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Abstract 

Detective fiction of the ‘Golden Age’ begins after the First World War. The sense that this 

severed the present era from a formerly continuous narrative of history can be seen in the 

language of the decades after the war: full of gaps and cleavages, of never-healing wounds. 

I read the popularity of detective fiction between the wars as a symptom of this perceived 

chasm in history, as a form that repetitively played out a wound to community and history 

before closing it again. Detective fiction offered what historians and war-books could not 

and did not: a refuge in narrative, in a specific and particular Englishness which denied that 

any fragmentation had ever taken place. When this denial could not be maintained, it 

employed the detective as historian to construct a narrative in which disconnected evidence 

could be accurately emplotted to restore the past event as it really happened. 

The interwar period was a time in which the genre channelled most effectively the anxious 

imagination of the British public, providing a reassuring narrative in which confusions were 

untangled, senseless death was explained, and anxiety was resolved and purged, but 

following it into the 1940s, 1950s, and 1960s as its popularity begins to decline allows me 

to register a similar decline in the role of historian-detective. Without ceasing to register a 

concurrent and persistent need for the consolatory narrative offered by detective fiction, its 

offered closures and historical recuperations move from earnestly attempted historical 

convalescence to a recuperative process that is self-aware and self-conscious about its own 

desire for the past. 

Using five writers whose work falls between the 1920s and the 1970s, I examine the way 

their fiction makes imaginative links with history, and the different way this manifests 

depending upon the period in question. The medieval village was a structure used to insist 

that life in the country could still be lived in continuity with the forms, functions, and 

patterns of a way of life which stretched back to the medieval past. The Elizabethan past – 

usually specifically the Shakespearean past – became particularly resonant after the Second 

World War in an attempt to reconstruct a consolatory self-image of Britain. In contrast, the 

nineteenth century is not invoked between the wars out of any desire to establish continuity; 

rather, the Victorian past in these novels is neither dead nor alive, and still in need of 

ontological fixing. The First World War as an event is usually deferred and avoided 

whenever possible, but in novels where it must be confronted, attempts to use existing 

methodology to contain and address the war prove inadequate. 



iii 

 

Acknowledgements 

 

A section of Chapter 1 (here presented as section 1.2., ‘Retrouver la guerre: The Nine 

Tailors (1934)’) is part of a pre-copyedited, author-produced version of an article accepted 

for publication in English: The Journal of the English Association following peer review. 

The version of record, ‘Bringing up the Body (don’t mention the war): Traumatic Return 

in Dorothy L. Sayers’ The Nine Tailors’ in English: Journal of the English Association 66, 

no. 255 (Winter 2017) is available online at 

https://academic.oup.com/english/article/66/255/291/4384747, 

https://doi.org/10.1093/english/efx022. Permission conveyed through Copyright Clearance 

Center, Inc. 

This thesis could not have been written without the aid, intellectual stimulation and incisive 

judgment of my supervisor, Dr. Eluned Summers-Bremner. It has been a privilege to be 

your student, and you have given me tremendous understanding, patience, and faith in 

myself as a scholar. I will always be grateful. 

I would like to thank the staff at the University of Exeter for allowing me access to the 

Agatha Christie archive. The Marion E. Wade Center at Wheaton College made my 

research on Dorothy L. Sayers possible, particularly Laura Schmidt. I would also like to 

thank the staff at the Howard Gotlieb Research Center at Boston University, particularly 

Claudia Willett, who made Ngaio Marsh’s papers available to me.  

On a personal level, I would like to thank my family: Gail Pamela Colby, my mother, and 

Dr. Garry Albert Muir and Lily Fong, my father and stepmother, for their love and support, 

and Celine Muir, Rohan Muir, Nicholas Muir, and Amberley Colby.  

Without constant advice and support from my dear friends Linda Connolly, Linda Hui, Dr. 

Christina Robertson, Dr. Lawrence Xu-Nan, and Claire Ziegler, this certainly could not 

have been completed, nor without my dear friends Laura Evans and Allison Gaines, who 

hosted me in the States during my archival work. 

