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Introduction

Why does the mystery novel enjoy such enduring appeal? There is no simple answer. It has a distinctive capacity for subtle social commentary; a concern with the disparity between law and justice; and a passion for order, however compromised. Even in the vision of the darkest of mystery writers, it provides us with a glimpse of the world as it might be, a world in which good men and women do not stand idly by and allow the worst aspects of human nature to triumph without opposition. It can touch upon all these facets while still entertaining the reader – and its provision of entertainment is not the least of its many qualities.

But the mystery novel has always prized character over plot, which may come as some surprise to its detractors. True, this is not a universal tenet: there are degrees to which mysteries occupy themselves with the identity of the criminal as opposed to, say, the complexities of human motivation. Some, such as the classic puzzle mystery, tend towards the former; others are more concerned with the latter. But the mystery form understands that plot comes out of character, and not just that: it believes that the great mystery is character.

If we take the view that fiction is an attempt to find the universal in the specific, to take individual human experiences and try to come to some understanding of our common nature through them, then the question at the heart of all novels can be expressed quite simply as ‘Why?’ Why do we do the things that we do? It is asked in Bleak House just as it is asked in The Maltese Falcon. It haunts The Pledge as it does The Chill. But the mystery novel, perhaps more than any other, not only asks this question; it attempts to suggest an answer to it as well.

But where to start? There are so many books from which to choose, even for the knowledgeable reader who has already taken to swimming in mystery’s dark waters, and huge numbers of new titles appear on our bookshelves each week. It is hard enough to keep up with authors who are alive, but those who are deceased are at risk of being forgotten entirely. There are many treasures to be found, and their burial should not be permitted, even if there are some among these authors who might have been surprised to find themselves remembered at all, for they were not writing for the ages.

And so, quite simply, we decided to give mystery writers from around the world the opportunity to enthuse about their favourite novel, and in doing so we hoped to come up with a selection of books that was, if not definitive (which would be a foolish and impossible aim), then heartfelt, and flawless in its inclusions if not its omissions. After all, the creation of any anthology such as this is inevitably accompanied by howls of anguish from those whose first instinct is always to seek out what is absent rather than applaud what is present. (We could probably have given the book the alternative title But What About…?)

With that in mind, let’s tackle just one such elephant in this particular room. It’s Raymond Chandler, as is so often the case when mystery fiction is under discussion. The Big Sleep is the Chandler novel frequently cited as the greatest mystery ever written, often by those who haven’t read very much at all in the genre. In fact, so ingrained has this idea become that The Big Sleep is a novel beloved even of people who have never read it, or who have seen only the 1946 movie based upon it. Fond though we are of The Big Sleep – for there is much in it of which to be fond, and much to admire – there’s a strong case to be made that not only is it not the greatest mystery ever written, it’s not even the greatest mystery Chandler ever wrote.

The Big Sleep is not the subject of an essay in this volume, but if not The Big Sleep, then what? Well, two of Chandler’s novels are discussed here. The appearance of one, Farewell, My Lovely, could probably have been anticipated, but the second, The Little Sister, is slightly more unexpected. When we were discussing this project with Joe R. Lansdale, who writes here on Farewell, My Lovely, we all agreed, with the misplaced confidence of those who are convinced that they can get the army to Moscow before winter sets in, that Michael Connelly would pick The Long Goodbye, as his affection for it was widely known (although that affection, as you’ll see when you read his essay, is tied up with Robert Altman’s 1973 film adaptation of the novel). While The Long Goodbye does get a glowing mention in Connelly’s essay, he chose instead to focus on The Little Sister, because that book is more personal to him.

Which brings us to the main thinking behind this anthology. This is not a pollsters’ assembly of novels, compiled with calculators and spreadsheets. Neither is it a potentially exhausting litany of titles that winds back to the dawn of fiction, chiding the reader for his or her presumed ignorance in the manner of a compulsory reading list handed out in a bad school at the start of summer to cast a pall over its students’ vacation time. What we sought from each of the contributors to this volume was passionate advocacy: we wanted them to pick one novel, just one, that they would place in the canon. If you found them in a bar some evening, and the talk turned (as it almost inevitably would) to favourite novels, it would be the single book that each writer would press upon you, the book that, if there was time and the stores were still open, they would leave the bar in order to purchase for you, so they could be sure they had done all in their power to make you read it.

 If nothing else, that should explain the omission of any title that, even now, might prove to be a source of aggravation to you, the reader – and, in the great scheme of things, we’d hazard there are fewer than might be expected, and certainly few neglected writers, although, inevitably, there are those too, or else this book would be too heavy to lift. There is greatness in all of the novels under discussion in this volume but, equally, there is huge affection and respect for them on the part of their advocates.

This brings us to the second purpose of this book. Because of the personal nature of the attachment that the contributors have to their chosen books, you will, in many cases, learn something about the contributor as well as the subject, and not a little about the art and craft of writing along the way. Thus we have Joseph Wambaugh, as a young cop-turned-writer, finding himself in the extraordinary position of discussing a work-in-progress with Truman Capote; Linwood Barclay, then only an aspiring novelist, sharing a meal with Ross Macdonald, a meal that arises out of the simplest and yet most intimate of reader-writer connections, the fan letter; and Ian Rankin encountering the extraordinary figure of Derek Raymond in a London bookstore. More importantly, as all writers are the products of those who went before them, those whom we love the most tend to influence us the most, whether stylistically, philosophically or morally (for, as someone once noted, all mystery writers are secret moralists). If a writer whose work you love is featured in this book as the subject of an essay, then there’s a very good chance that you’ll also enjoy the work of the essayist too. Similarly, if one of your favourite writers has chosen to write, in turn, on a beloved writer of his or her own, then you’re probably going to learn a great deal about how that contributor’s writing came to be formed, as well as being introduced to the novelist at least partly responsible for that act of formation.

