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llr-l-lD make a chaL^

I ::l,ilii,:';:,I
some wlly contradictory,
sonewhere a paradox,"
says Muriel Sparkt wrireF
heroine Fleur Talbot in
Laiteting with lntent. l]on
tenplaror o{ Cod, parcy-
going sybarirei unpre-
tentious working glrl,
resplendenr Llueen bee;
gcnerous 6iend, vergef ul
h.irpy; harddosed busi-
ncsswonnn, self-blindlng
pnrrnoiac; lofry visionart',
litiglous refor Dame
ir'{uriel Sarah Carnberg
Sfark lrai a1l of rhese.
\\h€rh.r in Healenj He1l.
or lthat sccn: likeliest af'
rer realing thi: srnpa-
rheric portrait) Pursaroq.
she has reason to be erate-
ful to Martin Stannard for
a continuously dramatic
biogrrphy encompassing all sides ol
her conrlrdictory nature. k is more
likely, howcver, ihat Spark's immor-
ral soul is in hish dudseon and talk-

When the second volunc o{ Stan'
nardt lifc of Evelyn \7augh appeared
in 1992, Spark enthusiastically rc'
viewed rt for the Daily Mail and said shc
hoped one day to have as good a biog'
npher In due coune, she and Stanna
agreed that he would undertakc thc
prolect. She eranted him acccss to all
her papers, sat for inteNiews, answcred
querics. But after readng his complctcd

tsenjmin TdJln is the axth oJtua^a,ek,
Talcs Out of School and The Book ol
Ljrttinc I'en Htr €,/,r,d',i SralBellou'
lede^ u,lldpf'e,r in Novt mber

't:..:;, :.1

i11

nanuscript, Spark dcnicd hnn righc to
quote from any of her writings, e{fec-
tively precluding puLlication. Stan-
nard's life of Spark renaincd under
cmb.rryo for a decade. So what he says

in his acknowledsments about the
'tonsc'nf'and'i:ncouragenent" Dane
Muricl gave must be taken for the po'
lrtcssc it is. Their deadlock was brokcn
only .rfter she died four year ago, athc
ase 01 cighty-eight. We cal thank
sculptor and painter Peneiope Jardinc,
Spark's companion and executrix, for
reconsidcring his linished product and
allowing ir to appear in reasonably

Stannard tclls how a lowerniddle-
cla$ Edinburgh girl becane an inter
narional /enme rle hre and, in che

lllu{nrion br Andrer Venn,u



process, how a haf-Jewish agnostic
nade her way to Ronan Catholicism.
Most rewardingln however, he nar
rares the growrh of a great poet-
novellsr from "misitted" cllldhood
and catastrophic early marriage to
productive o1d age in the hills near
Arezzo, where she spent more than
rhirty years with Jardine, by far her
nost successful attachment ("\7e
look around aod we dont see such
happy marriages, you knowl . . . We're
not lesbians, but wele very fond of
each othel'). In Jardine\ house, a

converted medieval rectorn SparL
wrote the numerous books ofher old
ase, anong rhem A Far Cry fron
Keniingron (1988), Srnpost'n (1990),

Aidins and Abet,ing (2000), and Tn€
Finnning Sc/rool (2004).

Where men were concerned. she
cheerfully confesed ro having been ''a
bad picker" The price of ninetem-
year-old Muriel Camberg's ticket out
of hidebound Edinburgh a place
where even the lews se€ned C€lvinie
tic, gloomy with predestioariorm
ma.riage to a schoolteache. oamed
Sydney Oswald Spark. Ienorine the
disrres sisnal implicir in his initials,
nre allowed Solln ashe wascalled, to
rake her off to Southern Rhodesia,
where he narried, bcat, and impreg-
nated her Although these were the
war years, with almost no way of re-
turning to Britain, in 1944 Spark
nanagcd to book passage {or one
on a ftE civilian transporr, leaving
their s., Robin, in Solly's erratic care.
The decision was charactcristic o{ a

ruthless parkrn in her lifc. She wouLd
not bc ensnared by other people's
neecls or daim or purposes or schemes,