Bryonny Muir, December 2019 

 

  

https://academic.oup.com/english/article/66/255/291/4384747
https://doi.org/10.1093/english/efx022


iv 

 

Contents 

 

Introduction 1 

Chapter One: Medieval Village, Passion Play 20 

Introduction 20 

Retrouver la guerre: The Nine Tailors (1934) 24 

Dreaming of the countryside: The Moving Finger (1942) 42 

Self-conscious medievalism: Off With His Head (1957) 55 

Chapter Two: Shakespearean Stages 72 

Introduction 72 

Queer couplings: To Love and Be Wise (1950) 80 

Memory theatre: Death at the Dolphin (1967) 96 

Chapter Three: Victorian Vestiges 118 

Introduction 118 

Victorian spectres and revenants: Strong Poison (1930) 125 

The ineradicable stain: Police at the Funeral (1931) 139 

Barring the past: At Bertram’s Hotel (1965) 151 

Chapter Four: Shell Craters 164 

Introduction 164 

History is what hurts: The Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club (1928) 171 

The split at the heart of things: The ABC Murders (1936) 187 

Back again in wartime: Traitor’s Purse (1941) 203 

Conclusion 218 

Bibliography 225 
 



1 

 

Introduction 
 

It is now or never, the hour of the knife / the break with the past, the major operation.1 

Detective fiction begins with a wound. In Arthur Conan Doyle’s first Sherlock Holmes 

novel, A Study in Scarlet (1887), John Watson opens his tale, and, arguably, the genre, with 

the injury in Afghanistan that has necessitated his return to England:  

I was removed from my brigade and attached to the Berkshires, with whom I served 

at the fatal battle of Maiwand. There I was struck on the shoulder by a Jezail bullet, 

which shattered the bone and grazed the subclavian artery […] For months my life 

was despaired of, and when at last I came to myself and became convalescent, I was 

so weak and emaciated that a medical board determined that not a day should be 

lost in sending me back to England. I was dispatched, accordingly, in the troopship 

‘Orontes,’ and landed a month later on Portsmouth jetty, with my health 

irretrievably ruined, but with permission from a paternal government to spend the 

next nine months in attempting to improve it.2  

From the outset this story concerns convalescence, and it is to detection that Watson gladly 

turns as a divertissement from the ‘objectless,’ empty existence his recovery dictates. 

Holmes’ contention that “without leaving [his] room [he] can unravel some knot which 

other men can make nothing of, although they have seen every detail for themselves” 

presents an immediate case for detection as an art peculiarly suited to convalescents.3 This 

consanguinity of injury and enquiry is clear in the fact that Watson’s wound is the first 

thing Holmes ever deduces:  

The train of reasoning ran, ‘Here is a gentleman of a medical type, but with the air 

of a military man. Clearly an army doctor, then. He has just come from the tropics, 

for his face is dark, and that is not the natural tint of his skin, for his wrists are fair. 

He has undergone hardship and sickness, as his haggard face says clearly. His left 

arm has been injured. He holds it in a stiff and unnatural manner. Where in the 

 
1 Cecil Day Lewis, “The Magnetic Mountain,” Collected Poems, 1929-1933 (New York: Random House, 

1935), 139. 
2 Arthur Conan Doyle, A Study in Scarlet [1887] (London: Ward, Lock, Bowden and Co, 1892), 2. 
3 Conan Doyle, A Study in Scarlet, 29-30.  
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tropics could an English army doctor have seen much hardship and got his arm 

wounded? Clearly in Afghanistan.’4 

The form itself, as critics such as Marty Roth and Gill Plain have observed, also begins 

with a wound. For Roth, a murder in detective fiction is experienced as an injury to the 

body politic, which “is shocked and convulsed by what has happened […] it is a scandal, 

a rupture that opens up an unexpected place for narrative.”5 For Plain, “the fissure opened 

by the transgression of murder weakens the bond that ties the criminal to the rules of 

society”: the wound is not to society itself, but to this connective tissue.6 Dennis Porter 

takes a slightly different angle: rather than viewing the murder itself as a split which the 

