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Introduction

Dark academia is a young field with deep roots.

The movement began, as many now do, online. Dark academia initially flowered as a trend in the late 2010s: an appreciation of a specific swathe of gloomy-but-satisfying historical styles. Tweed and robes, Gothic architecture and antique globes, pleated skirts and candlelight. Chopin, Brontës and the Classics; the smell of old books and the flicker of candlelight.fn1

As an aesthetic trend, dark academia began as a way of looking and feeling. It was a moodboard of influences that straddled the comfortable and macabre. Autumn colours met anatomical illustrations to create an atmosphere of cosy intellectualism. It was an aesthetic that found comfort in the macabre, the snuggle in the sinister. From the start, dark academia was both nostalgic and aspirational, containing the stylings of intellectualism and artfully faded wealth.fn2

During the Covid-19 pandemic, dark academia fully ascended, butterflying from a niche Tumblr hashtag to a substantial aesthetic movement.fn3 It provided comfort by showcasing the stability of ancient institutions. It also scratched an itch for the esoteric, providing spiritual consolation in a chaotic time. A generation of students were trapped in their bedrooms, fumbling through glitchy exams on second-hand Chromebooks. The geographic and temporal distance of dark academia provided an escape: ‘a dreamy digital substitute for all the students whose plans for further education and freedom have been paused’.fn4 Dark academia looked to the past for inspiration, a grim acknowledgement of an unpleasant present and uncertain future.

With the aesthetic came a broader cultural movement: the desire not only to look dark academic, but also to live in a dark academic way. How does one express one’s morbid intellectual curiosity? How does one act like an Oxford scholar of 1930 (or 1870) – while still being trapped in their mom’s basement in Duluth or a new-build studio in Milton Keynes?

This desire for a deeper engagement with dark academia also corresponded with the increased attention on the subculture. A swathe of explainer pieces began to appear in mainstream media,fn5 emphasising its growing popularity and broadening its audience beyond the thriving first wave of TikTokkers. Although correlation is not causation, from 2020 there’s a pattern of more, and more varied, types of media beginning to fall under the dark academia umbrella. No doubt part of this growth came from a commercial push by the culture and entertainment industries to take advantage of another profitable TikTok trend.fn6 ‘Dark academia’ displays began to appear in bookstores and in Amazon metadata as publishers strove to get books into the hands of a massive audience that appreciated books as both texts and objects.

The expansion of dark academia also necessitated looking, appropriately enough, into the past. A scavenger hunt for antecedents began, searching across film, television and fine art, digging backwards to plant roots. Dark ‘academic’ texts – e.g. the Classics, Shakespeare, obscure poets or anything else one might presumably study at an exclusive British boarding school – were considered both visually pleasing as backdrops and decor, and also provided a philosophical underpinning for the fledgling genre. Literature proved fruitful as well, with dark academia gleefully annexing, post hoc, older publications. The Brontës, Carmilla, Oscar Wilde, John Knowles and Frankenstein were all retconnedfn7 and ushered into new roles as important examples of early dark academia. Literary works were added erratically, selected haphazardly by theme, aesthetics, settings and cover art. Perhaps because of this indiscriminate aggregation, there was (and still is not) any sense of coherent or cohesive canon.

Except, of course, for one book: The Secret History (1992). Donna Tartt’s debut is uniquely and remarkably held up as the one shining example of what dark academia literature ‘is’.fn8 Certainly there’s much in The Secret History that was visible in the genre in 2015, in 2020 and still today. An ordinary young man, Richard, seeks an extraordinary life. He’s drawn to an elite group within an isolated academic setting. They are collectively obsessed with the Classics, not simply as a topic to study, but as a way of life. Richard’s friends are already intellectually, socially and financially privileged, but through deep immersion in their rarefied material, they hope to transcend – to flee – the mundane entirely. Sinister hijinks ensue. The Secret History presents the university experience, and learning more broadly, as a dramatic means of escape from the cursed burden of a mundane life.

As well as fully embracing (or inspiring) the dark academia aesthetic, The Secret History also provides a beat-sheet for some of the most familiar tropes. There’s the tension between the Classics and modernity, as well as between the elite and the everyday. The university, as an institution, is a character as well: distant, bumbling, self-involved and defensive. There’s a mysterious professor, a protagonist with a shameful past, a murder, and even a secret society.

The twist of The Secret History is that it does not present any of the above as admirable. Richard is drawn to his new friends and their quirks, but the novel eventually pulls back to show that they are not so much elite as merely diffident. Their behaviour does not stem from idealism, as Richard first assumes, but from awkwardness. The inner circle is not the object of envy, they’re just, well, ‘weird’.fn9 They seek a better world because they are struggling to function in the real one. Richard’s friends believe they’re more clever than those around them, but, as the story plays out, we learn that they are – at best – of middling competence, benefitting from luck and institutional protection.

There’s no shortage of empathy for all the story’s characters, but The Secret History is – as per the Classics mode – a tragedy. Tartt masterfully shows the painful impact when reality collides with adoration and craters into disappointment. She pulls the curtain back on the ivory tower, revealing it is grubby and stained.

As dark academia blossomed, many works created explicitly within the genre forgot, or ignored, the message of The Secret History. Secret societies, ancient colleges, mysterious professors, forgotten rituals … these continued to conceal sinister forces and ‘weird’ behaviours, but in a glamorous way. The university might be corrupt, but it is powerful. The inner cabal of students might be murderous, but they are also fashionable and beautiful – objects of envy. Sure, they might kill the occasional farmer (or fresher), but they look great. As long as one accepts the presence of darkness in dark academia as more than a colour palette, there is an inherent tension within the genre. It both admires and fears with equal weight, often encouraging its fans to empathise with (and dress as) its villains.

The Secret History is far from the only book to examine the more sinister side of elite education. Bret Easton Ellis’s The Rules of Attraction and Kevin Sampson’s Freshers describe the grubby reality of the ‘educational’ (ostensibly) experience, while the movie Wonder Boys and Mary McCarthy’s novel The Groves of Academe showcase the institutional absurdities hidden beneath veneers of tradition and prestige. Works – from authors ranging from George Orwell to Curtis Sittenfeld – showcase the discomfort (and often outright horrors) they experienced at prestigious schools. Authors write what they know, and, perhaps in a nod to the professional’s privileged position, this includes their experience of selective (and expensive) education.

The appeal of the scholastic setting goes far beyond contemporary fiction and memoir. In fantasy, Diana Wynne Jones, Mercedes Lackey and Ursula Le Guin exemplify a standard for the genre, wherein magical schools are places of self-realisation and empowerment for a select few. Harry Potter, of course, now embodies the ‘wizard school’ trope (for good or for ill), both with its somewhat chaotic interpretation of the British secondary school and its positioning of Hogwarts as the centre stage for multigenerational magical saga.fn10 Brakebills (Lev Grossman’s The Magicians) and the Alexandrian Society (Olivie Blake’s The Atlas Six) also follow the same model: the best of the best are tapped on the figurative shoulder and whisked away to an institution for the very elite.

