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Introduction

In 1944, when this first volume of her letters begins, Muriel Spark was a writer unknown to any but a few close friends, and even ten years later she was still known only to a small circle of readers, mostly as a poet. Yet by the time the volume ends, in December 1963, she had become the internationally renowned bestselling author of seven successful, critically acclaimed novels. On 1 January 1962, Good Housekeeping published a flattering article on her, with portraits by the society photographer Mark Gerson, whose title was only a slight exaggeration: ‘Fame in Four Years’.1 What would go on to become her most celebrated and commercially successful novel, The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie (published 1961), raised her reputation dramatically in the United Kingdom, and even more so in the United States when it was published in a single issue of the New Yorker. Neither Spark herself nor her publishers realised just how rich and long a life this novel would enjoy, with its many adaptations, for screen, television, and stage, but the ground was firmly laid for literary celebrity. Critics and novelists of the highest calibre were drawn to her work and were vocal in praise of its unpredictability and inventiveness; and this enthusiasm has scarcely ebbed since, leaving her to this day as one of the most appreciated writers of the second half of the twentieth century. Even at the height of her fame as a novelist, she did continue to consider herself a poet: on her tombstone in the graveyard where she is buried in Tuscany is inscribed the word ‘POETA’. But it is in the novels that she wrote during the years presented here that her reputation was established, through a combination of inspiration, desperation, and sheer hard work.

Although later in her career she would claim that novels came to her unbidden and required almost no editing, Spark’s letters reveal that while she was drafting her first venture in the novel genre and trying out possible titles, settling finally on The Comforters (1957), she experienced hesitation, loss of confidence, depression, and writer’s block. She followed this distinctly autobiographical debut, in which she recast her recent experience of psychological collapse, with a fantastical desert-island tale, Robinson (1958); hard on its heels came her novel about old age, Memento Mori (1959); then a tale of diabolic possession and manipulation, The Ballad of Peckham Rye, and a novel rooted in her life in London bedsits during the post-war years, The Bachelors (both 1960); the creation of her most famous character followed, the eponymous Jean Brodie, based loosely on one of her childhood schoolteachers; then her reworking of her time in London during the closing years of World War II, The Girls of Slender Means (1963). Each novel is quite distinct: recognisably part of the Spark oeuvre yet unlike its predecessor and, for her growing public at the time of publication, always surprising. Spark became a novelist relatively late in life, publishing The Comforters when she was already thirty-nine years old. But before this, throughout the second half of the 1940s and into the mid-1950s, she was working furiously – not only from her passion for the written word but also in the hope of making money with which to support herself and her family. She wrote short stories, biographies, introductions, reviews, summaries of business articles, pieces for commercial magazines, and she prepared several editions of the work of writers she admired. She was a pen – and, more occasionally, a typewriter – for hire, and her output was formidable.

Though in The Comforters Spark comments on novel-writing and the impulse to invent stories – in a ‘meta’ manner that comes later to be known as ‘postmodern’ – in her letters she is usually too keen to communicate her message to be reflexive about what letter-writing means to her. But her view of the role and importance of letters is offered in the introduction she wrote to Letters of John Henry Newman, a volume she edited in 1957 with her former lover and chief correspondent of the 1950s, Derek Stanford. There, she states: ‘That Newman’s life should be represented by his letters is in accordance with his own mind.’2 She continues: ‘On the subject of biography, he informed a correspondent in 1866, “My own notion of writing a life is the notion of Hurrell Froude – viz. to do it by letters, and to bring in as little letterpress of one’s own as possible . . . It is far more real, and therefore interesting, than any other way.” ’ Newman was hugely important to Spark: his work a major stimulus for her conversion to Catholicism, which in turn opened the way, she often claimed, to her becoming a novelist. She makes it clear that Newman’s letters are the key to understanding his life and thought: ‘And a few years earlier he had pointed out in a letter to his sister, “Contemporary letters are facts, and as such they reveal the true life of a man.” ’ She concludes: ‘So far as the style is the man, his letters stand for one special aspect of Newman, that of his personal relationships. This, in a man who approached everything with a personal involvement, is an important aspect.’

Even when dealing with the business side of her career, Spark’s letters convey just this sense of ‘personal involvement’ – at times to an almost perilous pitch, as the fluctuations of affection and repulsion to which she was susceptible are translated onto the page. For one who sought the solitude and peace that her poetry and fiction demanded, but who also craved company and was anything but a hermit, letters were an ideal medium. They allowed her to feel connected while leaving space and time for what she considered from early in her life to be her poetic vocation. She was certainly aware that they could reveal aspects of her life and character of which, later, she might not be proud. Yet her conviction was clear: that all her papers, including her letters, should be made available, when appropriate, to scholars of her work as well as to the larger public. In 1970, an American academic asked for her view on Max Brod’s failure to carry out Franz Kafka’s instructions to burn his unpublished work, and her response indicates her view on her literary legacy: ‘The answer to your question is that I would not want any of my papers found after my death to be burnt however badly they reflected on my professional or personal reputation.’3 In the event, because her relations with her several biographers turned tumultuous, she never in fact permitted extensive quotation of her letters, but her intention was clearly established by the care with which she built her personal archive. To the enquirer about Kafka’s instructions, she continued: ‘I would always have faith that papers relating to any strange-seeming story emerging from the papers littered around me at my death would turn up sooner or later.’ After Derek Stanford sold the letters she had sent him, in the early 1960s, and wrote the first biography of her, Spark’s tendency to collect her papers (which included carbon copies of the letters she sent as well as copies of her faxes) turned into a compulsion to hoard. Her archive, now in the National Library of Scotland, came to include almost every document that passed through her hands; the quantity of box-files and folders is astonishing.

The life on which Spark reports in her letters during the years covered by the present volume was not simple, nor was it without conflict and hardship. Having emigrated to Southern Rhodesia in 1937 to marry a man she barely knew, Sydney Oswald Spark, and having given birth to their son one year later, she returned to England from South Africa in 1944 on a troop ship, running the gauntlet of German U-boats. She left behind her son Samuel (later known as Robin), having divorced her husband, whom she judged dangerous and who would spend much of the remainder of his life in psychiatric institutions. When Sydney Spark arrived in England with Robin immediately after the war, she had to militate for custody of the child, her ex-husband being patently unable to look after him yet determined to hold on to him and the child allowance that went with him. Spark opened the door to later discord when she deposited Robin with her parents in Edinburgh while she attempted to make a living in London. In the following years, she passed from a lover who was married and jealous (the poet and editor Howard Sergeant) to a hypochondriac unmarried one (the essayist and biographer Derek Stanford), both of whom she came to feel were inhibiting her talent rather than allowing it to flourish. When she tried to modernise the Poetry Society, of which she became Secretary in 1947, she was rudely ousted from her job there. In the early 1950s, she was so poor she could barely afford to eat, and took to consuming Dexedrine as an appetite-suppressant – an amphetamine that contributed to a mental breakdown in 1953, accompanied by paranoid delusions. Later, in 1962, she lost the one family member, her father, with whom she enjoyed harmonious loving relations. She was condescended to by men in positions of power throughout the period, she was preyed upon, and once she was almost raped. She was obliged to move house repeatedly – move bedsits, more precisely – and feared the taxman at the door.

