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1. Introduction 

Dame Muriel Spark was an award-winning novelist and one of the most significant 

Scottish authors of the twentieth century. She has written, among other things, twenty-two 

novels during her career, which lasted from 1950 until 2004, two years before she died. 

Spark converted to Roman Catholicism in 1954. In the same year, she started writing 

her first novel. Therefore, critics have often too easily labelled her as a ‘Catholic author.’ It is 

true that her religious beliefs have influenced her writing, significantly in her novels, but that 

is to simplify matters. Kelleher asserts, “[H]er Roman Catholicism is much more than an item 

of biographical interest: it is a potent force which has profoundly affected the shape of her 

art.” (79) Indeed, in her essay ‘How I Became a Novelist’, she remarks that after her 

conversion, “I began to see life as a whole rather than as a series of disconnected 

happenings”. (qtd. in Whittaker, 1979, 161-162) Ruth Whittaker explains, “this view 

intersects with that of the novelist, seeking imaginative sense out of apparent randomness.” In 

other words, “her sense of coherence means that she sees the external visible world not as 

distinct from the spiritual world, but as a manifestation of it; not as two worlds, but one”. 

(1979, 162) 

Furthermore, as a Catholic, it is not surprising that her work “is primarily concerned 

with the relationship between God and man” (Whittaker, 1984, 151). However, her fiction 

also deals “with the relationship of the novelist with the novel.” (151) An obvious link 

between God and the novelist can be established, in that both “create a world which they then 

people with characters simultaneously free and limited.” (Whittaker, 1984, 126) Spark’s 

fascination with plots and fiction, a characteristic all her novels share, is therefore predictable. 

Ruth Whittaker asserts, “[t]he subject of plot-making fascinates Mrs Spark: both the fictional 

construction of a novel and the scheming activities of her characters” (1984, 91). This aspect 

of her writing can be linked to her religion, because “[a]s a novelist who is also a Catholic, 



 6 

she is aware that her own fiction-making activities take place within what could be called 

‘God’s plot’,” the latter “being a metaphor for the Christian belief in a divinely ordered 

universe.” (Whittaker, 1984, 91) Her novels emphasise either “the plots laid by her 

characters,” or demonstrate “how plot functions in a novel.” Spark provokes “our perception 

of a divine or a moral plot behind the obvious one, and the interest is heightened by the 

tension between the two, and how it is resolved” (1984,91). 

One aspect of Spark’s fascination with “plots and plotters” (Whittaker, 1984, 91) 

involves the abundant use of manipulators in her novels, an attitude which is “increasingly 

ambiguous.” Whittaker confirms this: 

On one hand, their schemes are shown to be in opposition to God’s ‘plot’; on 

the other hand, Mrs Spark clearly recognises that their desire to control people 

and events is similar to that of a novelist, who shares a compulsion to influence 

by deception if only temporarily. (1984, 98) 

Hence apart from novelists, Spark’s novels are also often populated with other “plotters”: 

Besides revealing how a novelist constructs a plot, Mrs Spark’s fiction 

contains a host of other manipulators: blackmailers, lawyers, film-directors, 

teachers, who may succumb to the temptation of imposing their plots on 

people in real life. (Whittaker, 1984, 97) 

The intention of this dissertation is to examine the theme of plot-making and 

manipulation in two of Spark’s novels, spread across her career. Subsequently, I will link this 

theme to her conception of the relationship between God and the novelist. I will start, in the 

next chapter, with a biographical account of Spark. The third chapter presents a discussion of 

two novels. The first book I will discuss is her first novel, The Comforters, published in 1957. 

It deals with the conversion of Caroline and her growing awareness that she is a character in a 

novel. The second novel in this study is Loitering with Intent (1981), where Fleur Talbot, a 
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novelist herself, sees the protagonist of her latest novel come to life in her boss, Quentin 

Oliver. Thereupon I will compare both novels and, furthermore, come to a conclusion whether 

an evolution regarding Spark’s attitude towards the connection between God and the author is 

to be observed over the years. 
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2. Biography 

Spark was born Muriel Sarah Camberg on 1 February 1918 in Bruntsfield, an 

Edinburgh suburb. Her father was a Jewish engineer, her mother an English music-teacher. 

Spark attended James Gillespie’s School for Girls, the inspiration for the Marcia Blaine 

School in her sixth and most famous novel The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie. 

In 1937, soon after leaving school, she followed her recently married husband Sydney 

Oswald Spark to Rhodesia – now Zimbabwe. In 1938 their son Robin was born. Africa is the 

setting for a number of her short stories, including ‘The Go-Away Bird’ (1958) and ‘Bang-

Bang You’re Dead’ (1961). (Page, 2). Her marriage soon proved to be a disaster because her 

husband was suffering from “violent nervous disorders, and life-long mental instability” 

(Cheyette, 4). In her autobiography Curriculum Vitae (1992) Spark wrote: “By the time I had 

been in Africa two years, I thought of leaving my husband. He had become a borderline case, 

and I didn’t like what I found either side of the border. He got more and more violent.” (130) 

Her plans to leave Rhodesia and go back to Britain were put to an end by the outbreak of the 

Second World War in 1939 as no civilians were allowed to leave the country. She deserted 

Sydney Spark and went to live on her own. “As it was, I escaped for dear life. If I had not 

insisted on a divorce, God knows what would have happened.” (CV, 132)
1
 This refers to her 

isolation during and immediately after her marriage. After the divorce she decided, oddly 

enough, to keep her husband’s name, “to be the same as [her] son” and because “[t]his was 

generally the custom unless one married again.” It also proved to be useful in her literary 

career, as “Camberg was a good name, but comparatively flat.” Of her husband’s name she 

 

 

________________________ 

1 
CV: Spark, Muriel. Curriculum Vitae: A Volume of Autobiography. London: Penguin, 1992. 
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says, “Spark seemed to have some ingredient of life and fun.” (CV, 132) After the divorce, 

Sydney Spark was taken into a mental hospital. By the end of 1943, Muriel was desperate to 

go back to England. However, she was not allowed to take her son with her on the troop ship 

at that stage in the war, and left him at a convent school with some Catholic nuns. Robin 

followed his mother to England one and a half years later, and was raised by his grandparents 

in Edinburgh. 

During the last year of the war, Spark was employed as a “black propagandist” in the 

Political Intelligence Department of the British Foreign Office at Woburn Abbey, 

Bedfordshire. (Cheyette, 5) Her work, “in conditions of the utmost secrecy”, was “to present a 

fictionalized version of the truth to the Germans.” (Stanford, 43 and Cheyette, 6) Of this 

period in Spark’s life, Derek Stanford recalls, 

The hush-hush game played by her and her colleagues might have come intact 

out of one of her own novels. Part of her work was the distortion of news, 

slanted for German consumption, so as to undermine morale. One such report 

put out by her team was the story that Hitler had had his pants burnt off him 

when the bomb exploded in the Generals’ plot. This item, I feel, had the true 

Sparkian touch. That evil as abominable as Hitler’s should be deflated by 

means of humour would be a way of thinking natural to her. (43) 

As Spark’s intelligence work “involved the presentation of fiction as fact”, it might be linked 

to her fascination of truth and lies and her love of the oxymoron in her creative work. (Bold, 

15) Whittaker confirms, “it was useful grounding for her keen interest in the process of 

creating fiction.” (1979, 160) Her work for British intelligence was the main source of 

inspiration for her 1973 novel The Hothouse by the East River.  

After the war Muriel Spark worked in, among other jobs, journalism. In the spring of 

1947 she became the General Secretary of the Poetry Society in London and, shortly 
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afterwards, the editor of its journal, The Poetry Review. She “used her position to encourage 

young poets, writers of her own generation.” (Bold, 16) Moreover, Spark paid her 

contributors for every poem she published. Her editorial approach was not, however, 

approved of by the Society’s conservative members. In 1949, she was dismissed. Her 

problematic time at the Poetry Society is reflected in her novels Loitering with Intent and A 

Far Cry from Kensington. In her autobiography she stated, “[i]n no other job have I ever had 

to deal with such utterly abnormal people.” (176) 

After working briefly for a publicity agent, Spark started, “[w]ith the help of […] a 

group of breakaway poets” a ‘little magazine’, Forum. The first issue appeared in the summer 

of 1949. Even though it “was well received in the papers”, Forum was only published twice, 

as “it couldn’t continue long without a subsidy.” (CV, 180) 

From 1949 to 1950, while working part-time for European Affairs, a “magazine for 

and about Eastern Europe and its exiles”, Spark lived in a small bedsitting room in 

Kensington, the setting for Loitering with Intent. (CV, 192) In that period, it was her habit to 

write poems in the Victorian graveyard of St Mary Abbot’s church. This, too, was transferred 

into her 1981 novel, where Fleur Talbot, its protagonist, takes her lunch “to the old disused 

Kensington graveyard to write a poem” when a policeman approaches her and suggests she 

could be guilty of loitering with intent. (LWI, 143)² 

In 1950 she published Tribute to Wordsworth in collaboration with critic Derek 

Stanford, “to mark the centenary of [the poet’s] death in 1850.” (CV, 194) She would 

continue to publish some other works of literary criticism with Stanford – who also co-edited  

 

 

________________________ 

² LWI: Spark, Muriel. Loitering with Intent. 1981. London: Triad/Granada, 1982. 
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the second issue of Forum – including Emily Brontë: Her Life and Work (1953), My Best 

Mary, a selection of letters of Mary Shelley (1953) and Letters of John Henry ewman 

(1957). From the 1960s onwards, her friendship with Stanford disintegrated. Later on, after 

Spark had become famous and her “name had acquired some definite fame”, Stanford sold the 

letters she had written to him and later also appeared to have stolen two of Spark’s treasured 

notebooks with childhood poems which have now turned up in the libraries of two 

universities in the USA. (CV, 187) 

Spark also published works of literary criticism herself: Child of Light, a study of 

Mary Shelley (1951), Selected Poems of Emily Brontë (1952), a biography of John Masefield 

(1953) and The Brontë letters (1954). 

In 1951, however, “came the first real turning-point in [her] career.” (CV, 198) In 

November she submitted ‘The Seraph and the Zambesi’ to The Observer Christmas short 

story competition. She was awarded first place out of 6700 entries. The story was published 

on 23 December 1951. The paper’s editor, David Astor, “thought so highly of the piece that 

he came to Spark’s flat at around 2 a.m. on the Sunday morning with the first copy”. (Bold, 

22) Spark won two hundred fifty pounds for this, which was “quite a fortune in those days”. 

(CV, 198) 

In 1952, she published her first volume of poetry, The Fanfarlo and Other Verse. 

Three other poetry collections followed, Collected Poems (1967), Going Up to Sotheby’s and 

Other Poems (1982) and All the Poems (2004). Even though she excelled in various genres – 

she was to publish five collections of short stories, a play and a children’s book – she mainly 

wrote novels throughout her career. 

In 1953 Spark decided to join the Anglican Church. After reading John Henry 

Newman’s Apologia pro Vita Sua (1864), however, she converted to Roman Catholicism in 

1954. During this period she suffered from a nervous breakdown, financial issues and severe 
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undernourishment. In her autobiography, Spark quotes her friend and novelist Tony Strachan 

about her condition. “No one … has ever been as poor as you were in those days. I mean 

someone of education, culture and background. You told Billie [Tony’s wife] that you had 

one dress, and your shoes had holes in them.” (CV, 200) Spark adds, “[t]his was true. I was 

getting tired of it. I also had very little to eat. Those were days of rationing, tighter even than 

during the war. If one didn’t eat the whole of allotted rations one was in trouble. […] But 

living alone, as I did, I neglected to take these basics. I didn’t care enough. […] [T]he fact 

remains that I was thoroughly undernourished.” (CV, 200) 

Shortly after her reception into the Catholic Church Spark started suffering from 

hallucinations, as she had been taking Dexedrine as an appetite suppressant. While she was 

working on a book about T.S. Eliot, “one night the letters of the words I was reading became 

confused. They formed anagrams and crosswords. […] It is difficult to convey how absolutely 

fascinating that involuntary word-game was.” (CV, 204) Spark even began to believe that 

Eliot’s work had a code built into it and hence tried to decipher it. Next, she was convinced 

that other books by other authors had this code as well. This experience lasted three months, 

until she stopped taking the drugs. She still felt ill, however, and went to stay at Aylesford 

Priory, a Carmelite monastery in Kent, and later at nearby Allington Castle where she rented a 

cottage on the grounds. In those days she came up with the idea to write a novel about her 

recent delusion experiences. They formed the basis for her first novel The Comforters. 

During these months of illness, Spark gradually became known in the literary world. 

“It was in a way frustrating that [she] was unable to respond positively to so many letters 

from publishers, magazines and universities who were writing to [her] then for stories, 

reviews, lectures.” (CV, 205) Still, one letter caught her attention. It was written by Alan 

Maclean, the fiction editor of Macmillan, London, who asked her to write a novel for his 

company. He had obtained her address from Tony Strachan, the novelist with whom she used 
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to work at Falcon Press and who, at the time, was working for Macmillan. Strachan had 

encouraged Spark before to devote more time to writing fiction and “had always begged [her] 

to give up working on literary criticism and biographies.” (CV, 201) He told her she was 

wasting her talent. Maclean “had been urged to look for new young talent”. (CV, 205) Spark 

replied weakly “that [she] didn’t write novels, only stories.” (CV, 205) A “charming” letter 

came back, in which Maclean stated that a book of stories would do, too. Spark agreed, but 

decided to write a novel after all. 

Settled at Allington Castle, she reflected on how she could start to write a novel, and 

especially the novel about her hallucinations that she had in mind. In her autobiography 

Curriculum Vitae Spark wrote that she “think[s] of [herself] as predominantly a poet.” (CV, 

206) It is therefore not surprising that she ran into difficulties when she tried to write a novel. 

However, she managed to resolve the issue: 

I didn’t feel like ‘a novelist’ and before I could square it with my literary 

conscience to write a novel, I had to work out a novel-writing process peculiar 

to myself, and moreover, perform this act within the very novel I proposed to 

write. I felt, too, that the novel as an art form was essentially a variation of a 

poem. I was convinced that any good novel, or indeed any composition which 

called for a constructional sense, was essentially an extension of poetry. (CV, 

206) 

Her first novel, The Comforters, was published in February 1957 by Macmillan. 

Although Spark had finished it late in 1955, there was a delay of a year “due to Macmillan’s 

getting cold feet about it.”(CV, 208) However, a mutual friend sent Evelyn Waugh the proofs 

at the time when he was writing his The Ordeal of Gilbert Pinfold (1957), which also dealt 

with hallucinations he experienced as a result of taking “the wrong sort of pills”. (CV, 207) 

He is said to have told his son, Auberon, “I was struck by how much more ambitious was 
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Miss Spark’s essay and how much better she had accomplished it.” (qtd. in CV, 208) Because 

of Waugh’s positive response and of others who had read the proofs, Macmillan decided to 

publish The Comforters after all. 

In the middle of 1955, Spark had moved back to London, fully recovered. She started 

writing a book of short stories, The Go-Away Bird, and in early 1956 she began her second 

novel, Robinson. 

The Comforters was a success soon after its publication in 1957. From that time 

onwards, Spark was able to write creatively full time and give up her editorial work. Finally 

she had achieved financial stability. The week after the publication of The Comforters, Alan 

Maclean took Spark to a restaurant to celebrate and said “I dare say […] that this is the shape 

of things to come.” (qtd. in CV, 213) Twenty-one novels would follow, as well as volumes of 

poetry and collections of short stories. She even wrote a play, but thought “the novel as the 

form most suitable to her gifts.” (Bold, 25) With the publication of Memento Mori in 1959, 

she was established “as an outstanding novelist.” (Cheyette, vii) In 1961, she “gain[ed] 

international recognition and a popular readership” with the publication in The ew Yorker of 

14 October of The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie, her sixth novel. (Cheyette vii-viii) This was 

made into various dramatic adaptations: a play in 1968, a film in 1969 and a TV series in 

1978. Time Magazine listed it in its “100 Best English-language Novels from 1923 to 2005”. 

(Grossman and Lacayo) 

In 1962, Spark left London for New York, “partly because she felt that her literary 

fame and fortune had separated her from her former friends”. (Bold, 25) For three years she 

lived in the USA, writing The Girls of Slender Means (1963) and The Mandelbaum Gate 

(1965), the latter of which received the James Tait Black Memorial Prize. 

In 1966, she moved to Italy and lived there until her death in 2006. During the 

remainder of her writing career she published fourteen more novels, two of which were 
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shortlisted for the Booker Prize, The Public Image (1968) and Loitering with Intent (1981). 

Her last novel, ironically titled The Finishing School, was published in 2004. 

“Spark’s popular reputation is immense,” as Alan Bold affirms, “her novels are 

constantly in print and occasionally are interpreted through other media.” (25) As well as The 

Prime of Miss Jean Brodie, The Driver’s Seat (1970) and The Abbess of Crewe (1974) were 

also made into films. In 1967, Spark was awarded the Order of the British Empire, and in 

1978, she was elected an Honorary Member of the American Academy of Arts and Letters. In 

1993 she was made a Dame Commander of the British Empire, in recognition of her services 

to literature, and in 1996, a Commandeur de l’ Ordre des Arts et des Lettres. In 1997, she was 

awarded the David Cohen British Literature Prize “for a lifetime’s achievement in writing.” 

