
The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie is a 20
th

 novel written by Murial Spark. The novel 

explores the themes of religion through various characters. The character of Miss Brodie, 

Sandy Stranger and many others have some religious believes which influence their 

personality. The passage that articulates this most forcefully relates this to the fact that Jean 

Brodie would have been ideally suited to the Catholic Church. She was by temperament 

suited only to the Roman Catholic Church; possibly it could have embraced, even while it 

disciplined, her soaring and divine spirit, it might even have normalized her. The passage 

does more than speculate “that Miss Brodie herself might have been saved by Catholicism”, 

as David Lodge says. Catholicism provides a vision of order that does not obliterate but 

contains the disorder. That at least is how Catholicism has often been perceived. Antonia 

White writes that it “is in practice, flexible while maintaining a rigid outline”. The Catholic 

system is seen as the via media between predestination (a false theory of providence) and 

excessive freedom; it does not deny providence, but allows free will to act within it. Miss 

Brodie‟s fault rests precisely in her inability to allow for or to accept the freedom of choice of 

others. Her vision, enlarging as it was, was disordered in outline; it lacked the frame of 

reference that would have tamed and „normalized‟ it. The idea of disorder contained within 

order is of course also one of the aesthetic principles underlying Spark‟s art. Narrative 

altitude is a means of surveying the disorder; it is also the means through which the order is 

created. Proportio was the generator of the order, it was not the order itself, it was through it 

that the order was created. Altitude functions in this sense as a kind of proportion. It is 

through the altitude in presentation, the loftiness of manner, the omniscient poise that the 

narrative shifts back and forth in time. Altitude creates the norm from which all is observed. 

It is the vantage point from which time may be viewed. Past, present and future events are 

narrated in the same tense, the historic past tense. When the future itself is narrated in the past 

tense — I am not thinking of the anticipations of the future, told in the future tense, but of the 



actual telling of future occurrences in the past tense — the future loses its distinction as a 

future and becomes part of a large temporal backdrop. Past, present and future are rendered 

similar when measured against the eternal, that which is outside time. Narrative altitude hints 

at, even if it does not (or cannot) replicate, the eternal order. The distance between narrator 

and narrated action suggests the littleness of actions, the fact that they fit within a larger 

(providential) order whose real form is outside the novel but whose order is glimpsed at 

through narrative altitude. The form, the altitude of presentation, thus acquires a very definite 

representational significance: it is the backdrop against which actions are judged, the scale 

against which they are measured. The eternal is suggested by narrative altitude. But Spark, as 

if to alert the reader to its importance, also hints at it in one of the narrative passages: They 

looked out of the wide windows at the little Braid Burn trickling through the fields and at the 

hills beyond, so austere from everlasting that they had never been capable of losing anything 

by the war. Here we should also note that the change of register, the shift from Spark‟s usual 

terse style to a more sublime lyricism, signifies a foregrounding or affirmation of what is 

being said. What is being suggested here is the immanence and interpenetration of the other-

worldly on this world, and the other world as the scale against which all is measured. 

Narrative altitude hints at a sense of order outside the novel. It also suggests a sense of order 

within the novel. The novel is a constructed whole, it is an ordered artwork. The novel is akin 

to an architectural structure. Let us look more closely at the architecture of The Prime. 

Narrative altitude defines the novel‟s continual flashbacks and flash-forwards. According to 

Ruth Whittaker there are fourteen flashbacks and fourteen flash-forwards, which suggests a 

highly stylized approach to fiction. Whittaker however does not define exactly what she 

means by a flashback or flash-forward, so it is difficult to know how she arrived at those 

figures. In my reading of the novel I have arrived at very different figures. I have perhaps 

defined flashback and flash-forward differently from Whittaker, which accounts for the 



disparity. The flash-forwards refers to what Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, following Genette, has 

called prolepses and which she has defined as “telling the future before its time”, the 

narration of an event before it has occurred. Rimmon-Kenan distinguishes a prolepsis — the 

narration of the future — from presages of or hints to a future yet to be (Ibid). Similarly, an 