These were the often distressing experiences which she funnelled into her writing, including the writing of and in her letters. Addressing the poet laureate John Masefield, on whom she intended to write a book, Spark faced the challenge head-on: ‘We have to address a disintegrated world’, she wrote to him.4 The depth of experience and feeling that went into that judgement is attested to in most of Spark’s letters from the 1950s. She continued: ‘The world we draw our inspiration from is disintegrated. When we write a poem we are trying, in a manner, to write several poems at once and to speak on different levels and to make divided things whole.’ If her attempts to achieve harmony in her private and family life met with no great success, the same cannot be said of her attempts, through her fiction, ‘to speak on different levels’ and thereby ‘to make divided things whole’. At the end of her first visit to Masefield’s home, on a freezing December day in 1950, the elderly poet told her something that would console her in her hardships and become virtually a mantra: ‘ “All experience is good for an artist.” ’5 Letters – which exist between the life, with its travails, and the work, with its triumphs – performed their own special magic, allowing experience to be converted into words, while connecting their author to those responsive readers to whom she could express her joys, her frustrations, and her ambitions.

The shift from poet to prose-writer and novelist was rehearsed in detail in the letters as Spark discovered, and then exercised, her aptitude for narrative. The discovery was given a boost when her story ‘The Seraph and the Zambesi’ won the Observer short story competition in 1951. But she had already invested time and critical energy in exploring the possibilities of narrative – in verse. In the year she won the prize, she stated, in explication of her long poem ‘The Fanfarlo’, that ‘it is consciously intended, on one level as a plain narrative, using the border ballad style as the most natural one for me, and as a convenient one for narrative’.6 To Masefield, when proposing her book on him, she wrote: ‘I should, of course, devote considerable attention to you as a narrative poet, tracing the course of the English narrative poem to the present time, and showing its complex development in your work.’7 Even if early intuitions should not be turned into announcements of later tendencies, it is hard not to hear (especially if one elides the word ‘poetry’) a harbinger of the programme Spark would establish in her novels: ‘On the question of your narrative poetry, I feel that your innovations here, represent your primary contribution to English literature; and that their strength lies partly in the Chaucerian objectivity of your statement.’ Spark’s ‘objectivity’ implies a narrator’s willingness to present the evidence without issuing judgement, to maintain distance from characters and their vicissitudes, to allow the workings to become evidence of a force free of human agency. Spark’s hallmark ‘objectivity’ as a novelist may have its roots in a rather different tradition from the Chaucerian – for her, the Old Testament and the Scottish Border Ballads were primordial. But the characteristic novelistic voice is already audible as she continues: ‘Many narrative poems in our language have failed, I think, because of a subjective attitude on the part of the poet – a moralising attitude, with the effect of sentimentality, which is absent in your works.’ It is in a heightened sense of observation that the shift from poet to novelist may be most obvious: eye and ear becoming attuned to rhythms and rhymes other than the poetic, to patterns of behaviour, plot, speech, setting. On an overnight train from London to Edinburgh, Spark studies ‘my Gothic travelling companion’ and issues a lively and humorous account of her.8 To an editor at the Observer, while planning to visit and report on the Edinburgh International Festival, she writes: ‘Some of these aspects of Festival-time, I would like to present in the form of reported conversations. I very much enjoy telling a story by using exaggerated dialogue.’9 From her retreat in the grounds of the nunnery at Allington Castle, Kent, following her mental breakdown, she dispatched letter after letter in which the inhabitants of the monastery come alive as characters – personages sketched with their quirks and tics who would not be out of place in her early novels (and who indeed served as models for certain of them). The success and self-confidence of Spark the novelist never quite submerged the poet’s longings; instead, the shift came to be viewed as less of a conversion and more of a fall: ‘I was a poet once’, she puts it to fellow-poet Ned O’Gorman, ‘but am cast out from Paradise to labour at novels. That is why I am not really a novelist either, but a creature half here half there, composing figments.’10

Letters were sent not only to tell stories but also to accompany stories, poems, later novels – and to elicit reactions. To Alan Maclean, the generous editor who in 1955 sensed her promise and took her on at the publishing house Macmillan, she openly expressed her doubts about The Comforters. She had turned the delusions from which she suffered during her breakdown into voices that her protagonist hears, but she remained unconvinced: ‘About the novel: I am not sure that the incidence of “voices” hasn’t been overdone in the first part of the book. The voices are essential to the story, but only as a contributory factor.’11 So she sought advice: ‘If you as a reader get the impression that the voices are going to constitute the main theme, this may indicate some over-balance which it will be easier to adjust when I have drafted the remaining chapters. I am glad to have your reaction, and happy to know that on the whole you like what I have written.’ On the day she wrote to Maclean she also wrote to Stanford, with the first sentence of what was to become one of her most significant stories, ‘The Portobello Road’: ‘I haven’t thought of the theme of my story, but already I have the feeling of it.’12 She delivered the first sentence, and then: ‘Write to me quickly & say what you think of this opening.’ A more confident attitude was developing, certainly, but it required nourishment; it was presumably with a touch of irony that she cited her story’s chief source of inspiration – ‘For the actual writing none but the Holy Ghost can help me.’13

To someone she never met but with whom, through letters, she found an affinity, she explained what would be an abiding relation to her fictional characters: ‘To me, a character one really hates is likely to be the most interesting creatively, and one comes to hate such a character with a kind of savage love.’14 She trusted her correspondent, the dramatist John Van Druten, to comprehend her idiosyncratic notion of character-development: ‘I believe it is a danger – and bad art – when an author hates, and thinks himself justified, righteous.’ That word ‘justified’ was to prove crucial for her fiction, where her protagonists often act as if they were predestined to be among God’s elect, justified in the Calvinist sense (which Sandy Stranger identifies in her schoolteacher Jean Brodie). ‘Perhaps the answer is, to make one’s fierce prejudices an obvious idiosyncrasy on the narrator’s part? I speak, of course, as one trying to master the practical problems of fiction – and perhaps within the limits of satire.’ She concludes her thought in a characteristic manner, by appeal to a higher realm: ‘As you say, the greatest art sees human nature dispassionately.’ And to Van Druten, later in 1957, she canvases her ‘idea going round my mind for a new novel called MEMENTO MORI’, explaining: ‘I wish to experiment with the time-factor, or rather partly to ignore it, so that a character who may have died at one stage in the story is represented, say two weeks later, as carrying on his normal life; and yet, the character would not be a ghost.’15 The lynchpin not only of this novel but of Spark’s enduring fascination with tenses and their related temporalities, her developing fondness for leaps-forward in time, was being worked out here: ‘My main problem is, whether I should make clear to the reader what I am doing, or simply let the irrationality be an accepted thing. I think the irrational is acceptable if it is consistent.’ The elliptical style for which she would become famous was being tested too – ‘I hate to ram home my ideas with explanations.’

