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And to
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Abstract

Epiphanies are moments of revelations in which an external divine force reveals
the truth. For centuries many writers have been possessed by these perplexing moments
which had enlightened their vision toward life. These revelatory experiences have
shifted many lives. When a person is experiencing such moments by beholding trivial
objects in his surroundings, this process of truth’s coming into being enables him or her
to have a superior aesthetic judgment and appreciation in life as art or art as life. These
immediate insights into life in real world which are not necessarily mystical or religious
and can at times even be trifle, secular experiences as well, have led to making of great
artists; therefore, it may plausibly occur in the world of fiction, too, to make a character
morally good and virtuous by epiphany. Characters could transcend by these
experiences, and by so doing, they would come to perceive the essence of these
moments in their development toward a moral being.

Epiphany as a legacy of ancient Greek tragedy is Christianized by the
manifestation of the Christ to the gentiles in the person’s of the Magi (three wise men
from the East who paid homage to the infant Jesus), and later, the giant Romantics
regarded it as “Moments” and “Spots of Time”. It comes to be secularized in modern
times. However, despite this journey of the concept through literature, religion
(mysticism) and philosophy, here, epiphany in Joycean sense of it, in Heideggerian term
as Aletheia, in philosophical term as aesthetic judgment; and ultimately, in theological
sense as religious experience is going to be surveyed as a technique to develop the story
line in accordance with two of Murdochian terms, namely, attention and unselfing in
making of a character or an artist and indeed will show the link between these terms and
epiphanic patterning in Murdochian novels.

For this aim, that is, to see whether a character can be transcended by
experiencing such moments of revelation and understanding, from among 26
Murdochian novels, two of Iris Murdoch’s novels are being discussed. The Bell and The
Unicorn are assessed to pursue how Murdoch’s moral philosophy and aestheticism is
merging into her novels in order to allow characters to experience epiphanic moments
when they’re facing their dilemmas, and afterwards; by application of the truth which
has come to their perception, they are being transcended.

Key Terms:

Epiphanic moment, revelation, religious experience, aesthetic experience, psychological
epiphany, attention, unselfing
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Chapter One:

Introduction

We live in a fantasy world, a
world of illusion. The great
task in life is to find reality.

Iris Murdoch



Introduction

I. General overview

“Where do you start with a man
who wrote over the course of his
whole life?”
“You start with a moment that left
a mark on his life.”

Sartre, J.P.

Sartre asks this question concerning Flaubert’s biography; and thus is the general
idea of the present study, namely, to seek the moments that left a mark in one’s life,
whether an artist or a character in a novel. Perhaps according to this claim, it is assumed
that this thesis shall start with giving some biographical notes over the artists who are
nominated to be discussed, however, it is not the aim, rather, we shall have a theoretical
debate of the moments and then apply it in practice to the novels under study. In fact
these moments which can be alternatively called: moments that made a difference, key
episodes of a life story, vital moments, revelatory moments causing paradigm shifts
afterwards, peak experiences, mystical experiences, illuminated moments, climactic
moments, sudden dramatic and startling moments, flashes of light, the unattended
moment, falling of some veil* are put plainly and literarily, epiphanic moments,
throughout pages of this thesis. The story of epiphany is narrated as the term journeyed
from the time it was used as a dramatic device in ancient times into the modern usage of
it. The journey seems a long one in history of a term. Yet its splendor is with us since
one’s life can never be called a “life” without such moments of experience in both

secular and mystical sense.

! Dante Gabriel Rossetti’s poem (1828-82): Sudden Light: “But just when at that swallow’s soar/ your
neck turn’d so/ some veil did fall, -- | knew it all of yore.”
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There is a strong acclamation in literary world that epiphany often involves a
character’s recognition of himself in a person his society has excluded. Though this
might be true about the epiphanic experiences Joyce’s Stephen may undergo and may be
emancipated by means of this to reach the self, in Murdoch’s epiphanic mode it might be
complexly reversal. Along with this line of enquiry in Joyce and Murdoch we shall
come to realize how vital the concept of epiphany in history of literature as astute art is.

