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Introduction

 



 



 



The three chapters which form Part One of this book were given as the Clark Lectures in 2007. I must at the outset express my gratitude to the Master and Fellows of Trinity College, Cambridge for inviting me to give them and then entertaining me so splendidly.

Choosing E.M. Forster as my main topic was partly a matter of sentiment. Forster had served as Clark Lecturer in 1927. His lectures on the novel enjoyed a considerable popular success, which was augmented when they appeared in book form as Aspects of the Novel in the same year. While the lectures were still in progress he had the additional satisfaction of being elected into a Supernumerary Fellowship at King’s, the college to which he had been admitted as an eighteen-year-old undergraduate in 1897. His association with King’s, never seriously interrupted, was further strengthened when he became an Honorary Fellow in 1946. In that year he also accepted an invitation to reside in college - ‘a quite unusual offer’, as his biographer P.N. Furbank remarks. At first he was not sure whether he would enjoy living in college, and in the busy years that followed he was often absent from Cambridge, but from 1953 till his death in 1970 his home was in King’s.

My relationship with King’s was quite different. I graduated from Liverpool University in 1940 and returned there as a research student after the war, in 1946. In 1947 I went to Newcastle University - then a college of the University of Durham - as a lecturer, but in order to go on enjoying the  influence of a Liverpool teacher, who in 1950 moved to a professorship at Reading University, I followed him there. My next moves, in 1958 and 1965, were to Chairs at Manchester and Bristol, but in 1967 I came to what I supposed might be the last of them, to the Lord Northcliffe Chair at University College, London. But this wasn’t, after all, to be my last move, for I was in 1973 offered the King Edward VII Chair at Cambridge, and in the following year I was elected into a fellowship at King’s College. Indeed I moved into college and for a year occupied a pleasant set of rooms looking across the back lawn to Clare, an agreeable sight in almost all weathers. I gave up that set and moved out, but remained a Fellow to retiring age in 1987, when I was granted an Honorary Fellowship.

I’m conscious that all this academic detail is tedious, but it seemed necessary to explain that my decision to talk about Forster had its origins in some transitory and fleeting resemblances or coincidences as well as in differences in class and education that would be reflected in my lectures. When I moved into King’s in 1974 I had known Forster’s novels for half a century, but I knew very little about Cambridge or the college, and that kind of knowledge I lacked was the kind that is acquired slowly, and preferably earlier in life. I was now in daily contact with men who had known Forster well - courtly, serious men who welcomed the newcomer but were not particularly interested in talking about Forster at a time of rapid change in the life of the college, which had only very recently begun to admit women students.

There are happily still some survivors, men who knew Forster when they were undergraduates and encountered him quite casually in the college or were asked to tea and even to accompany him on holidays abroad. Some claimed to have liked him extremely, and some did not. The most remarkable  of these survivors is P.N. Furbank, Forster’s biographer, the editor of his letters, and a great reservoir of information about Forster, with whom he was, to the benefit of all his readers, on familiar and affectionate terms.

I myself met the great man only once for ten minutes or so, I think in 1955. He was patient but understandably a little bored or tired, and I remember the conversation best because he told me that the caves in A Passage to India should be pronounced ‘Marábar’ and not ‘Marabár’. As he explained in the notes he wrote for the Everyman edition of the novel in 1942, the name of the caves was adapted from that of the real Barabar Hills. He had visited Barabar in 1913, and the caves of the novel are imaginatively based on what he saw there - there is an elaborate description in Forster’s letter to his mother, dated 25 January 1913 (Selected Letters, I. 183ff.). The main difference between Barabar and Marabar is that ‘the caves on the Barabar are ... known to be Buddhist, and their entrances are not unornamented’. Furbank in his biography (I. 247n) says that Forster, much later, told him the caves were ‘not all that remarkable ... until they got into his book’. As to my brief conversation with the master, it ended, I think, with an allusion to Forster’s specialized use, in A Passage to India, of the word ‘extraordinary’, introduced in the first sentence of the novel. Then my time was up. From my point of view it was, I thought, quite well spent, though he would probably have judged it differently.

