
  The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie: A Critical Study Part- 2 

  Miss Jean Brodie is at the centre of the novel. She influences almost all the characters 

in the novel. It is within this moral order that the disorder is contained. It is only within a 

perspective of order that the past actions may be understood. To impose order on the past is to 

allow for the artistic transfiguration of that past. ‘Transfiguration’ is also a spiritual quality: 

‘the transfiguration of the commonplace’ is the light that shows forth from within. Moral 

perception underlies order; to impose artistic order on events is an ethical imperative, it allows 

these things to be seen for what they are. This is not a simple question of deciding what is good 

and evil. Sandy — Sister Helena — acquires a sense of order only when she recognizes that a 

moral understanding of Jean Brodie would needs be ambiguous. She was both “innocent” and 

“guilty”; she was guilty insofar as she had no guilt and had “elected herself to grace”. The 

statement is paradoxical. The younger Sandy was too dogmatic — too full of ‘Knoxian fury’. 

A clear moral stance is not the negation of a subtle understanding of events, a sense of nuance, 

of fine detail. When we say that Sandy’s ‘vision of disorder’ acquires coherence through the 

ordering of the past we can of course apply the same aesthetic aim to Muriel Spark’s art. Sandy 

functions therefore as the embodiment within the narrated space of Spark’s self-reflexive 

interest in the act and nature of story-telling. Sandy’s moral transfiguration is a metafictional 

reflection on the production of art. What occurs at a representational level explores what 

occurs, in a much more complex manner, in the authorial level.  

The Prime is constructed around three levels. We could call them tiers. We are using a 

spatial metaphor, whereas a story is not ‘space’. The novel is constructed as though it had three 

tiers, as though it were a dense surface; the tiers approach underlies the logic of construction 

(itself a metaphor to do with ‘filling in’ space). The top tier is the surface or representational 

level. It is the story of Miss Jean Brodie’s rise and fall, Sandy’s conversion and her more 



enlightened vision. It is on this level that transfiguration shows itself: Sister Helena’s burden 

of disquiet, the past distilled into its essence by an economic ordering of events, the ambiguity 

that results from the act of knowing as opposed to the moral uprightness (‘the Knoxian fury’) 

of not knowing. Mary Macgregor took fright and ran along a single lane between two benches, 

met with a white flame, and ran back to meet another brilliant tongue of fire. Hither and thither 

she ran in panic between the benches until she was caught and induced to calm down, and she 

was told not to be stupid by Miss Lockhart... The panic and the flames in the science experiment 

prefigure Mary’s death. Because the reader knows in advance that Mary will die by fire, the 

experience in the science laboratory is meaningfully understood as a sign of her death. Her 

death is rendered natural. Add to this the comment, soon after the first anticipation of Mary’s 

death, that her years with Miss Brodie “had been the happiest time in her life” , and the death 

becomes more ambiguous still.  

The narrative play with time places Mary’s life within a wider temporal context where 

death is not the end itself, where it has no sting. Her death, the prefiguration of her death in the 

science laboratory, are seen as part of a broader ambiguously providential plot. Human acts, 

Spark would insist, are subject to providential patterns of order. The concept is a theological 

one. Providence is of God’s making. Human beings cannot create providence. In utilizing 

narrative altitude, by allowing events to be seen in a providential light, she is hinting at another 

kind of providence at work in the world. Her novel is not a substitute for that other providence. 

It is rather a theological exploration into the nature of providence within a non-contingent 

creative medium. Art is not life.  

The portrait of Miss Jean Brodie is a meta-fictional study in the poise of altitude, in a 

God-like perspective on events and in the usurpation of providential thinking for illicit ends. 

The portrait becomes a study of the limits of omniscience, pointing to the danger of a wanton 

application of omniscience in a situation not framed by some ordering principle. We are told, 



through the perspective of Sandy, that Jean Brodie “thinks she is Providence.” Throughout the 

narrative Jean Brodie assumes for herself the right to decide what is right. What is right is what 

corresponds to her own private notion of what right is. It is what suits her temperament or her 

artistic taste. When she asks the girls under her care who the greatest painter is the inevitable 

response is “Leonardo da Vinci, Miss Brodie”. Jean Brodie responds: “That is incorrect. The 

answer is Giotto, he is my favourite.” The egotistical core around which her sense of self has 

developed is again evident when she tells the girls: “... Give me a girl at an impressionable age, 

and she is mine for life.” The line, repeated later in the book, quotes the well-known statement 

attributed to the Jesuits.  

