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Under the Net: A Deep Dive into
Iris Murdoch's Existential
Thriller

Iris Murdoch's *Under the Net* is more than just a novel; it's a
philosophical exploration of identity, relationships, and the search for
meaning in a seemingly absurd world. Published in 1954, this witty and
intellectually stimulating work remains strikingly relevant today. This
article delves into the complexities of *Under the Net*, exploring its
narrative structure, key characters, philosophical underpinnings, and
lasting impact on literary criticism. We will examine Murdoch's unique
writing style, the novel's central themes, and its enduring appeal to
readers interested in existentialism and post-war British literature.

A Synopsis and Introduction to Key
Characters

The novel centers around Jake Donaghue, a struggling writer in post-war
London. Jake is a charming but unreliable narrator, whose life is a tangled
web of half-truths and self-deception. He's attempting to write a play,
perpetually distracted by a cast of quirky characters that populate his
bohemian existence. This includes his ex-wife, Anna, a complex and
enigmatic figure; Hugo, a wealthy and eccentric artist; and the mysterious
and elusive figure of the "Net" itself, a metaphor for the entanglements
and responsibilities Jake attempts to evade. Other key figures include the
charming and manipulative Boris, and the ever-patient and understanding
Mamoru, creating a complex network of interactions and conflicting
desires. The novel's plot unfolds slowly, revealing bits and pieces of the
characters' backstories and relationships through a series of seemingly
unrelated events and encounters. This loose narrative structure, a
characteristic of Murdoch's style, allows the reader to grapple with the
characters' inner lives and the philosophical questions the novel raises.

Murdoch's Philosophical Underpinnings and
Existential Themes

*Under the Net* is deeply rooted in existentialist philosophy, reflecting
the anxieties and uncertainties of the post-war era. The novel explores
themes of freedom and responsibility, challenging the notion of
predetermined destinies. Jake's constant avoidance of commitment
reflects this struggle. The ambiguous ending further underscores the
uncertainty inherent in life's choices. The concept of authenticity is
another central theme, with characters grappling with self-deception and
the masks they wear in their interactions with others. Murdoch critiques
the superficiality of certain relationships and the performative nature of
identity in modern society. This exploration of authenticity is intertwined
with the exploration of love and relationships, shown as complex and
often fraught with misunderstandings and manipulations. Jake’s
relationships, particularly with Anna and his other associates, reveal the
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inherent difficulties in forming genuine connections. This existential angst
is a key component of the novel's enduring power; it resonates with
readers who grapple with similar questions of meaning and purpose.

Murdoch's Unique Writing Style and
Narrative Technique

Murdoch's writing style is characterized by its intellectual rigor, wit, and
philosophical depth. Unlike many novelists of her time, she doesn't shy
away from complex ideas and challenging philosophical concepts. This
contributes to the book's density and intellectual appeal, making it a
rewarding read for those willing to engage with its philosophical layers.
Her use of irony and satire provides social commentary, while the
complex structure of the narrative reflects the intricate nature of human
relationships. The fragmented narrative structure, jumping between
timelines and perspectives, mirrors Jake's own fragmented state of mind.
The reader must actively participate in piecing together the narrative,
mirroring the act of constructing meaning in life itself. This technique is a
hallmark of Murdoch's style and contributes to the novel's unique literary
merit.

The Enduring Legacy of *Under the Net*

*Under the Net*, despite its initial lukewarm reception, has gained
considerable critical acclaim over the years. Its exploration of existential
themes, its sharp social commentary, and its complex characters have
resonated with generations of readers and critics alike. It is often studied
as a prime example of post-war British literature and a pivotal work within
Murdoch's broader oeuvre. The novel's influence can be seen in
subsequent works of fiction that explore themes of identity, alienation,
and the search for meaning in a chaotic world. Its lasting legacy lies in its
continued relevance and its ability to provoke thought and reflection on
fundamental questions about human existence. The novel's persistent
engagement with philosophical concepts ensures that *Under the Net*
continues to be relevant in contemporary literary discussions.

Frequently Asked Questions
Q1: Is *Under the Net* a difficult read?

Al: Yes, *Under the Net* is considered a challenging read. Murdoch's
writing style is dense, intellectually demanding, and relies heavily on
philosophical underpinnings. The fragmented narrative structure requires
careful attention from the reader to follow the plot and understand the
nuances of the characters. However, the rewards of engaging with the
novel’'s complexity are significant.

Q2: What is the significance of the "Net" in the title?

A2: The "Net" is a multifaceted symbol. It represents the complex web of
relationships, commitments, and responsibilities that entangle Jake
throughout the novel. It also functions as a metaphor for the illusions and
self-deceptions that prevent him from living authentically. Furthermore, it
can be interpreted as a representation of the social and political
structures that constrain individual freedom.

