
MURDOCHfS DOUBLE MESSAGE: DISRUPTED SEQUENCE AND PARODY 

I N  THE EARLY MATURE NOVELS OF IRIS MURDOCH 

by 

DALE ZIEROTH 

B. A. , Univers i ty  of Manitoba, 1 967 

A THESIS SUBMITTED I N  PARTIAL 

FULFILLMENT OF THE REQUIREMENTS FOR THE DEGREE OF 

MASTER OF ARTS 

i n  t h e  Department 

of 

English 

@Dale Z ie ro th  1986 

SIMON FR ASER UNIVERSITY 

J u l y  1986 

All r i g h t s  reserved.  This  work may not  be 
reproduced i n  whole o r  i n  pa r t ,  by photocopy 

o r  o the r  means, without  permission of t h e  au thor .  



APPROVAL 

NAME : 

DEGREE : 

TITLE OF THESIS 

Dale Zieroth 

M.A. English 

: Murdoch's Double Message: Disrupted Sequence and Parody 
i n  the Early Mature Novels of Ir is  Murdoch 

Examining Committee: 
Chairman: Dr. Chin Banerjee 

0 ~ a t h G e z e i  
Senior Supervisor 

Dr. Peter Buitenhuis 

Dr. Jack F. Stewart 
External Examiner 
Associate Professor of Engl ish 
UBC 

Date Approved: J u l y  14 ,  1986 



Early Mature Novels of I r i s  Murdoch --- - -- ------- 



ABSTRACT 

The t h r e e  e a r l y  mature nove ls  of  Iris Murdoch--The Nice and t h e  

Good, Bruno's Dream, and A F a i r l v  Honourable Defeat--have f r e q u e n t l y  

been examined i n  terms of t h e i r  themes: good v e r s u s  e v i l ,  t h e  r o l e  of 

l o v e ,  self and i l l u s i o n .  Critics have p a r t i c u l a r l y  noted how t h e s e  

nove ls  demonstrate  Murdochfs ph i lo soph ica l  i d e a s  about  t h e  n a t u r e  of 

t h e  self and t h e  p l ace  of t h e  novel i n  s o c i e t y .  I n  t h e  process ,  

however, they have t r e a t e d  t h e  nove ls  as works of  conven t iona l  

realism, a t  times f i n d i n g  them implaus ib le ,  overwhelmed by t h e  

n a r r a t o r ' s  manipula t ion  of  c h a r a c t e r  and s t r u c t u r e .  The novels  a r e  

s e e n  t o  be d i s j o i n t e d ,  qu i rky ,  and d i f f i c u l t  t o  read. 

This  d i f f i c u l t y  is  p a r t  o f  Murdochfs double  message. On t h e  one 
9 -  

hand s h e  p r e s e n t s  appa ren t ly  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l  p o r t r a y a l s  of  c h a r a c t e r s  

which l u l l  t h e  r e a d e r  i n t o  b e l i e v i n g  a  novel  wi th  no unusual  

s t r u c t u r a l  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  is under way. On t h e  o t h e r  hand Murdochls 

n a r r a t o r  d i s r u p t s  t h e  temporal and c a u s a l  sequence of e v e n t s  s o  t h a t  

t h e  emerging s t o r y  is wi thou t  t h e  u n i t i e s  o f  time and space  s o  

e s s e n t i a l  t o  convent iona l  ch rono log ica l  novels.  I n  t h i s  way-- through 

h e r  use of j u x t a p o s i t i o n ,  r e p e t i t i o n ,  p a r a l l e l s ,  co inc idence ,  and 

non-l inear  sequence--the n a r r a t o r  undermines t h e  apparen t  s e r i o u s n e s s  

of events .  The r e s u l t  i s  a parody of convent iona l  novel s t r u c t u r e s  3 

iii 



and a  mocking i r o n i c  t reatment of charac ter .  These t echn ica l  devices  

produce a  novel t h a t  is of i t s e l f  an experience because the  r eader  

must con t inua l ly  a d j u s t  and re-adjus t  t o  t h e  e f f e c t s  of n a r r a t i v e  

des t ructur ing .  Murdoch has  found t h i s  approach necessary i n  order  t o  

r e v i t a l i z e  the  novel i n  t h e  f ace  of t h e  genre ' s  contemporary t r ends  

toward the  j o u r n a l i s t i c  and a r t i f i c i a l .  Such an experience j o l t s  the  

reader  i n t o  ques t ions  about t h e  surf  ace and appearances not  only of 

the. novel, but of the  c h a r a c t e r s  t h e r e i n  (and t h e i r  coun te rpa r t s  i n  

l i f e )  who a r e  unredeemably caught up i n  f a n t a s i e s  of s e l f  and t h e  

r a t i o n a l  f a l l a c i e s  the  self con t inua l ly  develops. 
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Jnt roduct ion  

The Double Message 

What is good, and how do w e  a t t a i n  and l o s e  it; what i s  t h e  r o l e  

of love;  what is e v i l ;  and where is redemption? These ques t ions  work 

themselves out  i n  t h e  novels of Iris Murdoch through he r  p resen ta t ion  

of cha rac te r  and her  n a r r a t i v e  s t r u c t u r i n g  and des t ruc tu r ing .  I 

Consequently Murdoch's is a double message: t h e  reader  is l u l l e d  i n t o  

imagining t h a t  he or  she  is reading a novel of rea l i sm because the  

c h a r a c t e r s  are drawn through conversat ion and por t r aya l  i n  a 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l  way, and because the sequence of events  i s  a l s o  

h ighly  rep resen ta t iona l .  But a s  t h e  reader  goes deeper i n t o  t h e  t e x t ,  

he o r  she r e a l i z e s  t h a t  r ea l i sm is being parodied through t h e  

d i s r u p t i o n  of n a r r a t i v e  sequence ( a s  t h i s  impinges on cha rac te r  

development and on conventional expecta t ions  of the  novel)  and a l s o  

through Murdoch's i r o n i c  manipulat ion of charac ter .  It is  through 

t h i s  parodying of r ea l i sm t h a t  h e r  message about the  na ture  of good 

and e v i l  and t h e  f a l l a c y  of r a t iona l i sm is exposed.2 

The th ree  novels from h e r  e a r l y  mature work t h a t  b e s t  exemplify 

Murdoch's double message a r e  The Nice and the  Good (19681, Bruno's 

Prean ( 196 91, and A F a i r l v  Honourable Defeat  ( 1970). I n  c o n t r a s t  t o  

more rep resen ta t iona l  o r  r e a l i s t i c  novels ,  these  th ree  novels a r e  not 

charac ter ized  by a time sequence t h a t  is s t r i c t l y  chronological  and 



l i n e a r ;  do not employ a n a r r a t o r  who r e f u s e s  e i t h e r  t o  divulge t h e  

f u t u r e  o r  dev ia te  from the  supposedly s t ra ight forward  march of even t s ;  

do not have one or  more cha rac te r s  o r  n a r r a t o r s  who a c t  a s  " readersn  
4 

of the unfolding events  and who put  the  t o t a l  s t o r y  together  i n  such a 

way t h a t  w e  a s  r eaders  a r e  a b l e  t o  i d e n t i f y  w i t h  them comfortably. I n  

conventional novels of r ea l i sm George Becker claims the  "authors a r e  

c o l l e c t o r s ,  o r  more accura te ly ,  experimenters. They want t o  know, 

they want t o  see, a s  i n  a  l abora to ry ,  what happens t o  a  given c r e a t u r e  

under var ied  condi t ions  of experiences. "3 This is sure ly  p a r t  of 

Murdochls i n t e n t ,  but she goes f u r t h e r  i n  he r  handling of c h a r a c t e r  

and i n  her  use of n a r r a t i v e  sequence. Even though we agree  with Georg 

~ u k i c s  t h a t  "the l i t e r a t u r e  of rea l i sm aim(s)  a t  a  t r u t h f u l  r e f l e c t i o n  

Of r e a l i t y ,  n4 w e  a l s o  accept  h i s  remark t h a t  "a r e a l i s t i c  n a r r a t i v e  or  

play,  whatever the pre tens ions  of the  w r i t e r  o r  c r i t i c ,  cannot be a 

l i t e r a l  copy of r e a l i t y ,  i t  i s  a made th ing  and i s  t h e r e f o r e  based on 

s e l e c t i o n  and is s u b j e c t  t o  a t  l e a s t  minimal shaping.115 It i s  t h i s  

p a t t e r n  and shaping which concerns us i n  these  th ree  novels because 

Murdoch in tends  t h i s  pat terned shape t o  be more than a r e f l e c t i o n  o r  

copy of r e a l i t y ;  she in tends  her  novel t o  be an experience i n  i tself .  

Pa r t  of t h a t  experience is i rony,  and Murdochls i r o n i c  t i t les w i l l  be 

discussed i n  t h e  appropr ia te  chapters .  

E a r l i e r  novels such a s  The Sandcast le  and A Severed Head use 

comic and i r o n i c  devices while her  l a t e r  work, such a s  The Sea. The 

and The P h i l o s o ~ h e r ~ s ' P u ~ i l ,  have aimed f o r  bulk on a Dickens-like 



s c a l e ,  and they have had t o  f i n d  o the r  s t r u c t u r e s  t o  support  them 

a s i d e  from represen ta t iona l  cha rac te r  por t r aya l  and parody, al though 

i t  is  s t i l l  poss ib le  t o  recognize some of the  s t r u c t u r a l  elements 

discussed below i n  these  l a t e r  works. What c h a r a c t e r i z e s  Murdochfs 

matur i ty  a s  a nove l i s t  is he r  emerging mastery of the  form 

demonstrated i n  these  e a r l y  middle novels., Here the  unt idy  haphazard 

q u a l i t y  of the  c h a r a c t e r s f  l i v e s  r e i n f o r c e s  t h e  apparent rea l i sm a t  

the  same time a s  i t  is always c a r e f u l l y  s t ruc tu red ,  o f t en  by a 

manipulat ive na r ra to r ,  i n t o  a p a t t e r n  t h a t  eventual ly  undermines t h e  

very rea l i sm and seeming openness it  presents .  Such a form al lows he r  

t o  render her concerns about t h e  na ture  of the  self and i ts  

redemption. Somewhat s u r p r i s i n g l y  no c r i t i c s  tend t o  dea l  d i r e c t l y  

with the  s t r u c t u r a l  p e c u l i a r i t i e s  of Murdoch s novels. 

The events  i n  a Murdoch novel do not  march forward t o  an 

i n e v i t a b l e  closure.  The shape of r i s i n g  a c t i o n ,  climax and f a l l i n g  

a c t i o n  i s  not always respected;  r a t h e r  w e  f i n d  ourse lves  a s  r e a d e r s  

involved i n  a matr ix  of shocks and r e v e r s a l s  a s  we move from scene t o  

scene and charac te r  t o  charac ter .  Events r a p i d l y  l ead  i n t o  events ,  

o f t e n  with l i t t l e  time f o r  r e f l e c t i o n  o r  d iges t ion  by e i t h e r  the  

c h a r a c t e r s  o r  the  reader.  The outcome of one event l e a d s  t o  t h e  

p o t e n t i a l  s t age  of another. Frequently these  s h i f t s  a r e  i r o n i c  o r  

comic and the  cha rac te r s  f i n d  themselves under f i r e  where they h a s t i l y  

ar range  t h e i r  concepts of themselves and o t h e r s  j u s t  a s  we a d j u s t  our 

concepts both of t h e i r  cha rac te r s  and our own expecta t ions  about t h e  



na tu re  of the  novel t h a t  is emerging. Such a shape is Murdochvs 

n a r r a t i v e  s ignature .  A s  she has s a i d ,  "the nature  of a novel is 

somehow t h a t  a s o r t  of wind blows through i t  and t h e r e  a r e  holes  i n  i t  

and the  meaning of i t  p a r t l y  seeps away i n t o  l i f e . n 7  Those ho les  a r e  

ho les  i n  sequence, manifes ta t ions  of chance and chance occurrence; 

here  the  rudeness of  l i f e  shoulders  a s i d e  the  t i g h t  and t i d y  form. 

But t h e r e  a r e  l i m i t s .  I n  Murdochts work, sequence ( a  device of 

r ea l i sm)  nudges pas t  i m i t a t i o n  and represen ta t ion  and emerges a s  a 

parody of conventional s t r u c t u r e s .  I n  t h e  p a t t e r n  she e s t a b l i s h e s ,  

two conventional n a r r a t i v e  elements a r e  thwarted , t h a t  of c a u s a l i t y  of 

sequence and t h a t  of temporal sequence. Such a p a t t e r n  can be--is 

intended t o  be--disturbing. I n  a percept ive  review i n  t h e  LondoQ 

Review, Nicholas Spice,  one of the  few c r i t i c s  t o  note t h i s  

r e c u r r i n g  p a t t e r n  and its s ign i f i cance ,  remarks: 

Uncertainty about what has happened i n  t h e  book, and 
what i t 's t o  be taken t o  mean, i s  a usual  response t o  a 
new Murdoch novel. The scope of disagreement is always 
l a r g e ,  and one is l e d  t o  ask: how can i t  be t h a t  a 
writer of such imposing, o r i g i n a l  and p r o l i f i c  
i n t e l l i g e n c e ,  should produce novels  whose ind iv idua l  
s t a t u r e  is so  disputed.  This ques t ion  which is so  much 

ques t ion  about Iris Murdoch, l o s e s  some of its 
fo rce  when one accep t s  t h a t  i f  her novels a r e  hard t o  
look a t ,  then t h i s  is because means them t o  be hard 
t o  look a t .8  ( l a s t  i t a l i c s  m i n T  

This d i f f i c u l t y  of "looking a t w  r e s u l t s  from disrupted  sequence, and 

d i s rup ted  sequence is h e r  means of p r ~ d u c i n g  parody and providing us  

with the  experience of her  double message. 



If, a s  Mieke Bal says,  t h e  naim of t e x t u a l  a n a l y s i s  is not  t o  

account f o r  the  process of w r i t i n g ,  but f o r  the  condi t ions  of the  

process of recept ion ,  n 9  then w e  must not only e s t a b l i s h  the  f a c t  of 

Murdochls des t ruc tu r ing  but  a l s o  demonstrate how and why Murdoch has 

t r e a t e d  her  ma te r i a l  and ordered he r  s t o r y  t o  produce such an e f f e c t .  

I n  order  t o  do t h i s ,  we need t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  th ree  elements i n  these  

novels--story, fabula,  event--which w i l l  help us t o  understand i n  

n a r r a t i v e  terms how Murdoch has produced her  double message. Mieke 

B a l l s  attempt t o  descr ibe  and d e l i n e a t e  the  processes involved i n  a 

n a r r a t i v e  t e x t  o f f e r s  the  most i n s i g h t  i n t o  Murdochls work. B a l l s  

d e s c r i p t i o n  makes c l e a r  d i s t i n c t i o n s  between its n a r r a t i v e  elements.: 

A s t o r v  is a fabu la  t h a t  i s  presented i n  a c e r t a i n  
manner. A f a b u l a  is a s e r i e s  of l o g i c a l l y  and 
chronologica l ly  r e l a t e d  events  t h a t  a r e  caused o r  
experienced by ac to r s .  An event  i s  the  t r a n s i t i o n  from 
one s t a t  t o  another. Actors  a r e  agents  t h a t  perform 
a c t i o n s  . 'io 

Furthermore 

the  s t o r y  does not  c o n s i s t  of ma te r i a l  d i f f e r e n t  from 
t h a t  of the  fabula ,  but  . .. t h i s  ma te r i a l  is looked a t  
from a c e r t a i n ,  s p e c i f i c  angle. If one regards t h e  
fabula  pr imar i ly  a s  the  product of imagination, the  
s t o ~ y  could be regarded a s  t h e  r e s u l t  of ~ r d e r i n q . ' ~  

By examining t h e  d i f fe rences  between t h e  arrangement i n  the  s t o r y  and 

the  chronology of the  fabula ,  we discover the chronological  d e v i a t i o n  

( o r  anachronies)  which w e  know a s  d i s rup t ions  i n  sequence of t h e  



s t o r y ' s  ordering.  The time sequence may be var ied ,  f o r  example, 

through condensing o r  e l imina t ing  c e r t a i n  elements of the  fabula.  Yet 

through a l l  these  d i s rup t ions  t h e  f abu la  does not change. It remains 

a s e r i e s  of  l o g i c a l  and chronologica l ly  r e l a t e d  events  t h a t  we a s  

r e a d e r s  a r e  con t inua l ly  at tempting t o  rear range l i n e a r l y  i n  t h e  f a c e  

of an i d i o s y n c r a t i c  na r ra to r .  The fabu la  remains an a b s t r a c t  t h a t  we 

s t r u c t u r e  a t  t h e  edge of t h e  page, a s  it were, and which con t inua l ly  

changes i n  Murdochts novels a s  the  s t o r y  impinges on it. I n  n a r r a t i v e  

terms i n  Murdoch, t h e  f abu la  works w i t h i n  t h e  aspect  we c a l l  rea l i sm 

(what ~uk \acs  refers t o  a s  " l i t e r a t u r e  t h a t  aim(s)  a t  a  t r u t h f u l  

r e f l e c t i o n  of r e a 1 i t y n l 2 )  while t h e  s t o r y  c r e a t e s  t h a t  a spec t  w e  come 

t o  recognize a s  parody. The tug  of  war we experience i n  reading one 

of these  novels (and which arouses so much of the  acrimony i n  the  

debate about ~ u r d o c h l 3 )  could be s t a t e d  not only i n  terms of the  

t ens ion  between rea l i sm and a d e s t r u c t u r i n g  t h a t  undercuts  rea l i sm,  

bu t  a l s o  a s  the  i n t e r p l a y  between fabu la  and s t o r y  a s  i t  occurs wi th in  

t h e  r ecep t ive  reader.  

That i n t e r p l a y  has a  very s p e c i f i c  qual i ty- -d is jo in ted ,  

disrupted.  We a r e  f requent ly  c a s t i n g  back o r  ahead i n  the  f abu la  t h a t  

. .. emerges from our reading i n  order  t o  synchronize f abu la  with s to ry .  

Synchronici ty between fabula,  and s t o r y  (which we expect from novels o f  

conventional  rea l i sm)  is not  t h e  l a r g e r  experience of reading these  

t h r e e  novels. Ins tead  we a r e  con t inua l ly  re-evaluat ing the  f abu la  i n  

l i g h t  of the  s tory .  When the  causal  l i n e a r  sequence of a  conventional 



s o r t  i s  denied t o  t h e  reader ,  t h e  s t o r y  is ordered i n  such a manner 

t h a t  i t  does not correspond immediately o r  d i r e c t l y  with t h e  fabula .  

While the  s t o r y  t e l l s  us, fo r  ins tance ,  t h a t  Adelaide--as w e  s h a l l  

see--in Bruno's Dreaa is preparing f o r  a funera l ,  the  f abu la  is 

powerless a t  first t o  suggest otherwise or  t o  provide us with the  

c o r r e c t  ( t h a t  is l o g i c a l  o r  chronologica l )  information because an  

e l l i p s i s  has occurred, a break i n  l i n e a r  sequence. The fabu la  cannot 

t e l l  us t h a t  Adelaide's t e a r s  a r e  those of  joy not grief a t  the  

thought of her  forthcoming wedding t o  W i l l .  The anachronic i ty  here i s  

used not only t o  s a t i r i z e  Adelaide's gushiness,  but a l s o  t o  j o l t  t he  

r eader ' s  expecta t ion  of the  process of  reading and of t h e  expecta t ion  

of a l o g i c a l  sequence of events.  

It is e x a c t l y  t h i s  i n t e r p l a y  'between fabu la  and s t o r y  t h a t  makes 

sequence so c r i t i c a l  i n  these  novels. We a r e  not  allowed t o  s e t t l e  

too  comfortably i n t o  any p a r t i c u l a r  ve r s ion  of the  emerging fabula ,  

but  ,are cons tant ly  r ead jus t ing  our  i d e a s  of cha rac te r s  and s i t u a t i o n s  

as t h e  s t o r y ' s  order ing  t akes  us  where w e  l e a s t  expect ,  where t h e  

fabula  has l e a s t  prepared u s  f o r ,  o r  where our previous not ions  of 

chronology are inadequate. Eventually i t  becomes c l e a r  t h a t  t h i s  

cont inual  r ea l ign ing  of f abu la  and s t o r y  i s  the  predominant f e a t u r e  of 

t h e  novels, and each of these  adjustments i s  t h e  a c t  required by the  

r eader  i n  order  t o  compensate f o r  the  d i s r u p t i o n  i n  sequence, 

e s p e c i a l l y  s ince  t h i s  is not  accomplished by e i t h e r  the  n a r r a t o r  o r  

ch ie f  protagonis t .  It is t h i s  q u a l i t y  which makes her  novels s o  



d i f f i c u l t  t o  look at--because she in tends  them t o  be e x ~ e r i e n c e g  of 

the  process i t s e l f .  

The reader  accustomed t o  a more normal causal  and temporal - 
sequence w i l l  be d isor iented .  Such a r eader  w i l l  have begun Murdochfs 

novel with the  expecta t ion  (based on t h e  a t t i t u d e  and information 

presented e a r l y  i n  the  work) t h a t  a work of rea l i sm i s  i n  hand. A s  

t h e  cha rac te r s  a r e  presented i n  a community of events  not  a l l  of which 

precede from previously narra ted  events ,  t h i s  i n i t i a l  impression 

begins t o  weaken. He s e e s  c e r t a i n  events  "a r r iven  with the  fo rce  of 

epiphanies,  c u t t i n g  ac ross  the  l o g i c  of events  t h a t  has been working 

i n  t h e  cha rac te r s  up t i l l  then. H e  might now accept  t h a t  Murdochls 

sequence may be a b l e  t o  produce t h e  haphazard t ex tu re  of r e a l i t y  and 

t h e r e f o r e  a t r u e r  por t r aya l  of cha rac te r ,  but s ince  he agrees  with 

Viktor  Shklovsky t h a t  "a work of  l i t e r a t u r e  does not  exceed the  sum of 

its s t y l i s t i c  devices,  " 1 4  what of t h e  form t h a t  is emerging? I n  

novels of conventional rea l i sm the  concept of chronological  sequence 

fo rces  an assumption of cause and e f f e c t .  Murdoch parodies t h a t  

notion by d i s r u p t i n g  her  sequence. Yet even before we a r e  aware o f  

her  parody, the  d is rupted  sequence produces moments of 

r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l  por t r aya l  s o  i n t e n s e  they begin t o  take on t h e  

q u a l i t y  of metaphor. 

The d i s r u p t i o n  of temporal sequence occurs when he r  c h a r a c t e r s  

move from a s t a t e  of se l f -decept ion  t o  a f u l l  awareness t h a t  the  world 

and o t h e r s  e x i s t  a s  r e l e n t l e s s l y  a s  themselves; then a new kind of  



time comes i n t o  exis tence:  t h i s  i s  t h e  drama of r ecogn i t ion  many of 

the  cha rac te r s  muddle towards. Her c h a r a c t e r s  normally l i v e  i n s i d e  

chsonological  time, but  a t  c e r t a i n  junctures  of sequence, chronology 

is superseded by another  kind of time, a d i f f e r e n t  perception. 

