoch about her self-perception; second,
concerning what it is to be ‘Christian’. Murdoch disavowed the idea that
she was a philosophical-novelist and put early critics off exploring that
notion. Since her death, however, scholars have experienced a new-found
freedom to challenge this disconnection and to analyse the fruitful inter-
play between Murdoch’s fiction and her philosophy. Murdoch also disso-
ciated herself from Virginia Woolf and it was not until 2014 that Donna
Lazenby’s monograph A Mystical Philosophy and White’s essay, ‘Despite
Herself: the Resisted Influence of Virginia Woolf on Iris Murdoch’s
Fiction’ (Luprecht 2014, 3-47), broke her interdiction on connecting
their work. This chapter similarly challenges Murdoch’s veto on viewing
her as Christian. The dictionary definition of ‘Christian’ offers ‘relating to
or professing Christianity or its teachings’ and ‘a person who has received
baptism or is a believer in Christianity’. Murdoch was both baptised and
confirmed in the Church of England: however, she was clear that she did
not ‘believe’ in Christianity which she subjects to rigorous criticism.
Nonetheless her work patently engages with Christianity, she clings to the
figure of Christ and adheres to the values of transcendence and mysticism.
White contends that just as Murdoch may fairly be called a philosophical-
novelist and seen as the inheritor of Woolf, she may also coherently and
retrospectively be counted as Christian. Despite acknowledging that this
would incur Murdoch’s wrath, White venturesomely argues the case here.

In Chap. 4, ‘Christian Readers in England and the Philosophy of Iris
Murdoch 1948-c.1982’, Peter Webster notes that the years immediately
before and following Iris Murdoch’s death saw an upswing in interest in
the theological aspects of her work, both in the fiction and the philosophy.
But this chapter confines itself to an earlier period, and to reactions among
those who were of the long generation, to which Murdoch belonged, who
were largely formed before the discursive emptying of British culture of'its
Christian content in the 1960s. Murdoch—and the reactions of others to
her—merits the attention of the religious historian as a member of a tran-
sitional generation; the interest of her work is at least as much in what of
the conceptual apparatus of her childhood faith she endeavoured to retain,
as in what she jettisoned. Murdoch worked in areas of philosophy that
edged closely onto the field of theology: principally metaphysics and eth-
ics, but also (more obliquely) aesthetics, which in Murdoch’s case pro-
vides a bridge between the other two. Webster treats these three areas
separately from each other as the degree of Christian engagement with
Murdoch, and the modes in which it occurred, were quite different in
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each case. Though saying little new about Murdoch’s works themselves,
he sheds light on the prevailing intellectual conditions under which at least
some of Murdoch’s readers would have encountered her work. This chap-
ter is both an essay in Murdoch reception history, and in the history of
English theology and philosophy of religion in a period of disruption and
change. It begins with an examination of the several reasons—of technol-
ogy, institution and gender—why Murdoch’s philosophical writing was
difficult for professional theologians and philosophers of religion both to
locate and to accept as part of the same theological exercise: one that
implied certain institutional and methodological commitments, a sense of
being in dialogue with a tradition. Yet her work did find Christian readers,
who received it in different ways. Readers such as Harry Williams and
Martin Jarrett-Kerr could find points of contact with Murdoch’s under-
standing of the creative act. In ethics, her Christian contemporaries could
recognise Murdoch as an ally in countering the assault from both existen-
tialism and the analytic philosophy of her Oxford peers. However, though
they were able to find techniques of practical use in her working out of
that ethical project, there was at its heart what Basil Mitchell called ‘the
absence of the sort of metaphysical framework that might have given it
substance’. Webster concludes that Christian readers travelled some of the
way with Murdoch while all the while suspecting that the final leap to the-
ism would bring her project to completion, if only she could make it. His
meticulous historical research greatly augments our understanding of the
ecclesiastical context in which Murdoch produced her idiosyncratic theo-
logical thinking.

