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Jung, Jeewon. “Voicing the Body: Elocution and the Desiring Body in Muriel Spark’s The Girls of 

Slender Mean.” Studies in English Language & Literature 46.1 (2020): 87-101. Centered on the girls who 

leave their home and stay in the May of Teck Club in postwar London, Muriel Spark’s The Girls of 

Slender Means depicts the lives of the girls, particularly their obsession with the slender body. Spark 

shows the girls’ attempts to lose weight and reveals the violence needed to realize the idealized slim 

body. Due to the national needs of wartime rationing and also the cultural norms that normalize the thin 

body as desirable, the girls torture themselves to limit their food consumption and fit into elegant dresses. 

While Spark mocks the girls’ efforts to be skinny and criticizes the social oppression under which they 

live, she also captures moments when they seek their own bodily pleasure and achieve what they desire. 

These moments are rare in the text but significant because those incidents betray the active and resistant 

ways of claiming the subjectivity of the girls. The essay first briefly examines the ways in which the girls 

internalize the normalized beauty and discipline their bodies. Since the female body has been controlled 

to manipulate their temperaments and oppress their sexualities for centuries, the bodily desires of the girls 

are also regulated by the dominant ideology. The essay moves on to Joanna Childe to explore the ways 

she practices her sexuality and relishes its pleasure. Although she is punished for her change of mind by 

the Church, and her desire is named as sin, Joanna through elocution freely expresses her repressed 

sexuality. By exploring the complex association between her vocality, bodily performance, and sexuality, 

the essay shows her pursuit of sensual pleasure. (Chonnam National University) 
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I. Introduction

  Set in postwar London in 1945, Muriel Spark’s The Girls of Slender Means

(1963) is about a group of girls in the May of Teck Club, a four-story Edwardian 

mansion founded by Princess May of Teck during the First World War. Supported 

by wealthy patrons in the past, the May of Teck Club (hereafter referred to as the 

Club) is now shattered by WWII, but still serves its purpose for “the Pecuniary 

Conveniences and Social Protection of Ladies of Slender Means below the age of 

Thirty Years, who are obliged to reside apart from their Families in order to follow 

an Occupation in London” (9). The story mainly concerns Joanna Childe, a great 

reciter and daughter of a rector; Jane Wright, who is a secretary at a publishing 

company and later becomes a journalist for a women’s magazine; Selina Redwood, 

the most beautiful, popular, and slim girl in the Club; and Nicholas Farringdon, an 

obscure poet and anarchist who falls in love with Selina. The novel begins in 1963 

with the news of Nicholas Farringdon’s execution while on his mission tour in Haiti, 

and the story frequently goes back to the past as it unfolds with the residents of the 

May of Teck Club in 1945. 

  Compared to Spark’s best-known work and much-discussed novel The Prime of 

Miss Jean Brodie, The Girls of Slender Means (hereafter referred to as The Girls) 

has been somewhat overlooked in Spark’s criticism, and only a handful of studies 

have addressed the work. Several early critics tend to read The Girls from a moral 

perspective. Interpreting the fire escape scene as an ethical moment to tell right from 

wrong, Alan Bold sees Selina as immoral when she rushes back into a fire to save 

the Schiaparelli dress and escapes alone with the dress, while the other girls, 

frightened, are left in the fire. In a similar vein, Peter Kemp criticizes Selina for her 

egoistic actions but praises Joanna, who prays and comforts the other girls, even 

though she fails to escape the fire. Some recent studies place the novel in the 

historical context of the Second World War.1 Pointing out some political events such 

as V-J Day, Adam Piette particularly focuses on Britain’s relationship with America 
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and notes that The Girls depicts postwar British conditions in terms of trauma.2

Kelly M. Rich reads The Girls as a challenge to Britain’s mythologizing of 

reconstruction after WWII. According to Rich, Spark resists the narrative of 

rebuilding and redemption, which were prevalent in post war Britain. In her brief 

comments on the novel, Marina Mackay, also emphasizing V-J Day, argues that the 

novel criticizes the “moral righteousness” of British victory and pays close attention 

to those individuals who resist the national power of Britain (508). 