detective seeks to bind up, he uses Tzvetan Todorov’s narratological study of detective 

fiction to suggest the detective novel itself is a wound that the reader wants to close – but 

not yet. For Todorov, detective fiction was one of the clearest examples of the distinction 

between plot (fabula) and narration (syuzhet). The detective novel, he claimed, tore these 

often intertwined elements apart entirely, creating a clear distinction between the story of 

the crime and the story of the investigation: in detective fiction, the former, the fabula, 

takes place entirely before the novel proper, the story of the investigation or syuzhet, 

begins.7 Porter, following Todorov’s assertion that “the hundred and fifty pages which 

separate the discovery of the crime from the revelation of the killer are devoted to a slow 

apprenticeship […] we examine clue after clue, lead after lead,” locates this period, which 

he terms “the logico-temporal gap,” as the source of the detective novel’s appeal.8 He 

identifies Todorov’s narratological fissure as a form of narrative fission, producing energy 

and “pleasurable tension” by delaying the recovery of the story of the crime, the closing of 

the gap.9 The detective novel takes place in the space between wound and cure. 

 

 

 
4 Conan Doyle, A Study in Scarlet, 30. 
5 Marty Roth, Foul and Fair Play: Reading Genre in Classic Detective Fiction (Athens: University of Georgia 

Press, 1995), 134. 
6 Gill Plain, Twentieth Century Crime Fiction: Gender, Sexuality, and the Body (Edinburgh: Edinburgh 

University Press, 2001), 39. 
7 Tzvetan Todorov, “The Typology of Detective Fiction,” in The Poetics of Prose, trans. Richard Howard 

(Oxford: Blackwell, 1977), 42-52. 
8 Todorov, 45; Dennis Porter, The Pursuit of Crime: Art and Ideology in Detective Fiction (New Haven, CT: 

Yale University Press, 1981), 30. 
9 Porter, 31. 
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The break with the past: the wound in history 

In the mode of A Study in Scarlet, Agatha Christie’s first novel, The Mysterious Affair At 

Styles (1920), also opens with an injury. In this novel, the First World War is still in 

progress, but the war is over for its Watson figure and ‘wounded hero,’ Colonel Hastings, 

who has been “invalided home from the Front; and, after spending some months in a rather 

depressing Convalescent Home […] given a month’s sick leave.”10 Styles is often credited 

as one of the earliest works in the ‘Golden Age’ of detective fiction; for Susan Rowland, 

Styles itself marks an abrupt cleavage from the Conan Doyle tradition to one distinctly 

different: “In 1920 the character of the fictional detective changed.”11 This marries neatly 

with Alison Light’s description of Christie’s body of work as a “literature of 

convalescence”: a stylistically and psychologically flattened form of detective fiction from 

which the violence and aggression of the Victorian mode had been expunged, a form of 

mental ‘pottering’ which would help readers keep their mind off the horrors under the paper 

pages and keep them from picking at their war wounds.12  Rowland reads The Mysterious 

Affair at Styles as a break with tradition, either a rupture in itself, or the instrument which 

has caused one, but the real line of fracture is the war which has sent Colonel Hastings 

home to recover, and to take his mind off his hurts with some light detection.  

The First World War breaks like a caesura across the history of detective fiction as 

a genre, and across histories of the twentieth century. For Eric Hobsbawm, the ‘long 

nineteenth century’ did not, in fact, end until 1914: 

The great edifice of nineteenth-century civilisation crumpled in the flames of world 

war, as its pillars collapsed. There is no understanding the short twentieth century 

without it. It was marked by war. It lived and thought in terms of world war, even 

when the guns were silent and the bombs were not exploding […] For those who 

had grown up before 1914 the contrast was so dramatic that many of them refused 

to see any continuity with the past. ‘Peace’ meant ‘before 1914’: after that came 

something that no longer deserved the name.13 

 
10 Agatha Christie, The Mysterious Affair at Styles [1920] (New York: Bantam, 1948), 3; 2.  
11 Susan Rowland, From Agatha Christie to Ruth Rendall: British Women Writers in Detective and Crime 