The final aspect of Murdoch’s relationship with Christianity investi-
gated in the first part of Iris Murdoch and the Western Theological
Imagination breaks new ground with fresh innovative research by Natasha
Alden. In Chap. 5, ““Quakerish lady”? Iris Murdoch and the Religious
Society of Friends’, Alden notes that Murdoch’s metaphysics, and her
complex, ambivalent yet sustained relationship with Christianity, have
been the subject of much debate. In this chapter she expands the param-
eters of this debate by tracing the influence of the Religious Society of
Friends (the Quakers) on Murdoch’s thinking about theism, about the
good, and what it means to be good, and about the relationship of
Christian belief to politics and morality. Alden admits that trying to unpick
distinct denominational strands in Murdoch’s thinking might be a fool’s
errand; her metaphysics is so distinctly her own as to have generated much
debate and little agreement, chiefly encompassing aspects of Christian
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thought from a variety of denominations, different aspects of Buddhist
thought, and Platonism. Yet, as Alden rightly claims, it is unarguable that
Murdoch had what Peter J. Conradi has described as ‘unfinished business’
with the Quakers, who despite being a relatively small church in the UK,
feature in 10 of her 26 novels, and whose theology—the language of still-
ness and light, the centrality of decentring of the self'in corporate worship,
and the view of all of life as sacramental—chimes with Murdoch’s theol-
ogy, especially in Metaphysics as o Guide to Morals. Without wishing to
identify Murdoch as a closet Quaker, Alden makes a case here for her as
‘Quakerish’, borrowing the word Murdoch used to describe her Quaker
headmistress at Badminton School. This chapter explores Murdoch’s
experience of the strongly Quaker ethos of Badminton for the first time,
situating its head, a life-long influence on Murdoch, as one of the pioneers
of 1930s Quaker education, and showing how Murdoch’s formative years
were spent in a community which was part of a close-knit network of
Quaker teachers, politicians and campaigners. Alden explores where, how
and why Quakers appear in Murdoch’s fiction across her writing career,
and how Murdoch’s early exposure to Quaker ideas and Quaker worship
might have influenced her theology, culminating with the writing of The
Philosopher’s Pupil (1983) and the 1982 Gifford lectures, later to become
Metaphysics as & Guide to Morals (1992), in which the impact of Quaker
thought on Murdoch’s thinking about modern Christianity, ethics and art
is most apparent. Alden’s extensive researches in Badminton School
Archive as well as the Iris Murdoch Collections in Kingston University
Archives have borne much fruit in giving us far greater depth of knowl-
edge of a profoundly shaping influence on Murdoch’s theological
approach.

Part II: INDIVIDUAL TEXTS, DIALOGUES AND PEOPLE

Part I1, Individual Texts, Dialogues and People, spans a wide tract of time.
It ranges over Murdoch’s connections with the ancient Book of Job,
medieval theologians—in particular Anselm, Augustine and Abelard, the
anchoress Dame Julian of Norwich, and Murdoch’s tutor and mentor, the
twentieth-century theologian Donald MacKinnon. In Chap. 6 Daniel
Read discusses the deep engagement of Murdoch’s writings with the Book
of Job, the earliest and perhaps most austere Judeo-Christian response to
the problem of evil. Its moral lessons—that Job must abjure his self-
righteousness in favour of gratitude; that the moral individual must endure
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their suffering with faith, patience and respect; that there are no magical
solutions to suffering—are all echoed in Murdoch’s fiction, particularly
the novels of the 1960s. Her first engagement with this text would,
undoubtedly, have been through early readings of the Bible. In October
1964, however, Murdoch was invited to contribute to a discussion at
Trinity College, Dublin on ‘Job: Prophet of Modern Nihilism’. Her prep-
arations for, and reflections on, this event mark her letters, her journals,
her fiction and her philosophy. At roughly the same time, she was also
reading Carl Gustav Jung’s Answer to Job (1952), a text whose influence
can be felt on her novels and philosophy alike. Murdoch’s dialogue with
the Book of Job, as this chapter illustrates, is diverse and wide-ranging.
She not only directly mentions the text in novels like The Time of the
Angels, Nuns and Soldiers and The Good Apprentice, but also, on a deeper
spiritual level, is prompted by it—and by other critical engagements with
it—to question the sovereignty of goodness in the moral life and the ubiq-
uity of evil and suffering in the world. Read’s detailed research richly
opens up this previously under-remarked area of Murdoch’s deep engage-
ment with an ancient text.