"Mv husband would nor deserr ne, so
I deserred him." Spark was by tem-
peramenra bachelor. Notwithstanding
several more attemprs aL romantic
love, hers was plainly a life ba.*d on
cornersrones other than sex. The
older Muriel gor, rhe more Minerva-
like she seened. "God and Scotland."
Stannard wrires, "might sonehow
have omifted senrimentality and the
agonies of sexual desire when they
created Muriel Camberg but she had
received something nuch nore valu-
able in rcturn: lmmense willpower
dist.rnce, wit .rnd vision, withour
which she could not have become rhe
great comic anist of che macabre thar

she did. . .. She enjoyed :ppearing at-
t.active to nen: it was their problem
if they fell fo. it."

In che earb spring of 1944, Spark
came ro blitzed md blacLed-out Lon-
don, where she knew no one. A series
of secrera.ial jobs and Grub Srreer
assignments fo wed along with per-
haps che lirst real happiness of her
life; at twentyaix, she was canny,
scappy, fiercely aurodidactic, and
precernarurally enersetic. Establish-
ins residence at the Helena Club
(larer imnortalized as the May of
Teck Club in Tie Girb o/ Siender
Means), a respectable Kensington
boarding house for unactached young
ladies, Spark breathed at last the met-
ropolitan air. "She had discoveEd a
point of reference," Stanned writes,
"her stamping grcund. Much of her
licrion retum to the sueets and to
rhe wonen who, like ho, inhabired
rhe borderlad berP(s de snar. ser
and bohemir" As m her tictle hoy, he
and ]ris farher had made rher lay
rrom Rhodesia to Edinbu.gh-and in
Edinbureh rhe child remained. Nor
one to get waylaid by rhe srroller in
the hal1way, Spark had aranged for
Robin to live with her parenrs. "Hcr
'pran,"' says Stannard, "her donestic
rcsponsibilities, werc to remain in
sorncone clseh hall." Not at all nyv
teriously, this narernal distmce be-
carne for Robln, particularly as he
grew older, a fesreri.g grievmce. Re-
lations between son and mother,
nevcr casy over che decades, degener-
atcd near the end of Spark's life into
a ridiculous public dispute about
whethcr she was five-eighths or three-
quarters Jewish. Having becorne OF
thodox, Robin thought this impor-
tant, and he allesed thar hs nother
was de.ying the addidonal 12.5 per-
cenc in cheir family nee. (Sparkk
1965 novel The MandeLbaum Gate
deals exhaustively with her double
heritage. It really nakes no sense to
claim she was hiding anythine.)

er first book was Cniltl o/
LigAt (i951), a biography of

I lMary Codwin Shelley thar
rc.cived sclnt artenrnrn. Prbr lo it.

partern o{ stepping free, rhis time
from a milieu of fly-by-night publish-
ing outfits and secon&are literary as-
pirants shed qui&ly ourgrowl Young
Spark considered hemelf a poet 6nq
critic second, and hlographer third.
But hungry and unheralded in her
ch6en callines, mired at rhe bedsir
margins of literary London, she re-
Wrded in tlle etlllm of 1951 to m
announcement in *re Obseruer of a
Christmaestory contest. The prize,
f250, a fornidable sm in postwar
England, plvanned her. Out of seven
thousand emries, her story wm. "Thc
Senph and tbe Zambesi," a fantasti-
cal tale drawing promiscuouly on her
African recollecrions, her passion for
Baudelaire. ancl hcr recenr research
into anselology, was the 6rsr Sction
shed ever wricten. \qith a biosnphy
ofpet John Masefield, completed the
following year, bellerrisric gestures
ere to an end. The half poet, half
ciric was poised ro become Muriel
Spak dre najor novelisc. Her 195?
debur, The Con/orrers, won plaudits
fron Graham Greene and Evctyn
Waugh, bodr of whon sensed a fellow