As she grew in confidence, Spark’s reliance for inspiration (ironic or not) on the Holy Ghost diminished, and her reliance on Derek Stanford, her chief correspondent, for anything at all gradually vanished. When at the end of 1962 she submitted The Girls of Slender Means to Robert Yeatman, her new editor at Macmillan, the letter accompanying it was confidently self-ironising: ‘The novel reads like something written by an octopus in a space-ship with a pen in every hand, being serenaded by Siamese twins.’16 And when Yeatman had the temerity to question her grammar, she scolded him: ‘It is grammatically O.K. It’s exactly what I intend, and the style is my own.’17 She rolled out her credentials: ‘I won hands down with the English department at school and have some bound prizes to show for it, Scott’s novels and so on. Naturally I’m not going to climb down at my age.’

Considering the bonne vivante and grande dame of literature that she would become, and in view of the scathing critiques of religious practice contained in her novels, it may be hard to recollect that during the period covered here Spark converted not just once but twice – to Anglicanism and then to Catholicism – and that she even considered becoming a nun. Her letters reveal the depth of her fascination and involvement with Catholicism and Catholic theology, even if they also reveal that her most intensely devotional period was bound up with the breakdown that was gathering at the time. No letter emerges from the eye of the psychological storm, but the several leading up to it reveal an alarmingly lucid and insistent writer using ever bolder analogies as she relinquished control over her daily life and reason. When she visited Edinburgh to report on the Festival in 1953, she wrote of losing her grip: ‘The “here and now” as it is lived by most intelligent people bewilders me.’18 The loss was the more worrying when it combined with her theological obsessions:

I can’t grasp what is actually happening in the present tense. I can’t follow the evidence of things which come to pass. When I come back I’ll tell you what I have come to think is the meaning of ‘Life Everlasting’ and ‘World Without End’ – for the present, I’ll only say that I think the meaning lies within temporal experience, and that anyone who slips unawares into the habit of directing their intelligence towards Life Everlasting, finds it awfully difficult to keep up with the normal intelligence of well-informed people.

In a letter to Stanford one month later, a letter retained here partly for its symptomatic significance, it is the pagan gods – Prometheus in particular – rather than the Christian one who seem to have induced a sort of logorrhoea that threatens to render the letter interminable . . .19

And as she emerged from her crisis, letters played a crucial role too. Spark believed T. S. Eliot to have been communicating with her in code, in anagrams, and sometimes in Greek. Stanford wrote to Eliot about this and received a letter back that gave written (and humorous) confirmation that this was not the case. After reading Eliot’s letter, ‘Now’, Spark wrote, ‘I feel released from a very real bondage & can make use of the experience.’20 And this was indeed what she promptly went on to do, converting the written ‘codes’ into the ‘voices’ of The Comforters, her first novel. ‘I’m sure I am getting better’, she wrote, one year later.21 ‘The process of recovery isn’t perceptible from day to day – and this is the most difficult part. It calls for something like faith.’ The ‘something like’ is the leap, surely – the wager – that took her headlong into fiction. ‘Also,’ she continued, ‘I’m beginning to take an objective interest in my state of mind. I feel the experience of a breakdown really can be used profitably; certainly it widens one’s capacity for sympathy.’ It is precisely this capacity to combine sympathy for human foibles and folly with a ruthless objectivity that Spark came to exercise in her fiction. ‘This can be a glorious experience, or a horrifying one, according as one is, or isn’t, able to reflect upon it.’ The reflection was about to happen in her first novel, assisted of course by what she could express in her letters.

Spark did indeed ‘get better’; and even if it is correct to suggest that her faith was channelled into novels critical of religious orthodoxy, this faith did not disappear. As early as 1949, she asked Stanford, ‘Have you ever wanted to become a Catholic?’22 ‘I would,’ she wrote, ‘if I could find Faith.’ She deploys her characteristic ironies in what follows: ‘I shall set out on a pilgrimage, I think, turning over small stones and leaves, climbing rare mountains in Tibet and making odd enquiries in public libraries, searching for Faith.’ But irony was feeble when set against the determination and desperation (when the two were practically indistinguishable) with which she did in fact pursue her ‘pilgrimage’. Only at the height of her period of religious fervour – or of psychic distress – did she lose her sense of irony and wit. Readers will form their own opinion of what was cause and what effect, when she renounced sex with her lover Stanford in favour of religion. Was celibacy a way of achieving a break from a man whose attractions were already waning and whose neediness was becoming burdensome? Or did the renunciation amount to an excruciating deprivation, as she herself protested? She will later tell Stanford that ‘As lovers we were all right on the sexual side’, adding, ‘but hopeless on the intercommunication side of lovers’ minds.’23 Later, distancing herself still further from him, she will claim that ‘all right’ was overstating it, and that Stanford was, if not homosexual, then certainly bisexual.24

To intimate that her celibacy may have been an escape route is not to doubt Spark’s ongoing commitment to Catholicism. Yet, while she may not have been as savage in her assaults on religion and its conventions as her near-contemporaries Samuel Beckett and Thomas Bernhard, a novel such as The Abbess of Crewe insinuates that the ‘pilgrimage’ was also that of a novelist in search of a subject to satirise. Of a woman she met at Aylesford Priory, to which she retreated after her breakdown, she writes: ‘This gem of a lady is, by the way, much troubled because Catholics won’t say yea or nay to the proposition that dogs have souls & go to heaven.’25 Even as she contemplated the life of a nun, she was critiquing ‘the average intelligent Catholic’ for whom ‘the limitations of human nature take a form which I feel it a need to avoid participation with, and a duty to oppose by pursuing the revealed facts of experience without fear or guilt’.26 By 1958, four years after her confirmation as a Roman Catholic, she could write: ‘And it is true that the “God-inspired” are the most irresponsible of people.’27 In one of her last letters to Stanford, she strikes an assuredly Beckettian note as she teases him for his hypochondriac tendencies and quibbles over doctrine. Stanford was about to have gallstones removed. ‘It is a moot point’, she writes, ‘whether such stones & appendices & suchlike are counted as part of one’s natural body at the Resurrection.’28 She administers her merciless mocking advice: ‘So hang on to your stones, in case. Also warn them against removing any other fittings whilst the mood is on them.’ The barb of ‘fittings’ must surely have hurt (if not as much as his gallstones).

