
The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie: A Thematic Study 

The theme of One’s Prime, Sexuality and Spinsterhood 

The Brodie set‟s transition from childhood to adulthood is marked primarily by changing 

attitudes toward sex: we follow Sandy, for example, from the time she and Jenny gossip 

about sex and, writing as Miss Brodie in a fictional letter, absurdly, hilariously 

congratulate Mr. Lowther on a good sexual performance, all the way into her eighteenth year, 

when she and Mr. Lloyd have an affair. But perhaps Sandy‟s sexual curiosity is too 

prematurely and too violently stimulated by Miss Brodie, for even as a young girl she 

privately develops an ambivalent, even antagonistic attitude toward sex, even imagining 

herself on a police force with the mission of putting a stop to all sex in Edinburgh altogether. 

Miss Brodie, on the other hand, relishes her sexuality; she often reminds her students that she 

is in her prime, a reference to the height of her energy and beauty and desirability as a 

woman. She pledges these years, her very best, to romantic involvements, first to Mr. Lloyd, 

then to Mr. Lowther—the latter affair sparking a scandal within her rather sexually repressive 

Edinburgh community. Ms. Brodie is not prepared to settle down and marry Mr. Lowther, 

however, and she is punished with ostracization and persecution at Miss Gaunt‟s hands, 

among others. Her most faithful lovers are Mr. Lloyd who paints her obsessively and her 

girls, who are in ways canvasses that take on her image. In the end, though, all Miss Brodie 

has to show for her prime are memories of her own charisma and influence, made bittersweet 

by Sandy‟s betrayal of her, which may be in part motivated by a complex of sexual revulsion, 

resentment, and repressed homoerotic attraction on Sandy‟s part, all directed toward Miss 

Brodie. 

The narrator takes pains to make it clear that Miss Brodie is not merely an eccentric, isolated 

phenomenon, but rather that there are many spinsters like her in Edinburgh. This claim 

amounts to an indictment of the sexual repression of the Edinburgh community as a whole, 

which makes it socially difficult for women to fulfill themselves outside of married life. Miss 

Brodie‟s girls who marry tend to shake her influence, as Rose and Monica and Jenny do—but 

Sandy alone, who vows herself to chastity as a nun, bears profoundly Miss Brodie‟s spirit. 
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The theme of Education vs. Intrusion 

 

The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie is a Bildungsroman, that is, a novel that has as one of its 

themes the formative years or spiritual education of a person. In developing this theme the 

novel dramatizes the distinction between education and intrusion. Miss Brodie herself defines 

education as a leading out of what is already in a student‟s soul, whereas intrusion, she says, 

is a planting in a student‟s mind of what was not there before. Miss Brodie claims to be an 

educator, whereas she criticizes the headmistress of Blaine, Miss Mackay, for allegedly 

intruding. The novel as a whole, however, calls into question Miss Brodie‟s distinction. 

Miss Brodie rarely instructs her girls in history or mathematics; instead, she exposes them to 

poetry, makeup, world cultures from Italy‟s to Egypt‟s, as well as radical fascist politics. On 

the one hand, it does seem to be her intention to open her students‟ lives to the world, to 

heighten their awareness, to liberate them from parochial custom and convention. On the 

other, Miss Brodie primarily “leads out” of her students their sexual curiosity, with stories 

about her dead lover Hugh and the like. Under Miss Brodie‟s wing, Sandy and Jenny, for 

example, become preoccupied with sex, talking and giggling about it, fantasizing and writing 

about it, going so far as to imagine Miss Brodie having sex with their singing teacher Mr. 

Lowther. But, hypocritically, Miss Brodie also intrudes: she is a dogmatic teacher, who 

makes assertions and requires that her students be able to regurgitate them verbatim. She 

even insinuates her plans into her students‟ minds—plans as strange and disturbing as 

having Rose become Mr. Lloyd‟s lover as her, Miss Brodie‟s, proxy. This is a rather heinous 

intrusion indeed. 