While this volume is obviously ideal for dipping into when you have a quiet moment, enabling you to read an essay or two before moving on, there is also a pleasure to be had from the slow accumulation of its details. Reading through the book chronologically, as we have done during the editing process, patterns begin to emerge, some anticipated, some less so. There is, of course, the importance of the great Californian crime writers – Dashiell Hammett, Raymond Chandler, Ross Macdonald, and James M.Cain – to the generations of writers who have followed and, indeed, to one another: so Macdonald’s detective, Lew Archer, takes his name in part from Sam Spade’s murdered partner in The Maltese Falcon, while Chandler builds on Hammett, and then Macdonald builds on Chandler but also finds himself being disparaged by the older author behind his back, adding a further layer of complication to their relationship. But the writer who had the greatest number of advocates was not any of these men: it was the Scottish author Josephine Tey, who is a figure of huge significance to a high number of the female contributors to this book.

Or one might take the year 1947: it produces both Dorothy B. Hughes’s In a Lonely Place, in which the seeds of what would later come to be called the serial killer novel begin to germinate, and Mickey Spillane’s I, The Jury. Both are examinations of male rage – although Spillane is probably more correctly considered as an expression of it – and both come out of the aftermath of the Second World War, when men who had fought in Europe and Asia returned home to find a changed world, a theme that is later touched upon in a British context in Margery Allingham’s 1952 novel, The Tiger in the Smoke. But 1947 was also the year of the infamous, and still unsolved, Black Dahlia killing, in which the body of a young woman named Elizabeth Short was found, mutilated and sliced in half, in Leimert Park, Los Angeles. It’s no coincidence that John Gregory Dunne sets True Confessions, his examination of guilt and corruption, in that year, while the Black Dahlia killing subsequently becomes a personal touchstone for the novelist James Ellroy, whose own mother’s murder in California in 1958 also remains unsolved. The pulp formula in the US then adapted itself to these changes in post-war society, which resulted in the best work of writers such as Jim Thompson, Elliott Chaze and William P. McGivern, all of whom are considered in essays in this book.

Finally, it’s interesting to see how often different writers, from Ed McBain to Mary Stewart, Newton Thornburg to Leonardo Padura, assert the view that they are, first and foremost, novelists. The mystery genre provides a structure for their work – the ideal structure – but it is extremely malleable, and constantly open to adaptation: the sheer range of titles and approaches considered here is testament to that.

To give just one example: there had long been female characters at the heart of hard-boiled novels, most frequently as femmes fatales or adoring secretaries, but even when women were given central roles as detectives, the novels were written, either in whole or in part, by men: Erle Stanley Gardner’s Bertha Cool (created under the pseudonym A.A. Fair), who made her first appearance in 1939; Dwight W. Babcock’s Hannah Van Doren; Sam Merwin Jr.’s Amy Brewser; Will Oursler and Margaret Scott’s Gale Gallagher (all 1940s); and, perhaps most famously, Forrest and Gloria Fickling’s Honey West in the 1950s.

 But at the end of the 1970s and the beginning of the 1980s, a number of female novelists, among them Marcia Muller, Sue Grafton and Sara Paretsky, but also Amanda Cross and, in her pair of Cordelia Gray novels, PD James, found in the hard-boiled mystery novel a means of addressing issues affecting women, including violence (particularly sexual violence), victimization, power imbalances, and gender conflicts. They did so by questioning, altering, and subverting the established traditions in the genre, and, in the process, they created a new type of female fiction. The mystery genre embraced them without diminishing the seriousness of their aims, or hampering the result, and it did so with ease. It is why so many writers, even those who feel themselves to be working outside the genre, have chosen to introduce elements of it into their writing, and why this anthology can accommodate such a range of novelists, from Dickens to Dürrenmatt, and Capote to Crumley.

But this volume also raises the question of what constitutes a mystery – or, if you prefer, a crime novel. (The terms are often taken as interchangeable, but ‘mystery’ is probably a more flexible, and accurate, description given the variety within the form. Crime may perhaps be considered the catalyst, mystery the consequence.) Genre, like beauty, is often in the eye of the beholder, but one useful formulation may be that, if one can take the crime out of the novel and the novel does not collapse, then it’s probably not a crime novel; but if one removes the crime element and the novel falls apart, then it is. It is interesting, though, to note that just as every great fortune is said to hide a great crime, so too many great novels, regardless of genre, have a crime at their heart. The line between genre fiction and literary fiction (itself a genre, it could be argued) is not as clear as some might like to believe.

In the end, those who dismiss the genre and its capacity to permit and encourage great writing, and to produce great literature, are guilty not primarily of snobbery – although there may be an element of that – but of a fundamental misunderstanding of the nature of fiction and genre’s place in it. There is no need to splice genre into the DNA of fiction, literary or otherwise: it is already present. The mystery novel is both a form and a mechanism. It is an instrument to be used. In the hands of a bad writer, it will produce bad work, but great writers can make magic from it.

