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The Sea, The Sea is a profound and multifaceted novel by Iris Murdoch, published in
1978. It is often celebrated as one of her most significant works, winning the Booker Prize
the same year. The novel explores themes of love, obsession, and the complexities of
human relationships against the backdrop of the sea, which serves as both a literal and
metaphorical element in the narrative. This article delves into the key aspects of the book,
including its characters, themes, and the philosophical underpinnings that underpin
Murdoch's narrative.

Overview of the Novel

The Sea, The Sea centers on the life of Charles Arrowby, a retired theater director who
seeks solace in a coastal house he has purchased. The novel is set in a small fishing village
on the English coast, where the sea becomes a symbol of both mystery and revelation. As
Charles attempts to reflect on his life and relationships, he encounters former lovers,
friends, and adversaries, leading to a series of introspective revelations.



Plot Summary

The story begins with Charles Arrowby’s retirement from the theater world, where he had
achieved considerable success. Seeking a simpler life, he moves to a coastal home, hoping
to find peace and clarity. However, his past soon encroaches upon his solitude. The
narrative unfolds through a series of diary entries filled with Charles's thoughts,
memories, and observations.

1. Initial Isolation: Charles initially enjoys his isolation and the beauty of the sea. He often
reflects on his past, particularly his relationships with women.

2. Reunion with Old Flames: The arrival of his former lover, Hartley, disrupts his
tranquility. Hartley is now married, and Charles’s obsession with her reignites old
passions and insecurities.

3. Confrontation with Reality: As Charles navigates his feelings for Hartley and his
interactions with other characters, he confronts the reality of his life choices and the
impact of his ego on those around him.

4. Climactic Revelations: The climax of the novel sees Charles grappling with his past
actions and their consequences, leading to a deep existential crisis.

5. Resolution: The narrative concludes ambiguously, leaving readers to ponder the
implications of Charles’s journey and the nature of love and self-knowledge.

Character Analysis

The characters in The Sea, The Sea are richly developed, each representing different
aspects of human nature and relationships.

Charles Arrowby

- Self-Centeredness: Charles embodies a complex mix of vanity, introspection, and
vulnerability. His self-absorption often blinds him to the needs and feelings of others,
making him a flawed yet relatable protagonist.
- Philosophical Undertones: His journey reflects Murdoch’s philosophical inquiries into the
nature of the self and the importance of love and empathy.

Hartley

- Symbol of Desire: Hartley represents the idealized love that Charles yearns for. Her
presence forces him to confront his desires and the reality of unattainable love.
- Contrast to Charles: Unlike Charles, Hartley embodies a more grounded perspective on
life, highlighting the differences between romantic idealism and the complexities of real



relationships.

Other Key Characters

- Fergus: A friend from Charles’s past who serves as a foil to Charles’s character,
providing insight into the dynamics of friendship and loyalty.
- Liz: A woman who becomes involved in Charles’s life, highlighting the theme of obsession
and the consequences of unrequited love.

Themes in The Sea, The Sea

The novel is rich in thematic content, exploring various philosophical and existential
questions that resonate throughout Murdoch's work.

Love and Obsession

- Complexity of Love: The novel examines the multifaceted nature of love, portraying it as
both beautiful and destructive. Charles’s obsession with Hartley illustrates how love can
lead to irrational behavior and emotional turmoil.

- Unrequited Love: Charles’s feelings for Hartley are complicated by her marriage,
showcasing the pain and disillusionment that often accompany unrequited affection.

Isolation and Community

- The Search for Solitude: Charles’s desire for isolation reflects a common human impulse
to escape societal pressures. However, his attempts to find peace are consistently
thwarted by the intrusion of others.

- Interpersonal Connections: The novel ultimately argues that human connections are
inescapable, emphasizing the importance of community and the impact of relationships on
personal growth.

Existential Reflection

- Self-Discovery: Throughout the novel, Charles engages in deep self-reflection,
questioning his life choices and the nature of his existence. This existential journey is
central to his character development.

- Philosophical Inquiry: Murdoch’s work often grapples with philosophical questions
regarding the nature of reality, morality, and selfhood. The Sea, The Sea is no exception,



encouraging readers to reflect on their own lives and relationships.

The Role of the Sea

The sea in Murdoch’s novel serves as a powerful symbol, representing both the beauty and
danger of life.