In thc sprine of 1954, Spark had
becn received into the Roman
Catholic Church. Cardinal Ne$'-
man\ neditations on original sin
seemed ro her a cruer account of
ourselves rhan anyrhing post-
Enlightenment humanism had to
offer. In the ghastly shadow of the
preceding decades ?5 

'nillionrnurdered in two world wars the
Church's sophisricarion about de'
pravty ("those coturies of experrise
in hunan {ailins") drew her into the
fold, along with : rnore genually
religious convicrion thar'everything
is absurd without eternal life."

Tlrc Conforters is che story of
Caroline Rose, a lite'ary critic about
to turn novelisr who is suddenty af-
tlicred by aural hallucinatio.s: 6rst
rhe rat-a-rar-rat of a typewrirer, rhen
voices repeating verbarim the things
she has just thought. The novel shet
on the point of writing seens al-
ready to be under way in some invis-
ibLe rerlm, and she herself is the
embattled heroine. Spark, roo, h:rd
suffered hallucinationq in 1954, as
the result of popping too nuch Dex-
edrine, she suddenly helieved every-

sheil collaborared on various literarl
undercakinss with a lover, Derck
Sranford, then progressively dis-
ranced he6elf from hin. Asain, thc



thing she read and heard ro be ridi-
culing rnd rhreatening her. T. S.

Eliott play T/re Contidential Clerk,
running fiar year in the West End,
contained coded threrts on her life,
thrcats elaborated in the playbill.
Croxword pu-les were vlllainous;
innocent combinations of letLers
would suddenlv iunp about and
spell "dirty Yid" or worse. Until the
amphet?mines left her bloodstrean,
Mudel Spark was mad.

Religious conversion ,nd tempo'
mry madnes seen togcdrer to have
catalyzed new ironies, new energies,
new vision. The books came tum-
bling out. Her publishero could
scarcely keep up. With her sixth
novel, in 1961, she rewardcd aheir
trusi. TAe Prime o/ Mtss Jedn il'odie
was an intcrnational sensation, pro-
ducing that rarity in twcniieth-
ccntury 6ction: a character every-
body knows, whcther they've read
the book or not. Like Olivcr Twisc
and Enma Bovary, like HoLden
Caulfield and Alexander Portnoy,
lean Brodic exists outside the book
that savc birrh to ber. Spark's novel
(afterward a hit srage play and mov-
ie) made hcr rather rich and very fa-
rnous. She crLled the book her
"nilch cow," Hardy s term of en-
deament for ?s of the d'Urbetoilles,
his own great moneymaker.

.l .,'".,rho. Sorrk wrhed to

Af,,m!ffi:;:',llxi
feel and elanour of ir while alwal,s

naintaining a theological safesuard
against neaninglessness. This intima-
cy wi*r the abyss became clearest in
her hareh niddle phase, when she
wroce Tie Peb c lmds€ (1968), The
Dri0€'\ Sedt (1970), Nor ro Ditrrrb
{1971), Tlre Hothorae b tne Ent Rioer
(1971), Tne Taleoter (19?6), and Teni
rorrdl Rigirs (1979) -lisquieting, nolr-

oeaz romar-influenced books nr
which her signatue mingliDg of the
gruesome and the elegant reached
.ew stremcs. (But her best work of
thar period 

"as 
the lersr rypical a sa-

ffical depictnrn of the Nixon Admin-
irntidn as Benedicrine sisters. Tie
A66ess o/ Creue (1974), one of tbe
lunnicst books to have conrc out of
rhe opera bu{fa of Watergate.)