Other genres have also used the notion of an elite educational institution to great effect. In science fiction, famous schools range from Starfleet Academy to Professor Xavier’s School for Gifted Youngsters. Orson Scott Card’s Ender’s Game posits a future where humanity is under threat and, for various reasons, only children can save us from extinction. From schools for Jedi to the Umbrella Academy and Pierce Brown’s Red Rising, educational institutions in these fantastical and far-flung settings serve very similar roles. They are places where the select (and the selected) learn special, secret skills that will, invariably, be of cosmic importance. The recurring themes are clear: schools are significant places, full of significant people. To attend one is to be chosen for a great and meaningful life.fn11

In traditional ‘school story’ narratives like those of Tom Brown and Marjorie Dean, or college-set sport stories like Zane Grey’s The Young Pitcher, the schools are less entangled with cosmic or universe-changing events. However, they come with their own setting-specific dramas and boundaries. Plotlines related to bullying are commonplace, for example, as well as academic misconduct, the temptations of alcohol, and rivalries with other colleges or houses. But unlike in science fiction and fantasy novels, there are clear limits to the conflict, as everything takes place within an institutional bubble. The school setting is a protective factor and, in many cases, the institution itself plays an active and parental role. It nurtures and shelters. The school itself is on the protagonist’s side; it is fair, just and encouraging.

In other works of fiction – crime, thriller and even horror – this is inverted. Schools should be places of safety and of shelter, where children and young people can learn and develop in security. That means murder and assault feel particularly vile – they’re not just criminal, they’re inappropriate. Even within the Golden Age of Detective Fiction,fn12 and books such as Dorothy L. Sayers’ Gaudy Night (1935), Timothy Fuller’s Harvard Has a Homicide (1933) and Q. Patrick’s Murder at the ’Varsity (1936), there’s a sense that crime – at a university – is simply ‘not done’, making the villainy all the more shocking for it.

Comparing Dorothy L. Sayers’ work to the 1998 film The Faculty is more than a bit of a stretch, but they’re united in the way they cleverly invert the supposed ‘safe space’ of a school into a place of profound danger. Pat Conroy’s The Lords of Discipline, John Knowles’ A Separate Peace and Robert Cormier’s The Chocolate War are all deeply upsetting books because they reveal that schools might not be fair, just and encouraging. The protective factor that is so central to a school’s mission is, in these books, weakened or removed. Whether in Tana French’s The Secret Place or Lindsey Lee Johnson’s The Most Dangerous Place on Earth, the tension is heightened because of the school setting. The institution has failed at its most fundamental level.

Television shows such Beverly Hills 90210, Freaks and Geeks, Wednesday, Gossip Girl and Buffy the Vampire Slayer all understand the dramatic potential of the school setting. Schools are closed systems. They are spaces that come complete with their own rules and expectations. A school has its own governance and society, its own ways of measuring success and failure. They’re settings ripe for both drama and subversion. For television, cinema and books, schools are a playground for writers of all stripes.

Dark academia and the continuing appeal of the ‘school story’

Why do we love reading about schools so much?fn13

Fictional (or fictionalised) schools are relevant. We bring our own experience to the work, giving us a fundamental, instinctual level of connection. Schools exist in our world. No matter how magical or futuristic or elite or exotic, an educational institution is only at a narrow remove from our own experience.

They can, however, still be escapist. Elite institutions are in our world, but not always of it – a point hammered home by Tartt and her spiritual successors. Only 37 per cent of Americans attend university in any form. Of the four million American teenagers that do apply every year, only a minuscule number will wind up at an Ivy League institution. Some British boarding schools are even more exclusive. For most people, the chances of attending Eton or Hogwarts are statistically equal.fn14 These rarefied spaces have their own rules and regulations, systems and languages, uniforms and regalia. They are different from the rest of us, and by design. They are fantasy worlds that nestle within our own.

In many ways, this separation is what makes universities and elite schools so effective in their core purpose. They are places that deliberately shelter their students, so that those students can, theoretically, focus on their learning. The very otherworldliness of the academic setting creates an environment for the advancement of research and discovery, an opportunity to focus the mind and access exceptional resources. They provide a space for young people to finish maturing into adulthood. To play and game and frolic, but within the walled garden.

Those thick and ivy-covered walls naturally incite a morbid speculation about what happens behind them. It is all too easy to make academic spaces seem dark; their exclusivity creates the very darkness in which jealousy and suspicion can thrive; the stories that leak out about secret societies and strange practices, rites and bacchanals. The secret structures of power seemingly provide fruitful ground for far darker activities, from Leopold and Loeb to the hazing rituals of the Bullingdon Club.

This fascinating, admiring, loathing, toxic and altogether complex relationship with elite institutions is at the heart of literary dark academia, and what separates it from the ‘school story’. It is a difficult distinction to draw. We know, instinctively, that Tom Brown’s School Days is not dark academia, and The Secret History is. Beverly Hills 90210 and Wednesday both have plotlines about murder in a school and social class, but only the latter is dark academia. The Brontës are, Austen isn’t. Girl, Interrupted probably is, but One Flew Over a Cuckoo’s Nest definitely is not. Scholomance is, Ender’s Game is not. Prozac Nation is, Educated is not. A Separate Peace is, The Outsiders is not. Some of these distinctions are easy to make, due to the nature of the setting or the plot, some are not. The Cloisters and Microserfs both take place outside of school settings, in elite workplaces with secretive colleagues, but no one would argue Douglas Coupland’s satire of Silicon Valley is dark academia, whereas the former is undeniably so. A Study in Drowning and The Name of the Wind both involve universities in explicitly fantastical secondary worlds with misfit, exceptional protagonists fighting their way through a deeply prejudiced system. The former is dark academia, the latter is the poster child for modern epic fantasy. Jane Eyre and The Love Hypothesis both centre slow-burning romances with grumpy, gloomy, unconventionally attractive men who are in positions of power – and ‘happily ever after’ endings. But anyone proposing The Love Hypothesis is dark academia would immediately be locked in the attic as mad. Babel and the Discworld series both feature universities, magic and discussions of colonialism, but while R. F. Kuang’s novel is unequivocally dark academia, Pratchett could not be less so. Ad infinitum. The line between dark academia and not is somehow both intuitively clear and painfully indistinct.

Books overtly branded dark academia can be found across genres and literary categories alike. This seemingly indiscriminate labelling makes for an aesthetic, if bewildering, term that can be applied regardless of a text’s core genre classification. Dark academia can be found within fantasy and romance, young adult and horror, literary fiction, mystery and beyond. There is now a generation of post-Tartt titans who write books that are unequivocally marketed as ‘dark academia’ – M. L. Rio, Olivie Blake, Leigh Bardugo and more. But even with that smattering of stars by which to navigate, dark academia is a definitional fog. It is categorisable without being cohesive; a trend evolved in the messy search-not-browse modern cultural ecosystem.