Symbol of Change

- Fluidity of Life: The ever-changing nature of the sea mirrors the fluidity of human
emotions and relationships. Charles’s attempts to control his life are often met with the
unpredictable forces of nature and fate.

- Transcendence: The sea also symbolizes a deeper understanding of existence, suggesting
that through contemplation and acceptance of life’s unpredictability, one can achieve a
sense of peace.

Metaphor for Inner Conflict

- Turbulence: The turbulent nature of the sea reflects Charles’s inner turmoil and
emotional struggles. His attempts to navigate his feelings are akin to navigating the
unpredictable waters of the ocean.

- Depth of Emotion: Just as the sea holds mysteries beneath its surface, so too do the
characters in the novel harbor complex emotions and hidden truths.

Conclusion

The Sea, The Sea is a masterful exploration of love, obsession, and the quest for self-
understanding. Through the character of Charles Arrowby and the rich tapestry of
relationships that surround him, Iris Murdoch invites readers to reflect on their own lives
and the complexities of human connection. The sea serves not only as a setting but also as
a profound metaphor for the journey of self-discovery, making this novel a timeless work
of literary art.

In a world where the intricacies of relationships and the pursuit of meaning often lead to
confusion and heartbreak, Murdoch’s narrative offers a poignant reminder of the
importance of empathy, introspection, and the acceptance of life’s inherent uncertainties.
The Sea, The Sea remains a significant contribution to the landscape of modern literature,
illustrating the enduring power of storytelling to illuminate the human experience.



Frequently Asked Questions

What are the central themes explored in 'The Sea, The
Sea' by Iris Murdoch?
The central themes include the nature of love, the complexity of human relationships, the
quest for self-identity, and the struggle between egoism and altruism.

How does the setting of the sea contribute to the
narrative of 'The Sea, The Sea'?
The sea serves as a metaphor for the characters' emotional states and the unpredictability
of life, reflecting both the beauty and turmoil of their inner experiences.

Who is the protagonist of 'The Sea, The Sea' and what is
their primary conflict?
The protagonist is Charles Arrowby, a retired theater director, whose primary conflict
revolves around his obsessive love for his former lover and his struggle with his own ego
and desires.

What role does memory play in 'The Sea, The Sea'?
Memory plays a crucial role as characters grapple with their pasts, often leading to
revelations about their present selves and influencing their decisions moving forward.

In what ways does 'The Sea, The Sea' reflect existential
themes?
The novel reflects existential themes through its exploration of freedom, choice, and the
search for meaning in a chaotic and indifferent world.

How does Iris Murdoch use symbolism in 'The Sea, The
Sea'?
Murdoch employs symbolism, particularly through the sea, to represent the depths of
human emotion and the complexities of the subconscious, as well as the idea of
transformation.

What critical reception did 'The Sea, The Sea' receive
upon its release?
Upon its release, 'The Sea, The Sea' received critical acclaim, winning the Booker Prize in
1978, and is praised for its philosophical depth and rich character development.
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at sea, in the sea, on the sea - WordReference Forums
Sep 23, 2015 · As I have understood, "At sea" is a conception of not being on the land when taking
about sea waters or oceans "At the sea" means by the sea waters when, for instance, we talk about
seals or penguins, or about a tent put up near the sea water. "On the sea" is about something
floating, bobbing on the sea water surface, like a boat or a buoy.

sea lo que sea / cualquiera que sea - WordReference Forums
Aug 29, 2013 · O sea que la segunda frase también se puede decir como: Abre la ventana que
quieras, sea la que sea, pero abre una. Es más, esta segunda opción yo diría que se usa más que el
"cualquiera que sea". Esto último se usa mucho a principio de frase, por ejemplo: Cualquiera que sea
tu edad, eres bienvenido. Un saludo.

O séase (o sea) - WordReference Forums
Jan 13, 2010 · Hola a todos Querría aclarar una pequeña cuestión, o sea (vaya ironia) el uso de una
variante, que he escuchado muchísimo, de la expresión "o sea" : o sease Primero me gustaría saber
si se escribe así y también si es una forma …

Preposition: at/by/on the sea - WordReference Forums
Jul 23, 2008 · "At the sea" just doesn't work in this context. If somebody used that phrase when
talking to me, I would be confused because "at" is too generic to be used there. "By the sea" works
for a city or other small entity. Using "by," to me, inherently means that the object of the preposition
(the sea) is the important, immobile, entity, and the main noun is the small, almost …

at sea / at the sea / at the seaside/ to sea / to the sea / to the ...
May 13, 2008 · a ship is at sea (on the high water) a person who is confused and not sure what to do
next also can be called "at sea" at the beach is the standard AE expression for visiting the seaside;
"at the shore" is a regional AE expression, limited to New Jersey