Actual churchgoing was another

matter: "lt's full of gcrms, people
sneezins. I don'r want to catch co1d,
you know." When very occasionally
she did attend Mass, it was to pray

for other people's sinr. But Spark's
nliosyncratic Catholicisn-her
faith, nor the Churchs dogrna was

.is real, I think, as M.ruril]c's,
Wrusht, J. F. Poweret, Flannert'
O'Connor's,',J?alker Percy\, or
Creene's (when he did believe), and
as productive ol a sacnmenral kind
of storttclling in which e€rnity is
immancnt in tinc- "We shoulil
know ourselues better by now than
ro be undcr tbe illusion that we are
essentinlly astiring, rffectionatc,
and loving oeaturcs," she said. Be-
causc ot orisinal sin, because we losr
our true narurci anYrhine can be-
come our naturc. "My aim is lo pres-

ent rhe supernrtural as Part .,f a

natural hisrory": human nature cle-

forned and bhghtcd. "I lhink Hell
is enpty and all the devils are here "
Ancl upon rhis earthly cavalcade, in
all o{ Spark's books, dwells the un-
blinking eye of Cjod.

Stannard says, in an adnirabLe
phrase, thar rhe Church 'teleaed her
fron babel" gave her a trmscendent
frame of referencc. Yer he continually
characierlzes Spark's worL as post
nodernist, which seens a nisjudg-
ncnt. Looking btrck o. her cdccr, she

sai{ "The essentials ot lirerature were,

ro mq ourside of litc'mrurr they were

elsewhcre, out in the world." For all
their breachins of tndirional plausi-

bility, Sparkt works go on referrug us

to real life; they rnake no claim for
thc inherent value of self+cflcxive
ganesmanship. Yes, she doirs mock

-".lds. known as such. But both rcat-
ists and posimodernists devise nock
worlds-posrmodernists to show what
words can do: realists to show what
life can do- The impression I take
fron her books is o{ rcal pesons un-
dergoing real rorments and hedgcd
ahout, whether they know ir or not,
by real diviniry. Gi{ted fantasist
rhough Spark was, her fundanental-
ly mimetic arr seeks nothing less
than'the sign of a covcnant," ro bor-
row words long sanctified for hcr,
'the seal of a purclase, the 6gure of
a hodr the witness o{ our faith, the
earnest of our hope, thc presence of
chings distant, the sight of things ab-
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scnt, the laste of rhings inconceiv,
able, and the Lnowledge of rhings
that are past knowledge." This fron
the seventeenrb-cenrury Anglican
divine Edward Reynotds, whon she

"Lots of peopte cant raLe ir whcn
I lcave thinss our," she cold rhe cir,
ic Stephen Schiff when he intcr-
viewed her in i991. "But lots ofpco-
ple can, of course. I rhink I've
chosen thar way because of sone,
thing in my narure. I don'r Likc to
spcll things our. I'm very rnuch on
the idea of leaving a lor unsaid, so
that a great deaL can be gathcred."
Indeed, she was ar her best in stories
like "Thc Portobcllo Road" and
"The Co-Awry Bird" and in the in-
conparable brief novels for which
she will always be remernbcrcd: Tie
Comforrers, Menenro Mori (1959),
The Ba[dd af Pecklnn be 096A),
The Prine of Miss lean Brodie, 'the
Grls of Slender Means (1963), l-oira-
is with Intent (1981). These s'orks
abound in coollr rendered moral
disff iminations, rhough alq aF:
against the pre-nce of the unloo*
able: $hat Cod is rhinkins. ho$
God has judged. 'lou ha.e to li'e
with rbe m\sren.- she roH Schiff
"Thar's che an:s=r in mr books."
Iohn Utdike sail .har Spark buik
her characrers rtnh :n alol iictr'
a1 rigor thar anricipares rhe Last
Judgnent." Handsornelr put, but
rhis nakes her sound no.e self,
satisfied, more ce.rain of God's
nind, rhan she *as. Spark leares
things our nrctiration:. rransi-
tions. connections |e.aure rhe
whole truth s Godl. nor ou.r-

