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The Omnibus of Crime
(1928-29)
By Dorothy L. Sayers

Notice

_If some enterprising editor or publisher should undertake to as-
é;semble a collection of the best literary criticism of all types and
p lopics, and wished to include the finest single piece of analytical
“writing about the detective story, it is almost certain that the
: choice would go to the Introduction by Dorothy L. Sayers to the
B memorable anthology known in lLer native England as Great
 Short Stories of Detection, Mystery, and Horror and in America
the first Omnibus of Crime (London: Gollancz, 1928; New
ork: Payson & Clarke, 1929). Authoritative without being didac-
ic, concise but comprehensive, Miss Sayers’ critique contains in
ts relatively brief compass virtually all that was to be said about
he detective story up to the date of its composition. It is the pres-
nt editor’s great regret that space will not permit the inclusion,
Iso, of Miss Sayers’ admirable prefatory remarks to her second
omnibus (England, 1931; America, 1932) in which she forecast
- with remarkable accuracy the trend toward the novel of psychol-
"ogy and character which has been the outstanding technical de-
“velopment in the crime-detective story of the 1930’s and 1940’s.
.. As to Miss Sayers’ qualifications for her task, it is surely un-
necessary to introduce the creator of Lord Peter Wimsey, the au-
“thor who has been most frequently called (pace Edmund Wilson
' and Raymond Chandler) the most distinguished living exponent
f her art, to an audience of detective story readers.

“THE art of self-tormenting is an ancient one, with a long and hon-
“ourable literary tradition. Man, not satisfied with the mental con-
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"2 Dorothy L. Sayers

fusion and unhappiness to be derived from contemplating the
cruelties of life and the riddle of the universe, delights to occupy
his leisure moments with purzles and bugaboos. The pages of
every magazine and newspaper swarm with cross-words, mathe-
matical tricks, puzzle-pictures, enigmas, acrostics, and detective-
stories, as also witlt stories of the kind called “powerful” (which
mcans unpleasant), and those which make him afraid to go to bed.

It may be that in them he finds a sort of catharsis or purging of

his fears and sell-questionings. These mysteries made oinly to be
solved, these horrors which he knows to be inere figments of the
creative brain, comfort him by subtly persuading that life is a
mystery which death will solve, and wliose horrors will pass away

as a tale that is told. Or it may be merely that his animal faculties.
of fcar and inquisitivencss demand more exercise than the daily.

round affords. Or it may be pure perversity. The fact remains that

if you search the sccond-hand bookstalls for his cast-off literature,
you will find fewer mystery stories than any other kind of book..
Theology and poetry, philosophy and numisinatics, love-stories .

and biograply, he discards as easily as old razor-blades, but Sher

lock Holmes and Wilkie Collins are cherished and read and re-
read, till their covers fall off and their pages crumble to frag-.

mertgs.

very ancient in origin. All native folk-lore has its ghost tales, while
the hrst four detectivestories in this book hail respectively from

the Jewish Apocrypha, Herodotus, and the Fneid. But, whereas.

the tale of horror has flourished in practically every age and coun

iry, the detective-story has had a spasmodic history, appearing:
Lere and there in faint, tentative sketches and episodes, unul it
suddenly burst into magnificent flower in the middle of the last,

cen [llI‘y.

Tarey History oF Drrectivi FicTion

Between 1840 and 1845 the wayward genins of Edgar Allan®
Poe (himself a past-master of the hiorrible) produced five tales, i
which the general principles of the detective-story were laid down

for ever. In “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” and, with a ce

Both the detective-story proper and the pure tale of horror are,
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§ ain repulsive facetiousness, in “Thou Art the Man” he achieved
the fusion of the two distinct genres and created what we may call
the story of mystery, as distinct from pure detection on the one
Lhand and pure horror on the other. In this fused genre, the read-
‘er's blood is first curdled by some horrible and apparently inex-
plicable murder or portent; the machinery of detection is then
“brought in to solve the mystery and punish the murderer. Since
Poe’s time all three branches—detection, mystery, and horror—
“have flourished. We have such pleasant little puzzles as Conan
Doyle’s “Case of Identity,” in which there is nothing to shock or
horrify; we have mere fantasies of blood and terror-—human, as
in Conan Doyle’s “The Case of Lady Sannox,” * or supernatural,
as in Marion Crawford's “The Upper Birth,” + most satisfactory
of all, perhaps, we have such fusions as ““The Speckled Band,” {
or “The Hammer of God,” § in which the ghostly terror is in-
voked only to be dispelled.

[t is rather puzziing that the detective-story should have lad
19, wait so long to find a serious exponent. Having started so well,
e2why did it not develop earlier? The Oriental races, with their
keen appreciation of intellectual subtlety, should surely have
evolved it. The germ was there. “Why do you not come to pay
your respects to me?”" says Asop’s lion to the fox. “I beg your
Majesty's pardon,” says the fox, “but I noticed the track of the
animals that have already conie to you; and, while I see many
hoof-marks going in, I see none coming out. Till the animals that
ve entered your cave come out again, I prefer to remain in the
en air.” Sherlock Holmes could not have reasoned more lucidly
om the premises.

g Cacus the robber, be it noted, was apparently the first criminal
to use the device of forged footprints to mislead the pursuer,
though it is a long developinent from his primitive methods to the
horses shod with cow-shoes in Conan Doyle’s “"Adventure of the
riory School.” || Hercules's methods of investigation, too, were
rather of the rough and ready sort, though the reader will not
* Conan Doyle: Round the Red Lamp.

tMarion Crawford: Uncanny Tales.

1 Conan Doyle: Aduventures of Sherlock Holmes.

§ G. K. Chesterton: The Innocence of Father Brown.
||Conan Doyle: Return of Sherlock Holmes.
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fail to observe that this early detective was accorded divine hon- .2 sto adml're the cunning and astuteness of the criminal.* Tlis must
; Pe so while the law is arbitrary, oppressive, and brutally admin-
fistered.

We may note that, even to-day, the full blossoming of the de-
tective-stories is found among the Anglo-Saxon races. It is notori-
ous that an English crowd tends to side with the policeman in a
tow. The British legal code, with its tradition of “sportsmanship”
and “fair play for the criminal” is particularly favourable to the
production of detective fiction, allowing, as it does, sufficient rope
to the quarry to provide a ding-dong chase, rich in up-and-down
incident. In France, also, though the street policeman is less hon-
oured than in England, the detective-force is admirably organised
d greatly looked up to. France has a good output of detective-
pstories, though considerably smaller than that of the English-
speaking races. In the Southern Statcs of Furope the law is less
oved and the detective story less frequent. We ay not unrea-
sonably trace a connection here.

ours by his grareful clients.

The Jews, with their strongly iporal preoccupation, were, as
our two Apocryphal stories show, peculiarly fitted to produce the
roman policier.* The Romans, logical and given to Jaw-making,
might have been expected to do something with it but they did
not. In one of the folk-tales collected by the Grimms, twelve
maidens disguised as men are sct to walk across a floor strewn
with peas, in the hope that their shufiling feminine tread will be-
tray them; the maidens are, however, warned, and baffle the de-
tectives by treading firmly. In an Indian folk-tale a similar ruse
is more siccessful. Here a suitor is disguised as a woman, and
has to be picked out from the women about him by the wise
princess. The princess throws a lemon to each in turn, and the
disguised man is detected by his instinctive action in clapping
his knees together to catch the lemon, whereas the real women
spread their knees to catch it in their skirts. Coming down to later
European literature, we find the Bel-and-the-Dragon motif of th
ashes spread on the Hoor reproduccd in the story of Tristan. Here:
the king's spy spreads flour between Tristan's bed and that of
Iseult; Tristan defeats the scheme by leaping [rom one bed to the:
other. The cightcenth century also contributed at least one ou
standing example, in the famous detective chapter of Voltaire’s;
Zadig.

It may be, as Mr. E. M. Wrong has suggested in a brilliant littl
study,t that throughout this early period “a faulty law of evidene
was to blame, for detectives cannot flourish until the public h
an idea of what constitutes proof, and while a common crimin
procedure is arrest, torture, confession, and death.” Onc may.-g
further, and say that, though crime stories might, and did, flou
ish, the detective-story proper could not do so until public sy
pathy had veered round to the side of law and order. It will
noticed that, on the whole, the tendency in early crime-literatu

Some further light 1s thrown on the question by a remark made
)y Herr Lion Feuchtwanger when broadcasting during his visit
Flo London in 192%. Contrasting the tastes of the English, French,
nd German publics, he noted the great attention paid by the
nglishman to the external details of men and things. The Eng-
shman likes material exactness in the books he reads; the Ger-
an and the Frenchman, in ditferent degrees, care little for it in
mparison with psychological truth. It is hardly surprising, then
at the detective-story, with its insistence on footprints, blood-
ains, dates, times, and places, and its reduction of character-
rawing to bold, flat outline, should appeal far more strongly
» Anglo-Saxon taste than to that of France or Germany.

“Taking these two factors together, we begin to see why the
petective-story had to wait for its full development for the estab-
Blishment of an effective police organisation in the Anglo-Saxon
untries. This was achieved—in England, at any rate—during the
arly part of the nineteenth century,} and was followed about

*In “Bel and the Dragon” the science of deduction from material clues, in .the
popular Scotland Yard manner, is reduced to its simplest expression. "Susan
on the other hand, may be taken as foreshadowing the Gallic method of eliciti
the truth by the confrontation of witnesses. 5

t Preface to Tales of Crime and Deteclion. World’s Classics, (Oxford Unive

Press, 1926.)

8o g. “The Story of Rhampsinitus; Jacob and Esau;” *Reynard the Fox;” “Ballads
jot-Robin Hood.” etc.

¥ 1 In a letter to W. Thornbury, dated February 18, 1862, Dickens says: “The Bow
t'Runners ceased out of the land soon after the introduction of the new police.
member them very well. . . . They kept company with thieves and such-like,
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the middle of that century by the first outstanding examples of
the detective-story as we know It to-day.* .