If Spark’s letters offer direct insight into her religious impulses, they offer it only indirectly into the object of her mockery, the single most important correspondent in her letter-writing life and surely her most significant love-interest, about whom she is at first enthusiastic, then ironic, and finally vitriolic. When, in the late 1980s, she comes to write her autobiography, Curriculum Vitae, she shrinks Derek Stanford in stature, but in doing so she seriously underrates his importance to her in the 1950s and the quantity and quality of the letters she sent him. She estimates that those sold to the Harry Ransom Center at the University of Texas at Austin were ‘about seventy in number’ when in fact they were 179 (with twenty or more in other archives).29 She claims: ‘These letters are fluent, affectionate, sexless. They deal mainly with publishers and payments for work, literature and religion.’ Readers may demur at ‘sexless’ as the erotic dimension is certainly not negligible; and a dismissal of letters because they deal with literature and religion is hardly dismissive at all, given that almost nothing was more important to Spark during the 1950s. What is made clear by the correspondence is that he was unable to commit to her, a fact signalled by the very abundance of letters they exchanged; Stanford continued, well into his forties, to maintain as his official residence his parents’ house in the London suburb of Hounslow. Yet there may have been something in his very unavailability that contributed to Stanford’s attractiveness, his remoteness corresponding to some fundamental existential solitude that she herself had always felt and that she found echoed in her reading of Kierkegaard.30 Near the start of their affair, she addressed to him a conventionally romantic sentiment: ‘I can’t begin my day’s work until I tell you how greatly I love you.’31 Then, eight days later, in a far less traditional vein: ‘You are the first man I have ever known closely who has recognised the essential isolation of human nature; men usually do not like to see a woman as an island and attempt to land and set their flag upon it.’32 She sets out her singularity as she continues: ‘I suppose most women want this, but in my experience I have always had to leave off tilling the ground or bringing in the harvest in order to build up defences.’ The play upon Donne’s famous notion is one she assumes he will appreciate: ‘Whereas you, my darling, come to give me a hand with the fortifications and bring me lovely, exotic herbs to plant as well; and you are my most welcome guest.’

That Spark felt hemmed in not just by an existential solitude but also by an environment dominated by men was surely another factor contributing to her appreciation of Stanford, who could be self-involved and self-pitying, but was no bully, rapist, or fool. When compared to the members of the Poetry Society who hoped to seduce her or to Rayner Heppenstall of the BBC who attempted to rape her, he must have appeared reassuring, as did the many gay men she cultivated, most important of whom was her American literary agent Ivan von Auw who was increasingly responsible for her work from the late 1950s onwards, at Harold Ober Associates, and whom she describes as ‘the only man I’ve ever had to do with who hasn’t tried to push me around’.33 When it came to her avowed wish to be married to Stanford, she found herself in a curious position – dominant intellectually and artistically, yet wishing to play a damsel’s role: ‘I am only a wee thing’, she wrote to him, ‘but I’m a woman, in case you’ve forgot. Therefore, consider yourself, my snooty-pie, as not yet accepted.’34 She who scoffed at rituals expected – or did she? – that he act the courtly suitor: ‘On principle, you would have to propose to me three times before you were accepted, if at all. It is my due, as a bonny girl, and I deserve no less.’ As she continues, it is almost as if she were placing herself not within the unchivalrous Stanford’s realm of possibilities, but in one of the Border Ballads she so loved, or in a novel by Walter Scott she read as a youngster; by writing in these terms – and she employs a rare Scots inflection, with her ‘wee’ and her ‘bonny’ – she may have been ensuring that it could not happen at all, because these were not terms Stanford could possibly offer: ‘Furthermore, each proposal is to be framed in different phraseology, & a lot depends on the same. Also on deportment & general demeanour.’ She concludes her long letter with a doubtless accurate and probably annihilating further observation – ‘Even then . . . . . . but you are quaking already & I am your garrulous’ – before signing off, as she very occasionally does, with the more biblical of her names, the middle one, ‘Sarah’.

The preponderance of bullish bullying men may also offer a context in which to read Spark’s infrequent but nonetheless trenchant statements on politics, such as when she addresses issues of racism in Africa or Fascism in the United Kingdom.35 And while she never explicitly made gender a political issue or claimed to be a feminist, she clearly felt an almost constant need to be defending her ground as a woman – not least when she was running the Poetry Society with its membership of mostly ageing, demanding men. Having come to believe that attack was often the best means of defence, soon after a dramatic blow-up with her publisher Macmillan, she wrote to the novelist Paul Scott, who was then her UK literary agent: ‘much of my own difficulty with Macm. has been outside the normal publisher-author field – it has been a psychologically male-female thing as well. When a woman, more especially a fluffy woman, starts laying down the law (even tho’, as author, perfectly entitled to do so), any male of the species gives an automatic growl, followed frequently by a gurk.’36 The gender issue typically merged with the economic one, and though never couching her demands and complaints explicitly in class terms, she did sometimes feel compelled to foreground her underprivilege, aware as she was that she needed to support not just herself, but her incapacitated ex-husband, her elderly parents, and her son as well. To the chief editor at Macmillan, Rache Lovat Dickson, she wrote: ‘I am sometimes given to think that you are accustomed to deal with writers who are less deeply involved in their work than I am; without any disrespect to them, I see they are doing other things with their time, they are civil servants and housewives or have private means or teach in universities’.37 Never having been able, for financial reasons and being the girl-child, to attend university, Spark refused to be intellectually patronised or trivialised: ‘I know of no other writer on your list but myself who has had the opportunity to build an intelligent career in the world, or to get married, and who has consciously and deliberately set these safeties aside and endured poverty, and taken the risk of failure, in order to write well.’ She concludes: ‘It is not a spare-time hobby I am engaged in, but something for which I have had to sacrifice pleasures, and continually have to give up pleasures to do, and no matter how successful I become I shall always have to make these sacrifices.’ The conviction that her publishers and agents were not doing enough to promote her interests became almost constitutional, and led to recurrent dreams of greener pastures elsewhere. When informed at one point that she was Macmillan’s highest-paid author, she remained dissatisfied, writing to Alan Maclean in one of her periodic blasts: ‘I am tired of people telling me how well Macmillan have done for me, when in fact Macmillan have done badly for me and I have done well for them.’38 Even after recovery from her breakdown, with its paranoid episodes, she remained susceptible to slights: she was prone to feeling neglected, to worries about insufficient print-runs of her novels, to suspicions that her publishers were not taking her vocation as seriously as she took it herself. Not until old age – and perhaps not even then – did she feel secure in her finances or in the esteem of others; it was the role of her representatives to mitigate that insecurity. It is indeed remarkable that she managed to stay on such friendly terms with virtually all her editors and agents: despite her recriminations and occasional verbal assaults, it was her charisma and charm that carried the day.

