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She was an average Scots girl.  Well, she was average if you think it average to be a Jewish lassie in World War II Edinburgh, a recent ancestral immigrant from the Ukraine, romantically and religiously conflicted her whole life, made psychotic from drugs intended to keep her slender and awake, a hater of her own child and her mother, and near and at the end of her long and artistically productive life, the inhabitant of a Tuscan Castle, sharing it with a long-time girlfriend.  Along the way she wrote and edited poetry, slept among gravestones, smoked too many cigarettes, ruined a couple of rather decent men, was periodically deranged by delusions and hallucinations, and wrote with biting wit and deep, black gloom in the styles of Graham Greene and Evelyn Waugh (among others), with both of whom she shared a late and tortured arrival at the Holy Gates of Papacy, joining the Roman Catholic Church at the middle of her adult life, and at the beginning of her renown as a prominent author.

On April 15, 2006 the mayor of the village of Civitella della Chiana, Massimiliano Dindolini, informed the world that Muriel Spark met her own momento mori two days earlier at a hospital in Florence leaving the rest of the world bereft of an outstanding caricaturist of human behavior. The cause of her death was never specified.   She was born in Bruntsfield, Edinburgh (thoroughly unpleasant neighborhood) to a Jewish Father and an Anglican (and probably Jewish) mother.  Muriel Camberg as she and all her ancestors were called back in the Litvak city of Kowno, later changed her place of birth to the Morningside neighborhood of Edinburgh, a much nicer place than Bruntsfield.  A happy child she was not.  Her brother Phillip was an incestuous fratteur.  Her father worked as a tire fitter in the North British Rubber Company tire factory and was ineffectual.  Her mother Cissie took in lodgers and drank heavily.  Muriel Spark said of her mother “I used to think it a pity that her mother rather than she had not thought about birth control.”  Having enough of happy family life in Edinburgh, and after working as a department store secretary and an English teacher, she jumped into marriage with Sidney Oswald Spark at the age of nineteen (19) years and took off for Rhodesia, where Sidney became crazed with mania and Muriel became pregnant with Robin. Seven years after the birth and feral rearing of this ultimately disaffected boy, she divorced the ranting Sidney, returned to the United Kingdom, landed a wartime job in the Intelligence Department of the British Foreign Office and embraced her passion for writing. Robin Spark tagged along and was put to the care of his Camberg grandparents. He became an Orthodox Jew.  Muriel had little involvement with his raising thereafter other than sending the occasional pound sterling to him, saying that given his orthodoxy, “it was too difficult to produce meals.”  Sidney Spark matriculated at a series of mental institutions, Muriel proclaiming that “he became a borderline case and I didn’t like what I found on either side of the border.” Muriel soon drop-kicked Crazy Sidney out of her life (she did the same with lots of people) dismissing his efforts at healing by saying “One should only see a psychiatrist out of boredom.”

Muriel Spark’s career at the Foreign Office (1944-45) was an unusual and notable one.  She wrote radio stories beamed at Germany.  They were full of disinformation. The radio presentations were acted out by German prisoners of war over a faux-German radio station.  Her tales, however untrue, were so good that they were occasionally cited as newsworthy fact by the unwitting wartime British press.  Muriel Spark’s writing career did not start or stop with the end of World War II and her stint at the Foreign Office.  She had written stories, poetry and fragmented productions since her girlhood, often dictating content aloud, a habit which persisted through her word-laden life.  “I see no reason to keep silent about the enjoyment of the sound of my own voice as I work” said she.

Thereafter the life of this increasingly non-average lassie became dominated by three major plots: romantic love, religion and writing as an art.  Let’s deal with romance first, although the three life dominations were complexly intertwined, each one woven into the fabric of the other two until the end of her life.

Depositing the increasingly mad Sidney Oswald Spark to a succession of asylums, Muriel took up with the poet Howard Sergeant and then more prolongedly with the poet Derek Stanford.  With each she had a relationship based upon extreme sexual attraction, torrid sensual preoccupation, intense romantic fantasy and alas, obstinate celibacy.  She had easy access to poets until she was canned from her job as Secretary of the Poetry Society in 1953. The relationship with Stanford went on for a couple of decades and included such pre-Raphaelite scenarios as both of them lying upon their backs in the grass, hands clapped together, looking at the English sky and composing verse together.  And all this in a graveyard in London’s West End at St. Mary Abbott’s in Kensington Church Street near where I lived.  Stanford, whom she tormented and who outlived her by a couple of years, seems to have faded as Muriel drifted from anti-Judaism, to varieties of Protestant whatever, to the High Anglican Church ultimately to the ever-forgiving and ever-demanding bosom of Roman Catholicism. This Pauline drift did not prevent Spark and Stanford from publishing a series of important critical books concerning William Wordsworth and Emily Bronte.  Her eventual and more stable attachment was to a woman she met at the hairdresser, Penelope Jardine, owner of the Tuscan castle in which she lived for three decades. This relationship is said unconvincingly by Muriel to have borne no taint of lesbianism. It was never put to the same tortured constraints as her liaisons with men.  It was said of Muriel that “after the age of forty, her most important romantic attachment was her landlady.”