  As much as the work calls attention to ethical and historical issues, it is also 

interested in the girls and their desires. The Club is founded to protect poor young 

women who live in the city away from their families and are thus economically, 

socially, and sexually vulnerable. One of the protections the Club provides is that no 

men are allowed on the first floor or above. The warden and three old spinsters, 

who are approved to stay in the club despite the age limit, patrol the building and 

supervise the girls. In addition to these physical “protections,” a more severe 

oppression is the pervasive idealized image of slenderness among the girls, whose 

efforts to be slim lead to hilarious and grotesque scenes. Jane, “fat but intellectually 

glamorous,” justifies her eating as supplying fuel for her brain, not for her body 

(30). Selina, internalizing her slim body as desirable as she is extremely slender, eats 

“a little bit of everything” and “feels starved all the time” to stay thin (34).3 The 

  1 There is a lack of studies on The Girls during 2000s as the bibliography of criticisms on Muriel 

Spark from 2000-2007, listed by Allison Fisher and Shannon Thomas shows. No single publication is 

solely on The Girls, and most entries include The Prime of Miss Jean Brodie, Memento Mori, or The 

Comforters.

  2 Victory over Japan Day, also known as V-J Day, is 15, August 1945.

  3 Women have been expected to control their body and mind through diet. The idea of mastering 

oneself through diet is not new. Susan Bordo writes that food was a method to pursue “spiritual 

purification” in the Middle Ages, “self-mastery” in Greece, and “an aesthetic ideal” in the Victorian era 

(185). Helena Michie also discusses the ways in which food is used for controlling female sexual desire. 

Fasting in the Victorian tradition was encouraged to “[purify] the body by obliterating signs of sexuality” 

(21), and tea, helping to soothe oneself, was considered to be “the most feminine food” (15). While an 

excessive appetite indicates abnormal sexuality, “the appropriately sexed woman, then, emerges as one 

who eats little and delicately” (17). Bearing this long tradition of oppression, the sexuality of the girls in 
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girls’ unhealthy consumption of food and their obsession with a skinny body 

become grotesque when Anna Barberton, whose hips are one-inch-and-a-half bigger 

than Selina’s, spreads margarine over her entire body in order to make it slippery 

enough “to wriggle through the lavatory window” leading to the roof (33). 

Undercutting the slim body, Spark mocks the girls’ attachment and ridicules the 

absurdity of the standard of the beautiful body, and she further criticizes the 

patriarchal gender ideology that controls post-war gender roles.

  Not only mocking the girls’ blind attachment to slenderness, but also criticizing 

oppressive social norms, Spark problematizes the beautification of slenderness and 

the normalization of the female body. Under this normalization, the girls’ bodies, 

appetites, and emotions can be easily manipulated by those in authority, particularly 

when daily necessities are in short supply and are restricted through coupons and 

rationing during the postwar period.4 Following the claims of the nation and 

economic conditions in the era of rationing, the girls in the Club try to follow what 

is considered normal or good, which consequently makes them passive, even 

submissive, and places them unknowingly in collusion with male dominance. 

  Concerning the girls, a few critics have remarked upon their desire. Joori Joyce 

Lee discusses The Girls in terms of Michel Foucault’s concept of the “docile body” 

and the ways in which the May of Teck Club controls female bodies for the sake 

of the nation-state. Judy Sproxton discusses the women of power in Spark’s 

the Club is also to be manipulated.

  4 “Beauty as Duty” was a widespread discourse during the war. Women were expected to be neat and 

beautiful during wartime. The UK’s Board of Trade in charge of rationing encouraged women to maintain 

their good appearances and issued some tips on how to “[k]eep up the morale of the Home Front by 

preserving a neat appearance” (qtd. in Summers 154). Despite limited access to cosmetics due to 

rationing, Britain’s wartime women were required to maintain beauty standards as best they could, and 

many fashion magazines offered tips to keep up women’s appearances with minimal beauty products. 