The difference is that her intention is not merely to form or educate, but also to impose 

her own designs on the girls. The most dangerous example of this is when she suggests to the 

new schoolgirl, Joyce Emily, who had joined, or rather was a hanger-on of, the Brodie set in 

secondary school that she should join the fighting in the Spanish Civil war, on Franco’s side. 

The girl dies in an accident. Jean Brodie also predicts how things will turn out. She foresees, 

for example, that Rose Stanley, one of her girls will become the lover of Teddy Lloyd, the art 

teacher. As it turns out it is Sandy, the 62 future nun, who becomes Teddy’s lover. By thwarting 

Jean Brodie’s plan, Sandy undermines the providential logic of Jean Brodie’s thinking. It is 

also through Sandy that we see a developing critique of Jean Brodie’s attempt to play at God. 

From the perspective of Sandy, later Sr Helena of the Transfiguration, we are told that Jean 

Brodie “thinks she is the God of Calvin, she sees the beginning and the end.” Miss Brodie’s 

claims to Providence, more precisely, a Calvinist notion of providence, contrast with the 

orthodox Catholic understanding of providence which maintains that God’s providence works 

itself through human free will.  

The Calvinist idea of predestination is, from a purely Catholic understanding, a false 

theory of providence. It is false insofar as it allows no space for human free will. Miss Brodie 



appropriates for herself and secularizes the Calvinist conception of providence (or 

predestination). The point is not that Miss Brodie secularizes predestination, but that her frame 

of reference remains a Calvinist one. The novel, so ambiguous about so many of the concerns 

it brings to the surface, is curiously and unambiguously critical about the Calvinist idea of 

predestination: ... when Sandy read John Calvin, she found that although popular conceptions 

of Calvinism were sometimes mistaken, in this particular there was no mistake, indeed it was 

but a mild understatement of the case, he having made it God’s pleasure to implant in certain 

people an erroneous sense of joy and salvation, so that their surprise at the end might be the 

nastier. (108-109) The criticism of Miss Brodie lies not only in the fact that she acts as 

Providence, but that she has appropriated a Calvinist sense of election, the idea that election is 

of those whom God has chosen and that others are predestined to perdition. We are told that 

“Miss Brodie ... elected herself to grace in so particular a way and with more exotic suicidal 

enchantment than if she had simply taken to drink like other spinsters who couldn’t stand it 

any more.”  

Calvinism has been secularized, but the frame of reference remains Calvinist. 63 It is 

clear that the novel’s theological sub-text does not endorse Miss Brodie’s playing at God and 

Providence. Yet the novel also points to the fine aspects of Miss Brodie’s teaching, “its 

beneficent and enlarging effects.” This makes for ambiguity. It means that readers cannot make 

a categorical moral condemnation of Miss Brodie’s behaviour when it is viewed in its full range 

of effects. The same ambiguity is applicable to Sandy Stranger who, in betraying Miss Brodie, 

also plays God and is thus guilty of the same thing she repudiates. Interestingly, Sandy’s act of 

betrayal is described in appropriately Calvinist imagery. We are informed that she “was more 

fuming, now, with Christian morals, than John Knox.” This once again reinforces the 

identification of playing at omniscience with Calvinism, applicable both to Miss Brodie and to 

Sandy. The idea is that, like Calvinism with its Knoxian moralism, playing at omniscience 



implies a denial of human freedom. Evidence of this narrative condemnation of Sandy’s 

behaviour is the rather ironic fact that Sandy, whose betrayal of Miss Brodie consisted of the 

accusation that her former teacher was a fascist, found in the ranks of the Catholic Church 

“quite a number of Fascists much less agreeable than Miss Brodie” (125). The rather 

disparaging reference to the Catholic Church should not obscure the fact that what is posited 

as an alternative to Calvinism or any other false theory of providence is the Catholic system. 

We are told that the older Sandy — Sister Helena of the Transfiguration — had recovered from 

her earlier “vision of disorder” (86), which suggests that the older Sandy has moved away from 

the Knoxian dogmatism, and that her new vision, according to Joseph Hynes, “swings opposite 

to narrow theocratic absolutism, and now occupies a ground that, in the opinion of the narrator, 

allows individualism within law and system.” The criticism of Miss Brodie lies precisely in her 

inability to contain her individual spirit within a system; she becomes the system itself, the law.  

 