Chapter 7, “The Good Life: Iris Murdoch and Medieval Theology’ by
Matthew Mills, initiatively brings Murdoch’s theological thinking into
dialogue with the work of the medieval theologians, Anselm of Canterbury,
Augustine of Hippo and Peter Abelard of Paris. Mills detects unexpected
resonances between her writings and those of these Catholic luminaries,
notwithstanding her atheistic outlook. He finds parallels between Murdoch
and Abelard whose works show both these authors to be philosophical and
spiritual seekers, subjecting the content of faith to the scrutiny of reason,
and he presents them as two philosophical minds who are prepared to
pose unconventional questions, challenge traditional ways of thinking,
and follow the light of reason to their conclusions. Mills uncovers evi-
dence from her library, held in the Iris Murdoch Collections, Kingston
University Archives, of Murdoch’s familiarity with medieval theology and
her serious consideration of its perspective. He does not claim her as a
closet medievalist but this sustained critical reflection on her central philo-
sophical idea of the Good suggests a constructive dialogue with insights
from medieval theology with which it resonates. By her appeal to the lan-
guage of medieval Christianity, Mills avers that Murdoch demonstrates its
abiding power and that by attempting to transpose religious concepts such
as grace into a secular context, she assents to their truth. His research
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breaks new ground and his arguments are thought provoking and
persuasive.

Anne Rowe, in Chap. 8, ‘God’s Spies: Iris Murdoch and Julian of
Norwich’, narrows the medieval focus to one specific spiritual writer. She
combines meticulous historical research with challenging new readings of
Murdoch’s novels suggested by Dame Julian’s unique theological insights.
Murdoch’s fascination with the life and work of the fourteenth-century
Christian mystic, Dame Julian of Norwich, spanned four decades and has
been noted in a number of studies on her theological thinking but not
extensively explored in mainstream Murdoch criticism. With reference to
biographical information on both women and analyses of incidences where
Murdoch refers to Dame Julian in her journals and letters, Rowe unravels
Murdoch’s persistent fascination with Julian. An overview of Dame
Julian’s sixteen visions that comprise her Revelations of Divine Love forms
the basis for comparisons between the ways each woman explored funda-
mental questions related to Christian belief: how human beings under-
stand the idea of God; how they respond to the ubiquity of sin; how they
make sense of human suffering and how the teachings of Christ could be
understood in the context of day-to-day life. After exploring similarities
and differences in the women’s personalities and beliefs and the various
ways in which they hold interest for contemporary theologians, this chap-
ter analyses characters and theological issues that explicitly reference Dame
Julian in four of Murdoch’s novels: the postulant Catherine Fawley in The
Bell (1958); the former nun, Anne Cavidge and the painter Tim Reede in
Nuns and Soldiers (1980); the wife of a serial adulterer, Franca Sheerwater,
in The Message to the Planet (1989) and Bradley Pearson, the ageing, failed
writer who falls catastrophically in love with the young Julian Baffin in The
Black Prince (1973). Rowe contends that these novels function as vehicles
for often difficult moral, social and theological debates that can make for
uncomfortable reading as Murdoch joins Dame Julian in challenging con-
ventional thinking on the nature of sin, suffering and justice. Readers will
be provoked into rethinking Murdoch’s stance by this contentious new
reading of her fiction.

Chapter 9 brings the conversation in this collection forward to
Murdoch’s own time, as Miles Leeson innovatively surveys ‘Murdoch’s
MacKinnon: The Grounding of Metaphysics as a Guide to Morals'. Since
her centenary in 2019 interest has gathered pace in Murdoch’s final, and
most comprehensive, work of philosophy—»Metaphysics as o Guide to
Morals (1992). Leeson observes that whilst significant attention has been
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given to the central figures Murdoch engages with—Kant, Wittgenstein,
Plato and many more besides—Ilittle has been said regarding a close read-
ing of her intimate influences. This chapter examines in depth the textual
relationship between Murdoch’s work and that of the theologian Donald
MacKinnon. Murdoch was taught by MacKinnon, had a brief friendship
with him, and carried his intellectual influence with her for the rest of her
life. Leeson examines her marginalia in Murdoch’s copies of two of his
major works, The Borderlands of Theology (1968) and The Problems of
Metaphysics (1974), and considers the influence these books had on her
own development via, first, her Gifford Lectures of 1982 and later,
Metaphysics as & Guide to Morals. Whilst the chapter does highlight bio-
graphical connections, its primary focus is close textual and paratextual
analysis with a view to confirming the multitude of connecting points that
have, thus far, remained hidden in the Iris Murdoch archives. By his inter-
linking of these two theologically minded philosophers, Leeson opens up
new avenues for interpretations of Murdoch’s unique work.