Dark academia generally, but not exclusively, presupposes a story that takes place within or around an elite learning institution with a sinister aspect. But beyond that, the rules and tropes are often set by each book’s individual genre. Harkening back to its origins in fashion, what makes a work worthy of the ‘dark academia’ label is less about specific plots, characters or themes, and more about imbuing in the reader a specific set of feelings. Dark academia is in, as the expression goes, the vibes. Not facts, but feelings. Not the particular construction of a story but the sentiment it conveys.

Further Corruption and the elements of dark academia

Defining a vibes-based genre is a bit like taking a cat to the vet. As soon as you squeeze one part into the carrier, another part sticks out. Forcing the issue will only end in pain. Vibes, like cats, are not meant to be contained. Fortunately, and in the best tradition of dark academia, there are historical antecedents to be drawn upon – ranging all the way back to Aristotle. In ‘On Generation and Corruption’, Aristotle introduces his notion of the elements, the ‘originative sources’. Aristotle eventually derives the familiar four elements: air, fire, earth and water, and explains that all perceptible things consist of some combination of these complementary and conflicting primal sources.fn15

In 1964, a pair of authors took an ambitious next step, and, in Further Corruption, proposed expanding Aristotle’s concept of ‘originative sources’ to a specific type of intangible body instead.fn16 Based on their modern understanding of myth and legend, psychology and human behaviour, they attempted to catalogue the elements of stories.fn17

The authors explain their approach by using an extended solar metaphor. The sun can be described as an ‘entablature of banalities’: its physical, chemical and astronomical properties, how it functions as a star, and where it sits in the solar system and galaxy. These ‘Aristotelian’ elements provide, in conventional story terminology, the character, plot and setting. There is also conflict, given that the sun’s inevitable demise is a factor that can be measured and counted.

Yet none of these factors express the sun’s actual significance: ‘the warmth on the skin, dawn “a Ribbon at a time”;fn18 Khepri,fn19 caprice and ice-cold Coca-Cola’. The authors argue that the sun is more meaningfully described as of a myriad of emotional and sensational contributions and experiences, intangible and immeasurable, spiritual and phenomenological. Further Corruption concludes that the true essence of stories is poorly measured by recounting its tangible properties, or even its tropes. Instead, a story should be identified through ‘the sensations it radiates’. Its true elements. Or, in contemporary parlance: its vibes.

Further Corruption is a provocative collection of strange allusions and wild literary gesticulations.fn20 However, the work’s quixotic attempt at a response-dependent approach to literary categorisation helps define a genre-spanning meta-layer like dark academia. It provides a vibes-based framework for a vibes-based subject.

Snyder and Sreyam further build on Aristotle in suggesting that stories, like matter, can be a combination of four different discrete elements. Unlike Aristotle, however, they believe there is an infinite number of core elements to draw upon.fn21 The catalogue provided in Further Corruption is, by the authors’ admission, incomplete.fn22 For dark academia, however, there are four clear elements that fit: secrets, ambition, desire and belonging.fn23 These elements can be found throughout works of dark academia, regardless of the genre, plot or setting.

Accordingly, The Elements of Dark Academia is divided into four sections, structured around the four elements and their relevance. Within each section, stories are ordered chronologically, demonstrating the interpretation of that element over time: where it shifts and where it remains fundamentally unchanged. This chronological ordering also coincidentally demonstrates the changes in dark academia as a whole, from its historical antecedents and predecessors, through its explosive growth circa 2020, to where it is now.

The future of dark academia

As a final note, dark academia has an inherently uncomfortable relationship with privilege. It both admires and eschews elitism, and, too often, its works inadvertently fall into the former camp. This is naturally exacerbated by dark academia’s focus on institutions that, in and of themselves, have deeply problematic histories. The focus on elite institutions has been narrow, but still fruitful, and dark academia has given rise to thoughtful discussions about race (Black Chalk), sexuality (These Violent Delights), class (White Ivy), privilege (Bunny) and even colonialism (Babel). An inclusive wave of new novelists has given us different perspectives on some of our most vaunted educational institutions.

The next stage of evolution feels like a further broadening. What do elite institutions look like outside of a chosen few, iconically Western archetypes? What does a magical school look like when it is no longer based on Harvard or Eton, but a state school or a community college? What if Hogwarts were a German soccer academy or an East London madrasah? What classic works that aren’t the ‘Classics’ could inspire their own secretive intellectual cliques? A broadening of the genre will delink dark academia from one specific notion of what constitutes ‘elite’, and bring it into a more global, more exciting world of mysteries and secrets.

Given the times in which we live, there’s also value in showing the appeal – mysterious, Gothic, sinister or otherwise – in wider, and more inclusive, forms of education. Objective fact is under siege and the notion of ‘expertise’ is suddenly toxic. All institutions, public and private, are now suspect, as the crisis of trust continues to grow. Art, craft and knowledge itself are being replaced by shoddy AI-enabled substitutes.

In this context, education is all the more critical. Dark academia may showcase the sinister, but it also celebrates the pursuit of knowledge. Works that remind us that learning and discovery are meaningful, exciting, appealing pursuits are now more important than ever before, wherever they take place. Showcasing the darkness may seem a strange way to increase the appeal of learning but that is the paradox at the heart of dark academia.




SECRETS

The first and most obvious element in the literature of dark academia is secrecy. If academia is the pursuit of knowledge, its ‘dark’ subset appreciates that knowledge is power – and power is dangerous. Works of dark academia often revolve around secrets: those of individuals and the institutions to which they belong. The secret may be a character’s ‘shameful’ background, an affair, an unsolved crime, a lost book, a cult or a centuries-old magical ritual. Dark academia revels in the hidden, and plots, more often than not, involve the protagonist discovering something that others would rather remain in the shadows.

In Further Corruption, Snyder and Sreyam treat secrecy and history as one coin. Not two sides, thereof, but the same currency. Echoing Hobbes, they write that ‘our natural state is one of ignorance’: history, they argue, is the ‘choice of secrets to share’. The winners don’t merely write history, they also choose what remains unwritten.

This conflation of secrecy and history is ideal for describing the vibes of dark academia. It is a young and ungainly genre, barely even adolescent, so attempts to root it in literary tradition are inherently pseudohistorical.fn1 The aesthetics of dark academia are a magpie mix of eye-catching inspirations fished from multiple historical periods, all filtered through the #filtered lens of modern fashion. It is a genre that truly appreciates history, in a heartfelt but ahistorical way. Dark academia cherry-picks the shiniest (or tweediest) historical fragments and cobbles them together for modern display.

Snyder and Sreyam would agree that there is absolutely nothing wrong with this appreciative, appropriative, ‘remixing’ of the past … so long as it is done well. In Further Corruption they quote the critic William Atheling Jr in declaiming that ‘the use of an old idea, for instance, is seldom fatal in itself, but clumsy craftsmanship invariably is’.fn2 The recurring use of elements, they argue, is a neutral action, not a negative one. Stories fail not because of the materials from which they are made, but because of the craft of the author in weaving them together. In dark academia, a particularly ‘tropey’ genre with a specific and well-trodden set of plots and archetypes, this feels particularly true.