Q3: What are the main themes explored in *Under the Net*?
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A3: The primary themes include existentialism, the search for meaning,
authenticity versus self-deception, the nature of relationships, the
complexities of love, the challenges of artistic creation, and the tension
between freedom and responsibility.

Q4: How does Murdoch's writing style contribute to the novel's
overall effect?

A4: Murdoch's witty and intellectually stimulating prose, combined with
her fragmented narrative structure and ironic tone, creates a unique
reading experience. The style enhances the philosophical depth of the
novel and allows the reader to actively participate in the process of
constructing meaning from the narrative.

Q5: What is the significance of the ending of *Under the Net*?

A5: The ending is intentionally ambiguous, mirroring the uncertainties of
life. It leaves the reader to ponder the unresolved questions about Jake's
future and the nature of his relationships. This open-endedness is a
deliberate artistic choice that emphasizes the ongoing process of self-
discovery and the absence of definitive answers in life.

Q6: How does *Under the Net* compare to other works by Iris
Murdoch?

A6: *Under the Net* represents an early work in Murdoch's prolific career,
showcasing her distinctive style and thematic concerns. While later
novels might delve deeper into specific philosophical ideas or have more
complex plots, *Under the Net* establishes many of the key elements
that would define her subsequent works, such as intricate character
development, philosophical depth, and the use of irony and satire.

Q7: Is *Under the Net* considered a feminist novel?

A7: While not explicitly labeled as a feminist novel, *Under the Net* does
feature strong female characters who challenge societal expectations.
Anna, in particular, is a complex and independent figure who defies easy
categorization. The novel's exploration of female roles and relationships
contributes to a nuanced portrayal of women's experiences in the post-
war era. However, its feminist elements aren't central to the overall
narrative.

Delving into the Tangled Web: Exploring
Iris Murdoch's *Under the Net*

Iris Murdoch's *Under the Net*, published in 1954, is considerably more
than just a endearing novel. It's a dense exploration of bonds, morality,
and the mysterious nature of being. This captivating work, defined by its
witty dialogue and philosophically rich motifs, persists a important
contribution to 20th-century literature. This article will unravel the
complexities of Murdoch's work, underscoring its principal themes and
evaluating its permanent influence.

The narrative centers around Jake Donaghue, a fairly cynical writer
existing in post-war London. He's a layered character, concomitantly
appealing and annoying. His pursuit for significance motivates the entire
plot, interwoven with his diverse relationships with a eccentric cast of
characters. These include the enigmatic Anna, a secretive woman who
holds a significant place in Jake's past and present; Hugo, a opulent art
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collector with a suspect morality; and the scholarly Mrs. Bailey, whose
conceptual arguments with Jake provide insight into Murdoch's own
intellectual views.

One of the highly significant themes in *Under the Net* is the character of
being. Murdoch questions the uncritical ideas of verity and deception. The
story's form itself reflects this uncertainty. The narrative shifts regularly
between several perspectives, producing the reader to assemble their
own interpretation of events. This technique emphasizes the individuality
of perception.

Further, the book explores the complicated relationship between love and
creativity. Jake, as a writer, contends to discover significance in his life,
often expressing his sentiments through his writing. However, his
endeavors to unite with others are regularly hindered by his own
uncertainties and lack to fully interact with the reality around him.

The prose of *Under the Net* is noteworthy. Murdoch's prose is both
refined and comprehensible. She employs humor and irony to convey
intricate ideas, making even the highly challenging intellectual ideas
comprehensible to the reader. The dialogue is specifically lively and
captivating, driving the narrative forward and unmasking the inner
thoughts of the characters.

In conclusion, *Under the Net* is a satisfying journey. It presents a
thought-provoking exploration of metaphysical concepts, enveloped in a
sophisticated and engaging story. Murdoch's writing is exceptional, and
the people, while imperfect, are lasting. The novel's examination of truth,
bonds, and the individual condition persists to echo with readers today.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. Is *Under the Net* a difficult read? While the philosophical themes
are complicated, Murdoch's prose is usually understandable. The tale
itself is engaging, making it accessible to a broad readership.

2. What are the key themes of *Under the Net*? The primary
themes include the essence of being, the intricacy of human
relationships, the role of imagination in understanding the world, and the
search for significance in life.

3. How does *Under the Net* differ to Murdoch's other novels?
While each of Murdoch's novels is individual, *Under the Net* shares
some similarities with her later books in its exploration of ethical concepts
and intricate people. However, its tone is possibly less serious than some
of her subsequent novels.

4. Is there a ethical message in *Under the Net*? The novel doesn't
offer easy answers, but it indicates the importance of self-reflection,
authentic connection with others, and the ongoing endeavor to
comprehend the difficulties of the human situation.
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