To this argument we may add another. In the mneteentl.l ien;
tury the vast, unexplored limits of the ﬂworld l)egan to Sllrl;’l. ‘a
an amarzing and unprecedented ratc. The. electrl.c tclcg’ra[;l c1t1;1
cled the globe; railways brought remote villages into touct w1h
civilisation; photograplhs made known to the §tay-at-110.mcs the
marvels of foreign landscapes, customs, and animals; science re-
duced seeming miracles to mechanical marvels; popular edU(:-
tion and improved policing made town and country safer for the
common man than they had ever been. I.n plac'e of the adventurer
and the knight errant, popular imagination hailed the doctor, th‘e‘E
scientist, and the policeman as saviours and protectors. But if
one could no longer hunt the manticora, one could still Irunt the
nurderer; if the armed escort had grown less necessary, yet one
still needed the analyst to frustrate the \fviles O.f th‘e poisoner; frokrln
this point of view, the detective steps into his right place as the:
protector of the weak—the latest of the popular heroes, the trge
successor of Roland and Lancelot.
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ing and thick-headed friend. From Dupin and his unnamed
chronicler springs a long and distinguished line: Sherlock Holmes
and his Watson; Martin Hewitt and his Brett; Raffles and his
Bunny (on the criminal side of the business, but of the same
“ breed); Thorndyke and his various Jardines, Ansteys, and Jer-
vises; Hanaud and his Mr. Ricardo; Poirot and his Captain Hast-
ings; Philo Vance and his Van Dine. It is not surprising that this
formula should have been used so largely, for it is obviously a
very convenient one for the writer. For one thing, the admiring
| satellite may utter expressions of eutogy which would be unbe-
-.coming in the mouth of the author, gaping at his own colossal in-
tellect. Again, the rcader, even if he is not, in R. L. Stevenson’s
phrase, “‘always a man of such vastly greater ingenuity than the
writer,” is usually a little more ingenious than Watson. He sees
a little further through the brick wall; lie pierces, to some extent,
the cloud of mystification with which the detective envelops him-
self. “Ahal” he says to himself, “the average reader is supposed
to see no further than Watson. But the author has not reckoned
with me. 1 am one too many for him.” He is deluded. It is all a
‘device of the writer’s for flattering him and putting him on good
rms with himself. For though the reader likes to be mystified,
e also likes to say, ““I told you so,”" and “I spotted that.” And this
eads us to the third great advantage of the Holmes-Watson con-
ention: by describing the clues as presented to the dim eyes and
emused mind of Watson, the author is enabled to preserve a
purious appearance of frankness, while keeping to himself the
pecial knowledge on which the interpretation of those clues de-
ends. This 1s a question of paramount importance, involving the
thole artistic ethic of the detective-story. We shall return to it
ater. For the moment, let us consider a few other interesting
pes and formule which make their first appearance in Poe.
The personality of Dupin is eccentric, and for several literary
enerations eccentricity was highly fashionable among detective
eroes. Dupin, we are informed, had a habit of living behind
sed shutters, illumined by “a couple of tapers whicl, strongly
rfumed, threw out only the ghastliest and feeblest of rays.”
From this stronghold he issued by night, to promenade the streets
d enjoy the “infinity of mental excitement” afforded by quiet

Epcar ALLAN PoE: EVOLUTION OF THE DETECTIVE

Before tracing further the history of detective ‘ﬁc'tion, %et us
look a little more closely at those five tales of Poe’s, in which so
much of the future development is anticipated. Probably the ﬁrst1
thing that strikes us is that Poe has struck outata ‘bl(.)w the Eo;ma
outline on which a large section of detective .fICtIOl’l has. een
built up. In the three Dupin stories, one of which ﬁg}lrcs (11nbt
present collection, we have the formula of the ‘ecccntrlc an y r1
liant private detective whose doings are clironicled by an admur:#

i ! i / but]
much more than the detective police do. T don’t know \j\/hatl their paIyt :::ss,a i
: i v ‘ose. ry:
thei i mplements were got under the ¥ 2k
have do doubt their principal co N D O et s publ
instituti ( its head-quarters were the Brown Bear, 1t s i 4
slack institution, and its ; v Bow Strect, &
house of more than doubtful reputation, opposite the police-office.” The
“neclers” were established in 1829. . o .

P. The significance of footprints, and the neeessity for sclcnuﬁ.c ca;c mlthe 21;0{
of alibis, were understood at quite an early date, Lhou.gh, in the absen e
effective ,delcclivc police, investigations were usually carrlrt'(l out by [?rlvalerc s
at the instigation of the coroner. A remarkable case, which reads like a Freen

Wills Crofts novel, was that of R. v. Thornton (1818).

i



78 Dorothy L. Sayers

observation. He was also given to startling his friends by analys-
ing their thought-processes, and he had a rooted contempt for
the methods of the police.

Sherlock Holmes modelled himself to a large extent upon Du-
pin, substituting cocaine for candlelight, with accompaniments
of shag and fiddle-playing. He is a more human and endearing
figure than Dupin, and has earned as his reward the supreme
honour which literature has to bestow—the secular equivalent of
canonisation. He has passed into the language. He also started a
tradition of lhis own-—the hawk-faced tradition, which for many
years dominated detective fiction.

So strong, indeed, was this domination that subsequent notable
eccentrics have displayed their eccentricities chiefly by escaping
from it. 'Nothing,” we are told, “could have been less like the
traditional detective than”-—so-and-so. He may be elderly and
decrepit, like Baroness Orczy’'s Old Man in the Corner, whose
characteristic habit is the continual knotting of string. Or he
may be round and innocent-looking, like Father Brown or Poirot.

There is Sax Rohmer’s Moris Klaw,* with his bald, scholarly * 3

forchead; he irrigates his wits with a verbena spray, and carries
about with him an “odically-sterilised” cushion to promote psy-
chic intuition. There is the great Dr. Thorndyke, probably the
handsomest detective in fiction; he is outwardly bonhomous, but
spiritually detached, and his emblem is the grecen research-case,
filled with miniature microscopes and scientific iinplements. Max
Carrados has the distinction of being blind; Old Ebbic wears a
rabbit-skin waistcoat; Lord Peter Wimsey (if I may refer to him
without immodesty) indulges in the buying of incunabula and
has a pretty taste in wines and haberdashery. By a final twist of
the tradition, which brings the wheel full circle, there is a strong
modern tendency to produce detectives reinarkable for their ordi-
nariness; they miay be well-bred walking gentlemen, like A. A.
Milne's Antony Gillinghiam, or journalists, like Gaston Leroux’s
Rouletabille, or they may cven be policemen, like Freeman Wills
Crofts' Inspector French, or the heroes of Mr. A. ]. Rees’s sound
and well-planned stories.t

* Sax Rolimer: The Dream Detective.
+A. J. Rees: The Shrieking Pit; The Hand in the Dark; (with J. R. Watson) The
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There have also been a few women detectives,* but on the
whole, they have not been very successful. In order to justify their
choice of sex, they are obliged to be so irritatingly intuitive as to
destroy that quiet enjoyment of the logical which we look for
in our detective reading., Or else they are active and courageous,
and insist on walking into physical danger and hampering the
men engaged on the job. Marriage, also, looms too large in their
view of life; which is not surprising, for they are all young and

o

4 beautiful. Why thesc charming creatures should be able to tackle

abstruse problems at the age of twenty-one or thereabouts, while
the male detectives are usually content to wait till their thirties
or forties before setting up as experts, it is hard to say. Where
do they pick up their worldly knowledge? Not from personal ex-
perience, for tlicy are always immaculate as the driven snow. Pre-
sumably it is all intuition.

Better use has been made of women in books where the detect-
ing is strictly amateur—done, that is, by members of the family or
house-party themselves, and not by a private consultant. Evelyn
Humbiethorne f is a detective of this kind, and so is Joan Cow-
per, in The Brooklyn Murders.] But the really brilliant woman
detective has yet to be created.§

While on this subject, we must not forget the curious and in-
teresting development of detective fiction which has produced
the Adventures of Sexton Blake, and other allied cycles. This is
the Holmes tradition, adapted for the reading of the board-school
boy and crossed with the Buffalo Bill adventure type. The books
are written by a syndicate of authors, each one of whom uses a
set of characters of his own invention, grouped about a central

Hampstead Mystery, The Mystery of the Downs, etc. Messrs. Rees and Watson write
of police affairs with the accuracy born of inside knowledge, but comrmendably avoid
the dullness which is apt to result from a too-faithful description of correct officiat
procedure,

* e.g. Anna Katharine Green: The Golden Slipper; Baroness Orczy: Lady Molly of
Scotland Yard; G. R. Sims: Dorcas Dene; Valentine: The Adjusters; Richard Marsh:
Judith Lee; Arthur B. Reeve: Constance Dunlap; etc.

1 Lord Gorell: In the Night.

1 G.D. H. & M. Cole.

§ Wilkie Collins—who was curiously fascinated by the “strong-minded” woman
—made two attempts at the woman detective in No Name and The Law and the
Lady. The spirit of the time was, however, too powerful to allow thesc attempts
to be altogether successful.
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and traditional group consisting of Sexton Blake and his boy as
sistant, Tinker, their comic landlady Mrs. Bardell, and [1‘16‘1r bull-
dog Pedro. As might be expected, the quality of the writing and
the detective methods employed vary considerably from one au-

thor to another. The best specimens display extreme ingenuity,

and an immense vigour and fertility in plot and incident. Never-
theless, the central types are pretty consistently preserved through-

out the series. Blake and Tinker are less intuitive than Holmes,

from whom liowever, they are directly descended, as their ad-
dress in Baker Street shows. They are more careless and reckless

in their methods: more given to displays of personal heroism and

pugilism; more simple and human in their emotions. The really

interesting point about them is that they present the nearcst mod- -

ern approach to a national folk-lore, conceived as the centre for
a cycle of loosely connected romances in the Artliurian manner

Their significance in popular literature and education would

richly repay scientilic investigation.

FDpGAR ALLAN POE: EVOLUTION OF THE Pror

As regards plot also, Poe laid down a number of sound keels:

for the use of later adventurers. Putting aside his instructive ex
cursion into the psychology of detection—instructive, because w

can trace their influence in so many of Poe's successors down. to:

the present day-—putting these aside, and discounting that at

mosphere of creepiness which Poe so successfully diﬂusc_d ’aboukt-;
nearly all he wrote, we shall probably find that to us, soph1st1cated~

and trained on an intensive study of detective fiction, his plo

arc thin to transparency. But in Poe’s day they represented a ney;
technique. As a matter of fact, it is doubtful whether there are’

more than half a dozen deceptions in the mystery-monger’s ba

of tricks, and we shall find that Poc has got most of them, at any,

ate in embryo.

rdECF;Eeflgil‘sL?] the three Dupin stories. In “The Murders in‘th
Rue Morgue,” an old woman and her daughter arc found hor‘r1b
murderced in an (apparently) hermetically sealed room. An inn
cent person is arrested by the police. Dupin proves that the po iet
have failed to discover one mode of entrance to the room, and
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deduces from a nuwmber of observations that the “‘murder” was

§ committed by a huge ape. Here is, then, a combination of three
| typical motils: the wrongly suspected man, to whom all the super-

ficial evidence (motive, access, etc.) points; the hermetically scaled
death-chamber (still a favourite central theme); finally, the solu-
tion by the unexpected means. In addition, we have Dupin draw-
ing deductions, which the police have overlooked, from the evi-

~dence of witnesses (superiority in inference), and discovering clues
- which the police have not thought of looking for owing to ob-
session by an idée fixe (superiority in observation based on in-

ference). In this story also are enunciated for the first time those
two great aphorisms of detective science: first, that when you have
eliminated all the impossibilitics, then, whatever remains, how-
ever improbable, niust be the truth; and, secondly, that the more
outré a case 1nay appear, the easier it 1s to solve. Indced, take it
all round, “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” constitutes in itself
almost a complete manual of detective theory and practice.