Musdoch uses a term o r i g i n a l l y  invented by St .  Thomas Aquinas t o  

account f o r  the  d iv ine  manifes ta t ion  of mat ter ,  t h a t  is, angels .  15 

The "time of t h e  angelsn  rises out  of human chronology toward e t e r n a l  

time. I n  t h i s  t h i r d  order ,  which W i l l i a m  Hall  desc r ibes  a s  not  human 

nor e n t i r e l y  o t h e r ,  

t h e r e  comes t o  the  protagonis t  what Miss Murdoch refers 
t o  a s  'an apprehension of the  s t r e n g t h  of the  n a t u r a l  
world' a s  w e l l  a s  ' t h e  volcanic  o therness  wi th in  t h e  
pe r sona l i ty '  which combine t o  produce i n  the  
protagonis t  a completely overwhelming sense of another  
person's sepa ra te  i d e n t i t y .  l 

This awareness can empower the  protagonis t ,  and how t h a t  power is 

used--for good o r  not--is the  c e n t r a l  moral i s s u e  of he r  work. I n  the  

i n t e n s i t y  of t h i s  awareness t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  discover--as Paula does i n  

The Nice and The Good--"the deep dark l o g i c a l  i n j u s t i c e  of t h e  f o r c e s  

which govern our extreme moments and which ... must be recognized i n  

our  l i v e s  a s  gods.n17 A s  t h i s  sentence and the  term "time of the  

ange l sn  i m p l i e s ,  such moments t ake  on t h e  glimmering dimension of 

f i g u r a t i v e  language. The q u a l i t y  of dream and v i s i o n  magnifies  such 

events .  If Murdoch is  r i g h t  when she i n s i s t s  t h a t  " r e a l i t y  is 

i n c o m ~ l e  ten18 then f i g u r a t i v e  language may be the  means t o  express  



f u l l  awareness, f u l l  r e a l i t y .  A scene of t h i s  na tu re  is, i n  a sense,  

a "time-outn, a sudden o f t en  sprawling at tempt t o  s t o p  sequence and 

eschew rea l i sm completely. A s  Murdoch has s a i d ,  "metaphors a r e  not 

pe r iphera l  decora t ions  o r  even u s e f u l  models, they are fundamental 

forms of our awareness of our condit ion.  "1 9 

Disrupted sequence produces parody of rea l i sm,  opera tes  a s  a 

kind of epiphanic metaphor, and each of these  occurs wi th in  a 

t r i p a r t i t e  s t r u c t u r e  t h a t  shapes the  novel and genera tes  its own kind 

of meaning almost sepa ra te  from its contents .  The first s t age  of t h i s  

framing is  charac ter ized  by the  p resen ta t ion  of the  viewpoints of 

near ly  a l l  the  charac ters .  The n a r r a t o r  s h i f t s  from charac te r  t o  

cha rac te r  without  regard t o  temporal order ,  and the, emerging 

fabula-incomplete a s  i t  is--accentuates t h e  sense of entanglement i n  
1 -  

the  community. By the  second s t a g e  the  r eader  has become accustomed 

t o  these  disruptions--and may even a n t i c i p a t e  and enjoy them--with 

t h e i r  o f t e n  con t rad ic to ry  perspect ives  and information. The sense of 

community has been es tab l i shed  and t h e  reader  is a b l e  t o  follow the  

n a r r a t o r  a s  she p resen t s  the  var ious  dilemmas and moral dec i s ions  wi th  

which the  cha rac te r s  s t ruggle .  Eventual ly near ly  a l l  emerge--or a r e  

forced--into some new recogn i t ion  about themselves and o thers .  

However f a l s e  these  t r u t h s  may u l t ima te ly  become, they do burs t  upon 

the  cha rac te r s  with the  f o r c e  of a "time-outn. These dramas of 

r ecogn i t ion  form t h e  core of t h e  novel. A s  a r e s u l t  of t h e i r  energy, 

the  f i n a l  s t a g e  of the  novel produces a r e a l i g n i n g  of t h e  l o v e r s  and 



a l l e g i a n c e s  i n  t h e  community. This readjustment i s  o f t e n  i r o n i c :  

c h a r a c t e r s  f r equen t ly  s u b s t i t u t e  one i l l u s i o n  f o r  another ,  a new 

beginning gone s t a l e .  

These s t a g e s  a r e  not b r i t t l e  but a r i s e  out of Murdochfs i r o n i c  

manipulation of cha rac te r ,  p a r t  of he r  double message. Her n a r r a t o r  

does not allow her  cha rac te r s  t o  pass through these  s t ages  a t  t h e  same 

r a t e  o r  a t  the  same time. Some c h a r a c t e r s  hold us  i n  stage two u n t i l  

t h e  l a s t  pages, and i t  is c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of her  novels t h a t  w e  don ' t  

know the  outcome of a l l  the  c h a r a c t e r s  once the  climax of the  main 

cha rac te r  (o r  c h a r a c t e r s )  has been disclosed.  This l a y e r i n g  of 

ind iv idua l  s t o r i e s  accounts f o r  the  n o v e l i s t f s  a b i l i t y  t o  hold our  

i n t e r e s t .  J u s t  a s  the  novel bu i lds  its complications i n  t h e  first 

stage by the  unannounced and seemingly end less  in t roduc t ion  of 

cha rac te r  a f t e r  cha rac te r ,  s o  i t  withdraws those cha rac te r s  one by one 

i n  the  t h i r d  s t a g e  and p laces  them i n  h i t h e r t o  unexpected 

circumstances. The r e s u l t  is an odd c i r c u l a r i t y .  

It is j u s t  t h i s  c i r c u l a r i t y  which provides u s  with a f i n a l  c l u e  

t o  Murdochfs purpose here. Her t h r e e  novels ( a l l  nar ra ted  i n  t h e  

t h i r d  person) appear t o  begin with conventional approaches t o  

character--dialogue, ac t ion ,  r e t rospec t ion ,  i n t e r i o r  monologue and a 

n a r r a t o r  who can e n t e r  any consciousness. This apparent  r ea l i sm l u l l s  

us  i n t o  be l ieving these  a r e  conventional  novels about conventional 

upper middle c l a s s  cha rac te r s ,  some of whom w e  l i k e ,  and some f o r  whom 

w e  share  the  n a r r a t o r ' s  scorn. However, we begin t o  suspect  he r  comic 



parodic i n t e n t  i n  t h e  f i r s t  s t age  because of her  over-use of d i s rup ted  

sequence and coincidence, both of which move the  t e x t  beyond i m i t a t i v e  

rea l i sm;  a s  a  r e s u l t  we begin t o  see the  charac ters- -especia l ly  those 

who a r e  self-serious-- in an i r o n i c  l i g h t .  By the  f i n a l  s e c t i o n  of the  

novels when we a r e  caught i n  t h i s  c i r c u l a r i t y ,  w e  have l i t t l e  doubt 

t h a t  her  comic r e s o l u t i o n  is pushing us  t o  look a t  conventional  

no t ions  both of self and t h e  novel. Her handling of cha rac te r  demands 

t h a t  we examine the  concept of self j u s t  a s  he r  handling of s t r u c t u r e  

demands w e  re-examine our ideas  on the  nature  of t h e  novel. While we 

enjoy the  c e n t r a l  dramas of recogni t ion ,  the  book-end s t r u c t u r e  around 

them must cause us t o  look again  a t  t h e  r ep resen ta t iona l  p o r t r a y a l s  

found there .  

Murdoch has a  dual purpose: f i r s t  t o  c r e a t e  and por t r ay  t h e  

B r i t i s h  r a t i o n a l i s t  with a l l  her  cons iderable  powers, and second t o  

s a t i r i z e  sub t ly  and lovingly  (and sometimes savagely) such people by 

parodying t h e i r  conventional not ions  of themselves and the  

conventional  domestic novels which elsewhere con ta in  them.20 By 

counterpoint ing  fabula  a g a i n s t  s t o r y ,  Murdoch c r e a t e s  a  maze where the  

r eader  is f requent ly  without a  guide;  i t  i s  only when we apprehend 

t h i s  technique (and the  double message t h a t  a r i s e s  from i t )  t h a t  w e  

begin t o  understand how manipulative her  n a r r a t o r  r e a l l y  is. She 

p resen t s  her  c h a r a c t e r s  wi th  moments of epiphany-like drama, r i c h l y ,  

f u l l y ,  and even sympathetically--and t h e r e i n  l i e s  t h e  ruse ,  f o r  she  is 

simultaneously p lac ing them i n  a s t r u c t u r e  t h a t  shows them t o  be 



self- involved,  weak, f a i l i n g .  This t reatment a p p l i e s  not  j u s t  t o  

those c h a r a c t e r s  we i n i t i a l l y  and immediately dislike--probably t h e  

majority--but t o  a l l  t he  cha rac te r s ,  even those her  n a r r a t o r  has made 

us  feel deeply and compassionately about. For Murdoch, few have t h e  

s t r e n g t h  t o  be good, even fewer are redeemed. 



C h a ~  ter One 

The Nice and t h e  Good: Redemption Lost  

Murdochls n a r r a t o r  in t roduces  us t o  t h e  problem of a manls 

s u i c i d e  i n  a Whitehall  department, and the  mystery remains unsolved 

throughout much of the  book. How t h e  novel l s s l e u t h ,  John Ducane, 

unravels  the  mystery w i l l  even tua l ly  entangle  a l l  the  c h a r a c t e r s  

inc luding himself i n  a web f a r  deeper than any of them might have 

r e a l i z e d  when Radeechy's death  was first mentioned. The mystery of 

t h e  s u i c i d e  a c t s  a s  kind of sp ine  f o r  t h e  novel and g ives  i t  the  

f lavour  of a whodunit, while a t  the  same time parodying the  whodunit1 s 

r e l i a n c e  on n a r r a t i v e  sequence. The-na r ra to r  r e t u r n s  t o  t h i s  sp ine ,  

but  a l s o  eventual ly  t ranscends i t .  A t  the  end of the  novel we 

discover  with John t h a t  f o r  a l l  Radeechy. '~ playing with e v i l ,  h i s  was . 

a schoolboyish and p a t h e t i c  world; the  conventional  mystery i s  a 

harmless one, even one without i n t e r e s t  t o  us, and we discover t h a t  

the  n a r r a t o r  has d ive r t ed  our a t t e n t i o n  toward what the  c h a r a c t e r s  

have come t o  recognize about themselves r a t h e r  than toward what they 

unravel  about Radeechy. Nevertheless a t  the  beginning of the  novel we 

a r e  drawn i n t o  the  drama with Octavian Gray, head of t h e  Department, 

Richard Biranne, f i r s t  man on the  death scene, and Peter McGrath, t h e  

o f f  i c e  messenger. 



The emerging fabu la  sugges ts  two th ings  w i l l  be forthcoming from 

t h i s  first chapter .  We a n t i c i p a t e  t h a t  the  s u i c i d e  i n v e s t i g a t i o n  

w i l l  continue i n  t h e  fol lowing pages, and w e  a r e  perhaps expecting 
A 

t h a t  the  c e n t r e  of consciousness f o r  the  n a r r a t o r  w i l l  continue t o  be 

Octavian. Neither occurs; t h e  Murdochian na r ra to r  thwarts  our 

expecta t ions  a t  the  very beginning. If w e  a r e  expecting t h i s  chap te r  

t o  develop i n t o  a novel t h a t  examines c a r e f u l l y  and i n  a 

s t ra ight forward  manner the  psychological  dimensions of how Octavian 

w i l l  dea l  with the  personal and p o l i t i c a l  r ami f i ca t ions  of Radeechy's 

s u i c i d e ,  we a r e  a n t i c i b a t i n g  a more conventional novel than Murdoch 

ever  in tends  t o  write. I n  f a c t  i t ' s  one of her  many l i t t l e  i r o n i e s  t o  

have Octavian's c e n t r e  of consciousness begin a novel which then goes 

on t o  o the r  cha rac te r s  and which shows Octavian t o  be v i r t u a l l y  

i n s i g n i f i c a n t  i n  and unchanged by the  major events  i n  the  book. With 

t h e  second chapter  we a r e  immediately confronted with Murdoch' s method 

of d igress ion .  What is  most i n t e r e s t i n g  ( i n  t h i s  case  Radeechy's 

s u i c i d e )  is put on hold and we a r e  taken elsewhere. The sequence and 

t h e  reading process a r e  both d is rupted  and the re  is no synchronic i ty  

between fabula  and s to ry .  Our n a r r a t o r  here  i s  not  simply a f a c e l e s s  

voice  a t  the  edge of the  page, a s  might be the  case  with a 

conventional  mystery novel, but an a c t i v e  manipulator c u t t i n g  off  our 

expecta t ions ,  in t roducing us  not  t o  the  next s t a g e  i n  t h e  

i n v e s t i g a t i o n  but r a t h e r  t o  t h e  o the r  community involved--Dorset. 

Here w e  f ind,Mary Clo th ie r  and her  son Pierce,  the  twins and 



t h e i r  mother Paula, Octavianls  wife Kate and t h e i r  daughter Barbara; 

here  we experience the  first d i s r u p t i o n  t o  l o g i c a l  sequence a s  the  

n a r r a t o r  d igresses .  Murdoch is i n t e r e s t e d  i n  present ing  a community 

of cha rac te r s  r a t h e r  than i n  fol lowing a s i n g l e  cha rac te r  through t o  a 

t h r i l l i n g  psychological and l o g i c a l  outcome. We are not allowed t o  

r e t u r n  t o  what f o r  now is the  c e n t r a l  problem of the  novel--Radeechyl s 

suicide-- in t h i s  chapter ,  nor even i n  t h e  next which in t roduces  us t o  

John Ducane f o r  the  first time. I n  Chapter Three w e  g e t  our f i r s t  

taste of the  Murdochian imbroglio found i n  a l l  her  novels. Ducane is 

d.eeply entangled with h i s  m i s t r e s s  J e s s i c a  Bird but  longs t o  end the  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  s o  t h a t  he can pursue h i s  new l i a i s o n  with Kate sans  sex. 

We seem t o  be reading severa l  novels  a t  once--that is, i f  viewed from 

t h e  perspect ive  of l i n e a r i t y  and logic--and we a r e  perhaps r e l i e v e d  

when w e  f i n d  ourse lves  i n  Chapter Four back with Octavian a t  Whitehall 

d i scuss ing  the  s u i c i d e  with Ducane and Biranne. This f a m i l i a r  world 

of s t ra ight forward  n a r r a t i o n  is comforting, and only Ducanefs 

long-standing but  s e c r e t  h o s t i l i t y  t o  Biranne h i n t s  a t  t h e  depths of 

emotional turmoil  ahead. 

By v i r t u e  of h i s  r o l e  a s  chief  i n v e s t i g a t o r  i n  the  case,  Ducane 

begins t o  emerge a s  something approximating a hero with a hero ' s  s h a r e  

of t h e  ac t ion .  But Murdoch is pa ten t ly  not  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  heroes of a 

conventional  s o r t ;  i n  f a c t  the  n a r r a t o r  t u r n s  next t o  s i n g l e  out  one 

of  the  cha rac te r s  i n  t h e  Dorset community r a t h e r  than remaining with 

Ducane o r  r e t u r n i n g  t o  Whitehall. If our o r i g i n a l  expecta t ions  have 



by now adjus ted  t o  accommodating these  new Dorset cha rac te r s ,  perhaps 

w e  a r e  now surp r i sed  t h a t  the  n a r r a t o r  has chosen Paula, one w e  might 

have o r i g i n a l l y  overlooked, o r  a t  l e a s t  seen with l i t t l e  i n t e r e s t  a s  a 

r e s u l t  of the  n a r r a t o r ' s  first p resen ta t ion  of her. Now when w e  e n t e r  

Paula 's  consciousness, we a r e  confronted with something unexpected: 

the  s p e c t r e  of he r  husband (Richard Biranne of  Whitehall)  f i g h t i n g  

with her  former lover  ( E r i c  Sea r s ) .  The n a r r a t o r  p resen t s  Paula a s  

someone of marginal i n t e r e s t  t o  us,  and then a s  a cha rac te r  of g r e a t  

i n t e r e s t .  Our o r i g i n a l  and s t i l l  u n f u l f i l l e d  expecta t ions  about 

Radeechy a r e  becoming less p ress ing  i n  the  l i g h t  of these  new 

reve la t ions .  

The sequence a t  the  beginning of t h e  novel sugges ts  two th ings  

about Murdochfs in ten t ions :  f i r s t  t h a t  Paula 's  s t o r y ,  f o r  example, is 
3 -  

of equal importance t o  John's  a f f a i r s  and f l i r t a t i o n s  o r  Radeechy's 

su ic ide .  P a u l a f s  horror  when she reads  a l e t t e r  from Er ic  s t a t i n g  

t h a t  he is  r e t u r n i n g  t o  her  from Aus t ra l i a  is i n  no way 'connected t o  

the  o r i g i n a l  suspense of the  novel although it c l e a r l y  draws u s  i n t o  

her  s to ry .  The na r ra to r ,  a t  t h i s  point  a t  any r a t e ,  f i n d s  a l l  s t o r i e s  

equal ly  i n t e r e s t i n g ,  va luable  and en te r t a in ing .  Secondly, t h i s  

s h i f t i n g  of p lace  and consciousness c r e a t e s  a g r e a t e r  t e x t u r e  of 

apparent  realism than would a r i s e  i n  a novel bound t o  one main 

cha rac te r  and a l i n e a r  unrave l l ing  p lo t .  Because the  n a r r a t o r  can 

drop i n t o  any s i t u a t i o n  and any charac te r ,  she c r e a t e s  a sense of 

end less  p o s s i b i l i t i e s  i n  which the  next moment holds a completely 



unknowable quality--and is t h i s  not  an experience more usual  i n  our  

" r e a l n  l i v e s  than i n  our f i c t i o n s ?  Furthermore the re  is a q u a l i t y  of 

openness t o  t h i s  sequence: who and where i s  next?  After  Paula, i n  

f a c t ,  we move i n  Chapter S ix  t o  y e t  another  cha rac te r ,  Willy Kost, t he  

f r i end  of John who has secluded himself away from t h e  community i n  

Trescombe Cottage and where, i t  is commonly accepted, he dwells  on the  

hor ro r s  of h i s  experience i n  Dachau. This seemingly haphazard 

n a r r a t o r  imitates the  untidy l i v e s  of her  cha rac te r s .  

I n  novels of  l i t e r a r y  rea l i sm,  w e  expect l i n e a r i t y ,  but  e a r l y  i n  

The Nice and the  Good we have been submerged i n  an apparent  realism 

which is (paradoxica l ly  it seems a t  f i r s t )  f r e e  from t h e  tyranny of 

l i n e a r  o r  l o g i c a l  sequence. A s  t he  novel continues t o  bui ld ,  

r evea l ing  s e v e r a l  people caught i n s i d e  t h e i r  dilemmas and 

d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n s ,  we discover a corresponding d i s r u p t i o n  i n  the  

elements of cause and e f f e c t .  If we follow t h e  thread of a few of t h e  

cha rac te r s  through the  ever-widening maze of na r ra t ion ,  we discover  

how s u b t l y  the  parody of conventional  l i n e a r i t y  a r i s e s  out  of 

Murdoch's apparent  r ea l i sm wi th  i ts represen ta t iona l  techniques. 

Paula 's  s t o r y ,  t o  continue,  provides an e x c e l l e n t  example.. 

When we a r e  a t  l a s t  introduced i n t o  Paula 's  consciousness, she  

is r e c a l l i n g  t h e  awful conf ron ta t ion  i n  he r  pas t  t h a t  produced 

"Richard's d i s t o r t e d  face ,  E r i c ' s  screams, the  blood t h a t  seemed t o  

have got  everywhere. n1 The complete f abu la  is only al luded t o  he re  and 

while the  apocalypt ic  d e t a i l s  a r e  withheld u n t i l  l a t e r ,  we do know 



t h a t  the  love  a f f a i r  with Er ic  r e s u l t e d  i n  a d ivorce  between Richard 

and Paula, and E r i c ' s  subsequent f l i g h t  t o  Aust ra l ia .  H i s  l e t t e r ,  

promising h i s  r e t u r n ,  now para lyzes  Paula. She knows t h a t  while 

Richard was capable of violence,  i t  was r e a l l y  Er ic  who f r igh tened  

her:  " there  was something demoniac about E r i c n  (p. 4 3 ) .  A s  t h e  novel 

continues,  these  f e e l i n g s  i n t e n s i f y  a s  h i s  l e t t e r s  a r r i v e  from var ious  

p o r t s  on the  Eric-bearing sea--but we a r e  not allowed t o  r e t u r n  t o  

Paula 's  consciousness f o r  another  e i g h t  chapters!  Murdoch of course 

has  o the r  cha rac te r s  ca r ry  t h e  task  of  maintaining i n t e r e s t  i n  Paula ' s  

dilemma by mentioning her  obvious worry and preoccupation dur ing these  

chapters .  This he lps  maintain our connection with her  even a s  w e  are 

thwarted from l e a r n i n g  more about her  s t a t e ,  her  p a s t ,  and the  outcome 

of her  s i t u a t i o n .  

Singapore. Suez. Er ic  slowly draws c l o s e r  and Paula steels 

h e r s e l f  f o r  meeting him a s  f a t a l i s m  rep laces  para lys is .  Her s t o r y  i n  

- t h e  novel has been bui ld ing i n  t ens ion  toward a meeting of p o t e n t i a l l y  

explos ive  dimensions. We a n t i c i p a t e  t h i s  e f f e c t ;  t h e  f abu la  has  l e d  

u s  t o  expect t h i s .  But t h e  s t o r y  t akes  us elsewhere, t h e  expecta t ion  
L 

i s  d ive r t ed ,  broken. Er ic  meets "somebody p e r f e c t l y  marvellous (p. 

285) on t h e  boat and marr ies  her.  Paula i s  "free." A s  r eader s ,  t h i s  

t u r n  of events  might leave  u s  f e e l i n g  relief f o r  Paula, disappointment 

a t  the  d i s r u p t i o n  (one might even say i n t e r f e r e n c e  on the  p a r t  of the  

n a r r a t o r ) ,  and c e r t a i n l y  admirat ion f o r  Murdoch who is a b l e  t o  use  

Er ic  not j u s t  a s  t h e  necessary f o i l  f o r  Paula, but a s  a b r i l l i a n t  



example of irony. When he l e f t  Paula o r i g i n a l l y  he met nsomebody 

p e r f e c t l y  marvellousn (p. 283) j u s t  a s  he does on h i s  r e t u r n  t o  her .  

I n  using t h i s  exact  wording w e  can hear  t h e  n a r r a t o r  laughing i n  t h e  

wings a t  t h i s  concise example, not  of luck,  but  of man's a b i l i t y  t o  

r e p e a t  and be caught by h i s  own p a t t e r n s  of deception. Er ic  t h e  demon 

is Er ic  the  human a f t e r  a l l .  

The in tense  scene Paula has been a n t i c i p a t i n g  does indeed t ake  

place,  but  with Richard no t  Eric. Again the  causal  connection 

produces o the r  than what we have been l e d  t o  expect ,  and it br ings  

wi th  i t  a tremendous irony. Because of  Erio,  Paula is eventual ly  l e d  

back t o  Richard. (It can a l s o  be s a i d  t h a t  because of Ducane, Richard 

i s  l e d  back t o  Paula, but  the  circumstances a r e  s l i g h t l y  d i f f e r e n t . )  

Along with Mary and Kate, she t r a v e l s  t o  London where he r  v i s i t  t o  t h e  

National  Gal lery  takes  her  t o  Richard's f avour i t e  pa in t ing ,  Bronzino's 

Venus. C u ~ i d .  Fo l lv  and Time, and then t o  h i s  house where she  s e e s  an 

"extremely a t t r a c t i v e  and well-dressed woman ..-. l e t  h e r s e l f  i n  wi th  3 

l a t c h  kevn (p. 1449 (Murdoch's i t a l i c s ) .  Paula is stunned i n t o  

r e a l i z i n g  t h a t  she  had always assumed nwithout her ,  Richard was a lonen  

' 
(p.  145). Unconsciously drawn toward Richard f o r  help a g a i n s t  E r i c  

she  now must f a c e  Erio alone and i n  b i t t e r n e s s .  The gu l f  between 

Paula and Richard could not  be wider--from her perspective.  She does 

no t  r e a l i z e  a s  the  r eader  must t h a t  the  b e a u t i f u l  Judy McGrath is 

perhaps t h e  l a s t  person Richard wants t o  be associa ted  with at t h i s  

point  because of her  unsavoury connection with Radeechy. The 



n a r r a t o r ,  because she is working from the  c e n t r e  of consciousness of 

Paula i n  t h i s  scene, cannot t e l l  u s  t h a t  t h e  woman is indeed Judy 

McGrath, and f u r t h e r  l a y e r s  of suspense ( i f  not confusion) a r e  added 

t o  the  novel. By c a r e f u l l y  s c r u t i n i z i n g  the  f abu la  t h a t  has  emerged 

up u n t i l  t h i s  event ,  w e  can i n  f a c t  deduce the  l a d y ' s  i d e n t i t y  and i n  

t h a t  way w e  l e a r n  an important c l u e  t o  the  mystery surrounding 

Radeechy's su ic ide  even before  John Ducane the  o f f i c i a l  i n v e s t i g a t o r  

comes t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  Judy a s  Helen of  Troy connects Biranne t o  

Radeechy. This n a r r a t i v e  entanglement c u t s  ac ross  t h e  l i n e a r i t y  of 

sequence, and by the  jux tapos i t ion ing  of events ,  a f e r t i l e  ground f o r  

f u r t h e r  i rony emerges. 