Also, the Board of Trade launched the ’make do and mend’ campaign in 1942, informing women on how 

to repair their clothes and still be in fashion. According to the Board of Trade, this information was 

“intended to help you to get the last possible ounce of wear out of all your clothes and household things” 

(qtd. in Zweiniger-Bargielowska 120). The war’s influence on beauty and fashion defined women’s 

appearance and their body image.
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characters, particularly Selina, whose self-interest lacks faith and accepts no law. 

Hope Howell Hodgkins, focusing on Jane, addresses the girls’ self-consciousness of 

their beauty in her discussion of spinsters and fashion. Hope refuses to see Jane as 

simply a de-sexed girl, but rather as an author-figure who leaves readers an image 

of the resilient spinster in contrast to Selina, who is traumatized, and Joanna, who 

dies in the fire. What I found most interesting yet overlooked are the ways in which 

Spark illuminates and empowers the bodies of the girls, particularly Joanna’s, to 

which criticism has paid little attention due to her docility. If Joanna draws the 

attention of critics, they tend to see her due to her unfortunate death as 

representative of the failure to reconstruct the Club and to revive Britain. Amy 

Woodbury Tease, for example, notes that Joanna represents the collapse of the 

fantasy indulged in by the girls, and Hodgkins regards Joanna’s death as the eclipse 

of the Romantic poetry era and also that of good old Britain. It is understandable 

that few studies have focused on Joanna’s body and her resistance because Joanna 

seems to be the most docile girl in the Club. However, the way Spark represents 

Joanna’s body is worth noting in that Joanna’s bodily desire manifests in her voice, 

which functions as a vehicle to release her repressed desire. It is Joanna’s act of 

elocution that Spark singles out to demonstrate her subversive self-expression and 

that many studies have been neglected. 

  Since Joanna does not seriously attempt to undermine patriarchal power, one 

might argue that Joanna’s resistant practice (if not protest) falls short of subverting 

the oppressive system, or that the cultural and economic structure subordinates 

Joanna to the social order. Although Joanna’s speech does not openly condemn the 

dominant ideology and she has no intention of disturbing authority, it is important to 

notice how she obtains what she desires and reclaims her individuality. As Michel 

de Certeau, a cultural critic and historian, notes in his cultural studies of the 

dominated, individuals who do not possess the means to subvert the dominant social 

and cultural economy can still make “innumerable and infinitesimal transformations 

of and within the dominant cultural economy in order to adapt it to their own 
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interests and their own rules” (xiii). That is, even under conditions of oppression and 

airtight regulation, one is capable of directing one’s own life. Despite insidious 

forms of violence lurking in everyday life, Spark captures moments when Joanna 

pursues her own pleasure. Joanna might seem obedient and docile, but Spark brings 

out Joanna’s deep-seated desire in the text. Thus, it is valuable to explore Joanna’s 

act of “infinitesimal transformations” in pursuit of her happiness. Focusing on the 

novel’s treatment of Joanna, this essay finds such moments of transformation when 

she pursues her bodily pleasure and acts on her own agency. The essay first 

examines the ways in which the girls internalize the normalized beauty, and it 

explores Joanna's way of practicing her sexuality. 

II. Joanna’s Elocution and Her Desiring Body 

  Joanna Childe, the daughter of a rector and a religious girl who “served tirelessly 

day and night in parish welfare organizations,” is susceptible to what the clerics say 

and lets their words dictate her own feelings (22). When she falls in love with a 

curate and soon finds another curate attractive, her love is undermined by 

“theologically-minded clerics” whose philosophy of love upholds unchanging love 

for the only one. Referring to Shakespeare’s sonnet—“Love is not love / Which 

alters when it alteration finds / Or bends with the remover to remove”—the clerics 

stress everlasting devotion to the only one and disregards changes of heart as 

worthless and frivolous (22). Following what the clergymen say, who is considered 

to be “the approved, though unspoken, opinion of the rectory and its mental acres 

of upper air,” Joanna dismisses her love for the second curate as unworthy and 

expresses her feelings in sports and war efforts instead (23). Joanna, in spite of her 

efforts to avoid and ignore him, cannot estrange herself from the second curate, 

“dark and tall” with deep eyes and “a chiselled look” (24). 