In contrast, the Senior science teacher Miss Lockhart is the novel‟s model educator: a priest 

in relation to her discipline, who does not regard the girls in her class as personalities but, 
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rather more appropriately, as students. She excites their curiosity on the first day by holding 

up gunpowder in a jar, enough, she says, to blow up the school; it is by leading out their 

natural curiosity about science that Miss Lockhart is in turn able to provide their now-

receptive minds with new information, which Miss Brodie might dismiss as an intrusion but 

which the novel, perhaps, would simply call good teaching. 

The theme of Religion and Predestination 

In early twentieth-century Edinburgh, the influence of Calvinism, a branch of Protestantism, 

was waning. Calvinists believe that human beings are so inherently and absolutely corrupted 

by original sin that they can only lead depraved lives, lives unworthy of salvation. However, 

God in His infinite mercy, and by His mercy alone, nonetheless elected before the world‟s 

creation a few people to be saved through Jesus Christ, this election being mysteriously 

determined not based on faith or virtue or merit, but by God alone. Those elected were 

elected unconditionally, regardless of their conduct on earth. In the novel, Miss Brodie reacts 

violently against this doctrine of predestination by usurping God‟s function herself—she 

elects six of her pupils to be her special girls, and predestines them, as it were, to be “„the 

crème de la crème,‟” in what amounts to a secular, sexually charged appropriation of 

Calvinist thought. She also presumes to shape their fates, most centrally when she plans 

for Rose Stanley to sleep with Mr. Lloyd as her proxy. She is, in a sense, a maker of plots, 

just like the deft novelist—Muriel Spark—writing about her. 

However, Miss Brodie‟s plots tend to go awry. It is Sandy, not Rose, who has a love affair 

with Mr. Lloyd. Though Miss Brodie thinks she can marry Mr. Lowther any time she likes, a 

day after she makes a pronouncement to this effect it is announced in the newspaper that Mr. 

Lowther is engaged to Miss Lockhart. And, most crushingly, it is Sandy, one of Miss 

Brodie‟s own special girls, indeed, her favorite and most trusted, who betrays her at last 

to Miss Mackay. The narrative structure of the novel is full of prolepses (fast-forwards) so 

that present events are juxtaposed with related future events, and these juxtapositions often 

contrast Miss Brodie‟s plans and expectations with the reality that comes to pass. For 

example, though Miss Brodie discusses her deep devotion to her girls and the need for 

absolute loyalty, the reader knows almost from the beginning of the novel that one of these 
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girls will ultimately betray her. In this way, the narrative creates ironic tension between Miss 

Brodie’s predestining and actual destiny itself. 

As Miss Brodie reacts violently against Calvinism, so does Sandy react violently against the 

egotism and amorality and potential destructiveness of Miss Brodie‟s own secular program of 

election and predestination. She turns to Roman Catholicism (as Spark did herself) for a 

different vision of life, one where salvation is a function of one‟s faith and works, and not a 

product of blind election. Sandy also replaces Miss Brodie‟s self-election to grace and 

guiltlessness in herself with a deep sense of culpability before the eyes of God. 

 

Miss Brodie can identify and transfigure common girls into extraordinary women, or such is 

her hope, anyway. She also has a pressing desire to experience transcendence, through art, 

sex, even radical politics—and transfiguring her girls so that they bear her image and so that 

she can in a small way guide their fates is her only real means of transcending the littleness of 

her life. Calvinism is a central context here: Miss Brodie reacts so strongly against its 

doctrine of predestination, where one cannot transfigure much less transcend one‟s destiny, 

that she goes so far as to elect herself to grace and plays a kind of secular God of Calvin in 

electing and transfiguring her girls into the “the crème de la crème.” 