John Connolly and Declan Burke, Dublin 2012


The Dupin Stories
by Edgar Allan Poe (1841–44)

J. Wallis Martin

Edgar Allan Poe (1809–49) was an American author, poet, editor, and critic best known for his tales of mystery and imagination, many of them decidedly gothic in tone. For mystery readers, though, his fame rests on the three short stories he wrote about the character of Le Chevalier C. Auguste Dupin, which Poe described as his tales of ‘ratiocination’. Intellectual yet imaginative, brilliant but eccentric, Dupin became the template for fictitious detectives to come, among them Sherlock Holmes, who name-checks Dupin in the very first Sherlock Holmes story, A Study in Scarlet, albeit by describing him as ‘a very inferior fellow’.


Residing in Paris during the spring and part of the summer of 18—, I there became acquainted with a Monsieur C. Auguste Dupin.



So begins the story that many consider to be the earliest in which a private detective assists the police by solving a murder mystery. ‘The Murders in the Rue Morgue’ is the first of three stories in which Dupin solves a case that has baffled police, and Poe’s importance to, and influence on, subsequent generations of writers of crime, mystery, and tales of the supernatural is significant. Consider the following passage, which might have been drawn from a story in which Sherlock Holmes or Poirot took the place of Dupin:


‘Tell me, for Heaven’s sake,’ I exclaimed, ‘the method – if method there is – by which you have been enabled to fathom my soul in this matter.’



Dupin obliges, and the benefactor of his powers of analysis can only marvel at him.

‘The Mystery of Marie Roget’ was a sequel to ‘The Murders in the Rue Morgue’, and opens with the following observation: ‘. . . There are few persons, even among the calmest thinkers, who have not occasionally been startled into a vague yet thrilling half credence in the supernatural’, whereas in ‘The Purloined Letter’, Dupin is exhorted to help the police retrieve a letter stolen from a woman who is being blackmailed.

These three stories comprise ‘The Dupin Mysteries’, but as they have been analysed elsewhere, I will not deconstruct them here. What interests me about them is what we can learn about Poe’s character from his portrayal of his alter ego (many academics agree that Dupin is undoubtedly that), for when introducing Dupin for the first time, the narrator of the story describes him thus:


This young gentleman was of an excellent – indeed of an illustrious family, but, by a variety of untoward events, had been reduced to such poverty that the energy of his character succumbed beneath it, and he ceased to bestir himself in the world, or care for the retrieval of his fortunes. By courtesy of his creditors, there still remained in his possession a small remnant of his patrimony; and, upon the income arising from this, he managed, by means of a rigorous economy, to procure the necessaries of life, without troubling himself about its superfluities. Books, indeed, were his sole luxuries, and in Paris these are easily obtained.



The description accords with what we know of Poe’s personal circumstances when he wrote the story. The narrator goes on to say:


It was at length arranged that we should live together during my stay in the city; 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-eaten and grotesque mansion, long deserted through superstitions into which we did not inquire.



The ‘common temper’ of which Poe wrote may have been a reference to the moods of elation and despair that plagued him all his life, and support a posthumous diagnosis of bipolar disorder. Were he alive today, Poe might well agree with the diagnosis, for he was, in fact, aware that his moods were cyclic, and that they alternated in nature. In a letter to the poet James Russell Lowell, whose own temperament was deeply moody, he wrote:


I can feel for the ‘constitutional indolence’ of which you complain – for it is one of my own besetting sins. I am excessively slothful, and wonderfully industrious – by fits. There are epochs when any kind of mental exercise is torture, and when nothing yields me pleasure but solitary communion with the ‘mountains & the woods’ – the ‘altars’ of Byron. I have thus rambled and dreamed away whole months, and awake, at last, to a sort of mania for composition. Then I scribble all day, and read all night, so long as the disease endures.



As is so often the case for those who suffer from bipolar disorder, Poe’s personal life was a disaster. He was reputed to be irresponsible, unstable, and impossible to deal with. The following is an excerpt from Poe’s letter to his guardian, John Allan, after the latter refused to pay gambling debts Poe incurred at university:


Did I, when an infant, solicit your charity and protection, or was it of your own free will, that you volunteered your services in my behalf? It is well known to respectable individuals in Baltimore, and elsewhere, that my Grandfather (my natural protector at the time you interposed) was wealthy, and that I was his favourite grandchild – But the promises of adoption, and liberal education which you held forth to him in a letter which is now in possession of my family, induced him to resign all care of me into your hands. Under such circumstances, can it be said that I have no right to expect any thing at your hands?



Poe’s accusation was grossly unfair. John Allan had in fact provided for him well, but he eventually lost patience with his appeals for money. As a result, the relationship broke down when Poe was in his early twenties.

Inability to handle money, and a tendency to overspend with scant regard for the consequences, are features of bipolar disorder. (Consider Poe’s purchase of three yards of Super Blue Cloth and a set of the best gilt buttons, bought at a time when he was almost £2,000 in debt!) So, too, is an ability to focus on a piece of work to the exclusion of all else. However, this was but a small part of what the manic stage of the illness enabled Poe to do. The illness blessed yet cursed him with a clarity of vision, a heightening of the senses which he describes vividly in ‘The Fall of the House of Usher’:


He entered, at some length, into what he conceived to be the nature of his malady. It was, he said, a constitutional and a family evil, and one for which he despaired to find a remedy – a mere nervous affection, he immediately added, which would undoubtedly soon pass off. It displayed itself in a host of unnatural sensations. Some of these, as he detailed them, interested and bewildered me; although, perhaps, the terms and the general manner of their narration had their weight. He suffered much from a morbid acuteness of the senses; the most insipid food was alone endurable; he could wear only garments of certain texture; the odours of all flowers were oppressive; his eyes were tortured by even a faint light; and there were but peculiar sounds, and these from stringed instruments, which did not inspire him with horror.



