Choose a novel in which your interest for a particular character grows as the plot unfolds. Explain briefly why your interest increases and, in more detail, discuss how the writer achieves this – characterization / structure / key incidents.

The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie

“The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie” written by Muriel Spark portrayed the life of an idiosyncratic teacher whom lived in Edinburgh during the political era of the 1930s.

Her favoritism towards six of her pupils at the Marcia Blaine School for girls led to the creation of ‘The Brodie Set’. She promised them the dedication of her prime and to make them ‘the crème de la crème’, but in the end, she died without surely knowing which one of her girls ‘betrayed’ her. The delicate characterization of Jean Brodie and the deliberate structure of the novel were carefully used by Muriel Spark to articulate the rise and fall of Miss Jean Brodie in the hope of stimulating an increasing interest of Jean Brodie from the readers as the story progresses. 

    Miss Jean Brodie was introduced as a very manipulative teacher. She had strong point of views and believes. She used her status as a teacher and taught her pupils what she believed instead of the truth in many cases:


“Who is the greatest Italian painter?”


“Leonardo da Vinci, Miss Brodie.”


“That is incorrect. The answer is Giotto, he is my favourite.”
Her pupils were not allowed any opinions of their own. In her mind, she was always correct. This unhealthy influence and manipulation presented by Miss Brodie posed a dangerous threat to her pupils’ future as they may lose the ability to make judgments of their own. Miss Brodie’s behaviour was somewhat peculiar for a teacher. Her abnormal characteristics will as a result instantly motivate the readers to develop an interest in her. 

  However her explanation of the word ‘education’ contrasts with her actual teaching methods. Miss Brodie’s interpretation of ‘education’ was leading knowledge out instead of putting knowledge in. But what she did not realize was that she was doing exactly the opposite of what she believed in. This confirmed that she was to some extent not clear of what she was talking about. 

  Her list of faults continues by her teaching of deception to the girls. She presented this unconsciously, unaware of her actions, she was creating an environment of dishonesty:


“Get out your history books and prop them up in your hands. I shall

 tell you a little more about Italy.”
So absorbed in her believe that the girls would benefit more from listening to her experiences in Italy, she was disregarding the girls’ need for a proper education. Regardless of her seemingly complicated thoughts and understanding of politics, she was often unable to tell between right and wrong.

  Despite her negative qualities, Miss Brodie did have some positive influence on the girls. Along with her exhilarating stories, she had taught the girls plenty of common knowledge and passed on her experiences. She was also a passionate and devoted teacher who knew the girls well because she was very involved with their lives. But her involvement and devotion changed into an obsession.

  Miss Brodie was a teacher who had distinctive characteristics at the start. The readers were made to recognize her individualism and construct an undecided view of whether her treatment of the girls was good or bad. But this doubt was obliterated when her beneficial qualities developed into obsessions. The transformation has a great impact on the reader’s impression of Miss Brodie. Therefore amplifying the readers’ interest in her. 

  Miss Brodie’s devious plan emerged at the height of her preoccupation with the girl: 


It was plain that Miss Brodie wanted Rose with her instinct 

to start preparing to be Teddy Lloyd’s lover, and Sandy with 

her insight to act as informant on the affair. It was to this end

that Rose and Sandy had been chosen as the crème de la crème.
The growth of her disturbing behavior and notions enhanced her preposterousness, and began to insert the doubt of whether she was to be taken seriously in the readers’ minds. Her transition from a teacher with some righteousness to someone who was absolutely fanatical conveys the enormity of her change. Consequently, the readers are fascinated by where her new deterioration will land her.   

  As ‘the Brodie set’ became older, they realized that Miss Brodie’s confidence and energy was fading away along with her elegance and gracefulness. For the first time, they dared to speculate that maybe Miss Brodie was no longer in her prime. The Brodie girls began to see her in a different perspective just like the readers. The loss of Miss Brodie’s energy was like taking away her essence. The aging Miss Brodie seeked sympathy from the readers. She was no longer in control and had relinquished. 

  The ending of the novel was exposed very early on when the readers were told about the eventual betrayal of Miss Jean Brodie. This induced an element of anticipation from the readers right from the start. Though the ending was told, it was done purposely to pose the question of whom the mystery traitor was. The constant guessing of the anonymous traitor makes the readers pay more attention to the details and the situations and prompted the readers to think of the girls’ feelings towards Miss Brodie, therefore feeling more emotionally involved. 

  The element of interest was encouraged by the mentioning of the ‘betrayal’. By the description and impression conveyed of Miss Brodie, it was hard for the readers to imagine how such a powerful teacher became the victim of one of her own pupils. She was invincible: 


“Give me a girl at an impressionable age and she is mine for life.

 
The gang who oppose me shall not succeed.”
It was not only the Brodie set who’d admired her, other girls did too. So, the readers were subtly driven to ask themselves ‘how is this all going to work out?’. Consequently, the readers will be intrigued.

  The narrative jumped backwards and forwards in time, causing the story to seem disjointed at places. But this meant that Muriel Spark was able to compile and accumulate more information in the readers’ minds of Jean Brodie. And revealing a little bit of the future once in a while, the readers are more hooked and their interest will build up likewise.

  Jean Brodie was a memorable character that was unique, yet realistic. Her hope of molding the girls into people idealistic to her and determining their destinies arguably made her an unpleasant teacher.  And though her initial intensions of making the Brodie set the ‘crème de la crème’ may have been good, in the end, she had abused her power as a teacher and used the girls to gain benefit for herself. What made her interesting – especially as her absurdity began to break through – was the way she had developed. By cautious use of techniques such as characterization, (which created the contrast between the Miss Brodie in her prime and after) along with the methodical exploitation of structure, Muriel Spark was able to create a character – Jean Brodie – whom the readers found more and more interesting as the story disclosed.