The theme of Insight, Instinct and Transfiguration 

Miss Brodie has two criteria for election (and has good insight into who possesses these, for 

her girls tend to be among the brightest at Blaine): insight and instinct. Insight has to do with 

imaginative exuberance and psychological penetration, exemplified by Sandy; instinct has to 

do with sexual and social charisma, exemplified by Rose. Miss Brodie claims to possess both 

these qualities herself, although we might question her psychological astuteness: after all, she 

thinks Rose a carnal girl, when Rose has no interest in sex for the most part; Miss Brodie also 

thinks that she can trust Sandy absolutely, when Sandy is the Brodie girl least loyal to her in 

the end. Indeed, the novel as a whole seems in some ways to test or question the value of 

psychological insight: its pages are largely devoid of psychological analysis of its characters, 

as though such analysis were incidental to understanding its characters. As such, we, as 
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readers, are forced to be the psychologists, to map what characters say and do to their reasons 

and motivations, especially in regards to Sandy‟s decision to betray Miss Brodie, which goes 

unexplained in the novel and is only gestured toward and skirted around. 

Ultimately, Miss Brodie‟s attempts to transfigure the commonplace fail. Rose doesn‟t sleep 

with Mr. Lloyd as Miss Brodie plans, Miss Brodie‟s students pursue commonplace careers as 

typists and nurses, and Sandy in the end betrays her teacher. Without girls to sculpt and 

without the arts in her life as represented by Mr. Lloyd and Mr. Lowther, Miss Brodie more 

and more has nothing to do with herself but obsess over the last great drama of her life which 

transcends mere schoolteaching, namely her betrayal; and so ends her prime. Sandy, for her 

part, reacts so radically against Miss Brodie she turns (like Spark herself) to Catholicism, 

which locates the human desire for transfiguration within the ritual of the Holy Communion, 

where bread and wine become the body and blood of Christ. This position—of reserving 

transfiguration for sacred as opposed to secular life—is one the novel privileges over 

Calvinism and, relatedly, Miss Brodie‟s self-election to grace. 

The theme of Authority and Social Groups 

The students at the Blaine Junior school are young, naïve, and impressionable, which is 

perhaps why Miss Jean Brodie—as ridiculous as she is from one perspective—can exert her 

authority so influentially over them, and not just during their childhoods but for a lifetime. 

Indeed, the insightful Sandy theorizes that Jean Brodie thinks of herself as God, wholly 

guiltless, wholly in control of her own fate, wholly fulfilled—even though she is perhaps 

more truly a lonely and eccentric spinster overcompensating for the littleness of her life. Miss 

Brodie‟s methods for establishing authority include taking her students into her confidence, 

as she does in sharing her romantically embellished love life with them, as well as presenting 

herself as urbane, cosmopolitan, and artistic, in contrast to the other, more narrow-minded 

adults in their lives. Consequently, Miss Brodie comes to strike her girls as glamorous, 

daring, and mysterious, and her charisma enthralls them. However, she also exploits more 

problematic methods of establishing authority, for example, scapegoating Mary Macgregor, 

who provides the Brodie girls with a common target for their aggression, thereby 

strengthening the group‟s identity. The novel repeatedly suggests that these methods are not 
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unlike those used by fascist dictators—e.g., Mussolini, Hitler, and Franco—to generate in the 

populaces they govern both radical, unflagging loyalty and a herd mentality. 

Ironically, although Miss Brodie authoritatively preaches individualism to her girls, they as 

individuals have almost no identities of their own. Each is famous for something—Sandy for 

her small piggish eyes and insight, Rose for sex, etc.—but they are far more famous 

collectively, as the Brodie set. In an even further irony, the only thing holding the Brodie set 

together is the cult of personality Miss Brodie creates around herself, for the Brodie girls as 

individuals have “very little in common with each other” other than that. The Brodie set 

exists, it would seem, by Miss Brodie‟s authority and for her pleasure alone, and at one point 

Sandy even imagines that the girls of the set merely add up to “„one big Miss Brodie.‟” That 

being said, the narrator also reveals that being perceived as a social group by others is yet 

another factor keeping the Brodie girls together—if other students at Blaine didn‟t think of 

the Brodie set as a distinct social unit, that unit would fall apart. Many social groups, not just 

the Brodie set, need other groups to define themselves against, after all. But the novel also 

contrasts the Brodie set with the Girl Scout Brownies the Brodie girls encounter in the 

Meadows (a large public park in Edinburg), for example, as well as the sports teams at 

Blaine—groups organized not around a charismatic leader but common interests and goals. 

These, the novel suggests, are the foundation for a healthier community. 
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