This term is going to last, as did Joyce and Murdoch.

Il. Review of Literature

Man's creative struggle, his
search for wisdom and truth,
is a love story.

Iris Murdoch

As Iris Murdoch calls man’s search for wisdom and truth a “love story”, in this
study it is claimed that the researcher, indeed, endeavors to tell a love story here, for she
has been aspiring to nothing but truth and wisdom in the philosophy of the word
“epiphany” which is a truth-seeking tool per se. To fulfill this quest, the researcher has
looked into many enquiries after this term. In most of these inquiries the concept has
been traced back to its origins and practices throughout the literary history and
frequently happens to be mentioned in literary and religious pieces as a plain
characteristic of many texts from the Romantic period on to the modern times and in

popular fiction of 60s and 70s, and ultimately comes to be specified as unique as
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“postmodern epiphany”. This is the trend which will be followed here as well; excluding

the postmodern approach, for it absolutely requires a more giant scale than this thesis.

One of the widely mentioned books which have looked at the concept from
philosophical and literal perspectives is Morris Beja’s Epiphany in Modern Novel: Art
as Revelation. Though the book is entitled to be concerned with the modern novel and
modern concept of the term epiphany, Beja traces the pre-history of the concept from
Saint Paul’s experience on the road to Damascus and Saint Augustine’s conversion all
the way to the Romantic poets noting Wordsworth’s magnitude and his “Spots of Time”
in The Prelude and Shelly’s “best and happiest moments... arising unforeseen and
departing unbidden” in his A Defence of Poetry and earlier novelists like Henry James,
Joseph Conrad, and (lest yet doubt) Marcel Proust. Furthermore, he figures such people
as Henry Bergson, William James, G.E. Moore and D.T. Suzuki very influential in this
regard. Also, he is the pioneer scholar to divide epiphany into two major types,
retrospective and the past recaptured, both of which absolutely opened the gates of
understanding to modern interpretations of the term. The main difference between the
two consists in the fact that the formers are the ones in which “an event arouses no
special impression when it occurs, but produces a sudden sensation of new awareness
when it is recalled at some future time”; the latter reminds us of Proust and his A la
Recherché du Temps Perdu. Morris Beja in defining epiphany states that: “I would call
it a sudden spiritual manifestation, whether from some object, scene, event, or
memorable phase of the mind. The manifestation being out of proportion to the
significance or strictly logical relevance of whatever produces (Beja 18). Beja’s
standpoint is that epiphany is very versatile and handy in letting artists as Joyce and his

fellow writers grow mature.
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Patterns of Epiphany from Wordsworth to Tolstoy, Patter and Barrette Browning
by Martin Bidney is another endorsed book which gives a good history of “puzzling but
private moments” and ‘“sudden gifts of vision” designating an event in which the
essential nature of something- a person, an object- is suddenly perceived leading to
aesthetic experience of the participant or the beholder of that event. Therefore as Bidney
says in his book, “literary epiphanies are felt as aesthetically privileged (Bidney 1). In
this study, Martin Bidney has a discussion about three main characteristics of epiphany
stating that “a literary epiphany, then, is a moment that is felt to be expansive,

mysterious and intense”. Epiphanies compose of elements, motions, and\or shapes.

(Bidney 3) [Emphasis is added] By looking at each author’s epiphanic moments ,
Bidney has two intentions: in one hand, he strives to determine how these moments are
made, and on the other hand, to tell what distinguishes such moments in one author’s
work from those in another’s. The reasons why this book is considered as an
indispensable part of the study are first because of the link it tries to find between
aesthetic experience and these moments of revelations and second, because the author
here proposes a method for a systematic study of epiphany and applies that method to a
series of literary epiphanies chronologically from Wordsworth to Patter. Hence, the

present study will largely benefit from this systematic scrutiny.

