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Ageing England in the 1950s : A Study of Muriel Spark’s Memento Mori

HATANAKA Azumi

Abstract
Muriel Spark’s Memento Mori (1959) is a novel that mirrors the ageing society in England in the 1950s.

This novel is often regarded as Spark’s ‘Catholic novel’ but you can see her interest in describing English

society and its problems. Although the emphasis on youth was the mood of the period, Spark chose to write

a novel that featured the elderly people and their lives. From the 1940s to the 1950s, many people were

afraid that the elderly population was overcrowding the hospitals, especially in London, and the lack of young

people made the situation worse. Because of the two wars during the first half of the twentieth century, older

people felt the pressure of having to live without any comfortable communities to settle in. It was such a

crucial problem that the magazine Punch felt compelled to publish a series of essays that described the lives

of the elderly and the social care available for them. By analyzing Memento Mori, this paper aims to show

that Spark was also aware of the increasing number of elderly people in the society and how she considered

the 1950s a difficult time for the elderly population.
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But if we take only London, and consider the
thousands of shabby little streets which make up
the bulk of it, these must contain great numbers
of old people living precariously on pensions and
mainly looking after themselves. Whether they
are bedridden or can get about, many of them are
lonely. Radio has helped tremendously, but what

they want most is a little human interest from

outside. And this is where the visitor comes in.
For a long time visiting has been a special concern
of the churches, but now it is being taken up on a

national pattern.'”
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A youngster of seventy was giving a birthday

party in the conservatory. As he cut the cake he
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observed that all he asked for were a few more
years, in which to go on enjoying a place that had

swept all the loneliness from his life."”’
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Two weeks ago we described some of the
things being done for old people still able to
remain in their own homes. The question of how
to deal with those no longer fit is complicated.
What aggravates it most is the fact that the
number of old people in this country is increasing,

and disproportionately to the young."”
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Several beds were empty because their
occupants had gone home on short leave. The
specialist believed strongly in this, partly to
persuade patients they were still normal human
beings with a future, and partly to accustom
families to the notion of having them back. The
latter is something of a new social angle, for
before geriatrics came in the family generally
assumed, sometimes with relief, that their
problem was permanently solved once the
hospital took over.

Many old people, however, have no home to go
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to, and even if relatives are willing the calamitous

degree of overcrowding is against them. **
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He [Godfrey] looked unhappily at Mrs
Pettigrew. There was really no consolation left
in the house for a man. He was all the more
disturbed by Charmian’s increasing composure.
It was not that he wished his wife any harm, but
his spirits always seemed to wither in proportion
as hers bloomed. He thought, looking at his wife,
It is only for a time, this can’t last, she will have a

relapse. He felt he was an old man in difficulties."”
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‘And how, ’ he said, ‘did you leave Godfrey?’

‘Oh, he was most depressed. These anonymous
telephone calls worry him.’ [...]

‘Well, he [the anonymous caller] vexes Godfrey.
And then we have an unsuitable housekeeper. She
also worries him. Godfrey has a lot of worries. You
would see a change in him, Guy. He is failing.’

‘Doesn’t like this revival of your books?’

‘Guy, I don’t like talking against Godfrey, you
know. But, between ourselves, he is rather
jealous. At his age, one would have thought he had
no more room for these feelings, somehow. But
there it 1s. He was so rude, Guy, to a young critic
who came to see me.’

‘Fellow has never understand you,” said Guy. ‘But
still I perceive you have a slightest sense of guilt
concerning him.’

‘Guilt? Oh no, Guy. As I was saying, I feel
unusually innocent in this place.’

‘Sometimes,” he said, ‘a sense of guilt takes a
self-righteous turn. I see no cause for you to feel
either in the right or in the wrong where Godfrey’s
concerned.’

‘T have regular visits from a priest,” she said, ‘and
if I want moral advice, Guy, I shall consult him.’

»19)

‘Oh, quite quite.
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‘It is like wartime,” Miss Taylor remarked.

‘What do you say?’

‘Being over seventy is like being engaged in
a war. All our friends are going or gone and we
survive amongst the dead and the dying as on a
battlefield.’

She is wandering in her mind and becoming
morbid, thought Dame Lettie.

‘Or suffering from war nerves,” Miss Taylor

said.??
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There were twelve occupants of the Maud
Long Medical Ward (aged people, female). [...]

First came a Mrs Emmeline Roberts, seventy-
six, who had been a cashier at the Odeon in
the days when it was the Odeon. Next came
Miss or Mrs Lydia Reewes-Duncan, seventy-
eight, whose past career was uncertain, but who
was visited fortnightly by a middle-aged niece,
very bossy towards the doctors and staff, very
uppish. After came Miss Jean Taylor, eighty-two,
who had been a companion-maid to the famous
authoress Charmian Piper after her marriage into
the Colston Brewery family. Next again lay Miss

Jessie Barnacle who had no birth certificate but

was put down as eighty-one, and who for forty-
eight years had been a news-vendor at Holborn
Circus. There was also a Madame Trotsky, a Mrs
Fanny Green, a Miss Doreen Valvona, and five
others, all of known and various careers, and of
ages ranging from seventy to ninety-three. These
twelve old women were known variously as
Granny Roberts, Granny Duncan, Granny Taylor,
Grannies Barnacle, Trotsky, Green, Valvona, and
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Miss or Mrs Reewes-Duncan threatened for
a whole week to report anyone who called her
Granny Duncan She threatened to cut them out
of her will and to write to her M. P, [...] ‘But,” she
said, ‘you shall never go back into my will.’

‘In the name of God that’s real awful of you,’
said the ward sister as she bustled about. ‘I
thought you was going to leave us all a packet.’

‘Not now,” said Granny Duncan. ‘Not now, I
won’t. You don’t catch me for a fool.’

[...] She [Granny Barnacle] would ask the
nurse how to spell words like ‘hundred’ and
‘ermine’.

‘Goin’ to leave me a hundred quid, Granny?’
said the nurse. ‘Goin’ to leave me your ermine
cape?’

The doctor on his rounds would say, ‘Well,
Granny Barnacle, am I to be remembered or not?’

“You're down for a thousand, Doc.’

‘My word, I must stick in with you, Granny. I'll

bet you’ve got a long stocking, my girl.” %
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Two years ago, when she first came to the ward,
she had longed for the private nursing home in
Surrey about which there had been too much talk.
Godfrey had made a fuss about the cost, he had
expostulated in her presence, and had quoted a
number of their friends of the progressive set on
the subject the new free hospitals, how superior
they were to the private affairs. Alec Warner had
pointed out that these were days of transition,
that a person of Jean Taylor’s intelligence and
habits might perhaps not feel at home among the

general aged of a hospital.
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