analepsis (a „flashback‟) refers to the “narration of a story-event at a point in the text after 

later events have been told”. The novel, in terms of my understanding, is organized around 

time in a highly stylized and formalistic manner Each of these units reflects an event or 

events that occurred at a particular time during a particular year. A year is constantly used to 

delineate time. We read, for example: “In the summer of nineteen-thirty-eight” or “It had 

turned nineteen-thirty-one”. Some of these units occur in the present (narrated in the past), 

others are flashbacks or flashforwards from the vantage point of the present identified in that 

chapter. The present tense is different for every chapter. The present tense in each of these 

chapters is usually identified by a year, although often this is not the calendar year but the 

European scholastic year. The number of units might itself be significant from another point 

of view. In Chapter Four a flashforward to the betrayal of Miss Jean Brodie (in 1938) 

becomes the present tense of Chapter Six. If we schematize these temporal units, starting 

from the point where they are first introduced, we observe how they constitute a rather 

complex pattern. Units move away from and return to where they start. New units are 

interlocked with previously introduced units. Schematized in this manner the novel ends 

literally at the centre, Sandy‟s act of clutching the convent grille, the moment of 

transfiguration, the claritas of the novel. The structure determines how the novel is read: 

when the reader finishes the novel he or she will have reached the heart of the novel. The 

temporal organization constitutes the architectural (or perhaps musical) structure of the novel. 

This would be the third tier of the novel, the level of integritas, of wholeness. The three levels 

of the novel do not function separately, they play off against each other and are integrated in 



a unifying structure. To speak of three levels is to speak metaphorically. All the same, to read 

the novel as surface, as a faulty realism, never tells the whole story. The Thomist criteria of 

beauty can be usefully applied to Spark‟s novel insofar as they allow us to apprehend the 

formal complexity of the artwork. Malcom Bradbury is correct when he says that in a 

Sparkian novel “we read backwards and forwards, for integritas, consonantia, claritas”. 

Integrity, proportion and claritas are artistic criteria for Order. A vision of order underlies the 

construction of The Prime; it tells us also about Spark‟s understanding of life as 

providentially ordered. Order is also identified with the Catholic faith. While it is true that the 

novel should not be seen “as a kind of Catholic tract” (Lodge, 1972:142), it is equally true 

that the novel interprets the world from a decidedly dogmatic Catholic position. The novel 

was published in 1961, the year before the start of the Second Vatican Council. Spark‟s 

aesthetic, more self-reflexive than it was realist, points to the metafictional developments in 

the „postmodern‟ novel. In so many ways Spark‟s early novels are precursors of the 

metafictional novel. Metafiction has been linked to the self-reflexive postmodern novel 

(Waugh, 1988), but in Spark‟s novel metafiction is inserted within a normative structure of 

order and it is not yet fair to speak of postmodernism. Spark‟s Catholic novel has transformed 

the realism of her predecessors, but it is still committed to the aesthetics of order. 

Postmodernism, as we shall have occasion to study in more detail, exists only at the level of 

appearances. In many ways the highly formalistic nature of her art is closer to the geometrical 

spirit of classical Thomism. Umberto Eco has asked an interesting question about the relation 

between this theoretical purity proposed by the Thomist system and the society that produced 

the theory: ... scholastic aesthetics seem to represent to us a world that does not entirely 

correspond to the daily reality in which those formulae were enunciated. How to reconcile the 

sense of geometric regularity, the limpid rationality ... with the so many manifestations of 

cruelty, of misery and inequality suffered daily? The relation between Thomist theory and the 



world of today would be no less problematic. Spark‟s answer would seem to be that art can 

only provide answers in its own domain. Art hints at an eternal order, formally it can be an 

ideal order. It is not fiction‟s business to reproduce the suffering of the world. There is a vast 

space separating lived reality from words, those “names which betokened a misty region of 

crime and desperation”. The disorder of the world, the novel seems to say, will always be out 

there. To sum up, disorder and transfiguration run throughout the novel- be it religious 

transfiguration or personal. 


