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Muriel Spark


Muriel Spark, D. B. E., C. Litt, was born in Edinburgh in 1918. A poet and novelist, she wrote children’s books; radio plays; a comedy, Doctors of Philosophy, first performed in London in 1962 and published in 1963; and biographies of nineteenth-century literary figures, among these Mary Shelley and Emily Brontë. She is best known for her stories and many successful novels, including Memento Mori, The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie, The Driver’s Seat, The Hothouse by the East River, Loitering with Intent, A Far Cry from Kensington, Symposium and The Finishing School. For her long career of literary achievement Muriel Spark won international praise and many awards, including the David Cohen British Literature Award, the T. S. Eliot Award, the Campion Award, the Saltire Prize, an Observer Short Story Prize, the Boccaccio Prize for European Literature, the Gold Pen Award and the Italia Prize for dramatic radio. Muriel Spark was given an honorary doctorate of letters from a number of universities, London, Edinburgh and Oxford among these. She died in 2006.
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My rough extraction of these Sayings has been put into shape by Barbara Epler of New Directions, a very creative and invaluable publishing house. I am enormously grateful to her for this intelligent arrangement.


PENELOPE JARDINE





Preface



It should be said at once that the contents of this selection should not be taken too seriously. This is fiction after all. The words are not gospel of what Muriel Spark was thinking or wishing to say, only that in the context of a story the character would very likely have said this. That doesn’t mean that Dame Muriel did not actually think what she says here, and perhaps she meant it very much. But above all, the words found here are certainly meant to entertain. Entertainment was a big part of her creative process. She didn’t like moaning people, neither did she moan herself. She was a comic of serious intent.


For Muriel, a meal in a restaurant meant the food and drink were only secondary to a wonderful snippet of conversation overheard at the next table and stored away for the novel in hand; such as, ‘There’s a wealth of wild flowers and butterflies’ from the English abroad, overheard in Tuscany, and to be found in A Far Cry from Kensington.


There was also the Observing Eye. Muriel was aware of people nearby, who, crossing their legs in a chair, more or less unconsciously put a foot in your mouth. You will find wisdom in these Sayings, coming from an exceptional observer: She of the ‘X- ray eyes’, as Shirley Hazzard noted. See how many gifts to writers are here of Muriel’s lifetime experience in her craft.


These Sayings are full of advice, designed to make you laugh from their unexpected resolutions and to make you think as you take in some outrageous thoughts. However it is all in a fictional setting so do not be too upset. Withstand! They are devastating.


The idea for this book was probably inspired by an edition of Kafka’s Aphorisms, sent to Muriel by the Italian publisher Roberto Calasso. Muriel was impressed by a Saying of Kafka’s: ‘A cage goes in search of a bird.’


‘Brevity,’ we are told, ‘is the Soul of Wit.’ Muriel followed this maxim to the letter. Some Sayings spring open, like the traps beneath hanged men.


PENELOPE JARDINE





A Few Words of Advice



An old and famous actress had once given her the following advice: If you must make any excuse make one only. More than one sounds false. None at all is best. It’s generally foolish to make excuses and give reasons. Never try to explain yourself to others, it leads to confusion. Avoid psychiatrists.


The Public Image


There’s nothing like work to calm your emotions.


The Ballad of Peckham Rye


If you choose the sort of life which has no conventional pattern you have to try to make an art of it, or it is a mess.


Robinson


I have always been free with advice; but it is one thing to hand out advice and another to persuade people to accept it.


A Far Cry from Kensington


Enough is always enough.


The Bachelors


‘For concentration,’ I said, ‘you need a cat. Do you happen to have a cat?’


So I passed him some very good advice that if you want to concentrate deeply on some problem, you should acquire a cat. Alone with the cat in the room where you work, I explained, the cat will invariably get up on your desk and settle placidly under the desk- lamp. The light from the lamp, I explained, gives a cat great satisfaction. The cat will settle down and be serene, with a serenity that passes all understanding. And the tranquility of the cat will gradually come to affect you, sitting there at your desk, so that all the excitable qualities that impede your concentration compose themselves and give your mind back the self- command it has lost. You need not watch the cat all the time. Its presence alone is enough. The effect of a cat on your concentration is remarkable, very mysterious.


A Far Cry from Kensington


She decided, therefore, essentially ‘I am who I am’ was indeed the final definition for her.


The Mandelbaum Gate


And now a word about good manners. If it can be said of you that you’ve got ‘exquisite manners’, it’s deadly. Almost as bad as having a name for being rude. Ostentatious manners, like everything else showy, are terribly bad. If you’re a man don’t bow and scrape. Never wash your hands in the air as did a late Cardinal on my acquaintance, when trying to please someone. If you’re a girl, just show a lot of consideration to the elderly. There’s no need to jump to your feet if one of your friend’s parents comes into the room, far less your own. It looks too well trained. Try not to look very well brought up, it’s awful. At the same time, you should consider others round you. Don’t be boring as so many people are, who have exquisite manners. Never behave as if people didn’t exist.
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