Dark academia’s ahistorical appreciation of history is reflected in how it glories in historicalness – the aesthetics of history. The genre adores traditions, the more complex and baffling the better. Elite institutions, of course, are so naturally rife with bizarre rituals that they are easy pickings. Obscure sports, midnight parties, dinner behaviours, unusual housing or fashion. The more strange and stratified the school’s institutional behaviour, the more it hints at centuries of historical precedent.

The Secret History, as always, sets the tone. Richard Papen is always looking backwards, for the depth and meaning that he believes can be found in the past. Born in a disappointingly contemporary California town, he’s drawn to Hampden College by its New England architecture and appearance of stability. From there he goes further back in time: he’s attracted to Classics students by their anachronistic style of dress. Then he’s captivated by the Classics themselves. He’s perpetually looking backwards for answers.

The obsession with the past – and the answers supposedly hidden within – permeates the genre. Often the answers are in the distant past: lost treasures (The Rule of Four), centuries-old rituals (The Book of Skulls), mythic bloodlines (Legendborn), ancient powers (The Historian) or some combination of the above (A Discovery of Witches). Emulating The Secret History’s appreciation of Classics, there are also works of dark academia framed around classical theatre, music and art (The Maidens, If We Were Villains, The Cloisters, The Bellwether Revivals …). Dark academia shares all academia’s appreciation for new perspectives on well-trodden primary sources.

History is also relative. Much of dark academia is focused on uncovering the secrets of the recent past. Many prominent works focus on solving an unsolved crime from the protagonist’s own personal or familial history, perhaps the murder of a sibling (Catherine House, Magic for Liars, All the Devils) or that of an old classmate or former peer (I Have Some Questions for You, Black Chalk). Often a contemporary conflict turns out to be linked to the past, and the protagonist has accidentally uncovered a repeating cycle of crime, or a legacy of secrets (Ace of Spades, A Deadly Education).

The connection between the present and the past flows throughout the genre. But while dark academia is aesthetically nostalgic, it is thematically wary. With history comes secrets, and those nefarious parties who are invested in keeping them buried.

This section opens with Evelyn Waugh’s ‘Edward of Unique Achievement’ (1923). It is also the ideal opening for this book as a whole, being the very Platonic form of a dark academia-themed short story. Despite predating the trend of dark academia by almost a century, Waugh’s tale – pseudohistorically speaking – provides a perfect point of origin.

Written by Waugh when he himself was an undergraduate at Oxford, ‘Edward of Unique Achievement’ is an early indicator of the author’s talent and wit. Structurally, it strikes all the beats of the genre-yet-to-come. An (elite) student at an (elite) institution – and a crime of passion (committed with an antique weapon, no less). Everyone involved is deeply flawed, leaving the reader only to decide who is worse – the charming murderer or the immoral institution that chooses to hide him.

‘Edward of Unique Achievement’ is stuffed with secrets. The most prominent, of course, is Edward’s crime. We know from the outset who the killer is, why he did it and how. The tension arises from whether or not he successfully gets away with it. Edward is delightfully unrepentant; his secret weighs on him only in the most practical sense.

The more interesting secret is that of the murder in an institutional sense. Oxford itself is a prominent character. The university – the aggregate of its administration, professors, students and ‘brand’ – has its own selfish motivation: the preservation of its legacy and standing. The secret might be Edward’s to bear, but Waugh is clear to show that the institution is an active participant.

With its discussion of class, the suave protagonist, the moral dissipation, the deliberate sidelining of meaningful pedagogy, the insularity of the university and its (admittedly somewhat heavy-handed) denunciation of hypocrisy, ‘Edward of Unique Achievement’ encapsulates much of dark academia, both in themes and aesthetics. Even the story’s origin as a student work, penned at Oxford by a soon-to-be-famous author, adds to its mystique. It is stylish and stylised, capturing the weighty history of an elite institution while being unsparing in its criticism.

Like Waugh, Dorothy L. Sayers also serves as a foundational representative of dark academia. Sayers championed robust detective mysteries but wasn’t afraid of theological exploration. She didn’t shy from academic pursuits, or settings, and, of course, was an associate of some members of the Inklings.fn3 Sayers’ Lord Peter Wimsey – erudite, damaged – is a gloriously dark academic character. He wrestles with his own secrets while ferreting out those of others, solving problems with both psychological insight and a knowledge of change ringing.

Montague Egg, the hero of ‘Murder at Pentecost’ (1933) is (substantially) less intrinsically dark academic. He’s merry, open and middle class. But his perspective in ‘Murder at Pentecost’ is invaluable. As an itinerant wine salesman, Egg is not an Oxford man himself. But his wares, and his charm, make him a welcome guest. The story, from open to close, is punctuated by Egg’s encounters with the strange languages and traditions of Oxford. The means, motive and opportunity of the titular murder are all reliant on those traditions. It is not a crime that could, or would, happen anywhere else.

Lev Grossman’s The Magicians is a savage deconstruction of elite institutions. Brakebills, the university for magic, is painfully exclusive. The curriculum is foolishly dangerous. The behaviours and rituals of the school are, at best, whimsical, and, more often, simply cruel. Grossman’s series highlights how academic institutions can be divorced from reality, becoming closed, self-perpetuating systems that feed off the hopes and lives of others. And yet it is inherently desirable.

Brakebills delivers on its promise, providing access, training and power. Brakebills itself is a secret, but it pales in comparison to the revelation of Fillory, a Narnia-like secondary world.fn4 Once uncovered, this magical kingdom has no defence from the predations of the Brakebills-trained students, indoctrinated with a sense of their own superiority and bursting with adolescent power. The conflict between the worlds is grim and, initially at least, one-sided.

‘The Girl in the Mirror’ (2013) returns to Brakebills (although it stands alone very nicely, no prior reading needed).fn5 Plum is keen to play a prank on one of her rivals, Wharton. There’s a competitive element involved. The object of the prank (stealing Wharton’s pencils) is hardly worth the effort of conducting an elaborate magical heist.fn6 But Plum is keen to prove her dominance to Wharton and to the school at large, and the prank is a thinly concealed attempt to prove herself as not just being one of the best, but the best of them. The story is wry, funny and more than a little bit scary. Plum’s ramshackle secret society sets off on the right foot, but accidentally unleashes other, far more sinister, secrets. Brakebills, we learn, is an institution built on both leveraging secrets and repressing them.

Carmen Maria Machado’s ‘Descent’ (2014) is a story about school shootings. In the United States, schools are the second-most likely place for a mass shooting to occur, after workplaces.fn7 There were 233 attacks with guns at schools in 2025; 336 the year before.fn8 Metal detectors, armed guards and active shooter drills are now a part of life.fn9 Akin to the ‘duck and cover’ drills of the 1960s, the weight of this omnipresent risk is placed squarely on the shoulders of children.fn10 The risk of gun violence is so omnipresent as to be normalised; a horror that is taken for granted. It is the worst form of secret: one that everyone knows, but no one addresses.