And again, in this extract from ‘The Tell-Tale Heart’:


TRUE! – nervous – very, very dreadfully nervous I had been and am; but why will you say that I am mad? The disease had sharpened my senses – not destroyed – not dulled them. Above all was the sense of hearing acute. I heard all things in the heaven and in the earth. I heard many things in hell.



The period during which those who suffer from bipolar disorder experience a heightening of the senses can last for days or months before the decline into a depression that can be mild to severe. Poe’s depressions were deep, and following one such period, he wrote:


I went to bed and wept through a long, long, hideous night of despair – When the day broke, I arose & endeavoured to quiet my mind by a rapid walk in the cold, keen air – but all would not do – the demon tormented me still. Finally I procured two ounces of laudnum [sic] . . . I am so ill – so terribly, hopelessly ILL in body and mind, that I feel I CANNOT live . . . until I subdue this fearful agitation, which if continued, will either destroy my life or, drive me hopelessly mad . . .



In the above, Poe refers to having procured two ounces of laudanum with which to self-medicate. Another drug of choice was alcohol. Elevated rates of drug and alcohol abuse are often to be found in bipolar individuals and premature death is a feature of the illness. It is likely that a combination of the two led to Poe’s premature death in 1849. ‘We know now that what made Poe write was what made him drink,’ observed one of his biographers. ‘Alcohol and literature were the two safety valves of a mind that eventually tore itself apart.’

J. Wallis Martin (Ph.D St Andrews) is publishing director of The Edgar Allan Press Ltd. Her novels have been published internationally, and adapted for the screen. She lives in Bristol. www.wallis-martin.co.uk


Bleak House
by Charles Dickens (1853)

Sara Paretsky

Charles Dickens (1812–70) was a prolific writer of short stories, plays, novels, non-fiction and journalism, as well as finding time to edit magazines, collaborate with fellow authors, perfect the concept of the publicity tour, and father ten children. He was also a crusader for social justice, borne out of his own childhood which saw his father, John, imprisoned for debt in the Marshalsea prison, where he was joined by all of his family except Charles, who, at the age of twelve, went to work at Warren’s Shoe Blacking Factory, and visited his family on Sundays. His first novel, The Pickwick Papers, was published serially from 1836–7, and he died leaving his final book, The Mystery of Edwin Drood, unfinished.

Dickens was prolix. His novels often depend on ludicrous coincidences. He also had a great narrative and storytelling gift. He is also the writer who most empowers me. Every time a reader zings off an angry letter, telling me they read to be entertained, not to hear about society’s woes, I think, yeah, well, tell that to Dickens.

If every crime novel in the world suddenly disappeared and only Bleak House remained, it would be a good place to rebuild the missing library. It contains the germ of John Grisham, Ed McBain, Anne Rice, and Patricia Highsmith, with a whiff of Mr and Mrs North, within its sprawling narrative.

Bleak House is a novel of lies and secrets, of crime and immorality. At its centre is the famous case of Jarndyce v. Jarndyce, which exposes massive abuse by the courts of law to perpetuate legal careers rather than to render justice. Along the way, Dickens also considers the crimes of abusing the poor and the homeless, crimes of keeping a large part of the population illiterate and underfed, and the hypocrisies, if not outright crimes, committed in the name of religion. There is, almost by the way, a murder.

Every form of the crime and horror genres is present here, starting with the vampire novel. The courts are the overreaching vampires, sucking the life out of parties to suits, often quite graphically. One litigant, Gridley, dies of a ruptured heart from the strain of twenty-five years of trying to get a will resolved. Dickens creates a physical vampire in a lawyer named Vholes, who consumes a young litigant, Richard Carstone. Richard, his cousin Ada, and Esther Summerson, the heroine-narrator of Bleak House, are three of the central figures of the novel. Esther is desolated by Richard’s succumbing to the seduction of the courts. She recoils from the lawyer Vholes, as any healthy, life-loving person would. Esther describes Vholes as


a sallow man with pinched lips that looked as if they were cold, a red eruption here and there upon his face, tall and thin . . . Dressed in black, black-gloved, and buttoned to the chin, there was nothing so remarkable in him as a lifeless manner . . .



The gothic novel, with ghosts and highborn ladies, shows up in the noble Dedlock family, which has an actual ghost walk at the family estate in Lincolnshire. Lady Dedlock, whose secrets drive the novel’s action, is a noted beauty and leader of the fashionable world. She would be at home, up to a point, in a book by Georgette Heyer or Mary Stewart.

Bleak House is also that popular staple, a novel based on law courts and lawyers. And it is a detective novel, with a killer, and a detective. Detective Bucket, a kind of deus ex machina of the novel, shows up any time one of the characters needs to find a person or a document.