Perhaps t h e  g r e a t e s t  such ground occurs i n  Paula ' s  scene with 

Ducane. She has  t o l d  no one of her secret l i f e ,  and J u s t  moments 

a f t e r  t e l l i n g  h e r  s t o r y  of t h e  f i g h t  between Er ic  and Richard, t h e  

r e l i e f - g i v i n g  l e t t e r  from Er ic  a r r i v e s .  But s i g n i f i c a n t l y  she  claims 

t h a t  the  t e l l i n g  made d i f fe rence  anyway--and t h a t  it enabled he r  

t o  free h e r s e l f  from the  demoniac q u a l i t y  she  has  inves ted  i n  Eric. 

The na r ra to r  withholds Paula 's  complete s t o r y  u n t i l  she t e l l s  i t  

h e r s e l f ,  s o  t h a t  the t e l l i n g  corresponds t o  he r  breaking free from it: 

i t s i s  a l abyr in th ine  a r t .  It i s  a l s o  t h i s  scene ( i n  which Paula is a 

n a r r a t o r  h e r s e l f )  which l e a d s  John t o  f o r c e  Richard t o  meet Paula 

again. H i s  understanding of what t h i s  r e l e a s e  has meant t o  Paula 

enables  him t o  meddle with Richard's f a t e .  John, however, needs t o  

come t o  h i s  own recognition-and-release before  he can f u l l y  take  on 



h i s  new capacity--and a c t  a s  a judge who i s  compassionate. It is 

these  recogni t ions ,  a r i s i n g  from the  n a r r a t o r ' s  manipulations, which 

act as tremors i n  t h e  novel, c u t t i n g  a c r o s s  t h e  normal sequence of 

c a u s a l i t y  and s e t t i n g  up a system of s i g n s  and appearances t h a t  w e  

need t o  con t inua l ly  r e - in te rp re t ,  re -adjus t  to ,  u n t i l  we have f i n a l l y  

absorbed the  i r o n i c  and parodic n a r r a t o r i a l  tone,  u n t i l  we have 

f i n a l l y  adjus ted  fabu la  t o  s tory .  I n  t h e  n a r r a t o r ' s  manipulation of 

the  e c s t a t i c  reunion between Richard and Paula, we soon hear  an  

element of t h e i r  own un-doing i n  t h e  language of gushy f r a n t i c  

emotionalism: " W i l l  I f a i n t  when I s e e  him? Paula wonderedn (p. 

324). O r  "Why, Paula, you're--Oh Paula, yes, yes, yes. Please g ive  

me your handn (p. 330). The n a r r a t o r  ensures  t h a t  the  r eader  

understands a l l  w i l l  not be we l l  between them i n  s p i t e  of t h e i r  love  

words. Richard admits,  f o r  example, t h a t  "If the  old p a t t e r n  

continues,  I ' d  probably be u n f a i t h f u l  now and thenn (p. 3291, and w e  

a r e  a l i t t l e  r e l u c t a n t  t o  be l ieve  Paula when she t e l l s  Richard (after 

he r  emotions s t a r t  running) t h a t  "I 've never been out  of love with 

you, never f o r  a secondn (p .  330). When normalcy r e t u r n s ,  we ask,  how 

w i l l  i t  be then? 

Murdoch uses  t h e  moments of recogni t ion ,  "the time of the  
9 

ange l sn  which opera tes  a s  a metaphor--in Paula 's  moment wi th  E r i c ' s  

le t ter ,  John's moment i n  t h e  cave, Theols time with the  l e t t e r  from 

the  monastery--as a means t o  c u t  a c r o s s  the  log ic ,  o f t en  para lyzing 

l o g i c ,  t h a t  has been working i n  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  up till then. Other 



t rea tments  of t h i s  r ecogn i t ion  inc lude  the  less epiphanic,  o r  those 

which occur but a r e  not narra ted ,  having taken place o f f  page, i n  the  

fabula  but not i n  the  s to ry .  J e s s i c a ,  f o r  example, John's mistress, 

has  a j o l t  t o  he r  expecta t ions  when the  mysterious and (suddenly) 

loquacious Willy Kost confronts  he r  i n  he r  search through Ducanels 

room, i n t e n t  as she is upon f i n d i n g  evidence t h a t  Ducane was involved 

with another woman. J e s s i c a  f i n d s  no evidence t o  damn t h e  dour John 

but  r a t h e r  a s t r ange  a l l u r i n g  man who he lps  her  t o  f r e e  h e r s e l f  from 

t h e  power she has given over t o  John. Later ,  when McGrath fol lows 
1 

through wi th  h i s  scheme t o  e x t o r t  money from Ducane and sends Kate 's  

love  l e t t e r  t o  he r ,  she eventual ly  r e a l i z e s  she "was not going t o  d i e  

a f t e r  a l l  f o r  John Ducane. She was h i s  super io r  nown (p. 228)--and 

then she tu rns  he r  eye immediately t o  t h e  p o s t s c r i p t :  
' , .  

(P .  229). When she appears again  i n  the  novel she is pursuing Willy 

a s  she f l e e s  out  the  back of Trescombe Cottage, not q u i t e  ready y e t  

f o r  l i fe-af f i rming.  What we o r i g i n a l l y  know of  J e s s i c a  and h e r  

despera te  y e t  passive c l ing ing  t o  John hardly  connects with t h i s  

a s s e r t i v e  ngaze l l en  (p. 344)--the s t o r y  and fabula  do not  q u i t e  

connect. Murdoch i n j e c t s  a l a r g e  dose of d i s r u p t i o n  i n t o  t h e  s t o r y  of 

Jess i ca .  But with t h a t  i n j e c t i o n ,  she a l s o  p laces  i r o n y  ( t h a t  J e s s i c a  

could "recovern from John so  qu ick ly )  and s a t i r e  (and be so  a t t e n t i v e  

P 
t o  he r  next connection, one who was supposed t o  be impotent--Willyl s 

reason f o r  r e j e c t i n g  Mary's marriage proposal) .  I n  t h e  r a p i d i t y  of 

t h i s  change, and the  way such changes a r e  found i n  o the r s ,  Murdoch i s  



playing with our not ions  of conventional  endings with t h e i r  o f t e n  

happy reso lu t ions .  The c losure  of an apparent ly  p e r f e c t  marriage 

(between Mary and Willy i n  t h i s  case )  is what we expect i n  a 

conventional novel. I n  Murdochfs parody, such a r e s o l u t i o n  not  on ly  

does not take place,  but is made t o  seem improbable. Nevertheless t h e  

parody does not  overshadow the  dramas of r ecogn i t ion  a s  they unfold. 

To do so  would impose a dryness on t h e  work. 

When the  cha rac te r s  supersede the  usual  l i n e a r  time because of 

t h e  r e l e a s e  of a pent-up apocalypt ic  p a s t  o r  because of a profound 

recogni t ion ,  a "time of the  ange l sw r e s u l t s .  We have a l ready seen 

such an experience with Paula, and t h e  na r ra to r  uses t h i s  device again  

wi th  Mary and Willy. Mary r e t u r n s  t o  her  o ld  home i n  Gunnersbury; she 

r e l i v e s  t h e  acc ident  which took her  husband's l i f e ,  but the re  is no 

relief:  the  scene of A l i s t a i r f s  death  takes  on "the s l i g h t l y  menacing 

and e l u s i v e  f a m i l i a r i t y  of a place i n  a dream when one thinks:  I have 

been here ,  y e t  where i s  i t  and what is going t o  happen?" (p. 138). 

This  is not  what Mary expected. She f e l t  t h e  need t o  confront 

Alistairfs ghost  so  she could t a l k  t o  Willy about him--she had a f t e r  

a l l  proposed t o  Willy--but she did not  a n t i c i p a t e  nhow absolute  and 

absorbing t h a t  confronta t ion  would ben (p. 140). I n  f a c t  she  f a i l s  

he re  t o  exorc ize  h i s  ghost ,  h i s  demon. That comes l a t e r :  t h e  f u l l  

secognition-and-release from A l i s t a i r f s  sad l i f e  (wi th  h i s  f a i l e d  

novel,  h i s  t e r r i b l y  acc iden ta l  dea th )  and her  r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  he is 

still somehow drawing on her  s t rength--a l l  t h i s  comes when she t a l k s  



t o  Ducane. It i s  not  Willy who hea r s  Mary ( a s  both she and we have 

been l e d  t o  expect: she by her  own p e r s i s t e n t  hope, w e  by t h e  f abu la  

a s  i t  emerges) j u s t  a s  Paula is not  l ed  back t o  Er ic  but t o  Richard. 

S imi la r ly  W i l l y t s  long-awaited t e l l i n g  of the  "most t e r r i b l e  th ing  

t h a t  ever  happenedn (p. 161) t o  him, which he addresses t o  a 

b r e a t h l e s s  Mary, is not  about h i s  time i n  Dachau (which i s  of course 

what the  f abu la  has been l ead ing  u s  t o  expec t ) ,  but about t h e  death of 

a small  dog when he was a chi ld .  The s t o r y  of the  concentra t ion  camp 

is withheld and l a t e r  t o l d  t o  Theo who does not ,  cannot bear t o  

l i s t e n ,  and ins tead  remembers an i n c i d e n t  involving another  "most 

t e r r i b l e  thingn:  t h e  drowning of the  seagu l l  with the  broken wing 

which the  twins had s o  hopefully presented t o  him. We follow the  

n a r r a t o r  i n t o  one s t o r y  only t o  be d ive r t ed  i n t o  another. It i s  these  

s t o r i e s  out  of the  pas t  which take  on the  i n t e n s i t y  of f i g u r a t i v e  

language, working a s  metaphors f o r  an apocalypt ic  pas t  which holds the  

c h a r a c t e r s  i n  bondage t h a t  confession he lps  t o  r e l ease .  Breaking the  

demoniac hold of the  pas t  d i s r u p t s  the  cause and e f f e c t  sequence i n  

unexpected ways and r e l e a s e s  a new kind of time and a renewed sense of  

self i n  some of these charac ters .  

The nar ra to r  does not  e n t e r  the  consciousness of Judy McGrath 

and Richard Biranne (and only pe r iphera l ly  e n t e r s  those of the  minor 

c h a r a c t e r s  Peter  McGrath, Ducane 's manservant Fivey, Octavian and h i s  

daughter Barbara) ,  and consequently we a r e  not presented with a "time 

of the  ange l sn  f o r  them. For o the r s ,  notably John Ducane, r ecogn i t ion  



forms t h e  core of t h e  novel 's  drama, first with the  descent  i n t o  

Radeechy's haunt ( i t s e l f  a parody of  the  descent  i n t o  the  

underground), then with Pierce  i n  Gunnar's Cave, and f i n a l l y  t h e  

Judgement of  Biranne i n  Whitehall. This f i t s  Murdochls t r i p a r t i t e  

s t r u c t u r e ,  but  t h e  n a r r a t i v e  element of temporal sequence needs t o  be 

explored first ( s i n c e  l i k e  the  sequence of c a u s a l i t y )  i t  shapes the  

novel and p o i n t s  us beyond rea l i sm t o  parody of conventional novels  

t h a t  r e l y  too  heavi ly  e i t h e r  on l i n e a r i t y  o r  e l abora te  o r  improbable 

p lo ts .  The d i s r u p t i o n  of temporal sequence, with its overlapping and 

d i s t o r t i n g  of l i n e a r  time, is  perhaps most evident  i n  the  n a r r a t o r ' s  

use of p a r a l l e l s  and coincidences. 

Chapter Fourteen begins "The t h r e e  women were walking slowly 

along the  edge of the  sean (p.  121) and the  na r ra to r  echoes t h i s  

sentence i n  Chapter Seventeen which begins "The th ree  women were i n  

townn (p .  137). I n  t h i s  latter chapter ,  Paula sees Judy McGrath 

e n t e r i n g  Richard's house and he r  d e s c r i p t i o n  of Judy a s  "an extremely 

a t t r a c t i v e  and well-dressed womanw (p. 144) p a r a l l e l s  e x a c t l y  J e s s i c a  

B i r d s s  d e s c r i p t i o n  of Kate Gray a s  Kate e n t e r s  John's  house. The 

second i n c i d e n t  appears t o  be a re-run of the  first, as if the  

n a r r a t o r  wishes us t o  see the  two i n c i d e n t s  a s  i d e n t i c a l  although with 

d i f f e r e n t  charac ters .  We a r e  reminded o f  Gertrude S t e i n ' s  a f f i rma t ion  

t h a t  "Beginning again  and again is a na tu ra l  thing. n2 While S t e i n  is 

i n t e r e s t e d  i n  explor ing  the  nature  of composition i t s e l f  ( s i n c e  

"Everything i s  t h e  same except t h e  composit ionn),  Murdoch seems more 



i n t e n t  on j o l t i n g  our not ions  about the  l i m i t s  of coincidence. The 

second "beginning " parodies the  conventional  novels t h a t  r e q u i r e  

coincidences t o  make t h e i r  p l o t s  work. G. K. Chesterton has  suggested 

t h a t  coincidences a r e  s p i r i t u a l  puns. Here Murdoch uses coincidence 

a s  a s t r u c t u r a l  not verbal  pun. We watch a s  J e s s i c a  and Paula r e a c t  

wi th  remarkable s imi lar i ty- -hot  jealousy--but w e  no t i ce  not  j u s t  t h e i r  

r e a c t i o n s  but t h e  p resen ta t ion  i n  which t h e i r  a c t s  a r e  couched. The 

n a r r a t o r  so  cool ly  p resen t s  t h i s  p a r a l l e l  t h a t  our expecta t ions  of t h e  

meaning of coincidence i n  a t e x t  i s  suddenly brought i n t o  quest ion.  

The shock of r ecogn i t ion  each woman r e c e i v e s  he lps  t o  change t h e i r  

l i v e s ,  but by having our a t t e n t i o n  drawn t o  t h e  p a r a l l e l  between t h e i r  

experiences a s  w e l l  a s  the  experience i t se l f ,  w e  a r e  made t o  hear  the  

manipulat ive na r ra to r  framing t h e  s i t u a t i o n  with a sequence t h a t  

undermines and parodies. 

We a r e  thus presented with two women, i d e n t i c a l l y  perceived and 

i r o n i c a l l y  mistaken f o r  two o t h e r  women. These two scenes appear t o  

occur simultaneously, not necessa r i ly  i n  t h e  order  i n  which they a r e  

presented i n  the  t e x t ,  f i r s t  t o  Paula, then t o  Jess i ca .  The i n t e r i o r  

time of these  cha rac te r s  appears simultaneously even though t h a t  is 

t e x t u a l l y  impossible. Murdoch accomplishes t h i s  through the  

carry-over effect of the  connecting p a r a l l e l  with the  e a r l i e r  Chapter 

Fourteen. I n  t h a t  chapter  we entered  the  consciousness of t h e  women 

d i r e c t l y ,  without in t roduct ion .  The memory of t h a t  p resen ta t ion  s t a y s  

with us  and is  re-awakened by the  s i m i l a r i t y  between the  beginnings of 



t h e  two chapters.  The r e s u l t  : we Anvent the  same sense of 

simultaneous p a r a l l e l  time i n  Chapter Seventeen a s  we experience i n  

Chapter Fourteen. Murdochls n a r r a t o r  is q u i t e  devious i n  he r  

d i s r u p t i o n  of l i n e a r  time. The reader  e i t h e r  f e e l s  d i so r i en ted  o r  

begins t o  understand t h a t  the  d i s o r i e n t a t i o n  must be p a r t  of a l a r g e r  

purpose, p a r t  of what she is making u s  experience. 

Murdoch uses  another  kind of pa ra l l e l i sm t o  d i s r u p t  temporal 

l i n e a r i t y  i n  the  two major scenes i n  which Ducane and Biranne confront  

each other .  The i n i t i a l  marathon confronta t ion  ( i n  which Ducane 

f i n a l l y  outwi ts  Biranne i n t o  confessing more than he needs t o  about 

Radeechy l s death ) ends with t h i s  s h o r t  paragraph : 

Ducane f e l t  t he  need t o  touch Biranne. He put a 
hand upon h i s  shoulder  f o r  a moment i n  a ges tu re  which 
was almost shy. Biranne moved away, and then turning 
held out  h i s  r i g h t  hand. They shook hands h a s t i l y  and 
Biranne disappeared i n t o  t h e  s t r e e t .  (p. 247) 

,Nine chapters  l a t e r  they meet again,  and Ducane pronounces h i s  

wjudgment.w But t h i s  scene comes a f t e r  Ducanels r ecogn i t ion  ordeal  i n  

t h e  cave where he vowed "if I ever  g e t  out  of here I w i l l  be no man's 

judgew (p. 307). Consequently h i s  terms f o r  Richard inc lude  Richard's 

r e t u r n  t o  Paula. The second scene between t h e  two men ends with t h i s  

s h o r t  paragraph : 

They moved toward t h e  f r o n t  door. A s  they reached 
i t  Biranne touched Ducanels shoulder. Ducane h a s t i l y  
held ou t  h i s  hand and they shook hands, avoiding each 
o t h e r ' s  eyes, The next moment Biranne was i n  the  
street. (p. 317) 



The r e v e r b e r a t i o n s  between t h e s e  two paragraphs sugges t  t h a t  time has  

doubled back on i tself ,  and t h a t  w e  are aga in  involved i n  a r e r u n  

s c e n a r i o ,  a beginning-again. The second scene works then t o  r e p l a c e  

t h e  first i n  t h e  r e a d e r t s  memory, o r  a t  l e a s t  t o  negate some of t h e  

first s c e n e ' s  impact, 3 Yet t h e r e  is a way i n  which t h e  two endings 

are very d i f f e r e n t .  I n  t h e  first, Ducane reaches  out  t o  Biranne; i n  

t h e  second t h e  oppos i t e  occurs. This  great d i f f e r e n c e  is i n  f a c t  

accentuated  by the  s i m i l a r i t y  i n  t h e  rest of the  paragraph. D e s p i t e  

r \ 

t h e  de-fa-vq generated by s i m i l a r  wording and tone,  t h e  impact is 

different--and y e t  t h e r e  remains t h e  f e e l i n g  t h a t  t h e s e  two c h a r a c t e r s .  

are a t  times l i t e r a l l y  going i n  c i r c l e s .  The n a r r a t o r  both d i s t o r t s  

l i n e a r  temporal sequence he re  and undermines our expec ta t ions  of 

sequence. What r e s u l t s  from these  d i s t o r t i o n s  is a n a r r a t i v e  A 

entanglement ( i n  t h i s  case  between Richard and John) t h a t  m i r r o r s  and 

e n a c t s  t h e  confus ions  and c o n t o r t i o n s  i n  t h e  l i v e s  of t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  

a s  they work t h e i r  way toward redemption. A t  t he  same time such 

entanglements nudge us toward r e a l i z i n g  t h a t  they a r e  parodying t h e  

convent ional  whodunit t h a t  o f f e r s  e l a b o r a t e  p l o t s  wi thout  much 

c h a r a c t e r  development. 

Murdochts n a r r a t o r  is a b l e  t o  convey t h e  sense t h a t  whatever is 

happening a t  any p a r t i c u l a r  moment h a s  o t h e r  temporal c o u n t e r p a r t s ;  

t h i s  apparent  s imul tane i ty  we have seen  is p a r t  of he r  technique f o r  

d i s r u p t i n g  temporal order  of a convent ional  s o r t .  C e r t a i n  of t h e s e  

d i s r u p t i o n s  t ake  on a comic element,  p a r t  of her  parodic i n t e n t .  Two 



chap te r s  end with the  tumult caused by P ie rce ' s  swimming i n t o  Gunnar's 

Cave a t  low t ide .  Chapter Thirty-two ends with Mary s t a r i n g  out  of 

W i l l y t s  cot tage;  she  is f i l l e d  with d e j e c t i o n  because of h i s  r e f u s a l  

t o  marry her--and then she exclaims "something p e r f e c t l y  ex t raord ina ry  

is going on down t h e r e n  (p. 278) a t  t h e  beach. We don ' t  f ind  

ourse lves  back a t  t h a t  same moment i n  time again u n t i l  t he  end of the  

next  chapter  and not ( a s  might be expected) a t  its beginning; h e r e  

again  the  f abu la  is being readjus ted  t o  an unexpected t u r n  i n  t h e  

s to ry .  Only a t  the  end of Chapter Thir ty-three do w e  discover t h a t  

the  ext raordinary  event i s  Barbara 's  r a i s i n g  of the  alarm--or s o  w e  

surmise s ince  the re  remains a d e l i g h t f u l  ambiguity about Mary ' s 

exclamation. But p r i o r  t o  Barbara 's  shouting we a r e  presented with an 

e n t i r e l y  d i f f e r e n t  l a y e r  of the  novel: John Ducane with Paula on t h e  

beach and her subsequent r e l i e f -g iv ing  confession t o  John followed by 

t h e  l e t t e r  from Eric. We ca r ry  through t h i s  chapter  the  suspense 

which Mary's exclamation has generated a t  the  end of the  previous 

chapter .  We ask  what ext raordinary  th ing  & happening. Is Paula1 s 

confession what Mary s e e s  through Willy 's  binoculars? Such over laps  

and delays  and d ig ress ions  ( a l l  of which a r e  exhibi ted  i n  i' $his 

example) i n  the  temporal sequence inc rease  the  tens ion i n  a  cur ious  

way. When information o r  i n c i d e n t  from one l a y e r  is d e l i b e r a t e l y  

withheld o r  juxtaposi t ioned with events  a r i s i n g  from another  l a y e r ,  w 

one o r  both of these events  can take  on a comic qua l i ty .  To move from 

Mary's exclamation t o  Paula's confession tends t o  diminish t h e  high 



se r iousness  of both moments. I s o l a t e d ,  each of the  scenes is 

c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y  r e a l i s t i c ;  placed i n  a t e x t  i n  such a way t h a t  

temporal con t inu i ty  is d i s t o r t e d ,  t h e i r  rea l i sm is parodied, t h e i r  

cha rac te r s  comic o r  melodramatic. I n  t h i s  way Murdoch s a t i r i z e s  t h e  

self-involvement of the  cha rac te r s  a t  the  same time a s  she parodies 

the  conventional novel t h a t  t h r u s t s  improbable s i t u a t i o n s  upon the  

r eader  i n  a less than soph i s t i ca ted  way. 