Fiction (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2001), 15.  
12Alison Light, Forever England: Femininity, Literature, and Conservatism Between The Wars (London: 

Routledge, 1991), 67. 
13 Eric Hobsbawm, The Age of Extremes: The Short Twentieth Century (New York: Pantheon Books, 1994), 

22. 
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How the war was imaginatively experienced differs from the historical reality. As Philipp 

Blom states, “the modern world was present even before the first German soldier crossed 

the Belgian border,” and much of the societal change later credited to the First World War 

were already latent before 1914.14 But perception has its own reality, and a broadly shared 

perception has a more palpable reality still.  

The language of the decades after the war is full of gaps and cleavages, of never-

healing wounds. For Hugo Ball, writing in 1917, “God is dead, a world has collapsed, world 

history has broken into two halves.”15 For Robert Graves, in the decade after the First World 

War, there were only two classes in England: those who had served, and those who had 

not, and “the gulf between was painfully wide.”16 For the poet David Jones, the Somme 

was the last great action of the old world, and after that came what he called ‘the Break’: 

“The whole of the past, as far as I can make out, is down the drain.”17 Historians have also 

repeated this language of wounds and rupture in their descriptions of the war. Eric Leed 

describes the reverberating effect of the First World War into the twentieth century as “an 

experience of radical discontinuity on every level of consciousness […] an experience 

which severs the thick ‘tissues of connectivity’ that weld separate events into a self.”18 

Describing the mindset of poets Edward Thomas and artists like Paul Nash, David 

Reynolds too turns to prefigurations of rupture: “Man and nature ravaged in Flanders fields; 

man and nature in harmony in an idealised England – the war’s meaning lay somewhere in 

the gap.”19 For Richard Overy, the next generation saw itself “separated by a gulf from the 

pre-war world”; for Piers Brendon, the post-First World War century was “scarred” by war 

and economic crisis, still possessing “past wounds [which] went too deep.”20 

 
14 Philipp Blom, The Vertigo Years: Europe, 1900-1914 (New York: Basic Books, 2008), 393. 
15 Quoted in Philipp Blom, Fracture: Life and Culture in the West, 1918-1938 (New York: Basic Books, 

2015), vii. 
16 Graves’s statement that “by the end of 1918 there were two distinct Britains […] the Fighting Forces and 

the Rest” (Robert Graves and Alan Hodge, The Long Week-End: A Social History of Great Britain, 1918-

1939 (London: Faber and Faber, 1950), 14, is paraphrased in the quotation above in Robert Kuhn McGregor 

and Ethan Lewis, Conundrums for the Long Week-end: England, Dorothy L. Sayers and Lord Peter Wimsey 

(Kent: Kent State University Press, 2006), 16. 
17 David Jones, The Dying Gaul and Other Writings (London: Faber, 1978), 34. 
18 Eric Leed, No Man’s Land: Combat and Identity in World War One (Cambridge: Cambridge University 

Press 1979), 3. 
19 David Reynolds, The Long Shadow: The Great War and the Twentieth Century (New York: Simon and 

Schuster, 2013), 190.  
20 Richard Overy, The Morbid Age: Britain Between the Wars (London: Allen Lane, 2009), 13; Piers Brendon, 

The Dark Valley: A Panorama of the 1930s (London: Pimlico, 2001), x; 15. 
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Trauma, too, is usually described as a breach. The year The Mysterious Affair at 

Styles was published was also the year that Sigmund Freud published “Beyond the Pleasure 