Bucket is busy everywhere. He knows so many people in London’s underworld that he can search its slums without fear of assault. He goes on the road looking for witnesses among people who are ‘on the tramp’, that is, moving from place to place, desperate to find work. He has contacts up and down the tightly clamped strata of the legal world.

Bucket appears in the lodgings and offices of clerks, law writers, stationers to the courts, and their servants and hangers-on. He also knows the powerful solicitor Mr Tulkinghorn, lawyer to the rich and famous, including the Dedlock family. It is Mr Tulkinghorn who is murdered.

In a modern crime novel, Tulkinghorn’s death would occur near the book’s beginning; the murderer would be revealed near the end. We’re three-quarters of the way through Bleak House before Tulkinghorn dies, and his death is quite unexpected. In a novel where every conversation is reported in complete – some might say, excruciating – detail, we learn about the murder in an offhand, under-reported way:


A very quiet night . . . even [in] this wilderness of London . . . What’s that? Who fired a gun or pistol? . . . foot-passengers start, stop and stare about them . . . people come out to look . . . It has aroused all the dogs in the neighbourhood, who bark vehemently . . . But it is soon over.



A few paragraphs on, we learn that the cleaning crew discovers Tulkinghorn’s body when they arrive the next morning, but even then, there is more description of the Roman mural in the room than of the dead man.

It wasn’t that Dickens didn’t care about detectives or police work. In fact, he was keenly interested in both. When the Metropolitan Police established the Detective Department in 1842, Dickens and Wilkie Collins followed the cases – quite literally. They travelled around England to where the most sensational crimes had taken place. They made friends of the detectives, were allowed to accompany them on their investigations, and they wrote newspaper and magazine articles with their own theories on how to solve high-profile crimes.

Dickens wrote several essays about Charles Field, the head of the Detective Department, for his magazine Household Words. Bucket’s methods, his disguises, his ability to melt into crowds, the way he spies on the people he’s tracking, were all based on Field.

As Judith Flanders points out in The Invention of Murder, Bucket resembles Field physically. In Household Words, Dickens described him (under the very faint disguise of ‘Wield’), as having ‘a large, moist, knowing eye . . . and a habit of emphasising his conversation by the aid of a corpulent forefinger, which is constantly in juxtaposition with his eyes or nose.’1

When Bucket is closing in on Tulkinghorn’s killer, Dickens says,


Mr Bucket and his fat forefinger are much in consultation . . . When Mr Bucket has a matter of this pressing interest . . ., the fat forefinger . . . seems to rise to the dignity of a familiar demon. He puts it to his ears, and it whispers information; he puts it to his lips, and it enjoins him to secrecy; he rubs it over his nose, and it sharpens his scent . . .



Tulkinghorn’s killer is a woman named Hortense, who has been Lady Dedlock’s maid. She is a Frenchwoman with such a furious temper that she is described throughout the novel as a wild animal. In Chapter 12 she is ‘a very neat She-Wolf, imperfectly tamed’. In Chapter 54, when she finds out that Bucket’s wife has been tailing her, she ‘pant[s], tigress-like’, and says she ‘would love to tear [Mrs Bucket] limb from limb’.

Dickens drew Hortense from life, from the character of a Swiss woman named Maria Roux (Manning) who, in 1849, was convicted, along with her husband, of murdering her lover. The crime Hortense commits in Bleak House is completely different in motive and victim from the one that the Mannings carried out. However, when Bucket arrests Hortense, her furious language and her attempt to assault him come directly from the trial transcripts for Maria Manning.2

Two of the original detectives of the Metropolitan Police, Jonathan Whicher and Charles Field, were famous throughout England for their impressive memories. They were famous, too, for their ability to make deductions about the lives and livelihoods of the people they watched. Dickens, who had followed Field and Whicher on a number of occasions into London’s bleakest slums, modelled Bucket’s analytical skills on theirs.

When Bucket is taking a reluctant witness with him to a slum known as ‘Tom All-Alone’s’, he passes some people on the tramp and studies them. From their dress, he can tell that the men are brickmakers and that the women are newly up from the country. Bucket, and Field, made their deductions some thirty years before Sherlock Holmes produced his monographs on such subjects as clay, handwriting or dress.

Later crime writers, from Conan Doyle to Dorothy Sayers, turned the professional police into stolid lower-class men who needed constant help from Holmes or Peter Wimsey to solve their cases. It wasn’t until the second half of the twentieth century, with the cops of the 87th Precinct, or police like Dalziel and Pascoe, that the skilled police detective came back into vogue. But Dickens admired the Metropolitan police and gave them their due.

While Esther Summerson is the perfect domestic angel whom Dickens celebrates in all his heroines, the other women in Bleak House are brought to life with a passionate and compassionate pen. Lady Dedlock, nursing a guilty secret that sets the novel in motion, is a major masterpiece, as is her maid, Hortense. One of the hangers-on in the courts of law, Miss Flite, is a delicious character, with her caged birds named for the different aspects of helplessness petitioners feel around the courts. Miss Flite flits through the narrative like one of her own birds; she is not just an addict of the courts of Chancery, but can elucidate the addiction for Esther and Ada.

Dickens writes with contempt of religious hypocrisy, and of the punishment religious folk mete out on so-called fallen women, or on the poor. He writes, too, with compassion about violence against women in his sections on Jenny and Liz, the brickmakers’ wives. Their husbands – called ‘their masters’ – are always beating. Like battered women everywhere, Jenny and Liz move furtively, anxious to avoid further violence, but desirous as well of alleviating some of the suffering in the other destitute women and children among whom they live.