In “Tlie Purloined Letter,” we have one of those stolen docu-

ments on whose recovery liangs the peace of mind of a distin-
 guished personage. 1t is not, indecd, one of the sort whose publi-
ation would spread consternation among the Chancclleries of
- Europe, but it is important enough. The police suspect a certain
f minister of taking it. They ransack every corner of his house, in

ain. Dupin, arguing from his knowledge of the mimster's char-
cter, decides that subtlety must be met by subtlety. He calls on
e minister and discovers the letter, turned inside out and stuck
na letcer-rack in full view of the casual obscrver.

“Here we have, besides the reiteration, in inverted form,* of
phorism No. 2 (above), the method of psychological deduction
nd the solution by the formula of the most obvious place. This

*“The business is very simple indeed, and I make no doubt that we can manage
sufficiently well ourselves; but then I thought Dupin would like to hear of it
use it is so excessively odd.”

imple and odd,” said Dupin.

Why, yes; and not exactly that either. The fact is, we have all been a good dnal
zled because the affair is so simple, and yet ballies us altogether.”

“Perhaps it is the very simplicity of the thing which puts you at fault,” said
upin.

he psychology of the matter is fully discussed in Foe’s characteristic manner a
w pages further on.
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trick is the forerunncr of the diamond concealed in the tumble’r variety. In technique this story is the exact opposite of “Marie
of water, the man murdered in the midst of a battle, Chesterton's 3

: p Rogét”; the narrator is astonished by the antics of his detective
“Invisible Man” (the postman, so familiar a ﬁ.gurg that 1?‘? preS- R friend, and is kept in entire ignorance of what he is about until
ence goes unnoticed) * and a whole line of similar ingenuities.

! e 4 ofter the discovery of the treasure; only then is the cipher for the
The third Dupin story, “The Mystery of Marie Roget, h?S g first time either mentioned or explained. Some people think that
fewer imitators, but is the most interesting of all to the connois-

; X 4 "The Gold Bug” is Poc’s finest mystery-story.
seur. It consists entirely of a series of newspaper cuttings relative 3

. . Now, with “The Gold Bug” at the one extreme and “Marie
to the disappearance and mnrder of a shopglr‘l, with Dupin’s com- Rogét” at the other, and the other three stories occupying in-
ments thereon. The story contains no solution of the problem,

termediate places, Poe stands at the parting of the ways for detec-
and, indeed, no formal ending—and that for a very good reason.

. ofi- ¢ tive fiction. From him go the two great lines of development—
The disappearance was a gcnuine one, 1its actual heroine being 3  the Romantic and the Classic, or, to use terms less abraded by

one Mary Cecilia Rogers, and the actual place New Y(.)rk. The Rillusage, the purely Sensational and the purely Intellectual. In
newspaper cuttings, were also, mutatis mutandis, genuine. The

: | the former, thrill is piled on thrill and mystification on mystifica-
paper whicli published Poe’s article dared not publish his con- tion; the reader is led on from bewilderment to bewilderment,
clusion. Later on it was claimed that his argument was, in sub- gy everything is explained in a lump in the last chapter. This
stance, correct; and though this claimi has, I believe, been chal- chool is strong in dramatic incident and atmosphere; its weakness
lenged of late years, Poe may, nevertheless, be ranked among the

i S s a tendency to confusion and a dropping of links—its explana-
small band of mystery-writers who liave put their skill in deduc-

' X F tions do not always explain; it is never dull, but it is sometimes
tion to the acid test of a problem which they had not in the first ‘@ nonsense. In the other—the purely Intellectual type—the action

mostly takes place in the first chapter or so; the detective then
follows up quietly from clue to clue till the problem is solved,
the reader accompanying the great man in his search and being
idllowed to try his own teeth on the material provided. The
strength of this school is its analytical ingenuity; its weakness is
its liability to duliness and pomposity, its mouthing over the in-
finitely little, and its lack of movement and emotion.

place invented.t :

Of the other Poe stories, one, “Thou Art the Man,” is very ;
slight in theme and unpleasantly flippant in trcatment. A man
is murdecred; a hearty person, named, with guileless cunning,
Goodfellow, is very energetic in fixing the crime on a certain per-
son. ‘The narrator of the story makes a repulsive kind of jack-in-
the-box out of the victim's corpse, and extorts a confession of guilt
from-—Goodfellow! Of course. Nevertheless, we have here two
more leading motifs that have done overtime since Poe's day: the
trail of false clues laid by the real murderer,{ and the solution
by way of the most unlikely person. o

The ffth story is “The Gold Bug.” In this a man finds a cipher
which leads him to the discovery of a hidden treasure. The cipher
is of the very simple one-sign-one-letter type, and its solution, (?f
the mark-where-the-shadow-falls-take-three-paces-to-the-east-and-dig

INTELLECTUAL AND SENSATIONAL LINES OF DEVELOPMENT

The purcly Sensational thriller is not particularly rare—we
may find plenty of examples in the work of William Le Queux,
Edgar Wallace, and others. The purely Intellectual is rare in-
deed; few writers have consistently followed the “Marie Rogét”
§Ormula of simply spreading the whole evidence before the reader
d leaving him to deduce the detective's conclusion from it if

* G. K. Chesterton: The Innocence of Father Brown, a he can.

+ Sir Arthur Con'fm Doyle:s successful efforts on behalf'of George Edalji and Os‘ca‘ : ‘M. P. Shiel, indeed, did so in his trilogy, Prince Zaleski, whose
Slater deserye special mentior. cirious and elaborate beauty recaptures in every arabesque sen-

1 See also “The Story of Susanna.”



84 Dorothy L. Sayers

tence the very accent of Edgar Allan Poe. Prince Zaleski, “victim
of a too importunate, too unfortunate Love, which the fulgor of
the throne itself could not abash,” sits apart in his ruined tower
in “the semi-darkness of the very faint greenish lustre radiated
from an open censer-like lampas in the centre of the domed en-
causted roof,” surrounded by Flemish scpulchral brasses, runic
winged bulls, Tamil scriptures on
lacquered leaves of the talipot, medi®val reliquaries richly
gemmed, Brahmin gods, and Egyptian mummies, and lulled by
“the low, liquid tinkling of an invisible musical-box.” Like Sher-
lock Holmes, he indulges in a drug—"the narcotic cannabis
sativa: the base of the bhang of the Mohammedans.” A friend

tablets, miniature paintings,

brings to him the detective problems of the outside world, which-

he proceeds to solve from the data given and {except in the final
story) without stirring frem his couch. He adorns his solutions

with philosophical discourses on the social progress of mankind,

all delivered with the same melancholy grace and remote intel-
but the crimes

themselves are fantastic and incredible—a fault which these tales

lectual disdain. The reasoning is subtle and lucid,

have in common with those of G. K. Chesterton.
Another writer who uscs

on those lines, and I have secn a French edition in whick,

the expository
“Pause a moment and see if you can

painstaking sleuths always

minded reader can hardly demand more than this. The aim

the writer of this type of detective--story is to make the reader.
I knew it must be that all
along,” nor yet: “Dash it alll 1 couldn’t be expected to guess
that’; but: “Oh, of course! What a fool T was not to see it! Right
under my nose all the time!” Precious tribute! How often striven

say at the end, ncither: “Oh well,

for! How rarely earned!
On the whole, however, the tendency

the “Marie Rogét” formula is Baroness

Orczy. Her Old Man in the Corner series is constructed precisely’
when-

part of the story is done, the reader is exhorted to:
arrive at the cxplanation:
yoursclf, before you read the O1d Man'’s solution.” This pure puz-
sle is a formula which obviously has its limitations. Nearest to
this among modern writers comes Freeman Wills Crofts, whose
“play fair” and display their clues to
the reader as soon as they have picked them up. The intellectually’

is for the modern edu:
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cated Public to demand fair play from the writer, and for the
Sensational and Intellectual branches of the story to move further
‘4 apart.
Before going further with this important question, we must
4 look back once more to the middle of the last centur’y and see
what development took place to bridge the ga betwef;n Dupi
and Sherlock Holmes. 7 o o
Ifoe, like a restless child, played with his new toy for a little
'whlle,' and then, for some reason, wearied of it. He turned his
attention to other things, and his formula lay neglected for close
on forty years. Meanwhile a somewhat different type of detective-
story was developing independently in Europe. In 1848 the elder
D\'lmas, always ready to try his hand at any novel and ingenious
thing, suddenly inserted into the romantic body of the I;icomte
,fie Br‘agelonrvle a passage of pure scientific deduction. This passage
15 quite unlike anything else in the Musketeer cycle, and looks
ke the direct outcome of Dumas’ keen interest in act,uai crime.*
: But there is another literary influence which, though the fa.ct
is not generally recognised, must have been powerfully exerted
at this date upon writers of mystery fiction. Between 1820 and
1850 thf; novels of Fenimore COf)pCr began to enjoy their huge
popularity, and were not only widely read in America and Ing-
land, but translated into most European languages. In The Pzztic;-
der, The Deerslayer, The Last of the Moizi£a7zs, and the rest
“the series, Cooper revealed to the delighted youth of two hemi-
spheres the Red Indian’s pauent skill in tracking his quarry by
'Qtprincs, in interrogating a broken twig, a mossy trunk, a fallen
af. The imagination of childhood was fired; every boy wanted
be fln Unca's or a Chingachgook. Novelists, not content with
llowing and imitating Cooper on lis own ground, discovered a
shetter way, by transferring the romance of the woodland tracker
*the surroundings of their native country. In the ’sixties the
gneration who had read Fenimore Cooper in boyhood turned, as
p\l.elists and readers, to tracing the spoor of the criminal u[;on
leir own native licath. The enthusiasm for Cooper combined
agnificently with that absorbing interest in crime and detec-
ion which better methods of communication and an improved

¥ He published a great collection of famous crimes.
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police system had made possible. While, in France, Gaboriau and
Fortuné du Boisgobey concentrated upon the police novel pure

and simple, English writers, still pcrmeatcd by the terror and

mystery of the romantic movement, and influenced by the “Nc'rw-
gate novel” of Bulwer and Ainsworth, perfected a more varl'ed
and imaginative genre, in which the ingenuity of the detective
problem allied itself with the sombre terrors of the weird and
supernatural.