(Cheyette, viii) Finally, in 1999, she was granted an Honorary Doctorate at Oxford 

University. 

Muriel Spark died on 13 April 2006, aged 88, at her home in Tuscany, Italy, where she 

had lived since the 1970s with her friend the artist and sculptor Penelope Jardine. 
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3. God versus the author 

This chapter deals with manipulation in The Comforters (3.1) and Loitering with 

Intent (3.2). Subsequently, I will link this theme to her conception of the relationship between 

God and the novelist in a comparison between both novels (3.3). 

It is necessary to first clarify the term ‘manipulation’ and how it is used in this 

dissertation. Although Ruth Whittaker principally uses the designation ‘plot-making’, for the 

same impulses and actions I use ‘manipulation’, since I explore all forms and appearances of 

it. 

The term ‘manipulation’ is derived from the verb ‘to manipulate’, which has several 

meanings. The definition relevant for this paper is: “[disapproving] to control or influence 

sb/sth, often in a dishonest way so that they do not realize it”. (“Manipulation”, Oxford) 

However, we need to take into account an extra element referred to by the Cambridge 

definition, being “to control something or someone to your advantage, often unfairly or 

dishonestly”. (“Manipulation”) In short, manipulation involves the controlling and 

influencing in a dishonest way of people by one or more individuals, in order to obtain 

advantages, and often without the ‘manipulees’, or victims, involved realising it. 

In Muriel Spark’s novels we encounter various forms of manipulation. Apart from the 

plot-making – the control the novelist has over her characters – and the links between the 

novelist and God, we also encounter blackmailers and other characters who behave as if they 

are God in other ways. This proliferation of manipulation within Spark’s fictional worlds 

justifies my decision not to restrict this investigation to plot-making alone. 

3.1 The Comforters 

The Comforters is Muriel Spark’s first novel. She started writing it while staying in a 

rented cottage in Kent to recover from a breakdown in 1954, the year of her conversion to 
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Roman Catholicism. The novel was published in 1957 by Macmillan, even though Spark had 

finished it late in 1955. 

Caroline Rose, the protagonist who has recently converted to Catholicism, is a novelist 

who is aware that she is a character in a novel. “Mrs Spark subjects her protagonist to a sense 

of irksome constraint at being in a plot”, Ruth Whittaker puts it. (1984, 91) Spark has 

admitted that this first novel was written “as an experimental exploration of the formal nature 

of fictional truth.” (Bold, 34) In an interview with Frank Kermode she admits: 

I was asked to write a novel, and I didn’t think much of novels – I thought it 

was an inferior way of writing. So I wrote a novel to work out the technique 

first, to sort of make it all right with myself to write a novel at all – a novel 

about writing a novel, about writing a novel sort of thing, you see. (Hynes, 29) 

In her autobiography, Curriculum Vitae she explains: 

I didn’t feel like ‘a novelist’ and before I could square it with my literary 

conscience to write a novel, I had to work out a novel-writing process peculiar 

to myself, and moreover, perform this act within the very novel I proposed to 

write. I felt, too, that the novel as an art form was essentially a variation of a 

poem. (206) 

In Bryan Cheyette’s words, Spark was not able to “feel” like a novelist “until she had 

witnessed herself, from the outside, performing the act of writing a novel.” But, since “this is 

a ‘process peculiar to myself’, Spark also needs to enact her new sense of self from the inside 

as well.” (21) That is why Spark tries to convince the reader  that Caroline is not only a 

character in the novel, but also its author. (cf. infra) 

The theme of the novel and the role of the novelist are not restricted to The Comforters 

alone. On the contrary, many of Spark’s books involve the plotting and manipulation of other 

people’s lives by certain individuals. 
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Before I start exploring manipulation in Spark’s first novel, I give a general outline of 

the story. 

3.1.1 Outline 

The Comforters is a third-personal narrative about Caroline Rose, a novelist and recent 

Catholic convert. At the beginning of the novel she is staying at the Pilgrim Centre of St 

Philumena in Liverpool on retreat, or, as her boyfriend Laurence puts it, “[s]he’s gone away 

to some religious place in the north for a rest.” (TC, 24)³ Laurence Manders, a BBC radio 

sports commentator, comes from a Catholic family, even though he himself has abandoned 

the faith. Caroline left Laurence since her conversion, as she considered their relationship to 

be sinful without marriage. While she stays at the Pilgrim Centre, Laurence keeps his 78-year-

old grandmother, Louisa Jepp, company in her cottage in Sussex when he discovers her 

participation in a smuggling gang. He writes Caroline a letter to tell her all about his 

experiences. Unfortunately, Caroline has left St Philumena’s after three days since her retreat 

is not a success and she feels oppressed by the centre’s catering warden Georgina Hogg. Mrs 

Hogg, a former servant of the Manders family, opens the letter as Caroline did not leave her 

address. Even though reading mail addressed to somebody else is disapproved of, Georgina 

goes to visit Helena Manders, Louisa’s daughter and Laurence’s mother, considering it is “her 

duty” to inform Helena of the criminal activities of her mother. (72) In the meantime, 

Caroline, having arrived at her flat in Kensington, London, starts hearing voices. They seem 

to reflect her thoughts and are preceded by the sound of a typewriter. The voices persist and, 

after searching her entire apartment to find out where they come from, she flees to Willi 

 

 

________________________ 

³ TC: Spark, Muriel. The Comforters. 1957. London: Penguin, 1963. 
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Stock, an old friend, since Laurence is still staying with his grandmother in the countryside. 

Caroline is a novelist, currently working on her Form in the Modern ovel. After having 

consulted Baron Stock and Father Jerome, the priest who instructed her in the Catholic faith, 

she decides that she must be a character in a novel and that the voices come from its novelist. 

So she tells Father Jerome, “it is as if a writer on another plane of existence was writing a 

story about us.” (63) 

When Laurence returns to London, he stays with Caroline at her apartment to look 

after her. He is gradually convinced that she is turning mad, however, and so do his family 

and Baron Stock. Helena even suggests that Caroline should have a rest in a nursery home but 

Caroline refuses. Meanwhile, Laurence is obsessed with his grandmother’s possible criminal 

activities. He convinces Caroline to spend a few days with him at his grandmother’s cottage 

to investigate. On their way to Sussex, however, they have a car accident and both are to be 

taken to hospital. Laurence is discharged first and continues his investigations while Caroline 

still needs to recover. 

During the course of the book the reader is presented with clues to enable them to find 

out what is really going on. As it turns out, all the characters are in some way or another 

involved in the smuggling. Louisa is the leader of the gang; its other members are Mr 

Webster, the local baker, and Mervyn and Andrew Hogarth, a father and his disabled son 

who, at the end of the novel, experiences a miracle and is able to move his legs for the first 

time in his life. Mervyn and Andrew often go abroad, ostensibly “as pilgrims looking for a 

cure”, visiting shrines of saints. (174) Nevertheless, they obtain diamonds from their 

continental contacts and smuggle them through customs back to England, concealed in plaster 

figures or rosary beads. The Hogarths then would give the diamonds to Mr Webster, who 

would deliver their bread shortly after they arrived home. The following morning Mr Webster 

would put the diamonds in Mrs Jepp’s bread, who eventually put them in tins with herring 
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roes or fruit. These tins were transported to Baron Stock, their London agent, who ultimately 

sells the diamonds to a jeweller. 

Apart from the gang members themselves, other characters are also interwoven in the 

smuggling plot. Georgina appears to be Mervyn Hogarth’s former wife and hence Andrew’s 

mother. As she refused to divorce him, Mervyn committed bigamy when marrying Eleanor, a 

young dancer. The latter runs a ballet school with Ernest Manders, the homosexual and 

prayed-for brother of Laurence’s father Edwin. Eleanor left Mervyn, however, after she 

suspected him of being involved in the black mass, and became the Baron’s mistress. The 

novels ends with Caroline and Laurence having a riverside picnic on the banks of the River 

Medway where it borders Sussex and Kent. Helena Manders comes too, bringing with her 

Baron Stock and, oddly enough, Georgina. When Caroline is asked to pick up Georgina from 

the other side of the river with a rowing boat – it has started to rain –they both fall into the 

water. Georgina drowns whereas Caroline is rescued. 

At the very end of the novel Spark wants the reader to believe that the book that they 

have just finished is in fact Caroline’s own novel. It seems “that Caroline Rose’s first novel is 

to be The Comforters.” (Bold, 34) Bold adds furthermore that “[t]his ultimate twist completes 

the teasing of the reader, who has been seduced into believing a story eventually exposed as a 

structure supporting a fictional fantasy.” (34) In other words, it is not only the characters in 

the novel who have been manipulated. The reader has been manipulated into believing that 

Caroline is the author of The Comforters, whereas she is, in reality, a character invented by 

Spark. 
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3.1.2 Forms of manipulation 

3.1.2.1 The Typing Ghost, or the burden of fiction 

In The Comforters we encounter various cases of manipulation. The main one is the 

direction of the characters in the book by the novelist, whose voice and typewriter is heard by 

Caroline. 

Caroline is first aware of the voices when she comes back early from her retreat at St 

Philumena’s. She lies on the divan in her flat thinking of Laurence and the possible 

difficulties with his mother – who founded the centre – over her rapid departure when she 

realises this probably would not be an issue: “On the whole she did not think there would be 

any difficulty with Helena.” Then Caroline experiences the following: 

Just then she heard the sound of a typewriter. It seemed to come through the 

wall on her left. It stopped, and was immediately followed by a voice 

remarking her own thoughts. It said: On the whole she did not think there 

would be any difficulty with Helena. [Spark’s italics] (42) 

Caroline observes that “[t]here seemed, then, to have been more than one voice: it was a 

recitative, a chanting in unison. It was something like a concurrent series of echoes.” (42-3) 

Caroline searches her entire apartment to find out where the voices come from and even 

checks the landing. She decides it must be her neighbours but wonders “[a] typewriter and a 

chorus of voices: What on earth are they up to at this time of night?” What concerns her most, 

however, are “the words they had used, coinciding so exactly with her own thoughts.” (43) 

Before she can reflect any furher, it begins again: 

Tap-tappity-tap; the typewriter. And again, the voices: Caroline ran out on to the 

landing, for it seemed quite certain the sound came from that direction. No one 

was there. The chanting reached her as she returned to her room, with these 

words exactly: 
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What on earth are they up to at this time of night? Caroline wondered. But 

what worried her were the words they had used, coinciding so exactly with her 

own thoughts. 

And then the typewriter again: tap-tap-tap. She was rooted. ‘My God!’ she 

cried aloud. ‘Am I going mad?’ (43-4) 

In particular the phrase “Caroline wondered” appals her. Straightaway she starts “to consider 

the possibilities, whether the sounds she had heard were real or illusory.” (44) While she is 

terrified that she might be haunted, “she could not hope for the horrible alternative”, that the 

sounds “were hallucinations sent forth from her own mind.” (44) After having concluded that 

the voices could not come from anyone in the house, she convinces herself that she is being 

haunted and that she is not suffering from delusions. The voices begin again, however, and 

Caroline flees to the house of Baron Stock, since Laurence is still with his grandmother. The 

Baron decides that she is overworked and suffering from fatigue. He puts her to bed and goes 

to sleep himself. When Caroline hears the voices again she cries for the Baron. He, fascinated 

by occultism and supernatural events, is more than willing to discuss her troubles: 

He got out of her that the clicking of the typewriter always preceded the 

voices, and sometimes accompanied their speech. How many voices there 

were, she could not say. Male or female? Both, she told him. It was impossible 

to disconnect the separate voices, because they came in complete concert; only 

by the varying timbres could the chorus be distinguished from one voice. ‘In 

fact,’ she went on, wound-up and talking rapidly, ‘it sounds like one person 

speaking in several tones at once.’ 

‘And always using the past tense?’ 

‘Yes. Mocking voices.’ 

‘And you say this chorus comments on your thoughts and actions?’ 
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‘Not always,’ said Caroline, ‘that’s the strange thing. It says “Caroline was 

thinking or doing this or that” – then sometimes it adds a remark of its own.’ 

(53-4) 

Afterwards Caroline has to confess to the Baron that she thought it strange that he 

knows Laurence’s grandmother, since she does not know yet that he is Louisa’s London 

agent. He tells her she is mad and the atmosphere grows uncomfortable. The Baron, to ease 

the tension, enquires about Caroline’s work on the twentieth-century novel, Form in the 

Modern ovel. Caroline replies that it is progressing adequately well but that she is “having 

difficulty with the chapter on realism.” (57) This obviously is a joke on Spark’s account, to 

indicate to the reader that she is tampering with widely-accepted literary conventions and 

hence manipulating the reader. 

Caroline is furious that the voices have upset her arrangements, as she was planning to 

work on her book. Already she realises that something or somebody is trying to exercise 

control over her life. On the other hand, she also “hoped the voices would return,” which 

“would give her a chance to establish their existence, and to trace their source.” (58) 

Later, she goes to visit Father Jerome, the priest who instructed her in the Catholic 

faith. After explaining her ideas again, Caroline reaches a surprising conclusion: “‘[…] it is as 

if a writer on another plane of existence was writing a story about us.’ As soon as she had said 

these words, Caroline knew that she had hit on the truth.” (63) Her assumption turns out to be 

true as the voices cannot be recorded on tape: 

’What have you brought that thing here for?’ Caroline said. […]  

‘To record your spook-voices. Now see. I’m placing this disc in here. If 

you hear them again, you press that. Then it records any voice within hearing 

distance.’ […] 

‘Maybe those voices won’t record,’ Caroline said. […] 
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‘[…] I think it’s a natural sound. I don’t think that machine will record it.’ 

(64) 

And, as expected, it does not. 

Later, Caroline hears the voices say explicitly that she is a character in a novel: “At 

this point in the narrative, it might be as well to state that the characters in this novel are all 

fictitious, and do not refer to any living persons whatsoever.” (69) 

As Caroline now has found out the origin of the voices and the typewriter, she starts to 

rebel against them. When Laurence tells her that he hopes she will not hear the sounds 

anymore, she does not agree and explains: “‘Because now I know what they are. I’m on the 

alert now. […] You see, I really am quite better. Only tired.’ She raised her voice a little, and 

said, ‘And if anyone’s listening, let them take note.’” (68) This utterance is immediately 

followed by a comment by the narrator: “Well, well!” (69) This seems to be the beginning of 

an interesting game between Caroline and her creator, as Caroline refuses to be scripted by 

the latter. 

When Caroline, in bed, hears the voices telling her what she and Laurence will do the 

next day she refuses to obey. She finally tells Laurence of her “fabulous idea of themselves 

and their friends being used as characters in a novel.” (95) Laurence is not convinced and tries 

to use her faith against her: “From the Catholic point of view, I should have thought there 

were spiritual dangers in holding this conviction.” (95) He continues, “Don’t you think the 

idea of an invisible person tuning into your life might possibly upset your faith?” (96) 

Caroline agrees, but says, “I’m going to make it difficult for him, you’ll see.” (96) So when 

Laurence suggests taking the car to go to visit Louisa, Caroline refuses: “I want to go by train. 

We must go by train.” Laurence tells her not to be awkward, but she simply says “Awkward 

is just what I’m going to be” (97). The reason for her awkwardness is what the voices said 

during the night: 
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[They left London] next day by car, though Laurence’s M.G. was due for 

repair, instead of going by train. This was owing to their getting up late and 

frittering the day in talk, first about poor Eleanor, as they agreed she was, then 

about themselves. Click. Click.’ (93)  

As she tells Laurence what the voices have said, she adds, 

‘[O]ur day is doing what the voices said it would. Now, we chatted about 

Eleanor. Then about ourselves. All right. We’ve frittered the day. The narrative 

says we went by car; all right, we must go by train. You do see that, don’t you 

Laurence? It’s a matter of asserting free will.’ (97) 

Laurence understands what she means, but ironically thinks by himself, “Why the hell should 

we be enslaved by her secret fantasy?” (97) Caroline’s desire to outsmart her creator and 

maintain her free will ironically manipulates Laurence into leaving his own free will behind. 

He gives in, however, as “he saw that Caroline had it very much on the brain that her phantom 

should be outwitted in this one particular.” (98) 

Caroline is outwitted by another Creator however, as she suddenly realises the date is 

1 November and she is obliged to go to Mass. Due to this, they will still have to take the car. 

She surrenders as “[h]er great desire to travel by train was dispersed by the obvious 

necessities of going to Mass” (99). As they drive to Sussex, Laurence tells Caroline about the 

blackmailing of Georgina Hogg and his ideas concerning his grandmother’s criminal 

practices. When he is convinced that God has led him to a certain clue, Caroline remarks: 

‘From my point of view it’s clear that you are getting these ideas into your 

head through the influence of a novelist who is contriving some phoney plot. I 

can see clearly that your mind is working under the pressure of someone else’s 

necessity, and under the suggestive power of some irresponsible writer you are 
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allowing yourself to become an amateur sleuth in a cheap mystery piece.’ 

(103) 

Laurence’s idea demonstrates that he, too, is being manipulated by the narrator. He has found 

certain clues only because the novelist wants him to. Caroline adds, 

‘[I]t seems to me there’s an attempt being made to organize our lives into a 

convenient slick plot. […] Your grandmother being a gangster, it’s taking 

things too far. She’s an implausible character, don’t you see? […] She’s 

unlikely. So is Mrs Hogg. Is it likely that the pious old cow is a blackmailer?’ 

