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    Dame Muriel Sarah Spark (née Camberg) led a highly international and adventurous life. She was born to Jewish parents as the second of two children. Having spent her childhood and youth in Edinburgh and Watford, she moved to Southern Rhodesia at the age of 19 to marry Sydney Oswald Spark in 1937. After the birth of their first and only child in 1938, the marriage had already broken down as Sydney was unstable and abusive. Muriel left her son at a boarding school in South Africa and returned to London in 1944. She had various affairs before converting to Catholicism in 1954. When The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie brought her international fame, she spent half her time in New York between 1962 and 65. In 1965, Spark moved to Rome, where she met the Italian sculptor Penelope Jardine. They became close friends and shared a household until Spark’s death from cancer in 2006 in Florence. Her son Robin was left out of her will, as they had a troubled relationship during her lifetime. Spark wrote 22 novels, as well as various short stories, essays and biographies. She was well-known and received numerous honours during her lifetime, including a damehood in 1993, eight honorary doctorates and various literature prizes. Her writing is characterised by an experimental style and a theological mindset, and particularly in her writing from 1965 onwards, defined by her many travels.
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    Muriel Spark wrote this novel when she was living in London, and it was to bring her worldwide fame. It is “her sixth and most famous novel” (Stannard, 2011:2). Christina Kay, Muriel’s junior school teacher, served as a model for the charismatic Miss Brodie (ibid.). The novel is set in Edinburgh, the capital of Scotland, in the 1930s. In the context of this novel, it is important to note how Stannard defines her writing style: “Always experimental, Spark might be considered the first British post-modernist. At the same time she was a theological (rather than a religious or proselytizing) writer.” (ibid.:4)

  


  
    SUMMARY


    The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie is set in Edinburgh and revolves around a teacher at the Marcia Blaine School for Girls, Miss Brodie, a woman in her prime, and her group of protégés: Sandy Stranger, Jenny Gray, Mary Macgregor, Eunice Gardiner, Rose Stanley, and Monica Douglas.


    Even though the narrative begins when the girls are 16, it follows them from the age of ten into adulthood. Miss Brodie teaches them during their time at junior school, after which they go on to senior school. Miss Brodie’s influence on them does not cease, however, and the girls are referred to as the Brodie set: their education has been so different from that of the other girls at the school that they are immediately recognisable.


    JUNIOR SCHOOL


    Miss Brodie’s approach to teaching is unique: she believes in bringing out the knowledge in the girls, rather than filling them with knowledge on, in her opinion, useless subjects. She tells them the story of her life and love affairs, and introduces them to her personal views: she is a strong supporter of fascism, but also gives the girls a sound education in classical art, and in music. Miss Mackay, the headmistress, disapproves of Miss Brodie’s methods but cannot prove anything against her. To this end, she frequently questions the Brodie set but only succeeds after these have left school already.


    Miss Brodie takes her set on frequent outings, even after their time in junior school: they go to the theatre, for walks through Edinburgh, and on one occasion even see the ballet dancer Anna Pavlova.


    THE BRODIE SET


    The reader gets most insight into Sandy’s thoughts: she is very imaginative and, rather than seeing or listening to what is going on around her, she daydreams about conversations with characters from novels or people who have impressed her, such as a young policewoman. Sandy goes to a convent, becomes Sister Helena and writes a book on psychology, ‘The Transfiguration of the Commonplace’. Jenny is Sandy’s best friend during their early school years, and she becomes an actress after school. As children, Jenny and Sandy spend a lot of their free time thinking about Miss Brodie and making up stories about her and her various love affairs. Monica is a mathematician prone to angry outbursts, and later marries a scientist. Eunice is very keen on sports, and always does somersaults and the splits at Miss Brodie’s Saturday gatherings. She later becomes a nurse and marries a doctor. She also visits Miss Brodie’s grave as an adult. Finally, Rose is ‘famous for sex’ without having done anything to achieve this fame, and shortly after school marries a successful businessman. Mary is Miss Brodie’s scapegoat and later dies in a hotel fire at the age of24, which leads to feelings of guilt on the part of the rest of the Brodie set and Miss Brodie herself.