And if she could be demanding, Spark could also be selfless and generous, not least in her support of artistic endeavours. She encouraged, among others, the unknown Irish author Paul Allen; the admired but commercially unsuccessful experimental novelist Christine Brooke-Rose; the not-yet-renowned novelist Paul Scott; the novice novelist Shirley Hazzard; the hugely successful John Updike – and many more. The generosity she displayed towards fellow writers extended to aspects of her relations with her family, too, even if in the present selection of her letters this will not be immediately evident. The letters to her mother, and later to her son, are rarely fascinating, but were almost always accompanied by a cheque, even when she had barely the money to feed herself. Spark may have had little of the traditional ‘maternal instinct’, but through efforts of organisation and labour she strove to compensate for this, and for the adverse circumstances impacting her relationship with her son – only to be regularly thwarted by her ex-husband who was agitating and obstructing in the background. The frequent letters to family members maintained connection while serving the even more important role of maintaining distance. Yet, however frequently sent, they could only do so much, especially when the telephone became more readily available as a means of communication. Recounting to Shirley Hazzard a row she has just had on the phone with her mother and son, Spark draws some harsh conclusions about them, before drawing some crucial conclusions about herself: ‘all lead to another escape to N. York’.39 Having ‘escaped’ her home-town and family members at the age of nineteen, Spark chose never to live there, or with them, again. When London ceased to be distant enough, New York became enticing, for a period – before Italy provided a more permanently sustaining elsewhere.

And before these migrations, when her finances improved to the point that she could afford to take holidays, Spark did so with relish, usually taking her work with her, as when she first visited Austria in 1959. Her journey to ‘The Holy Land’ in 1961 proved challenging, for, although she attended the Adolf Eichmann trial for the Observer, she found the experience so distressing that she was unable to write about it – a rare exception to her usual professionalism. But she did write long and enthusiastic letters conveying her impressions of the sights she saw and the people she met in Israel and Jordan; and here too she was working, as she sought out locations for her novel in progress, The Mandelbaum Gate. As her fame grew, she began to imagine yet more escape routes, and no sooner had she moved into new rooms in her landlady’s house in London than she was thinking of crossing the Atlantic to America. The reason New York did not become a permanent home may also be linked to the question of distance: it offered that geographically, but not historically. In order to find what she lacked there – the possibility of living sub specie aeternitatis that guaranteed distance, which linked to what she said to Van Druten about how ‘the greatest art sees human nature dispassionately’ – it was to Rome, the hub of her faith, that she had to turn. She relocated to ‘Roma Aeterna’ in the knowledge that, when on any given day the eternal was not offering itself, eloquent strata of ancient history were there to fill the gap. As she explained in an essay on the city written in 1983, sixteen years after she moved there: ‘what attracted me most was the immediate touch of antiquity on everyday life’.40 Already her departure from New York is being anticipated, in a letter from 1963: ‘I can always count on friends in Rome, as they keep on writing to urge me Romewards.’41

One further complexity relating to distances became evident even before Spark became famous, in the vexed relation between her private and her public lives. When in 1948 the prolific author and family-planning pioneer Marie Stopes sought to besmirch Spark’s reputation at the Poetry Society by raking up scandal, Spark riposted: ‘I shall give you no information about myself.’ And she mounted her own attack – ‘I must say that your attitude fills me with contempt, as it would all right-thinking people.’42 Yet she did learn to court attention, giving interviews to journals, radio, and television; she adapted her work for screen and stage, coping with the public attention these media required; she welcomed the honours and prizes that accompanied celebrity; and she did this while longing to retreat into the quiet required for her writing. The balance was a hard one to find, and the avoidance of excessive publicity would be a further reason for the retreat to Italy, when her fame reached its apogee. But if it was hard for her, it was even harder for those whose job it was to promote her and who were required to cater to her ambivalence about fame. She wished her publishers to maximise sales, and was aware that this would require self-exposure – yet she felt her life invaded, usurped by what she called the ‘personal probings of reporters and interviewers’.43 The disquiet that assailed her when she found herself in the spotlight was heightened to fever pitch when she learned, in 1963, that Stanford was set to publish a book about her work and her life. She declared in a letter of denunciation to the Editor of the Times Literary Supplement, with modesty barely masking defensiveness: ‘I wish it to be known that if Mr. Stanford had applied to me, I would have advised against this undertaking, on the grounds that my work is only begun, it is not yet ready to be assessed.’44 The brutal demotion of the seven novels she had written may speak to her disaffection with Stanford, but also, surely, to her dread that biography was turning into necrology: ‘I have not yet covered anything like the novels that I have in mind to do if I am spared. And I think it a pity to dignify, as it were, a small group of minor sketches by subjecting them to a whole work of criticism.’

Perhaps it is within this perspective of necessary distances that one of the letters’ more touching recurrent themes can best be understood: Spark’s love of animals. Animals could be quiet, undemanding, graceful, companionable yet ferociously independent – cats especially, and one cat above all. In 1957, Spark published an essay that begins: ‘If I were not a Christian I would worship the Cat. The ancient Egyptians did so with much success.’45 Entitled ‘Ailourophilia’, this essay was inspired by her cat Bluebell, who features in the letters and even contributes to them – ‘Bluebell has walked over this page with her sooty paws.’46 Spark devotes barely two lines to the death of her father, but on the death of Bluebell she writes pages, not to one but to two correspondents.47 After recounting (to her good friend Dina Barnsley) the discovery of an infection from which Bluebell was suffering, with no explanation of how her correspondent should take this introjected statement, she adds: ‘Simultaneously I read in the paper about a mother who neglected her baby & gave it away to a neighbour, but fed the cat on the best – said she preferred cats.’ And, tellingly for the relation of her letter-writing to her fiction-writing, after an account (to Dina Barnsley again) of the euthanasia of Bluebell that bewilderingly blends compassionate closeness with dispassionate distance, she concludes: ‘Please keep this letter as I may want to refer to it some time for a story.’