(104) 

Laurence is stubborn and refuses to agree, since he is convinced that he has found a link 

between Mervyn Hogarth and Mrs Hogg because of his own cleverness, but Caroline goes on: 

‘It’s a question of what you choose,’ she said. ‘If you hadn’t been on the look-

out for some connection between the Hogarths and poor Mrs Hogg you 

wouldn’t have lit on that crest. And you wouldn’t have been looking for it if 

you hadn’t been influenced in that direction. I nearly fell for the trick myself, 

that night I stayed with the Baron.’ (105) 

It is her faith that leads Caroline to rebel: 

‘But personally, I reject the suspicion – I refuse to have my thoughts and 

actions controlled by some unknown, possibly sinister being. I intend to 

subject him to reason. I happen to be a Christian. […] I won’t be involved in 

this fictional plot if I can help it. In fact, I’d like to spoil it. If I had my way I’d 

hold up the action of the novel. It’s a duty.’ (105) 

According to Ruth Whittaker, Caroline “uses the fact of her Christianity – that is to 

say, her knowledge of her participation in a greater plot – to give her the confidence to stand 

aside from the ostensible plot and test its validity.” (1984, 91) Laurence urges her to tell what 
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she knows about the Baron and his grandmother, but Caroline refuses: “’No, it would involve 

me. I intend to stand aside and see if the novel has any real form apart from this artificial 

plot.’” (105) On the next page the reader is, again, given a comment by the narrator: “It was 

all very well for Caroline to hold out for what she wanted and what she didn’t want in the way 

of a plot. All very well for her to resolve upon holding up the action. Easy enough for her to 

criticize.” (106) 

As the first part of the novel ends with their car skidding and crashing, it becomes 

clear that Caroline was right, that they should have gone by train and, most importantly, that 

somebody is manipulating their lives. 

Laurence and – especially – Caroline are much less prominent in the second half of 

The Comforters, since they are both taken into hospital. It is now Helena and Ernest Manders 

who further investigate Louisa’s criminal activities. However, Caroline keeps interfering with 

the plot from her hospital bed, which does not appeal to the narrator: 

It is not easy to dispense with Caroline Rose. At this point in the tale she is 

confined in a hospital bed, and no experience of hers ought to be allowed to 

intrude. Unfortunately she slept restlessly. […] When her leg was not too 

distracting, Caroline among the sleepers turned her mind to the art of the 

novel, wondering and cogitating, those long hours, and exerting an undue, 

unreckoned, influence on the narrative from which she is supposed to be 

absent for a time. (137) 

This seems to be the first indication that Caroline is not only manipulated by a narrator, but 

that she also asserts a certain influence on the plot. Other narrative comments follow. In fact, 

Caroline even starts criticising some descriptions of the novelist. For instance, when Georgina 

Hogg’s bosom is depicted, Caroline remarks, “Bad taste […] Revolting taste.” The narrator 

continues: 
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She [Caroline] had, in fact, ‘picked up’ a good deal of the preceding passage, 

all about Mrs Hogg and the breasts. 

‘Bad taste’ – typical comment of Caroline Rose. Wasn’t it she in the first 

place who had noticed with revulsion the transparent blouse of Mrs Hogg, that 

time at St Philumena’s? It was Caroline herself who introduced into the story 

the question of Mrs Hogg’s bosom. (139) 

Caroline hears this last sentence and observes about Georgina, “Not a real life character […] 

only a gargoyle.” (140) 

Later, as the Baron confides his theory about Mervyn Hogarth being “a raging 

diabolist” [Spark’s italics] (158), Caroline – now discharged from hospital – doubts his 

assumption and this irritates the Baron. In return, the latter asks her for evidence of the voices 

she hears since she “assert[s] a number of unascertainable facts.” Caroline, hurt, protests 

vaguely, “The evidence will be in the book itself.” (160) Here, again, the reader is given a hint 

towards the final truth, that Caroline is not just a character in a novel but that she is to be to 

author of it. When still in hospital she confided to the Baron, “this physical pain convinces me 

that I’m not wholly a fictional character. I have independent life.” (160) She continued to 

explain her theory to the Baron during his visits and criticised her novelist: 

One day she informed him, ‘The Typing Ghost has not recorded any lively 

details about this hospital ward. The reason is that the author doesn’t know 

how to describe a hospital ward. This interlude of my life is not part of the 

book in consequence.’ 

The author comments: “It was by making exasperating remarks like this that Caroline Rose 

continued to interfere with the book.” (161) 

Subsequently, as she feels that Laurence is being reticent with her, she stops 

discussing the odd events in her life with him. However, 
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Only when she was taken off-guard in conversation did she reveal her mind to 

Laurence, as when he innocently inquired, 

‘How is your book going?’ meaning her work on the structure of the 

modern novel. 

‘I think it is nearing the end,’ she answered. 

He was surprised, for only a few days since she had announced that the 

work was slow in progress. (167) 

Of course Caroline is thinking about the novel she is present in, not the one she is working on. 

The same exchange happens again, only for Laurence to reply, “Really? You were saying 

only the other day that you still had a lot to write.’’ (170) Caroline immediately realises her 

mistake and says, “Naturally, I look forward to the end of the book […] in a manner of 

speaking to get some peace.” Laurence bursts out, irritated, “I meant […] of course, the book 

that you are writing, not the “book” in which you think you are participating.” (170) An 

argument ensues. At last, to restore peace, Laurence adds, “Why do you say that the “book” is 

nearing the end?” (171) Caroline hesitates but asserts, “Because of incidents which have been 

happening within our orbit of consciousness, and their sequence. Especially this news about 

your grandmother’s friend.” Then Caroline tells him about the miraculous healing of Andrew 

Hogarth and adds, “it seems the sort of incident which winds up a plot and brings the book to 

a close.” (171) And of course she is right, as the final chapter is almost about to begin. 

Only one more fragment concerning Caroline’s experiences with the Typing Ghost 

and her involvement in the novel follows, at the very end of the penultimate chapter. When 

Caroline is musing upon the events around her – Louisa’s diamond smuggling gang, the 

Baron’s obsession with Mervyn Hogarth – she realises that the novel is not finished yet, even 

though she is longing for this to happen so she would finally be able to discover its coherence 

from a distance: 
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She was aware that the book in which she was involved was still in progress. 

Now, when she speculated on the story, she did so privately, noting the facts as 

they accumulated. By now she possessed a large number of notes, transcribed 

from the voices, and these she studied carefully. Her sense of being written 

into the novel was painful. Of her constant influence on its course she 

remained unaware and now she was impatient for the story to come to an end, 

knowing that the narrative could never become coherent to her until she was at 

last outside it, and at the same time consummately inside it. (180-181) 

At the very end of the novel, when Caroline is rescued from drowning, she is 

described as having “finished her book about novels.” She announces that she is going on a 

long holiday, “[s]he was going to write a novel.” (202) When asked by Helena what the novel 

is to be about she replies, “Characters in a novel.” Edwin adds, “Make it a straight old-

fashioned story, no modern mystifications. End with the death of the villain and the marriage 

of the heroine.” Caroline laughs and says, “Yes, it would end that way.” On the last pages 

Spark tries to convince us that Caroline is, in fact, the author of The Comforters, and that the 

novel we have before us is her first novel. This is made evident when Laurence writes a letter 

to Caroline after being asked to collect some books to send to her in Worcestershire where she 

is writing her novel: 

I found an enormous sheaf of your notes for your novel in the cupboard […] 

Why did you leave them behind? What’s the point of making notes if you 

don’t use them while you are writing the book? […] 

I will tell you what I think of your notes: 

(1) You misrepresent all of us. 
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(2) Obviously you are the martyr-figure. ‘Martyrdom by 

misunderstanding.’ But actually you yourself understand nobody, for instance 

the Baron, my father, myself, we are martyred by your misunderstanding.  

[…] 

(4) I dislike being a character in your novel. How is it all going to end? 

(203) 

Laurence does not post the letter, though. Instead, he rips it up into small pieces and throws it 

away. However, “he did not then foresee his later wonder, with a curious rejoicing, how the 

letter had got into the book.” (204) Since she has deliberately left her notes behind, it turns 

out that “Caroline is only able to write when she leaves the novel as a ‘character’, because the 

act of creation will, if it is to be real, also transform her.” Bryan Cheyette also adds that she 

“will be irrevocably changed by enacting The Comforters from the outside and, in this way, 

she is able to challenge the authority of the Typing Ghost.” (Cheyette, 23) 

3.1.2.2 Georgina Hogg, or the burden of faith 

Caroline not only encounters literary manipulations, her decision to convert to Roman 

Catholicism also entails issues of limited free will. The religious constraints are brought about 

by the catering warden of the Pilgrim Centre of St Philumena, Georgina Hogg, a former 

housekeeper of the Manders. She is the villain of the novel and is described from the 

beginning as evil. Laurence writes in his letter to Caroline, who is in retreat: 

Apparently there’s a woman by the name of Hogg at the outfit you are staying 

at. She’s a sort of manageress. Mother got her the job. God knows why. We all 

loathe her. That’s why we’ve always gone out of our way for her really. […] 

She got married but her husband left her. Poor bastard, no wonder. We used to 

feel sorry for him. She suffers from chronic righteousness, exerts a sort of 

moral blackmail. (25-26) 
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Already the reader has learned that Georgina is not to be trusted, and, worse, that she is 

manipulative and capable of blackmail. Ruth Whittaker affirms, “Mrs Spark represents 

blackmailers as a force for evil,” and although they are not always punished in the novel, “the 

implication is that they will encounter justice in the next world if not in this one.” (1984, 97) 

Laurence’s description of Georgina continues for a while, mentioning her nickname 

“Manders’ Mortification” and giving Caroline the advice to avoid her. (26) Further on he 

writes, “I expect a letter from you tomorrow. Longing to hear that you have got Mrs Hogg 

under control.” (27) Ironically, it will turn out that Mrs Hogg is the one exerting control over 

Caroline instead of the other way round. 

In addition, Louisa expresses her opinion about Georgina and calls her a “poisonous 

woman” and says that “[i]t fairly puts you against Catholics, a person like that.” She adds, “I 

detest that woman” and simply concludes with “Tell Caroline […] to be careful of Mrs Hogg. 

Say she’s dangerous.” (28) 

The reader does not have to wait long for these remarks to be justified. In the next 

chapter we meet Caroline in the Pilgrim Centre, where Georgina is already trying to 

manipulate her: 

‘Taking exercise.’ This was Mrs Hogg tacking on to her, infuriating. Taking 

exercise. Not a question, a statement. […] 

‘And feeling lonely,’ said Mrs Hogg with her sort of smile. Feeling lonely, 

taking exercise. Caroline made no answer. […] All right, I am at your disposal. 

Eat me, bloodywell take the lot. I am feeling lonely. Rome has spoken. (30) 

We instantly notice the same rebellion from Caroline as in the case of her constraining 

novelist. Georgina continues: 

‘Another time […] you don’t want to make a private Retreat. You want to 

come in the summer with one of the big pilgrimages for one of the big Feasts.’ 
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‘Do I?’ Caroline said. 

‘Yes,’ said Mrs Hogg. ‘That’s what you want to do. Please call me 

Georgina by the way. I’ll call you Caroline.’ (30) 

Caroline feels an “imperative need to be difficult” and thinks to herself, “You are damned. I 

condemn you to eternal flames. You are caput, as good as finished, you have had it, my dear.” 

[Spark’s italics] (30-31) 

Right from the beginning, Caroline realises what kind of person she is dealing with. 

For instance, on her first evening she hears Georgina having a discussion with one of the 

guests: “You have to take what’s put before you here. […] Suppose a hundred and thirty 

people all wanted tea without milk”. The guest, described as “her victim”, replies, “But I only 

say don’t trouble to put milk in mine.” [Spark’s italics] Georgina concludes, “It isn’t what 

you say, it’s what you get.” (31) 

An accurate physical description of Mrs Hogg ensues in which Spark emphasises 

Georgina’s plainness to suggest her mailiciousness. Whittaker asserts that Spark’s 

blackmailers “are often made to seem physically disgusting, like Georgina Hogg”. (1984, 97) 

She began to take in the woman’s details: an angular face, cropped white hair, 

no eyelashes, rimless glasses, a small fat nose of which the tip was twitching as 

she ate, very thin neck, a colossal bosom. Caroline realized that she had been 

staring at Mrs Hogg’s breasts for some time, and was aware at the same 

moment that the woman’s nipples were showing dark and prominent through 

her cotton blouse. The woman was apparently wearing nothing underneath. 

Caroline looked swiftly away, sickened at the sight […]. (31) 

Bryan Cheyette affirms this: “Georgina’s overwhelming physicality, signifying her overriding 

materialism, merely circumscribes an absence. In attempting to embody Catholicism in 

person, by vampirically feeding off the emotions of its converts, she in fact betrays its basic 
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ideals.” (28) Alan Bold shares his opinion as he links “Georgina’s physical obesity” to her 

“spiritual vacuity”. (Bold, 38) 

Georgina’s longing for control over other people’s lives becomes more apparent with 

every page. When she asks Caroline why she has decided to convert, the young girl replies 

that she prefers not to discuss this. Mrs Hogg then affirms, “Mm… I know your type […] I 

got your type the first evening you came. There’s a lot of the Protestant about you still. You’ll 

have to get rid of it. […] Why won’t you talk about your conversion? […] It’s not Catholic 

not to talk about it.” [Spark’s italics] (32) When Caroline tries to escape Mrs Hogg remarks, 

“You were speaking plenty to that young lawyer this morning.” (32) 

When Caroline ultimately decides to make an effort and enquires about Georgina’s 

life, Georgina recounts how much work she has in the Pilgrim Centre and that “[i]f it wasn’t 

for the Faith I couldn’t hold down the job.” (33) She repeats her issues with guests who do not 

want milk in their tea. When Caroline makes a witty remark about this, she thinks, “Now it 

has struck her that I’m an enemy of the Faith.” (33) But Mrs Hogg rights herself and starts 

relating how she arrived in the Pilgrim Centre, “it was a miracle. Our Lady sent me.” Caroline 

does not really want to listen any more as “[h]er sophisticated forbearance departed and 

constriction took its place; a pinching irritated sense of being with something abominable, not 

to be tolerated.” She also “had a sudden intense desire to clean her teeth.” (33) It is obvious 

that Caroline is revolted by the woman. She does, however, urge Georgina to continue, 

meanwhile thinking “I hate all women and of all women Mrs Hogg. My nerves are starting up 

again.” (33) Georgina recounts, “So there I was without a job. So I said to Our Lady, ‘What 

am I going to do now?’ and Our Lady said, ‘Go back to St Philumena’s and think it over.’” 

(34) When Caroline asks her whether she heard an actual voice, Georgina answers, “Oh no. 

But that’s how Our Lady always speaks to me. I ask a question and she answers.” Then she 

sneers, “but of course you won’t know much about that. You have to be experienced in the 
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spiritual life.” Nonetheless, the reader knows already from Laurence’s letter that Georgina 

was not sent to St Philumena’s through Our Lady but that Helena simply gave her the job. 

Alan Bold describes her in this sense as a “repulsively pious Catholic” (36) who “supposes 

she is the ripe apple of Our Lady’s eye.” (37) 

Caroline remains critical of this so-called miracle, hence Georgina’s answer, “You 

want to speak to a priest; you haven’t really got the hang of the Catholic Faith. You want to 

speak to Father Ingrid.” (35) Caroline tells her she is wrong, “I’ve heard him speaking once 

from the pulpit. Once was enough. I must go now.” At that very moment, the bell rings for 

Benediction. Caroline goes back to her room, while Georgina calls after her, “That’s not the 

way to the chapel”. (35) Bryan Cheyette reminds us of Mrs Hogg’s intentions: “Georgina’s 

enforced sense of communal anguish denies the autonomy of the individual because it is used 

to browbeat Caroline into becoming an obedient Catholic.” (27) 

Caroline leaves St Philumena’s since it has not brought her peace of mind and, most 

particularly, has brought her the interference of Georgina. However, “Mrs Hogg stuck in her 

mind like a lump of food on the chest which will move neither up nor down.” (39) 

Further on, Caroline denominates Georgina as “a Catholic atrocity, like the tin medals 

and the bleeding hearts.” (102) Near the end of the novel, Georgina tries to manipulate 

Caroline again. One morning she calls at Caroline’s door, asking “May I have a word with 

you, Miss Rose?” and without waiting for an answer she enters the apartment. She takes a seat 

and immediately “cast her eyes on the notebook in which Caroline had been writing.” 

However, “Caroline leant forward and snapped the book shut.” (181) Georgina begins, “There 

is a Baron Stock […] He was in your flat till after one o’clock this morning. He was in your 

flat till after two on Wednesday morning. You were in his flat till after midnight twice the 

week before last. If you think you are going to catch Laurence Manders with this carry-on –” 

Caroline replies indignantly, “You are insolent […] You’ll have to leave.” When Georgina 
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tries again, Caroline is very resolute: “Take yourself off”. (182) She rings Helena and tells her 

to “call […] off your Mrs Hogg. […] She must have been watching my flat for weeks. 

Haven’t you any control over the woman? […] She’s a beast.” Subsequently, she sprays her 

flat “with a preparation for eliminating germs and insects.” (182) 

There is a clear evolution noticeable in the way Caroline deals with the manipulation 

of Mrs Hogg. While she initially runs away, she is now willing to “call the police”. (182) 

At the very end she even manages to defeat Georgina. When they are out on a picnic, 

it starts to rain heavily. Georgina had gone for a walk and turns up on the opposite bank of the 

river. Helena tells Caroline to “be an angel” and asks her to fetch her in the boat. 