    MISS BRODIE’S LOVE AFFAIRS


    When the girls are 12, Monica observes Miss Brodie and the art teacher, Teddy Lloyd, kissing in the art classroom. However, he is married and Miss Brodie breaks off the affair with him. She enters into another affair with Gordon Lowther, the music teacher, but it is made clear that he is only a consolation, and that Lloyd is her ‘true love’. It is the year that the girls are most obsessed with sex, and they make up various theories on Miss Brodie’s affairs. Later, when the girls are 15 and 16, Rose poses for Mr Lloyd’s pictures, and the girls visit him every weekend in pairs, while they also spend each Sunday with Miss Brodie in Mr Lowther’s house in Cramond (Edinburgh). When Mr Lowther marries the science teacher Miss Lockhart, Miss Brodie becomes obsessed with her plan to make Rose Mr Lloyd’s lover. Miss Brodie confides in Sandy, and Sandy is the one who betrays Miss Brodie in the end to Miss Mackay. However, it is not Rose who starts the love affair with Mr Lloyd, but Sandy. Mr Lowther once kissed her against her will when she was 15, but at the age of 17 she becomes deeply interested in his infatuation with Miss Brodie and embarks on an affair with him. Miss Brodie seems to be disappointed with the outcome of her plans but resigned to the result. Sandy decides to put a stop to Miss Brodie and hints to Miss Mackay that Miss Brodie teaches the children in her care to support fascism. Miss Brodie is forced to resign and told that it was one of her set who betrayed her, but she only suspects Sandy a few weeks before her own death.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    JEAN BRODIE


    Miss Jean Brodie describes herself as a woman in her prime (p.10). She feels very strongly about teaching: she feels it is her vocation to dedicate her influence in the best time of her life to the education of young girls, telling her students “You must all grow up to be dedicated women as I have dedicated myself to you.” (p.63). She has strong opinions on various subjects and knows her own mind. She says: “‘[…] Give me a girl at an impressionable age and she is mine for life. […]’” (p.9). Her views on education distinguish her from the rest of the staff:


    “The word education comes from the root e from ex, out, and duco, I lead. It means a leading out. To me education is a leading out of what is already there in the pupil’s soul. To Miss Mackay it is putting in of something that is not there, and that is not what I call education, I call it intrusion […]” (p.36).


    She is a very independent woman with a dark Roman profile (p.9), and does not mind what other people say about her. The girls say of her powerful appearance: “[…] she was the square on the hypotenuse of a right-angled triangle, while they [the Kerr sisters] were only the squares on the other two sides” (p.87).


    She is very manipulative and convincing in her guiding of the girls, for example when she tries to set up an affair between Rose and Mr Lloyd:


    “[…] Miss Brodie was […] spending as much time as possible with Rose and Sandy discussing art, […] and the necessity for Rose to realize the power she had within her, it was a gift and she an exception to all the rules, she was the exception that proved the rule. Miss Brodie was too cautious to be more precise and Rose only half-guessed at Miss Brodie’s meaning, […]” (p.110)


    She is equally manipulative and commanding in her relationship with Mr Lowther, where she tries to fatten him up (p.92), as well as taking care of his household.


    Miss Brodie is an agnostic and despises the Catholic church. She is a strong supporter of fascism (p.31). However, she is charismatic and impresses the young girls in her care: “And Miss Brodie was always a figure of glamourous activity even in the eyes of the non-Brodie girls” (p.112). Even after the Brodie set has left school, they agree that “[…] she was really an exciting woman as a woman. Her eyes flashed, her nose arched proudly, her hair was still brown, and coiled matriarchally at the nape of her neck” (p.116). Interestingly, Miss Brodie is described as “an Edinburgh spinster of the deepest dye” (p.26), making this characterisation exemplary of all Edinburgh spinsters of the time.


    In the end, Miss Brodie changes. She is forced to retire in 1939 (p.125) and after that is preoccupied with the question of who betrayed her. Jenny rules that “Miss Brodie is past her prime” (p.127). Miss Brodie dies just after the war (p.27).


    TEDDY LLOYD


    Teddy Lloyd is the art teacher at the Marcia Blaine School for Girls for the senior school. He is a one-armed war veteran and a Catholic. He is married to Deirdre, with whom he has a large family: “The Lloyds were Catholics and so were made to have a lot of children by force.” (p.102). He lives in North Edinburgh, where he also has an art studio (p.91).


    He is unfaithful to his wife, first having an affair with Miss Brodie and later with the 17-year old Sandy. A sense of danger surrounds him, and there are hints of a paedophilic and abusive nature as he forcefully kisses Sandy against her will when she is 15. However, he is infatuated with Miss Brodie, and every single portrait he draws resembles her (p.120).


    SANDY STRANGER


    Sandy is frequently characterised by her very small eyes, with which she unnerves other people (p.107). Even though the reader gets a great deal of insight into her thoughts, she remains an opaque character.


    In her early school years, she is close friends with Jenny, and they combine their imaginations in dreaming up stories on Miss Brodie and writing them into a notebook. Sandy herself has a great deal of imagination and spends the majority of her time daydreaming. As she gets older, Sandy becomes increasingly cynical and detached from the Brodie set. She begins to see through Miss Brodie:


    “In this oblique way, she began to sense what went to the makings of Miss Brodie who had
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