It is not only the relation between Spark the letter-writer and Spark the writer of fiction that is evident in this letter, but also the relation between the letter-writer and the critic – including the inner self-critic. The role of critic was foundational for Spark, who continued to write reviews throughout her life, and who was talented enough to find, and wise enough to cultivate, supporters among literary critics of the quality of Frank Kermode and, later, Gabriel Josipovici. When she wrote to the taxman in 1952 she was not being merely strategic in saying ‘I am not a short story writer. I am a critic and biographer.’48 Given how increasingly elliptical her novels became, and how deflationary of anything approaching academic pomposity, it may be easy to overlook just how fine a critic she was: acute, learned, intuitive, cogent, able to see potential as well as achievement. She read broadly and commented in her letters on what she was reading: Joyce Cary; Arthur Hugh Clough; Wilkie Collins; Graham Greene; Ian Hamilton Finlay; Andrew Marvell; Frank O’Connor; Katherine Anne Porter; T. F. Powys; Marcel Proust; I. A. Richards; Arthur Rimbaud; Allen Tate; Alfred, Lord Tennyson; Paul Verlaine; Evelyn Waugh; Nathanael West; William Wordsworth . . . The duty of the trained critic was to ‘penetrate’ and at the same time ‘reveal’ what in her introduction to her 1954 edition of The Brontë Letters she calls ‘the operation of the creative mind, interpreting the spirit which motivated it’.49 That there might exist an antagonism between penetration and revelation she was aware, but the possibilities offered by the combination of plunder and reverence only gained in potency as her creative drive shed its inhibitions. When John Van Druten told her of his new play, she instantly rethought it in terms of her own fiction: ‘I am greatly attracted by the idea of your probably arranging the scenes in a different sequence from that in which they were written. The poetic-logical order of things is not always compatible with their chronological order, it seems to me.’50 It is perhaps unsurprising that she came close to sighting her ideal in a critic who was a poet – and not just any poet. ‘Auden’s criticism has one peculiarity which reveals the poet’, she writes: ‘his tendency to illustrate his points with apparently irrelevant quotations; so that you have to penetrate his personal mystique, almost, in order to really get his point.’51

Spark’s inner critic had one eye forever focused on the deeply ingrained sense of stylistic decorum that was drummed into her by her Edinburgh education, then refined by her secretarial training and her work during World War II with the counter-intelligence service. But in her letters this decorum disappears on occasion, delightfully, as the inner critic lets her hair down. Although she resisted employment of the demotic or brogue in her fiction, she could turn it on when she chose: ‘We had a lot of ladies to tea the other day’, she writes from Edinburgh.52 ‘The old housekeeper said, “Weel, Mrs Camberg, when I got yon’ letter from yon’ lawyer I said to mysel’ ‘Weel, the deil’s aye guid tae his ain.’”’ On the publication of The Ballad of Peckham Rye she addresses her publisher in Cockney imitation of how ‘ME AND MY PALS UP PECKHAM’ might threaten revenge.53 She invents a plethora of names of questionable taste with which to address Stanford, she throws in doggerel, she adds (un-transcribable) doodles. A rare obscenity adorns a postcard sent (in a prophylactic envelope) from the Lake District where she revisited the field ‘where Wordsworth fucked Dora’, and later ‘where W. f’d the leech gatherer’.54 With Shirley Hazzard more than with anyone, the language deviates from the Queen’s English, as the two assume an American accent – ‘Lemme know how you like Maurice’ – or add the suffix ‘-ers’ to practically any word, not least the proper name, as in this same letter from 1963 which opens ‘Dearest Shirlers’.55

In an essay entitled ‘What Images Return’, written in 1962, Spark writes about her childhood in Edinburgh. She outlines how her fondness for one particular term was formed during her early years there – ‘my whole education, in and out of school, seemed even then to pivot around this word’ – and explains that ‘It is my own instinct to associate the word, as the core of a thought-pattern, with Edinburgh particularly.’ The word is ‘nevertheless’. She admits that ‘I believe myself to be fairly indoctrinated by the habit of thought which calls for this word.’56 But she is adamant that it was a happy indoctrination: ‘I find that much of my literary composition is based on the nevertheless idea.’ And, she adds, not only her literary life has been influenced by this word: ‘I act upon it. It was on the nevertheless principle that I turned Catholic.’

In the period represented by the present volume, Spark went through impoverishment, betrayal, discrimination, assault, hunger, paranoid delusions, romantic disappointment, harassment from an erratic ex-husband, the death of a beloved father; nevertheless, she produced seven novels, an array of poems, essays, biographies, and critical introductions, as well as 1,500 letters – doubtless more, given some have been lost. Circumstances were stacked against her; nevertheless, she transformed herself from a little-known poet into a hugely successful and critically acclaimed novelist; and she did so by a constancy of purpose that counterbalanced the deep-seated ambivalences that often drew her into conflict with the world around her. She opens her introduction to The Brontë Letters: ‘The letters of famous people can be placed into two categories: there is the type of letter which becomes itself a valuable contribution to literature through its wit, style or wisdom; another kind is that whose main importance lies in the provision of a background to its author’s life.’57 It is to the latter category that she assigns the Brontë letters, which, she says, ‘is not to imply that the correspondence of this remarkable family is devoid of grace, humour and perspicacity, for it contains all these attributes’. Spark was not to know, in 1954, when writing this introduction to the Brontës’ letters, that one day readers would be invited to consider if her own letters constitute ‘a valuable contribution to literature’ or simply ‘the provision of a background’. But her conclusion offers an aspirational possibility: ‘Especially in the correspondence of great writers and poets, these two factors are very often combined.’
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Editorial Principles

An editor who has the temerity to commit the word ‘principles’ to paper is liable to be assailed by doubts, for whenever a principle is adopted, an exception will appear. Nevertheless, I wish to explain what has guided my choices in preparing Muriel Spark’s letters for publication, drawing comfort from something Spark wrote to her former lover and confidant of the 1950s, Derek Stanford, when responding to a positive review of her edition of the letters of the Brontë sisters: ‘The feeling that a job of editing can be a creative work is very important – but hardly any critics bother to weigh up the selective part of the editing of popular selections.’1

There are several overlapping stages that go into the making of an edition such as the present one: collection, transcription, selection, annotation, presentation. Each stage seems to require, and at the same time vitiate, the notion of principles.