  Her love, however, is rebuked again by the second curate’s sermon on Matthew 
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5:29-30 (The King James Version), a part of the Sermon on the Mount about 

adultery: “… if thy right eye offend thee, pluck it out, and cast it from thee: for it 

is profitable for thee that one of thy members should perish, and not that thy whole 

body should be cast into hell” (The Girls 23). Listening carefully to these preaching, 

Joanna “decided to pluck out her right eye, cut off her right hand” because what the 

scripture “precisely” means, according to the second curate, is that “it is better to 

enter maimed into the Kingdom of Heaven than not to enter at all” (24-25). Joanna 

does not literally maim herself, but following the authoritative voice of the 

clergymen, she abandons her feelings and her bodily desire for the second curate 

and turns away from him. Coated with timeless love and heaven, the dogmatic 

sermon denies Joanna’s love and disables her sexuality. Shakespeare’s sonnet and 

the scripture are translated by the clergymen as doctrinal principles, condemning the 

desiring body and punishing it for its sins. The church, one of the most dominant 

institutions, not only establishes the authorial interpretation of the literary text and 

the scripture, but also exerts its power over Joanna’s body and controls her 

sexuality.5

  Although the voice of authority names Joanna’s affection for the second curate as 

sin and stigmatizes her desiring body, she does not relinquish this desire. Instead, 

“[t]he sensation of poetry replaced the sensation of the curate” (25). Trained to teach 

elocution and attending drama school, Joanna, “with her good voice and love of 

poetry,” is devoted to elocution (11). When she recites poems, her voice echoes 

throughout the Club and creates acoustic space, “add[ing] tone and style to the 

establishment” and pleasing both Joanna and the other girls in the Club (11). 

Saturated with joy, elocution is a means of exploring her body and a way to claim 

her individuality. If we focus on the way she recites poems, we can see that reciting 

for Joanna is more than understanding what the words signify and what the author 

  5 Although Britain was a secularized nation, two World Wars brought the Church closer to the British 

society and retained its influence. For more discussion, see Matthew Grimley's Citizenship, Community, 

and the Church of England: Liberal Anglican Theories of the State Bewteen the Wars (2004).
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intends; it is enunciating each word with her whole body. Particularly fond of 

“declamatory” poems, she indulges when reading aloud that “she would pounce on 

the stuff, play with it quivering in her mind, and when she had got it by heart, she 

spoke it forth with devouring relish” (11). Far from silently contemplating words as 

the clerics did, Joanna’s reading gives her bodily pleasure, which is important to her 

self-experience and affects her being in the world.

  Even though the voice as the source of her pleasure is immaterial and transitory, 

Joanna’s elocution gives her voice a bodily form. Because Joanna’s recitation is a 

physical practice, her elocution cannot be transferred to any medium other than her 

body, as Nicholas’s effort to play Joanna’s reciting tape fails. The embodiment of 

her voice is also highlighted in contrast to the disembodied voice of Winston 

Churchill on the radio, whose notorious Gestapo speech in the 1945 general election 

campaign roars across the Club. The girls in the Club can only enjoy Joanna’s 

reciting through her voice in her presence. As Alla Bozarth-Campbell’s study 

informs us, the voice is a part of the body:

Acoustic space as the world of experience centered in sound and emanating from the 

vocal body of a human being is the seizing of sound in a lived context. The potential 

“voice” of the poem is realized or actualized in the entelechy of performance, in the 

whole process of expressing itself through the living voice of the interpreting 

body-subject. The process of expressive entelechy is the process of incarnation, of the 

bodily form of the text joining with and showing itself through the bodily form of the 

interpreter, who has entered into a relationship of loving receptivity with it. (51, 

emphasis in original)

The voice creates “acoustic space” where “the vocal body” lives and experiences. 