This comic element i s  not  always understood a t  first reading s o  

f i n e l y  is it subsumed i n  t h e  apparent  rea l i sm of t h e  c h a r a c t e r s  and 

t h e i r  dilemmas. Gradually it becomes c l e a r ,  f o r  ins t ance ,  t h a t  t h e  

p a r a l l e l  between t h e  two women i n  Chapter Seventeen parodies t h e  

conventional  whodunit wi th  its e l a b o r a t e  twists and improbable p l o t  

turns--and i n  f a c t  we have almost fo rgo t t en  a t  times t h a t  t h e r e  is a 
1 .  

whodunit here: who k i l l e d  Radeechy? Murdoch's na r ra to r  d r i v e s  he r  

p l o t s  t o  t h e  very edge of unbelievability--and f requent ly  

beyond--while still allowing u s  t o  be l i eve  i n  her  charac ters .  A s  a 

r e s u l t  we are caught up i n  a mesh of con t rad ic to ry  r e a c t i o n s  a s  we 

read. On the  one hand we can empathize with o r  de r ide  the  c h a r a c t e r s  

while on t h e  o the r  hand we begin t o  f e e l  t h a t  they (and consequently 

w e )  are being l e d  i n t o  s i t u a t i o n s  t h a t  a r e  bordering on the  r i d i c u l o u s  

and improbable. I n  t h i s  way w e  enjoy t h e  apparent page-by-page 

rea l i sm even a s  we become aware t h a t  t h i s  very rea l i sm is being 

undermined and parodied. This tug  of w a r  is one of the  g r e a t  

p leasures  of reading a Murdoch novel. I n / e  Nice and t h e  Goo4 12 t he  



three-par t  s t r u c t u r e  he lps  t o  i n t e n s i f y  t h a t  t ens ion  and move us 

toward a g r e a t e r  apprecia t ion  of he r  parody. 

The i n i t i a l  s t age  of t h e  novel, with its presenta t ion  of seve ra l  

d i f f e r e n t  viewpoints,  gradual ly  moves toward the  c e n t r a l  dramas o f  

recogni t ion ,  but  i t  is only i n  t h e  t h i r d  s t age  t h a t  parody moves onto  

c e n t r e  s tage.  I n  t h e  has ty  realignment of cha rac te r s ,  w e  glimpse t h e  

n a r r a t o r ' s  parody of the  "happy ending." The coupling is r e l e n t l e s s .  

Mary and John ( t h e i r  very names mocking the  "average couplen whom they 

d i s t i n c t l y  be l i eve  they are no t )  even tua l ly  "f indw each o the r  when 

they have i r o n i c a l l y  been s i d e  by s i d e  throughout the  novel. The 

n a r r a t o r  sugges ts  t h a t  John's  new-found love  f o r  Mary may well  be the  

genuine th ing  (he  does after all see a v i s i o n  of h e r  i n  the  cave) ;  t h e  

co inc iden ta l  happy r e s o l u t i o n  which f i n d s  Mary i n  1ov.e with him might 

be press ing  the  b e l i e v a b i l i t y  f u r t h e r  than the  reader  w i l l  accept.  A t  

any r a t e  the  na r ra to r  inc ludes  a caveat  l a t e r  when she has John 

r e a l i z e  t h a t  nWis married l i f e  would not be without i ts problemsn 

(p.  348 ) .  Willy and J e s s i c a ,  Paul and Biranne, Barbara and Pierce ,  

Fivey and Judy, Theo and h i s  green v a l l e y ,  Ducane and Mary a new 

chauffeur McGrath--the pa i r ing  of c h a r a c t e r s  cha rac te r i zes  t h e  ending 

of the  novel. Even pe t s  con t r ibu te  t o  the  parody of t h e  happy ending: 

Montrose and Mingo share  a basket  i n  t h e  end. The na r ra to r  cunningly 

s t a y s  wi th in  t h e  limits of he r  c h a r a c t e r s  s o  t h a t  we never the less  
I 

continue t o  be l ieve  t h a t  such a p a i r i n g  is q u i t e  poss ib le ;  however, by 

present ing  them i n  t h i s  f l u r r y  of r e s o l u t i o n  she l eads  u s  t o  i n t u i t  



her  parodic i n t e n t .  A l l  of these  cha rac te r s  change t o  some ex ten t ;  

the  novel has drawn us  i n t o  those changes. Yet the  "happy endingn 

s t r u c t u r e  suggests  t h a t  these changes (and t h e  s e l f - r e v e l a t i o n s  t h a t  

r e s u l t  from such changes) a r e  less profound o r  s i g n i f i c a n t  than 

o r i g i n a l l y  surmised. 

Murdoch sugges ts  through he r  parody t h a t  t h e  way t o  

self-knowledge is f a r  more d i f f i c u l t  than  these  cha rac te r s  suspect .  

J e s s i c a ,  f o r  ins t ance ,  does recognize t h a t  Willy not  John has value 

f o r  her ,  j u s t  a s  John recognizes the  same about Mary, and a s  Mary does 

about John; t h e  list continues through a l l  t h e  charac ters .  These 

recogn i t ions  a r e  genuine i n  terms of the  apparent  realism of the  novel 

and they provide us  with much of t h e  novel ' s  t r a d i t i o n a l  psychological  

power and value. But the  comic s t r u c t u r e  of the  has ty  r e s o l u t i o n  

sugges ts  t h a t  Murdoch is asking us  t o  suspect  these  recogni t ions ,  even 

spurn them, because what appears t o  be self-knowledge is simply the  

s u b s t i t u t i o n  of one i l l u s i o n  f o r  another. When-Willy asks Theo i f  

t h e r e  is no way out  of i l l u s i o n ,  no way t o  overcome the  co r rup t ion  of  

t h e  h e a r t  and know t r u t h ,  Theo announces t h a t  "There are a m i l l i o n  

ways out  on t h i s  s ide ,  back i n t o  the  f an tasy  of ordinary l i f e .  

Muffins f o r  t e a  is a way outt1 (Murdochls i t a l i c s )  (p. 126). Back i n t o  

the  f an tasy  of ordinary life--Murdoch is using he r  s t r u c t u r e  t o  draw 

a t t e n t i o n  t o  t h e  weaknesses of her  cha rac te r s ,  f o r  a l l  of them are 

caught i n  i l l u s i o n ,  w i l l i n g l y  trapped,  and unwil l ing t o  be free of the  

comforts of such i l l u s i o n s .  



It is no accident  t h a t  Kate and Octavian remain v i r t u a l l y  

unchanged. Smug and self- involved a t  the  o u t s e t ,  they remain smug and 

self- involved a t  the  end.4 While o t h e r s  have been granted glimmers of 

t r u t h  which they cannot s u s t a i n ,  the  almost i n f a n t i l e  self- indulgence 

of Kate s t r i k e s  us not  merely because i t  dev ia tes  from the  p a t t e r n  of 

r ecogn i t ion  and realignment, but because i t  provides the  norm of 

un-knowing ordinary  l ife.  Redemption is not poss ib le  f o r  any of these 

characters- the comic r e s o l u t i o n  of events  a s su res  that--but such a 

p o s s i b i l i t y  does not even occur t o  one such a s  Kate. She sees  he r  

world a s  pe r fec t ,  h e r s e l f  f i t t i n g  p e r f e c t l y  there in ,  and her  t a sk  a s  

t h a t  of one who can make o t h e r s  pe r fec t ly  good. Like most of t h e  

c h a r a c t e r s  i n  the  novel, she  i s  not p a r t i c u l a r l y  nice,  but she 

be l i eves  more than most t h a t  "goodn is concomitant with "nice. 

Blinded t o  the  r e a l i t y  of o t h e r s  by he r  s e l f - s a t i s f a c t i o n ,  she has  no 

s e a l  i n k l i n g  of the  work involved i n  "good. Through her  

c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  w e  f u l l y  apprec ia te  the  compound s t r u c t u r e  of 

Murdochls t i t l e  which i r o n i c a l l y  sugges ts  t h a t  "nicew and "goodn a r e  

p a r a l l e l ,  even equal va lues ,  and t h a t  one automatical ly flows i n t o  

ex i s t ence  with the  other .  I n  a novel i n t e n t  on savaging high regard 

of self, Kate's p resen ta t ion  i s  more i r o n i c  than most. 5 

The l i v e s  of the  cha rac te r s  i n  The Nice and the  Good a r e  

rendered by a n a r r a t o r  who i n i t i a l l y  seems t o  have a c l e a r  a l l eg iance  

t o  rea l i sm;  however soon enough the  sequence of events  draws a t t e n t i o n  

t o  i t se l f ,  we f ind .ourse lves  caught i n  the  i n t e r p l a y  between fabu la  



and s t o r y ,  and t h e  sequence u l t ima te ly  undermines t h e  con ten t s  of t h e  

events  themselves. What w e  may have o r i g i n a l l y  assumed was one kind 

of novel--the fast-paced psychological  whodunit--develops i n t o  another  

kind--the fast-paced psychological whodunit t h a t  is a l s o  a parody of 

i tself .  Manipulation of sequence produces t h i s  parody through which 

blurdochfs i rony and themes a r e  f u l l y  revealed.  Without the  parody, 

The Nice and t h e  Good would not  i l lumina te  the  ques t ions  of love and 

e v i l  i n  the  s e l f  a s  well a s  i t  does. 



Chapter Two 

Bruno's Dream: Redemption Poss ib le  
.. 

We begin and end Bruno's Drew with important s e c t i o n s  devoted 

t o  the  c e n t r a l  cha rac te r  Bruno Greensleave but the  chapters  between do 

not  always follow the  conventional l i n e a r  order  such a frame suggests .  

Ins tead ,  a s  i n  The Nice and t h e  Good, the  na r ra to r  presents  u s  with a 

sequence i n  which the  reader  moves from charac te r  t o  cha rac te r ,  event 

t o  event ,  without the  usual  regard f o r  causal  o r  temporal con t inu i ty .  

The fabu la  t h a t  the re fo re  emerges is almost always incomplete, 

developing out  of i s o l a t e d  c h a r a c t e r s  who a r e  denied knowledge of 

o t h e r s  i n  much the  same way t h e  reader  is denied completeness and 

l i n e a r i t y  by the  s t o r y ' s  sequence and arrangement. Indeed the  novel 

begins with a psychological plunge i n t o  t h e  consciousness of  Bruno, 

and i t  appears a s  i f  the  book w i l l  continue a s  psychological rea l i sm.  

But a s  El izabeth  Dipple po in t s  out  "real ism a s  s t r i c t  repor tage  is not 

what Murdoch is a f t e r , " '  and it g radua l ly  becomes c l e a r  t h a t  i f  the  

n a r r a t o r ' s  manipulation of sequence c r e a t e s  t h e  t ex tu re  of 

psychological rea l i sm,  it  does s o  only t o  have t h a t  q u a l i t y  

des t ructured  and parodied. What Murdoch p resen t s  with one hand is 

cunningly parodied with the  o the r ,  but such legerdemain does no t  f u l l y  

emerge u n t i l  t he  end of the  novel with i t s  t y p i c a l  Murdochian 

realignment of charac ters .  After the  anxie ty  the  cha rac te r s  have 

experienced, they are o f t en  w i l l i n g  t o  r e t u r n  t o  the  comforts of 



i l l u s i o n .  

A s  t h e  novel opens, Bruno is  dying; he has become monstrous i n  

h i s  f i n a l  s t a g e s  and deeply plagued by h i s  need t o  a l l e v i a t e  t h e  

burden of h i s  past.  He is p a r t i c u l a r l y  s t r e s s e d  by h i s  f a i l u r e  t o  

console h i s  dying wife  Jan ie ,  and he hopes t o  l e s s e n  t h a t  pain and 

g u i l t  through a ramrochementi with h i s  estranged son Miles. Unable t o  

l i v e  with h i s  own son, Bruno s t a y s  wi th  h i s  son-in-law Danby Odell. 

A l l  t h ree  of these men a r e  t i e d  t o  t h e  past--and t o  each 

other--through death  r a t h e r  than l i f e ;  each h a s  l o s t  a wife and each 

i s  unable t o  func t ion  f u l l y  a s  a r e s u l t  of the  death f o r  which each 

feels p a r t l y  i f  not completely responsib le .  

Caught i n  t h e  c ross - f i r e  of emotional fo rces  a r e  t h e  

women--Diana and Lisa, the  two s i s t e r s ,  and Adelaide the  maid. 

(Three women a l s o  appear i n  The Nice and the  Good, suggest ing t h a t  

t h r e e  might be an arrangement p a r t i c u l a r l y  favoured by Murdoch, 

perhaps because of its s p i r i t u a l  o r  myst ica l  connotation, o r  perhaps 

because t h r e e  is an uns table  number i n  terms of human r e l a t i o n s h i p s ,  

o r  perhaps j u s t  a s  l i k e l y  because she  wants t o  t ease  us  i n t o  such 

assumptions.) Diana is the  fashionable  but cold wife of Miles who wins 

him back from h i s  g r i e f  over t h e  l o s s  of h i s  wi fe  Parvat i ,  but she is 

unable t o  c r e a t e  f o r  him the  great s e l f - r e l e a s i n g  love  he r e q u i r e s ,  

She is al ready dwindling i n s i d e  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  a s  t h e  novel 

begins, sometimes f l i r t i n g  with adu l t e ry ,  sometimes with death. Yet 

i t  is  she  who s e e s  Bruno through t o  t h e  end, and i t  is  she who l e a r n s  



t h a t  love  is t h e  test of the  r e a l .  This knowledge e l e v a t e s  her  above 

he r  coun te rpa r t s  Kate Octavian i n  The Nice and the  Goo$ and Hilda 

Fos te r  i n  A F a i r l v  Honourable Defeat, n e i t h e r  of whom come t o  

s u b s t a n t i a l  self-awareness. Lisa, who has perhaps always known the  

connection between love  and death,  cannot a t  first break out  of her 

sense of martyrdom (she cannot b r ing  h e r s e l f  t o  des t roy Diana's 

marriage even though she  loves  Diana's husband Miles) u n t i l  a t  l a s t  

she recognizes i n  Danby's p r o t e s t a t i o n s  t h a t m  love  has  the  capac i ty  

t o  be r e a l ,  and she  fol lows t h i s  glimmer of recogni t ion  out  of her  

e a r l i e r  nun-like self i n t o  a f u l l y  sexual  being. Adelaide, Danby's 

mistress, connects t h e  c a s t  of c h a r a c t e r s  t o  t h e  twins, t h e  b r u t a l l y  

v i o l e n t  W i l l  and the  s p i r i t - f o r c e  Nigel. Adelaide and Lisa are more 

fo r tuna te  than o t h e r s  i n  t h e  novel; they recognize i n  time what they 
I -  

had previously been unable t o  see :  where t h e i r  love  l i e s  t r u l y .  O r  

a t  l e a s t  t h e  novel sugges ts  t h i s  i f  read simply a s  a work of realism. 

Apart from t h e  ques t ion  of the  n a r r a t o r ' s  manipulation of 

sequence, rea l i sm seeks t o  d e p i c t  cha rac te r s  without  b i a s  on t h e  p a r t  

of the  na r ra to r ,  supposedly without  the  dep ic t ion  i tself  e i t h e r  

a f f e c t i n g  o r  being a f f e c t e d  by the  narra t ion .  I n  t h a t  t r a d i t i o n  

Murdoch c r e a t e s  the  i l l u s i o n  t h a t  what we a r e  reading is occurring,  

and she is c a r e f u l  not t o  i n t r u d e  i n t o  t h a t  sense of a c t u a l i t y .  

Murdochts apparent  adherence t o  t h i s  kind of rea l i sm enables  he r  t o  

move us wi th in  easy earshot  i n  Bruno's Dreaq of curses ,  punches, 

p i s t o l  sho t s ,  dialogue and i n t e r i o r  monologues. We bel ieve ,  when we 



first begin Bruno's Drew, t h a t  t h e  rea l i sm enables us t o  "seew t h e  

cha rac te r s  and p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  the  depths  of t h e i r  f e e l i n g s  s o  e a s i l y .  

We see her  blending the  psychological novel with the  d e t e c t i v e  

t h r i l l e r ,  and still we be l i eve  w e  a r e  reading a novel of realism. But 

s i n c e ,  according t o  Viktor Shklovsky, t h e r e  a r e  nLaws governing t h e  

d i a l e c t i c a l  se l f -genera t ion  of new formsn2 we begin t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  

Murdochts realism--if rea l i sm i t  is--is c e r t a i n l y  d i f f e r e n t  from any 

o t h e r  l i t e r a r y  rea l i sm Der se which precedes her .  Murdoch, more than 

most contemporary n o v e l i s t s ,  would agree  with Shklovsky when he says  

t h a t  new forms a r i s e  because "the canon of the  novel genre, perhaps 

more than any o the r ,  lends  i tself  t o  mul t ip le  parody and 

modificat ion;  "3 every success fu l  novel p resen t s  one more poss ib le  

form, and t h a t  p o s s i b i l i t y  can i tself  become the  b a s i s  of a parody 

which extends the  form. Nevertheless our  i n i t i a l  apprec ia t ion  of 

Murdoch a r i s e s  from her g i f t  f o r  r ep resen ta t iona l  por t r aya l ,  

unparodied and seemingly s t r a igh t fo rward ,  and which we can hardly  be 

f a u l t e d  f o r  mistaking f o r  real ism. 

Her a l l eg iance  t o  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  means she peoples he r  novels 

wi th  imperfect charac ters .  Accordingly we see Danby and Bruno and 

Diana ( a s  well a s  o t h e r s )  a s  c r e a t u r e s  of f a i l i n g s ,  and while some 

f a i l i n g s  a r e  g r e a t e r  than o the r s ,  a l l  a r e  connected t o  the  too  s t r o n g  

sense sf self and ego. For a l l  these  c h a r a c t e r s  se l f -concentra t ion  i s  

the  stumbling block each must overcome; each must break out  of t h e  

half-conscious self and i n t o  a v i s i o n  of t h e  real around them--and 



love  i s  o f t e n  t h e  route  t h a t  takes  them, t r u l y  o r  otherwise, i n t o  t h e  

drama of recognition--the time of t h e  angels--central  t o  t h e i r  growth 

a s  people. Danby is perhaps t h e  least self- involved,  but h i s  

l a c k a d a i s i c a l  commitment t o  Adelaide a r i s e s  from h i s  incapac i ty  t o  see 

her  as a r e a l  person. Diana cannot break out  of her  self a t  f i r s t .  

The l ist  continues with each charac te r  needing t o  l e a r n  t h a t  love  is 

se l f - fo rge t t ing ,  Here w e  have one of Murdochts major themes: t h e  

r o l e  of love  a s  i t  e i t h e r  t r a p s  t h e  messy imperfect cha rac te r s  o r  

enables them t o  grope toward a r e a l i t y  beyond themselves. 

Within t h i s  context  works the  na r ra to r .  She can watch and 

record (much i n  t h e  same way Nigel opera tes  a t  times) but she cannot 

a c t  o r  in te rvene  d i r e c t l y .  The n a r r a t o r ' s  only mode' of a c t i o n  i s  

arrangement. How she p laces  he r  c h a r a c t e r s  becomes c r i t i c a l ,  and 

eventual ly  i t  becomes c l e a r  t h a t  sequence (and the  s t r u c t u r e  i t  

spawns) determines the  na ture  of the  novel. F i r s t ,  wi th in  t h e  

p resen ta t ion  of a  s i n g l e  cha rac te r ,  and more importantly i n  the  

in t roduc t ion  and juxtaposi t ioning of cha rac te r s ,  we see  the  n a r r a t o r  

vigorously a t  work. I n  both cases  causa l  l i n e a r  sequence of a  

conventional  s o r t  i s  denied t o  t h e  r eader ;  what the  f abu la  prepares us 

t o  a n t i c i p a t e ,  the  s t o r y  d e l i b e r a t e l y  withholds. 

h i s  

h i s  

a r e  

The na r ra to r  opens with Bruno i n  an agony of self-address.  I n  

consciousness the  time of h i s  mother's love  is recounted next t o  

time with h i s  wife Jan ie  and h i s  mistress Maureen. Cer ta in  events  

al luded t o  but not  explained. A t  first w e  ask  what happened a t  



Marrods, o r  even more fundamentally, who a r e  Maureen and Janie.  

Working from the  c e n t r e  of consciousness of  Bruno, the  n a r r a t o r  does 

not  in t roduce  o r  complete any of the  anecdotes o r  sequences. Ins tead  

she careens  through time, touching on Miles, Danby, and Gwen and 

l eav ing  large gaps i n  t h e  fabula  i n  a way t h a t  c r e a t e s  suspense and 

p lays  a g a i n s t  the  r eader ' s  d e s i r e  f o r  closure.  This occurs of course 

with o the r  cha rac te r s  a s  w e l l ,  but Bruno's is the  f i r s t  and t h e r e f o r e  

the  most v iv id  example of d is rupted  sequence. The a-chronological 

r e c a l l  w e  experience here  and elsewhere f r equen t ly  c i r c l e s  around t h e  

cont inual  a f ter - the-fac t  replaying of pas t  pain, a concentra t ion  on 

s e l f  and ego. It is a f a m i l i a r  place t o  most of these  cha rac te r s ,  

each e n t e r i n g  h i s  o r  her  own p a r t i c u l a r  ve r s ion  of t h a t  i s o l a t i o n  and 

f u t i l i t y .  Late i n  t h e  book L i sa  t e l l s  Bruno t h a t  n the re  a r e  th ings  

one can do nothing with. Try t o  draw a s o r t  of q u i e t  l i n e  around 

it. n4 The n a r r a t o r  p resen t s  t h e  inner  worlds of her  cha rac te r s  a s  

unavoidably r e t u r n i n g  t o  pas t  traumas, and she  does s o  without  regard 

t o  t h e  c a u s a l i t y  and l o g i c  which the  reader  i n s t i n c t i v e l y  seeks out. 

She continues t h i s  technique when she  moves beyond Bruno and begins t o  

bui ld  the  community of entangled l i v e s .  

The first chapters  thwart our sense of conventional expectat ion.  

Information from one chapter  d i s c r e d i t s  information from another. A s  

the  s t o r y  unfolds,  we a r e  requi red  t o  make adjustments t o  the  fabula .  

Chapter Two in t roduces  us t o  Danby and Adelaide i n  bed together--a 

s i t u a t i o n  n e i t h e r  known nor suspected by Bruno i n  the previous 



chapter .  Chapter Three begins with Nigel eavesdropping ou t s ide  

Danbyts and Adela idets  bedroom j u s t  a f t e r  we were t o l d  by Danby i n  

Chapter Two t h a t  the  two l o v e r s  were "quite  shut  o f f  i n  t h i s  p a r t  of 

the  housen (p.  26). We l e a r n  e a r l y  i n  the  novel t o  consider  t h e  

context  of the  information and not  j u s t  t h e  content.  What t h e  

n a r r a t o r  p resen t s  t o  us  through the  c e n t r e  of consciousness of one 

cha rac te r  is  gradual ly  expanded t o  inc lude  what the  n a r r a t o r  p resen t s  

through the  consciousness of another .  Here is a n a r r a t o r  who r e v e a l s  

l e s s  than she knows, o r  one who chooses only t o  r evea l  what she  knows 

first through the  l i m i t a t i o n s  of one cha rac te r ' s  consciousness and 

then through t h e  e n t i r e  s t r u c t u r e  of t h e  l imi ted  consciousnesses a s  

she k n i t s  them together  i n t o  the  bulk of the  novel. A s  our  

understanding of t h e  na ture  of t h i s  novel gradual ly  emerges, we f ind  

ourse lves  con t inua l ly  r e a s s e s s i n g  our previous judgement i n  the  l i g h t  

of new o f t e n  cont radic tory  information;  i n  a word, w e  experience 

movement; because the  fabula  and s t o r y  are i n  a s t a t e  of con t inua l  

i n t e r p l a y  and adjustment. This re-looking enac t s  and confirms the  

d i f f i c u l t y  of knowing another  person. Each of the  cha rac te r s  i n  

Bruno's D r e a  l i v e s  i n  a se l f -crea ted  world, t h e  v i r t u a l l y  inescapable 

dream of consciousness; the  r e a l  o u t s i d e  world beyond the  c h a r a c t e r s  

remains cons tant ,  but few seem capable of glimpsing i t  a s  a shared 

world beyond s e l f .  If the  sequence presented i n  these  e a r l y  chap te r s  

would continue through the  novel, i t  would be one of c a n c e l l a t i o n  and 

d ig ress ion  r a t h e r  than l o g i c a l  cause and e f f e c t .  Consequently we 
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l e a r n  t o  keep one eye on t h e  s t r u c t u r e  crea ted  by the  na r ra to r  even a s  

our o t h e r  (perhaps less s o p h i s t i c a t e d )  eye enjoys the  c h a r a c t e r s  the  

n a r r a t o r  is crea t ing .  Eventually it becomes apparent  t h a t  the  

n a r r a t o r  dominates the  novel. 