TaeE Pre-DovLE PERIOD

Of the host of writers who attempted this form of fiction in the
'sixties and seventies, three may be picked out for special men-
tion,

That voluminous writer, Mrs. Henry Wood, represents, on the
whole, the melodramatic and adventurous development of the
crime-story as distinct from the detective problem proper.
Through East Lynne, crude and sentimental as it is, she exercised

an enormous influence on the rank and file of sensational novel-

ists, and at her best, she is a most admirable spinner of plots.
Whether her problem concerns a missing will, a vanished heir, a
murder, or a family curse, the story spins along without flagging,
and, though she is a little too fond of calling in Providence-to
cut the knot of intrigue with the sword of coincidence, the mys-
tery is fully and properly unravelled, in a workmanlike manner
and without any loose ends. She makes frequent use of super-

natural thrills. Sometimes these are explained away: a “mur-
dered” person is scen haunting the local churchyard, and turns

out never to have been killed at all. Sometimes the supernatural
remains supernatural, as, for instance, the coffin-shaped appear-

ance in The Shadow of Ashlydyal. Her morality is perhaps a little. s

oppressive, but she is by no means without humour, and at times
can produce a shrewd piece of characterisation.

Melodramatic, but a writer of real literary attainment, and;:

gifted with a sombre power which has seldom been equalled'in
painting the ghastly and the macabre, is Sheridan I.e Fanu. Ll.kc
Poe, hie has the gift of investing the most mechanical of plots with
an atmosphere of almost unbearable horror. Take, for example
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that scene in Wylder's Hand where the aged Uncle Lorne appears
—phantom or madman? we are not certain which-—to confront
the villainous Lake in the tapestried room.

o

Mark Wylder is in evil plight,’ said he.

‘“‘Is he?’ said Lake with a sty scoff, though he seemed to me a good
deal scared. “We hear no complaints, however, and fancy he must be
tolerably comfortable notwithstanding.’

““You know where he 1s,’ said Uncle Lorne.

“‘Aye, in Italy; everyone knows that,” answered Lake.

*‘In Italy,” said the old man reflectively, as if trying to gather up
his ideas, ‘Italy. . . . He has had a great tour to make. It is nearly
accomplished now; when it is done, he will be like me, humano
major. He has scen the places which you are yet to sce.’

*“‘Nothing I should like better; particularly Italy,” said Lake.

“*Yes,' said Uncle Lorne, hifting up slowly a different finger at
each name in his catalogue. ‘First, Lucus Mortis; then T'erra Tene-
brosa; next, Tartarus; after that ‘T'erra Oblivionis; then Hercbus;
then Barathrum; then Gelienna, and then Stagnum Ignis.’

*‘Of course,” acquiesced Lake, with an ugly sneer. . . .

“‘Don’t be frightened—but he’s alive; I think they'll make him
mad. It is a frightful plight. Two angels buried him alive in Val-
lombrosa by night; I saw it, standing among the lotus and hem-
locks. A negro came to mie, a black clergyman with white cyes, and
remained beside me; and the angels imprisoned Mark; they put
him on duty forty days and forty nights, with his ear to the river
listening for voices; and when it was over we blessed them; and the
clergyman walked with me a long while, to-and-fro, to-and-fro upon
the earth, telling me the wonders of the abyss.’

“‘And is it from the abyss, sir, he writes his letters?” enquired
the Town Clerk, with a wink at Lake.

““Yes, yes, very diligent; it behoves him; and his hair is always
standing straight on his head for fear. But he'll be sent up again,
at last, a thousand, a hundred, ten and one, black marble steps, and
then it will be the other one’s turn. So it was prophesied by the
black magician."”

This chapter leads immediately to those in which Larkin, the

" crooked attorney, discovers, by means of a little sound detective
work of a purely practical sort, that Mark Wylder’s letters have
‘indeed been written “from the abyss.” Mark Wylder has, in fact,
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been murdered, and the letters are forgeries sent abroad to be
despatched by Lake’s confederate from various towns in Italy.
From this point we gradually learn to expect the ghastly moment
when he is “sent up again at last” from the grave, in the Black-
berry Dell at Gylingden.

“In the meantime the dogs continued their unaccountable yell-
ing close by.

“ “What the devil's that?” said Wealden.

“Something like a stunted, blackened branch was s'tic_king out
of the peat, ending in a set of shor, thickish twigs. This is what 1t
seemed. The dogs were barking at it. It was, really, a human hand

and arm. . . .

In this book the detection is done by private persons, and the
local police are only brought in at the end to secure the criminal.
“This is also the case in that extremely interesting book Check-
mate (1870), in which the plot actually turns upon the comple%e
alteration of the criminal’s appearance by a miracle of plastic
surgery. It sccms amazing that more use has not be.en made of this
device in post-war days, now that the reconstruction 9[ faces has
become comparatively common and, with the perfecung of asep-
tic surgery, infinitely easier than in Le Fanu's day. I can only c'all
to mind two recent examples of this kind: one, Mr. Hopkins
Moorhouse’s Gauntlet of Alceste; the other, a short story called
“The Losing of Jasper Vircl,” by Beckles Willson.* In both stories
the alterations include the tattooing of the criminal’s eyes from
blue to brown. -

For shcer grimness and power, there 1s little in the literature
of horror to compare with the trepanning scene in Le Fan-u's The
House by the Churchyard. Nobody who has ever read it cou?d
possibly forget that sick chamber, with the stricken man sunk in

his deathly stupor; the terrified wife; the local doctor, kindly and
absurd—and then the pealing of the bell, and the enury of the

Lrilliant, brutal Dillon “in dingy splendours and a great draggled
diffusing a

wig, with a gold-hcaded cane in his bony band . . .

reek of whisky-punch, and with a case of instruments under his.
arn1,” to perform the operation. The whole scene is magnificently,

* Strand Magazine, July 1gog.
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’ written, with the surgeon’s muttered technicalities heard through

1 the door, the footsteps—then the silence while the trepanning is
proceeding, and the wounded Sturk’s voice, which no one ever
thought to hear again, raised as if from the grave to denounce
his murderer. That chapter in itself would entitle Le Fanu to be
called a master of mystery and horror.

Most important of all during this period we have Wilkie Col-
lins. An extremely uneven writer, Collins is less appreciated to-
_. day than his merits and influence deserve.* He will not bear
4 comparison with Le Fanu in his treatment of the weird, though
4 he was earnestly ambitious to succeed in this line. His style was
4 too dry and inelastic, his mind too legal. Consider the famous
:§ dream in Armadale, divided into seventeen separate sections, each
4 elaborately and successively fulfilled in laborious detaill In the
curious semi-supernatural rhythmn of The Woman in White he
# came ncarer to genuine achievement, but, on the whole, his eerie-
& ness is wire-drawn and’ unconvincing. But he greatly excels Le
Fanu in humour, in the cunning of his rogues{ in character-
drawing, and especially in the architecture of his plots. Taking
 everything into consideration, The Moonstone is probably the
very finest detective story ever written. By comparison with its
wide scope, its dove-tailed completeness and the marvellous variety
and soundness of its characterisation, modern mystery fiction looks
thin and mechanical. Nothing human is perfect, but The Moon-
stone comes about as near perfection as anything of its kind can
be.
~In The Moonstone Collins used the convention of telling the
story in a serics of narratives from the pens of the various actors
.concerned. Modern realism—often too closely wedded to exter-
als—is prejudiced against this device. It is true that, for example,
etteredge’s narrative is not at all the kind of thing that a butler

*n the British Museuni catalogue only two critical studies of this celebrated
glish mystery-monger are lisied: one is by an American, the other by a German,
t Collins made peculiarly his own the art of plot and counter-plot. Thus we
ave the magnificent duels of Marion Halcombe and Count Fosco in The Woman
1 White; Captain Wragge and Mrs. Lecount in No Name; the Pedgifts and
iss Gwilt in Armadale. Move answers to move as though on a chessboard (but
ery much more briskly), until the villain is manauvred into the corner where a
unningly contrived legal checkmate has been quietly awaiting him from the be-
figinning of the game.
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would be likely to write; nevertheless, it has an ideal truth—it %s
the kind of thing that Betteredge might think and feel, even if
he could not write it. And, granted this convention of the VarlOL'lS
narratives, how admirably the characters are drawn! The pathetic
figure of Rosanna Spearman, with her deformity and her w?rped
devotion, is beautifully handled, with a freedom {rom sentimen-
tality which is very remarkable. In Rachel Verinder, Qollins h.as
achieved one of the novelist’s hardest tasks; he has depicted a girl
who is virtuous, a gentlewoman, and really interesting, and that
without the slightest exaggeration or deviation’frf)m naturalness
and probability. From his preface to the book it is clear that he
took especial pains with this character, anc? his success was so
great as almost to defeat itself. Rachel is so little spectacular that

we fail to realise what a singularly fine and truthful piece of work

she 1is. .
The detective part of the story is well worth attention. The fig-

urc of Sergeant Cuff is drawn with a restraint and sobriety which

makes him seem a little colourless beside Holmes and Thorndyke

and Carrados, but he is a very living figure. One can believe that
he miade a success of his rose-growing when he retired; he genu-

inely loved roses, whereas one can never fee.l that the great Sher-
lock possessed quite the right feeling for his b'ees. Being an offi-
cial detective, Sergeant Cuff is bound by the .ethuette of his call-
ing. He is never really given a free hand with RacheL and the
conclusion he comes to is a wrong one. But he puts in a good
piece of detective work in the matter of Rosanna and the stained
nightgown; and the scenes in which 11.15 shrewdness a.nd knox.vc;-
edge of human nature are contrasted \fvnh the blun.dermg stupid-
ity of Superintendent Seagrave read like an essay in the manner
o II:(i)SC, of course, a fact that the Dupin stories had been publishefi
fiftecn years or so when The Moonstone appeared. But there is
1o need to seek in them for the original of Sergeant Cuff. He had

his prototype in real life, and the whole nightgown incident was<4

modelled, with some madifications, upon a famous czfse .Of the
early 'sixties—the murder of little Williamm .Kcnt by hfs s1x%e(-m:
year-old sister, Constance. Those who are interested 1,1'1 orl.gms
will find an excellent account of the “Road murder,” as 1t
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called, in Miss Tennyson Jesse’s Murder and its Motives, or in
Atkey's Famous T'rials of the Nineteenth Century, and may com-
pare the methods of Sergeant Cuff with those of the real Detec-
tive Whicher.