Collection

When Stanford sold Spark’s letters to him and they were then sold on to the Harry Ransom Center at the University of Texas at Austin, he committed what Spark considered a supreme act of betrayal – but he did posterity an enormous favour. These letters constitute a rich trove, and formed an excellent basis, given the efficiency and graciousness with which the Harry Ransom Center archivists responded, for the corpus I have been working to establish. Despite the spanners that Covid and lockdowns threw in the works, this corpus now comprises approximately 4,000 letters, with roughly twice that number of letters addressed to Spark. The letters exist in approximately twenty university and public archives, central among which is the National Library of Scotland (NLS) which holds incomparably the biggest Spark archive. Because it consists principally of Spark’s own archives, the NLS has mostly those letters of which she made a carbon copy (while in the first fifteen years covered by the present volume, paper and carbon paper were scarce and a typewriter even scarcer). In addition to the public archives, private archives have proved invaluable. No owner has shown reluctance in sharing Spark letters – rather the contrary, efforts have been made to make me feel welcome and to answer my (often obsessively detailed) questions. That more Spark letters do exist is certain. My hope is that if the publication of this volume elicits any that are not already part of the corpus, then outstanding ones can be made available in an appendix to Volume II of the present edition.

It would be misleading of me to imply that the process of collection has been merely straightforward and satisfying. Chief among frustrations was discovery of what refused to be discovered – what in editorial parlance goes by the name of ‘lacunae’. Readers will find only one reference – it is all I have unearthed – to what may, just possibly, be a partial explanation for why there are no letters from Spark (who was at first Muriel Camberg) from before or during the early years of World War II; in a letter to her childhood friend Frances Cowell, she writes, ‘Somewhere or other I dumped some juvenilia before going to Africa.’2 It is unimaginable to me that, when she emigrated to Southern Rhodesia in 1937 to marry Sydney Oswald Spark, she did not write regularly to her parents and friends. However unhappy she was in Africa – or precisely because she was so unhappy – she surely did write home. Yet not a single example of such letters has been traced, despite the indefatigable detective work of Spark’s biographer Martin Stannard, and despite my own attempts to coax such letters into being. Did her parents throw them out or lose them? Did her son later dispose of them? Neither explanation seems plausible, and even something she says in a letter from 1987 offers only a partial explanation, given that by ‘my correspondence’ she will be referring principally to letters received rather than sent: ‘Penny is busy cataloguing my correspondence which goes back to about 1949,’ she writes (referring to her companion and helper Penelope Jardine). She continues: ‘I destroyed everything before that, never dreaming it would be of the slightest interest to anybody.’3 And then, why have I found only a small handful of letters written between July 1955 and January 1956? I do not have an answer to this question, and Spark herself does not allude to the apparent dearth.

Other collections of letters that have not been discovered, and which at this point it may be safe to assume have been lost or destroyed, include the letters to Spark’s great friend and loyal supporter Colin Methven. And they include letters to Spark’s sometime lover and literary collaborator Howard Sergeant, letters which exist in no archive and which Sergeant’s heirs do not possess either. This last lacuna is particularly frustrating when the other side of the correspondence, Sergeant’s voluminous outpouring, is available in the NLS, and when Sergeant remarks: ‘I have just been re-reading your letters. How moving and how lovely they are! It makes me wonder how we could ever part.’4 (Part, they decisively did; vanish, the letters just as decisively did.)

Transcription

After decades of wrestling with the indescribably erratic hand of Samuel Beckett, I have found the transcription of Spark’s letters to be almost relaxing. Not only did she have an impeccably clear hand, even when in distress, but her secretarial training meant that she was very comfortable in her use of the typewriter – when she had a typewriter, that is, which was rarely the case during the first fifteen years that the present volume covers. In the very rare instances where there is doubt over a transcription, the reader will find [?] following the questionable word.

When transcribing Spark’s letters, I followed exactly what she herself wrote, correcting nothing. I was relieved to find how few instances of ‘[sic]’ were required – a testament to how punctilious a letter-writer Spark was, whether typing or writing longhand.

Selection

Several choices face any editor of a selection of an author’s letters, choices in some respects different from those facing an editor charged, usually decades or centuries after that author’s death, with compiling a collected letters. One choice is primordial, dictated as it is by the limits of space entailed by one, two (as here), or even more numerous volumes. Should one publish sections of letters, introduced by ‘[ . . . ]’, omitting the dull or trivial passages? Or should one publish only complete letters? The alternatives are clear; the reasons determining any final choice are likely to be complex.

For two reasons I have decided to publish, in the body of the text, only complete letters. The first is that I believe that, for serious letter-writers such as Spark, a letter has its own integrity: it has form, rhythm, a beginning, a middle, an end. By filleting a letter and presenting it as if it were the whole thing, the editor risks presenting the letter as principally the purveyor of information. (That not every editor agrees with me is evinced by many excellent recent editions, such as the selected letters of Iris Murdoch or Seamus Heaney.) The second reason is because, in the back of my mind, I have had, from early in the editorial project, the following dictum of Spark herself: ‘I would not like to suppress the passage in Rose Macaulay’s letter, as the suppression of letters and parts of letters is a kind of falsehood and a great nuisance to impartial scholars.’5 Spark was fiercely against censorship, and the filleting of letters can – even if this is not the intention – come to appear like censorship. Nobody from among Spark’s correspondents or their heirs, nobody from the Spark Estate or the agency which represents it, has exerted the slightest pressure upon me in my selection of letters, nor has anyone sought to excise passages or letters from the current edition.

I have sought, in making my selection, to present the range of Spark’s letters: their variety in length, tone, intensity, directness and indirectness, register, formality, oddity. I have chosen letters that seem to me representative of larger patterns of affect and practice, such as when she falls out with her editors at Macmillan in 1961 and writes a series of vitriolic letters to them – only to continue with the Macmillan team shortly after on friendly terms. I have chosen letters that illustrate the number and diversity of her interlocutors, ranging from her mother to the son of a prime minister, from a priest to a newspaper baron, from a lover to one judged an enemy (and a lover who turns into an enemy). I have chosen letters that seem to me symptomatic: of tendencies in Spark’s professional and personal lives, of her sometimes self-defeating determinations, of the mental derangement that beset her in the early 1950s. I have also chosen letters that have allowed, with a minimum of editorial commentary, for what I hope to be a clear narrative or set of narratives to build.