f n th" aft"rnath ot World u:r ll.
I fu fewer b"oks uere o,hlisherl '"lGLear Drira,n. Like .rher rhins\,

paper continued b be rationed. But
whcn the publishing indusfty did re,
vive it producccl, in the 1950s, a florv-
ering of fiction unmatched in any
slrbsequent dccadc: Hcnry Green's
Norhtng, Evclyn Waugh's Suorl ol
Hono!.r trilogy, Willian Golding's
'flE Inhetitots and P;ncier M.lrttn.
larrick Whirel Tie Tr€e oi Man lnd
Vos, Angus Wilson's HemLock Md
Afrcr and Anglo-Saror Attitrdes,
Gnhan Greenet Tfu End of ttu Al
fair and Ttu Qder Amedcan, Rose

Macaulay's Th€ {uss of TrebiTara,
Kingstey Anis's Lrcft] lim, Irs Mur-
dochs Under tie Ner and The Bell.
Vhat a decade that wasl And equal
to any of these booLs is whar seems
ro me Sparkl grcatesr achievemenr,
Menento Mdi. Her bsr oiric, Fraik
Kennode, has said dff Spark's rhene
is "the conplex relarionship bemen
human ploriing... $'hich is depen-
dent on lies and evasions. and rhe
Iarger plor, ftue rhoush virrually in-
credible, which is imposed on the
world by its crealor." In Memenro
Mori, a comedy of rnanners astride of
a grave, sonebody is telephoning el-
derly people all over Grear Brirain ro
say somethilu unpleasant:

,Jusr thN ,qds?,,
'ld rhe sme wonlFRenenber rd

r!6id:a noihns nde."
'1te musr be a mmiac," said Godfret

All nacuralistic hyporheses fail.
Readers of rhis ostensible mysrerr
ston, like rhe chucre.s in it, a.e
u.hered inro the rreoce of Mrsrerr
illelr-. D@rh is caln-s. The mrel':
la.r lmes ae arnong rhe mo:r nene
.atle in noJem Bffi:h ncrion:

\+,ar s?re rher :i.k- \ har did thet

L.ftie CoLston. he re. e.l nr hin'
sell conrninuted fra*ures o{ thc
skulli Godftey Col*on, hypo*atic
lneunonia; Channian Colston, urae.
niai Jean Taylor, carcinona of the
cervixi Ronald Sidebottomc, cdr.ino.
ma of the bronchusr Guv Leet, arte.
rioscl€rosG. H€nry Mortiner, coro-

Each character dying of his paiticu.
lar disease. As each of us will:

Miss Valvona went to her rcst.
Manr of the erannics followcd hcr.
lea Taylor lineered for a tine, em.
ploying her pain to naenib the Lord,
and neditatinc smetim6 co.idincly
lFon Death, the nN oi dr Fou. bsr
Things ro b€ 6ir rememtered-

lthough her net biographer
nav have nore data and a

freer hand. I doubt he or she
will connand srearer wir or elo-
quence or wisdon rhan does Martin
Srannard. Hc renden the sweep of
the decades in a sentence: "She be-



came an odd sort of dandy, dissxised
by turns as bohenian, gendewonan,
mcdia star recluse." He strikes off a

whoLe series of minor ch.rracters:
Blanche Knopf, for instance, 'nour-
ishing herself daily on one martlni,
three shrimps and a stick of aspara-
gus, weighed scarcely seven srone-
Yer th; snall fastidious person,
seeningly held together by jewelry,
was pure granite." Blanche's nar
riage ro Alfred Knopf is "a ruin of
such magnificent proportions that
preserving it became a work of an"
Stannard can be affectionate roward
his si,bject, as when he reports an
episode ai Fortnum & Masont,
where Spark had been pubhcizine
Menento Mori: nistaken by shop-
pers for a sales assistant, shc happily
slipped behind Lhe counter to wr.ip
their Easter ca.ds. And hc can bc
acute, as when he describes a race-
horse Spark putchased from the
Queen of England as "the public
seal on her Cinderella story, like
Elizabeth Taylor's diamond."