ParT I1I: PusHING OUT THE BOUNDARIES

Part III of this collection, Pushing Out the Boundaries, creatively extends
the range of angles from which Murdoch’s theological imagination can be
approached. Her 1977 study of Plato, The Fire and the Sun, is here exam-
ined as a religious rather than purely philosophical text; the concept of
forgiveness in Murdoch’s worldview is foregrounded and interrogated;
her previously under-remarked interest in, and narrative use of, the occult
is given serious consideration, and finally, fiction and film are juxtaposed as
Murdoch’s novel The Bell and Tarkovsky’s film Andrei Rublev cast light
upon each other in their shared concern with the theology of icons, which
were significant to Murdoch, both in her life and in her art.

In Chap. 10 Hannah Maria Altorf discusses ‘““The Point at which Plato
Starts Making Jokes”: The Fire and the Sun as Religious Text’. Her start-
ing point is that The Five and the Sun: Why Plato Banished the Artists has
perplexed scholars. It is not really an introduction to Plato, as it assumes
thorough understanding of his dialogues. Art is clearly central to the argu-
mentation and yet, as James Wood has argued, the work does not meet the
expectations of an aesthetic. It does not, for instance, discuss what is and
what is not art. Rather, it considers whether art and artists should be
banned or welcomed. Above all, it holds that Plato’s objections to art are
religious. Altorf asks, is it then a work about art and religion, or about
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Plato’s understanding of art and religion? But this question does not go
far enough to explain the puzzling nature of the work. Instead, she con-
tends that The Fire and the Sun is itself a religious work. Her argument is
based on close reading of the text, both for Murdoch’s understanding of
religion and for the urgency with which it is discussed. In so doing, she
opens up new areas of thought and takes our understanding of this some-
what overlooked text to a deeper level.

Chapter 11 by Scott H. Moore cogitatively contemplates ‘Forgiveness
and the “Beautiful, Unexpected Strangeness of the World” in Iris
Murdoch’. This chapter surveys how the concept and practice of forgive-
ness is presented in Murdoch’s work. Moore examines her use of forgive-
ness in both her fiction and in her philosophical writing. He finds that for
Murdoch, forgiveness is a common and important theme and is primarily
about personal well-being and not always about reconciliation with
another. This secular (and self-focused) view of forgiveness brings it into
tension with Murdoch’s larger commitments to unselfing and to under-
standing love as ‘knowledge of the individual.” Through a detailed analysis
of characters’ experience of forgiving and being forgiven in a well-chosen
selection of Murdoch’s novels from The Nice and the Good (1968) to The
Green Knight (1993) Moore explores these tensions in an effort to offer a
coherent view of Murdoch’s understanding of this important practice. Yet
in so doing he persuasively and troublingly shows that Murdoch’s dis-
avowal of what he calls the ‘theological baggage’ of forgiveness causes
problems for her understanding and presentation of this central Christian
concept. This strips it of the transformative power forgiveness potentially
offers for renewing human lives and relationships, leaving us with a
watered-down idea of letting go of the past. Moore thus discloses a lacuna
in Murdoch’s moral psychology, based perhaps in a failure of theological
imagination—a challenge for philosophers and novel readers alike.

In Chap. 12 Rob Hardy inventively reflects on ““Seeing more than We
Are Supposed To”: Iris Murdoch and the Occult’. This chapter begins by
showing that the word occult in its neutral sense (hidden) is central to
Murdoch’s philosophical thought. It reviews Murdoch’s arguments in
Metaphysic as o Guide to Moralswith those thinkers (Wittgenstein, Derrida)
committed to a description of human life as ‘outsideless’, a word invented
by Don Cupitt, who has also attributed to Wittgenstein the view that
‘there is no mystery. There is no hidden metaphysical world beyond the
veil of sense’; and that as for humans possessing an inner life, the idea is
nonsense. Murdoch, on the contrary, argues for the existence of ‘our own
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private thought-being, that inner which is so different from our lived
outer [...] We know very little even about the people who are closest to
us. We depend upon intuition and rightly accept many things as myster-
ies’. Hardy contends that on words like these (‘mysteries’, ‘private’,
‘inner’) Murdoch’s novels are also built. In them she presents human
beings committed to exploring what is hidden from them (as well as those
failing to explore: in both cases Freud and Jung are magisterial back-
ground presences). At times her explorers use ‘occult’ (evil magic) as in
The Nice and the Good, but at others they are awarded, like Tim Reade in
Nuns and Soldiers, a secret sight of the ‘perpetual occult donation’ given
by the earth to those of her children who deserve it. There are other
examples of benign ‘occult donations’ in Murdoch’s fiction, sometimes
but not always associated with the paranormal; Murdoch also simply pres-
ents characters committing an innocent act which also seems to represent
their search for the occult as a benign donation. This chapter locates and
celebrates these acts and demonstrates how they amplify Murdoch’s view
of people in their relation to their mother earth, to each other, and to
themselves. Hardy usefully challenges readers to look again at these often
perplexing elements in Murdoch’s novels and to widen their own
perspectives.