Wilkie Collins himself claimed that nearly all his plots were
founded on fact; indeed, this was his invariable answer when the
charge of improbability was preferred against him.

“‘I wish,” he cries angrily to a friend, 'before people make such
assertions, they would think what they are writing or talking about.
1 know of very few instances in which fiction excceds the proba-
bility of reality. I'l] tell you where I got many of iy plots from. 1
was in Paris, wandering about the strects with Charles Dickens,
amusing oursclves by looking into the shops. We came to an old
book stall—half-shop and half-store—and T found some dilapidated
volumes and records of French crime—a sort of French Newgate
Calendar. I said to Dickens "Here is a prize!” So it turned out to
be. In them 1 found some of my best plots.” " *

Not that Collins was altogether disingenuous in his claim never

> to have o'erstepped the modesty of nature. While each one of his
- astonishing contrivances and coincidences might, taken separately,
. find its parallel in real life, it remains true that in cramming a
whole series of such improbabilities into the course of a single
story he does frequently end by staggering all belief. But even so,
‘he was a master craftsman, whom many modern mystery-mongers
might imitate to their profit. ITe never wastes an incident; he
never leaves a loose end; no incident, however trivial on the one
‘hand or sensational on the other, is ever introduced for the mere
sake of amusement or sensation. Take, for example, the great
Usensation-scene’”’ in No Name, where for half an hour Magdalen

its, with the bottle of laudanum in her hand, counting the pass-
ng ships. “If, in that time, an ecven number passed her—the sign
iven should be a sign to live. If the uneven number prevailed,
he end should be—death.” Here, you would say, is pure sensa-
ionalism; it is a situation invented deliberately to wring tears
nd anguish from: the heart of the reader. But you would be

wrong. That bottle of laudanum is brought in because it will

Wybert Reeve: “Recollections of Wilkie Collins,” Chambers’ Journal, Vol IX,,
. 458.
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be wanted again, later on. In the next section of the story it is
found in Magdalen’s dressing-case, and this discovery, by lead-
ing her husband to suppose that she means to murder him, finally
induces him to cut her out of his will, and so becomes one of
the most important factors in the plot.

In 7The Moonstone, which of all his books comes nearest to
being a detective-story in the modern sense, Collins uses with
great effect the formula of the most unlikely person * and the
unexpected means in conjunction. Opium is the means in this
case—a drug with whose effects we are tolerably familiar to-day,
but which in Collins’s timme was still something of an unknown
quantity, de Quincey notwithstanding. In the opium of The
Moonstone and the plastic surgery of Checkmate we have the dis-
tinguished forebears of a long succession of medical and scientific
mysteries which stretches down to the present day.

During the ‘seventics and early ’eighties the long novel of mar-
vel and mystery held the field, slowly unrolling its labyrinthine
complexity through its three ample volumes crammed with in-
cident and leisurely drawn characters.t

SHERLOCK HorLMmEes AND H1s INFLUENCE

In 1887 A4 Study in Scariet was flung like a bombshell into the
field of detective fiction, to be followed within a few short and
brilliant years by the marvellous series of Sherlock Holmes short
stories. The eflect was electric. Conan Doyle took up the Poe
formula and galvanised it into life and popularity. He cut out
the elaborate psychological introductions, or restated them in

¢ Franklin Blake—the actual, though unconscious thief. By an ingenious turn,
this discovery does not end the story. The diamond is still missing, and a further
chase leads to the really guilty party (Godfrey Ablewhite). The character of
this gentleman is enough to betray his villainy to the modern reader. though it
may have seemed less repulsive to the readers in the 'sixties. His motive, however,
is made less obvious, although it quite honourably and fairly hinted at for the
observant reader to guess.

+ We must not leave this period without mentioning the stories of Anna Katharine
Green, of which the long series begins with The Leavenworth Case in 1883, and
extends right down to the present day. They are genuine detective-stories, often of
considerable ingenuity, but marred by an uncritical sentimentality of style and

treatment which makes them difficult reading for the modern student. They are, --

however, important by their volume and by their influence on other American
writers.
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crisp dialogue. He brought into prominence what Poe had only
lightly touched upon—the deduction of staggering conclusions
from trifling indications in the Dumas-Cooper-Gaboriau manner.
He was sparkling, surprising, and short. It was the triumph of
the epigram.

A comparison of the Sherlock Holmes tales with the Dupin
tales shows clearly how much Doyle owed to Poe, and, at the same
time, how greatly he modified Poe’s style and formula. Read,
for instance, the opening pages of “The Murders in the Rue
Morgue,” which introduce Dupin, and compare them with the
first chapter of 4 Study in Scarlet. Or merely set side by side the
two passages which follow and contrast the relations between
Dupin and his chronicler on the one hand, 2nd between Holmes
and Watson on the other:

“I was astonished, too, at the vast extent of his reading; and,
above all, I felt my soul enkindled within me by the wild fervour,
and the vivid freshness of his imagination. Sceking in Paris the ob-
jects I then sought, I felt that the society of such a man would be to
me a treasurc beyond price; and this feeling I frankly confided to
him. It was at length arranged that we should live together . . .
and as my worldly circumstances were somewhat less embarrassed
than his own, I was permitted to be at the expense of renting, and
furnishing in a style which suited the rather fantastic gloom of our
common temper, a time-caten and grotesque mansion . . . in a re-
tired and desolate portion of the Faubourg Saint Germain . . .
It was a freak of fancy in my friend (for what else shall I call it?)
to be enamoured of the Night for her own sake; and into this
bizarrerie, as into all his others, I quietly fell, giving myself up to
his wild whims with a perfect abandon.” *

“An anomaly which often struck me in the character of my friend
Sherlock Halmes was that, though in his methods of thought he
was the neatest and most methodical of mankind, and although
also Ire affected a certain quiet primness of dress, he was none the
less in his personal habits one of the most untidy men that ever
. drove a fellow-lodger to distraction. Not that I am in the least con-
ventional i that respect myself. The rough-and-tumble work in
Alghanistan, coming on the top of a natural Bohemianism of dis-

* “The Murders in the Rue Morgue.”
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position, has made me rather more lax than hefits a medical man.
But with me there is a limit, and when I find a man who keeps his
cigars in the coal-scuttle, his tobacco in the toe-end of a Persian
slipper, and his unanswered correspondence transfixed by a jack-
knife into the very centre of his wooden mantelpiece, then I begin
to give myself virtuous airs. I have always held, too, that pistol-
practice should distinctly be an open-air pastime; and when
Holmes in one of his queer humours would sit in an arm-chair,
with his hair-trigger and a hundred Boxer cartridges, and proceed
to adorn the opposite wall with a patriotic V.R. done in bullet-
pocks, 1 felt strongly that neither the atmosphere nor the ap-
pearance of our room was improved by it.” *

See how the sturdy independence of Watson adds salt and sa-
vour to the eccentricities of Holmes, and how flavourless beside it
is the hero-worshipping self-abnegation of Dupin’s friend. See,
too, how the concrete details of daily life in Baker Street lift the
story out of the fantastic and give it a solid reality. The Baker
Street ménage has just that touch of humorous commonplace

which appeals to British readers.

Another pair of paratlel passages will be found in “The Pur-
loined Ietter” and “T'he Naval Treaty.” They show the two de-
tectives in dramatic mood, surprising their friends by their solu-
tion of the mystery. In “The Adventure of the Priory School,”
also, a similar situation occurs, though Holmes is herc shown in

a grimmer vein, rebuking wickedness in high places.

Compare, also, the conversational styles of Holmes and Dupin,
and the reasons for Holmes's popularity become clearer than ever.
Holmes has enriched English literature with more than one mem-

orable aphorism and turn of specech.

“‘You know my methods, Watson.'
“ ‘A long shot, Watson-—a very long shot.’
‘—a little monograph on the hundred-and-fourteen varieties of
tobacco-ash.’
“*“These are decp waters, Watson.’
“‘Excellent!” cried Mr. Acton—'But very superficial,’ said
Holmes. '
“‘Excellent!” I cried—‘Elementary,’ said he.

w“

* “The Musgrave Ritual.”
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“‘It is of the highest importance in the art of detection to be
able to recognise out of a number of facts whicli are inucidental
and which vital,’

“ "You mentioned your name as if I should recognise it, but be-
yond the obvious fact that you arc a bachelor, a solicitor, a Free-
mason and an asthmatic, I know nothing whatever about you.’

“ "Every problem becomes very childish when once it is explained
toyou."”

Nor must we forget that delightful form of riposto which
Father Ronald Knox has wittily christened the “Sherlockismus':

“ I would call your attention to the curious incident of the dog
in the night-time.’

" “The dog did nothing in the night-time.’

“ “T'hat was the curious incident.'”

So, with Sherlock Holmes, the ball—the original nucleus de-
posited by Edgar Allan Poe nearly forty years earlicr—uwas at last

: set rolling. As it went, it swelled into a vast mass—it sct off others
L —it became a spate—a torrent—an avalanche of mystery fiction.
It is impossible to keep track of all the detective-stories produced

to-day. Book upon book, magazine upon magazine pour out from
the Press, crammed with murders, thefts, arsons, frauds, conspira-
cies, problems, puzzles, mysteries, thrills, maniacs, crooks, poison-
ers, forgers, garrotters, police, spies, secret-service men, detectives,

until it seems that half the world must be engaged in setting rid-

dles for the other half to solve.

THE SCIENTIFIC DETECTIVE

The boom began in the 'nineties, when the detective short
story, till then rather neglected, strode suddenly to the front and

made the pace rapidly under the wgis of Sherlock Holmes. Of

particular interest is the long scries which appeared under vari-

ous titles from the pens of L. T. Meade and her collaborators.

hese struck out a line—not new, indeed, for, as we have scen,
it is as old as Collins and Le Fanu, but important because it was

paving the way for great developments in a scientific age—the

edical mystery story. Mrs. Meade opened up this fruitful vein
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. . he Diary of a Doctor in 1893,* and pursued sensational they are in their method. Take, for instance, “An Act
with Stories from Lie L1 Ty ithout a break to The Sorceress 1 of God” from Uncle Abner (1g11). In this tale, Uncle Abner
it in various magazines almost w1t1 anee from mere records of 4 wuses the phonetic mis-spelling in a letter supposed to be written
of the Strand -1 1goz. The§€' ta es.; i; which the solution has by a deaf mute to prove that the letter was not, in fact, written
ueer cases to gem.lme dctccu?e-st(gl e this long collaboration, 3 by him. If the text of the letter were placed before the reader,
a scientific or mcd1c'al foundatx(t))r.l. _ u;s }gl notism, catalepsy (so- 1 and he were given a chance to make his deduction for himself, the
the authors dcal wuh. suck} su J(?Cts . ﬁyc[;ion-\ﬂi,m“% somnam- § tale would be a truc detective-story of the Intellectual type; but
called—then a favourite dlslcaseszﬂolfoﬁrays and hydrocyanic acid & the writer keeps this clue to himself, and springs the detective’s
bUlism’dlunacy"eguggirﬂ?gr trzxeeclllical and scientific discoveries and ] conclusions upon us like a bolt from the blue.

as, and a varl
;gnvemions.