I have situated myself in Forster’s college, but have so far omitted to explain how I came to be there - after all, there were a good many others I might have found myself in. The university had accepted me as a professor, but a professor without a college is a rare and probably disconsolate figure, and I needed to attach myself. Up till then, as explained above, I had worked outside Oxbridge and knew rather little about  it or its colleges - I had been there neither as an undergraduate nor as a teacher. There were other potential disqualifications: I was a grammar school boy making a belated appearance on this very different scene at the possibly inflexible age of fifty-four, and there was no particular reason why people should want me as a colleague, especially as at that date professors were not permitted to teach undergraduates, which is, after all, the main business of a college. Moreover there was some kind of quota system which allowed even colleges that might want them only a limited number of such appointments.

I discovered, however, that such obstacles can be got round, and with help from a former Provost of King’s, Noel Annan, and the regnant Provost, Edmund Leach, I was accepted at King’s and eventually honoured with an Honorary Fellowship, so that my connection with King’s, and so (more tenuously) with E.M. Forster now extends to thirty-five years. Hence my ‘sentimental’ choice of topic for the lectures: it seemed almost inevitable that the chance to say something about this entirely fortuitous and one-sided relationship should be celebrated by Clark Lectures dedicated to the study of a celebrated Clark Lecturer.

Not that I intended, or could have achieved, unstinted eulogy. The first part of this little book pays some attention to all of Forster’s novels, so far as the limitations of the lecture form allowed, and is only occasionally censorious. But in the second part, which takes the form of what I have called a  causerie, Forster is reduced in size, placed in a wider context, and occasionally scolded for not being altogether the kind of author I should have preferred him to be.

What I mean by causerie is a free, rambling stream of more or less directly relevant comment, not organized on one basic principle of reading, like Sainte-Beuve’s intense biographical stare, but aspiring more simply to what the Oxford Dictionary  defines as ‘informal talk or discussion, esp. on literary topics’ - having a remote kinship with the loosely linked gossip column; or a series of discussions animated by shared interests and always having, somewhere near their centre, the enigmatic figure of Forster.
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Aspects of Aspects

 



 



 



It is eighty years since E.M. Forster gave the Clark Lectures. His series was a great success, but not with everybody; Dr F.R. Leavis sat through all eight - audiences and lecturers had real stamina in those days - and recalled that he was ‘astonished at the intellectual nullity that characterized them’. The only explanation for their ‘gruesome success’, he went on, was that the audience consisted largely of ‘sillier dons and their wives’. As he was responsible for the teaching of English at Girton and Newnham, he claimed he was well placed to judge the damage caused among susceptible women students by the book in which the lectures were later published. It seems that even before they arrived in Cambridge their schoolmistresses had convinced them of Forster’s importance as a critical theorist, especially as it was demonstrated, much to Dr Leavis’s annoyance, by his differentiation of flat and round characters.

There was notoriously little love lost between Leavis, future editor of the severe quarterly Scrutiny, and members of the King’s College-Bloomsbury coterie - the Woolfs, John Maynard Keynes, Lytton Strachey, Roger Fry, and so on - to which Forster belonged. Unlike Leavis, he was not a don but an independent writer, professing a highminded hedonism to which the highminded puritan Leavis might have been expected to be bleakly hostile. Yet they had more in common than appeared. Leavis’s more formal and considered opinion of Forster was expressed in an essay published first in Scrutiny  in 1938 and later in The Common Pursuit (1952). This essay  is an exasperated tribute to the ‘oddly limited and uncertain quality of [Forster’s] distinction - his real and very fine distinction’. Without saying very much in detail about the novels, which he accuses of ‘a curious lack of grasp’, Dr Leavis congratulates Forster on the ‘poise’ of his art, which nevertheless ‘has something equivocal in it’; his ‘felicities ... involve limitations’. And he finds, in the earlier novels particularly, a characteristic ‘spinsterly touch’. (This epithet is used again in the essay.) He goes on to make the necessary comparisons and limiting judgements: compared with Henry James Forster is ‘only too unmistakably minor’. Howards End has an inherent weakness, a sentimentality, a lack of contact with the real (for instance, in the treatment of Leonard Bast). Leavis’s dislike of the liberal culture of Bloomsbury entails some severity of judgement even on A Passage to India. But the essay ends, rather unexpectedly, with a ‘parting salute’: a recommendation that ‘Forster’s is a name that, in these days we should peculiarly honour’.

A good deal of what has been written on Forster has this shape: he irritates readers who nevertheless feel obliged, in the end, to do him honour. I think that’s right, and will pay the debt of honour without ceding my right to some bouts of irritation. I do believe that Forster was an artist of peculiar distinction; excellent books have been written to prove it. But I also believe that there are reasons for dissentient judgements and some of these I shall try to express. To do so may, in the end, be a way of paying more tribute, for the causes of irritation may well be closely related to the causes of admiration.