Ya sea... ya sea... | WordReference Forums
Apr 14, 2013 · Ya sea de día, ya sea de noche, nunca estudia y duerme como una marmota.
Realmente el resto de las que figuran en los libros me parecen muy formales y no se escuchan en el
habla corriente.

the rising sea 里的范畴论部分怎么看? - 知乎
Mar 16, 2024 · 尽管以下我列举的这些范畴论视角不都是必要的（比如以下东西很可能rising sea提及的比较多，而GTM52提及的比较少），不知道这些估计也没什么
大不了的，但对理解概念是有正向帮助的，题主今后学习到这些概念的时候可以留意一下。 比如：

sea cual fuere - WordReference Forums
Dec 31, 2008 · estoy muy confundida sobre este punto de gramatica: Todos los ciudadanos que lo
deseen tienen derecho a ser educados en lengua castellana, sea cual fuere su lengua materna fuere
es la forma subjuntivo en futuro, pero aqui, por que se usa "sea" ?

creo que lo mejor *sea* ¿subjuntivo? | WordReference Forums
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Aug 9, 2011 · Creo que lo mejor es/creo que lo mejor será. Aunque existe tendencia, cuando menos
en méxico, de usar el subjuntivo con verbos de opinión, solo que con un sentido de futuro.

There is a sea (in that picture). | WordReference Forums
Oct 29, 2018 · 'A sea' is allowable if it can be potentially identified: the Baltic Sea, the Sea of
Marmara. But we haven't got that with the sky. I think we have to say that there's the sky in the
picture, so there's the sea also, in the ordinary generic sense.

at sea, in the sea, on the sea - WordReference Forums
Sep 23, 2015 · As I have understood, "At sea" is a conception of not being on the land when taking
about sea waters or oceans "At the sea" means by the sea waters when, for instance, …

sea lo que sea / cualquiera que sea - WordReference Forums
Aug 29, 2013 · O sea que la segunda frase también se puede decir como: Abre la ventana que
quieras, sea la que sea, pero abre una. Es más, esta segunda opción yo diría que se usa más …

O séase (o sea) - WordReference Forums
Jan 13, 2010 · Hola a todos Querría aclarar una pequeña cuestión, o sea (vaya ironia) el uso de una
variante, que he escuchado muchísimo, de la expresión "o sea" : o sease Primero me …

Preposition: at/by/on the sea - WordReference Forums
Jul 23, 2008 · "At the sea" just doesn't work in this context. If somebody used that phrase when
talking to me, I would be confused because "at" is too generic to be used there. "By the sea" …

at sea / at the sea / at the seaside/ to sea / to the sea / to the ...
May 13, 2008 · a ship is at sea (on the high water) a person who is confused and not sure what to do
next also can be called "at sea" at the beach is the standard AE expression for visiting the …

Ya sea... ya sea... | WordReference Forums
Apr 14, 2013 · Ya sea de día, ya sea de noche, nunca estudia y duerme como una marmota.
Realmente el resto de las que figuran en los libros me parecen muy formales y no se …

the rising sea 里的范畴论部分怎么看? - 知乎
Mar 16, 2024 · 尽管以下我列举的这些范畴论视角不都是必要的（比如以下东西很可能rising sea提及的比较多，而GTM52提及的比较少），不知道这些估计也没什么
大不了的，但对理解概念是 …

sea cual fuere - WordReference Forums
Dec 31, 2008 · estoy muy confundida sobre este punto de gramatica: Todos los ciudadanos que lo
deseen tienen derecho a ser educados en lengua castellana, sea cual fuere su lengua …

creo que lo mejor *sea* ¿subjuntivo? | WordReference Forums
Aug 9, 2011 · Creo que lo mejor es/creo que lo mejor será. Aunque existe tendencia, cuando menos
en méxico, de usar el subjuntivo con verbos de opinión, solo que con un sentido de …

There is a sea (in that picture). | WordReference Forums
Oct 29, 2018 · 'A sea' is allowable if it can be potentially identified: the Baltic Sea, the Sea of
Marmara. But we haven't got that with the sky. I think we have to say that there's the sky in the …
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