Not only is t h e  arrangement of events  presented i n  a d is rupted  

non-causal way, but  wi th in  the  workings of the  cha rac te r  s 

motivat ions,  t h e  na r ra to r  f r equen t ly  in t roduces  unexpected s h i f t s  and 

changes. We a r e  l e d  t o  expect  t h a t  Danbyfs phlegmatic cha rac te r  w i l l  

p r o t e c t  him from the  buf fe t ing  of chance; i f  w e  consider  h i s  l i a i s o n  

with Adelaide i n d i c a t i v e ,  h i s  cha rac te r  seems more p r a c t i c a l  than 

passionate.  But w e  have not a n t i c i p a t e d  t h a t  h i s  f e e l i n g s  f o r  h i s  

dead wife  Gwen w i l l  sur face  s o  s t rong ly  and s o  s t rangely .  I n  h i s  new 

r o l e  a s  emissary f o r  Bruno, Danby must meet and deal  with Miles, 

Gwen's brother ,  and he f i n d s  himself confront ing  the  memory of  Gwen. 

Perhaps t h e  reader  can place h i s  experience l o g i c a l l y  wi th in  t h e  cause 

and e f f e c t  of unexpressed g r i e f  even though w e  know t h a t  Murdoch has  

not been i n t e r e s t e d  i n  such s i t u a t i o n s  f o r  t h e i r  own sake i n  e a r l i e r  

novels. We a r e  even less conf ident  about continuing with such a l a b e l  

when Danby becomes in fa tua ted  wi th  Diana. When he a r r i v e s  a t  an 

underatanding of h i s  r e a l  love  f o r  Lisa,  we r e a l i z e  t h a t  the  Danby of 

t h e  l a t t e r  p a r t  of t h e  novel is not  a l o g i c a l  outcome of h i s  e a r l i e r  

inca rna t ion ,  Murdoch i s  not concerned with l o g i c  i n  a c h a r a c t e r ' s  

l i f e ,  but with the  i r r a t i o n a l  fo rces  t h a t  momentarily swing open t h e  

doors i n t o  deeper i l lus ion--or  redemption--and which parodies o r  



subver t s  our expecta t ions  of p l o t  and charac ter .  

Other examples of unexpected events  c u t t i n g  ac ross  o w  usua l  

not ions  of cause and e f f e c t :  t h a t  Lisa  has been s e c r e t l y  i n  love  with 

Miles, but  t h a t  she eventual ly  r e t u r n s  t o  seek out  Danby; t h a t  

Adelaide who has been so  f e a r f u l  of W i l l  eventual ly  marries  him; t h a t  

Nigel, apparent ly  a dreamy e t h e r e a l  cha rac te r ,  phys ica l ly  f o r c e s  Diana 

t o  see  t h a t  Danby does not love  he r ;  t h a t  Miles, s t r i c k e n  by h i s  love  

f o r  Lisa, is nursed back t o  h e a l t h  by Diana; t h a t  Nigel loves  Danby 

and in te rvenes  t o  save him from W i l l ;  t h a t  Nigel not Lisa f l ies  o f f  t o  

Calcutta .  Such changes i n  the  cha rac te r s  (and i n  what the  f abu la  has  

l e d  u s  t o  expect of them) a r e  o f t e n  i r o n i c  and even s a t i r i c .  

Misunderstandings between c h a r a c t e r s  f r equen t ly  r e s u l t  from t h i s  

d i s r u p t i o n  i n  t h e  sequence of events.  Danbyls experience i n  t h e  
, -  

garden provides an  e x c e l l e n t  example. 

When Danby climbs over fence a f t e r  fence i n  h i s  at tempt t o  see 

Lisa ,  w e  a r e  reminded of the  love-crazed charac te r s  of Shakespeare. 

The b l inding y e t  l i b e r a t i n g  paradoxical  power of love is one of . 
Murdochfs themes, and she p lays  ou t  t h i s  concern with Danby. When 

Diana sees Danby s tanding drenched i n  r a i n  i n  her  garden, she  can only 

assume he has come f o r  her. Her assumption a r i s e s  because she does 

not  have a l l  t h e  information privy t o  t h e  na r ra to r  and t h e  reader.  

The sequence, manipulated by the  n a r r a t o r ,  conspi res  t o  present  Diana 

as one locked i n  t h e  p r iva te  self, unable t o  see  what o t h e r s  

( inc lud ing  the  r eader )  ga the r  i n  e a s i l y .  S imi lar ly ,  when Miles comes 



out of the  house t o  deal  with Danby, he says  t h a t  someone has  engaged 

L f s a f s  a f f e c t i o n  but  without  admit t ing  h i s  own love  f o r  her.  Danby of 

course doesn' t assume i t  is Miles--the thought never occurs t o  him a t  

a l l .  I n  Bruno's Dreaq, no mat t e r  how much turmoil  a cha rac te r  is 

experiencing,  he r a r e l y  can see s i m i l a r  turmoil i n  another. When Lisa 

a r r i v e s ,  she confirms t h i s  new s i t u a t i o n  y e t  without  r evea l ing  Miles 

a s  he r  new lover ,  and Danby s l i n k s  o f f ,  dejected.  

Such entanglements are wi ld ly  funny because of what is assumed 

by a cha rac te r ,  o r  because of what is not sa id .  What is happening t o  

a character--his  discomfort and agonizing--is not comic of course, but 

t h e  junctures  a t  which h i s  agonizing t akes  place i n  t h e  novel are 

c e r t a i n l y  intended t o  provide the  p leasures  of i rony  f o r  the  reader .  

Danby does not know of the  love  connection between Lisa  and Miles j u s t  

a s  Diana does not know of Danbyfs love  f o r  Lisa. The causal  l i n e a r  

sequence of a conventional s o r t  found i n  t h e  f abu la  is denied t o  t h e  

cha rac te r s  not  the  reader.  With the  he lp  of the  na r ra to r ,  t he  r eader  

reads  t h e  s t r u c t u r e  and not j u s t  t h e  charac ters .  However, t h e  

n a r r a t o r  does not  always take the  r eader  i n t o  her  confidence. There 

a r e  ins tances  when t h e  l i n e a r  cause and e f f e c t  sequence is dis turbed 

because the  n a r r a t o r  and c h a r a c t e r s  are i n  col lus ion,  and t h e  r eader  

i s  l e f t  t o  f a b r i c a t e  a l o g i c  t h a t  i n i t i a l l y  works a g a i n s t  t h e  

assumptions the  n a r r a t o r  has s o  c a r e f u l l y  prepared; once again  the  

i n t e r p l a y  between fabu la  and s t o r y  provides work f o r  the  reader ,  

Chapter Thir ty ,  f o r  example, begins with Adelaide's t e a r s  and the  



sugges t ion  of a funera l ;  whose funera l ,  we automat ica l ly  ask? 

The n a r r a t o r  has another  important t o o l ,  temporal d i s c o n t i n u i t y ,  

with which she des t ruc tu res  her  apparent  realism. Discont inui ty  

r e s u l t s  when the  na r ra to r  takes  us  i n t o  an event (and i n t o  the  c e n t r e  

of consciousness of the  cha rac te r  r e l a y i n g  the  event )  t h a t  is t o l d  and 

perceived more than once. The reader  experiences a doubling back i n  

time. Chapter Six teen ends with Lisa f l e e i n g  i n t o  the  underground 

while Danby walks slowly up the  avenue of tombstones i n  the  cemetery. 

The next chapter  begins with Miles stopping "abruptly i n  t h e  Old 

Brampton Road a s  he saw i n  a s h a f t  of s u n l i g h t  Lisa  and Danby Ode11 

deep i n  conversat ion i n s i d e  t h e  r a i l i n g  of t h e  cemeteryn (p. 133). By 

repea t ing  t h i s  scene, and by playing it back t o  us  from Miles's 

perspect ive ,  Murdoch g ives  it a q u a l i t y  of r e f r a c t e d  o r  double v is ion .  

We l e a p  about t r y i n g  t o  o r i e n t  ourselves.  We seem a d r i f t  i n  d6 ii vu. 

The fabu la  is repea t ing  i t s e l f  and w e  a r e  unsure what t h i s  w i l l  mean 

t o  the  s tory .  Because w e  a l ready know what has  taken place-between 

Lisa  and Danby, w e  can s e e  how Miles w i l l  handle t h i s  new information;  

because we know t h a t  Danby f a i l e d  t o  hold Lisa, Miles 's  growing 

recogn i t ion  of h i s  love  f o r  Lisa and h i s  f e a r  of l o s i n g  he r  becomes 

ironic--and l a t e r  when we discover t h a t  Lisa  has been i n  love  with 

M l e s  a l l  t he  time, t h e  i rony becomes cruel .  Temporal d i s c o n t i n u i t y  

produces i rony,  e i t h e r  because of  what the  na r ra to r  has revealed  t o  

t h e  r eaders  but not t o  t h e  cha rac te r s ,  o r  because of t h e  assumptions 

the  n a r r a t o r  has allowed the c h a r a c t e r s  t o  have. I n  Murdochls world 



t he  d is rupted  t i m e  sequence t h e r e f o r e  heightens t h e  sense of the  

i s o l a t e d  i n d i v i d u a l  who cannot see beyond the  emotionally charged 

b ~ u n d a r i e s  of h i s /he r  own consciousness. 

Disruption i n  time sequence al lows the  na r ra to r  t o  counterpoint  

d i f f e r e n t  moods from d i f f e r e n t  s i t u a t i o n s  which a r e  never the less  

occurr ing  a t  the  same time. Near the  end of Chapter Fourteen Danby 

s e e s  Diana t a l k i n g  t o  W i l l  Boase who is pa in t ing  t h e  i r o n  r a i l i n g  i n  

f r o n t  of the  house. (Much e a r l i e r  i n  Chapter Five w e  were introduced 

t o  t h e  i d e a  t h a t  "Danby s a i d  you could pa in t  the  outs ide  of t h e  house 

if you'd l i k e n  (p. 39) and then without  any f u r t h e r  n a r r a t o r i a l  

mention of  arrangements between Danby and W i l l ,  we f i n d  W i l l  

involved--or not  q u i t e  involved--in h i s  task.)  Danby ends Chapter 

Fourteen i n  tears, unexpected both by himself and t h e  reader.  We 

might have expected Lisa o r  Diana o r  Bruno t o  be upset  s ince  they a r e  

still involved with the  traumatic scene between f a t h e r  and son i n  

which Bruno a t tempts  t o  confess  and unburden himself ,  but which Miles 

could not bear. Immediately following t h i s  chapter  we move "backn t o  

the  s l i g h t l y  e a r l i e r  time and place,  a d j u s t i n g  the  fabula  t o  

accommodate the  s t o r y  from a new perspective.  We now see the  scene 

(first observed through Danbyls suddenly g r i ev ing  c e n t r e  of 

consciousness)  through Adelaide's point  of view. We hear W i l l  

f l i r t i n g  with Diana, and Diana pat roniz ing Will--and both a r e  f i l t e r e d  

through Adelaide ' s resentment : t hese  emotions a r e  s t r o n g  but p e t t y  

and c o n t r a s t  with Danbyls g r i e f .  The s imul tanei ty  of d i f f e r e n t  



emotions i s  e f f e c t i v e l y  captured because of t h e  n a r r a t o r ' s  d i s r u p t i o n  

of time. Once again  w e  a r e  provided with an  experience of the  enigma 

of t h e  ind iv idua l ;  each charac te r  is locked wi th in  an emotional space 

of which another  cha rac te r  i n  time has  abso lu te ly  no knowledge, It i s  

out  of such a juncture of i s o l a t i o n ,  i n  t h i s  ins tance ,  t h a t  Adelaide . 

decides  t o  s t e a l  the  valuable Cape Triangular  stamp f o r  W i l l .  

Because the  na r ra to r  n e i t h e r  fol lows one cha rac te r  through t h e  

novel nor s t a y s  with any of them i n  s t r i c t  chronological  order ,  w e  a r e  

presented with an arrangement near t h e  end of t h e  novel t h a t  is 

cumulatively humorous. Chapter Twenty-six f i n d s  Diana toying with the  

idea  of s u i c i d e  u n t i l  Nigel phys ica l ly  fo rces  he r  t o  look a t  he r  

s i t u a t i o n  c lose ly .  Yet when the  chapter  ends, Diana i s  s t i l l  

confused, s t r a i n e d ;  t h e  t ens ion  remains. Despite Nigel s 

i n t e r f e r e n c e ,  the  na r ra to r  does not  r e v e a l  what Diana's f a t e  might be. 

Chapter Twenty-seven ends with Danby swimming under Bat tersea  Bridge 

a s  he enac t s  the  r i t u a l  death of h i s  wife.5 Perhaps the  duel  which 

precedes t h i s  a c t i o n  d i s s i p a t e s  t h e  tens ions  between Danby and W i l l ,  

but once again  we a r e  l e f t  with a question--what w i l l  happen t o  Danby 

i n  t h e  Thames? Since the  experienced reader  knows t h a t  someone always 

d i e s  i n  Murdochts novels,  we begin t o  wonder i f  our o r i g i n a l  

assumption--that i t  must be Bruno--will t u rn  out  t o  be incor rec t .  

Chapter Twenty-eight inc reases  the  t ens ion  still more; i t  ends wi th  

t h e  f lood sweeping away the  stamps, and with Bruno f a l l i n g  on Adelaide 

" in to  the  black surge of water belown (p .  230). We a r e  presented with 



t h r e e  chapters  of g r e a t  c l imac t i c  i n t e n s i t y ,  each ending on an  

unresolved note, and each from a d i f f e r e n t  time. 

I n  a more conventional novel w e  might e x p e c t - t h a t  the  chapter  

t h a t  fo l lows would have t o  be equal ly  i n t e n s e  and a c t i v e  i n  order  t o  

r e so lve  the  t ens ions  presented. But t h i s  does not happen; such a 

p a t t e r n  of present ing  the  unexpected occurs i n  her  o the r  novels  a s  

w e l l .  Chapter Twenty-nine begins with Miles saying calmly t o  Diana, 

"You know ... one can a c t u a l l y  hear  the  crack of the  swallowsf beaks 

a s  they ca tch  t h e  f l i e s .  L i s t enn  (p. 231). They walk through 

Brompton Cemetery, c h a t t i n g  &icably. The n a r r a t o r  has ab rup t ly  

changed he r  pace--from f renz ied  a c t i v i t y  t o  q u i e t  walking, from 

f r a n t i c  se l f -absorpt ion  t o  r e f l e c t i v e  discussion--and t h i s  

counterpoint  does not l e s s e n  t h e  t ens ion  but a c t u a l l y  inc reases  i t  

s i n c e  it  delays  r e s o l u t i o n  y e t  again. A s  Diana and Miles walk 

c a s u a l l y  along, we a r e  eager ly  await ing t h e  answers t o  a l l  the  

ques t ions  the previous chap te r s  have ra i sed :  Has Danby drowned? Have 

Adelaide and Bruno survived t h e  f lood? The reader  continues i n  one 

mode while the  n a r r a t o r  has s h i f t e d  t o  another. Eventually we r e a l i z e  

t h a t  time has passed s ince  the  times of the  previous chapters--and w e  

f i n d  ourse lves  r ead jus t ing  the  f abu la  t o  t h i s  t u r n  i n  the  s tory--unt i l  

t h e  na r ra to r  r e v e a l s  through the  conversat ion between Miles and Diana 

t h a t  both Bruno and Danby survived. The n a r r a t o r ' s  casual  handling of 

such mate r i a l  se rves  t o  undermine the  experience o r i g i n a l l y  presented. 

Because the  apparent  rea l i sm is des t ruc tu red  through dis rupted  time 



sequence, t h e  r e s u l t  is f i n a l l y  humorous r a t h e r  than t r a g i c  o r  grim. 

A s  r e a d e r s  we become less aware of the  fabula--which seeks t o  present  

t h e  ser iousness  of the  ind iv idua l  situations--and more at tuned t o  the  

s t o r y  with its cumulatively undermining and comic e f f e c t .  

I n  Murdochls d is regard  f o r  conventional time sequence, Nigel has 

a unique r o l e  t o  play, one not  found i n  the  o the r  two novels 

considered here. I n  h i s  letter t o  Danby, Nigel says  t h a t  "in a sense 

Nigel never r e a l l y  e x i s t e d n  (p.  247). He a c t s  a s  a device f o r  moving 

t h e  s t o r y  forward, and perhaps h i s  purpose r e l a t e s  more t o  the  o ther  

cha rac te r s  and t h e i r  dilemmas than t o  himself.  To use a Jamesian 

term, he is a f i c e l l e  whose main ex i s t ence  g ives  the  reader i n  

dramatic , terms the  kind of he lp  he needs t o  grasp  the  story.6 Nigel a s  

c a t a l y s t  echoes the  n a r r a t o r ' s  r o l e  by fo rc ing  s i t u a t i o n s  and 

information upon people, o f t e n  what they have previously avoided. He 

"drops i n n  on W i l l  and Adelaide when W i l l  is convincing Adelaide t o  

steal a Cape Triangular  stamp from Bruno's co l l ec t ion .  He then t e l l s  

Danby who i n  t u r n  confronts  Adelaide, a l l  of which r e s u l t s  i n  t h e  duel 

between W i l l  and Danby and Danbyls subsequent re-enactment of Gwen's . 
death i n  the  Thames. Later  Nigel f i n d s  Danby's ripped up l e t t e r  t o  

Lisa and he p resen t s  t h i s  t o  Diana, t h r u s t i n g  her  beyond the  f a l s e  

hopes f o r  a rescue  from Danby. 3 t h e  process she asks him "How do 

you know a l l  these  things?" (p .  79) and he r e p l i e s  "Because I am Godn 

( p. 7 9) . He might a l s o  have r e p l i e d ,  "Because I am t he  agent of t h e  

god-like n a r r a t o r  and I am not bound by time o r  space. l1 



Perhaps Nigel is be l i evab le  simply a s  a crazed o r  drugged 

mystic; perhaps w e  can reconc i l e  our  i d e a s  of t r a d i t i o n a l l y  r e a l i s t i c  

cha rac te r  with Nigel only i f  w e  don ' t  th ink  too  much about t h e  u n i t i e s  

of time and space. He makes more sense i f  w e  understand him a s  the  

s t i r r i n g  s t i c k  t h a t  moves Diana and Danby and Adelaide forward i n t o  a 

t r u e r  r ecogn i t ion  of themselves. Nigel a s  agent  f o r  the  n a r r a t o r  

heaps provide t h e  out-of-time moments of  recognition-and-release t h a t  

take  on the  q u a l i t i e s  of metaphor. The r e a l i t y  t h a t  the  cha rac te r  

comes t o  understand h u r l s  him o r  he r  i n t o  see ing t h e  world anew a s  i t  

e x i s t s  beyond s e l f  and ou t s ide  the  usual  l i n e a r  not ions  of time, a 

"time of the  angels.  " 

.Nigel ,  however, is not t h e  only cha rac te r  responsib le  f o r  the  

push-to-recognition i n  the  novel. Danby comes t o  a f u l l  r e a l i z a t i o n  
, -  

of  h i s  w i f e ' s  death only through Lisa. Lisa, i n  turn ,  a c t s  upon Miles 

i n  a s i m i l a r  way. But what is s i g n i f i c a n t  is not  the  "ac t ing  uponn 

but  t h e  r ecogn i t ion  within. The in - s igh t  only comes when t h e r e  has 

been t r u e  out-sight.  Lisa comes t o  s e e  Danby i s  o f f e r i n g  he r  

something when he o f f e r s  her  h i s  love ;  Adelaide recognizes (however 

f a t a l i s t i c a l l y )  her  need f o r  W i l l .  These moments a r e  c r i f  a1 t o  t h e  7 
development of the  charac ters .  However, un less  we "readn them i n  

t h e i r  context  and not  j u s t  i n  t h e i r  content ,  w e  miss Murdoch9s i n t e n t .  

Adelaide provides t h e  most obvious example of context  t o  undermine 

content ,  s t o r y  t o  undermine fabula.  

The f i n a l  chapter  t h a t  d e a l s  with her ,  Chapter Thir ty ,  f i n d s  h e r  



crying i n  a  h o t e l  room where she muses "1 c e r t a i n l y  look r i g h t  f o r  a  

f u n e r a l n  (p. 238). The reader  is surp r i sed  t o  l e a r n  t h a t  h e r  

forthcoming marriage t o  W i l l  is t h e  reason f o r  her  t e a r s ,  and La te r  

the  n a r r a t o r  t akes  us  ahead t o  a  %unnierW time when W i l l  would be 

one of the  most famous and popular a c t o r s  i n  England, and a g r e a t l y  

transformed Adelaide would be Lady Boasen (p. 242). This remarkably 

happy t u r n  of events ,  inc luding t h e  windfa l l  of Auntie's jewels and 

h e r  bes t - se l l ing  memoirs, a l l  f a l l  w i th in  t h e  realm of the  near ly  

improbable. Such r e s o l u t i o n  viewed r e a l i s t i c a l l y  is only humorous; a s  

a  parody of the  "happy endingn, it  draws our a t t e n t i o n  t o  the  c i r c l e  

i n  Adelaide1 s l i f e :  unable t o  maintain he r  own self separa te  from 

Danby, she  moves t o  W i l l .  Like o the r  c h a r a c t e r s  i n  Bruno's Dream, she  

s u b s t i t u t e s  one s i t u a t i o n  f o r  another  q u i t e  s i m i l a r  one. Nevertheless 

the  n a r r a t o r  remains g e n t l e  with Adelaide. By taking u s  ahead t o  a  

happier  time, t h e  na r ra to r  is indulging t h e  r eader ' s  d e s i r e  f o r  

c l o s u r e  and perhaps even f o r  sen t imen ta l i ty .  I n  Adelaide's happy 

s t o r y  we have the  conventional ending two chapters  before the  a c t u a l  

end of the  book. The n a r r a t o r ' s  sco rn  might be d i r e c t e d  not s o  much 

a t  Adelaide's weaknesses a s  a t  the  reader ' s .  

