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Brief Biography
Born in Edinburgh to a Jewish father and Presbyterian mother, Muriel Spark (then Muriel 
Camberg) was herself raised as a Presbyterian. From 1923 to 1935, she attended the James 
Gillespie’s School for Girls—a model for the Marcia Blaine School featured in The Prime of 
Miss Jean Brodie—going on from there to teach English and then to work as a secretary in a 
department store. In 1937, Muriel married Sidney Oswald Spark and moved with him to 
Southern Rhodesia (present-day Zimbabwe), but soon discovered that Sidney was manic-
depressive and prone to violence. Consequently, Muriel left both her husband and newborn 
son Robin in 1940, and returned to the United Kingdom in 1944, where she worked in military 
intelligence until the end of World War II. 



Though she began writing seriously thereafter, primarily poetry and literary criticism, it wasn’t 
until after her conversion to Roman Catholicism in 1954 that Spark developed the scope of 
vision necessary to begin writing novels. While living in London, she wrote and published her 
first, The Comforters (1957), the proceeds from which freed Spark to pursue writing full-time. 
Following several warmly received works came, in 1961, The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie, which 
secured Spark’s fame, and which is largely considered today to be her masterpiece. Spark would 
go on to live in New York City and then Rome, where in 1968 she met her lifelong friend, the 
artist Penelope Jardine, with whom she settled in the Tuscan village of Civitella della China, 
where the two would spend the rest of their lives together until Spark’s death in 2006. For her 
literary achievements, Spark received many awards and honors, including the James Tait Black 
Memorial Prize for her novel The Mandelbaum Gate (1965), the Golden PEN Award (1998), 
and eight honorary degrees, one from the University of Oxford.
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Historical Context of The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie
Although published in 1961, The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie is set in the 1930s, and is especially 
preoccupied with the fascist governments that came to power during this period, in the decade 
leading up to World War II—those led by Mussolini in Italy, Hitler in Germany, and Francisco 
Franco in Spain. These governments were authoritarian, nationalistic, right-wing, and 
belligerent. After the collapse of Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany, intellectuals in liberal 
democracies found themselves deeply troubled by the question of how such states could arise in 
the first place, as well as by the question of how commonplace people could become 
enthusiastically loyal to such states even to the death. Indeed, these questions make up part of 
Spark’s area of inquiry in her novel: Miss Brodie herself is excited by what she witnesses in 
Fascist Italy—the efficiency and patriotism of it all—and the novel suggests that her influence 
over the Brodie girls is troublingly similar to Mussolini’s influence over his fascisti.



Introduction



Introduction
"The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie" fits into a long line of books and movies about a forward-
thinking and eccentric teacher who has a great deal of influence on her students. The book, 
which was also made into a movie, tells the story of the special education that Miss Jean Brodie 
gives her students at the Marcia Blaine School for Girls in Edinburgh in the 1930s and the 
lessons she learned in return. Set against the backdrop of fascism and the Spanish Civil War, the 
story is told through a series of flashbacks and flash forwards.



SUMMARY



Plot Summary of The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie
The story begins in 1936 when Miss Jean Brodie's favorite students are 16, but the story quickly 
flashes back to 1930 when they first meet. Miss Jean Brodie believes that her students must have 
a classic, well-rounded education, and she uses herself as a model. In addition to teaching them 
about art history and literature, she also talks to them about fascism -- of which she is an admirer 
-- and even her own love life and personal travails. Miss Jean Brodie singles out six of her 
students -- Sandy, Rose, Mary, Jenny, Monica and Eunice -- for special tutelage. Known as "The 
Brodie Set," these girls form a strong relationship with Miss Jean Brodie, but the reader learns 
right away that one of them will ultimately betray her.



Miss Brodie is quickly embroiled in a love triangle with music teacher Gordon Lowther and art 
teacher Teddy Lloyd. Miss Jean Brodie swears off a relationship with Mr. Lloyd because he is 
married and has six children. Before she does so, she shares a simple kiss with him, which 
Monica sees. Miss Brodie has a brief affair with Mr. Lowther, but remains fixated on Mr. Lloyd. 
She decides to take Sandy as her confidante and learns that Mr. Lloyd often asks the girls to sit 
for him as portrait subjects. Miss Brodie develops a plan with Sandy to encourage Rose to have a 
sexual affair with Mr. Lloyd, through which Miss Brodie can live vicariously.



The climax of the story comes in Sandy's multi-part betrayal of Miss Brodie, though the teacher 
never learns of it until later in life. While Miss Brodie is traveling for the summer, Sandy enters 
into an affair with Mr. Lloyd herself. When Sandy leaves him, she decides to convert to Roman 
Catholicism and become a nun. However, before she does, she decides to help headmistress 
Miss Mackay, who has been looking for a way to get rid of Miss Brodie for years. Sandy tells 
Miss Mackay to accuse Miss Brodie of promoting fascism in the classroom, which she has done. 
Miss Mackay follow her advice and is successful.

By the end of the story, the reader learns that Sandy has become a nun and has written a famous 
book on psychology, called "The Transfiguration of the Commonplace." When being 
interviewed for the book, she identifies Miss Brodie as the primary influence on her school 
years. Miss Brodie dies before Sandy's book comes out. It is not until she is on her death bed 
that she comes to the realization that Sandy is the one who betrayed her all those years earlier.