The final offering from Andrew Taylor in Chap. 13, perhaps surpris-
ingly, studies ‘Dispersal and Gathering in Iris Murdoch’s The Bell and
Andrei Tarkovsky’s Andrei Rubley’. The final scenes of Tarkovsky’s film
Andres Rublev are concerned with the casting of a new bell for a cathedral,
under the supervision of a young boy, Boriska. A delegation from the local
prince has arrived searching for his father, an expert bellfounder, with a
commission for the work, only to be informed by Boriska that his father is
dead but, before he died, had passed on to his son the secrets of his art.
Against their better judgment, the delegation is persuaded by Boriska that
he is more than capable of the work. The remainder of this extended scene
is then concerned with the founding of the bell. Rublev has arrived on the
scene and experiences what happens here as a renewal of his faith, after a
long period of despair in which he has ceased to paint icons. The eventual
successful casting and first ringing of the bell contrasts ironically with the
boy’s confession to Rublev that no secrets of bell founding were passed on
to him by his father and that the success of the project amazed him as
much as anyone else. The work on the bell has, nevertheless, created com-
munity. This creation of community is to be contrasted with Dora
Greenfield’s disordered desire to resurrect the old abbey bell from the lake
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and to substitute it for the new one about to be commissioned for the
abbey church in Iris Murdoch’s novel, The Bell. The raising of the bell
marks the dispersal of the lay community at Imber Court, although, as
with Rublev before her, it also provides Dora with a renewed and proper
sense of what her life might be from now onwards. Within this reflection
on ordered and disordered community is a consideration of the place and
theology of icons in creating a proper understanding of community, and
which feature at several points in Murdoch’s own work, including Rublev’s
own on The Trinity (also known as The Hospitality of Abraham) in The
Time of the Angels. By reading Murdoch’s novel through the lens of a film,
Taylor disrupts the usual boundaries of literary critical thinking. In this he
follows and augments the work of Lucy Bolton on Murdoch and film.

In 1984—when she was writing The Good Apprentice and arduously
working her Gifford lectures up into publishable book form—Iris Murdoch
told Peter Conradi, ‘Everything I have ever written has been concerned
with holiness’.? In a manner perhaps inherited from her Quaker-influenced
schooldays, as Alden suggests, Murdoch blurs distinctions between sacred
and secular, marvelling at all that is, and paying attention to it. Small won-
der that religious traces are to be discerned throughout her writings, both
philosophical and fictional. Yet Murdoch’s unorthodox neo-theology and
unstable religious stance continue to be experienced by readers as slippery:
she cannot be pinned down as either a person or a writer. This elusiveness
may account for quiet notes of frustration detectable in the chapters by
White and Webster, perhaps even Fiddes. But the positive aspect of this
Protean quality in Murdoch’s theological imagination may be that it holds
a space open for new connections, such as those offered here by Hardy
and Taylor. And the central core of her religious sensibility keeps her work
connected to historical aspects of theology—evidenced by Mills and Rowe,
to her own age—as Leeson makes plain, and to religious texts and con-
cepts—demonstrated by Read and Moore. Her religious sense tinges all
her philosophy—sometimes confusingly as Altorf indicates. What makes
Murdoch most fascinating is her refusal to separate these strands of
thought in her work; theology is a part of life with a web of connections
to all her other interests. As Fiddes has noted elsewhere ‘Murdoch appears
to be one who stands at the intersection of genres, or to be continually
crossing their boundaries’.? Taken altogether, this collection in the ‘Iris
Murdoch Today’ series both consolidates earlier discussion of the vital
part theology plays in Murdoch’s thought and also enlarges it as a wide
range of current Murdoch scholars from diverse disciplines develop debate
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