Adelaide wi th  W i l l ,  Diana wi th  Miles, Lisa  with Danby, perhaps 

even Nigel with India--the novel 's  r e s o l u t i o n s  a r e  r e a l i s t i c  enough,- -\ 

but t h e  h a s t i n e s s  of such r e s o l u t i o n s  is s u r e l y  a caveat  f o r  t h e  

reader.  A s  i n  The Nice and t h e  Good, t h e  t r i p a r t i t e  s t r u c t u r e  of her 

novel ( t h e  f i r s t  s e c t i o n  involving the  p resen ta t ion  of a  community of 



viewpoints,  t h e  second ca r ry ing  t h e  c e n t r a l  dramas of recognit ion,  the  

last present ing  the  realignment of c h a r a c t e r s )  moves more openly 

toward parody i n  t h e  f inal  phase. I n  t h e  l a s t  scene between Lisa  and 

Danby, Danby's f a i l u r e  t o  understand t h a t  Lisa  has indeed returned t o  

him gen t ly  s a t i r i z e s  Danby's self-absorption.  Danby becomes a parody 

of the  love-s t r icken;  Lisa a  parody of the  se l f - in te res ted .  The 

emotional c a t h a r s i s  i n  which Lisa and Danby are p a r t i c i p a t i n g  i s  not  

meant t o  be taken a t  f ace  value by the  reader.  By making the  

s i t u a t i o n  comic, the  na r ra to r  expects  us  t o  devalue the  seemingly high 

s i g n i f i c a n c e  of t h e i r  reunion, as was the  case  with John and Mary i n  

The Nice and t h e  Good. By p lac ing  t h e i r  reunion i n  t h e  context  of 

o the r  similar reunions,  the  n a r r a t o r  is asking u s  t o  suspect  t h e  

profundity of  such moments a l toge the r .  Once again, i t  is t h e  s t o r y  

r a t h e r  than the  emerging fabu la  which r e q u i r e s  our a t t e n t i o n  i f  we a r e  

t o  understand Murdochls i n t e n t .  

'fhe n a r r a t o r ' s  larger concerns a r e  l e s s  e a s i l y  i n t u i t e d  when t h e  

tone is not comic, a s  is the  case  with Miles. H i s  s t o r y  ends not only 

with him back with h i s  wife Diana but w r i t i n g  t h e  poetry he has so  

long yearned t o  produce. Aside from the  causal  placement wi th in  the  

co l l age  of realignments, what t e l l s  us here  t h a t  the  na r ra to r  is once 

again  undermining what she  is present ing?  We accept  t h a t  Miles's 

emotional co l l apse  a f t e r  L i sa ' s  depar ture  is r e a l  enough, and we can 

accept  t h a t  he r e l i v e s  P a r v a t i r s  death  i n  t h i s  t rance- l ike  s t a t e .  

With the  he lp  of Diana, he experiences a r e b i r t h ,  and t h e r e  i s  no 



i n d i c a t i o n  t h a t  t h e  na r ra to r  in tends  us t o  env i s ion  another  purpose 

here. However, when Miles f i n d s  himself wr i t ing ,  w e  hear  a sardonic  

note q u i e t l y  en te r :  "he heard i n  poetry f o r  t h e  first time h i s  own 

voice speaking and not t h a t  of another. And he knew t h a t  the  moment 

had come a t  l a s t  when he could with humil i ty  c a l l  himself a poetn  (p. 

2369. While t h e r e  is a t r u t h  i n  what the  n a r r a t o r  i s  saying i n  t h i s  

s e c t i o n  about t h e  na ture  of art, it  becomes c l e a r  t h a t  Miles is 

r e t u r n i n g  t o  h i s  old se l f -absorpt ion  and t h a t  he has r e a l l y  learned 

very l i t t l e  about t h e  r e a l i t i e s  around him. & a r e  c e r t a i n  he w i l l  

no t  w r i t e  the g r e a t  poetry he va in ly  and smugly assumes he has earned 

by suffer ing .  & see t h a t  h i s  involvement with poetry w i l l  become 

another  rou te  back t o  r a t h e r  than away from s e l f .  Miles is without  

humil i ty ;  h i s  growing p r ide  of achievement undermines h i s  p o t e n t i a l  

r e a l  achievement. The n a r r a t o r ' s  f i n e  comments on the  nature  of the  

astist a r e  i r o n i c a l l y  placed w i t h i n  t h e  c e n t r e  of consciousness of a 

man incapable of moving beyond self ,  and t h e  reader  soon hea r s  t h e  

undertone of mockery t h a t  p resen t s  Miles a s  a parody of t h e  

self- involved,  se l f -p ro tec t ive ,  s t e r i l e  image-maker. 

"What has bundled him through t h e  b a r r i e r s  t o  t h e  r e a l  world, 

t h i s  Miles knew ... but now t h a t  h i s  l i f e ' s  work had begun he aver ted  

h i s  gazen (p. 2369. Presented with t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of redemption, 

Miles looks away, t u r n s  back i n t o  so l ips i sm disguised t h i s  time a s  

a r t .  The saccharine d e s c r i p t i o n  of Diana and Miles a s  they "walked 

very slowly, l i k e  an  old couplen (p .  236) r e c a l l s  the  precious 



s e l f - f l a t t e r i n g  q u a l i t i e s  of  Miles's Notebooks of Pa r t i cu la r s :  "The 

evening sun shone upon the  sh in ing  arches  of the  new g r a s s  and a r i c h  

smell of wet e a r t h  f l o a t e d  i n  t h e  w a r m  air. The avenue of lime trees 

was misted wi th  young l eavesn  (p. 236). It is the  n a r r a t o r ' s  f i n a l  

i rony t h a t  i t  is  t h e  same "oldw Miles who emerges among the  new 

leaves.  A s  a parody of the  self-obsessed a r t i s t ,  Miles r ep resen t s  one 

of Murdoch's most s u b t l e  and savage por t rayals .  

Yet Bruno's Drew st i l l  sugges ts  t h a t  redemption is poss ib le ,  

and i n  t h i s  way it is d i f f e r e n t  from t h e  novels t h a t  immediately 

precede and follow. The f i n a l  chapter  t akes  u s  i n t o  the  consciousness 

of Bruno, one confused by time: "Danby and Gwen o f t e n  s a t  with him 

toge the rn  (p. 258) and "Bruno wanted t o  ask  f o r  the  young man but  he 

could not  r e c a l l  h i s  namen (p. 259). H e  has fo rgo t t en  Nigel? 

f o r g o t t e n  t h a t  Gwen is  dead; he remembers "his  book i n  two volumes t h e  

Great Hunting Sp ide r sn  (p. 259) t h a t  we know from the  first chapter  

"did not g e t  beyond the planning s t a g e w  (p.  12). I n  the  opening of 

t h e  chapter  Bruno asks "is t h e r e  nothing ou t s ide  the  dreamn (p. 13) 

and the  answer comes now: "it's a l l  a dream. Real i ty  is t o o  hard. I 

have l i v e d  a l l  my l i f e  i n  a dream and now it i s  too  l a t e  t o  wake upft 

(p .  263). But Bruno is given more, 

I n  t h e  presence of death he r e c a l l s  again  how Jan ie  had c a l l e d  

t o  him on he r  own deathbed, a c a l l  he could not  f i n d  the  courage t o  

answer because he feared  she  would curse  him. Yet i n  h i s  own l a s t  

moments he r e a l i z e s  t h a t  J a n i e  could only have wanted t o  fo rg ive  him: 



"it would be impossible i n  t h i s  presence not t o  knowm (p. 264). This 

r ecogn i t ion  of the  t r u t h  t h a t  love  i s  indeed g r e a t e r  than death  is not 

mocked. Nor are we allowed t o  inc lude  Diana's understanding of t h e  

meaningfulness of Bruno's death  wi th in  the  n a r r a t o r ' s  c i r c l e  of 

parody. Bruno (and t o  a s l i g h t l y  more ambiguous ex ten t  Diana) a r e  

a b l e  t o  penet ra te  the  obfuscat ing  dream which is the  ordinary l i f e  of 

consciousness. A t  t h e  end, Diana "loved t h e  r e a l i t y  of death and f e l t  

h e r s e l f  made nothing by itn (p. 267). To give  up the  s e l f  is t o  begin 

i n  t h e  r e a l .  No undercut t ing  s t r u c t u r e  o r  tone asks t h e  reader  t o  

r e a s s e s s  these  recognit ions.  The n a r r a t o r  wishes t o  present  Bruno and 

Diana a s  examples of the  possible-redemptive.  We can now answer 

p o s i t i v e l y  the  i m p l i c i t  ques t ion  t h a t  the  t i t l e  of the  novel has posed 

f o r  us: i s  t h e r e  anything bes ides  t h e  r e a l i t y  of self and 
8 -  

consciousness, and the  dream world w e  c r e a t e  there?  wBrunols dreamn 

is a syndrome out  of which we may s t e p ,  although Murdoch sugges ts  here  

t h a t  i t  i s  the  contingency of g race  r a t h e r  than personal  w i l l  t h a t  is 

t h e  agent  f o r  change. 

The cha rac te r s  i n  Bruno's Drew a r e  thrown i n t o  s i t u a t i o n s  which 

o f f e r  them the  p o s s i b i l i t y  of r a d i c a l  change. A t  the  c e n t r e  of t h i s  

maelstrom is love--and t h e  i l l u s i o n  of  love t h a t  f requent ly  l eads  back 

t o  the  self. A t  first reading w e  might be l ieve  t h a t  a l l  t h e  

c h a r a c t e r s  have indeed changed, but once the  parodic element of t h e  

novel emerges through the  d is rupted  sequence and the  i n t e r p l a y  between 

fabula  and s t o r y ,  i t  is c l e a r  t h a t  f o r  most cha rac te r s  inne r  



t ransformat ion  is e i t h e r  denied o r  faked rega rd less  of t h e  outer  

a l t e r a t i o n  of circumstances. Within the  apparent  rea l i sm t h e  

c h a r a c t e r s  a r e  given t h e i r  chance f o r  redemption; wi th in  t h e  novel 's  

parody, redemption is denied (wi th  the  s i g n i f i c a n t  exceptions of Bruno 

and Diana), and once again we a r e  aware of Murdochls double message. 



A F a i r l v  Honourable Defeat: Redemption Ambiguous 

A F a i r l v  Honourable Defeat d i f f e r s  from the  two novels t h a t  

precede i t  i n  a number of s i g n i f i c a n t  ways. F i r s t  of a l l  the  t i t l e  

i t s e l f  p resen t s  us with more ambiguity. Rupert 's "v i r tuew is 

defea ted ,  but i t  is an honourable d e f e a t  nonetheless--this could be 

one i n t e r p r e t a t i o n .  O r  t h e  t i t l e  could mean t h a t  t h e  de fea t  was only 

marginal ly ( t h a t  is, " f a i r l y n )  honourable a t  bes t .  O r  y e t  again  i t  

might mean t h a t  t h e  de fea t  was indeed a " f a i r n  one. Secondly t h e  

v a r i e t y  of  ways i n  which Murdoch manipulates temporal and causal  

sequence is r e s t r a i n e d  s o  t h a t  t h e  novel e x h i b i t s  more l i n e a r i t y  than 

e i t h e r  Bruno's Drew o r  The Nice and t h e  Gooa. F ina l ly ,  A F u  

Honourable Defeat i s  more o v e r t l y  a parody than e i t h e r  of the  o the r  

novels. While parody i n  the  e a r l i e r  novels  emerges s u b t l y  t o  

undermine the  apparent  rea l i sm and thus  r e v e a l  Murdoch l s deeper 

i n t e n t i o n  of exposing the shallowness of conventional and r a t i o n a l  

not ions  of self ,  i n  Defeag the  con t inua l  atmosphere of t6te-g-tGte 

(and the  humorous i n t e r r u p t i o n s  of such coziness) ,  t he  romantic 

t ang les ,  t h e  gossip,  t h e  mis in terpre ted  letters,  t h e  s e c r e t s ,  t h e  

confessions--al l  parody the  conventional  drawing room comedy q u i t e  

d e l i b e r a t e l y .  Whereas t h e  i n t r i g u e s  of a drawing room comedy end 

happily,  nefeat ends with death and d is i l lus ionment ,  Murdochls 

message is c l e a r :  those who play with t h e  powerful fo rces  of love  and 



t r u t h  (as one would play i n  a par lour  game) may not  survive,  

The novel begins with Rupert, a success fu l  c i v i l  s e rvan t ,  

c e l e b r a t i n g  with h i s  wife Hilda; i t  is  t h e i r  twentieth wedding 

anniversary  and they a r e  expecting company a t  any moment. With the  

exception of a s i n g l e  paragraph t h a t  sets t h e  scene and desc r ibes  t h e  

couple--"They were a handsome pai r .  They were a l t r u i s t i c ,  but  t r e a t e d  

themselves jud ic ious ly  t o  l u x u r i e s  "l --the chapter  c o n s i s t s  e n t i r e l y .  of 

dialogue. We l e a r n  much about the  o the r  cha rac te r s  i n  t h i s  way: t h a t  

Hi lda ' s  sister Morgan w i l l  be r e t u r n i n g  soon from America; t h a t  she  

had a love  a f f a i r  with J u l i u s  King; t h a t  perhaps now she w i l l  r e t u r n  

t o  he r  husband T a l l i s  Browne; and that--as t h e  i m b r o h i o  

begins--Julius King is now back i n  England himself ,  having renounced 

(so we are t o l d )  some genocidal  research  p ro jec t  i n  America. We l e a r n  

t h a t  Rupert was up a t  Oxford wi th  J u l i u s  and with another  f r i e n d ,  

Axel, who i s  cur ren t ly  involved with Rupert 's younger brother  Simon, 

both of whom are on t h e i r  way t o  he lp  c e l e b r a t e  the  evening. There is 

a l s o  some pa ren ta l  concern about Peter ,  Hi lda ' s  and Rupert 's  only son, 

who is determined not t o  fol low i n  h i s  f a t h e r ' s  path and who is  

avoiding Cambridge. 

A l l  of t h i s  emerges from t h e  conversat ion between Hilda and 

Rupert, and the re  is a gossipy smug q u a l i t y  t o  what we hear. While we 

l e a r n  about o the r s ,  we a l s o  l e a r n  a g r e a t  dea l  about t h i s  couple. 

Rupert speaks a t  t imes a s  i f  he is reading from h i s  near ly  completed 

book on moral philosophy. "There are times when one 's  j u s t  got  t o  go 



on loving somebody he lp less ly ,  with blank hope and blank f a i t h  ... 
Then love  becomes almost impersonal and l o s e s  a l l  its a t t r a c t i v e n e s s  

and its a b i l i t y  t o  console ... It is j u s t  then t h a t  i t  may r e a l l y  be 

a b l e  t o  redeemn (p. 26). These fine-sounding sentiments a r e  parodies  

of Murdochls themes of love and goodness i n  a l l  her  novels,  and t h e  

novel g radua l ly  demonstrates (what J u l i u s  and T a l l i s  alone among t h e  

c h a r a c t e r s  a l ready know) t h a t  Rupert is "speaking r o t n  when he f a l l s  

i n t o  such notions. When J u l i u s  l a t e r  manipulates them i n t o  a p o s i t i o n  

t h a t  tests these  p l a t i t u d e s  i n  t h e  f l e s h ,  t h e  r e s u l t  is d i sas t rous :  

the  co l l apse  of h i s  marriage and h i s  own death by misadventure when he 

c o u l d n l t  wendwe t h e  d e s t r u c t i o n  of h i s  se l f - r e spec tn2  (p. 428). The 

important themes of  love  (and love  a s  se l f -decept ion)  are introduced 

i n  t h i s  opening chapter .  Eventually we discover t h a t  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  

of redemption is denied t o  these  c h a r a c t e r s  because, a s  J u l i u s  

remarks, nEvery man loves  himself s o  astronomically more than he loves  

h i s  neighbourn (p. 234). 

A s  with the  opening chapter ,  much of t h e  novel focuses on 

c h a r a c t e r s  t a l k i n g  with one another. Murdochls n a r r a t o r  takes  u s  

w i t h i n  ea r sho t  of seve ra l  couples, and a t  first ( a s  with Bruno's D r e a  

and The Nice and t h e  Good) t h i s  seems t o  be what we expect from a 

n a r r a t o r  i n  a novel of l i t e r a r y  realism. It i s  only a s  t h e  novel 

continues i n  t h i s  perpetual  p a i r i n g  t h a t  w e  begin t o  i n t u i t  another  

purpose a t  work, another  i n t e n t  behind t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  order. Almost 

every chapter  involves  a t8te-&-tete. The notable exceptions are the  



par ty  scenes t h a t  c e n t r e  around t h e  swimming pool i n  Rupert 's and 

Hilda 's  back yard. The n a r r a t o r  draws a t t e n t i o n  t o  the  importance of 

pairing--and t o  t h e  s e c r e t s  t h a t  develop. Chapter One involves  Hilda 

and Rupert; Chapter Two Axel and Simon; and s o  on with important 

scenes between Morgan and Hilda, Morgan and Rupert, Peter  and Morgan 

a s  the  p l o t  r a v e l s  and unravels.  There is nothing i n  any of the  

p a r t i c u l a r  scenes which would l ead  u s  t o  i n t u i t  parody of t h e  drawing 

room comedy. The fabula  appears t o  be conventional rea l i sm ( i n  t h a t  

t h e  n a r r a t o r  c r e a t e s  t h e  i l l u s i o n  t h a t  what we  a r e  reading is tak ing  

place,  a s  i t  were, on the o the r  s i d e  'of the  page) while the  s t o r y  

d e s t r u c t u r e s  t h a t  apparent  r ea l i sm and c r e a t e s  a parody of t h e  drawing 

room comedy. It is the  sequence t h a t  p lays  a c e n t r a l  r o l e  i n  

cons t ruc t ing  t h e  parody. 

Murdochls n a r r a t o r  provides us with c e r t a i n  expecta t ions  and then 

d i s r u p t s  them. We a r e  t o l d  t h a t  Morgan (who does not know t h a t  J u l i u s  

i s  a l ready i n  England) w i l l  not be a r r i v i n g  back i n  England f o r  

s e v e r a l  days; then she a r r i v e s  almost immediately ( i n  Chapter Three). 

The na r ra to r  begins the  long s e r i e s  of unexpected v i s i t o r s ,  t h e  

d i s r u p t i o n  of expectat ion.  With each of these  d i s rup t ions ,  the  s t o r y  

f o r c e s  t h e  f abu la  t o  change. I n  Chapter S i x  t h e  second of t h e  

unexpected v i s i t o r s  is T a l l i s ;  he drops i n  on Simon and Axel when 

J u l i u s  is v i s i t i n g  them. We have been l e d  t o  expect t h a t  J u l i u s  and 

T a l l i s  w i l l  r e a c t  s t rong ly  even v i o l e n t l y  t o  each other--as one would 

perhaps expect from the  conventional  love r  and husband--but i n s t e a d  



they shake hands. J u l i u s  regards  T a l l i s  "with a s l i g h t l y  sardonic  and 

y e t  f r i e n d l y  a i r n  (p. 84) and " T a l l i s  drank some of the  wine ... as i f  

t h i s  was a grave almost r i t u a l i s t i c  a c t i o n w  (p. 84). There i s  a 

communion of s o r t s  between these  two men and while the re  is no element 

of bonhomie about t h a t  r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  they recognize t h a t  each is 

somehow beyond the  norm, capable of see ing  beyond the  conventional.  

A s  t h e  unexpected v i s i t o r ,  T a l l i s  breaks t h e  expected l i n e a r i t y  of 

events.  A t  f i r s t  these d i s r u p t i o n s  seem f i rmly  wi th in  t h e  limits of 

l i t e r a r y  rea l i sm and only gradual ly  do we become aware t h a t  t h e i r  

frequency genera tes  a sequence t h a t  is not  the  usual  cause and e f f e c t ,  

and t h a t  i n t e r r u p t i o n  is t h e  dominant n a r r a t i v e  l i n e .  I n  t h i s  way we 

see t h a t  the  s t o r y  undermines the  apparent ly  s e r i o u s  and seemingly 

r e a l i s t i c  q u a l i t y  of the  fabula.  

The next unexpected v i s i t o r  a r r i v e s  a t  Pr iory  Grove where 

i n  h i s  tremendously vain  way, is g iv ing  Morgan the  benef i t  of 

wisdom: "Don1 t be f o o l i s h ,  Morgan. If you use 'your mind and 

h e a r t  you can pu t  everything together  againn (p. 89). Morgan 

enjoying he r  own anguish i n  t h e  l i g h t  of Rupert 's  pa t roniz ing 

Rupert , 
h i s  

your 

is 

a t t e n t i o n  when "a t a l l  pale-clad f i g u r e  was seen s tanding i n  the  gloom 

of t h e  doorway . . . It was J u l i u s n  (p. 97). We have been l e d  t o  

expect  t h a t  Morgan, who has  a l ready f l e d  from America t o  g e t  away from 

J u l i u s ,  w i l l  again run away o r  r e a c t  with aversion. Instead s h e  f l i e s  

ou t  the  door a f t e r  J u l i u s ,  l eav ing  Rupert alone with h i s  s i g h s  and 

whiskey. I n  Chapter Ten when Morgan v i s i t s  T a l l i s  f o r  the  first time 



s i n c e  her  r e t u r n  t o  England, we expect h e r  t o  be shocked a t  t h e  

d readfu l  condi t ion  of h i s  house, its ea r thy  smell, the  door t h a t  w i l l  

no t  c lose ,  its crowded tenants .  The fabu la  has prepared us  t o  expect  

t e a r s ,  anger, r ec r imina t ions  t o  r e s u l t  from t h i s  encounter,  but  we 

begin t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  d e s p i t e  her  s t e e l y  t a l k ,  Morgan w i l l  "give way 

t o  t h a t  ghas t ly  h e a r t  breaking tenderness,  t h a t  animal f e e l i n g n  (p. 

128) f o r  TalPis. The tens ion bu i lds  a s  she  s o r t s  through t h e  c l o t h e s  

and manuscripts she  l e f t  behind, and j u s t  when she seems most generous 

t o  T a l l i s ,  Pe ter  unexpectedly a r r i v e s  t o  provide " r e l i e f  a t  t h e  ending 

of the  tgte-A-tgte with he r  husbandn (p. 126). The i n t e n s e  

i n t e r a c t i o n  occurs between Morgan and Pe te r  now r a t h e r  than between 

Morgan and her  husband, and Morgan ( i n  he r  s i m p l i s t i c  way) assumes 

t h a t  "everything was going t o  be ever  s o  much e a s i e r  and n i c e r n  (p .  
, - 

126) now t h a t  she  was through the  shock of meeting T a l l i s  f o r  t h e  

first time. 

Morgan, i n  he r  turn ,  becomes t h e  unexpected v i s i t o r  when she  c a l l s '  

on J u l i u s  i n  Chapter Twelve. Whatever w e  might have a n t i c i p a t e d  from 

t h i s  meeting--and we have been a n t i c i p a t i n g  it ever s ince  J u l i u s  l e f t  

Morgan sobbing a g a i n s t  the  b r i ck  wal l  i n  Chapter Eight--we do not  

imagine t h a t  Morgan w i l l  be l e f t  naked i n  h i s  apartment a t tempt ing t o  

cover he r se l f  and keep w a r m  wi th  some fat  pe t i t -po in t  cushions. I n  

tu rn ,  Simon (set up by J u l i u s )  becomes t h e  unexpected ( t o  Morgan) 

v i s i t o r  who rescues 'her .  La te r  i n  Chapter Six teen "Morgan had c a l l e d  

i n  unexpectedlyn (p .  195) a t  Simonqs and hears  from him the  s t o r y  of 



how Simon met Axel i n  Greece. The over-use of t h e  unexpected v i s i t o r  

motif reminds u s  t h a t  the  novel is a parody, and not  the  novel of 

r ea l i sm w e  may have assumed from i ts beginning. 