More definitely in the Holmes tradition 1s t_hc sougd”arll)d i}:
cellent work of Arthur Morrison in the “Martn H.ewm ools(;
Various authors such as John Oxenham and Manv.llle Fenn a.al-
tried their hands at the detcctivc—stor)f, before turning to specxnd
ise in other work. We get also many l{vel?/ tales of adfvem:;rifna ,
roguery, with a strong thread qf detective interest, as, for examplt,
the “African Millionaire” series by Grant Al}en. . el

Now in the great roar and rush of enthusiasm which gre ‘
Sherlock Holmes, thie detective-story became s'werc)lt. awa.yn Or;hé
single current of development. We observed, mh 1s;ui51ll§aual
Poc tales, that there were threc types“of stf)ry~t e ”n e Ve
(“Marie Rogét”), the Sensational (111@ Gold S;l{g 1), ::' L
Mixed (“Murders in the Rue Morgue™). SherloF olm :t—'doe;
as a rule, are of the mixed type. Holmes—;l _regwt [,(,) sayul o
not always play fair with the reader. He Plc.lfs u;()i, d(l)l:[ign e
upon,” a ‘‘minute object,” and 'dr'aws a brlllmnt' f:‘ ’ ,amid o
it, but the reader, however brilliant, cannot h‘llms'eu b'eC[P’ <
that deduction because hie 1s not t(I)}dlwhat }Egeczmdren(:oistrated

i s fault, of course—liolmes, 1 ) T .8
{;itlli l?i\iiti)?? Zt least’onc occasion about his unscientific methods'

THE MOoDERN "“FAIR-PLAY’ METHOD

For many years, the newness of the genre and the immense
§ prestige of Holmes blinded readers’ eyes to these feats of leger-
-~ demain. Gradually, however, as the bedazzlement wore off, the
public became more and more exacting. The uncritical are still
~catered for by the “thriller,” in which nothing is explained, but
connoisseurs have come, more and more, to call for a story which

puts them on an equal footing with the detective himseclf, as re-
gards all clues and discoveries.*

Seeing that the demand for equal opportunities is coupled to-
day with an insistence on strict technical accuracy in the smallest
details of the story, it is obvious that the job of writing detective-
sstories is by no means growing easier. The reader must be given
very clue—but he must not be told, surely, all the detective’s
eductions, lest he should see the solution too far ahead. Worse
till, supposing, even without the detective’s help, he interprets
Il the clues accurately on his own account, what becomes of the
urprise? How can we at the same time show the reader every-
Ething and yet legitimately obfuscate him as to its meaning?
~'Various devices are used to get over the difficulty. Frequently
he detective, while apparently displaying his clues openly, will
ceep up his sleeve some bit of special knowledge which the reader
es not possess. Thus, Thorndyke can cheerfully show you all his

of narration. o el
i is s method is Melvt
An outstanding master of this “surprise

. . - ideas
Davisson Post. His tales are so admirably written, and his 1f1t1
in ' i i 1 tric
so ingenious, that we fail at first reading to realise how s :
[»]

TR

i ith “Cli Halifax.” ‘ o
* laboration with “Clifford ) ' Lasis
1}2 E?)lllaboralion with Robert Eustace. In these stories the scientific

S t b
ided by Robert Eustace, and the actual writing done, for the most par’ 1

provi

1. T. Meade.

Yet even to-day the naughty tradition persists. In The Crime at Diana’s Pool,
or- instance (1927), V. L. Whitechurch sins notably, twice over, in this respect,
the course of an otherwisz excellent tale. But such crimes bring their own
nishment, for the modern reader is quick to detect and resent unfajrness, and a
ern, though kindly letter of rebuke is presently despatched to the erring author!
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finds. You will be none the wiser, unless you happe(;l .tohha\;;:crt
intimate acquaintance with the fa'una of local Porll s; t e;ties <
of belladonna on rabbits; the physical and che.mlca1 Pr;pe es ©°
blood; optics; tropical diseases; metallurgy; lne:*rog ?p 1cst, e
few other trifles. Another method of misleading 1sbto emake
reader what the detective has observed and deduced.-— ut’to e
the observations and deductions turn out to b.e mco;r:cti,n e
leading up to a carefully manufactured surprise-packe

last clhiapter.® o . ‘ -
Somepwriters, like Mrs. Agatha Christie, still cling to the Wat

son formula. The story Is told through the mouthl,\/lc?lr at 1eﬁsi:
Others, like A. A. Milne 1n
through the eyes, of a Watson.t , . .
Red Iiouse Mystery, adopt a mixed method. Mr. Milne l)eg.mls by
telling his tale from the position of a detac.hed s.pectjcltor}; ate}i
on woe find that he has shifted round, and is telling 1t throug

the personality of Bill Beverley (a simple-minded but not unin-

et U s C \Y% lly
[CHI rent VVat ;n“\ 1t aIlOtllCI IIl()IllCl’l[ we fll’ld Ol.lrSCl €S actua
. ‘ /

tive himself.

IMPORTANCE OF THE VIEWPOINT

The skill of a modern detective novelist is largely shown by

. . . w
the play he makes with these various viewpoints.] Let us ‘s;e ho'11
i i
it is done in an acknowledged masterpiece of the g‘enre. ,e Ziast
examine for the purpose a page of Mr. A. C. Beer\t/ley s Trfzrzt;Oin
i tson view ;
i i what we may call the Wa .
Case. Viewpoint No. 115 Wi PO
the detective’s external actions only are seen by the reader

i ive
point No. 2 is the middle viewpoint; we see what the detect

« C. E. Bentley: Trent's Last Case; Lord Gorell:

] . - setie’s
ThffAWafe Cl()lfie(;n?lc‘handling of the Watson theme 18 found in Agatha Christie?
n exce

i i Some critics, as, for instance

d. which is a tour de force. v ) ! e,

N I\z,:’gfrhiqciﬁr?i;imroduction to The Great Detective S‘tonef gs;nlt:;:is;

k ¥ : inio

Mr. )‘V(.o:llg.ider 518 solution illegitimate. 1 fancy, h.owevo:r, Lll;atb;t::]sbggﬂc(l nerel

S Tesents having been ingenious led. All ¢
resentment at g .

rCPTCSCdeﬂt:tlrl:ﬁgliven The reader ought to be able to g.ucssfthc clilmmal, if ‘he

{WCCSSRYY nsu h, and nobody can ask for more than this. 1t‘ is, after sa c,ct e

» Shar}; S hii;s ;vits about him, and, like the per[ec't detective, to SU p o
e ;O ceir)nos; fascinating and illuminating discussion of this question

or a mos sion ¢
iniﬁction see Mr. Percy Luhbock: The Craft of Fiction

In the Night; George Pleydcl}:
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sees, but are not told what le observes. Viewpoint No. g is that
of close intimacy with the detective; we see all he sees, and are
at once told his conclusions.

We begin from Viewpoint No. 2.

*I'wo bedroom doors faced him on the other side of the passage.
He opened that which was immediately opposite, and entered a
bedroom by no means austerely tidy. Some sticks and fishing-rods
stood confusedly in one corner, a pile of books in another. The
housemaid's hand had failed to give a look of order to the jumble
of heterogeneous objects left on the dressing-table and on the
mantel-shelf—pipes, penknives, pencils, keys, golf-balls, old letters,
photographs, small boxes, tins, and ‘bottles. Two fine etchings and
some water-colour sketches hung on the walls; leaning against the
end of the wardrobe, unhung, were a few framed engravings.”

4 First Shift: Viewpoint No. 1.

“A row of slioes and boots were ranged beneath the window.
Trent crossed the room and studied them intently; then he meas-
ured some of them with his tape, whistling very softly. This done,

he sat on the side of the bed, and his eyes roamed gloomily about
the room.”

Here we observe Trent walking, studying, measuring, whistling,

looking gloomy; but we do not know what was peculiar about
the boots, nor what the measurements were. From our knowledge
of Trent's character we may suppose that his conclusions are un-

avourable to the amiable suspect, Marlowe, but we are not our-
elves allowed to handle the material evidence.

econd Shift: Back to Viewpoint No. 2.

“The photographs on the mantel-shelf attracted him presently,
He rose and examined one representing Marlowe and Manderson
n horseback. Two others were views of famous peaks in the Alps.
There was a faded print of three youths—one of them unmistakably
his acquaintance of the haggard blue eyes [i.e. Marlowe]—clothed
n tatterdemalion soldier’s gear of the sixteenth century. Another
was a portrait of a majestic old lady, slightly resembling Marlowe.
Trent, mechanically taking a cigarette from an open box on the
mantel-shelf, lit it and stared at the photographs.”
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Here, as at the opening of the paragraph, we are promoted to
We see all the evidence, and have
Trent of singling out the significant
trait—and deducting from it that
and, by infer-

a more privileged position.
an equal opportunity with
detail—the fancy-costume por
Marlowe was an active member of the O.UD.S,

ence, capable of acting a pait at a pinch.

Third Shift: Viewpoint No. 3.

“Next he turned his attention to a flat leathern case that lay by
the cigarette-box. 1t opened easily. A sm%lll and light revolver, of
beautiful workmanship, was disclosed, with a score or so of loose

On the stock were engraved the initials *J. M. ..

its case between them, Trent and the In-

some moments. Trent was
he observed. ‘It is

ked. Let us sec how

cartridges.

“With the pistol in
spector looked into each other’s eyes for :
the first to speak. “This mystery 18 all wrong,
insanity. The symptoms of marnia are very mar

we stand.” "’

Throughout the rest of this scene we are taken }Ilto Tre'n;s
confidence. The revolver is described, we learn what I'rent thinks
about it from his own lips. . .

Thus, in a single page, the viewpoint i completely shlf_ted three
times, but so delicately that, unless we are looking for it, we do
not notice the change.

In a later chapter, we g
that of complete mental identificat

et the final shift to a fourth viewpoint—
ion with the detective:

“Mrs. Manderson had talked herself into a more emotional mood
than she had yet shown to Trent. Her words flowed freely, arlrl her
voice had begun to ring and give play to a natural expressiv encs(s1
that must hitherto have been dulled, he thought, by the shock an

self-restraint of the past few days.”