Stannard thought of calling his
book Tne Mne Lioes ofMrriel spd',i,
on account of its nine locales-
Edinburgh, Southern Rhodcsia, Mil'
ton Bryan, Kensingron, Aylesford,
Canbcrwell, New York, Rome,
Tuscany-but gave that up as reduc-
dle sioce in each ofthese scttings shc
sas several Muriels: "a schoiar, a

mther, a daughrcr, abuslneswoman,
streetwise and sEicq rhe gentle ancl
affectionate supponer of those .ho
did not threaten... the misress of

'irirh an lndividu:rl by the nane
of Bluebell she rnay be said to have
enjoyed perfcct concord through-
out the 1950s. "My perfect cat was
a Pcrsian of snall dinensions; she
had no rival for wit and undcr'
standing... I have nevcr seen her
equal for catness, charm and radi-
ance." Virh nenbers of her own
spccies, lovc was of course more de'
nanding, les t1urab1e. At each stage
along the w.ry, she established a sub'
stantially new sct of fricnds and suit'
ors. Those closest to Spark during,
say, her New York period among
them Austnlian-bom novelist Shirley
Hazad and her husband, the biogra-
pher Francis Stecgnullo-were exav
pented by the airs md graces Spark

gave hereel{ after moving to Rome.
That she becane a highfalutin pain
in the ass is beyond quesrion. Enter-
ing .t soci?l realn known in rhose
davs as the Beautiful Peoplc-
do-norhings with noble pedigrces,
sexual adventurers, art criminals,
grandees and hangerwon ofthc ltal-
ian movie industry, thc whole Via
Veneto pageant-Spark found ma-
rerial for her novels, yes, bur also a
sense of fashionable beloneine she
clearly cravcd at the tlme. Amone
her intimates were Counr Lanfranco
Rasponi, aristocrat for hire, awaitins
serlement rf his farherls vast esrate:

"Baron' Brian de BrelTnv, no more a
baron than you or l; Dario Anbro-
siani, omnisexual lounse lizardi and,
likc a stalk of whear anong the tares,
onc bona fide queen, the deposed
Frcdcrica o{ Greece. Hazard vividly
recollects the followine phone call,
"Shirlers? Muriel. Cancelins our din-
ner plan, I'n afnid. A grear bore, but
I nust accompany Queen Fred to
lsola dcl Giglio ar rhe weetend. Her
Majesty will otherwise be without
one single lady-in-waiting." Ha?-
zardt uncharacteristlc silence ar the
othcr end musr have registered, for
suddcnly it was the old Muriel, very
Scottish, chlrping down the line,
'And Shirlers, you and I know what
tillCs likel"

lf hcr Romrn advenrure was not
in thc best of raste, the snobberv of
it seens veniaL in rertospect. She
said goodbye as firnly to the Beautr
ful People as she had to nearly ev-
eryone else. ("Goodbye very muctl'
was a favorite phrase.) What mat-
tered mosr was flying by the nets,
undcrmining expectations, staying
unaccountable. She was, ac heart,
morc imp or anarch rhan snob.
Howevcr clear about who she was
and whcrc shed come fron, Spark
coulcl in gleeful moods fancy herself
not Scotland's bur wild naturet
own. ln 1956 Atan Maclean. her ed-
itor at Macmillan, asked his un-
known :nd supremely confdent au-
thor for a biographical note to
accompany Tie Comforters. He got
this: "Born in ice cave of southern
Tyrol year 609 a.r:. of centaur stocL,
nother descended Venus. Muriel
Spark rosc frorn the waves as is well
known. Dcnands fabulous fees." r
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