Disrupt ions  a r e  not  always comic, even i n  t h e i r  more o v e r t l y  

drawing room mode. I n  Chapter Seventeen Peter  once again  i n t e r r u p t s  

Morgan and T a l l i s  j u s t  a s  " T a l l i s  s l ipped  h i s  arm around he r  wa i s t  and 

pul led  he r  off  t h e  t a b l e n  (p. 215). While t h i s  is comic, it  i s  a l s o  

pa the  tic--because the  r e s o l u t i o n  be tween Morgan and T a l l i s  seems f a t e d  

t o  be stymied. When they meet next i n  Chapter Five of Pa r t  Two, 

T a l l i s  a s s e r t s  himself and t h e  r e s u l t s  a r e  more physica l  but Morgan 

twists away j u s t  a s  t h e  doctor ,  a "round-faced young man with 

s p e c t a c l e s  ca r ry ing  a black bagn (p. 286) a r r i v e s  unexpectedly t o  

announce t h a t  Tallis1 s f a t h e r  Leonard has  cancer not a r t h r i t i s .  Later  

still, i n  Chapter Thir teen  of P a r t  Two, Morgan and Rupert ( t r i c k e d  by 

J u l i u s  i n t o  be l i ev ing  they are l o v e r s )  a r e  in te r rup ted  by "a sound s o  

loud t h a t  they could not  a t  first understand what i t  wasn (p. 361). 

It t u r n s  out  t o  be Peter ,  accos t ing  them with h i s  accusat ion  lfSo i t &  

t r u e n  (p. 362). Out of t h i s  d i s r u p t i o n  comes P e t e r ' s  i n t e n s i f i e d  

fa ther-hat red  which eventual ly  l eads  him t o  des t roy Rupert 's 

manuscript, r ipp ing  i t  i n t o  many pieces  s o  t h a t  "the f l o o r ,  the  

c h a i r s ,  t he  desks were covered i n  d r i f t s  of  white1' (p. 383). There i s  

a grim s i d e  t o  these  d i s rup t ions ,  and we  come t o  accept  t h a t  Murdoch 

is gradual ly  bui ld ing up her  n a r r a t i v e  t o  dea l  with i s s u e s  t h a t  

involve more than comedy. 



In te r rup t ions ,  unexpected v i s i t o r s ,  chance meetings, arranged 

meetings, t r y s t s  of one s o r t  o r  another  f o s t e r  a g r e a t  many s e c r e t s .  

I n  t h e  drawing room comedy, s e c r e t s  and h a l f - t r u t h s  abound and 

i n i t i a t e  sequence, and no l e s s  occurs i n  pefeag. A s  with the  

unexpected v i s i t o r ,  each i n c i d e n t  is p a r t  of a f abu la  t h a t  is 

charac ter ized  by apparent  r ea l i sm ( l a r g e l y  because of the  n a r r a t o r ' s  

r ep resen ta t iona l  p o r t r a y a l s )  while cumulatively these  i n c i d e n t s  s t i t c h  

together  i n t o  a s t o r y  t h a t  c o n s t i t u t e s  a parody. Out of these s e c r e t s  

come f u r t h e r  n a r r a t i v e  entanglements not  j u s t  i n  t h e  manner of 

d i s t o r t e d  l i n e a r  sequence ( a s  i n  Bruno's Drea and The Nice and t h e  

Good) but  i n  a more d i r e c t l y  parodic way. The nar ra to r  i n  pe feag  

still moves from one s i t u a t i o n  t o  another ,  one tgte->-t$te t o  another  
' 

without regard t o  conventional l i n e a r  cause and e f f e c t ;  however, 

s e c r e t s  b r ing  new information i n t o  the  s t o r y  and f requen t ly  draw 

c h a r a c t e r s  together  i n  unusual (sometimes unholy) a l l i ances .  The use 

of' s e c r e t s  a s . a  n a r r a t i v e  device,  l i k e  the  unexpected v i s i t o r ,  

d i s r u p t s  and chal lenges  our expecta t ions  a t  the  same time a s  i t  

parodies the  a t t i t u d e s  and values  dominant i n  a drawing room comedy. 

Such a ploy reminds us t h a t  Murdochls i n t e n t  i s  t o  c r e a t e  a novel t h a t  

is of itself an experience and not  merely a r e f l e c t i o n  of t h e  world. 

Parody, not rea l i sm,  is necessary f o r  he r  t o  produce such an 

experience;  d is rupted  sequence not l i n e a r i t y  i s  required.  

J u l i u s  begins the  lists of s e c r e t s  with h i s  c landes t ine  i n v i t a t i o n  

t o  Simon: "Come around t o  my f l a t  next  Friday evening a t  e igh t .  



Donv t t e l l  Axel" (p. 86). Immediately Simon is thrown i n t o  a d i t h e r ;  

Axel has repeatedly  t o l d  him he must not l i e ,  but  J u l i u s  has power 

over him. Because he eventual ly  does go t o  J u l i u s t s  f l a t ,  he becomes 

deeply involved i n  h i s  own fabr i ca t ions .  Simon f i n d s  a naked Morgan, 

and a f t e r  being ta lked ou t  of h i s  own c lo thes ,  is eventual ly  found i n  

h i s  underwear by Ju l ius .  When Morgan r e t u r n s ,  she and J u l i u s  convince 

him t h a t  " t h i s  must be our s e c r e t ,  no one else must knoww (p. 171)-- 

and Simon "felt t h a t  f e a r  again,  a  f e e l i n g  a s  of taking a f i r s t  s t e p  

under a  dark canopyn ( p. 17 1 1. J u l i u s  is a l ready playing with Simon 

here. Later  i n  Chapter Nineteen, he t e l l s  Morgan t h a t  "1 could d iv ide  

anybody from anybodyn (p. 233). "There i s  no r e l a t i o n s h i p ,  dear 

Morgan, which cannot q u i t e  e a s i l y  be broken and the re  is none the  ' 

breaking of  which is a matter of any genuine seriousness.  Human 

beings a r e  e s s e n t i a l l y  f i n d e r s  of s u b s t i t u t e s w  (p .  233). A s  a 

consequence of t h i s  speech, Morgan and J u l i u s  wager t h a t  he can detach 

Simon "quite  pa in less ly  from Axeln (p. 234). 

We expect t h a t  J u l i u s  is indeed capable of ca r ry ing  our h i s  

t h r e a t ,  but t h i s  is not exac t ly  what occurs. I n  f a c t  J u l i u s  a t t empts  

t o  d iv ide  Hilda from Rupert and he does s o  by using Morgan. But t h e  

r eader  is not drawn i n t o  the  n a r r a t o r ' s  confidence on t h i s  mat ter  and 

we do not l e a r n  t h i s  d e t a i l  of the  f a b u l a  u n t i l  much l a t e r .  Only i n  

hfnds ight  might we r e c a l l  the  conversat ion between J u l i u s  and Rupert, 

i n  t h e  chapter  (Eighteen) t h a t  immediately precedes h i s  be t  with 

Morgan. There J u l i u s  vigorously,  c y n i c a l l y  argues t h a t  "the t o p  of  



t h e  s t r u c t u r e  is c o m ~ l e t e l v  mn (Murdochls i t a l i c s )  (p. 224). He 

becomes a g i t a t e d ,  " s t a r i n g  i n t e n t l y  a t  Rupertn (p. 2261, and 

f o r c e f u l l y  i n s i s t s  t h a t  the  concept of a p e r f e c t l y  j u s t  judge is an 

i l l u s i o n ,  Only when we l e a r n  of  J u l i u s ' s  entrapment of Morgan and 

Rupert, only then might we r e c a l l  t h i s  scene, and we can perhaps 

bel ieve  t h a t  here  is the  moment when J u l i u s ' s  t r i c k  originated--in h i s  

own cyn ica l  r e a c t i o n  t o  Rupert 's  smug vi r tuousness ,  The n a r r a t o r  has 

buried h i s  connection i n  the  f a b r i c  of the  novel, but it i s  the re  

nonetheless. Soon a f t e r  J u l i u s  makes h i s  be t  with Morgan, he develops 

a more c r u e l  plan, one t h a t  t r a p s  h i s  pa r tne r  i n  the  be t--Morgan--in 

ways n e i t h e r  she  nor the  reader  could foresee .  

But we know nothing of t h i s  as w e  plunge i n t o  P a r t  Two of t h e  

novel. We sha re  Rupert 's shock when we read t h e  love  l e t t e r  he 

r e c e i v e s  from Morgan because nothing i n  the  preceding fabu la  has l e d  

us  t o  expect  t h i s  t u r n  of events  i n  t h e  s tory .  We a r e  su rp r i sed  t o  

f i n d  t h a t  Morgan has received a s i m i l a r  l e t t e r  from Rupert: "the 

inc red ib le ,  the  impossible has happenedn (p .  26 1 ) .  We are almost 

ready t o  be l ieve  t h a t  perhaps Rupert and Morgan have f a l l e n  i n  love  

a f t e r  a l l .  Because the  f abu la  is incomplete--that is, because w e  

don ' t  know the  t r u e  context  of t h e  letters--we bel ieve  the  s to ry .  The 

sequence makes i t  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  us && to. The l e t t e r s  a f t e r  a l l  seem 

t o  be t ang ib le  evidence, and both cha rac te r s  seem changed, f l a t t e r e d ,  

f u l l  of purpose, suddenly and deeply enchanted with each other .  

The events  continue t o  move quickly.  Once the  n a r r a t o r  has 



changed our expecta t ions ,  we a r e  immediately swept up i n  another  scene 

t h a t  exp la ins  some but not  a l l  of the  mystery. J u l i u s  pos i t ions  

himself and Simon t o  wi tness  t h e  rendezvous between Morgan and Rupert. 

We do not 'understand exac t ly  how he has  arranged t h i s ,  and t h e  ma t t e r  

of h i s  manipulating old love  letters is not revealed u n t i l  w e  a r r i v e  

a t  the  s e c t i o n  of the  novel t h a t  is marked by numerous confessions.  

A t  t h i s  point  we know only what Simon knows--that J u l i u s  has  somehow 

manipulated Rupert and Morgan, and Simon cannot t e l l  anyone of t h i s  

arrangement because he is s o  a f r a i d  f o r  himself and h i s  r e a l  love  f o r  

Axel. H e  u t t e r l y  be l i eves  J u l i u s  when he says  "Make no mistake, dear  

Simon. If I chose t o  I could des t roy  your r e l a t i o n s h i p  with Axel very 

e a s i l y n  (p .  269). We a r e  immediately reminded of  J u l i u s l s  b e t  wi th  

Morgan. The na r ra to r  is s o l i c i t i n g  j u s t  t h i s  r e a c t i o n  from us. It is 

p a r t  of h e r  joke on the  r eader  t h a t  w e  don ' t  y e t  know t h a t  J u l i u s  has  

no i n t e n t i o n  of d iv id ing  Simon from Axel although t h e  reader  is 

con t inua l ly  watching f o r  t h a t  development, and t h i s  i n  t u r n  d i s t r a c t s  

from t h e  r e a l  sepa ra t ion  between Hilda and Rupert. J u l i u s  has larger 

more i l l u s t r a t i o u s  quarry t o  pursue than Simon, and much of P a r t  Two 

of the  novel develops t h e  entangled web J u l i u s  s p i n s  around Rupert, 

Morgan and Hilda. I n  keeping with the  parody of the  drawing room 

comedy, t h e  smug (Robert) is d e f l a t e d  and made t o  appear r id icu lous .  

We s h a r e  J u l i u s ' s  d e l i g h t  i n  "the r e f i n e d  and l o f t y  muddlen (p .  267) 

Rupert and Morgan s p i n  f o r  themselves once the  machine ( a s  J u l i u s  

c a l l s  i t )  has got  underway. But w e  do not  fo resee  how t h i s  3 



entanglement w i l l  have a sad ending. 

If the  n a r r a t o r  has up till now disrupted  our expecta t ions  of 

causa l  sequence, she  now begins t o  move even f u r t h e r  away from 

chronologfcal  l i n e a r i t y  by d i s r u p t i n g  temporal sequence a s  well. 

Chapter Two of P a r t  Two does not  begin where the  previous chapter  l e f t  

us,  with Rupert alone with h i s  love  l e t t e r  from Morgan. Now w e  f i n d  

Rupert and Morgan saying t h e  kinds of th ings  l o v e r s  have always s a i d  

t o  each ~ t h e r - - ~ I  admire your confidence, your sensen (p. 273)--but 

because we  r e a l i z e  t h a t  t h e i r  love  is indeed a trumped-up a f f a i r ,  t h e  

e f f e c t  is one of b i t t e r  s a t i r e .  By supplying u s  with new information 

( J u l i u s ' s  confession t o  Simon) Murdoch makes us hear  Rupert and Morgan 

i n  a new way; we begin t o  s e e  them, i n  f a c t ,  a s  J u l i u s  does, i n  a 

cyn ica l  way, o r  a t  l e a s t  with an i r o n i c  eye. The d i s r u p t i o n  i n  

temporal sequence provides the  n a r r a t o r  with a device f o r  d e l i v e r i n g  

some of her  most savage comments on t h e  se l f -deceiv ing power of love  

and love  l s i l l u s i o n s .  

J u l i u s  appears twice a t  Pr iory  Grove when Rupert is  not  a t  home. 

I n  Chapter S i x  he appears mysteriously and p l a n t s  suspic ion i n  Hilda 's  

mind about her  husband; i n  Chapter Nine he says  much more boldly 

"Well, I suppose you were bound t o  f i n d  o u t  ... About Rupert and 

Morgann (p .  322). It was during one of these  v i s i t s  t h a t  he f u r t i v e l y  

implanted one of the  love  l e t t e r s  Morgan had w r i t t e n  t o  him i n  t h e  

s e c r e t  compartment of Rupert 's desk. A s  r eader s  we do not l e a r n  t h i s  

information u n t i l  much l a t e r ,  during the  confessions. When Hilda goes 



t o  search  both desks, she f i n d s  t h r e e  p ieces  of evidence: t h a t  t h e  

love  l e t t e r s  Rupert wrote t o  h e r  a r e  gone, t h a t  Morgan received 400 

pounds from Rupert, and t h e  implanted letter.  The n a r r a t o r  has 

provided u s  with an understanding of the  second piece of evidence--and 

w e  r e c a l l  the  innocence of t h e  scene i n  which Rupert gave Morgan money 

but  which they decided t o  keep s e c r e t  from Hilda. We know nothing of  

t h e  first and t h i r d ,  and c a s t i n g  back and f o r t h  i n  t h e  f a b u l a  can 

provide no c lues .  If the  n a r r a t o r  has convinced us  by now t h a t  J u l i u s  

c o n t r o l s  these  matters--in a way which seems more and more powerful 

and god-like, and not unl ike  the  n a r r a t o r  herself3--and we s t i l l  have 

not  been given t h e  kind of chronologica l  l i n e a r  sequence (o r  a t  l e a s t  

t h e  information t h a t  a r i s e s  out  of such sequence) t h a t  would 

immediately r evea l  a l l .  This d i s t o r t i o n  of temporal sequence draws 

the  r eader  i n t o  an entangled maze i n  which w e  must ask,  a s  Simon does, 

"Had J u l i u s  r e a l l y  engineered i t  a l l ,  made Rupert and Morgan each 

be l i eve  t h a t  the  o the r  was i n  love? How on e a r t h  had he done i t ? "  

(p. 301).  It is a t  t h i s  point  i n  t h e  novel t h a t  t h e  confessions begin 

t o  occur, and we begin t o  see the  kind of understanding and 

information the  na r ra to r  has withheld from us  up u n t i l  now. Gradually 

we see t h a t  the fabula  begins t o  correspond with the  s to ry .  

These confessions-- from Morgan, Simon, and most s i g n i f i c a n t l y  , 
Julius--have a q u a l i t y  of s imul tane i ty ,  a s  i f  they a r e  t o l d  a t  the  

same time. Linear temporal sequence is u t t e r l y  dispensed with here. C 

A s  a r e s u l t ,  the  n a r r a t o r t s  choice of which gonfession t o  r evea l ,  and , 



i n  what order ,  becomes c r i t i c a l .  Morgan i s  t h e  f i r s t - - i n  Chapter 

Sixteen--to come t o  some recogn i t ion  about h e r  t r u e  s i t u a t i o n .  

wCompared with her  bond with Hilda, these  ma t t e r s  of men, of l o v e r s  

and husbands, seemed u t t e r l y  f l imsyw (p. 388). She writes first t o  

Rupert t o  d ismiss  him, and then t o  Hilda t o  "hang on. We wi;C1 not  k 

d i v i d e a n  (p. 389). I n  the  fol lowing chapter  Simon unburdens himself 

t o  Axel, confessing a l l  h i s  s e c r e t s ,  and whi le  they understand t h e  

enormity of the  ruse ,  they a r e  t o o  involved with self and with each 

o the r  t o  ca r ry  t h e  news of J u l i u s f  s t r i c k e r y  t o  those cha rac te r s  

involved. Murdochfs n a r r a t o r  makes a s u b t l e  moral point  here  about 

t h e  p r o t e c t i v e  nature  of t h e  self. Their  p a r t i c u l a r  s i t u a t i o n s  become 

resolved,  but the  n a r r a t o r  has  still not  suppl ied  a l l  t he  answers t o  

how J u l i u s  has arranged t h e  d u p l i c i t y ;  whi le  we know t h e  s t o r y ,  we 

still do not  have the  complete fabula .  The t h i r d  confession i n  

p rec i se ly  t h e  next chapter  r e v e a l s  a l l  t h a t  w e  have been wa i t ing  f o r ; ,  

J u l i u s  exp la ins  t o  T a l l i s  how he used some of h i s  own love  

l e t  ters-from Morgan--to begin t h e  a f f a i r .  Each of these  confess ions  

reminds u s  t h a t  w e  a r e  reading a parody of the  kind of comedy t h a t  has 

one cha rac te r  a f t e r . a n o t h e r  confess ing t o  small  s t u p i d i t i e s ,  s e c r e t s ,  

t r i c k s  sf one s o r t  o r  another. But A F a i r l v  Honourable Defeat does 

not  end nhappfPy ever a f t e r w  once the  mechanism of t r i c k e r y  has been 

revealed.  Some o t h e r  more deadly system has been s e t  i n  motion. 

When Hilda l e a r n s  t h e  t r u t h  from J u l i u s ,  she is a lone  i n  he r  

co t t age  i n  Wales. What fo l lows i s  a gothic/comic i n t e r l u d e  i n  which 



t h e  phone and c a r  break down and she  is unable t o  make contac t  with 

Rupert. Immediately fol lowing t h i s  chapter ,  Morgan stumbles upon 

"something weird and awfulw (p. 423) i n  t h e  pool--Rupert's dead body. 

Within moments, she answers the phone t o  hea r  Hilda asking f o r  h e r  

husband, then going on t o  t e l l  Morgan t h a t  "nothing t e r r i b l e  has 

happened a t  a l l n  (p. 425). By present ing  u s  with information t h a t  is 

withheld from Hilda through t h e  d i s r u p t i o n  of temporal sequence, t h e  

n a r r a t o r  makes her  phone c a l l  b i t t e r l y  i r o n i c .  A sequence t h a t  jumps 

from charac te r  t o  cha rac te r  without  regard t o  l i n e a r  or  chronological  

development can provide u s  with the  p leasant  reading experience of 

shock. The content  of Hilda 's  joy is undermined by its context ,  and 

the  " j u s t  missedn oppor tuni ty  is again  a f e a t u r e  of the  drawing room 

comedy t h a t  is parodied here. 

I n  t h e  first two novels considered here ,  some of the  c h a r a c t e r s  

a r e  presented with a drama of recognition--a time of the  angels--that 

al lows them t o  r e a l i z e  some t r u t h  i n  t h e i r  lives--and y e t  even as t h i s  

happens the  emerging s t r u c t u r e  undercuts  these  apparent t r u t h s ,  even 

expects  us t o  consider  them specious and se l f - sa t i s fy ing .  Because the  

parodic s t r u c t u r e  is more over t  i n  Defeat,  opera t ing  l e s s  on a l e v e l  

we i n t u i t  and more a s  a r e a d i l y  a c c e s s i b l e  aspect  of the  form, t h e  

experience is somewhat d i f f e r e n t .  The over-use of such devices  a s  

s e c r e t s ,  i n t e r r u p t i o n s ,  unexpected v i s i t o r s ,  confessions--al l  func t ion  

t o  undercut the  apparent ser iousness  which the  na r ra to r  is  present ing  

t o  us. We a r e  more aware i n  Defeat ( than  i n  t h e  o ther  two novels)  



t h a t  parody is p a r t  of the  foreground of  t h e  experience of t h e  novel; 

and because parody involves the  humorous i m i t a t i o n  of another  form ( i n  

t h i s  case the  drawing room comedy), we a r e  n a t u r a l l y  s k e p t i c a l  of any 

n t r u t h s w  which may emerge f o r  the  cha rac te r s .  

The book ends with a series of "happy endingsw--and we are s u r e l y  

expected t o  see these  i r o n i c a l l y .  These c o n s t i t u t e  the  f i n a l  phase o f  

Musdochls usual  t r i p a r t i t e  s t r u c t u r e  j u s t  a s  unexpected v i s i t o r s  and 

s e c r e t s  form the  f i r s t  sec t ion ,  and the  confessions mark the  moments 

of  recognition-and-release. A s  i n  t h e  preceding novels,  t h i s  l a s t  

s t age  p resen t s  a series of mocking. c losures .  Simon f e e l s  " in h i s  

ve ins  t h e  w a r m  a n t i c i p a t i o n  of a new happinessw (p. 437) a s  he sits i n  

the  French v i l l a g e  Axel and he have escaped to .  The scene is warm and 

cozy, but  we  a r e  not convinced t h a t  Axel and Simon have the  kind' of 

s t u f f  i n  t h e i r  love  t h a t  w i l l  allow them t o  survive;  a s  Axel says,  "we 

were so  damn self-absorbedn (p. 433). Nevertheless t h i s  happy ending 

i s . s i m i l a r  t o  the  c i r c u l a r  s t r u c t u r e  wetve noticed i n  the  o t h e r  

novels: c h a r a c t e r s  r e t u r n  t o  a s i t u a t i o n  not  remarkably d i f f e r e n t  

from the  one i n  which they began i n  s p i t e  of tremendous i n t e r v a l s  of  

upheaval. There is a self-deception a t  work t h a t  allows one i l l u s i o n  

t~ be s u b s t i t u t e d  f o r  another. Murdochts happy ending not  only 

parodies t h a t  s u b s t i t u t i o n  but r e v e a l s  i t  a s  a bas ic  weakness a t  t h e  

h e a r t  of these  charac ters .  Hilda writes t o  T a l l i s  from America t o  

tell, him "A good s t a r t  had been maden (p. 433)--Morgan has taken a job 

on t h e  West Coast, they have a b i g  Chevrolet,  Pe ter  i s  l i v i n g  wi th  h i s  

ana lys t ,  Her l e t t e r s  are cha t ty ,  "mentioning Morgan i n  a casual  way 



a s  i f  t h i s  were a dear  f r i e n d  with whom she had always l i v e d n  

(p. 433) .  A l l  appears t o  end w e l l ,  not so  d i f f e r e n t  from how i t  

began. Even J u l i u s  ( f o r  whom t h e  l a s t  chapter  is reserved)  f e e l s  "so 
., 

much b e t t e r  now t h a t  he was not c l o s e l y  involved with human beingsn 

p .  4 4  S t r o l l i n g  through Par i s ,  he is without g u i l t ,  and t h e  novel 

i tself  ends wi th  h i s  off-hand a s s e r t i o n  t h a t  nLife  was goodn (p .  447) .  