Caroline gave her an amiable smile, for she was too proud to reveal her 

neurotic dread. Her dread was on account of a very small thing. She knew she 

would have to give Mrs Hogg a hand into the boat. The anticipation of this 

physical contact, her hand in Mrs Hogg’s only for a moment, horrified 

Caroline. (196) 

Despite being very careful, Georgina slips and falls into the water, taking Caroline with her. 

Mrs Hogg lashed about her in a screaming panic. Caroline freed herself and 

gripped the side of the boat. But she was wrenched away, the woman’s hands 

were on her neck – ‘I can’t swim!’ 

Caroline struck her in the face. ‘Hold on to my shoulders,’ she shouted. ‘I 

can swim.’ But the woman in her extremity was intent on Caroline’s throat. 

[…] Mrs Hogg’s body, and even legs, encompassed Caroline so that her arms 

were restricted. (196-197) 

According to Alan Bold, this occurrence represents “a struggle for spiritual survival” with 

Caroline “diametrically opposed to Georgina though both are members of the Roman Catholic 

Church.” Their difference exists in Caroline being an open-minded convert and Georgina a 
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pious traditional cradle Catholic who wants to make Caroline follow in line. In addition, 

Georgina can also, because of her revolting physical appearance, be considered a fleshly devil 

Caroline needs to release herself from. Bold confirms, “[i]n order to save her own soul, 

Caroline has first to rid herself of Georgina Hogg.” In other words, “[i]t is, for Caroline, a 

spiritual imperative.” (40) Caroline realises this just in time: “She knew then that if she could 

not free herself from Mrs Hogg they would both go under.” (197) After “a long breath-

holding contest” Georgina lets go and sinks, Caroline swims and is dragged up on the 

riverbank. (197) Bold asserts that Caroline is now “free to write her novel” because “[f]ree 

will […] depends on individual emancipation from the burden of evil supported by others. 

[…] Salvation, for Caroline Rose, is a private affair, the self-centred solution of a personal 

problem.” (40) Bryan Cheyette agrees, “Georgina’s Catholicism […] denies the private realm 

and Caroline’s fragile artistic consciousness.” (24) 

Ruth Whittaker confirms this: Georgina is “defeated in [a] physical [confrontation] 

where the struggle is also symbolic of the battle between good and evil”. (1984, 98) Now that 

Georgina is dead – something we are not certain of, since her body is never found – Caroline 

regains her free will and she is finally able to be happy and do whatever she herself wants to, 

including remaining a critical Catholic and finally starting a career as a novelist: 

‘That dreadful experience with poor Georgina in the river hasn’t had any 

harmful effects on Caroline,’ Helena said. ‘She must have a strong 

constitution. In fact, since then she’s been much more lighthearted. She seems 

to be amused by something, I don’t know what.’ (202) 

It is indeed announced that Caroline has finished her book about the novel form and that she 

is going on a long holiday to write a novel. 

Caroline is not the only one tormented by Georgina. Helena is manipulated by 

Georgina, since she keeps giving Georgina jobs and is concerned about her, even though she 
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is clearly blackmailing the Manders with Laurence’s letter about Louisa. Helena’s concern 

clearly involves noblesse oblige, since she feels responsible for Georgina and thus hesitates to 

free herself from her.
4
 Laurence calls Georgina a “psychological thug” (72) and says that 

“[s]he’s such a frightful advertisement for the Church.” (71) Helena defends herself with 

“One tries to be charitable” and “Perhaps she has changed. One never knows, in our Faith.” 

But of course, Georgina never changes and keeps attempting to mould people into obedient 

Catholics. 

Mrs Hogg also attempts to force herself as a housekeeper to Louisa in order to keep an 

eye on her and, again, “browbeat” her “into becoming an obedient Catholic.” (Cheyette, 27) 

She confesses to Helena later on in the novel that “A Catholic can do a lot of good amongst 

wicked people.” (153) When she goes to visit Mrs Jepp, Georgina implies boldly, “Do you 

not think it is time for you […] to take a reckoning of your sins and prepare for your death?” 

Louisa replies, “You spoke like that to my husband. […] His death was a misery to him 

through your interference.” (110) Here we learn that Mrs Hogg has also tried to convert 

Louisa’s late husband on his deathbed. When Georgina reminds her that she has called her “a 

poisonous woman” in Laurence’s letter and that “[t]here is the matter of slander. In my 

position my character in the world is very important”, Louisa realises she has got hold of the 

letter. (110) The conversation continues: 

‘You really must remember your age,’ said Mrs Hogg. ‘No good carrying on 

as if you were in your prime.’ 

‘I will not have you to stay with me,’ Louisa said. 

 

 

________________________ 

4
 “Noblesse oblige”: “(from French) the idea that people who have special advantages of wealth, etc. should help 

other people who do not have these advantages” (Oxford). 
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‘You need a companion.’ 

‘I am not feeble. I trust I shall never be so feeble as to choose you for a 

companion.’ (111) 

Georgina makes it apparent that she knows about Louisa’s criminal activities. Louisa, in turn, 

blackmails her back: 

‘Well, let me tell you the names of the parties involved in my smuggling 

arrangements. If you know everything I’m sure you won’t want to worry my 

daughter anymore. […] 

There’s a Mr Webster, he is a local baker. […] Then there’s a father and 

son […] Their name is Hogarth. Mervyn is the father and Andrew is the son. 

That is my gang.’ (112) 

Georgina “looked in a bad way just then.” She says, “You are evil,” whereupon Louisa 

replies, “You won’t be needing that letter […] but you may keep it just the same.” (112) 

Georgina leaves with “You’re an evil woman. A criminal evil old, a wicked old”. (112) 

Later on she goes to see Helena so as to apologise for her assumptions about the letter. 

She tells her “that she’d been thinking things over” and that “[c]learly, she had misread that 

letter from Master Laurence. It was all a joke, she could see that now.” (152) Of course 

Helena falls for her explanations – again – and is convinced that there is nothing left to worry 

about. 

Apart from the Manders, Georgina also blackmails her own husband, Mervyn 

Hogarth. They are still married, even though Mervyn left her during her pregnancy. As a 

Catholic, she refused to divorce him. Mervyn married again, however. Georgina knows about 

his bigamy with Eleanor, and, since she went to visit Louisa Jepp, she also knows about his 

smuggling. Mervyn, as Louisa informed him about Georgina’s knowledge, goes to see her so 

as to enquire why she has started interfering. Georgina is very indignant at Mervyn involving 
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Andrew. Mervyn knows, however, that his secrets are safe with Georgina, since she is not 

interested in reporting people to the police, but rather in getting hold of their soul: 

But he knew, she would never dissipate, in open scandal, the precious secret 

she held against him. He counted always and accurately on the moral 

blackmailer in Georgina, he had known in his childhood her predatory habits 

with other people’s seamy secrets. Most of all she cherished those offences 

which were punishable by law, and for this reason she would jealously keep 

her prey from the attention of the law. Knowledge of a crime was safe with 

her, it was the criminal himself she was after, his peace of mind if she could 

get it. (145) 

Mervyn furthermore recounts: “It was not any disclosure of his crimes that he feared from 

Georgina, he was frightened of the damage she could do to body and soul by her fanatical 

moral intrusiveness”. (146-147) Georgina tells him to “Repent and be converted”. The reader 

is informed about “Georgina’s lust for converts to the Faith” which is “terrifying, for by the 

Faith she meant herself.” (147) Their confrontation ends with an argument about Andrew. 

Unfortunately, Mervyn is not only being blackmailed by Georgina. A last case of 

manipulation is the blackmail of Mervyn by Ernest Manders, Eleanor’s dancing school 

partner. Seeing that the school is running out of money, Eleanor asks Ernest to have Mervyn 

sponsor them. He refuses, of course, to support his ex-wife, until Ernest asks him some 

questions about Louisa. Mervyn gets scared and offers some money in the end anyway. When 

Eleanor later asks Ernest how he managed, he replies, “Blackmail by mistake.” He explains, 

“I gave him lunch. I explained your difficulties. Asked for a loan. He said no. Then I asked 

some other questions about something else, which he took to be a form of blackmail. Then, as 

he was leaving, he succumbed.” (135) 
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3.1.3 Conclusion 

The main manipulations Caroline has to deal with are, first, her presence in a novel 

and, second, Georgina’s desire for control and interference. These two are clearly connected, 

as Ruth Whittaker asserts, 

Caroline struggles with the problem of exercising free will in a divine context, 

and her role as a Roman Catholic convert has frequent parallels with her role 

as a character in a novel. An audible, authorial voice exercises its omniscience 

over Caroline’s actions, and she has to come to terms both with the voice and 

the dictates of her faith. (1984, 91) 

Evidence of both tormentors are in the text when Caroline says, “the fact of the author and the 

facts of the Faith […] are all painful to me in different ways.” (96) Caroline even links the 

novelist with Georgina; thus she connects her lack of artistic free will with that of the 

limitations of uncritical religion: “It stuck within her like something which would go neither 

up nor down, the shapeless notion that Mrs Hogg was somehow in league with her invisible 

persecutor.” (102) 

In other words, Muriel Spark’s personal issues at the time of writing – the loss of 

independence and being bound by either God or a novelist – are also the principal theme of 

her first novel: 

[T]he difficulties experienced by the heroine on her conversion to Roman 

Catholicism are paralleled by the resentment she feels at being a character in a 

novel. Both roles entail a loss of freedom, or rather, a redefinition of freedom 

as part of a divine and structural coherence.” (Whittaker, 1979, 167) 

When Georgina disappears, Caroline is finally released of the burden of faith, in that 

she is now able to be content with her religion but at the same time remain critical of it. At the 

same time, when she “finally identifies the voices she hears as messages prompted by creative 
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pressure rather than schizophrenic phantoms”, she realises that she can write a novel. (Bold, 

37) In a way, The Comforters can be regarded as a bildungsroman, since “Caroline’s 

awareness of the novel’s coming into existence can be compared to her awareness of God’s 

ordering of human affairs, including her own life.” (Page, 12) 

The difference with Georgina is prominent. Not only is she being killed off as a 

character, she is also described as not having a life when not present in the book: “[A]s soon 

as Mrs Hogg stepped into her room she disappeared, she simply disappeared. She had no 

private life whatsoever. God knows where she went in her privacy.” (156) It is clear that 

Muriel Spark wants to show the reader that manipulators who play God are always punished – 

a similar fate to be suffered by her later manipulating characters.
5
 These “plotmakers who 

(with authorially implied blasphemy) take upon themselves the roles of creators” are 

penalised by a higher authority, either the novelist or, in real life, God. (Whittaker, 1979, 168) 

Thus, the power of a novelist is almighty, just like that of the Creator. The novelist knows 

how everything is going to end, and so does God. However, the novelist – or any artist – “is 

only a shadow or imitator of the Creator, and in some sense we are all ‘characters’ in a ‘novel’ 

plotted and written by God.” (Page, 14) Here we can conclude that Spark does not regard the 

novelist as equal to God, as that would be in total opposition to her faith, but as a creator in 

the world of the novel, which itself belongs to the world God has created. 

 

 

 

 

 

________________________ 

5 
Examples of manipulators in later novels are Dougal Douglas from The Ballad of Peckham Rye (1960), Jean 

Brodie from The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie (1961) and Sir Quentin Oliver from Loitering with Intent, the next 

novel to be discussed. 
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3.2 Loitering with Intent 

Loitering with Intent is Muriel Spark’s sixteenth novel and her “second novel about a 

writer.” (Sproxton, 40) It was published in 1981 and was shortlisted for the Booker Prize. It is 

one of Spark’s few first-person narratives, including for instance Robinson. Alan Bold points 

out that Loitering with Intent is the author’s “most affirmative autobiographical novel”, a 

statement other critics do not agree upon.
6
 (110) In this dissertation the novel will be 

considered a fictional autobiography and Fleur its homodiegetic and extradiegetic narrator. 

Bold adds that, as does her first novel The Comforters, it “deals with a decisive period 

in Spark’s evolution as a creative writer”. (110) The events referred to here are Spark’s years 

working for the Poetry Society in London between 1947 and 1949. In her own autobiography 

Curriculum Vitae she refers to the Society as “that then riotous establishment” and of herself 

as being “embroiled” in it rather than employed by it. (166) Some time later, when Spark had 

already left the Society, John Masefield, the then Poet Laureate, told her that “All experience 

is good for an artist.” Spark indicates, “I have always believed this to be true” and adds, “I 

transferred a number of my experiences in the Poetry Society, as I usually do, into a fictional 

background, in my novel Loitering With Intent.” (CV, 183-184) 

Due to the book reflecting on an important period in Spark’s writing career, Alan Bold 

calls Loitering with Intent “a mature variant on The Comforters.” (110) Another reason is that 

both novels “examine the nature of fictional truth.” (110) A further comparison and  

 

 

_______________________ 

6 
Bryan Cheyette denies Loitering with Intent being an autobiographical novel, and instead claims that it “is a 

fictional rewriting of Spark’s personal history so as to bring together both her converted and unconverted 

selves.” (102) Norman Page remarks that “[i]t is perhaps going too far, or not far enough, to describe it (as Alan 

Bold does) as an ‘autobiographical novel’, but one has a sense of the writer, after a quarter of a century dedicated 

to the art of fiction, looking back on her own life and career.” (99) 
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more detailed discussion of the multitude of similarities between The Comforters and 

Loitering with Intent will be made in section 3.3. 

I will start with an outline of the novel and explore the forms of manipulation present, 

relating them to Spark’s ideas concerning the relationship between God and the author. 

3.2.1 Outline 

Loitering with Intent is a fictional autobiography by Fleur Talbot, a famous novelist, 

recounting her days working as a secretary for the Autobiographical Association in London in 

the late 1940s, meanwhile writing her first novel, Warrender Chase. Ruth Whittaker notes 

that Fleur “is exuberant about her powers of creativity, and through her Mrs Spark looks at 

the problems (and the joy) of creating plots in the capacity of a novelist” (1984, 121). In other 

words, the theme of Loitering with Intent is “the peculiar truth of fiction, and its capacity to 

pre-empt fact” (Whittaker, 1984, 121). 

Fleur sees her experiences at the time as “a changing-point in [her] life” (LWI, 143). 

This fundamental change is emphasised throughout the whole novel, and is made known to 

the reader from the start. Loitering with Intent opens with Fleur sitting in an old graveyard 

writing a poem “in the middle of the twentieth century”. (7) Fleur confirms that that day, 30 

June 1950, “was the last day of a whole chunk of [her] life”. (7) Bryan Cheyette declares that 

“[t]he division between the two halves of the century, as well as the living and the dead [in 

the graveyard], significantly also coincides with” this changing-point in Fleur’s life and above 

all “when she moves from being a nascent to an accomplished artist.” (103) Cheyette 

therefore denominates Loitering with Intent as a “narrative of renewal”. (102) 

The Autobiographical Association Fleur works for as a secretary consists of a group of 

important people, as their leader Sir Quentin Oliver describes them, who write their 

confidential memoirs, only to be shelved “for seventy years in a safe place until all the living 

people mentioned therein shall be living no longer.” (LWI, 15) Sir Quentin, obviously, will 
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use their memoirs for his own benefit and thus have opportunities for blackmail. Fleur is to 

type the memoirs and later, to make her work less boring, rewrites them where she thinks 

suitable: “Typing out and making sense out of these compositions was an agony to my spirit 

until I hit on the method of making them expertly worse; and everyone concerned was 

delighted with the result.” (23) 

It indeed turns out that Sir Quentin uses the members’ memoirs against them. 

However, similar to Georgina Hogg in The Comforters, he is not interested in money but in 

power. Gradually, Fleur comes to realise that Sir Quentin is behaving “uncannily” like the 

protagonist of her novel, Warrender Chase, “who exercises a malign influence over a group of 

weak people”. (Whittaker, 1984, 122) In the course of the book it becomes apparent that 

everything involving the Autobiographical Association resembles the events of Fleur’s novel. 

Ruth Whittaker affirms, “Throughout Loitering with intent, Fleur’s novel Warrender Chase 

and the events of her daily life are interwoven.” She adds, “Her novel does not reflect her 

experiences, however; rather, it predicts them.” (1984, 122) 

As in Warrender Chase a member of the Association commits suicide and others are 

driven to madness. Sir Quentin is found to be supplying drugs to his followers, one of which, 

Dexedrine, “decreases the appetite and lowers the morale”, causing brain damage as a side 

effect. (Sproxton, 42) Even though Fleur had started writing her novel before she started 

working for Sir Quentin, the latter still thinks she has written about him and tries to destroy 

Warrender Chase. Fleur admits that Warrender and Oliver are very much alike, but denies 

having based the first on the latter. Sir Quentin blackmails and manipulates to attempt to 

destroy the novel, including making Fleur’s deeply-religious friend Dottie sleep with her 

publisher in order to get rid of the manuscript. Sir Quentin increasingly behaves like 

Warrender – even using his very words from Fleur’s novel – up until the point that he is killed 

in a car crash, precisely like Warrender. 
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During her quest to have her novel published and escape Sir Quentin and his 

Association, Fleur is assisted by Solly Mendelsohn, a close friend, and by Sir Quentin’s 

mother Edwina. The latter appears to be senile and incontinent to her son, but it turns out that 

Edwina still has, in fact, a sharp mind and is more than willing to expose her son. Edwina 

never appears to wet the floor in Fleur’s presence, and only seems to do so to irritate Sir 

Quentin and his housekeeper Beryl Tims. In the course of the novel, a nurse, Miss Fisher, is 

employed to aid Beryl in taking care of Edwina. Miss Fisher is also not to be manipulated and 

is, as well as Edwina, a comforting and supporting presence in the otherwise manipulative 

Association. 