That is, when the reciter “performs” a poem, the text of that poem is realized in 

space through the voice. Unlike the clerics brooding over the poetry and the Bible, 

Joanna performs the literary work, and the work “becomes real when it is physically 

spoken and heard within the human body” (Bozarth-Campbell 1). This is “entelechy” 
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or “a process of incarnation,” in which both Joanna’s body and the words of the 

poem manifest in each other. 

  Since the body can be manifested through the voice, the way a reciter voices 

reveals the way one presents one’s body, and in Joanna’s case, it is her sexual body. 

As her “sensation of poetry replaced the sensation of the curate,” her reciting is a 

way to release her repressed sexuality (25). The sound of poetry gives her almost 

orgasmic pleasure as it “excite[s] and possesse[s] her” (11), and Nicholas is quick to 

notice that Joanna’s elocution is “orgiastical” [sic] and takes “the place of sex” (80). 

Although her body is metaphorically “maimed” and her sexuality oppressed by the 

Church, her body extends as far as her voice can reach and effuses her sexuality 

(25). Joanna might run away from her object of sexual desire, the second curate, but 

she does not entirely deny her sexuality and silence her body. As Greggie, one of 

the spinsters in the Club, argues against the idea that one can live in God’s grace 

without sex, “[o]ne does miss sex. The body has a life of its own. We do miss what 

we haven’t had. […] and the Beatific Vision does not appear to me to be an 

adequate compensation for what we miss” (105). What Greggie means here is that 

one’s spiritual life cannot surpass or suppress bodily desire. The words of the 

Church endeavor to discipline Joanna’s body, particularly the sexual body, and 

Joanna seems to obediently relinquish her love; however, no matter how deeply 

religious Joanna is, even the beatific vision cannot silence her sexual body. Her 

body, “which has a life of its own,” finds a way to discharge her sexuality through 

her vocality.

  Joanna’s vocality, saturated with her sexuality, is more concerned with the sound 

of words than their meaning. Reading mostly poems from the Romantic era such as 

William Wordsworth’s “Resolution and Independence,” Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s 

“Kubla Khan” and The Rime of Ancient Mariner, William Blake’s “Ah! 

Sun-Flower,” George Gordon Byron’s “The Isles of Greece,” and Percy Bysshe 

Shelley’s “Ode to the West Wind,” Joanna selects her poems from lyric poetry, 

odes, and elegies for their acoustic effects instead of their content or implications. 
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When giving an elocution lesson, Joanna emphasizes the stresses, pauses, pace, and 

tone, all of which involve her vocality. (“Very Slowly on the third line.” 56; 

“Remember the stress on Chatterton and the slight pause to follow.” 43) Her reading 

of these poems in the Club is described as performing in a musical recital: as her 

voice resounds through the building, the girls appreciate her performance. Unlike 

reading poems to oneself, whose signification process does not necessarily involve 

one's voice, elocution requires one's physical presence to read aloud, and one's 

vocality takes a critical role. Her elocution as oral performance concerns the musical 

rhythm and sound of the poem rather than its significance. It is “not usual for 

Joanna to quote anything for its aptitude, and at conversational pitch” (The Girls

12). One of her most frequently recited poems is Gerard Manley Hopkins’s “The 

Wreck of the Deutschland,” which “marks Hopkins’s first experiments with his 

distinctive ‘Sprung Rhythms’, a complex but extremely subtle meter” (Stonebridge 

456). The poem is dedicated to five Franciscan nuns who were exiled from 

Germany and killed in a shipwreck. However, it is a certain pattern of musical 

sound in the poetry that amuses Joanna, the girls, and the visitors in the Club. The 