In the literature of dark academia, murders are elaborate and emotive, crimes of passion, overcomplicated revenge plots or something that’s part of an esoteric and fabulous ritual. The genre is nostalgic for an era where murder was personal and individual, perhaps even stylish in its execution. Murder is personal. The systemic, statistical carnage of a school shooting feels jarring by contrast.

‘Descent’ (2015) uses the elements of dark academia to stretch the traditions of the genre, but does not break the boundaries entirely. Stemming even as far back as Dorothy L. Sayers’ Whose Body?, which is open about Lord Peter Wimsey’s fragile mental health after the first World War, dark academia has never shied away from the psychological impact of being a witness to horror. In ‘Descent’, this now reflects contemporary causes.

‘Descent’ is a story about how we deal with tragedy, and how we, for our own safety, will keep secrets from ourselves. There is a fantasy element to it, but it works to emphasise the truth, rather than distract from it. ‘Descent’ also gives us a unique perspective on tragedy, by giving voice to survivors and witnesses, and decentring the perpetrator. It shows the lingering impact of a horrible crime, and how it ripples out to affect more lives.

Dark academia (and, indeed, society as a whole) may yearn to escape, but the stark reality of the American educational system is such that gun violence is impossible to ignore. There comes a point where even the dark cannot conceal the dark.

M. L. Rio’s delightfully savage ‘Weekend at Bertie’s’ (2015) ends this section on more traditional dark academic ground. A pair of underpaid and unmotivated graduate students stumble upon their mentor’s body. There is, they quickly realise, profit to be made by keeping their professor’s death a secret. At least for a little while.

‘Weekend’ features two relentlessly amoral characters, but also does excellent work in justifying their actions. The professor is powerful and wealthy, surrounded by a lifetime’s collection of art and trinkets. Her two assistants live in near poverty, surviving only by catering to their academic master’s whims. Do they deserve more? Absolutely. Do they deserve it in this way? That, ultimately, is for the reader to decide.

As with ‘Edward of Unique Achievement’, ‘Weekend at Bertie’s’ is centred around some problematic decisions by individuals. Both stories, however, save the true brunt of their condemnation for the institution. In ‘Edward of Unique Achievement’, the university is at fault for hiding the crime. In ‘Weekend at Bertie’s’, it is the disparity within the institution that makes the crime not just permissible, but perhaps inevitable. Stories of dark academia are not only about uncovering history, but the desperate and terrifying lengths people will go to in order to keep it buried.




Evelyn Waugh

Edward of Unique Achievement

A Tale of Blood and Alcohol in an Oxford College

I have for a long time hesitated to tell this story of Edward. For six weeks past, since Edward late one evening interrupted my essay to grow expansive over my whisky, I have done the manly thing and told no one – at least practically no one. But lately this wasting of ‘copy’ – as all good journalists are wont to describe the misfortunes of their friends – has been for me a matter of increasing and intolerable regret; and now that I have learned from Anne ‘in a manner which it is not convenient to record’, much of what Edward and Poxe are ignorant, I find it wholly impossible to remain silent. I have obscured the identities of the chief actors so far as it has been in my power to do so, Edward at any rate I feel should be safe from detection.

The more I consider the nature of Edward the more incredible it all seems. He is to all outward showing the most wholly and overmasteringly ordinary undergraduate. Every afternoon, nearly, he may be heard ordering his tea down the Carlton Club telephone, ‘China tea, dry toast and butter and white cake, for one, please.’ He is clothed in tweeds or flannels and usually wears an old Wykehamist tie. No proctor would hesitate to recognise him as a member of the University.

Yet in this is Edward alone among all the other young men in Old Wykehamist ties and the Carlton Club. Some few weeks ago he murdered his tutor, a Mr Curtis. So very few people out of College were aware of Mr Curtis’s existence that his sudden death was received without consternation. He was just no more seen, as undistinguished dons do disappear in large Colleges. After all it was to everyone’s interest to keep things quiet – Mr Curtis’s sole relative, a brother with a large practice at Pangbourne, quite realised this when the Warden explained things to him. The police, I think, never heard of it; if they did it was quite soon forgotten. It was said by Poxe – though with how much truth I would not venture to judge – that pressure was brought on Cockburn to keep the affair out of the Isis (there was some doubt about his degree – the Dean of Edward’s College was examining it – but, as I say, I will not make myself responsible for anything Poxe says).

I do not know why Edward hated Mr Curtis so much. I never had the privilege of meeting him but as I used to watch him moving about the quad, usually alone or with Anne, who is married to the Warden, I thought that he seemed, considering that he was a history tutor, a pleasant young man enough. But, however that may be, Edward hated him with an absorbing and unmeasurable hatred, so that at last he became convinced that Mr Curtis’s existence was not compatible with his own. This was a state of mind into which any undergraduate might have slipped; where Edward showed himself essentially different from the other young men in Old Wykehamist ties in the Carlton Club, was in his immediate perception that the most convenient solution was not suicide but murder. Most undergraduates would kill themselves sooner or later if they stayed up long enough, very few would kill anyone else.

Once decided upon, the murder was accomplished with the straightforward efficiency which one would expect from a student of the cinematograph and one who, until his second failure in History previous (through his inability to draw maps) had been a senior History scholar.

Mr Curtis’s room was on the first floor just above the side gate. The side gate was closed at nine and the key kept in the porter’s lodge. The other key was kept in the Bursary. Edward knew that this was the key which he would have to take. He went into the Bursary at lunchtime and found the Bursar there. The keys were hung on a nail by his desk. The Bursar sat at the desk. Edward began a story of a burned carpet; the Bursar became angry but did not move. He included the sofa; the Bursar stood up but remained at his desk. Edward threw a chair into the conflagration and then described how the three minimax extinguishers which he had promised were all empty, ‘perhaps during the Bump Supper; you know, sir’. It was enough; the Bursar strode up and down thoroughly moved; Edward secured the key and hurrying to his room burned the carpet and the sofa and the chair and emptied the extinguishers in case the Bursar should come to investigate. His scout thought him drunk.

Edward then hurried to Mr Curtis and secured an interview for ten that evening; he sent a note to the President of the Union desiring to speak that evening, it was on Thursday that these things occurred – and then feeling that he had accomplished a good work, lunched very quietly at the Carlton Club.

After lunch Edward set out on his bicycle and rode through much dust to Abingdon. There not at the first antique shop but at the smaller one on the other side of the square, he bought a dagger; at Radley he bought a stone and sitting under a hedge, he sharpened it. Returning with this in his pocket, he lay for a long time in a very hot bath. It was with considerable contentment that he sat down to eat dinner alone at the George – there were still several details to be thought out.