Dottie Carpenter, Fleur’s ex-lover’s wife, joins the memoirists at her friend’s 

instigation. Nonetheless, she ends up being manipulated as well and soon even turns out to be 

helping Sir Quentin stealing and destroying Warrender Chase. Dottie is, of course, under the 

influence of the Dexedrine, but also takes revenge on Fleur for sleeping with her husband 

Leslie. Sir Quentin manages to convince Revisson Doe, Fleur’s publisher, of her novel being 

libellous. Doe is anxious about being sued and agrees to give up the novel, sleeping with 

Dottie in return. The latter agrees to throw her Catholic principles overboard in order to have 

her husband’s novel published. Nevertheless, Fleur steals her manuscript back from Dottie’s 

flat and finds another and more prestigious publisher at the end of the novel, thus beginning 

her career as an important novelist. 

3.2.2 Forms of manipulation 

Throughout this novel full of manipulation and control, the main power-exerting 

characters are Fleur Talbot and Sir Quentin Oliver. 

3.2.2.1 Fleur Talbot, novelist 

Fleur is the most important plotter of the novel, as she is involved in five forms of 

manipulation. 
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First of all, she is the extradiegetic narrator of Loitering with Intent. In other words, 

she “bevindt zich op een hoger verhaalniveau dan het verhaal dat [zij] vertelt” (“is situated on 

a higher story level than the story [she] narrates”; Pieters, 136). Fleur is also a homodiegetic 

narrator, or “een verteller die het vertelde heeft meegemaakt en bijgevolg personage is in het 

verhaal dat [zij] vertelt” (“a narrator who has experienced the narrated events and who is, 

consequently, a character in the story [she] narrates”; Pieters, 137). However, Spark wants the 

reader to believe that Loitering with Intent is Fleur’s autobiography, whereas, in fact, Fleur is 

only its narrator. 

Fleur’s alleged autobiography is told on an older age whilst reflecting on the early 

days of her career. From the first page of the novel, where Fleur sits in an old graveyard in 

Kensington, writing a poem in “the middle of the twentieth century”, it is made clear that we 

are reading about somebody who is looking back to earlier times: “This was the last day of a 

whole chunk of my life but I didn’t know that at the time” (7). A few lines further she 

continues, “I was close on penniless but my spirits were all the more high because I had 

recently escaped from the Autobiographical Association (non-profit-making) where I was 

thought rather mad, if not evil. I will tell you about the Autobiographical Association.” (8) 

With this explanation this narrative voice starts her story. 

Alan Bold declares that Fleur is a narrator “confidently in control of her 

autobiographical text, which is full of assertive asides on the nature of the novel”. (111) An 

example of such an aside is to be found in the first chapter where she describes her second 

meeting with Sir Quentin: “I didn’t for a moment think of portraying Sir Quentin as he was.” 

(13) And even though Fleur realises from the start that Sir Quentin might be dangerous, she 

takes the job as she is too fascinated by his persona. She explains, “[a]fter all these years I’ve 

got used to this process of artistic apprehension in the normal course of the day, but it was 

fairly new to me then. Mrs Tims had also excited me in the same way. An awful woman. But 
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to me, beautifully awful.” (13) Later, Fleur confides, “I longed to be outside walking in the 

park and chewing over Sir Quentin’s character in my mind before even finding out any more 

about him.” (15) At the end of her description of this encounter, Fleur makes another aside: 

“Those were his words and I enjoyed them. I thought them over as I walked home through the 

park. They had already become part of my memoirs.” (16) Fleur even foresaw years before 

that she would write this novel: “I would write about them one day. In fact, under one form or 

another, whether I have liked it or not, I have written about them ever since, the straws from 

which I have made my bricks.” (142) By means of all these comments Spark, the actual 

author of Loitering with Intent, wants to trick the reader into believing that Fleur is the 

novelist of this autobiography. 

Spark goes even further by making Fleur reflecting on the autobiography as a novel 

form. Chapter three, for instance, starts with such a remark: 

While I recount what happened to me and what I did in 1949, it strikes me how 

much easier it is with characters in a novel than in real life. In a novel the 

author invents characters and arranges them in convenient order. Now that I 

come to write biographically I have to tell of whatever actually happened and 

whoever actually turns up. The story of a life is a very informal party; there are 

no rules of precedence and hospitality, no invitations. (43) 

Fleur admits that she prefers writing fiction over an autobiography. In a novel she is free to 

write and invent according to taste and liking, whereas in Loitering with Intent she needs to be 

as precise as possible. Alan Bold affirms this, “Loitering with Intent is an autobiography by a 

woman who has lost her faith in autobiography as a meaningful form” (111). However, Fleur 

is only the narrator in a novel by Muriel Spark, who uses Fleur to demonstrate her preference 

for the novel. Indeed, the discrepancy between novel and autobiography is represented in the 

clash between Fleur and Sir Quentin respectively, who symbolise these fictional forms. 
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Muriel Spark evidently supports the novel by creating an evil character to embody the 

autobiography. Fleur speaks for her creator when she conveys her ideas about 

autobiographies: “From the personal reminiscences of the members I had perceived that 

anecdotes and memoirs are only valuable if they are extremely unusual in themselves, or if 

they attach to an interesting end-product.”(82) In other words, the Association members are 

not interesting enough and have not achieved anything worthy of mention to write in their 

memoirs. 

Muriel Spark is obviously ridiculing the reader’s attempt to make sense of the story 

and is, as in former novels, “playing conceptual games with the reader’s perception of truth” 

(Bold, 111). In Loitering with Intent, Sir Quentin and his Association are presented 

realistically, whereas Warrender Chase is clearly the protagonist of Fleur’s novel. Ruth 

Whittaker indicates that “there are, nevertheless, little narratorial jokes about the relative 

realistic status of the two protagonists” (1984, 123). At one point, Fleur ponders, “It was 

almost as if Sir Quentin was unreal and I had merely invented him, Warrender Chase being a 

man, a real man on whom I had partly based Sir Quentin” (129). Earlier, she says of Sir 

Quentin and his Association, “I could have invented him, I could have invented all of them – 

the lot.” (75) However, at regular intervals Fleur assures the reader that Warrender Chase and 

the characters in it are pure fiction. When Dottie accuses her character Marjorie of being evil, 

for instance, Fleur protests, “How can you say that? Marjorie is fiction, she doesn’t exist.” 

She adds, “Marjorie is only words.” (53) Or, “Warrender Chase never existed, he is only 

some hundreds of words, some punctuation, sentences, paragraphs, marks on the page.” (61) 

Ruth Whittaker adds, “Mrs Spark does not let her reflexive speculation rest here, 

however, but extends it even to the realism of the narrator” (123). In fact, Fleur is, at a certain 

point, even “made to doubt her own existence” (123). While recovering from influenza, she 

admits, “For a moment I felt like a grey figment, the ‘I’ of a novel whose physical description 
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the author had decided not to set forth” (68). Of course, Spark has not provided the reader 

with a description of Fleur and admits thus “that the book, on a superficial level, is fiction.” 

(Whittaker, 1984, 123) However genuine Fleur’s autobiography seems, she is an invented 

character in a novel written by Muriel Spark. 

Nonetheless, Spark’s aim is to demonstrate “the possibility of truth-telling through the 

medium of a novel” (Whittaker, 1984, 124). Whittaker explains, “It is a measure of Mrs 

Spark’s insistence on the profound truth-telling qualities of the novel that she dares to draw 

attention to its fictiveness” (124). Sir Quentin, for instance, asks Fleur on their first encounter 

whether she knows “the old adage, Truth is stranger than Fiction”. (14) She agrees, but “[a]s a 

novelist she knows that fiction can be stranger than truth” (Bold, 111). Further on in the 

novel, in one of her asides, Fleur says, “When I first started writing people used to say my 

novels were exaggerated. They never were exaggerated, merely aspects of realism” (64). Alan 

Bold exclaims that this “remark is far from innocent, especially as it occurs in a novel treating 

truth as a fictional form” (112). He concludes, “for Spark reality is rooted in the imagination 

of the artist, not in the physical facts of life.” (112) Once again, we are confronted with one of 

the main concerns of Spark’s writing, the relationship between facts and fiction.  

Secondly, Fleur is, as an aspiring novelist, the manipulator of the characters in 

Warrender Chase (cf. 3.2.2.3). 

Fleur is also a manipulator in a third way, as she rewrites the memoirs of the members 

of the Autobiographical Association. As a novelist she is able to observe the flaws in them. 

She denominates the writings of all members, apart from Lady Bernice Gilbert’s, “more or 

less illiterate.” (29) She adds, “to make a character ring true it needs must be in some way 

contradictory, somewhere a paradox.” Also, “I’d already seen that where the self-portraits of 

Sir Quentin’s ten testifiers were going all wrong, where they sounded stiff and false, occurred 

at points where they strained themselves into a constancy and steadiness that they evidently 
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wished to possess but didn’t.” She characterises these memoirs as being nostalgic and 

paranoid and starts rewriting them to decrease their dullness: “Typing out and making sense 

out of these compositions was an agony to my spirit until I hit on the method of making them 

expertly worse” (23). Norman Page puts it differently, Fleur fictionalises the material. (101) 

In other words, “[s]he has found a way […] of turning autobiographers into novelists”. (Page, 

101) Page remarks “that Fleur herself is both a novelist [of Warrender Chase] and a character 

in an autobiographical fiction [Muriel Spark’s Loitering with Intent].” Or, “the ‘real’ authors 

of the memoirs are turned into characters of fictions”. (101) 

Nonetheless, “when presented with her alterations the members of the Association do 

not object at all” (Sproxton, 41). Moreover, “everyone concerned was delighted with the 

result.” (LWI, 23) Obviously, when the members do not object to Sir Quentin ruling their 

lives, nor will they take offence when Fleur livens up their autobiographies. Alan Bold 

declares, “By making their characters more colourful, more contradictory, Fleur appeals to the 

egocentricity of the memoirists”. (111) He continues, “For them, Fleur’s fictional inventions 

are more satisfying than their factual confessions.” (111) Fleur conveys, 

It was precisely because I’d found all their biographies so very dull to start 

with that I’d given them so light-hearted a turn, almost as if the events they 

described had happened to me, not to them. At least I did them the honour of 

treating their output as life-stories not as case-histories for psychoanalysis, as 

they more or less were; I had set them on to writing fictions about themselves. 

(83) 

Fleur confesses that, after having read “the first chapters of their pathetic memoirs”, “through 

typing them out and emphatically touching them up I think I had begun to consider them 

inventions of my own,” in other words, as products of her own imagination. (26) Once again, 
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“Spark compels her autobiographical heroine to operate in an area where fact, fiction and 

fantasy are interchangeable”, as she did in The Comforters. (Bold, 111) 

One example of Fleur’s freshening up of autobiographies is the following: 

Sir Eric Findlay, K.B.E., a sugar-refining merchant […] had not yet got farther 

than Chapter One: Nursery Days. The main character was Nanny. I had livened 

it up by putting Nanny and the butler on the nursery rocking-horse together 

during the parents’ absence, while little Eric was locked in the pantry to clean 

the silver. (27) 

At first, Sir Quentin considers her additions “rather extravagant” and “a bit too-too”. 

However, “[a]fter a good night’s sleep he had evidently seen some merit in my arrangement, 

having worked out some of the possibilities to his own advantage for the future”. Apparently, 

Sir Quentin had reflected that he might be able to use these added details for his own benefit. 

Fleur continues, “I had gathered, even then, that he had plans for inducing me to write more 

compromising stuff into these memoirs, but I had no intention of writing anything beyond 

what cheered up the boring parts of the job for the time being and what could feed my 

imagination for my novel Warrender Chase.” (27) It seems that Fleur and Sir Quentin are 

similarly evil and manipulative. However, they differ in essential aspects, as will be discussed 

in section 3.2.3. 

Sir Eric, after having read his revised memoir, conveys, “Indeed, you have made some 

very interesting changes. Indeed, I wondered how you guessed that the butler locked me in 

the pantry to clean the silver, which he did indeed. Indeed he did.” (31) Sir Eric is more than 

happy to believe his modified memories, which add some interest to his dull life, but has 

issues about his Nanny on the rocking-horse. “Nanny was a very religious woman. … It isn’t 

the sort of thing Nanny would have done.” A rather absurd discussion follows: 
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‘Are you sure?’ said Sir Quentin. […] ‘How can you be sure if you were 

locked in the pantry at the time? […]’ 

[…] 

‘Of I might voice an opinion,’ said Mrs Wilks [another member], ‘I thought 

Sir Eric’s piece very readable. It would be a pity to sacrifice the evil nanny and 

the dastardly butler having their rock on the small Sir Eric’s horse […] It 

explains so much the Sir Eric-that-is. […]’ 

‘My nanny was not actually evil,’ murmured Sir Eric. ‘In fact –‘ 

‘Oh, she was utterly evil,’ Mrs Wilks said. 

‘I quite agree,’ said Sir Quentin. ‘She was plainly a sinister person.’ (31-32) 

Lady Bernice Gilbert concludes the discussion and suggests that Eric leaves his memoir “as 

Quentin has prepared it.” Ironically, she adds, “One has to be objective about such things.” 

(32) 

Lady Bernice is not happy with her memoir either, though, and feels there is 

something missing. The Baronne Clotilde du Loiret objects and tells she was carried away 

while reading it. In the first chapter, Lady Bernice is depicted as sitting in an empty church 

praying to the Madonna when Father Delaney, another memoirist, enters and lays his hand on 

her shoulder. The latter speaks up, “I wasn’t there. It wasn’t I. […] There is a mistake here 

that needs rectifying.” (32) Sir Quentin quells him, “My dear Father, […] we need not be too 

literal. There is such a thing as the economy of art.” (32) 

Evidently, the members of the Association are, despite some objections, very happy 

with the amendments Fleur has made and are willing to believe every vivid detail added to 

their stories. It is not at all surprising then, that Sir Quentin is so easily able to manipulate 

them without them even noticing something wrong is going on. Further on in the story Sir 



 54 

Quentin takes over the inventing of life stories and can, as such, even more manipulate their 

lives, on paper and in reality. 

Fourthly, Fleur also manipulates Sir Quentin when she discovers that he has stolen her 

novel and is enacting it. Lady Edwina had torn conclusive pages out of her son’s diary and 

handed them to Fleur. Even though some of the words are missing, they prove Fleur’s 

suspicions that Sir Quentin is an evil manipulator who stole her story, made an arrangement 

with Revisson Doe and drove Lady Bernice “Bucks” Gilbert to suicide (cf. appendix). What 

enrages Fleur the most is that the letter Sir Quentin wrote to Bucks and the accompaying diary 

entry are taken literally from Warrender Chase. Sir Quentin first pretends that this “diary is a 

little joke” and as such has “nothing serious in it” (136). Fleur persists and blackmails him: 

“You will have to see a psychiatrist. That’s number one. Second, you must wind up the 

Autobiographical Association. If you don’t do both by the end of the month I shall make a 

fuss.” (136) Subsequently, Sir Quentin moves the Association to his house in 

Northumberland. 

Fifthly, Fleur suggests that Dottie joins the Association so she can, in fact, discover 

what is happening behind closed doors. When she warns her friend that Sir Quentin is 

probably dangerous, Dottie asks, “Have you planted me in that group for your own ends?” 

(46) Fleur agrees, “Yes. And I thought it might amuse you. Don’t get dragged into it. Those 

people are infantile, and every day becoming more so.” (46-47) Dottie is indignant and says, 

“You planted me. I’ll pray for you.” (47) She does not want to leave the Association, as she 

has made friends and finds Sir Quentin “very reassuring” (48). She tells Fleur to leave the job 

if she suspects him of being harmful. Fleur refuses and claims that she is involved. She has 

“to know what’s going on” and “sense[s] a racket” (48). However, Dottie does not leave the 

Association, even though Fleur repeatedly tries to get her out of it. Moreover, Dottie will 
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prove to be the one having stolen Warrender Chase on the pretext of accelerating the 

publication of her husband’s novel. 

3.2.2.2 Sir Quentin Oliver and the Autobiographical Association 

Sir Quentin is the founder and leader of the Autobiographical Association, a group of 

influential people who, according to and including himself, “have lived extraordinary – and I 

mean extra-ordinary – lives”. (15) Right from the start, the reader is told he is a snobbish, 

manipulative and not-to-be-trusted man. When Fleur goes to meet him at the Berkeley Hotel 

for an interview, she notices that “[h]e had an air which said, I am distinguished. Name, Sir 

Quentin Oliver.” (10) He immediately enquires about her name, “Fleur Talbot – are you half 

French?”, and is disappointed to hear she is not and that ‘Fleur’ was just a name her mother 

liked. Further in the interview Sir Quentin wants to link her to rich families he knows: “Fleur 

Talbot […] Any connection with the Talbots of Talbot Grange? The Honourable Martin 

Talbot, know who I mean?” (10) However, Fleur does not belong to the upper classes. 