I haven’t, given my prescribed scope, been able to treat of any of the novels at any length, hoping only that some parts of them, lit from unfamiliar angles, may strike even readers learned in Forster as new and valuable. This first chapter is  more panoramic than the others, the viewing point being  Aspects of the Novel. In the second I’ll be concentrating on Forster and music (Benjamin Britten called him the most musical of our novelists, and the point will stand looking at). In the third my eye is mostly though not exclusively on A Passage to India, the book I believe without reservation or equivocation to be his greatest.

 



Forster regarded himself as an artist. Unpublished or uncollected material is still turning up in impressive quantities, and a fairly large proportion of it consists of criticism of one kind or another, but he believed that criticism was of almost no use to art and artists. His own art was fiction, but he said firmly, in a broadcast of 1944, that ‘the novel ... has not any rules and there is no such thing as the art of fiction’. This remark needs qualifying: he was proud of his own work as an artist. He understood what Virginia Woolf was trying to do and knew that she also was an artist, though with a ‘method’ different from his own. As to criticism, he not only wrote piles of it, mostly in the form of reviews, short essays and occasional lectures or memoirs read to friends, but was capable of dropping his usual persona, the mild, intelligent, undemanding conversationalist, and of treating unworthy opposites with chilling contempt. Oswald Mosley, Edward VII and his biographer Sidney Lee are scorned, though with less severity than Hilaire Belloc and Gauguin and John Middleton Murry and Christian missionaries. Christabel Pankhurst suffers the kind of justice she would have preferred to ignore (‘very able, very clever, and very unpleasant’, thought Forster, though he ‘agreed with most of her remarks’). A.E. Housman, for whose poems he had a deep affection, he made unsuccessful attempts to cultivate - Housman lived for many years in Trinity, five minutes away from King’s College - but he had no luck; he  neatly summed up the great man’s ‘combination of unamiability and creative power’. Of a novel by the French statesman Georges Clemenceau - whose prowess as a novelist may have been great in the immediate post-war years though, I suppose, no longer - he offered a test of lifelessness: ‘Pinch the book where you will, and it does not move.’

With Henry James the quarrel was more polite but also more important. Forster respected James, but judging by the number of occasions on which he expressed his disappointment with James’s work his heart wasn’t really in it. He could bear some of James’s earlier work but he drew the line at What Maisie Knew (‘I haven’t quite got through her yet, but I think I shall: she is my very limit - beyond her lies The Golden Bowl, The Ambassadors and similar impossibilities’) and he regarded The Sense of the Past as the only tolerable specimen of late James. In short, he might be described as habitually unreceptive to James. When he was twenty he read Portrait of a Lady and commented, ‘it is very wonderful, but there’s something wrong with him or me: he is not George Meredith’ (Meredith was venerated at the time, though rejected later). When he visited James at Rye the great man mistook him for somebody else - for G.E. Moore as it happened - which may or may not have softened the blow.

What repelled him in James was the lack, as Forster saw it, of solidity and of character, and the preoccupation with what James took to be the art of fiction, with ‘pattern’, what James would call ‘the doing’ - a fanatical attachment to the treatment of the subject rather than to the material Forster regarded as the basic novelistic substance, the rendering of bourgeois life. Forster did not disapprove of experiment - one could argue that, in their ways, his own novels are all experimental - but he found the Jamesian experiments bloodless and without savour. ‘What did he mean by art? Well, something that doesn’t  interest us much now, and that’s why he’s so neglected.’ This judgement was made in 1931, but catches Forster’s permanent discontent with James. ‘He seems to me our only perfect novelist, but alas, it isn’t a very enthralling type of perfection.’ So with Virginia Woolf: he admired her innovations but strongly defended his own practice against hers. We need to remember that although his writings on fiction were voluminous they were also, for the most part, occasional, and he was under no obligation to provide systematic comment on his contemporaries. Still, it does seem odd that he has little or nothing of interest to say about many of them, including his near contemporary Ford Madox Ford, who was not only a very good novelist but a fertile theorist, respected by the avant-garde. Forster didn’t have much interest in the avant-garde as such, though on occasion he praised the work of individuals associated with it.