In Bleak House the murder of Tulkinghorn is not the centre of the novel, nor is it the most heinous crime Dickens describes. It is for that reason that the murder occurs so late in the novel and with so little fanfare.

Two other crimes rouse Dickens to a tiger-like rage of his own. One is the courts of Chancery. This is the main current of the novel, and he writes scathingly, but wittily, of the courts and the enormous numbers of people the drawn-out legal actions employ.

The other crime that is entwined with the novel is the abominable neglect of the poor in nineteenth-century England. Dickens brings a savage pen to this outrage, partly through the brickmakers and their wives, and partly through the character of Jo, who plays a minor but pivotal role in the novel.

Jo has no last name, no recollection of his birth or his parents, and no life except to rise from his squalid dwelling early each day to sweep a crosswalk for pedestrians; if they tip him for the work he can eat, and pay for another night in the slum where he sleeps.

A stationer, a Mr Snagsby, occasionally gives the boy half a crown. When Bucket takes the unwilling Snagsby to find Jo in Tom-all-Alone’s, they go to


A black, dilapidated street . . . where the crazy houses were seized upon, when their decay was far advanced, by some bold vagrants, who . . . took to letting them out in lodgings. Now, these tumbling tenements contain, by night, a swarm of misery . . . Twice, lately, there has been a crash and a cloud of dust in Tom-all-Alone’s . . . and each time, a house has fallen. These accidents have made a paragraph in the newspapers and have filled several beds in the hospital . . . the proprietress of the house – a drunken face tied up in a black bundle; and flaring out of a heap of rags on the floor of a dog-hutch which is her private apartment – [tells them where to find Jo.]



In one of his comic masterpieces, Dickens has created the character of Mrs Jellyby, who neglects her family while she focuses on saving Africans in remote Borrioboola-Gha. Her gaze is remote: she is always looking at Africa and can’t see the squalor in her own household. She and her unfortunate children and husband dance through the narrative and both lighten and darken it, but Dickens uses her myopia to highlight the neglect of Jo and Jenny and Liz.


Jo is not softened by distance and unfamiliarity; he is not a foreign-grown savage; he is the ordinary home-made article. Dirty, ugly, disagreeable to all the senses, in body a common creature of the common streets . . . Homely filth begrimes him, homely parasites devour him . . . native ignorance, the growth of English soil . . . sinks his immortal nature lower than the beasts that perish . . . He shrinks from [other people]. He is not of the same order of things . . . He is of no order and no place.3



It is Jo’s death, not that of the solicitor to the rich and famous, that Dickens describes in detail. It is the crime committed against him by an indifferent society – characterised by Dickens as the ‘Toodles and Doodles’ – that Dickens cares about. It is the author’s passion for these crimes that elevates Bleak House from a run-of-the-mill detective novel to an enduring masterwork of fiction. And in the bleak house that is contemporary America, Dickens’ vision helps keep me going.

Sara Paretsky is a novelist and essayist best known for her private eye V. I. Warshawski, who helped change the treatment of women in crime fiction. Paretsky’s awards include the Cartier Diamond Dagger from the British Crime Writers’ Association, the Edgar Grand Master from the Mystery Writers of America, and Ms Magazine’s Woman of the Year. www.saraparetsky.com


A Tale of Two Cities
by Charles Dickens (1859)

Rita Mae Brown

Charles Dickens (1812–70) was a prolific writer of short stories, plays, novels, non-fiction and journalism, as well as finding time to edit magazines, collaborate with fellow authors, perfect the concept of the publicity tour, and father ten children. He was also a crusader for social justice, borne out of his own childhood which saw his father, John, imprisoned for debt in the Marshalsea prison, where he was joined by all of his family except Charles, who, at the age of twelve, went to work at Warren’s Shoe Blacking Factory, and visited his family on Sundays. His first novel, The Pickwick Papers, was published serially from 1836–7, and he died leaving his final book, The Mystery of Edwin Drood, unfinished.

Help! Murder! Police!

Does this sum up the mystery novel? There should be blood and corpses somewhere and the killer must be found.

Since Dame Agatha Christie, the mystery novel has focused on a tightly plot-driven work of fiction wherein the reader’s curiosity to know who killed X, and if Y and Z will be victims too, becomes a burning need. This is why the ideal mystery review often uses the words ‘page-turner’.

Dame Agatha’s plots, while ingenious, were inhabited more by stereotypes than by fully fleshed characters. The mystery writers who came in her wake, such as P.D. James, create living, breathing characters and have moved the mystery novel some way out of the suburbs of genre fiction.

For me a mystery novel is not circumscribed. While I might write within the genre tradition, I can be somewhat suspicious of it. My favourite mystery novel is A Tale of Two Cities, published in 1859.

Many of you have read this gripping novel by Charles Dickens. There were people alive when he was a young man who had lived through the French Revolution. As most of you also know, we are celebrating the two hundredth anniversary of his birth this year. Now there’s an excuse for a party every day.

Why would I think that this novel – with the best opening line ever, ‘It was the best of times, it was the worst of times’ – is a mystery? Because it revolves around one of the oldest devices in theatre and literature, that of mistaken identity. Solve the question of identity, and you solve the problem.