William James’s now classic book The Varieties of Religious Experience is still
referred to in many discussions of the term epiphany, though it seems that he was never
inclined to use the term straightforwardly. The book which is a series of lectures that
James gave on psychology of religion abounds in giving assorted and documented
examples of religious revelations. James intensely and deeply claims that “there are

moments of sentimental and mystical experience” which the reader must be expecting to
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be shown throughout the book. He goes further to discuss in his very first lecture the
question which is of great significance in discussions related to epiphany: “what the
peculiarities in a thing should be which give it a value for purposes of
revelation?”’(James 23) This is the issue with which other writers of epiphanic literature
also deal profoundly. Therefore the book seems to be an intense study of the theological
aspect of epiphany which will serve as a key concept in the present study as well. In
addition, James’ book is vastly regarded as a stepping stone in beginning a series of
studies from a psychological point of view on which we would also depend to acquire a

deep understanding of characters in two novels we are going to analyze.

Along with the book just mentioned on the theological or religious aspect of
epiphanic revelation, Nicholas Everitt in his monumental book? The Non-Existence of
God brings about a fine discussion of some of the central problems in the philosophy of
religion and whether it is feasible to prove the existence of a higher entity, i.e. God by
means of religious faculties or not. Considering that he takes an atheistic side on the
issue, wherever one looks for a newer approach he might have this book on mind. The
book maintains that: “there are good reasons for thinking that theism can be proved
false; and even if those reasons are found not to be compelling, overall there are further
good empirical grounds for the falsity of theism” (305, Everitt’s emphasis). Everitt’s
discussion typically offers a fair representation of other viewpoints, and his own case is
invariably worth hearing, even if one supposes that it is not entirely the truth of the
matter. When he turns, later in the book, to the question of religious experience

exclusively, in fact, he has something to contribute to our study on how some religious

2 . . . . .
| personally call it so since it was a very marvelous book | came across to in my studying.

5
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conversions are to be accommodating to an understanding of God or the presence of a

greater goal in the pursuit of creation. (151)

In fairness, James Joyce was the one who gave the credit and life-long modernist
literary meaning to the term epiphany. Joyce, very influentially mingles the aesthetics of
Thomas Aquinas with his perception of the moments of vision, namely, epiphany in his
Stephen Hero, an early draft of A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, and in this
regard he is to be noted primarily. Thus, a number of books have been enquired into in

order to shed light on his position in the discussion.

Apropos of aesthetics and its links to Joyce, there are two obliging essays in
Twentieth Century Interpretation of A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man edited by
William M. Schutte. The one written by Maurice Beebe, that is, “Joyce and Aquinas: the
Theory of Aesthetics” (1957) abounds in studying the aesthetic theory of art and the
formation of an artist in James Joyce according to Aquinas’s aesthetics in which the
defining properties of beauty are said to be Claritas, perceiving an object, Consonantia,
apprehending it, and the third which is elucidated in epiphanic moments only, Integritas.
They cause the beholder to see the thing in itself, as Stephen describes “its soul, its
whatness as the supreme quality of beauty”. The other essay, “Art and Life: the
Aesthetics of a Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man” is by S.L. Goldberg again
concerning James Joyce’s epiphanies and his aesthetic theory. However, in this essay the
effort is to show that Joyce’s epiphanies are and ought to be considered nevertheless as
secular epiphanies with no ideological or theological depth as some would claim.
Goldberg gives the idea that no actual evidence is found to divulge that Joyce gave any
of his aesthetic terms a theological meaning or that he intended at any stage to reveal

through art the ordered spiritual vision of Christianity. (66)

6
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In order to pay somewhat perfect homage to books on the subject of Joycean
epiphany, Morris Beja has edited a book on James Joyce, Dubliners and A Portrait of
the Artist as a Young Man, a Casebook, in which he gives a whole account on Joyce’s
drafts and how he formed his aesthetic theory which he calls “applied Aquinas” from the
time he started to collect such tiny sketches later called “epiphanies”. In this book, even
the only 12 sketches left are mentioned. The epiphanies mentioned are in fact stepping-
stones of later development of the term in Ulysses and Dubliners and Stephen Hero and
additionally, his notion of making of an artist is examined wholly as Stephen (Joyce)
grow up and leave their earlier life of innocence and naivety and go away to a self-
imposed exile to “not to serve” the old dogmatic sort of living in the center of paralysis,

that is, Dublin.