Principle” (1920) in response to the war neuroses of soldiers in the First World War, and 

the insistent return of their traumatic experience in the form of literal, non-symbolic dreams 

and other unutterable symptoms. As Cathy Caruth writes, it seemed to him that, often, the 

traumatising event was “not assimilated or experienced fully at the time, but only belatedly, 

in its repeated possession of the one who experiences it.”21 Freud theorised that trauma 

occurs when “excitations from outside which are powerful enough to […] break through” 

the protective shield against stimuli, the violent energies of everyday existence, leaving the 

sufferer overwhelmed.22 Traumatic symptoms such as nightmares can be seen as 

unconscious attempts to “master the stimulus retrospectively,” to go back in time and be 

prepared for what could not have been foreseen.23 This inability to have prepared for the 

traumatic event can make survival itself, as Caruth suggests, a crisis. “The traumatised, we 

might say, carry an impossible history within them, or they become themselves the 

symptom of a history that they cannot entirely possess.”24  It is not only the moment of the 

event but the passing out of it which can be traumatic: both the repeated, literal suffering 

of the event and the temporal delay, the ‘belatedness’ may be what allows the individual to 

survive.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
21 Cathy Caruth, “Introduction,” in Trauma: Explorations in Memory, ed. Cathy Caruth (Baltimore: Johns 

Hopkins University Press, 1995), 4. 
22 Sigmund Freud, “Beyond the Pleasure Principle” [1920], in The Standard Edition of the Complete 

Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud, Vol. 18, trans. and ed. James Strachey (London: Hogarth Press, 

1955), 29. 
23 Freud, “Beyond the Pleasure Principle,” 32. 
24 Caruth, “Introduction,” 1. 
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Critical prefigurations 

Discussion of detective fiction is also punctuated with ruptures, fissures, and gaps: Plain’s 

tear in the social tissue, Roth’s wound to the body politic. Robert A. Rushing reads Golden 

Age detective fiction as performing a “double méconaissance” designed to misrecognise 

the process at work: “I thought this was a story about a traumatic and violent breach, but 

now I see it is an intellectual puzzle to be solved.”25 In Rushing’s understanding, detective 

fiction refuses to explore the true ramifications of such a fissure and changes the terms of 

engagement instead, converting the possibility of engaging with real loss and damage into 

a battle with a paper tiger, one which can be mastered without danger of further blood 

drawn. He is not the only one to see Golden Age detective fiction as a figurative band-aid. 

Plain has argued that Christie’s early novels “[reassemble] the fragmented corpses of war, 

forming a bandage over the open wound of the abject, and interfacing the uncertain 

boundaries between inside and out, past and future.”26 This invocation of bandaging, like 

Rushing, suggests that these novels do make whole where there have been ruptures, but 

that they do so by papering over the problem. Providing  an ‘interface’ is a more effective 

function than a band-aid, and one earlier suggested by Robert Barnard, who read Christie’s 

work as a remedy in a time of fissure, “appealing equally to all class and intelligence 

brackets,” and thereby “[bridging] national and generational gaps.”27 Robert Kuhn 

MacGregor and Ethan Lewis read Dorothy L. Sayers’ detective, Peter Wimsey, “born in 

1890, with one foot in the Victorian era and the other in the post-war world” as a literal 

bridge between pre-war past and post-war present.28 Bandaging, however, is less active a 

metaphor than bridging; it masks holes instead of making wholes, and most discussions of 

detective fiction’s function, like Light’s suggestion that it is a ‘literature of convalescence’, 

fall on this end of the spectrum.  

“War [...] is a silent teacher and he who learns becomes silent too,” wrote Rudolf 

Binding.29 In the first ten years after the Armistice of 1918, Modris Eksteins notes, almost 

nothing was written about the war: “Official histories of the war as a whole and regimental 

and service histories of its separate parts poured from the presses in the early 1920s, but 

 
25 Robert A. Rushing, Resisting Arrest: Detective Fiction and Popular Culture (New York: Other Press, 

2007), 131. 
26 Plain, Twentieth Century Crime Fiction, 42. 
27 Robert Baynard, A Talent to Deceive: An Appreciation of Agatha Christie (New York: Dodd, Mead, 1980), 

3. 
28 MacGregor and Lewis, 2. 
29 Rudolf Binding, A Fatalist at War (Boston: New York: Houghton Mifflin, 1929), 60.  
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after formal notices and commemorative niceties in appropriate journals, they went onto 

shelves in libraries and in the homes of ex-servicemen or the bereaved, either unread or, if 

read, undiscussed.”30 In 1928, after this long gap, suggestive of Freudian Nachträglichkeit 