Here the words “had yet shown to Trent” clirrch the_ id¢ntrﬁca-
tion of viewpoint. Throughout the boolf, we always, 1n ra(lzt, ‘see
Mrs. Manderson through Trent’s emotions, and the ‘who e sec
ond half of the story, when Trent has a'bandoned his own en(i
quiries and is receiving the true explanation from Marlowe an

Cupples, is told from Viewpoint No. 4.
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The modern evolution in the direction of “fair play” * is to a
great extent a revolution. It is a recoil from the Holmes influence
1 and a turning back to The Moonstone and its contemporaries.
# There is no mystification about The Moonstone—no mystifica-

tion of the rcader, that is. With such scrupulous care has Collins
laid the clues that the “ideal reasoner” might guess the entire out-
line of the story at the end of the first ten chapters of Betteredge’s
first narrative.t

ARTISTIC STATUS OF THE DETECTIVE-STORY

As the detective ceases to be impenetrable and infallible and
becomes a man touchied with the feeling of our infirmities, so the
rigid technique of the art necessarily expands a little. In its sever-
est form, the mystery-story is a pure analytical exercise, and, as
such, may be a highly finished work of art, within its highly arti-
ficial limits. There is one respect, at least, in which the detective-
story tizs an advantage over every other kind of novel. It possesses
‘an Aristotelian perfection of beginning, middle, and end. A def-
nite and single problem is set, worked out, and solved; its con-
clusion is not arbitrarily conditioned by marriage or death.f It

* It is needless to add that the detectives must be given fair play, too. Once they
ate embarked upon an investigation, no episode must cver be described which
does not come within their cognisance. It is artistically shocking that the reader
- should be taken into the author’s confidence behind the investigator’s back. Thus,
© the rcader’s interest in The Deductions of Colonel Gore (Lynn Brock) is sensibly
diminished by the fact of his knowing (as Gore does not) that it was Cecil Arndale
who witnessed the scene between Mrs. Melhuish and Barrington near the beginning
of the book. Those tales in which the action is frequently punctuated by eaves-
dropping of this kind on the reader’s part belong to the merely Sensational class
- of detective-story, and rapidly decline into melodrama.

t Poc performed a similar feat in the case of Barnaby Rudge, of which he
correctly prognosticated the whole development alter reading the first serial part.
Unhappily, he was not alive to perform the same office for Edwin Drood! Dickens
came more and more 1o hanker after plot and mystery. Iis carly efforts in this
style are crude, and the mystery as a rule pretty transparent. In Edwin Drood he
hoped that the “story would turn upon an interest suspended until the end,” and
the hope was only too thoroughly fulfilled. Undoubltedly lis close {riendship with
Collins helped to influence him in the direction of mystery fiction; in the previous
year (1867) he had pronounced The Meonstone: “Muclt better than anything he
[Collins] has done.”

1 This should appeal 1o Mr. E. M. Forster, who is troubled by the irrational
structure of the novel from this point of view. Unlhappily, he has openly avowed
himself “too priggish” to enjoy detective-stories. 'This is bad luck, indeed.
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. . . he
has the rounded (though limited) perfection of a trlol.et.hTin
y i i as
farther it escapes from pure analysis, the more difficulty 1t
achieving artistic unity. . . .
It doesig not, and by hypothesis never can, attain the loftiest lev:l
! . - c
of literary achievement. Though it deals with the mosthde;pﬁerz;llt
i hes the heights
jea nd revenge, 1t rarely touc :
effects of rage, jealousy, a ches e e
5 ssion. It presents us only .
and depths of human pa ts L e
) death and mutilation with a diSp
accompli, and looks upon : : ith & QP ors
s the inner workings ot t
ate eye. It does not show u . e m s
mindy———it must not; for the identity of the murderer 1s hlddenb.ect
til the end of the book.* The victim is shown rather as a su 1J \
en
for the dissecting-table than asa husband and father. A too v1oto
emotion flung into the glittering mechanism ofbthle deteglglk\‘/e-sxxlol;};
1 ing its delicate balance. e
j ement by disturbing 1ts
I st o i keep the story run-
i hose who contrive to P
successful writers are t  the story TH
1 tional level, an
i i to end upon the same emo
D o e o 1 irecti little feeling than too
it i .1 the direction of too httle reeling
it is better to err 1n t | t00 o0
much. Here, the writer whose detective 1s a member‘ ofdth.e oOr
cial‘force has an advantage: from him a detached attitude 18°C

1 1 i urgeon, -
rect; he can suitably retain the 1mpersonal attltude of thes g
y

The sprightly amateur must not be sprightl'y flll the time, lest at
some‘ oint we should be reminded that this is, after a'll, a quef-
tion oIE) somebody’s being foully murdered, and that flippancy 1

K b
indecent. To make the transition from the detached to t'he el
maﬂ ‘point of view is one of the writer’s hardest tasks. It 1s espe-

cially hard when the murderer has been made human and sympad
thetiyc A real person has then to be brought to the gallows, an

this must not be done too lightheartcdly.'Mr. G. K. Chesterton’

deals with this problem by merely refusing to face it. His Father

. - - of
Brown (who looks at sin and crime from the religious point o

al ive- told from the point of vier

ique example of the detective-story e

e almos(; ':l:slt?aad of thg hunter is Ashes to Ashes by Isabel Ostrandir. :oln“
O e e clues left by the murderer, who is then compelled to look on
; , by the detectives, despite 2311 his
llent piece of work which, in the:

3 P master-
hand of a writer of a little more distinction, mlght have be a erf 1
a L] en ow u €

shows the clues being
while they are picked up, one after the othe;rc,e
desperate efforts to cover them. It is a very e

Chipperfield
te under the name of Robert Orr i

i bel Ostrander, who also wro : perfield
pledce.tisar seudonyms' was a particularly competent .spmncr of yarns. Hefr ’;erhiné
forwa (;C opl)ice-dctcctive McCarty, is always confounding the conclusxon§ o1 v
fOrw‘é‘lsrcie}r)niﬁc" private detettive, who believes in modern psycho-analytical de
~—a

apparatus.
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view) retires from the problem before the arrest is reached. He
is satished with a confession. The sordid details take plare “off.”
Other authors permit sympathetic villains to commit suicide.
Thus, Mr. Milne’s Gillingham, whose attitude starts by being flip-
pant and ends by being rather sentimental, warns Cayiey of his ap-
proaching arrest, and Cayley shoots himself, leaving a written con-
fession. Monsters of villainy can, of course, be brought to a bad
end without compunction; but modern taste rejects monsters,
therefore the modern detective-story is compelled to achieve a
higher level of writing, and a more competent delineation of
character. As the villain is allowed more good streaks in his com-
position, so the detective must achieve a tenderer human feeling
beneath his frivolity or machine-like efliciency.

LLovE INTEREST

One fettering convention, from which detective fiction is only
very slowly freeing itself, is that of the “love interest.” Publishers
and editors still labour under the delusion that all stories must
have a nice young man and woman who have to be united in the
last chapter. As a result, some of the finest detective-stories are
marred by a conventional love-story, irrelevant to the action and
perfunctorily worked in. The most harmless form of this disease
is that taken, for example, in the works of Mr. Austin Freeman.
His secondary characters fall in love with distressing regularity,
and perform a number of conventional antics suitable to persons
in their condition, but they do not interfere with the course of
the story. You can skip the love-passages if you like, and nothing

is lost. Far more blameworthy are the heroes who insist on fooling
about after young women when they ought to be putting their
minds on the job of detection. Just at the critical moment when
“the trap is set to catch the villain, the sleuth learns that his best
girl has been spirited away. Heedlessly he drops everything, and
‘rushes off to Chinatown or to the lonely house on the marshes
or wherever it is, without even lcaving a note to say where he is
going. Here he is promptly sandbagged or entrapped or other-
wise made a fool of, and the whole story is impeded and its logi-
cal development ruined.
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The instances in which the love-story is an integral part of t}.le
plot are extremely rare. One very beautiful example occurs in
The Moonstone. Here the entire plot hangs on the love of two
women for Franklin Blake. Both Rachel Verinder and Rosanna
Spearman know that he took the .diamqnd, and. the whole.r‘n}is-
tery arises from their efforts to shield him. Their conduct 1s, 1n
both cases, completely natural and right‘, ar.1d the characters are
so finely conceived as to be entirely convincing. E. C. Bentley, 1n
Trent’s Last Case, lias dealt finely with the still harder prob¥em
of the detective in love. Trent’s fove for Mrs. Manderlson is a
legitimate part of the plot; while it does not prevent hlm‘frOI‘.ﬂ
drawing the proper conclusion from tl.]e ev1den(.:e before him, it
does prevent hira from acting upon his C9nclu51ons, and so pre-
pares the way for the real explanation. ?ncldent%lly, the love-story
is handled artistically and with persuasive emotion. - =

in The House of the Arrow and, still more strikingly, 1n INo
Other Tiger, A. E. W. Mason has written stories of strong detec-
tive interest which at the same time have the convincing psychq-
logical structure of the novel of character. TI'IC char.act'ers are pre-
sented as a novelist presents them—romantically, 1t '1s.true, l‘{ut
without that stark insistencc on classifying and e?(plammg Wll-lCh
turns the persons of the ordinary detective-story 1nto a collectloﬁ
of muscum exhibits. '

Apart from such unusual instances as tlllfrse, ’Ehe less lqve 151 a
detective-story, the better. “I’amour au ‘theatre, says Racine, .ne
peut pas étre en seconde place,” and this 11?1(15 good of detecuve
fiction. A casual and perfunctory love-story 1s Worse thfﬂm no love-
story at all, and, since the mystery must, by hypothesis, take the
first place, the love is better left out.

Lynn Brock’s The Deductions of Colonel Gore affords a curious

illustration of this truth. Gore sets out, animated Dy an unselfish

de\/()t ) p h] 3 ctt ] f
on {0 a wolinan fo recover some CcoIn rontising l tters IoOr

In so > i « o an 1ntri-.
ller, and, d()lllg, 1)( comes 111\/()1»((1 n unit l\/Cllll’lD

cate murder plot. As the story goes on, the references to the be-
perfunctory; not only’

loved woman become chillier and more only
does the author secin to have lost interest, but so does Colone

Gore. At length the author notices this, and explains 1t 1n a para-,

graph:
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“There were moments when Gore accused himself—or, rather,
felt that he ought to accuse himself-—of an undue coldbloodedness
in these speculations of his. The business was a horrible business.
Onie ought to have been decently shocked by it. One ought to have

been horrified by the thought that three old friends were involved
in such a business.