You have many choices as to where you might like to pinpoint the beginnings of this device. Oedipus the King, a tragedy written by Sophocles (496–406 BC), used it to shattering effect. Plautus, the Roman playwright (254– 184 BC), used it in his comedies. Shakespeare cribbed from Plautus and both writers still make us laugh. Solving the question of authentic identity takes as much detective work as solving the mystery of who beheaded five men in exactly the same fashion, leaving their heads on the steps of St Sebastian’s Catholic church. (There’s a plot for an aspiring writer.)

Until the publication of A Tale of Two Cities, the play or novel frequently ended with true identity being unmasked to tears or laughter. A Tale of Two Cities ends with the main character being believed in his false identity. It is one of the most emotionally affecting endings of any novel that I know. You are rooting for the mystery to remain unsolved.

Dickens is showered with much-deserved praise for his characters, characters that leap off the page into your mind, your memory. Once you meet Uriah Heep you will never forget him, and you hope not to meet him again. The characters to whom you gravitate often reveal something about yourself. We all want David Copperfield and Oliver Twist to survive, no matter who our favourite characters are. We close these two volumes of Dickens hoping that the young men of the titles will flourish.

We close A Tale of Two Cities knowing our hero will not flourish. We close that novel saddened, uplifted and thankful that we didn’t live through France’s dreadful convulsion.

Many a literary critic would say that A Tale of Two Cities is a conservative novel. Well, the mystery is a conservative form. Oh, the subject matter may contain sexual depravity, characters may toss f-bombs like grenades, and the hero or heroine is usually a deeply flawed character, failure ever his or her shadow. Some are even legitimate anti-heroes. The form is still conservative. The fads of lengthy sex scenes, decayed corpses exhaustingly described, and descriptions of violence that occur about every twelve minutes cannot change the form. (And by the way, do we ever have a hero, anti-hero, or heroine who is impotent? If so, let me know. That would be something new. No matter how dreadful their past or horrendous their present, their parts work wonderfully well.)

What is a mystery novel, anyway? What is the form? It’s simple: an incident occurs which destroys balance. The destruction may be to one individual, to a family, a guild or a group, or to an entire community. Economically describing how mistrust and violence undo a community was one of Dame Agatha’s great gifts. Indeed, as the story unfolds, the reader in a sense becomes part of this community. Who committed or commissioned this misdeed? Initially the most believable suspects are cleared while other suspects are unearthed, and their secrets unearthed with them, but none of these individuals is usually the culprit. Sometimes the secrets are nasty and sometimes rather thrilling: you know, the vicar has three wives in three different villages – and on a vicar’s salary, no less. Slowly, our detective or seeker, no matter how initially unwilling, unravels the tangled mystery.

Here’s the rub. Discovery of the truth doesn’t mean that the perpetrator always faces the justice of the state but, in finding the truth, balance, or a form of balance, is restored. Existence can again be orderly. That’s conservative. You are never left hanging at the end of a mystery.

Real life, on the other hand, tends to be the reverse. No wonder the mystery is such a popular form of fiction.

Back to Dickens. Every Hosanna shouted at him for his fabulous characters really is deserved, but he also deserves credit for taking a two thousand-year-old convention and standing it on its head, the convention that truth, identity, and some form of justice is always revealed.

Dickens wrote just the reverse.

That’s why A Tale of Two Cities is my favourite mystery.

An Emmy-nominated screenwriter and a poet, Rita Mae Brown is the best-selling author of Rubyfruit Jungle, her memoir Animal Magnetism, the Mrs Murphy series, the Sister Jane fox-hunting series, her canine mystery series featuring Mags Rogers, and her novels Bingo, Six of One, and Loose Lips. Brown lives in Afton, Virginia with her cats, hounds, horses, and big red foxes. www.ritamaebrown.com


The Dead Letter
by Metta Fuller Victor (1867)

Karin Slaughter

Metta Fuller Victor (1831–85) was a pioneer not just in the field of ‘dime novel’ fiction, the precursor to the modern mass-market paperback, but also in the development of the mystery novel in the United States. She began contributing stories to newspapers at the age of thirteen, and published Poems of Sentiment and Imagination, with Dramatic and Descriptive Pieces, written with her sister, Frances, in 1851, quickly followed the same year by her first novel, The Senator’s Son. Hugely popular in her day, she was also the editor, at various times, of Home magazine and the Cosmopolitan Art Journal.

Many great women writers have been forgotten to history, from Anna Katharine Green, who is credited with creating the first series detective (Ebenezer Gryce of the New York Metropolitan Police Force) to E.D.E.N. Southworth, whose serialised thrillers were widely translated in their day, but none languish in obscurity more than Metta Fuller Victor. With The Dead Letter (1867), Victor was the first American writer – male or female – to publish a full-length detective novel in the United States. She was, in fact, at the cusp of a wave of detective fiction that is oft ignored by literary historians, who mostly concentrate on Edgar Allan Poe, credited as the writer of the earliest detective short stories, then skip straight to Dashiell Hammett, as if fifty years of American crime writing had never existed.

Writing as Seeley Regester, Victor built on the two-tiered narrative structure pioneered by Poe in ‘The Murders in the Rue Morgue’. She opens Letter in the middle of the investigation to better concentrate not on the fact of murder, but the horrors left in its wake. In the first pages, we find Richard Redfield, gentleman lawyer and amateur detective, reeling with shock over the clue that he’s just uncovered in the murder of Henry Moreland. This shows a marked departure from the Poe formula: our detective is not a socially isolated, coldly rational outsider, but a morally invested insider. The crimes that occur in Letter resonate throughout the community. The story explores the home and family lives of both victim and perpetrator. The reader feels a connection with the morally driven detective figure and follows his emotional journey as he seeks to understand the complexities of good and evil.