Indeed, a great deal of books about epiphany concern James Joyce. There is
hardly a book about Joyce with any mention of his epiphanies. Of these, two
comprehensible books, James Joyce, the Citizen and the Artist, by C.H. Peake and Joyce
Effects on Language, Theory, and History by Derek Attridge have been painstakingly
bringing the epiphany to more light in the modern sense of it and of course the primary
part is given to Joyce. Thus, in discussions of Joycean epiphany these two books will be

conferred thoroughly.

Because arriving at any understanding of revelatory experiences requires at least
a basic reaching after the notion of aesthetics on the whole and aesthetic experience in
particular, some books on the subject were consulted which proved really versatile.
Among them, there was a book entitled Aesthetic Experience, Beauty, Creativity, and
the Search for the Ideal, by George Hagman, in which we encounter the aesthetical and

psychological aspect of beauty and its impact on the beholder’s soul and how it is

7
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considered a way to seek the truth in art, truly praiseworthy for its praising of the
goddess of art in the altar of truth by means of the revelation it causes in us: “ the
responsiveness that we find in a great work of art involves a feeling of revelation that is
renewed with each viewing”(59). [Emphasis is added] The author, indeed, very amiably
invites us to a dialogue the “concretized imagination” of the artist has with our own
sensibility and shows us how the artist endeavors to create or restore a perfect state of
resonance with an ideal form in order to please the perceiver. This book is particularly
important in discussing Dora’s experience in National Gallery in The Bell, an aesthetic

experience that alters her vision of life.

In addition to the book on aesthetic experience it was inevitable not to read a
book on aesthetics, or as it is eminently branded, the philosophy of art. In this branch of
philosophy as in all others a plethora of books can be found almost all of which seem
substantial, however, from the series of Contemporary Debates, one on the aesthetics
was selected and assuredly enough it gave a broad viewpoint to the present study:
Contemporary Debates in Aesthetics and Philosophy of Art, edited by Mathew Kieran.
Perhaps not much is said on the issue of aesthetics here, yet the present study couldn’t
have gone anywhere without an understanding of it as a whole both in Murdoch’s theory

of art and morals and epiphany’s application on art world.

About the nature of experience and above all aesthetic experience John Dewey’s
book, Art as Experience perhaps is considered classic, still it had its undeniable merits to
open the researcher’s mind and heart to new dimensions of art world and also mere
experience of human being. In this illuminatingly wide book John Dewey regards art as
intensifying experience and admiration. He says: “ we do not have to travel to the ends

of the earth nor return many millennia in time to find people for whom everything that

8
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intensifies the sense of immediate living is an object of intense admiration.(6) In
addition, this book gives the reader good backing reasons how to distinguish aesthetic
understanding from the typical pleasurable experience: aesthetic understanding — as
distinct from sheer personal enjoyment- must start with the soil, air, and light out of
which things aesthetically admirable arise and these conditions are the conditions and
factors that make an ordinary experience complete” (12) so accordingly, every
experience cannot be considered aesthetic as later Murdoch will also add to this notion
in her theory of aesthetics. He also starts his discussion by claiming that for
understanding an experience which is going to be haled highly, one must be aware of the
meaning of the normal experience and that has something to do with “conditions of life”
for everybody, thus accentuating the subjective nature of experience. When order is
added to a form, experiencing it will be able to be remembered admirably: “order is
admirable”. Because that makes the “restoration of the union” for the artist which may
trigger tension, yet it is going to end in a unified and total experience of something
magnificent, that is, a work of art. An Artist needs that tension to create. What an artist
needs is not perfection; rather, he needs to “create out of imperfection, out of chaos”.
(17) This is what we see in Joyce’s Stephen when he tries to continue the life of an
exiled artist in a chaotic world of Dublin and world in general. He wants to create his art

in the world which does not seem hospitable to his genius.

Apart from literature review on epiphany, two of Iris Murdoch’s novels are being
subjected in this study; therefore, it seems critical to bring up some important books
commenting on her novels and also books which have been written to shed light on her

philosophical background in her novels.