Even Sir Quentin’s mother, Lady Edwina, makes it clear to Fleur on their first meeting 

that she does not think highly of her son. When Sir Quentin wants his mother out of the room 

because he is on the phone to one of his important and high-status members, the Baronne 

Clotilde du Loiret, Lady Edwina tells Fleur “What a snob he is”. (17) Fleur adds, “His 

snobbery was immense.” She continues, “He sincerely believed that talent, although not 

equally distributed by nature, could be later conferred by a title or acquired by inherited rank. 

As for the memoirs they could be written, invented, by any number of ghost writers.” (18) 

Further on, when reminiscing on Beryl Tims’s desperate attempts to seduce Sir Quentin, Fleur 

relates, “Only a high rank or a string of titles could bring an orgiastic quiver to his face and 

body” (22). 

On her first working day, Sir Quentin introduces Fleur to his housekeeper, whom he 

refers to as “Beryl, Mrs Tims”, which Mrs Tims herself corrects to “Mrs Beryl Tims”. They 
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argue over this for a while, Mrs Tims announcing “she could produce her National Insurance 

card, her ration book and her identity card to prove” her point. Sir Quentin replies “that the 

clerks employed in the ministries which issued these documents were ill-informed” (11). Sir 

Quentin turns to Fleur and continues, “I hope you’re not argumentative […] An 

argumentative woman is like water coming through the roof; it says so in the Holy Scriptures 

[…]”. (11) This last phrase reminds us of Georgina Hogg who, scaremonger as she is, also 

uses religion to confirm her point. 

Sir Quentin invites Fleur into his library so as to explain what she is expected to do, 

meanwhile announcing “Come into my parlour, said the spider to the fly”. (11) This phrase 

already reveals that Sir Quentin is up to no good, and that he intends to gain control of people 

in his own “spider’s web”. Elaborating on the Association and Fleur’s job, Sir Quentin 

explains why he did not hold the interview in his apartment at Hallam Street, “It isn’t 

everybody, Miss Talbot, whom I invite to my home.” (12) Fleur replies that everybody feels 

like that but Sir Quentin is not satisfied as “it put us on an equal footing.” He continues to say 

that the Association involves “a very special circle, for a very delicate purpose” and that 

“[t]he work is top secret.” Next, he waves towards a cabinet and confides that “in there … are 

secrets.” (12) Fleur, similar to the reader, finds it hard not to laugh, and reveals: “I wasn’t 

alarmed, for although he was plainly some sort of crank and it struck me, of course, that he 

might be up to no good”. (12-13) Fleur notices from the very beginning “the pulsating notion 

of how much he wanted to impress, how greatly he desired to believe in himself.” (13) 

Nevertheless, Fleur does not give up the job because of her narratorial interest and fascination 

in him. 

Sir Quentin is repeatedly told to “insist on complete frankness” (cf.infra) and on their 

first encounter tells Fleur, “We have all started to write our memoirs, the truth, the whole 

truth and nothing but the truth.” (15) Obviously, he needs the truth from his victims so as to 
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be able to blackmail and manipulate them, but it also proves that he is the opposite of Fleur, a 

novelist who believes in the power of fiction (cf. 3.2.2.1). Nevertheless, even though Sir 

Quentin is supposed to be in favour of “nothing but the truth”, he himself helps the members 

to write their memoirs and intrudes in their lives, and is thus contradicting himself: “[…] my 

friends are largely unaccustomed to literary composition; I, who have a natural bent in that 

field, have taken on the direction of the endeavour. […] I’m helping them to write their 

memoirs which they haven’t time to do.” (15) 

Fleur imagines Sir Quentin could readily abuse the knowledge confided to him in the 

memoirs, which he indeed turns out to do: “And indeed it crossed my mind during that first 

week how easily he could turn his locked-up secrets to blackmail. It was much later that I 

found that this was precisely what he was doing; only it wasn’t money he was interested in” 

(19). 

When the members of the Association are called for a meeting, Fleur “immediately 

sense[s] an abject depression about them” when they enter the room “with evident 

trepidation.” (26) Sir Quentin clearly has them and their lives in his grip. Fleur is not the only 

one to have livened up the lives depicted in their memoirs, also Sir Quentin has: “[T]hrough 

typing them [the memoirs] out and emphatically touching them up I think I had begun to 

consider them inventions of my own, based on the original inventions of Sir Quentin.” (26) 

The leader of the Association has invented much himself about the lives and experiences of 

his followers, whom Fleur describes as “these people whose qualities he [Sir Quentin] had 

built up to be distinguished, even to the last rarity” (26). Sir Quentin has made his members 

important and eminent himself, and will go even further later on in the novel by controlling 

their entire lives. 

In the third chapter, Fleur recounts noticing that four members who had not come to 

the meeting “were already trying to wriggle out of [the Association],” producing the most 
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feeble excuses in their “frightened replies” to Sir Quentin’s “cajoling letters”, such as 

“pressure of business”, failure of memory or tennis activities combined with arthritis. (45) 

These confirm Fleur’s own suspicions: 

As you know I had already suspected that Sir Quentin was engaged in some 

form of racket, with maybe an eye to blackmail. At the same time I didn’t see 

where the blackmail came in. He was not losing money on the project; on the 

other hand he was apparently quite rich and the potential victims of the 

Association were more marked in character by their once-elevated social 

positions than for that outstanding wealth which tempts the crude blackmailer. 

(44) 

Now she has discovered that others share her distrust of Sir Quentin, one member 

actually going so far as to involving a solicitor to withdraw from the Association, she decides 

to leave “as soon as [her] vague uneasiness and [her] suspicions about Sir Quentin’s motives 

should crystallize into anything concrete”. (45) Fleur confides that she “sensed hysteria” in 

using a solicitor, since “the mere ignoring of Sir Quentin’s letters would have had the same 

effect.” (46) She adds that the remaining group was weak of character and too faint-hearted to 

withdraw, making it very tempting for Sir Quentin to use them: “I thought Sir Quentin was up 

to something quite dangerous in his evident attempt to get that group of weak people under 

his dominion for some purpose I couldn’t yet make out.” (46) 

Eventually, Sir Quentin takes the rewriting of the autobiographies over from Fleur: “I 

think your amusing elaborations of our friends’ histories have so far been perfectly adequate, 

Miss Talbot, but the time has come for me to take over. I see that I must. It’s a moral 

question.” (49) Fleur adds that she finds this last phrase is used by people “to justify 

themselves,” and repeats that they are “generally up to no good.” (49) 
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In January 1950, after having been away from work for two weeks because of the flu – 

and after having finished Warrender Chase –, Fleur begins “to notice a deterioration in all the 

members of the Association.” (57) A few pages later she presents the reader with a very 

colourful comparison concerning the memoirists: 

Since the end of January and for the past two months I had come to feel that 

the members of Sir Quentin’s group resembled more and more the bombed-out 

buildings that still messed up the London street-scene. These ruins were 

getting worse, month by month, and so were the Autobiographical people. (63) 

It turns out that the members have disagreements with each other and that there is a lot of 

backbiting and slander present among them. Sir Eric Findlay, for instance, comes 

complaining to Fleur about Mrs Wilks being out of her mind for not appreciating the latest 

part of his autobiography; whereas, a few days earlier, Maisie Young came complaining about 

Father Delaney whom she claims is Satan himself. Later, it also appears that everyone has 

turned against Lady Bernice “Bucks” Gilbert who will eventually commit suicide after Sir 

Quentin has convinced her of not having any friends. The Baronne Clotilde du Loiret rings 

Fleur one afternoon to discuss the Association: 

‘Fleur, as I say, the affairs of the Association are falling to bits, aren’t they? I 

mean, Bucks Gilbert is a bit much, isn’t she? Of course, she hasn’t a penny. I 

mean, we all had a very frank discussion this afternoon. I’ve just left them. 

Then Quentin introduced a sort of prayer-meeting, my dear, it was most 

embarrassing. […] Do you know, I’m terrified of Quentin. He knows too 

much.” (79-80) 

It also turns out that Sir Quentin has set the members against Fleur by accusing her of 

spending time with his mother only to appear in her will. Maisie Young, for instance, tells her 

that Father Egbert, who has it from Beryl Tims, is convinced that Fleur wants to persuade 
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Lady Edwina to change her will for her own benefit. Maisie adds, “In fact, many of the others 

are convinced of it.” (71) However, Maisie speaks “in a trance-like way that made [Fleur] 

suspect that it was all put on.” It is clear that Sir Quentin cannot understand that Fleur just 

likes his mother, without expecting anything in return. Further on he is to say, “And I want to 

tell you, Miss Talbot, that you would do well to ignore any promises Mummy might have 

effected in your regard as to an eventual legacy. She is probably senile.” (84) He continues, “I 

know you have been very good to Mummy, […] and I’m sure that if you have been out of 

pocket we can find ways and means of reimbursement.” (84) Fleur goes berserk and exclaims 

that she does not “take payment for friendship.” Again, Sir Quentin does not perceive how 

people can be friends without benefits. He has made the members believe this, too, so that 

they will chose his side in the end. 

Also Lady Bernice “Bucks” Gilbert turns against Fleur. After pressing her to come to 

her cocktail party, it appears that Bucks has only invited her to help out the maid handing 

round sandwiches and serving drinks. Fleur meets Wally, an old friend, at the party and 

infuriates Bucks when enjoying herself:  

‘I’m sure,’ she said, as she passed me by, ‘that Sir Quentin would want you to 

help. He hasn’t arrived yet.’ 

I said that Sir Quentin insisted on perfect frankness and to be quite frank I 

was helping, […] 

[…] 

Empty glasses stood all over the grand piano on which was a large photograph 

of Bucks’s late and hyper-bemedalled husband. My hostess caught my arm and 

silently pointed to the glasses. 

Wally and I collected them, dumped them in the kitchen and made our get-

away. (77) 
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Fleur notices that all members start echoing whatever Sir Quentin says. The most 

significant example is his “insisting on complete frankness”.
7
 This phrase recurs a number of 

times throughout the novel, spoken mainly by the members of the Association, and reminds 

the reader of populist regimes, where people start believing what is told when it has been 

repeated enough times.
8
 Sir Quentin’s longing for his members to be “frank” does not come 

as a surprise, since he is only able to fully control them if they are absolutely honest in their 

autobiographies, thus telling him everything he needs to know in order to be able to blackmail 

them. The fact that all of them repeat what he has said and obey him indicates that they are in 

his power. Fleur tries to oppose Sir Quentin’s motto and declares to Maisie Young that 

“Frankness is usually a euphemism for rudeness.” (68) She is also being sarcastic towards 

Bucks. When even Dottie pronounces this sentence, it dawns on Fleur “that Sir Quentin 

Oliver had started orchestrating his band of fools.” (67)  

Also Dottie turns against her friend under the influence of Sir Quentin. In order to find out 

what is actually happening at the Association, and because she wants her friend to take her 

mind of the issues with her husband Leslie, Fleur suggests that Dottie joins the group to write 

her autobiography. Dottie immediately makes friends among the members, concurs with Sir 

Quentin’s viewpoints and turns against Fleur, even though the latter had warned her for the 

Association before she became involved. Fleur tells Dottie she is concerned: 

 

 

________________________ 

7
 The “insistence on complete frankness” is, for instance, mentioned on pages 49, 50, 65, 67, 74, 77, 79 and is 

expressed by Sir Quentin himself, Dottie, Father Delaney, Egbert, Maisie, Bucks and Clotilde. 

 

8 
Yaniv Levyatan refers toAdolf Hitler, the most prominent manipulator in world history: “For the message to 

come through, it should be clear, repetitive and delivered slowly. It should appeal to the senses rather than to the 

mind, hence the need for constant repititions of central themes (ibid. 198). Hitler regarded his audiences as 

children in need of reassurance, rather than as adults capable of thinking for themselves.” (62) 
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I warned her, I kept on warning her that I suspected Sir Quentin was up to no 

good. Dottie said, ‘Have you planted me in that group for your own ends?’ 

‘Yes. And I thought it might amuse you. Don’t get dragged into it. Those 

people are infantile, and every day becoming more so.’ (46-7) 

Fleur admits that she has brought Dottie in the Association in order to assert control over the 

situation. Dottie resents this and feels used; instead, she goes along with the Association and 

becomes one of them, not realising that she is manipulated by Sir Quentin instead, who is far 

more dangerous than Fleur. Dottie will turn out to have stolen Fleur’s manuscript and sleeps 

with her publisher in order to have her husband’s novel published. She is one of Spark’s 

dangerous Catholics and can be compared to Georgina Hogg (cf. section 3.3). 

Dottie eventually shifts to Sir Quentin’s side, and it is evident that she has told him 

about Fleur’s suspicions, since at a certain point in the novel all members start turning against 

her, including Dottie. 

Under the influence of their spiritual leader, the autobiographers are gradually losing touch 

with reality. Mrs Wilks is one of the first members to become paranoid. Fleur notices that she 

is losing weight, and realises that “she had either been very ill or was on a diet.” Her face is 

shrivelled and “her eyes were big and inexactly focused” (81). She demands of Fleur that she 

changes her name in the records, since “the Trotskyites were posting agents all over the world 

to find and assassinate her.”
9 
Sir Quentin explains her behaviour as a result of having fasted 

too strictly. These are clearly symptoms of drug use: 

 

 

 

________________________ 

9 
Mrs Wilks “had been brought up at the court of the Czar of Russia”. (29) 
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It wasn’t until later that I found he was handing out to all of them, including 

Dottie, small yellow pills called Dexedrine which he told them would enable 

them to endure the purifying fasts he inflicted. The pills were no part of my 

Warrender Chase, Sir Quentin thought of them himself, doubting his power to 

enthral unaided. (83) 

Fleur has been suspecting for a while that there is something uncanny about the 

Association. Sir Quentin, therefore, tries his hardest to divert her attention and keeps her busy 

with needless tasks: “He seemed to dictate unnecessary letters to old friends, some of which I 

suspect he never sent, […] I felt sure he now wanted to establish the idea of his normality in 

my mind.” (82) 

Sir Quentin, symbolising the autobiography in this novel, uses John Henry Newman’s 

Apologia pro Vita sua to demonstrate what a proper autobiography should be like. Fleur, 

having studied Newman for three and a half years, knows Sir Quentin is supporting his 

dangerous ideas with a famous example, yet in a malicious way. Maisie Young quotes 

Newman to Fleur, this latter realising very quickly Sir Quentin is misusing Newman: “I think 

it awful,” Fleur says, “to contemplate a world in which there are only two luminous and self-

evident beings, your creator and yourself. You shouldn’t read Newman in that way.” She 

continues, “You can’t live with an I-and-thou relationship to God and doubt the reality of the 

rest of life.” (70) Obviously, Sir Quentin wants to make his followers believe there are only 

two supreme beings, themselves and their Creator – in this case, himself. However, Fleur was 

the one to first introduce Newman to the group, and now is blamed for this.  

3.2.2.3 Warrender Chase 

Warrender Chase is Fleur’s debut novel. She is writing it at the time of her 

employment at the Autobiographical Association as a secretary. Its protagonist is an “eminent 

ambassador-poet and moralist” and is “supposed to be a mystic, known to be a pillar of the 
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High Church of England” who gives speeches at universities and writes letters to The Times. 

(44, 60) Warrender, however, is a manipulator and a fake. The novel begins with the death of 

the hero and his family waiting in the living room for him to arrive. It is announced that 

Warrender has been killed in a car accident. Before his death is established, however, 

Marjorie, the wife of Warrender’s nephew, discovers that his face is unrecognizable and says, 

“Oh, he’ll have to have operations, like wearing a mask for the rest of his life!” (44) Fleur, 

nonetheless, reveals, “But it does transpire that he dies and it does in fact transpire that the 

mask is off, not on, for the rest of his life.” (44) The author already discloses here that her 

protagonist has worn a mask during his life and has been hiding his true identity. After 

Warrender’s death, Prudence entrusts her son’s letters and documents to Proudie, an 

American scholar. Marjorie and her husband Roland go through the papers with Proudie in 

order to “produce a Life and Letters or a memorial of some sort for Warrender Chase”. (52) 

Roland adored his uncly greatly and disapproves of his wife when he finds her to be happier 

than before Warrender’s death and seems released “from some terrible anxiety”. (59) 

Nonetheless, 

then came the discovery of those letters and those notes left by Warrender 

Chase, pieced together throughout the book, which finally show with certainty 

what I had prepared the reader slowly to suspect. Warrender Chase was 

privately a sado-puritan who for a kind of hobby had gathered together a group 

of people specially selected for their weakness and folly, and in whom he 

carefully planted and nourished a sense of terrible and unreal guilt. (59-60) 

Fleur never describes in her novel what Warrender’s motives were, but “simply show[s] the 

effect of his words, his hints.” (60) She adds, “The real dichotomy in his character was in his 

public, formal High Churchism, and his private sectarian style.” (60-61) 
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It is evident from the start that there are numerous similarities between Warrender 

Chase and its characters and Fleur’s autobiography Loitering with Intent. Alan Bold confirms 

this: “Sir Quentin […] corresponds to Warrender; Beryl Tims […] to Charlotte; Dottie 

Carpenter […] to Marjorie; Lady Edwina […] to Prudence.” (112) Fleur herself realises this 

too and, according to Bryan Cheyette, “finds herself caught between madness and prophecy 

as her novel-within-a-novel appears to be conjuring up actual events.” (104) He adds that “In 

fact, by the end of the book, it becomes apparent that the plot of Warrender Chase has 

mysteriously prefigured much of Fleur’s genuine experiences.” (104) Indeed, Sir Quentin 

resembles Warrender too much to be coincidental. Cheyette confirms this: “The criminal 

machinations of Sir Quentin (which include drugging and blackmailing), and his demise in a 

car crash, eventually correspond to the story-line of [Fleur’s] imagined bête noire, Warrender 

Chase.” (104) Bold supports this statement: “Just as Warrender Chase, a biblical 

fundamentalist, imposes his will (which he identifies with God’s) on the members of his 

prayer-set, so Sir Quentin […] controls the members of the Autobiographical Association.” 