With the massive success of The Dead Letter, and that of her next mystery, The Figure Eight (1869), Victor helped the firm of Beadle & Adams, the creator of the dime novel, to become one of the most successful publishers of the antebellum period. A Mormon mother of nine, Victor wrote over a hundred novels in almost every genre, from fantasy to adventure and westerns. Like her contemporary, Harriet Beecher Stowe, she was a staunch abolitionist who wrote about the scourge of slavery. Unlike Stowe, she explored other issues of the day, from domestic strife to polygamy. The Dead Letter is, in fact, an amalgamation of all the genres Victor loved, providing the reader with social commentary as well as murder, intrigue and a thrilling side-trip through the lawless territories of the American West.

There are myriad other ways in which Victor’s structural arc stands in stark contrast to Poe’s. Victor’s novels were not driven to immediate climax, but filled with reversals, twists and misdirections that both prolonged the denouement and arguably made the climax that much more rewarding. Victor didn’t just set out the facts of the crime: she explored social mores, distinguishing between the upper and middle classes with a subtle reference to clothing or manner. She described atmosphere and scenery in careful detail, giving her stories an air of grounded reality. The characters in Victor’s books were not cynical about crime. They felt loss and tragedy to their very core. For these reasons and more, it seems that the Victor formula, not Poe’s, is the convention to which modern crime fiction more closely hews.

Why, then, is Victor lost to obscurity?

The world of fiction – especially crime fiction – has a tendency to ignore the contributions of women, no matter how popular they become. In fact, popularity has often de-legitimised the work of many women writers. Let’s not forget that Daphne du Maurier, arguably one of the finest suspense writers of all time, was chided by many critics of her day for being ‘lightweight’. Patricia Highsmith, who exiled herself to France, was excoriated by the American literati for her psychologically dark crimes and ambiguously drawn characters. That both women had their work










1 Judith Flanders, The Invention of Murder, HarperPress, 2011, p. 178



 

2 Ibid, pp. 158 ff.



 

3 Homely in this passage means ‘home-grown’.



 

1 The Hound of the Baskervilles (1902) is the first work to follow the character’s premature death, though it precedes the comeback story of Holmes’s resurrection, ‘The Adventure of the Empty House’, in 1903. So, presumably we’re meant to believe that events in the 1902 novel took place before Holmes’s demise in ‘The Final Problem’, a short story of 1893. Do not reread this. Just . . . let it go.



 

2 The Baskerville family’s home, Clyro Court, has since been repurposed and renamed the Baskerville Hall Hotel. In a contest of sorts over bragging rights for the story’s true setting, it wins for the architectural and landscaping similarities to the estate in the novel, though it is not, as Doyle describes it, a fourteenth-century castle. This grey-stone manor house was built in 1839.



 

3 Bertram Fletcher Robinson takes credit for inspiring the novel by relating a hound-of-hell legend to the author – though British folklore was already crawling with phantom devil dogs. Doyle does acknowledge his friend in the clothbound edition of 1902, but Robinson’s own story of this contribution, made on a golfing holiday in March of 1901, leaves little time before serialisation in the August edition of the Strand Magazine that same year. Given the cliffhanger style of this serial format, the novel was well plotted and paced before the first of eight instalments, and not written on the fly (though serials do offer time for rewrites). Prolific Doyle dashed off many a short story in this same span, though novels are more widely spaced in the Holmes canon, suggesting they might’ve been a year or more in the making, but the author wrote his magnum opus in less than six months.



 

1 The bus boycott in Montgomery, Alabama, was sparked by the arrest of a black woman, Rosa Parks, for refusing to surrender her seat on a bus to a white passenger. It eventually led to a US Supreme Court decision that declared unconstitutional the Alabama laws requiring segregated buses.



 

1 High Priest wasn’t the first novel he wrote. That was Deliver Me From Dallas, written in collaboration with a writer by the name of W. Franklin Sanders. Sanders had the book published in 1961 in altered form under the title Whip Hand without Willeford’s knowledge or sanction and, most damningly, without his name on the cover. Dennis McMillan published the original version in 2001, and what’s most remarkable about it is what it lacks: the assured, sardonic, insouciance of Willeford’s voice, which debuts fully formed and full of confident swagger in High Priest.



 

2 Watching a video of the uncut, black-and-white version supplied by a friend close to the production, I turned to my wife at this particular juncture and said, ‘He’s lost you, hasn’t he?’ ‘No,’ she said with some vehemence. ‘I’m with him.’ Such is the power of the Willefordian protagonist.



 

1 The term ‘Bantu’ as a description of Bantu-speaking South Africans became discredited in the middle of the twentieth century when South Africa’s ruling National Party, which was responsible for the introduction of apartheid, began using the term as a racial categorisation.



 

1 Translated, variously, as Children’s Death Songs or Songs on the Death of Children.



 

1 Six men, all of whom were born in Northern Ireland but lived in Birmingham, sentenced to life imprisonment for bomb offences in the UK in 1975, and released after sixteen years when their convictions were declared unsound.
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