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Abstract

Muriel Spark is a contemporary novelist who concerns both style and meanings. In
her novels she usually uses distinctive narrative skills to involve narrators, characters
and readers in the plot arrangement in an attempt to convey certain ethical meanings
to the readers.

In The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie, Spark, on the one hand employs an omniscient
narrator who gives out intrusive comments on the story-telling and characters and
who frequently uses the flash-forward and flash-backward techniques to affirm his
all-knowing superiority. Consequently, under this manipulative narrator, the
characters fates are predestined and their free will is denied; aso the readers
autonomy in reading and interpretation is reduced. While on the other hand, Spark
sets Sandy Stranger as a fighter against the god-like narrator. Sandy, the perceiving
consciousness of the story, forms a limited humanistic perspective to free the
characters from their pre-determined fates and gives the readers more space for
creativity and interpretation. Apart from the textual level, Spark aso arranges the
possessive Miss Brodie as the agent of the manipulative narrator and Sandy as a
fighter against and a betrayer of her.

Through the narrative arrangement, Spark presents her concern on the individuals
ethical dilemmain facing a higher order of authority and the exertion of their free will.
The faith in the narrative or religious authority can lead to the sacrifice of the
individuality; the faith in the religion may close off some possibiiity of the self just as
the faith in the narrative power can lose one's autonomy in interpretation. One's
narration can reduce others into powerless characters and in turn people can develop
their own narration to exercise their own free will. The relations between faith, free
will and narration are very complicated and Spark skillfully sets the two narrative
fashions to disclose the narrative power and religious power in influencing the

individuals. From this, she tries to tell us that the meaning of life in the contemporary



disordered and fragmented world lies in the very process and action of struggling with

the authority and other forces.

Key Words. Omniscient narrator; Limited perspective; Faith; Free will
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Introduction

I ntroduction

Born into a family with a Scottish Jewish father and an English mother, Muriel Spark
(1918-2006) had a rather different religious background. Her later conversion to
Roman Catholicism made her a Catholic writer while her Jewish-Calvinist
background kept influencing her throughout her life and work. Spark received her
early education in Edinburgh by entering James Gillespie’'s School for Girls which
was later fictionalized as Marcia Blaine School in her most famous work The Prime of
Miss Jean Brodie (1961). She went to Africawith her husband in 1937 and returned to
England working in the political Intelligence Department of the Foreign Office as a
“black propagandist” by distorting news to lower German morale during the WWII.
The Africa and war time experience gave Spark lively and precious experience and
marked her early attempt in creating fiction out of real life materials.

A prolific and popular writer, Spark had embarked on a variety of literary
creation fields, including criticism, poetry, short novels, novels and dramas. She first
entered the literary circle as a poet, publishing The Fanfarlo and Other Versein 1952.
She worked as an editor of the Poetry Review after the War; and during this period she
wrote influential studies on Mary Shelley, John Masefield and Emily Bronte. Spark
entered the field of fiction rather late. Her first effort at fiction, “The Seraph and the
Zambesi” won The Observer’s Christmas short-story competition in 1951. And this
success led to an invitation from Macmillan to write a novel and hence from then on
Spark’s novelist career was established. Her first novel, The Comforters (1957), with
its witty language and complex plot, won much critical praise and it gave Spark
encouragement to try on more novels. As a fiction writer, Spark’s extreme
compression of language, her perpetual concern of the mechanic of writing process
and a mysterious spiritual presence behind her realistic description have made her a
very distinctive contemporary novelist.

In 1954 Muriel Spark converted to Roman Catholicism and this was an event of



Introduction

crucial significance in her life and her literary career. Spark in an interview
acknowledged a close connection between her entering into the fiction writing and her
conversion to Catholicism. The religious system and doctrine gave her an ordering
structure to fix the chaotic and fragmented life experience; the belief in Catholicismis
“a norm from which one can depart” and “something to measure from” (Spark, “My
Conversion” 26). With the belief in an ordering authority, Spark created another
authority in her fiction in an attempt to seek a narrative order and a stable structure
out of the contemporary waste land. In Spark’s early novels, Recent Roman Catholic
converts were her frequent protagonists. The Comforters, as an example, depicts the
heroine Caroline’'s mental uneasiness after her conversion to Catholicism. After
conversion Caroline frequently hears the voice of a typing machine which is writing
her as a character into afiction; and it is her final controlling of the plot writing as a
writer herself that enables her to become peaceful with her religion.