“But the truth was—and his apologies to himself for that truth
became feebler and feebler—that the thing had now so caught
hold of him that he had come to regard the actors in it as merely

pieces of a puzzle baffling and engrossing to the verge of mono-
mania.”

There is the whole difficulty about allowing real human beings
into a detective-story. At some point or other, either their emo-
tions make hay of the detective interest, or the detective interest
gets hold of them and makes their emotions look like pasteboard.
It is, of course, a fact that we all adopt a detached attitude towards
“‘a good murder” in the newspaper. Like Betteredge in The Moon-
stone, we get “'detective fever,”” and forget the victim in the fun

- of tracking the criminal. T'or this reason, it is better not to pitch

the emotional key too high at the start; the inevitable drop is
thus madc less jarring.

FuTurrE DEVELOPMENTS: FASHIONS AND FORMULAE

Just at present, therefore, the fashion in detective fiction is to
have characters credible and lively; not conventional, but, on the
other hand, not too profoundly studied—pcople who live more
or less on the Punch level of emotion. A little more psychological
complexity is allowed than formerly; the villain may not be a vil-
lain from every point of view; tlie heroine, if there is one, is not
necessarily pure; the falsely accused innocent need not be a sym-
'~ pathetic character.* The automata—the embodied vices and vir-
tues—the weeping fair-haired girl—the stupid but manly young
“man with the biceps—even tlic colossally evil scientist with the
hypnotic cyes—are all disappearing from the intellectual branch
of the art, to be replaced by figures having more in common with

*eg. in J. J. Connington's The Tragedy at Ravensthorpe, where the agoraphobic
Maurice is by no means an agrecable person to have about the house.
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An interesting symptom of this tendency is the arri.val of_~a
number of books and stories which recast, under the guise of fic-
tion, actual murder cases drawn from real life. Thus, Mrs. Belloc
Lowndes and Mrs. Victor Rickard have both dealt with the Bravo
Poisoning Mystery. Anthony Berkeley has retold the Maybrick
case; Mr. E. H. W. Meyerstein has published a play based on tbc
Seddon poisoning case, and Mr. Aldous Huxley, in “The Gio-
conda Smile,” has reinterpreted in his own manner another fam-
ous case of rccent years.® ‘

We are now in a position to ask ourselves the favourl.te ques-
tion of modern times: What next? Where is the detectlve-sto'ry
going? Has it a future? Or will the present boom see the end of it?

Tue Most UNLIKELY PERSON

In early mystery fiction, the problein tends to be, who c}id the
crime? At first, while rcaders were still unsophisticated, the for-
mula of the Most Unlikely Person had a good run. But the readfer
soon learned to see through this. If there was a single person 1n
the story who appeared to have no motive for the crime and who
was allowed to amble through to the penultimate chapter free
from any shadow of suspicion, that character became a fnarked
man or womarn. “I knew he must be guilty because nothing was
said about him,” said the cunning reader. Thus we come to a
new axiom, laid down by Mr. G. K. Chesterton in a brilliant es-
say in the New Statesman: the real criminal must be suspected at
least once in the course of the story. Once he is suspected‘, 'and
then (apparently) cleared, he is made safe fr(?r.n future suspicion.
This is the principle behind Mr. Wills Crofts 1fnpregna?1e alibis,
which are eventually broken down by painstaking enquiry. Prob-

ably the rmost baffling form of detective-story is still that in which

suspicion 1s distributed equally among a number of candidates,

one of whom turns out to be guilty.

—

* Plj;at Really Happened, by Mrs. l.lellc?c
Mis. Victor Rickard; The Wychford Poisoning
Court Mystery; Heddon, by E. H. W.

Other developments of the
Most Unlikely Person formula make the guilty person a juror at
Lowndes; Not Sufficient Evidence, by

Drama, by the Author of The Layton
Meyerstein; Mortal Coils, by Aldous Huxley.
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the inquest or trial; * the detective himself; T the counsel for the
prosecution; 1 and, as a supreme effort of unlikeliness, the actual
narrator of the story.§ Finally, resort has been made to the double-
cross, and the person originally suspected turns out to be the
right person after all.]

THE UNEXPECTED MEANS

There are signs, however, that the possibilities of the formula
are becoming exhausted, and of late years much has been done
in exploring the solution by the unexpected means. With recent
discoveries in medical and chemical science, this field has become
exceedingly fruitful, particularly in the provision of new methods
of murder. It is fortunate for the mystery-monger that, whereas,
up to the present, there is only one known way of getting born,
there are endless ways of getting killed. Here is a brief selection
of handy short cuts to the grave: Poisoned tooth-stoppings; lick-
ing poisoned stamps; shaving-brushes inoculated with dread dis-
eases; poisoned boiled eggs (a briglit thought); poison-gas; a cat with
poisoned claws; poisoned mattresses; knives dropped through the
ceiling; stabbing with a sharp icicle; electrocution by telephone;
biting by plague-rats and typhoid-carrying lice; boiling lead in
the ears (much more cffective than cursed hebanon in a vial):
air-bubbles injected into the arteries; explosion of a gigantic
“Prince Rupert’s drop”’; frightening to death; hanging head-down-
wards; freezing to atoms in liquid air; hypodermic injections shot
from air-guns; exposure, while insensible, to extreme cold; guns
concealed in cameras; a thermometer which explodes a bomb
when the temperature of the room reaches a certain height; and
so forth.

The methods of disposing of inconvenient corpses are also var-
ed and peculiar; burial under a false certificate obtained in a

* Robert Orr Chipperfield: The Man in the Jury-Box.
'+ Bernard Capes: The Sheleton Key; Gaston Leroux: Mystére de la Chambre
" Jaune; etc.
1 G. K. Chesterton: *“The Mirror of the Magistrate” (Innocence of Father Brown,,
§ Agatha Christie: The Murder of Roger Ackroyd.
|| Father R. Knox: The Viaduct Murder, and others.
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substitution of one corpse for another (very

number of ways; . . - (very
gh rare in real life); mummification; re

-ommon in fiction, thou 1ifics !
El(ilction to bone-dust; elcctro-plating; a.rson; “plammgf . (not clln
the church-yard, but on innocent parties)—a mcth(?d 11?‘2‘\171112;;
famous by R. L. Stevenson.* Thus, of the three quesmonsf 1 ;f .rs
“How?” and “Why?" “How"” 1s at .present Fhe on:ﬂ: WhlfCl 0 (ien
most scope for surprise and ingenuity, and Is ‘capz.mlc of slllxsttl?ree
ing an entire book on its own, though a combination of a
naturally provides the best f:.ntf:rtailrlment.q‘L i bis
"The mystery-1nongers principal difficulty 1i that o \a(;yt gtive
surprises. “You know my methods, Watson, says 7thc etec Oé
and it is only too painfully true. The bez.luty of Watson wlas, '
that after thirty years he still did not know Ho mes’s
but the average reader is sharper-witted. After rcadlr}g
he is sufficiently advanced in
the author’s eyes. He

course,
methods;
half a dozen stories by one author, ‘
Dupin’s psychological methoc.l_t to see with > eyes. He
knows that, when Mr. Austin Freeman drowns somebody

pond full of water-snails, there will be something odd and local-

1%
ised about those snails; he knows that, when one o.f Mr. Wills
1 ‘ the alibi will turn out

ofts’ acters has a cast-iron alibi,  C
S)r(flf:sv: lcxg?crs in it; he knows that if Father I‘(rmx cas'ts_susplflloonE
on a Papist, the Papist will turn out to ‘be 1@11(?L’011F, llrlst‘i]alriter
detecting the murderer, lie is e.ngagcd in dete(_,tm,g f,le bOOks.
That is why he gets tlie impression th.at the writer sldte{) ok
are seldom or never “up to” his earlier _ef’forts. He 1:1.5 e;othe
married to the writer's muse, and marriage has destroye
my;”tlel:.c certainly does scem a possibility that the detcctll)\ll.c-sto-rly{
will some time come to an end, simply because the public w;[
have learnt all the tricks. But it has probably many years to go yct,

and in the meantime a new an
have developed, linking 1t more ¢

* The Wrong Box.
+ Mr. Austin Freem ] )
i the crime first, ' ‘
s. e tells the story of T or interest on
(ITCSUOE a[flor(lcd by following the ingenious methods of the investigator T g
pleasur ¢ :
i one contains several ta eman o
mgd zppmrs to have himself abandoned the formula, which is rather a pity
an Hear: a

1 As outlined in *“The Purloined Letter.

an has specialised in 2 detective-story W

d less rigid formula will probably
losely to the novel of manners

hich rejects all three
and relies for his interest on the

les of this type. Mr. Freeman has had few followers, -

The Omnibus of Crime 109

and scparating it more widely from the novel of adventure. The
latter will, no doubt, last as long as humanity, and while crime
exists, the crime thriller will hold its place. It is, as always, the
liigher type that 1s threatened with extinction.

At the time of writing (1928) the detective-story is profiting by
a reaction against novels of the static type. Mr. E. M. Forster is
indeed left murmuring regretfully, “Yes, ah! yes—the novel tells
a story”; but the majority of the public are rediscovering that
fact with cries of triumpl. Sexual abnormalities.are suffering a
slight slump at the moment; the novel of passion still holds the
first place, especially among women, but even women seem to be
growing out of the simple love-story. Probably the cheerful cyni-
cism of the detective-tale suits better with the spirit of the timnes
than the sentimentality whichh ends in wedding bells. For, nake
no mistake about it, the detective-story is part of the literature of
escape, and not of expression. We read tales of domestic unhappi-
ness because that is the kind of thing which happens to us; but
when these things gall too close to the sore, we fly to mystery
and adventure because they do not, as a rule, happen to us. “The

- detective-story,” says Philip Guedalla, “is the normal recreation

of noble minds.” And it is remarkable how strong is the fascina-

~tion of the higher type of detective-story for the intellectually-

minded, among writers as well as readers. The average detective-
novel to-day is extremely well written, and there are few good living
writers who have not tried their hand at it at one time or an-
other.*

* Among men of letters distinguished in other lines who have turned their
attention to the detective-story may be mentioned A. E. W, Mason, Eden Phillpotts,
“Lynn Brock” (whose pseudonym protects the personality of a well-known writer),

Somerset Maugham, Rudyard Kipling, A. A. Milne, Father R. Knox, J. D. Beresford.

It is owing to the work of such men as these that the detective-novel reaches a

‘much higher artistic level in England than in any other country. At every turn the
“quality of the writing and the attention to beauty of form and structure betray the
‘hand of the practised novelist.