The Union that evening was fuller than usual; some politician from London of enormous distinction was speaking. Edward, in private business, asked questions of force and ingenuity about the despatch boxes, the clock, the gas burners in the roof and the busts of the Prime Ministers: he was observed by all. At five to ten he slipped out saying to the Teller as he went that he was coming back; others were about him who were making for the coffee room while drinks could still be obtained. Edward’s bicycle was among the others at the St Michael Street gate, clustering about the notice which forbade their presence. In eight minutes he was back again in his place, reviewing with complete satisfaction his evening’s achievement; almost immediately he was called upon to speak. His speech was, perhaps, more successful as an alibi than as a piece of oratory, but few were there to hear it. As he walked home that evening there was singing in his heart. It had been an admirable murder. Everything had happened perfectly. He had gone in at the side gate, unobserved, and reached Mr Curtis’s room. His tutor had that habit, more fitting for a house master than a don, of continuing to read or write some few words after his visitors entered, in order to emphasise his superiority. It was while he was finishing his sentence that Edward killed him and the sentence was merged into a pool of blood. On his way back, Edward had gone down George Street as far as the canal and there had sunk the dagger. It had been a good evening, Edward thought.

Hastings, the night porter at Edward’s College, always liked to delay people and talk to them in the porch. It was a habit which many resented, but Edward tonight was so overflowing with good nature that he actually started the conversation.

‘A dull debate at the Union tonight, Hastings.’

‘Indeed, sir; and did you speak?’

‘I tried to.’

‘Ah, well, sir; if you wanted excitement you should have stayed in College tonight. Most unusual happenings, sir. I don’t think I ever remember anything quite like it happening before, not since I’ve been at the College.’

‘Why, what’s happened, Hastings?’

‘You may well ask, sir. I knew his Lordship would come to a bad end.’

‘Do tell me what has happened, Hastings.’

‘Well, sir, you knows what Lord Poxe is when he gets drunk, sir. There’s no stopping him. Well, he come in tonight, sir, oh, very drunk. He never see me when I opened the door – just ran straight in and fell down on the grass. Then he gets up and starts swearing something wicked – said the dons hadn’t no right to put grass there for a gentleman to fall over. Said he was going to go and murder the lot of them.’

‘Well, Hastings?’

‘Well, he’s done it, sir.’

‘What! All of them, Hastings?’

‘No, sir, not all; but Mr Curtis, sir. The Dean went to find him to tell him to go to bed and found him asleep on the floor of Mr Curtis’s room and Mr Curtis’, with great glee, ‘dripping blood, sir. Quite slowly, pit-a-pat, as you might say.’

‘Well, I’m damned!’

‘Yes, indeed, sir. So was the Dean. He is with the Warden now, sir.’

The sky filled with chimes; it was twelve o’clock.

‘Well, I must go to bed, Hastings. It’s a funny business.’

‘Yes, sir, and good night, sir.’

‘Good night, Hastings.’

So Edward went to bed with a grave disquiet. It was a pity that Poxe should have done this; it was really a very great pity. But as he grew sleepier the conviction grew that perhaps this was the best that could have happened. He thought of Poxe – a sad figure. His father had been forced to resign from the Diplomatic Corps after that disgraceful business with the Montenegrin minister’s younger daughter, and had then married his first cousin, begotten an heir and drunken himself to death at the age of forty-two. It was thought that Poxe would never beget an heir, and it was certain that he would not live to be forty-two. He was nearly always half-sober. And so Edward’s thoughts drifted to the decay of great families, to Renaissance Italy, and then far away beyond St Mary’s tower where it was just striking half past twelve. A good evening and sleep …

Everyone in College had heard the story next morning. It reached me through my scout who called me with: ‘Half past seven sir, and Lord Poxe has murdered Mr Curtis.’ I met Poxe in the bathroom, very white and dejected. I asked him about the murder.

‘Well, I suppose I’ve rather rotted things up this time. I can’t remember a thing about it except that I was furious about some grass, and that two people put me to bed. It’s a melancholy business. They can’t hang me, can they?’

I suggested inebriates’ asylum and had my bath. I was sincerely sorry about poor Poxe, but felt he would probably be better shut up. After all it was not safe to have a man who did that sort of thing about the College; it was not as though he was seldom drunk. I went to breakfast at the Old Oak tea rooms and found Edward there. He was in great form, and for this I disliked him that he should be in good form at breakfast; however, he was really rather amusing about the Poxe murder as it was already called.

Edward asked if he might work in my rooms – he knew I never used them – as he had had a fire in his. I said that I wanted them this morning and advised the Union. Then I went back.

At about eleven, I saw from my window the Warden’s side door open and Poxe come out, radiantly cheerful. I called him into my room, and he told me of what had happened. It must certainly have been a cheering interview for Poxe.

He had gone to see the Warden with all the trepidation that should befit a young nobleman suddenly confronted with the prospect of being hanged. The old man had been seated on one side of the table with the Dean next to him. Poxe had been asked to sit down. The Warden had begun:

‘I have asked you to come and see me, Lord Poxe, in what for both of us, I think, and certainly for me, is a very bitter occasion. Last night, when in a state of intoxication, as you will perhaps have been informed, you entered the room of your tutor, Mr Curtis, and stabbed him to death. I suppose that you do not deny this?’

Poxe was silent.

‘It was a foolish act, Lord Poxe, an act of wanton foolishness, but I do not wish to be hard on you,’ the Warden’s voice broke with emotion, ‘my poor boy, you are the fifteenth Lord Poxe and, as I have at different occasions reminded you, not unconnected with my own family. Lady Emily Crane, your great-aunt, you will remember, married a Mr Arthur Thorn, my grandfather. I feel that the College owes it to your position to treat this matter as discreetly as possible.’

Poxe nodded enthusiastically. Among tradesmen and dons he had always found his title of vast value.

‘The Dean and I have discussed the matter at some length and have come to the conclusion that there is no reason why this matter should be referred to the ordinary State authorities at all; it has, as, of course, you are aware, always been a principle of University government so far as is possible to impede and nullify the workings of the ordinary courts of law. In this case it seems particularly advisable, as it is only too likely that the criminal courts would be unwilling to treat this matter with the clemency which we think desirable.

‘Nor, indeed, is a precedent far to seek. In the fifteenth century a commoner of the College struck off the head of the Bursar – true, that was in open fight and not before the young man had received severe injuries; but things, of course, were far rougher then. On that occasion the distinguished scholar, who held the position it is my privilege unworthily to occupy, inflicted upon the delinquent the fine of twopence to be paid to the Bursar’s relatives.’

Poxe brightened.

‘Of course, the value of the penny has, since that time, markedly decreased, but calculating it as nearly as one can in days of rather haphazard accountancy, the Dean and I decided that the fine must have valued about thirteen shillings.

‘I need hardly say, Lord Poxe, that this whole matter has been acutely distressing to the Dean and myself. We hope and trust that it will not occur again. It is probable that in the event of a second offence, the College would find itself unable to treat the matter with the same generosity. Thank you, Lord Poxe.’

And thus the interview closed and Poxe went out, elated, to celebrate his escape in the manner which most immediately suggested itself to him; and Edward, in his fire-blackened room, felt that everything was turning out well.