For these  c h a r a c t e r s  redemption is not poss ib le :  Simon, Axel, Hilda, 

Morgan and Peter  a r e  muddlers. J u l i u s  is c l e a r e r  and without  the  

q u a l i t y  t o  deceive himself ,  but h i s  cynicism prevents  him from f ind ing  

and s u s t a i n i n g  a t r u t h  t h a t  is a l s o  touched by compassion o r  r e a l  

love. A l l  r e t u r n  t o  t h e i r  old ways r a d i c a l l y  unchanged by t h e  events  

surrounding Rupertvs death. While the  fabula  p resen t s  these  

ind iv idua l  happy endings, the  s t o r y  uses  exaggerat ion and 

jux tapos i t ion ing  and r e p e t i t i o n  t o  draw our a t t e n t i o n  t o  Murdochls 

s e r i o u s  intent-- the dep ic t ion  of t h e  hollow s e l v e s  which have emerged 

from t h e  misadventure, and the  s e l f - p r o t e c t i v e  measures which have 

developed: hence the  " f a i r l y n  ( t h a t  is, marginal ly)  honourable 

defea t .  

There remains, however, t h e  moment which t h e  comic aspec t  of the  

parody has  not prepared us  f o r ,  namely, Rupert 's  death. The n a r r a t o r  

al lows h e r s e l f  t o  s t e p  ou t s ide  the  parodic framework a t  t h i s  point ,  

f o r  t h e r e  is no p a r a l l e l  t o  death  i n  the  drawing room comedy. It is 

j u s t  t h i s  se r ious  q u a l i t y  which s l i d e s  with us i n t o  t h e  chapter  t h a t  

fo l lows (Twenty-one). Because the  n a r r a t o r  has  stepped s o  suddenly 

out  of her  usual  comic/parodic mode, we a r e  no longer c e r t a i n  how t o  



95. 

hear t h e  new information she provides here--that J u l i u s  spent  h i s  

ncosy w a r n  (p. 93) i n  Belsen, and t h a t  T a l l i s 1 s  sister did  not d i e  of  

p o l i o  but was raped and murdered by a sex  pe rve r t  when she was 

fourteen.  Because t h i s  information comes bearing some value o t h e r  

than parody, we need t o  r e a s s e s s  these  cha rac te r s ;  once again our 

expecta t ions  a r e  disrupted.  J u l i u s ,  w e  r e a l i z e  now, perhaps has  a 

t e r r i b l y  va l id  reason f o r  h i s  cynicism. Only a t  t h i s  l a s t  minute, a s  

i t  were, does the  na r ra to r  provide u s  with some j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  the  

c r u e l  machine J u l i u s  constructed around ~ u ~ e r t . ~  Because t h i s  chapter  

does not seem t o  belong t o  t h e  parody of the  drawing room comedy, 

n e i t h e r  does it seem des t ructured .  We f i n d  ourse lves  accept ing  

J u l i u s ' s  internment i n  the  concentra t ion  camp a s  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  h i s  

t r i c k  of  des t roying Rupert 's smug i d e a l s  of  jus t i ce .  This process i s  

a cu r ious  r e v e r s a l  of what occurs i n  the  preceding novels. There 

parody comes t o  t h e  foreground only a t  t h e  very end of the  novel and 

i n  doing s o  it d e s t r u c t u r e s  the  apparent  rea l i sm and openness i t  has 

been presenting. I n  t h e  ending of Defeat, t h e  na r ra to r  has 

momentarily dropped her  parodic i n t e n t  and p a r t  of t h i s  chapter  

appears t o  s tand a s  s t ra ight forward  n a r r a t i o n  i n  a manner s i m i l a r  t o  

the  treatment of Bruno and Diana i n  Bruno's Drea. 

J u s t  a s  Bruno and Diana are allowed t o  s l i p  ou t s ide  parody and 

provide us  a glimpse of redemption, w i l l  the  same occur f o r  J u l i u s  and 

T a l l i s ?  Not s o  f o r  Ju l ius .  After the  move away from over t  parody, 

the  n a r r a t o r  soon r e t u r n s  t o  the  c i r c u l a r  s t r u c t u r e  of the  "happy 



ending," and J u l i u s  ( a s  has a l ready been suggested) is presented a s  

se l f -p ro tec t ive .  The na r ra to r  o f f e r s  a  more ambiguous s tance  toward 

T a l l i s .  

It is  T a l l i s  who a c t s :  i n  t h e  Chinese r e s t a u r a n t ,  he h i t s  t h e  

thug who th rea tens  them; a f t e r  J u l i u s ' s  confession,  he makes him phone 

Hilda. But T a l l i s  is a l s o  ac ted  upon by "the ambiguous presence of 

h i s  s i s t e r .  Her v i s i t a t i o n s  d i s tu rbed  him with a sense of an 

alien.. ." (p. 442). T a l l i s ,  l i k e  J u l i u s ,  has an understanding of l i f e  

which runs  much deeper than the  o the r  cha rac te r s ,  but  t h i s  does not  

necessa r i ly  ga lvanize  him i n t o  a c t i o n  a l l  t he  time. Ins tead  t h e r e  is 

a p a r a l y s i s  i n  T a l l i s  t h a t  holds him back from t e l l i n g  h i s  f a t h e r  the  

real cond i t ion  of h i s  i l l n e s s .  He p r o c r a s t i n a t e s  because he knows 

t h a t  "It's much e a s i e r  t o  l i v e  with him i n  the  l i e  than l i v e  with him 
' , -  

i n  t h e  t r u t h w  (p. 336). T a l l i s ,  i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  t h e  o the r s ,  keeps h i s  

s e c r e t s  t o  himself:  the s e c r e t  of h i s  s i s t e r ' s  death "because i t  

remains--too dreadful  ... I don ' t  t e l l  peoplen (p. 430); t h e  s e c r e t  of 

h i s  f a t h e r ' s  i l l n e s s  because he could not  f i n d  the  r i g h t  time, not t o  

t e l l  h i s  f a t h e r  but t o  admit t o  himself t h a t  " the usualness of  

Leonard, h i s  s p e c i a l  p red ic tab le  l i v e l i n e s s ,  gave comfortn 

(p. 441 )--and t h a t  Leonard's " f e a r f u l l y  cha rac te r  . . i s t i q  v i t a l i t y n  

(p. 441) would come t o  an end. T a l l i s  guesses t h a t  perhaps Leonard 

a l r eady  knows and asks  himself "if a  comedy was not being played out  

between themn (P. 441). 

It is d i f f i c u l t  t o  read t h e  n a r r a t o r ' s  i n t e n t i o n s  here. This is 



t he  opposi te  of the  "happy endingw w e  have seen with the  o ther  

charac ters .  T a l l i s  does not  have t h e  energy t o  shape events  i n  t h e  

manner of J u l i u s ;  he is too  caught up i n  t h e  torment of h i s  f a t h e r ' s  

dying and h i s  a t t i t u d e  toward Leonard remains compassionate but  

i n e f f e c t u a l .  The na r ra to r  has placed t h i s  chapter  between t h e  happy 

endings of Simon/Axel and J u l i u s ,  and by c o n t r a s t ,  the  n a r r a t o r  does 

seem t o  be al lowing T a l l i s  t o  s l i p  beyond t h e  parody she 

constructs--yet  i t  remains d i f f i c u l t  t o  say i f  Murdochls n a r r a t o r  i s  

s a t i r i z i n g  o r  admiring T a l l i s  s determination,  h i s  phlegmatic 

con t inua t ion  with the  d a i l y  tasks.  The n a r r a t o r  has  revealed a man 

capable of a c t i n g  i n  another ' s  c r i s i s ,  y e t  unable t o  put h i s  own house 

i n  order. A s  h i s  s e c t i o n  of the  novel c loses ,  T a l l i s  s t r u g g l e s  over 

h i s  l e c t u r e s .  If T a l l i s  is not  parodied, t h e  redemption h e  o f f e r s  i s  

ambiguous, and perhaps f i n a l l y  s o  hard s o  a s  not t o  be worth the  

e f f o r t  and r i s k  of being honourable and decent i n  t h e  cont inual  

s t r u g g l e  with de fea t .  

A F a i r l v  Honourable Defeat p resen t s  cha rac te r s  caught up i n  a web 

of i n t r i g u e  and l ies  and s e c r e t s ;  the  even t s  of the  novel a r e  

manipulated by t h e  na r ra to r  i n t o  a parody of the  drawing room comedy. 

By d e s t r u c t u r i n g  he r  apparent  realism through d i s r u p t i o n  of temporal 

and casual  sequence, t h e  n a r r a t o r  keeps he r  parodic i n t e n t i o n  i n  f r o n t  

of us,  and by con t inua l ly  undermining the  ser iousness  of events  

throughout, she c r e a t e s  a more humourous book than s t ra ight forward  

rea l i sm could c rea te .  Much of her  novel is devoted t o  parodying the  



se l f - se r ious ,  t h e  i d e a l i s t i c  and t h e  foo l i sh .  Manipulati  on of 

sequence al lows her  t o  savage the  i l l u s i o n s  of the  se l f - r ighteous .  I n  

t h i s  way, Defeat  d i f f e r s  l i t t l e  from the  preceding novels--and then i t  

goes one s t e p  fu r the r .  Cer ta in  p a r t s  of t h i s  novel not  included i n  

t h e  parody help revea l  Murdochls f u l l  "meaning" about t h e  na ture  of 

the  self and its i l l u s i o n s .  Once again,  shape and context  provide u s  

with he r  u l t ima te  in ten t ion .  But i n  t h i s  case the  p a t t e r n  changes. 

From apparent  rea l i sm out  of which parody emerges t o  make i ts most 

cogent s tatement w e  move toward parody out  of which rep resen ta t iona l  

napra t ion  is allowed a penultimate s ta tement  about t h e ' n a t u r e  of  love  

and goodness. 



The Experience of Reading Murdoch 

The t h r e e  novels considered here  provide no point  of en t ry  which 

would enable the  r eader  t o  grasp  immediately the  s w i r l  of events  and 

charac te r s .  The reader  unaccustomed t o  t h e  Murdochian imbroglio w i l l  

soon be f r u s t r a t e d  by the  l ack  of sequen t i a l  unity.  The n a r r a t o r  

moves from time t o  time, cha rac te r  t o  cha rac te r ,  apparent ly  without 

regard t o  any kind of  l o g i c  o r  chronology. Furthermore t h e r e  i s  no 

c h a r a c t e r  with whom the  reader  may i d e n t i f y  and under whose t u t e l a g e  

the  r eader  may f i n d  a l o g i c a l  path through t h e  maze of na r ra t ion .  

None of t h e  cha rac te r s  i n  The Nice and t h e  Good, Bsunsfs  Dseaq, 0s A 

F a i r l v  Honourable Defeat can a c t  a s  guides  f o r  the  reader  s i n c e  none 

are aware of a l l  t he  unfolding events ;  indeed, most a r e  deeply 

self- involved and out  of touch with the  world around them. Eventually 

t h e  reader  d iscovers  t h a t  t h e  n a r r a t o r  h e r s e l f  is a c t i v e l y  unwil l ing  

t o  provide the  r eader  with the  comfort and consola t ion  of p u t t i n g  t h e  

s t o r y  together .  The compositional na ture  of these  t h r e e  novels 

determines t h a t  none but the  r eader  can decide  how they a r e  t o  be 

read,  understood, and more importantly,  experienced. 

Each of the  novels begins i n  medias res. I n  each we begin i n  the  

middle (one could almost say nmuddlew and not  be inaccura te  o r  

p e j o r a t i v e )  of a complex set of connections and r e l a t i o n s h i p s  t h a t  

comprise the  h i s t o r i e s  of the  cha rac te r s :  John Ducanels ambiguous and 



80. 

uncomfortable connection with Richard Biranne i n  The Nice and t h e  

Good; Danby' s of  f-hand p r a c t i c a l  arrangement with h i s  father-in-law 

Bruno, h i s  less s a t i s f a c t o r i l y  defined r e l a t i o n s h i p  with Miles, h i s  

brother-in-law, i n  Bruno's Drealg; Morgan's love  and ha te  t ens ion  with 

both T a l l i s  and J u l i u s  i n  A F a i r l v  Honourable Defeat--to name a f e w  of 

many. Much has happened p r i o r  t o  the  opening of the  s t o r y  because we 

have i n  f a c t  begun i n  t h e  middle of t h e  fabula.  A s  we read, the  

f abu la  appears t o  s t r i v e  t o  provide u s  with a l l  t he  l o g i c a l  and 

chronological  information;  i t  appears t o  provide us with answers t o  

t h e  ques t ions  we a r e  con t inua l ly  asking' about the  charac ters .  Why are 

they i n  t h i s  s i t u a t i o n  now, what has happened t h a t  t h e  n a r r a t o r  has 

not  y e t  t o l d  us  about? A s  r e a d e r s  w e  want t o  know t h i s  kind of 

information a s  soon a s  poss ib le ;  w e  want t o  end both t h e  f abu la  and 

the  s t o r y  -without f u r t h e r  d i s r u p t i o n  o r  d igress ion .  In  a scene (such 

a s  the  one i n  t h e  o f f i c e  e a r l y  i n  The Nice and the  Goo4 i n  which t h e  

death of Radeechy is discussed,  o r  the  more harrowing scene with the  

thug i n  t h e  r e s t a u r a n t  i n  A F a i r l v  Honourable Defeat, f o r  i n s t a n c e ) ,  

the  f abu la  roughly equals  the  s t o r y  a s  we a r e  not  involved e i t h e r  i n  

r e t r o v e r s i o n  o r  an t i c ipa t ion .  We have n e i t h e r  t o  c a s t  back nor ahead 

i n  the  fabula  t h a t  emerges from our reading i n  order  t o  synchronize 

f a b u l a  with s to ry .  

But t h i s  synchronic i ty  is not  t h e  usual  reading experience i n  

these  novels. Disrupted sequence r e s u l t s  when fabula  and s t o r y  do not  

mesh chronologica l ly ,  and t h i s  d i s r u p t i o n  heightens t h e  sense of t h e  



i s o l a t e d  ind iv idua l  who cannot see beyond t h e  emotionally charged 

boundaries of h i s /he r  own consciousness. But Murdoch is not content  

t o  c r e a t e  c h a r a c t e r s  caught up i n  t h e  u n t i d i n e s s  of f r ac tu red  and 

d i s rup ted  l i v e s  occ&ionally sho t  through with b r i l l i a n t  moments of 

c l a r i t y  and meaning. What d i s t i n g u i s h e s  these  novels is Murdochls 

i n t e n t i o n  of reaching beyond such c h a r a c t e r s  t o  the  reader.  The 

d i s r u p t i o n  of temporal and causal  sequence is not  a mere i n t e l l e c t u a l  

cons t ruc t  upon which she bu i lds  he r  novel. Disrupted sequence becomes 

a t e x t u r e  which the  reader  must experience f i r s t h a n d ,  a s  he/she is 

f r u s t r a t e d ,  puzzled o r  shocked by the  sequen t i a l  arrangement. 

The r e s u l t  of Murdochls focus on t h e  experience of the  reader  is 

a t  the  h e a r t  of a l l  her  novels. We f requen t ly  feel l o s t  i n  the  maze 

t h a t  t h e  novels c r e a t e ,  c u t  off  from t h e  usual  comforts of l i n e a r i t y .  

The i s o l a t i o n  w e  f e e l  mi r ro r s  the  self-involvement and 

self-imprisonment many of her c h a r a c t e r s  endure and s u f f e r ,  some more 

w i l l i n g l y  and consciously than o thers .  We, too,  it  seems, must work 

t o  f i n d  our way. We, no less than t h e  cha rac te r s ,  are i n  t h e  hands of  

an i d i o s y n c r a t i c  na r ra to r ,  and our responses both t o  the  c h a r a c t e r s  

and t o  t h e  developments i n  t h e  novel a s  a novel  a r e  con t inua l ly  being 

c a l l e d  i n t o  ques t ion ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  i f  they tend toward the  

conventional.  One cannot read these  novels without asking ques t ions  

both of one ' s  self and of one ' s  i d e a  of the  na ture  of the  novel. 

We run t h e  r i s k  of misunderstanding and underest imating much of 

the  s t r u c t u r e l s  impact if we do not  see these  novels a s  moving beyond 



r ep resen ta t ion  toward parody. We must reach t h i s  conclusion because 

of our experience with the  n a r r a t o r ,  and with the  ques t ions  she evokes 

from us. Murdochls l a t e r  novels do not use parody t o  t h e  same ex ten t  

a s  these  th ree  novels,  y e t  a l l  continue t o  present  d is rupted  reading 

determined t o  thwart  our understanding and p red ic t ions  of  where t h e  

novel is going. Because a s  Nicholas Spice comments "not knowing where 

we a r e  going is c r u c i a l  t o  t h e  meaningn1 of her  novels, w e  can see 

t h a t  foregrounding of d is rupted  sequence has been Murdochts most 

c o n s i s t e n t  device f o r  shaping h e r  novels2 and pushing he r  reader  t o  

experience her  themes of the  na ture  of  love ,  and of good and e v i l .  

The r e s u l t  is t h a t  her  novels,  shunt ing  u s  a s  they do through her  use 

of sequence between rea l i sm and parody and between fabu la  and s t o r y ,  

become experiences t o  be gone through r a t h e r  than simply t e x t s  t o  be 

read and looked a t .  

These novels a r e  determined t o  enact  wi th in  the  reader  t h e  

d i f f i c u l t  moral choices plaguing the  self and its redemption i n  t h e  

contemporary world. Again and again  we  l e a r n  t h a t  t r u e  in-s ight  is  

not ~ o s s i b l e  u n t i l  t he re  has been t r u e  out-sight .  Only when Diana has  

seen Bruno with t h e  s e l f l e s s  eye t h a t  can love,  only then can she see 

he r  own l i f e  i n  c l e a r  perspect ive ;  only when Morgan sees the  t r u e  

na tu re  of her trumped-up love  f o r  Rupert is she a b l e  t o  understand h e r  

love  f o r  Hilda, even i f  the  i n s i g h t  i s  not  sus ta ined,  Even t h e  

experience of moving from a s t a t e  of self-deception t o  a f u l l  

awareness t h a t  the  world is f a r  more f r e e  than the  imprisoned 



self-even t h a t  experience is no guarantee t h a t  the  self w i l l  maintain 

its tenuous hold on the  r e a l .  Miles, f o r  ins t ance ,  s l i d e s  back i n t o  

h i s  f an tasy  world of poetry and b e a u t i f u l  i n s i g n i f i c a n t  p a r t i c u l a r s  

a f t e r  h i s  love  f o r  Lisa  has opened him up t o  the  s t r e n g t h  of the  world 

beyond himself.  I n  a l l  t he  novels t h e  r e l e n t l e s s  coupling a t  the  end 

sugges ts  t h a t  whatever moments of t r u t h  have been achieved, t h a t  these  

cannot be sus ta ined,  and here  some of Murdochls most savage s a t i r e s  on 

the  self-deceptions t h a t  a r i s e  from love  and love ' s  i l l u s i o n  a r e  

allowed t o  unfold. A s  we "experiencen these  novels,  we a l s o  feel as 

the  cha rac tb r s  themselves must, out  of touch with the  r e a l  and t h e  

t ang ib le ,  unable t o  secure  a place i n  t h e  s h i f t i n g  sequence t h a t  is 

o the r  than the  b r igh t  but  enchanting neuro t i c  world of the  self. 

Sure ly ,  though, we have been jolted out of conventional expectations: 

by being mocked through d e n i a l  of n a r r a t i v e  sequence and progress ive  

c h a r a c t e r  development, we ( l i k e  t h e  c h a r a c t e r s )  have learned t o  

ques t ion  appe'mances and surf'aces. 
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Martin (1965) s e e s  he r  work i n  t h e  l i g h t  of the  symbolist novel and 
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fiction-makingn; but  only Spice ( 1985) accep t s  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  
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inc luding Baldanza ( 19741, Byatt ( 19651, Gerstenberger ( 1975), 
Rabinovitz ( 1  968) and Wolfe ( 1  966). Of these s t u d i e s  only Dipple 
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Rupert Fos te r  i n  A F a i r l v  Honourable Defeat;. While the  Grays are 
allowed t o  escape the  na r ra to r  ls wrath, t h e  Fos te r s  do not. Murdochls 
v i s i o n  becomes progress ively  darker .  

5~ompare  with Murdoch l s treatment of Miles i n  Bruno1 s Drew. 
Because Murdoch al lows Miles more self-awareness than Kate, h i s  r e t u r n  
t o  se l f -decept ion  and fan tasy  i s  more savagely condemned. 



Chapter Two 

IEl izabeth  Dipple. p i s  Wrdoch: Work f o r  t h e  S ~ i r i t .  (Chicago: 
Universi ty of Chicago Press, 1982), p. 8. 

2 ~ i k t o r  Shklovsky. n P l o t l e s s  L i t e r a t u r e .  Poet ics  J o u r n u  No. 1 
( January 1 980 ) p. 9. 

'I1ri.s Murdoch. Bruno ' s D r e w  ( London: Triad/Granada, 1 977) , p. 
54. A l l  subsequent r e fe rences  t o  t h i s  text w i l l  appear i n  the  body o f  
t h e  chapter .  

50ther  occurrences of t h i s  Jungian s t r u g g l e  down t h e  b i r t h  canal  
i n t o  self-discovery and consciousness inc lude:  Tim's l i t e r a l  descent  
underground v i a  the  canal  i n  Southern France i n  Nuns and So ld ie r s ;  
Hi lary  Burde's emergence from t h e  mud after h i s  f i g h t  wi th  Gunnar and 
h i s  f a i l u r e  t o  rescue K i t t y  from t h e  Thames i n  A Word Child; o r  Tom 
McCaffreyts dangerous journey i n t o  the  steaming underworld of t h e  
s p a ' s  mechanical apparatus i n  The P U o s o ~ h e r  s PUD& f 

6wayne .Booth. The Rhetoric o f  F ic  t ioq .  (Chicago: Univers i ty  of 
Chicago Press, 1983, 2nd Ed. 1, p. 102. 



Chapter Three 

11ris Murdoch. A F a i r l v  Honourable DefeaL (USA: Penguin Books, 
1972), p. 11. A l l  subsequent r e fe rences  t o  t h i s  t e x t  w i l l  appear i n  
the  body of the  chapter.  

2~ompare  Rupert 's  l o s s  of se l f - r e spec t  with Thomas McCaskervil lefs  
l e c t u r e  t o  Edward Baltram i n  The Good A ~ ~ r e n t i c e  (London: Chatto & 
Windus, 19851, p. 72. nSometimes, because of a ca tas t rophe,  a 
bereavement o r  some t o t a l  l o s s  of  self-esteeql,  our falsehoods become 
pernic ious ,  .and we are forced t o  choose between some painful  
r ecogn i t ion  of t r u t h  and an ever  more f r enz ied  and aggress ive  
manufacturing of l i e s .  ( i t a l i c s  mine ) 

%ompare J u l i u s ' s  r o l e  with t h a t  of Nigel i n  Bruno1 s Dream; both 
are powerful agents  of the  na r ra to r .  See t h e  fol lowing foo tno te  as 
w e l l .  

' ~ u l i u s  's triumph makes i t  c l e a r  t h a t  Rupert 's r a t i o n a l i s t  
philosophy cannot account f o r  Belsen, and Murdoch may even be 
sugges t ing  t h a t  Rupert 's kind of r a t iona l i sm is i n  some way 
respons ib le  f o r  such a t r o c i t i e s .  J u l i u s ' s  entrapment of Rupert, a t  
any rate, is not  unl ike  Murdochfs manipulation of the  reader.  Both 
are deterrri~ed to force their s u b j e c t s  i n t o  new unexplored =eas. 



Conclusion 

1 ~ i c h o l a s  Spice. "Take That White Thing Away. " Review of 2& 
Good ADDrenti~s. London Review of Books (October 1'7, 19851, p. 8. 

2 ~ r a n k  Kermode. "Secrets  and Narra t ive  Sequence," i n  Qn 
Narrat ive,  ed. W. J. T. Mitchel l  (Chicago: Univers i ty  of Chicago 
Press ,  1980), p. 84. Kermode d i scusses  t h e  idea  of sequence a s  a 
foregrounded technique. 
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