(belatedness), Erich Maria Remarque published All Quiet on the Western Front and there 

was a sudden bursting of the flood-gates: war-books became so sought after that veteran-

writers found themselves unable to cope with the demand. Graves, looking back to his own 

war-book, Goodbye To All That (1929), observed that “the effect of the war-book revival 

of 1928-31 was to refresh public memory of the horrors of the Great War, and to increase 

anti-war feeling everywhere.”31 Susan Kingsley-Kent characterises this veteran-writer 

cohort as “all following a narrative structure of putting disconnected pieces together to 

create a single, seemingly seamless, certainly comprehensible story of pre-war, wartime, 

and post-war self and society.”32 This process of exorcising trauma, of “making whole,” 

appears most often to take place through the telling of a story, a narrative or history 

that connects past with present, that mends the ruptures and fills in the gaps 

produced by the traumatic event. Progress toward recovery from trauma requires 

the individual victim to construct a coherent story comprised of pre-war whole self, 

traumatised fragmented self, and recovered, integrated self.33 

Eksteins, conversely, reads the war-books not as coherent narratives which rebuild the links 

with history, but as ‘imaginative, not historical’ literature which stressed individual 

suffering rather than collective interpretation. “It had become a matter of art, not history.”34 

Only on this level, he believes, could it have any meaning, for a broader meaning of the 

First World War was felt to be impossible.   

Without collapsing correlation into causation, one of the more interesting parallels 

with the silence and then the volubility of the war-book is the simultaneous rise in the 

popularity of detective fiction. Graves is not alone in noting that it was merely one popular 

genre among many in the 1920s. In the 1930s, however, it became pre-eminent. Detective 

fictions were certainly ‘imaginative, not historical,’ but they offered what the popular 

histories and the war-books could not and did not: a refuge in narrative, in a specific and 

 
30 Modris Eksteins, Rites of Spring: The Great War and the Birth of the Modern Age (Boston: Houghton 

Mifflin, 1989), 255. 
31 Graves and Hodge, 265.  
32 Susan Kingsley-Kent, Aftershocks: Politics and Trauma in Britain, 1918-1931 (Basingstoke: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2009), 7. 
33 Kingsley-Kent, 7. 
34 Eksteins, 291. 
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particular Englishness which denied that fragmentation had ever taken place, and when this 

denial could not be maintained, employed the figure of the detective to create new 

coherence and continuity with the past.  
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The detective as historian  

The detective novel classically begins with a death, spends the majority of its narrative 

attempting to work backwards in order to reconstruct the chain of events which led to that 

death, and concludes only once the causal factors behind the death have been fully 

recovered, and blame finally and totally assigned. The consequences of the event are 

presented to the reader long before the event itself is fully clear. This creates a rupture that 

the novel spends its entire narrative attempting to close Porter’s logico-temporal gap. The 

concern of the form is ultimately “an act of recovery, moving forward in order to move 

back.”35 I read this preoccupation with recovering the past and assigning blame as a 

symptom of the perceived ‘chasm in history’ discussed above. While comparisons have 

been drawn between the function of the detective and the literary critic, and the detective 

and the psychoanalyst, there is an important link to be drawn between the function of the 

detective and that of the historian as well. 

 In The Historian as Detective: Essays as Evidence, Robin W. Winks made this same 

analogy more generally, arguing that “the historian must collect, interpret, and then explain 

his evidence which are not greatly different from those techniques employed by the 

detective, or at least the detective in fiction,” but drew back from drawing the parallel too 

strongly, stating he would not mean “parallels between historical research and detective 

fiction to be taken too literally […] There is obviously a gap between them, just as there is 

a gap between politics and scholarship.”36 The link is close, but not perfect. In detective 

fiction, the reader is ultimately offered an ontological certainty that the evidence will be 

accurately emplotted and that the missing pieces in the chain of events will be restored. 