After a spiritual hegira which would make Boethius, St. Augustine, St. Paul and Emperor Constantine blush together, Mural Spark formally joined the Catholic Faith, her arrival there prompted by the Anglo-Catholic Fathers Wells and Foster, and completed by Dom Ambrose at Ealing Priory which can still be seen if you are lucky enough to land on the right runway coming into Heathrow Airport. Frank Sheed, the major domo of a publishing house dealing with Catholic books, had an assistive role in Muriel’s reformation, a kind of Gladstone in her life.  Of her long and tortured road to Damascus, she later said that “If you’re going to do a thing, you should do it thoroughly.  If you’re going to be a Christian, you may as well be a Catholic.”  And she became one.  Muriel Spark contributed her writing imagination, her world view and her success to her religious faith and Catholic conversion.  Others consider her conversion to the Catholic Faith “the only tedious element in an otherwise entertaining and intelligent body of work.” (See James Campbell, “Muriel Spark and her Enemies”, TLS, cited).

Perhaps not a lover of people, even those who would be considered the natural beneficiaries of her loyalty and affection, Muriel Spark felt differently about drugs.  Particularly one: dextroamphetamine.  In the mid-1950’s, enamored of this energizing and appetite reducing chemical, she was hearing voices, talking to walls and imagining that enemies were hearing her from the radio, that T. S. Eliot was a spying window-cleaner and malefactors were watching her from the rafters.  Three months after her reception in the Catholic Church, she stopped this drug.  The insanity receded and she was restored to her ordinary mind, vigor and productivity. While doubters may cavil, I view this as the direct, undeniable and indubitable effect of the Miraculous Reception of Muriel Spark into the Church of Rome.

Twixt Edinburgh and Civitella della Chiana, Muriel Spark managed to publish twenty-two novels and twenty other volumes of poetic and critical literary works.  The best known of all of these is “The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie.”  All of her novels are characterized by religious themes, sexual complexity, misanthropy, irony, and schadenfreude. While she is historically aligned with Waugh and Greene, and while a laugh is provoked by irony and novelty, deadly gloom, pessimism and bitterness bathe her work.  Her lash-back behavior and tendency to reject and dump other human beings burns holes in her history and in her work.  She referred to Alan Maclean, a former lover and editor who once suggested that she re-write the opening paragraph of Memento Mori which we consider today, as “an indescribably filthy liar”.  Poor Howard Sergeant, her helper at the Poetry Review in the 1950’s who was done in by her hair, low-cut dresses, soft Scots accent and her boots, was dumped into life’s dustbin after being permanently weaned from his wife and family. Her major biographer (as well as Graham Greene’s and Evelyn Waugh’s), Martin Stannard, was kept on a short leash by her, Muriel holding imprimatur over everything he had to say about her until his writings were declared nihil obstat. 

Muriel Spark was brilliant, at her prime very pretty, entertaining, prolific, clever, amusing, tortured, sad and like the rest of us, a product of our past,  Muriel Spark was neither burdened nor afflicted with the slightest tinge of humility and had reduced capacity to feel for or suffer with others.  She would never say of herself, of her characters, or possibly anyone: “ Homo sum. Nihil humani a me alienum puto.”

The Novel Club has considered Memento Mori and Muriel Spark at the Yuletide, a time of reflective joy for some at the victory of the Macabees over their enemies, and rejoicing for others lauding the birth of a Saviour.  Would Muriel Spark share in the prayers, the gifts, the wassailing, the season’s peace toward men of good will?  I don’t think so.  She is more likely to tell us, in the manner of Malcolm Gladwell, that at Christmas we celebrate Santa Claus, a morbidly obese, bald, childless old man affected toward red Danskins trimmed in fur, who is chronically underemployed, working only one day each year, and that at a night job, who resides is a place colder than Cleveland. 

In her novel Symposium (1991), Muriel Spark invents Magnus, a mad Scotsman, who sings a ballad to his brother, Dan.  It goes

“As I went down by the waterside,                                                              None but the foe to be my guide,                                                     none but the foe to be my guide”

Muriel could be singing, more than a bit of a madwoman, of herself.

She is buried in Tuscany.  Her gravestone is inscribed:

                                  “Muriel Spark, Poeta”
References

Stannard, Martin,  “Muriel Spark: The Biography,” Corry, Weidenfield and Nicholson, pub. 2008

Stannard, Martin, “A Girl of Slender Means,” The Guardian, July 18, 2009

Verongos, H. T and Colwell, “Muriel Spark…” The New York Times, April 16 2006

Campbell, J., “Muriel Spark and Her Enemies,” The Times Literary Supplement, September 16, 2009

Safesearch, (Quotations of Muriel Spark) www.brainyquotes.com 

Wikipedia, “Muriel Spark,” www.wikipedia.com







                               