(112) The latter is equally obsessed with plotting other people’s lives, and also has “gathered 

together a group of people specially selected for their weakness and folly,” whom he provides 

with “a sense of terrible and unreal guilt.” (60) When speaking of John Henry Newman, 

whom he takes as an example of autobiography writing, he declares, “Did he not form under 

his influence a circle of devoted spiritual followers? Am I not entitled to do the same?” (137) 

In addition, whilst taking the memoirs out of Fleur’s hands, Sir Quentin explains that “they 

are being very frank, […] but they have no sense of guilt.” (49) 

Warrender manipulates his followers and is told to have “induced one of his sect to 

give up his good job in the War Office […], to sell all his goods to feed the poor, and finally 

to die on a park bench one smoggy November night”, which “was greatly to Warrender’s 

satisfaction.” (61) Warrender enjoys controlling people’s lives and finds pleasure in acting the 
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puppeteer. Fleur corrects herself here and says that “induced” is not the correct term to 

describe her protagonist’s actions. Rather, “[h]e goaded with the Word of God and 

terrorized.” She recounts four women who “were his greatest victims, for he was a deep 

woman-hater.” She declares that one of these “committed suicide, unable to stand the 

impressions of her own guilt that he made upon her and convinced that she had no friends”. 

(61) This event reminds the reader of the suicide of one of Sir Quentin’s followers, Lady 

Bernice “Bucks” Gilbert. She, too, was made to believe by her leader that she had no friends, 

after having incited the other members against her. Wally, Fleur’s temporary boyfriend, 

confesses that he feels guilty about not returning her calls since “she sounded awfully frantic” 

(112). He continues that he “wasn’t up to it” since “Bucks was a clinging sort of woman”. 

Fleur suggests that “[m]aybe someone was getting her down”, knowing for a fact that Sir 

Quentin is the instigator of Bucks’s suicide. Wally says this might be true, as he was not the 

only one to have been telephoned by her. However, “[i]n each case they either didn’t ring 

back or made an excuse.” (112) Fleur declares, “Maybe she was putting them to the test, to 

see if she really had any friends. Maybe that’s why she gave the party. Someone could have 

put her up to it, to undermine her, convincing her she had no real friends.”
10
 (112) Evidently, 

Sir Quentin has driven Bucks to suicide just like Warrender did with a Greek girl. Lady 

Edwina confirms the link with Warrender Chase: “Suicide. Just like the woman in your 

novel.” (101)  

Fleur also tells us that, in the case of Warrender, “two others went mad,” this 

including Marjorie, who “was on the point of mental crash when the car crash killed 

 

 

________________________ 

10 
The party mentioned is the cocktail party before Bucks’s death where Fleur was to help the maid. 
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Warrender.” (61) Indeed, after his death, she seems less paranoid. Dottie, Marjorie’s peer 

according to Alan Bold, is also on the verge of madness when Sir Quentin dies. She muddles 

along with her life, however, whereas Marjorie is happy afterwards. Therefore I think that the 

latter’s actual counterpart is autobiographer Maisie Young, who reminds Fleur of Marjorie 

and who “had a nervous breakdown and got over it”. (67, 150) 

The other woman to suffer from madness in Fleur’s novel is Charlotte, Warrender’s 

housekeeper. (61) Beryl Tims is nearly driven to madness as well when she finds out at the 

funeral that she is not entitled to any legacy since Sir Quentin’s property belongs to his 

mother and he made no settlement on her. When she tells Fleur this, the latter is “shocked” 

because “Beryl Tims had used almost the very words of my Charlotte, at Warrender’s 

funeral.” (149) In addition, both Beryl and Charlotte are helplessly in love with their 

superiors. When Dottie reveals to Fleur that Beryl is in love with Sir Quentin, Fleur realises 

that she “had just that day been writing the chapter […] where the letters of [her] character 

Charlotte prove that she was so far gone in love with him that she was willing to pervert her 

own sound instincts, […] in order to win Warrender’s approval and retain a little of his 

attention.” (59) Apart from their being in love, they are also connected by the term “English 

Rose”, as Fleur names them both. 

Nonetheless, Fleur denies that she used Beryl to create Charlotte: “Not that Charlotte 

was entirely based on Beryl Tims, not by a long way.” She adds, “Nor was my ancient 

Prudence anything like a replica of Sir Quentin’s Mummy.” (19) However, the latter is, as is 

Prudence, responsible for the disclosure of her son’s atrocities by handing personal 

documents to Fleur (or in Warrender’s case, Proudie). 

Moreover, Fleur denies that she has based her novel or any of its characters on her 

actual experiences with the Association: 
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Now the story of Warrender Chase was in reality already formed, and by no 

means influenced by the affairs of the Autobiographical Association. But the 

interesting thing was, it seemed rather the reverse to me at the time. […] In my 

febrile state of creativity I saw before my eyes how Sir Quentin was revealing 

himself chapter by chapter to be a type and consummation of Warrender 

Chase, my character. I could see that the members of the Autobiographical 

Association were about to become his victims, psychological Jack the Ripper 

as he was. (43-44) 

She also declares that, even though she was curious to discover what was actually 

happening in the Association, it did not influence her novel. In addition, “it was not until I had 

finished writing the book in January 1950 that I got some light on what Sir Quentin was up 

to.” (57) Even in the beginning of the Loitering with Intent she states that “as for my character 

Warrender Chase himself, I already had him outlined and fixed, long before I saw Sir 

Quentin.” (19) Apparently, Warrender Chase was not based on the events at Hallam Street. 

Rather, Sir Quentin used the novel to develop his malicious plans. He orders Dottie to steal 

the novel, which she is more than willing to do since she thinks “Warrender Chase is a 

thoroughly sick novel.” (76) 

Gradually, Fleur starts to realise that Sir Quentin is, in fact, copying her hero 

Warrender. She tells Dottie “that Sir Quentin was conforming more and more to the character 

of my Warrender Chase; it was amazing, I could have invented him, I could have invented all 

of them – the lot. I said Edwina was the only real person out of the whole collection.” (75) 

When, at one point, she catches Sir Quentin on using the exact same words as her protagonist, 

it dawns on her that imitating her novel is exactly what he is doing: “I was rehearing his 

words, ‘Don’t you think you’ve had delusions of grandeur?’ which all in a mental moment I 

noticed was a use of the past tense – […] and finally […] I recognized that [these] words […] 
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were the very words of my Warrender Chase” (85). At the same time, while Sir Quentin shuts 

his desk drawer, she catches a glimpse of the proofs of Warrender Chase she sent to her 

publisher. When searching her flat afterwards, she discovers that the envelope with her novel 

has disappeared. Only a few days later she realises that the only person who could have stolen 

it, is Dottie, since she spent a few hours alone in Fleur’s apartment waiting for her. Fleur goes 

to visit Dottie at night and sings their habitual ‘Auld Lang Syne’ under her window to attract 

her attention. The face peering through the pane is not Dottie’s or her husband Leslie’s, but 

that of Revisson Doe, Fleur’s publisher. Fleur is too astonished to believe that her friend is 

capable of doing such a thing, but “Dottie […] had always demonstrated herself to be a very 

pious, old-fashioned Catholic.” Fleur is “convinced she had taken [her] Warrender Chase,” 

but is not certain whether “she had done it as a half-joke or in one of her fits of 

righteousness;” although Dottie “was perfectly capable of burning a book she considered 

evil.” (91) Despite the fact that Fleur’s friend “would die rather than be unfaithful to a living 

husband” and “would consider it a mortal sin,” Fleur is quite certain that Dottie has, in fact, 

committed adultery “with a view to getting Leslie’s novel published.” (93) Fleur adds, 

“Something had happened to change her; almost certainly Sir Quentin’s influence.” (108) 

Indeed, next morning, Fleur receives a letter from her publisher to inform her that “[a] 

small problem has cropped up with regard to [her] novel Warrender Chase.” (94) When she 

meets him later that day, Revisson Doe tells her he cannot publish the novel since the 

characters “are lifted clean from that Autobiographical Association [she] work[s] for.” (96) 

Revisson continues, “You make them out to be sinister, you make them out to be feeble, 

hypnotized creatures and you make Sir Quentin out to be an evil manipulator and hater of 

women. He drives one woman to drink and another – ” Fleur interrupts him, “My novel was 

started before I met Sir Quentin Oliver. The man must be mad.” (96-97) However, Sir 

Quentin threatens to sue for libel. Considering he “is a man of substance”, Revisson cannot 
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risk a lawsuit and refuses to bring out the novel. (97) Only when Fleur arrives home, she 

realises that Doe has the only copy left of Warrender Chase. When she rings him up, his 

secretary politely informs her that all the proofs have been destroyed. Fleur knows “that not 

only was Sir Quentin exerting his influence to suppress [her] Warrender Chase but he was 

using, stealing, [her] myth.” (100) 

A plan rises in Fleur’s mind to steal her manuscript back. While spending an afternoon 

alone with Lady Edwina in the apartment at Hallam Street, she asks her good friend Solly 

Mendelsohn to pick up the files of the Association members and bring them to her flat. She 

“had decided to take these files as hostages” for her novel. (104) When she flips through one 

of the memoirs to see what Sir Quentin had added since he had taken the writing of the 

autobiographies out of her hands, she notices that to her familiar passages, “more or less 

directly from [her] Warrender Chase,” had been included. (104) Fleur hides the memoirs in 

her cupboard and starts laying a plan to retrieve her novel.  

When she discovers that Sir Quentin’s new secretary is to be Dottie, she decides to 

steal her manuscript back with the help of Lady Edwina. Sir Quentin’s mother is more than 

happy to assist in exposing her son and tells Fleur that “[h]e got Tims to burn some proofs of 

a book.”
11
 (118) Fleur asks Edwina to have Dottie looking after her for at least three hours the 

day afterwards and instructs her to pretend being ill. She succeeds in her plan and 

immediately sets about typing copies of her novel. Meanwhile, Dottie comes to fetch the 

biographies Fleur has stolen and panics when she notices the copies of Warrender Chase on 

Fleur’s desk. Fleur evades her enquiries and asks her to elaborate on her affair with her 

 

 

________________________ 

11
These proofs are Revisson Doe’s copy of Warrender Chase. 
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former publisher Revisson Doe. Dottie admits “that sometimes a woman has to make a 

sacrifice for a man.” (123) When Fleur suggests that Sir Quentin urged her to sleep with Doe, 

Dottie firmly defends her new boss and declares that he “is a genius and a born leader.” (123) 

She adjures Fleur to return the memoirs. The latter objects: “[T]he biographies are staying 

with me until I’ve had time to study them. A lot of my Warrender Chase has been transferred 

to those biographies. When I’ve extracted what’s mine I’ll hand over the rest.” (123) 

Fleur starts to examine the files when Beryl Tims telephones her and urges her to 

come at once as there is something wrong with Lady Edwina. However, while she is at 

Hallam Street the autobiographies are stolen from her flat. Fleur foresaw that this would 

occur, since a similar event occurs in her novel: 

Anyone who has read Warrender Chase will know what happened to those 

autobiographies during my absence. In fact, the possibility was already half in 

my mind that I was falling into the same trap as Marjorie in my novel when 

she was called away from Warrender’s papers on the pretext that the ancient 

Prudence needed her. […] It seemed quite unlikely that my own novel could be 

entering into my life to such an extent. (127) 

When Fleur arrives at the Olivers, Lady Edwina is said to have fallen asleep and Sir Quentin 

propels her into his study instead. Fleur informs him that she will return the memoirs as soon 

as she has studied them. She assures him she will sue for plagiarising her novel. Sir Quentin 

denies knowing anything of a novel and says that she has “[d]elusions of grandeur.” (128) 

Once again, he is using Warrender’s very words while denying having stolen Fleur’s story. 

The latter has a dig at her former employer and declares, “The question arises […] why 

Bernice Gilbert took her life.” (128) 

Thereupon Fleur goes to see Edwina in her bedroom, who, while Beryl is in the 

bathroom for a moment, gives her an envelope she had been hiding in her pillowcase. When 
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Fleur arrives home, the autobiographies have indeed been stolen. Warrender Chase, however, 

is still in its hiding place under the bed. Fleur is indignant that she did not follow her instinct 

but is now certain that Sir Quentin is acting out her novel. 

When Dottie tells Fleur that Sir Quentin was killed, she declares, “[I]t proves your 

Warrender Chase to be valid.” (148) Fleur has predicted this earlier in the story, “Warrender 

Chase was killed in a car crash while everyone is assembled, waiting for him. Quentin 

Oliver’s destiny, if he wants to enact Warrender Chase, would be the same.” (129) 

However, she is not responsible for Quentin “putting [her] Warrender Chase into 

practice” or “trying to live out [her] story.” (126) The “mad spiritual leader” based his plans 

on her novel, not the other way round. (138) Fleur affirms, “I can […] tell how Sir Quentin 

Oliver tried to arrange for the destruction of Warrender Chase as a novel at the same time as 

he appropriated the spirit of my legend for his own use. I can show how he actually 

plagiarized my text.” (107) Further on, she adds,  

And part of my indignation at having been accused of libelling the 

Autobiographical Association in my Warrender Chase was this, that even if I 

had invented the characters after, not before, I had gone to work at Sir 

Quentin’s, even if I had been moved to portray those poor people in fictional 

form, they would not have been recognizable, even to themselves – even in 

that case, there would have been no question of libel. Such as I am, I’m an 

artist, not a reporter. (109) 

Muriel Spark demonstrates here “the prophetic abilities of the novelist in real life”. 

(Whittaker, 1984, 122) Or, as Fleur puts it, “Such events as I’d portrayed, even in a different 

way from the reality, could happen.” (148) A good novelist is able to convince the reader of 

its realism. This is precisely what happened to Warrender Chase: “Fleur’s novel would 
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appear to possess some kind of power which has both alarmed and magnetized Sir Quentin.” 

(Sproxton, 43) Norman Page supports this theory and goes even further: 

The traditional assumptions of realist fiction, that the novel is a mirror or 

working model of life copied more or less faithfully from an original, is neatly 

reversed. Fleur’s novel is not a copy of life as she has observed it but a part of 

God’s master-plan for human destinies. (102) 

This coincides with Muriel Spark’s vision of a world invented by the author being part of the 

world created by God. 

3.2.2.4 Other minor manipulations 

Remaining manipulations include, for instance, the control over Lady Edwina by her 

son, Sir Quentin, and his housekeeper and lover-to-be Beryl Tims. When a meeting of the 

members of the Association is called for, Sir Quentin asks Mrs Tims “to keep Mummy under 

control this afternoon.” (23) Beryl makes a scene and objects, “Under control, […] You might 

well say under control. How can I keep her ladyship under control and serve tea at the same 

time? How can I check her fluxive precipitations?”
12
 (23) Beryl continues and complains that 

“She should be in a home” and that “She needs a private nurse”. (23) Nonetheless, Lady 

Edwina is of sound mind and only wets the floor when she wants to. Fleur recounts: 

I could see she was more in charge of her senses than she let appear to her son 

or to Beryl, for sometimes when I had been alone with her in the flat she had 

rambled on in a quite natural tone of voice. And for some reason on these 

occasions alone with me she would sometimes totter off to the lavatory in time.  

 

 

________________________ 

12
 “Fluxive precipitations” is the phrase Fleur has taught Beryl to denote Edwina’s incontinence. 
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So that I presumed her incontinence and wild behaviour with Sir Quentin and 

Beryl was due to her either fearing or loathing both of them, and that in any 

case they got on her nerves. (24) 

Fleur admits, “There was really nothing wrong with Lady Edwina except that her son and 

Beryl Tims got her down.” (25) 

While Beryl keeps protesting, Lady Edwina herself enters the room: 

‘Think I’m ga-ga, don’t you? Fleur, my dear, do you think I’m ga-ga?’ 

‘Of course not,’ I said. 

‘They want to hush me up but I’m damned if they will hush me up,’ she said. 

‘Mummy!’ said Sir Quentin. 

‘They want to give me sleeping pills to keep me quiet this afternoon. That’s 

funny. Because I’m not going to take any sleeping pills. This is my flat, isn’t 

it? I can do what I like in my own flat, can’t I? […] (24) 

Clearly, Sir Quentin wants to drug his mother to keep her from interfering, just as he does 

with the members of his Association. Lady Edwina is in the way of Sir Quentin’s intentions to 

organise a cult around his persona and might destroy the whole plan, which she eventually 

does. 

Lady Edwina is thought to be very rich and of noble descent. Fleur informs, “I 

assumed that the old woman was rich. She had rattled on to me one day how her son wanted 

her to do something to avoid death duties, hand over her property to him, but she hadn’t much 

property” (24). Indeed, Lady Edwina proves to have spent all her money and is not rich at all. 