But the main opponent, the acknowledged master who departed so wilfully from the tradition as he believed it should be properly understood, was James. Given that he represented an attitude to fiction more or less diametrically opposite to Forster’s, he provided a necessary target in Aspects, and the work that had to suffer the lecturer’s quietly charitable dissection was one of the ‘impossibles’, The Ambassadors. Forster gave it more attention than any other novel, except possibly Gide’s Les Faux-Monnayeurs, though the intention in that case also was hostile.

Part of the case against James in Aspects is made by allusion to a painful and famous disagreement between James and H.G. Wells. This quiet but momentous quarrel had its origin in an article James wrote in the Times Literary Supplement in 1914 on the younger generation of novelists. In ‘The New Novel’, he surveyed at some length the contemporary state of fiction (though without allusion to Forster) and lamented the  defective art of a great many industrious practitioners. His principal targets were Arnold Bennett and H.G. Wells. These were writers he could not dismiss out of hand, but he complained that neither was interested in what he liked to call the ‘doing’.

Objecting to James’s remarks on his work and Arnold Bennett’s, Wells attacked James in Boon (1915), a book that was more a collection of squibs than a novel. He accused James of creating lifeless characters and sacrificing everything to the demands of artistic unity. ‘The thing his novel is about,’ said Wells, ‘is always there. It is like a church lit but without a congregation to distract you, with every light and line focused on the high altar. And on the altar, very reverently placed, intensely there, is a dead kitten, an egg-shell, a bit of string.’

James wrote Wells what in the circumstances was a friendly letter. He had remarked in his essay on what he called the absence of ‘interest’ in Wells and Bennett, and now spoke for his own interest: ‘I hold that interest may be, must be, exquisitely made and created, and that if we don’t make it, we who undertake to, nobody & nothing will make it for us.’ Wells replied that he had a natural horror of ‘dignity, finish and perfection’. He felt that James’s contrary views had too much influence, and choosing to be a journalist rather than an artist, he thought it right to challenge James’s attitude and maintain his own kind of ‘interest’. James’s response, wounded but courteous, ends with a famous declaration: ‘It is art that makes  life, makes interest, makes importance ... and I know of no substitute whatever for the force and beauty of the process.’

In Aspects of the Novel Forster seems quite pleased to see James ridiculed, and firmly awards the judgement to Wells - a disquieting conclusion in view of the philistinism of Wells’s satire and the studied insolence of his replies to letters in which James, having allowed himself a mild criticism of his friend’s  manners, nevertheless took the trouble to explain his position, and to convey his inevitable decision to renounce any attempt to understand Wells’s.

Having enjoyed the comedy of James’s discomfiture, Forster declares that his quarrel with Wells has, nevertheless, ‘literary importance’. The question immediately at issue is that of the rigid pattern; the hour-glass shape of The Ambassadors is achieved at the cost of ‘life’. Wells had said that ‘life should be given the preference and must not be whittled or distended for a pattern’s sake’, and Forster agrees. To James this is heresy. Bennett’s novel Clayhanger, he had memorably remarked, is ‘a monument exactly not to an idea, a pursued and captured meaning, or in short, to anything whatever, but just simply of  the quarried and gathered material it happens to contain, the stones and bricks and rubble and cement and promiscuous constituents of every sort that have been heaped in it’. As for Wells, his procedures were tantamount to his turning ‘out his mind and its contents upon us by any free familiar gesture and as from a high window forever open’. James’s case against both novelists he summed up thus: ‘Yes, yes - but is this all? These are the circumstances of the interest - we see, we see - but where is the interest itself, where and what is its centre ... ?’

As it happens, the gifted Bennett was capable of the kind of novel that James might have approved but Riceyman Steps  came too late for him to comment. (That duty was undertaken by Virginia Woolf, whose comments on Riceyman Steps are remarkably obtuse.) Bennett was capable, and knew himself to be capable, of Jamesian refinements. But he preferred to be read by the multitude, and so did Wells. The differences between, say, The Golden Bowl and anything Wells would have wanted to write are clear enough. As Wells expressed it, ‘James begins by taking it for granted that a novel is a work  of art that must be judged by its oneness. Someone gave him that idea in the beginning of things and he has never found it out’. For Wells it was a question of choosing between doing art and doing life. But for James doing art was doing life. He said so in the beautiful letter to Wells that ended their argument.

‘My own prejudices are with Wells,’ wrote Forster, who believed you could do anything with a novel, use any technical move to ‘bounce’ the reader, as he put it, so long as you got away with it. But what he wished to get away with was a form of the art that makes life and importance, that was, to recall his own pronouncement, ‘the one orderly product our muddling race has produced’. In short he was on the side of James, but he allowed his distaste for the pattern, and the prose, and the sacrifice of realistic character to persuade him, in this instance, to disparage the force and beauty of James’s art.