Without difficulty, an aged and dissolute doctor was unearthed in St Ebbs, where he lodged in squalor with one of the College servants, and earned an irregular livelihood by performing operations in North Oxford; this sorry man was persuaded to write a certificate of death from natural causes. The funeral was brief and ill-attended. The Warden toiled for three days in the composition of a Greek epitaph and on the third evening persuaded the Dean to write one in Latin. And so for Poxe and Edward the matter ended.

One thing I feel should be added. It is merely an incident that may be of no significance but which may explain much that seems improbable. I was told it in an intimate moment by Anne, who is married to the Warden, and of whom many stories are told. This is what she said, that on the night when Mr Curtis died, she ran in a high state of emotion to her husband, the Warden, and cried, ‘Oh why, why did you kill him? I never really loved him.’

She stopped, seeing the Dean there also. He, a gentleman, rose to go, but the Warden detained him. And then Anne, falling on her knees, pounded out a tale of the most monstrous and unsuspected transactions between herself and Mr Curtis.

‘Supposing there were a trial,’ asked the Warden, ‘could this be kept a secret?’

The Dean doubted gravely whether this would be possible.

And then came to the Warden the full realisation of the imperishable obligation of precedent, the memory of the head of the Bursar, the appreciation of the greatness of families not unconnected with his own.

‘At least, I think it must have been then,’ Anne said as she turned up the light.




Dorothy L. Sayers

Murder at Pentecost

‘Buzz off, Flathers,’ said the young man in flannels. ‘We’re thrilled by your news, but we don’t want your religious opinions. And, for the Lord’s sake, stop talking about “undergrads”, like a ruddy commercial traveller. Hop it!’

The person addressed, a pimply youth in a commoner’s gown, bleated a little, but withdrew from the table, intimidated.

‘Appalling little tick,’ commented the young man in flannels to his companion. ‘He’s on my staircase, too. Thank Heaven, I move out next term. I suppose it’s true about the Master? Poor old blighter – I’m quite sorry I cut his lecture. Have some more coffee?’

‘No, thanks, Radcott. I must be pushing off in a minute. It’s getting too near lunchtime.’

Mr Montague Egg, seated at the next small table, had pricked up his ears. He now turned, with an apologetic cough, to the young man called Radcott.

‘Excuse me, sir,’ he said, with some diffidence. ‘I didn’t intend to overhear what you gentlemen were saying, but might I ask a question?’ Emboldened by Radcott’s expression, which, though surprised, was frank and friendly, he went on: ‘I happen to be a commercial traveller – Egg is my name, Montague Egg, representing Plummet & Rose, wines and spirits, Piccadilly. Might I ask what is wrong with saying “undergrads”? Is the expression offensive in any way?’

Mr Radcott blushed a fiery red to the roots of his flaxen hair.

‘I’m frightfully sorry,’ he said ingenuously, and suddenly looking extremely young. ‘Damn stupid thing of me to say. Beastly brick.’

‘Don’t mention it, I’m sure,’ said Monty.

‘Didn’t mean anything personal. Only, that chap Flathers gets my goat. He ought to know that nobody says “undergrads” except townees and journalists and people outside the university.’

‘What ought we to say? “Undergraduates”?’

‘“Undergraduates” is correct.’

‘I’m very much obliged,’ said Monty. ‘Always willing to learn. It’s easy to make a mistake in a thing like that, and, of course, it prejudices the customer against one. The Salesman’s Handbook doesn’t give any guidance about it; I shall have to make a memo for myself. Let me see. How would this do? “To call an Oxford gent an—”’

‘I think I should say “Oxford man” – it’s the more technical form of expression.’

‘Oh, yes. “To call an Oxford man an undergrad proclaims you an outsider and a cad.” That’s very easy to remember.’

‘You seem to have a turn for this kind of thing,’ said Radcott, amused.

‘Well, I think perhaps I have,’ admitted Monty, with a touch of pride. ‘Would the same thing apply at Cambridge?’

‘Certainly,’ replied Radcott’s companion. ‘And you might add that “To call the university the ’varsity is out of date, if not precisely narsity.” I apologise for the rhyme. ’Varsity has somehow a flavour of the nineties.’

‘So has the port I’m recommending,’ said Mr Egg brightly. ‘Still, one’s sales-talk must be up to date, naturally; and smart, though not vulgar. In the wine and spirit trade we make refinement our aim. I am really much obliged to you, gentlemen, for your help. This is my first visit to Oxford. Could you tell me where to find Pentecost College? I have a letter of introduction to a gentleman there.’

‘Pentecost?’ said Radcott. ‘I don’t think I’d start there, if I were you.’

‘No?’ said Mr Egg, suspecting some obscure point of university etiquette. ‘Why not?’

‘Because’, replied Radcott surprisingly, ‘I understand from the regrettable Flathers that some public benefactor has just murdered the Master, and in the circumstances I doubt whether the Bursar will be able to give proper attention to the merits of rival vintages.’

‘Murdered the Master?’ echoed Mr Egg.

‘Socked him one – literally, I am told, with a brickbat enclosed in a Woolworth sock – as he was returning to his house from delivering his too-well-known lecture on Plato’s use of the Enclitics. The whole school of Literae Humaniores will naturally be under suspicion, but, personally, I believe Flathers did it himself. You may have heard him informing us that judgement overtakes the evil-doer, and inviting us to a meeting for prayer and repentance in the South Lecture-Room. Such men are dangerous.’

‘Was the Master of Pentecost an evil-doer?’

‘He has written several learned works disproving the existence of Providence, and I must say that I, in common with the whole Pentecostal community, have always looked on him as one of Nature’s worst mistakes. Still, to slay him more or less on his own doorstep seems to me to be in poor taste. It will upset the examination candidates, who face their ordeal next week. And it will mean cancelling the Commem. Ball. Besides, the police have been called in, and are certain to annoy the Senior Common Room by walking on the grass in the quad. However, what’s done cannot be undone. Let us pass to a pleasanter subject. I understand that you have some port to dispose of. I, on the other hand, have recently suffered bereavement at the hands of a bunch of rowing hearties, who invaded my rooms the other night and poured my last dozen of Cockburn ’04 down their leathery and undiscriminating throttles. If you care to stroll round with me to Pentecost, Mr Egg, bringing your literature with you, we might be able to do business.’

Mr Egg expressed himself as delighted to accept Radcott’s invitation, and was soon trotting along the Cornmarket at his conductor’s athletic heels. At the corner of Broad Street the second undergraduate left them, while they turned on, past Balliol and Trinity, asleep in the June sunshine, and presently reached the main entrance of Pentecost.

Just as they did so, a small, elderly man, wearing a light overcoat and carrying an MA gown over his arm, came ambling short-sightedly across the street from the direction of the Bodleian Library. A passing car just missed whirling him into eternity, as Radcott stretched out a long arm and raked him into safety on the pavement.

‘Look out, Mr Temple,’ said Radcott. ‘We shall be having you murdered next.’

‘Murdered?’ queried Mr Temple, blinking. ‘Oh, you refer to the motor-car. But I saw it coming. I saw it quite distinctly. Yes, yes. But why “next”? Has anybody else been murdered?’