In the meantime, though, she keeps making her son look after her and controls him in return. 

Lady Edwina turns out to be the clever one, as she has been in the know of her son’s activities 

all along, while Sir Quentin knew nothing about his mother’s presumed wealth. 
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Sir Quentin’s mother is shown on several occasions to know precisely what her son is 

up to. At another meeting, for instance, when she makes her appearance during tea, “Edwina 

had given vent to one of her long cackles followed by, ‘Well, my dears, he’s got you where he 

wants you, hasn’t he? Ha! Trust my son Quentin.’” With her right index finger she points to 

Maisie Young and exclaims, “Except you. He hasn’t started on you yet.” (51) 

Lady Edwina also steals conclusive pages from her son’s diary which prove how evil 

he is. Eventually, Edwina destroys the autobiographies and denies Beryl her son’s legacy. 

When she dies, her nurse, Miss Fisher, and Rudder, the servant, inherit her properties. 

Dottie is also involved in manipulation. She desperately intends to suppress Fleur’s 

novel because she considers it “thoroughly sick”. (76) Dottie despises its protagonist acting 

God, as that is against her faith. However, she is oblivious to this same faith when she sleeps 

with Revisson Doe to have her husband’s novel published, as well as when she approves of 

Sir Quentin’s puppeteering her life. 

3.2.3 Conclusion 

Even though both Fleur and Sir Quentin clearly are manipulators, they have different 

intentions. There is a fundamental contrast between a novelist, who creates and controls 

characters on paper, and an evil manipulator who plots people’s lives in reality. Ruth 

Whittaker corroborates this: 

[I]n Loitering with Intent Mrs Spark makes clear that the creative imagination 

of the artist (whether or not real characters or events subsequently confirm its 

authenticity) is in a different moral category from the deliberate meddling in 

people’s lives practised by the ‘lay’ fiction-makers or manipulators, such as Sir 

Quentin Oliver. (122-123) 

Fleur has indeed helped to rewrite the Association’s autobiographies, yet solely to make them 

livelier stories: “I had no intention of writing anything beyond what cheered up the boring 
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parts”. (27) In fact, she admits, “I was sure that nothing had happened in their lives and 

equally sure that Sir Quentin was pumping something artificial into their real lives instead of 

on paper.” (83) Indeed, Fleur “had gathered, even then, that he had plans for inducing [her] to 

write more compromising stuff into these memoirs”. (27) Nonetheless, Fleur does not want to 

control outside her novels, and “makes a distinction between her activities – on paper – and 

those of Sir Quentin in reality” (Whittaker, 1984, 123). She declares, “What is truth? I could 

have realized these people with my fun and games with their life-stories, while Sir Quentin 

was destroying them with his needling after frankness. When people say that nothing happens 

in their lives I believe them.” (83) In other words, “his purposes were quite different from 

mine,” even though they seem similar. (27) 

Sir Quentin is punished for acting God, and is killed off at the end of the novel, like 

many of Muriel Spark’s manipulators. Whittaker agrees, he “is described as evil and 

eventually eliminated”. She concludes, “This kind of exercise of power is condemned in 

Loitering with Intent as it was in Mrs Spark’s early novels.” (1984, 123) In short, Spark does 

not consider the novelist and their invented worlds on paper dangerous, as long as they do not 

interfere with God’s work on earth. 

3.3 Comparison 

Loitering with Intent is, in various aspects, a revision of Muriel Spark’s first novel, 

The Comforters. Both novels “[deal] with a decisive period in Spark’s evolution as a creative 

writer.” The events referred to here are “the formative years she spent in London before she 

became a famous novelist” in the 1940s-1950s. (Bold, 110) 

Both protagonists – Caroline Rose in The Comforters and Fleur Talbot in Loitering 

with Intent – are novelists and as such manipulators and plotters of a fictional, invented world. 

In these two novels, “Spark looks at the problems (and the joy) of creating plots in the 

capacity of a novelist.” (Whittaker, 1984, 121) Both heroines, however, are also being 
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manipulated in Spark’s novels. Caroline is dictated by Georgina Hogg and the Typing Ghost 

– in fact, her own imagination – whereas Fleur is being influenced by her employer, Sir 

Quentin Oliver, who intends to destroy her novel.  

Bryan Cheyette, referring to John Updike and other critics, adds a number of other 

striking and “elaborate similarities between Spark’s first and sixteenth books”, including the 

“floral names” of the protagonists and the location of their homes on Queen’s Gate, 

Kensington, London. (102) Furthermore, both Caroline and Fleur are “writing their début 

novels on the ‘grubby edge’ (LWI 78) of literary London.” (103) Additionally, “[t]here are 

also clear correspondences between many of the minor characters in these works such as 

Louisa Jebb [sic] and Lady Edwina Oliver or Georgina Hogg and Dottie Carpenter.” (103) 

Indeed, both Louisa and Edwina are comforting presences in the manipulative settings of The 

Comforters and Loitering with Intent respectively. On the other hand, Georgina and Dottie 

represent deeply-religious uncritical Catholics who want to manipulate the protagonists into 

acquiescent Catholics. Dottie, however, does not go as far as Georgina, since she is not the 

key instigator and, apart from assisting to suppress Warrender Chase, mainly sticks to 

praying and enrolling Fleur in religious organisations, for instance the “Guild of Our Lady of 

Ransom […] for the Conversion of England.” (LWI, 92) Georgina’s actual counterpart, 

however, is Sir Quentin. Both are obsessed with controlling other people’s lives.  

Nonetheless, “[Loitering with Intent] returns the reader not only to the content of The 

Comforters but also to its experimental form which self-consciously probes the nature of 

fiction-making.” (Cheyette, 102) As discussed in the previous sections, Spark ridicules 

narrative conventions and “effectively hamper[s] her reader’s willing suspension of disbelief” 

(Stubbs, 6). In both novels she intends to make the reader believe that Caroline and Fleur are 

the authors and engages in the most significant form of manipulation, that of the reader. 
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In The Comforters, an omniscient narrator recounts Caroline’s struggle with faith and 

fiction. Caroline hears this narrator typing the novel, and thinks she is going mad. By the end 

of the novel, she understands that the voices are urging her to use her creativity. Caroline 

leaves on holiday to write a novel and asks Laurence to send her some books. Laurence finds 

the notes she made about the Typing Ghost and writes Caroline a letter with remarks. He does 

not post it, however, and throws it away. Nonetheless, the letter does appear in the novel. 

Caroline can never be the author of The Comforters, even though Spark wants us to believe 

this, since Caroline does not know the letter exists. Spark is responsible for incorporating the 

letter and is thus the novelist playing God over the story. 

Fleur is the alleged author of her biography Loitering with Intent. She provides a great 

amount of narratorial asides, reveals that she always knew that she “would write about [the 

Association] one day” and even remarks on the autobiography as a novel form. (LWI, 142) 

Nevertheless, Fleur is only the first-person narrator and a character in the novel. Spark 

demonstrates this by making Fleur doubt her existence when she feels weak because of her 

flu. In other words, Spark extends “her reflexive speculation […] to the realism of the 

narrator” (Whittaker, 1984, 123). 

Both novels contain other elements where Spark is clearly playing with ideas 

concerning fiction. In The Comforters she “provid[es] her reader […] with examples of stock 

fictional situations – […] the heroine defeating the villain (Caroline fighting off Mrs Hogg in 

the river) – and […] pull[s] out the carpet from under her own characters”. (Stubbs, 6) In 

Loitering with Intent, on the other hand, Spark confuses the fictional levels of Sir Quentin and 

Warrender. Ruth Whittaker asserts, “As in The Comforters Mrs Spark extends the theme of 

Loitering with Intent – the relation between fiction and reality – to the point of undermining 

the plot itself.” (1984, 123) She adds that Spark “dares to draw attention to [the novel’s] 

fictiveness” in order to insist “on the profound truth-telling qualities” of it. (1984, 125)  
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Spark’s main interest, however, lies in the relationship between the novelist and God. 

This aspect of her writing is evidently present in the two narratives discussed before. 

In The Comforters, Caroline does not intend to participate in the story at first, and 

wants to spoil it. As a Christian, she will not be involved in a plot other than God’s own. Alan 

Bold remarks, however, that “Caroline’s assertion of free will is paradoxical, for she is 

simultaneously a creator and a character”. (38) In other words, she is the creator of the novel 

she intends to write, and a character in both a book written by Spark and God’s world. 

Caroline, however, needs to come to terms with both creativity and religious belief. Cheyette 

affirms, “Caroline’s conversion not only highlights her fissured self but also forces her to 

search for both an aesthetic and a religious unity” (24). This struggle is represented by 

Georgina Hogg who considers Caroline an unworthy Catholic and claims that “[t]here’s a lot 

of the Protestant” still present in her. (TC, 32) Georgina also prevents Caroline from writing, 

since Georgina cannot accept her authorship as her “Catholicism […] denies the private realm 

and Caroline’s fragile artistic consciousness” (Cheyette, 24). By the end of the novel, 

however, Caroline realises that the voices are “messages prompted by creative pressure rather 

than schizophrenic phantoms” (Bold, 37). Eventually, she realises that she is allowed to write, 

since a world invented by an author does not intend to replace the world God has created, but 

forms part of it. Spark does not agree with “the rigid and overpowering sense of uniformity 

sanctioned by Catholic busybodies such as Mrs Georgina Hogg” (Cheyette, 24). The latter, 

“[i]n attempting to embody Catholicism in person […] in fact betrays its basic ideals” 

(Cheyette, 28). In a way, The Comforters can be regarded as a bildungsroman, since 

“Caroline’s awareness of the novel’s coming into existence can be compared to her awareness 

of God’s ordering of human affairs, including her own life.” (Page, 12) 

Loitering with Intent is not a bildungsroman, however, since Fleur had already come 

to terms with her faith. When considering Dottie’s faith, Fleur admits, “I too was a Catholic 
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believer but not that sort, not that sort at all. […] I had an art to practise and a life to live, and 

faith abounding; and I simply didn’t have the time or the mentality for guilds and indulgences, 

fasts and feasts and observances.” (LWI, 92) Fleur does not want to squander her creative 

talent in order to be considered a “good” Catholic. First and foremost she is a novelist. 

It is the influence and manipulation of Sir Quentin that disturbs her. Sir Quentin is not 

concerned with religion, as Georgina does, but wants to control people by forming “a circle of 

devoted spiritual followers” and by scripting their lives. (LWI, 137) Fleur reveals, “I was sure 

that nothing had happened in [the members’] lives and equally sure that Sir Quentin was 

pumping something artificial into their lives instead of on paper.” (LWI, 83) Quentin is, for 

instance, responsible for the suicide of Bucks Gilbert. In addition to influencing his members, 

he intends to stop Fleur from writing and steals her novel by imitating her hero: “Just as 

Warrender Chase, a biblical fundamentalist, imposes his will (which he identifies with God’s) 

on the members of his prayer-set, so Sir Quentin […] controls the members of the 

Autobiographical Association.” (Bold, 112) Nevertheless, Fleur succeeds in stealing her novel 

back and is able to publish it. 

Both Georgina and Quentin are not attracted to the financial aspect of blackmail and 

manipulation, but in the opportunities of power. Quentin does not act by order of God, he acts 

as if he is God. Georgina, whose “lust for converts to the Faith was terrifying,” also pretends 

to be God, “for by the Faith she meant herself.” (TC, 147) These “plotmakers who (with 

authorially implied blasphemy) take upon themselves the roles of creators” are punished by 

Spark as “[…] their patterning may conflict or collude with God’s divine pattern”. (Whittaker, 

1979, 168) 

Nevertheless, Caroline and Fleur, are not disapproved of, even though they are 

plotmakers as well. As novelists they are allowed to rule their fictional worlds, as long as they 

realise that they can never compete with God. 
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4. Conclusion 

In this dissertation I have linked the theme of manipulation by either God or novelist 

to two of Spark’s novels, The Comforters and Loitering with Intent. In her first novel I have 

demonstrated that Caroline is tormented by both religious beliefs and creative pressure, 

represented through Georgina Hogg and the Typing Ghost respectively. Fleur, the protagonist 

of the second novel I have discussed, is not so much distressed by religious issues, as well as 

by the attempts of Sir Quentin to plagiarise and destroy her book. To complicate matters even 

more, Spark is also “playing conceptual games with the reader’s perception of truth” (Bold, 

111). Spark manipulates the reader into believing that Caroline and Fleur are the actual 

authors of their novels and, furthermore, ridicules the reader’s willing suspension of disbelief 

with confusing fictional levels. 

Nevertheless, at the end of both novels, the heroines succeed in releasing themselves 

from their puppeteering antagonists. When Caroline frees herself from religious constraints, 

she is immediately liberated from her restrictions concerning novel writing. She comes to 

terms with God by realising that inventing fictional worlds in a novel does not suggest that 

she compares herself to the Inventor. Even though Ruth Whittaker observes that Spark 

discerns a “connection […] between God’s unifying purpose and that of the novelist”, Spark 

believes that authors do not contradict the faith. (1984, 126) Norman Page confirms: “[T]he 

novelist, or any artist, as creator is only a shadow or imitator of the Creator, and in some 

sense we are all ‘characters’ in a ‘novel’ plotted and written by God” (14). 

In Loitering with Intent, however, Fleur does not consider religion as threatening to 

her creativity. She is aware that she does not play God in her novels, and as such disagrees 

with Sir Quentin, who, in fact, does pretend to be the Creator. Characters such as Quentin and 

Georgina are punished, however, since “their schemes are shown to be in opposition to God’s 

‘plot’”. (Whittaker, 1984, 98) 
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Spark clearly has evolved in her personal struggle whether a Catholic novelist can take 

up the role of creator – and hence God – in their fictional worlds and as such deny the 

Catholic faith. Whereas in The Comforters she still considered the matter problematic, in 

Loitering with Intent “she resolves her ambiguity towards the plotter […] by making her 

heroine, Fleur Talbot, a distinguished novelist, who, as such, is granted approval for pursuing 

her vocation.” (Whittaker, 1984, 121) Whittaker continues, “in Loitering with Intent Mrs 

Spark makes clear that the creative imagination of the artist […] is in a different moral 

category from the deliberate meddling in people’s lives practised by the ‘lay’ fiction-makers 

or manipulators, such as Sir Quentin Oliver.” (1984, 122-123) At the time of writing of The 

Comforters, Spark was still careful so as not to appear as if she betrayed her religious beliefs. 

Indeed, Spark’s early novels are “deeply moral” and “unified by a clear expression of her 

faith in God” (Whittaker, 1979, 171). By the time Spark creates Loitering with Intent, 

however, religion no longer hinders her narrative activities and is, as such, no longer an issue 

in her work. The later novels convey “a more explicit interest in the aesthetics of the novel 

form” (Whittaker, 1979, 171). In other words, Spark’s “work has shown a distinct shift in 

emphasis from the religious to the secular” (Whittaker, 1979, 178). 

This does not convey that Spark is less convinced of her faith than at the start of her 

career. In fact, she realises that the relation between God and the author is no longer an issue, 

since the latter does not compete with the first. Ruth Whittaker concludes, “[a]s a novelist 

who is also a Catholic, she is aware that her own fiction-making activities take place within 

what could be called God’s plot’”. (1984, 91) 
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Attachment : The conclusive fragments of Sir Quentin’s diary 

 

26th April, 1950. 

I have gained the confidence  

[of] Miss Talbot’s friend, Dorothy 

[‘D]ottie’, Mrs Carpenter, with 

whose husband, Leslie, Miss Talbot, 

[h]ad an affair. 

‘Dottie’ has obtained for [me] 

the printed proofs of a novel 

titled ‘Warrender Chase’ as an 

[e]xample of a morbid literary pro- 

duction which in her (‘Dottie’s’) 

[o]pinion should be suppressed. 

I have read this production 

[of] Miss Talbot’s inflamed and in- 

[a]ne imagination. […] 

The book is an attempted roman 

à clef if ever there was one! 

Query: Is Miss T. a mind-reader? 

a medium? 

?Evil  

 

[…] 
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1st May, 1950. 

As a result of my visit to the 

[pr]emises of Park, Revisson Doe, 

[th]is afternoon, when I saw Mr 

[R]evisson Doe himself in his office 

[I] stressed the seriousness of the 

[li]bellous aspect of the novel so- 

[c]alled by Miss Fleur Talbot vis [à] 

vis my Autobiographical Asscn. 

[...] 

He mentioned that ‘Dottie’ had 

shown him some chapters of a novel 

[w]hich her husband is writing, quite  

a tour de force in which his past 

[r]elations with a young ambitious 

[f]emale were to those ‘in the know’ 

[ev]idently an account of his doings 

[w]ith the redoubtable Fleur Talbot!! 

He remarked that ‘Dottie’ 

was ‘a very pretty girl’. He 

remarked that he used this phrase 

‘as man to man’, which I appreci- 

ated. I commented that I would do 

my best to further his interest i[n] 

‘Dottie’ at which we enjoyed som[e] 
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innocent laughter. 

[…] 

 

2nd May, 1950. 

[…] 

I thought in that moment ‘twere sweet 

to die. My dearest, I would that we 

could die together. […] 

But who are your 

[f]riends? Where are they? 

Be not discomfited. I etc. etc. 

 

Above letter to Bucks? 

 

Yes, I have done it. And delivered 

it! But (LWI, 131-134) 

 

 

 