 



Forster’s first four novels were written in the same years - the first decade of the twentieth century - as James’s Prefaces to the New York edition of his novels. One might have expected the youthful Forster, himself searching for original ways to treat traditional forms, to be impressed by these remarkable exercises, which had such a powerful influence on later writers and critics. For example, re-reading What Maisie Knew  elicited from the fluent master a full account of the genesis and maturing of his story, with special reference to the technical difficulty of making the little girl the central consciousness of the narrative. Maisie cannot be expected to possess a full understanding of her parents’ divorce and subsequent behaviour (‘the infant mind would at the best leave great gaps and voids’). But it is exactly here that James sees the possibilities that interest him; he likes, he says, to glory in the gap - in this case the gap between what Maisie’s parents are up to and  what she, with her limited knowledge and experience, can make of it; and he conceives it to be the business of art to give the reader a full sense of the affair on the information acquired from this imperfect source. He is pleased with the result: ‘nothing could be more “done”, I think, in the light of its happiest intention’.

I don’t know whether Forster read or even glanced at the Prefaces, but it is safe to surmise that any admiration he felt for them would have been in this case quite severely qualified. His friend Percy Lubbock in his unexciting treatise The Craft of Fiction was fervently on the side of James, maintaining that a novel must have but one character entitled to a point of view; in The Ambassadors (the very book Forster chose to make his disapproval plain) that character was Strether. Forster was not impressed; James was devoted to his ‘aesthetic duty’, he wrote, ‘but at what sacrifice! ... Most of human life has to disappear before he can do us a novel.’ The characters are ‘deformed’, sacrificed to James’s ideal. Had he set himself to develop a story of this kind, Forster would have favoured a much less oblique approach; he affirmed the author’s right to express his opinions, his right, if he chose, to explain to the reader directly how, in his view, the matter appeared when looked at in its relation not to Strether or Maisie but to such other characters as he chose to use, or simply to the universe.

Observations on the universe, on love, and friendship and many other important matters occur boldly and frequently in Forster’s novels. It may be allowed that in Howards End the characters are represented as free individuals, with minds of their own, but the book contains a strikingly large amount of authorial reflection, wise sayings about love, class and culture, panic and emptiness, prose and passion, connecting and not connecting, straightforward announcements of the Forsterian  way of looking at the human condition. In A Passage to India  there are moments that must have been intended to shock the Jamesian purist by addressing the ‘dear reader’, and, in the many ways open to him, explaining or suggesting how he felt about his characters (though he claimed they always kept their freedom) and - he doesn’t avoid the word - the universe. If Forster had tackled a situation like Maisie’s, it would not have been Maisie’s perception of it that more or less exclusively occupied his interest.

The differences between the two novelists may be expressed succinctly by comparing James and Forster on Tolstoy. To Forster War and Peace was the greatest of all novels; to James it was something of a disaster: ‘what do such large loose baggy monsters, with their queer elements of the accidental and the arbitrary, artistically mean?’ Worse still, ‘his example for others is dire’. And yet, as we shall see, Forster, so firm in dismissing James on the art of the novel and even denying that such a thing existed, claimed to be an artist whose medium was the novel; and he justified the claim. What he was not prepared to do was to regard the novelist’s art as a struggle with problems like those James loved to set himself; the writing of fiction was difficult enough without what he saw as arbitrary and artificial handicaps, such as consigning the narrative to one particular and necessarily defective consciousness.

 



Since about 1969 the study of narrative, taking forms undreamed of by Forster, has been called ‘narratology’. It is impossible not to admire the ingenuity of such major narratologists as Roland Barthes and Gérard Genette, for instance. In this context we should observe that the only passage in Forster’s Aspects as famous as the one about flat and round characters is the one that establishes a distinction between story and plot. He makes it sound simple. Time and  the narratologists have shown that it is not. The distinction between the text and the story it contains - between fabula  and sujet, as the Russian and Czech Formalists expressed it, between récit (or histoire) and discourse (or sujet) - has been subjected to extraordinary refinements, with particular reference to the distortions of the chronological order of events as they may be inferred to occur in the fabula.