Annotation

The decision to include only complete letters in the body of the text does produce some drawbacks. Chief among these is the obvious risk that it may leave out an awful lot of interesting passages contained within letters judged not sufficiently compelling to merit inclusion in their entirety. I have tried to circumvent this issue by including many such passages in notes at the end of individual letters, linking these wherever possible to relevant moments and movements in the letters of the main body of the text. If at times these links may appear tenuous, I must crave the reader’s indulgence: some passages are simply too interesting to be omitted, or too important to future Spark scholars – such as, for example, her numerous mentions of what she has been wearing, or reading. My use of notes is intended to provide context for the letters to which they are appended, offering insight both into the matters being discussed and often into the character of the person with whom these matters are being discussed. By using notes I have reduced the need for a supporting apparatus – the explanations, biographical essays, contextual elucidations, and bibliographies that customarily freight editions of letters. I have tried, wherever possible, to allow Spark’s own words to illuminate Spark’s words.

Still, when these extracts in the footnotes become extended, a reader might ask: Why not give the whole thing? It is a question likely to arise, for example, in the case of lengthy passages from Spark’s letters to her literary agent John Smith. The answer is simple: any such extract comes from an even longer letter – in many cases, much longer – discussing contracts, foreign rights, percentages, dollars, pounds, amounting to a potentially dizzying quantity of business. During the height of her fame in the 1960s and 1970s, Spark had dozens of contracts on the go at any given moment; rather than breathe a sigh of relief at having agents competent in handling the minutiae of these contracts, Spark preferred to be on top of them herself, writing reams of prose that one might expect of a qualified accountant more than of an internationally renowned novelist. I have attempted to include, in the body of the text and the notes, enough of Spark-the-businesswoman for readers to appreciate how crucial this role was to her, as well as how distinct from her literary concerns and practice; any reader interested in accumulating more of the granular detail of Spark’s business correspondence will henceforth know where to find it.

It may be apparent that in the notes I have not been egalitarian in my deployment of the letters of Spark’s correspondents. The most obvious example of my discrimination is my neglect of Spark’s single most significant correspondent, Derek Stanford. The NLS contains folders in which there are roughly five hundred letters sent by Stanford to Spark. The fact that Spark herself, in her autobiographical Curriculum Vitae, is breezily dismissive of these letters has not been the determining factor in my citing from them so rarely. Nor has the fact of their frequently being written on grubby scraps of paper in an illegible hand, or even the fact that most of them are (infuriatingly) undated. Rather, it is that they seem to me to shed so little light on what Spark writes in her letters to him, replete as they are with his ailments, his rhetorical turns of phrase, his hesitations, his tergiversations. By contrast, I have not hesitated to quote at length from figures whom Spark barely knew at the time she received their letters: an example is the long letter from John Updike received after he had read The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie; I include most of this letter not only because it is from an important figure in American letters, but because it illuminates the way in which Spark’s career was being perceived in the moment it was taking off. Similarly, I have quoted liberally from the letters to Spark sent by Graham Greene and Evelyn Waugh, two major literary figures whom she revered and who were generous towards her in the days when she was not yet successful and famous. I believe that what they had to say to Spark is of inherent interest, not just because they were important writers but because they encouraged, and occasionally criticised, in ways that were influential.

Where non-epistolary material can help explicate what is in the letters – and behind the letters, in Spark’s oeuvre – I have included critics’ views and insights in sometimes extended notes. So, for example, I have lengthy notes on the nouveau roman, which was influential on Spark’s fictions of the 1960s and early 1970s. I devote space to a statement by Charlotte Brontë on her sister Anne when what she writes seems so pertinent to Spark’s own self and budding career. I quote from Allen Tate’s essay on Madame Bovary since Spark reports that it was crucial in turning her from the writing of poetry to the writing of fiction. I include a humorous passage from a letter by James Kirkup because it gives something of the flavour of the era. I include a long passage on celibacy in Roman Catholicism because, while it was not entirely relevant to Spark at the time, later it will play an important role in her life. I include a long passage from Paul Scott’s laudatory review of Spark’s most recent novel, The Bachelors, not only because it is helpful for understanding the wellsprings of Spark’s genius but because it signals a new era in her fame. And I include references to T. S. Eliot wherever they appear, not just because of his importance to Spark as a poet but because he features in the delusions from which she suffered during her mental breakdown.

Despite Spark’s own penchant for prolepsis, I have tried where possible in the notes not to anticipate: not to let the notes run ahead of the narrative being told in the letters themselves. Exceptions to this principle – more exceptions – arise where a significant response to a Spark letter would otherwise go unmentioned or where an important thread would otherwise be left hanging. I have assumed that the letters will be read sequentially. So, for example, a figure is generally given some brief introduction the first time s/he is encountered. A book being read or a first name being mentioned will not be noted if the reference is clear from previous letters. The reader who finds a reference missing is invited to turn back to these previous letters. So, when Spark writes in a footnote to her letter of 1 September 1959 to Paul Allen ‘C & J send love too’, this is not annotated, as from the previous two letters it is clear that she is referring to the couple with whom she is holidaying, Christine Brooke-Rose and Jerzy Peterkiewicz. I give every figure their full name the first time they appear in the notes following a given letter, and in subsequent notes to that same letter I give only the family name. I have chosen not to give individuals their date of birth (and of death where pertinent) in the notes as I find that a proliferation of parentheses impedes ease of reading. It is in the index that the reader will find the dates of the figures mentioned in the volume – or of all that I have been able to obtain. Where a year is not specified in the notes, only the month, it is because the year is that of the letter which is being annotated. I have chosen to cite the King James Version of the Bible in the notes, having been assured by Penelope Jardine that it was the version that was most read and appreciated by her companion.

Throughout the notes and chronologies, I have abbreviated Muriel Spark’s name to MS.

Presentation

It is hard (not to say impossible) to convey the variety and variegation of the material support of Spark’s letters: the paper, the inks and their colours, her doodles, her tendency to use up every inch of the page – later, her playful use of the typewriter. I have included one example in facsimile of a particularly amusing lettercard (p. 184), but otherwise have included only the customary indications:







	TLS

	typed letter signed (and without the ‘S’, unsigned)




	ALS

	autograph letter signed (and without the ‘S’, unsigned)




	APCS

	autograph picture postcard signed (with brief description of the picture)




	TLcc

	carbon copy of typed letter




	TL/AL draft

	typed/autograph letter draft




	s/

	signed (on a typewritten letter)





So as to avoid lengthy repetitions, where Spark wrote on letterhead giving her own address, I have not signalled this. Where she uses official letterhead, such as that belonging to a hotel or a journal, I have simplified the address and indicated the use of letterhead in the descriptive note following the letter. The provenance of each letter is given also in the descriptive note
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