‘Only the Master of Pentecost,’ said Radcott, pinching Mr Egg’s arm.

‘The Master? Dr Greeby? You don’t say so! Murdered? Dear me! Poor Greeby! This will upset my whole day’s work.’ His pale-blue eyes shifted, and a curious, wavering look came into them. ‘Justice is slow but sure. Yes, yes. The sword of the Lord and of Gideon. But the blood – that is always so disconcerting, is it not? And yet, I washed my hands, you know.’ He stretched out both hands and looked at them in a puzzled way. ‘Ah, yes – Greeby has paid the price of his sins. Excuse my running away from you – I have urgent business at the police-station.’

‘If’, said Mr Radcott, again pinching Monty’s arm, ‘you want to give yourself up for the murder, Mr Temple, you had better come along with us. The police are bound to be about the place somewhere.’

‘Oh, yes, of course so they are. Yes. Very thoughtful of you. That will save me a great deal of time, and I have an important chapter to finish. A beautiful day, is it not, Mr – I fear I do not know your name. Or do I? I am growing sadly forgetful.’

Radcott mentioned his name, and the oddly assorted trio turned together towards the main entrance to the college. The great gate was shut; at the postern stood the porter, and at his side a massive figure in blue, who demanded their names.

Radcott, having been duly identified by the porter, produced Monty and his credentials.

‘And this’, he went on, ‘is, of course, Mr Temple. You know him. He is looking for your Superintendent.’

‘Right you are, sir,’ replied the policeman. ‘You’ll find him in the cloisters … At his old game, I suppose?’ he added, as the small figure of Mr Temple shuffled away across the sun-baked expanse of the quad.

‘Oh, yes,’ said Radcott. ‘He was on to it like a shot. Must be quite exciting for the old bird to have a murder so near home. Where was his last?’

‘Lincoln, sir; last Tuesday. Young fellow shot his young woman in the Cathedral. Mr Temple was down at the station the next day, just before lunch, explaining that he’d done it because the poor girl was the Scarlet Woman.’

‘Mr Temple’, said Radcott, ‘has a mission in life. He is the sword of the Lord and of Gideon. Every time a murder is committed in this country, Mr Temple lays claim to it. It is true that his body can always be shown to have been quietly in bed or at the Bodleian while the dirty work was afoot, but to an idealistic philosopher that need present no difficulty. But what is all this about the Master, actually?’

‘Well, sir, you know that little entry between the cloisters and the Master’s residence? At twenty minutes past ten this morning, Dr Greeby was found lying dead there, with his lecture-notes scattered all round him and a brickbat in a woollen sock lying beside his head. He’d been lecturing in a room in the Main Quadrangle at nine o’clock, and was, as far as we can tell, the last to leave the lecture-room. A party of American ladies and gentlemen passed through the cloisters a little after ten o’clock, and they have been found, and say there was nobody about there then, so far as they could see – but, of course, sir, the murderer might have been hanging about the entry, because, naturally, they wouldn’t go that way but through Boniface Passage to the Inner Quad and the chapel. One of the young gentlemen says he saw the Master cross the Main Quad on his way to the cloisters at 10.5, so he’d reach the entry in about two minutes after that. The Regius Professor of Morphology came along at 10.20, and found the body, and when the doctor arrived, five minutes later, he said Dr Greeby must have been dead about a quarter of an hour. So that puts it somewhere round about 10.10, you see, sir.’

‘When did these Americans leave the chapel?’

‘Ah, there you are, sir!’ replied the constable. He seemed very ready to talk, thought Mr Egg, and deduced, rightly, that Mr Radcott was well and favourably known to the Oxford branch of the Force. ‘If that there party had come back through the cloisters, they might have been able to tell us something. But they didn’t. They went on through the Inner Quad into the garden, and the verger didn’t leave the chapel, on account of a lady who had just arrived and wanted to look at the carving on the reredos.’

‘And did the lady also come through the cloisters?’

‘She did, sir, and she’s the person we want to find, because it seems as though she must have passed through the cloisters very close to the time of the murder. She came into the chapel just on 10.15, because the verger recollected of the clock chiming a few minutes after she came in and her mentioning how sweet the notes was. You see the lady come in, didn’t you, Mr Dabbs?’

‘I saw a lady,’ replied the porter, ‘but then I see a lot of ladies one way and another. This one came across from the Bodleian round about ten o’clock. Elderly lady, she was, dressed kind of old-fashioned, with her skirts round her heels and one of them hats like a rook’s nest and a bit of elastic round the back. Looked like she might be a female don – leastways, the way female dons used to look. And she had the twitches – you know – jerked her head a bit. You get hundreds like ’em. They goes to sit in the cloisters and listen to the fountain and the little birds. But as to noticing a corpse or a murderer, it’s my belief they wouldn’t know such a thing if they saw it. I didn’t see the lady again, so she must have gone out through the garden.’

‘Very likely,’ said Radcott. ‘May Mr Egg and I go in through the cloisters, officer? Because it’s the only way to my rooms, unless we go round by St Scholastica’s Gate.’

‘All the other gates are locked, sir. You go on and speak to the Super; he’ll let you through. You’ll find him in the cloisters with Professor Staines and Dr Moyle.’

‘Bodley’s Librarian? What’s he got to do with it?’

‘They think he may know the lady, sir, if she’s a Bodley reader.’

‘Oh, I see. Come along, Mr Egg.’

Radcott led the way across the Main Quadrangle and through a dark little passage at one corner, into the cool shade of the cloisters. Framed by the arcades of ancient stone, the green lawn drowsed tranquilly in the noonday heat. There was no sound but the echo of their own footsteps, the plash and tinkle of the little fountain and the subdued chirping of chaffinches, as they paced the alternate sunshine and shadow of the pavement. About midway along the north side of the cloisters they came upon another dim little covered passageway, at the entrance to which a police-sergeant was kneeling, examining the ground with the aid of an electric torch.

‘Hullo, sergeant!’ said Radcott. ‘Doing the Sherlock Holmes stunt? Show us the bloodstained footprints.’

‘No blood, sir, unfortunately. Might make our job easier if there were. And no footprints neither. The poor gentleman was sandbagged, and we think the murderer must have climbed up here to do it, for the deceased was a tall gentleman and he was hit right on the top of the head, sir.’ The sergeant indicated a little niche, like a blocked-up window, about four feet from the ground. ‘Looks as if he’d waited up here, sir, for Dr Greeby to go by.’

‘He must have been well acquainted with his victim’s habits,’ suggested Mr Egg.

‘Not a bit of it,’ retorted Radcott. ‘He’d only to look at the lecture-list to know the time and place. This passage leads to the Master’s House and the Fellows’ Garden and nowhere else, and it’s the way Dr Greeby would naturally go after his lecture, unless he was lecturing elsewhere, which he wasn’t. Fairly able-bodied, your murderer, sergeant, to get up here. At least – I don’t know.’

Before the policeman could stop him, he had placed one hand on the side of the niche
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