Along with the compression of language and a detached attitude towards her
characters, Spark has a rather distinctive quality in her novels. With her religious
belief in the absolute Providence, she aways places a controlling authority or a
mysterious external force in the novels. Under such a controlling force, the exertion of
the individual characters free will hence becomes a recurring theme. Caroline in the
first novel tries to chalenge the typing machine which is the symbol of her Catholic
shaping authority; the group of old-aged people in Memento Mori (1959), constantly
receive the anonymous call that tells them the same sentence: “Remember you must
die’ (Spark, Memento Mori 2); the countering with the imminent death thus becomes
the chief experience of the old people; also in The Driver’'s Seat (1970) in which
Spark shows a shift to sharper satirical ridicule and harshness, Spark shapes a peculiar
heroine who attempts to become the authority of her own fate and plans her own
death on a journey. In those narrations, Spark tries to fictionalize her own religious
experience in getting along with her Catholic authority by placing the relationship
between the individuals and the outside force as a chief studying theme. Thisis in
accordance with her artist view that she regards her fiction as “a pack of lies” from
which “a kind of truth emerges’ (Kermode 30); and it is this kind of fictional truth
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that enables her to keep firmly her belief in the absolute truth.

The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie is Muriel Spark’s sixth novel and it still remains
her most well-known work. This short book first saw publication in the The New
Yorker magazine and then was published as a book by Macmillan in 1961. With its
great popular success, Spark gained wedth and fame. It made her a celebrated
novelist with a wide audience from the scholars and common people alike. In
reaching a wider audience, the novel has many theatrical adaptations. It was made
into a stage play in 1968 and a film starring Maggie Smith in the next year. In 1978 a
UK TV seria was aired starring Geraldine McEwan. The title character Jean Brodie
and her “set” of girls thus became widely known and many people responded as “I
had a Jean Brodie in my life” (Richmond 16).

The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie is a highly autobiographical novel. It was
finished only within eight weeks from the source of Spark’s memory of the early
school days. The setting of the novel, the girls' school of Marcia Blaine was modeled
on James Gillespie's School where Spark was educated. And the main character Miss
Jean Brodie was based on Spark’s teacher Miss Christina Kay. In her recollection of
childhood, Spark acknowledged Miss Kay as the source of her infamous character
Brodie and the similarities between the two are unmistakable. Like Miss Brodie, Miss
Kay was one of the members of those post-war bereaved spinsters; and she also had a
particular aesthetic and political taste by adorning her classroom walls with
Renai ssance paintings and newspaper cuttings about Mussolini’s troops. Also similar
to the six girlsin the Brodie set, the young Spark was fascinated by her teacher and
started to write about her teacher at the age of ten.

The story is centered on the independent and liberal-minded teacher Jean Brodie
and her six students who are selected by her into the “Brodie set”. Miss Brodie
repeatedly claims that she is in her prime and her maxim is “Give me a girl at an
impressionable age, and she is mine for life” (Spark, The Prime 9). She tries to exert
influence on her girls by imparting to them her own romantic aesthetic views. Her
teaching method is highly personal and she aways recounts her own experience
including her love story in the classroom. Under such an attractive and

3
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unconventional teacher, those impressionable girls are fascinated by her unorthodox
teaching method and adopt her taste for Giotto, Pavliova, Sybil Thorndike and the
belief that art comes before science and beauty and truth before safety. As a result,
their imagination isinspired by the teacher’s romantic views and stories.

In the novel, not only the students are attracted by their charming teacher, but the
school’s art master Teddy Lloyd and the music teacher Gordon Lowther are also
smitten by her. For Miss Brodie, the former one is the more dashing, for he lost an
arm in World War |, the same experience with Brodie's fiancé Huge. But Brodie
renounces his love as Lloyd is a married Roman Catholic. With the latter one, she has
an affair but refuses to marry him, fearing that she would be deterred from her
dedication to her girls. Although Brodie renounces the love of the art master, she is
still bearing a perpetual obsession with him and keeps modifying her story about her
fiancé Hugh by fusing Teddy Lloyd’s characteristics into it and later she even plans a
surrogate affair by using one of the girls Rose who is then the master’s painting model.
However, it turns out that it is Sandy, the student who is most like Brodie and who is
influenced most by her that develops an affair with the art master.

Most of the story’s scenes are devel oped around the betrayal issue between Miss
Brodie and Sandy Stranger. When Sandy senses Brodie's destructive personality in
manipulating others' lives after learning her plan about placing Rose as a surrogate
lover and her causing the young girl Joyce Emily’s to death on a train on route by
advocating her to fight for Franco in Spain, she realizes that a stop should be put to
Miss Brodi€e's fascistic control. She tells the head mistress Miss Mackay that Jean
Brodie is responsible for Joyce Emily’s death and is teaching fascism in classroom.
Consequently, Miss Brodie is dismissed from the school and spends her last years
miserably figuring out who has betrayed her. While Sandy, after the affair with the art
master, finds herself losing interest with the man but attracted by his mind. She takes
over hisreligion and enters an order of enclosed nuns. However, as a nun, Sandy still
cannot find peace with her mind. She does not shake off completely Miss Brodie's
influence and still admits that Miss Brodie is the single greatest influence in her life.

With its witty compact language, distinctive narrative skills and perplexed

4
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