Girls often refers to “The Wreck of the Deutschland,” but not knowing the poem 

does not prevent the readers from following the text or enjoying Joanna’s elocution 

because Joanna is more attracted to the acoustic effect and her bodily resonance than 

the meaning of the work or its context. As Drew Milne argues, the poems in 

Spark’s works do not prevent the reader from understanding her novel. Milne notes 

that “[r]ecognition of the principal poetic antecedents of Spark’s fiction might appear 

to constitute a badge of readerly competence, but readers are rarely given the 

impression that they need embark on further study to make sense of Spark’s work” 

(111).6 Of course, poetic allusion in The Girls might be useful for the reader to 

  6 Helena Tomko, however, argues against Milne that Spark encourages the reader to read “The Wreck 

of the Deutschland” because Hopkins “says in sincerity what she cannot in satire, she surrenders her 

fiction to his lyric and allows her text to be that metafictive ‘gesture and vehicle of hope’ […]” (58). For 

more discussion of the relationship between The Girls and “The Wreck of the Deutschland,” see Tomko’s 

“Muriel Spark’s The Girls of Slender Means at the Limits of the Catholic Novel.”
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understand Joanna and perhaps the text, but the audience in the Club, as well as 

Joanna herself, is more impressed by the echo of her voice than the meaning the 

poem conveys. 

  The fact that Joanna’s vocalizing is self-satisfactory and pleases everyone in the 

Club, including the Club authorities and those male visitors who objectify the girls, 

might be seen as more complaisant than resistant. However, her elocution is 

provocative and rebellious because, unlike the church where only the clerics’ 

orthodox interpretation is legitimate, the acoustic space that Joanna’s performative 

reading creates defies such an authoritative interpretation. The way Joanna embodies 

the poetry against authority is close to Roland Barthes’s idea of “the Text,” which 

helps understanding Joanna’s act of defiance. Although Joanna’s performance of the 

poetry and Barthe’s reading of “the Text” might be on different terms, the two share 

similarities in that they play with the signifier and do not close the meaning. The 

fact that Joanna’s performance and Barthes’s Text defy authorial intention and 

privilege the reader over the author could be the key to understanding Joanna’s 

elocution. In contrast to the Work, in which the reader “respect[s] for the manuscript 

and the author’s declared intentions,” (160, emphasis in original) the Text “can be 

read without the guarantee of its father” or the author and is not limited to the 

signified or concept of the sign (161). It is the reader who interacts with and 

produces the significance of the Text. As Barthes explains, “[t]he Text (if only by 

its frequent ‘unreadability’) decants the work (the work permitting) from its 

consumption and gathers it up as play, activity, production, practice” (162). Inviting 

the reader to recreate the work instead of “consuming” it, the Text is constructed by 

the reader’s “play, activity, production, practice,” whereas the Work is a place where 

the author’s intention is hidden for the reader to find. Joanna’s reciting does not 

distill the author’s intention, but instead realizes her bodily desire by interacting with 

the poetry. It is a practice of her body in which she engages her pleasure with 

poems, not the author. Since Joanna is not seeking the final ultimate meaning, but 

rather realizes her volatile body through the words, her version of the Text is 
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variable and “eternally written here and now” through her reciting (145). It is the 

reciter who creates and enacts the poetry.

  Unlike Joanna’s re-creation of the Text, the clerics confine the literary work and 

the scripture to the Author, who is, as Barthes notes, “thought to nourish the book, 

which is in the same relation of antecedence to his work as a father to his child” 

(145, emphasis in original). Despite the subtlety, ambiguity, and multiplicity of the 

words, Shakespeare’s sonnet--“Love is not love / Which alters when it alteration 

finds”--is stipulated as referring to unchanging, eternal love for the only one, and the 

Sermon on the Mount--“if thy right eye offend thee, pluck it out”--is reduced to 

punishing infidelity. Nicholas’s reading of the Bible is not very different from the 

“theological” reading of the clerics. As a missionary, he goes to Haiti to spread 

God’s word and educate the natives, but while “preaching against the local 

superstitions,” he only meets with revulsion and is martyred (117).7 In contrast to 

the clerics’ and Nicholas’s reading, Joanna’s interpretation of the text, which is 

anti-dogmatic and “revolutionary” according to Barthes, liberates the work from the 

authorial voice “since to refuse to fix meaning is, in the end, to refuse God and his 

hypostases-reason, science, law” (147). Joanna’s bodily manifestation of the poetry 

neither stipulates nor reduces its significance, but rather explores the word itself.