In a sense there is nothing very arcane about this. We take it as natural that story-tellers should sometimes go back and recount events that significantly lead up to the situation they are describing. If - to take an example once famous in a hundred graduate classrooms - you begin a novel with the sentence La marquise sortit à cinq heures (as Claude Mauriac did, in 1961, challenging Paul Valéry’s assertion that one couldn’t do anything with such a banality), you can be sure that later on there will be some explanation of what has induced her to do so, and perhaps some explanation of why the order of the fabula is violated by the récit’s rush in medias res. After all, Homer and Virgil made the practice canonical. Or perhaps two related sequences of events are to be represented as occurring simultaneously: hence ‘meanwhile, back at the ranch ...’, for instance, where we return to an earlier point in the story and need a signal to warn us of the chronological disturbance. But Genette, whose examples are mostly drawn from Proust, and are evidence of a higher degree of literary intelligence than is quite general, refines these insights and assumptions, and provides elegant labels for certain manoeuvres we had probably not imagined they needed. So what we called ‘flashbacks’ are now anachronies, and so are ‘flashforwards’. Discordances between the order of story and that of the narrative can be methodically regulated, though ordinary readers may not see the need, understanding from their nursery years that ‘Some  months earlier’ can introduce events which occur earlier in the story but later in the narrative, or vice versa. But the narratologist will distinguish analepses as either homodiegetic or heterodiegetic, according to the status or otherwise of the story affected by the analeptic intrusion.

Narratologists do not mind that the ever-increasing refinement of their instruments may be criticized as affectedly neo-logistic and cumbersome; they have what Gerald Prince, a narratologist himself, calls an ‘infatuation with science’ even when they are talking about the process of story-telling, something understood by ‘every human society known to history’. The novelist Christine Brooke-Rose, in an essay resigning her own deuxième carrière as a narratologist, described narratology as ‘immensely useful. But in the end, it couldn’t cope with narrative and its complexities, except at the price of becoming a separate theoretical discourse, rarely relevant to the narrative discussed, when discussed.’ And there certainly are people who treat narratology as a theoretical discourse to be considered in isolation from the texts that provide its origin. Often, as Gerald Prince suggests, though not always, it offers a complicated ‘scientific’ account of reading practices that are already second nature to almost all readers. Its use may be greater when the story under consideration is recounted in a manner meant to draw attention to deviations of point of view, of chronological progression and so on. Readers of William Faulkner’s novels know how such practices can darken the sense of the narrative; Ford Madox Ford also uses them, less darkly. Other writers may employ the same devices for comic effect or to set interpretative puzzles for skilful readers; and they may do so without making life too difficult for readers who want the story to be reasonably clear in the telling.

Let me offer an example of some feats of reading that we  all do very easily, but which could be made to be or to seem arcane if one were infatuated by science. Try to narratologize Muriel Spark’s The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie. Miss Brodie’s girls, the Brodie ‘set’, are sixteen years old at the outset of the novel and have been a set since they were twelve. The date is now 1936. It is six years since Brodie told the girls she intended to make them the crème de la crème. Brodie is under threat from colleagues who disapprove of her teaching methods, but she still maintains that her prime has begun. One girl, Sandy, watches events with her treacherous little piggy eyes (‘it was astonishing that anyone could trust’ her), and we watch those events as the untrustworthy Sandy observes and reports them at various ages and in various amorous and religious situations. In 1930 the girls are ten. We have reached page 13 when we learn that Mary MacGregor is stupid, and on page 15 she dies in a hotel fire at the age of twenty-four, date presumably 1944, courtesy of an act of forward analepsis or prolepsis. Mary’s death is again displaced when her future death in the hotel fire, still years into the future, is prefigured by the account of her terror of fire in the science room in 1931, on page 25, when she is eleven. Important discussions about sex take place between Sandy and Jenny, far into the simple chronological future; and Jenny, after sixteen years of marriage, experiences a moment of love. Eunice, aged forty-four in the narration, recalls doing the splits at sixteen, her age in the story. We are told, ahead of time, that Miss Brodie dies ‘just after the war’ (in 1945), but this information is proffered before we learn of the momentous walk she took with her girls through the poorest parts of Edinburgh, the parts inhabited by the people the Scots call ‘the Idle’- as reported on page 30. Later, on page 56, we find out that she had retired ‘before time’ and that she died of ‘an internal growth’ at fifty-six. She had survived to lament Sandy’s  entering a convent. On page 34 we learn that Sandy, after another lapse of years, is a famous writer, now named Sister Helena of the Transfiguration.
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