  Critical reading, along with theological reading, is preoccupied with the author 

and subordinates the work to its writer. Criticism, Barthes tells us, is to “give a text 

an Author to impose a limit on that text, to furnish it with a final signified, to close 

the writing” (147). An example of such reading occurs when Rudi Bittesch, a 

frequent visitor of the Club and “very intellectual author” of The Symbolism of 

Louisa May Alcott analyzes the work to understand the author’s motives and explain 

the work as an organic structure (41). Eagerly looking for the meaning of Nicholas’s 

The Sabbath Notebooks, Rudi limits the work to the product of an authorial voice 

and criticizes Nicholas’s work as “a mess” and not worth publishing because the 

  7 In the Saturday Evening Post, where the short version of The Girls was published, his racially and 

religiously biased understanding of the Bible is ridiculed as a “little white god” in the illustration.
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author’s seemingly anarchist proclamation contradicts his own words (58). The 

words, for Rudi, manifest the author’s voice, and the book is a symbolic sign or an 

object of consumption for the reader to perceive the author’s declared intentions.

  On the contrary, Joanna’s performative reading is an anti-theological and 

anti-critical activity because instead of submitting to the author’s objective or design, 

her verbal enactment re-creates the text, realizing her intention. Her reading is close 

to playing an instrument, or “playing the Text” in Barthes’s words, in that she 

engages in reading for pleasure, and each elocution (or play) produces a different 

interpretation depending on her voice and its acoustic resonance (162). Joanna, 

assuming the role of a player, communicates with the poetry by investing her voice 

and embodying the words. 

III. Conclusion

  The Girls of Slender Means reveals the ways in which a slender body image 

infiltrates the everyday life of the girls and regulates their diets and sexuality. 

Nevertheless, in Joanna’s case, as we have already seen, her body is replete with 

sexuality that is manifested through her elocution. Although Joanna does not 

consciously use elocution to express her sexual desire, Spark draws the reader’s 

attention to Joanna’s repressed body through the authorial voice and its liberation 

through her own voice. Her performative reading is a way to recreate the text and 

explore her body, a vehicle for self-expression and a signifier of resistance. Of 

course, Joanna’s resistance is different from that of many girls in literary works who 

break rules and norms and bravely speak against the oppressive family or society. 

Outspoken and willful Jo March in Louisa May Alcott’s Little Women heads to New 

York City to pursue her literary career, and independent liberated Daisy Miller in 

Henry James’s eponymous novel dares to walk outside with a man at night with no 

chaperone. Unlike some heroic female figures, Joanna might not adventurously 
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struggle against society; however, she creates the verbal event and makes her body 

heard.

  It is easy to overlook Joanna’s elocution merely as her stoic pursuit after her love 

for the second curate has been discouraged by the clerics. The voice of authority 

dissuades her from following what she desires and disciplines her body. However, 

Joanna’s voice channels her bodily desire into elocution, through which she 

expresses her repressed sexual desire. In spite of its intangibility, the voice acquires 

a bodily and material form when Joanna recites poetry. Produced from her physical 

body, the voice embodies one’s corporality, carries the words of poems, echoes in 

the Club, and creates an acoustic space. Elocution is a bodily practice and active 

performance requiring Joanna’s participation because, instead of submitting to what 

the writer intends to convey in their work, she re-creates the text as her own. 

Discovering what the author wants to deliver interests her less than how she can 

reproduce the texts. By reciting, she incarnates the words, realizes her interpretation 

of the text, and fulfills her bodily desire.
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