This certainty of reconstruction – the assurance that we can accurately recover the past wie 

es eigentlich gewesen – is something which historians are incapable of delivering, and 

something which, after the First World War, they were felt to have failed to deliver.37  

Historians themselves expressed a sense of inadequacy when it came to reconciling 

the post-war present with the pre-war past. H. A. L. Fisher lamented in 1935 that “[men] 

wiser and more learned than I have discerned in history a plot, a rhythm, a predetermined 

pattern. These harmonies are concealed from me. I can see only one emergency following 

 
35 Porter, 29. 
36 Robin W. Winks, The Historian as Detective: Essays as Evidence (New York: Harper and Row, 1968), xi. 
37 As it actually happened”: a constructionist dictum about the work of the historian made by Leopold von 

Ranke in Histories of the Latin and Germanic Nations from 1494–1514, trans. Philip A. Ashworth [1824] 

(London: George Bell and Sons, 1887). 
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upon another as wave follows upon wave.”38 In the 1930s and 1940s, R. G. Collingwood 

demonstrated the generally-felt need for new and better historical methods to understand 

the war even within academia itself. Interestingly for this study, Collingwood proposed that 

rather than discarding evidence that they could not make sense of within rational 

explanations, historians should follow the detective novel in interrogating sources which 

offer false or irrational information, questioning why their evidence said what it did, and 

what its misapprehensions could be construed to mean, and put all reconstructions to 

imaginative testing the way detective novels do with potential emplotments of the crime.39 

Although he sees certain issues in Collingwood’s theory, Hayden White draws from him 

in his understanding of the historical text as a literary artefact, formulated in Metahistory: 

The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth Century Europe (1973), which began the 

‘linguistic turn’ in historiography.40 Following White, the active role of the historian in 

emplotting and ordering the evidence he has about the past aligns him much more closely 

to the detective than more empiricist understandings of the role of the historian.  

Paul Fussell argued that the war “reversed the idea of Progress,” the grand récit of 

the nineteenth century, and that, as a result, “the Great War was perhaps the last to be 

conceived as taking place within a seamless, purposeful ‘history’ involving a coherent 

stream of time running from past to future.”41 Henry James claimed to speak for a 

generation when he saw the onset of the First World War as “the plunge of civilisation into 

this abyss of blood and darkness […] a thing that so gives away the whole long age during 

which we have supposed the world to be, with whatever abatement, gradually bettering, 

that to have to take it all now for what the treacherous years were all the while really making 

for and meaning is too tragic for any words.”42 For White, this suspicion of grand récits 

can be seen before 1914, in the pre-war decade where there was “a growing suspicion that 

Europe’s feverish rummaging among the ruins of its past expressed less a sense of firm 

 
38 H. A. L. Fisher, A History of Europe [1935] (London: Collins, 1960), vii. 
39 R. G. Collingwood, The Idea of History (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1948). Joseph M. Levine has 

convincingly argued that the simplified detective narrative Collingwood composes to show how the ideal 

historian-as-detective should work is based on the Christie novel The Murder at the Vicarage (Re-enacting 

the Past: Essays on the Evolution of Modern English Historiography (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004, 253-267). 
40 Hayden White, Tropics of Discourse: Essays in Cultural Criticism (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 

Press, 1978), 83-120; Hayden White, Metahistory: The Historical Imagination in Nineteenth Century Europe. 

Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973; Alun Munslow, Deconstructing History (London: 

Routledge, 2006), 25. 
41 Paul Fussell, The Great War and Modern Memory (New York: Oxford University Press, 1975), 8. 
42 Henry James, The Letters of Henry James, Vol. 2, ed. Percy Lubbock (London: Longmans Green, 1920), 

384; emphasis in original. 
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control over the present than an unconscious fear of a future too horrible to contemplate,” 

but the First World War comprehensively shattered whatever faith in history was left, doing 

much to destroy what remained of history’s prestige among both artists and social 

scientists, for the war seemed to confirm what Nietzsche had maintained two 

generations earlier. History, which was supposed to provide some sort of training 

for life […] had done little to prepare men for the coming of the war; it had not 

taught them what would be expected of them during the war; and when the war was 

over historians seemed incapable of rising above narrow partisan loyalties and 

making sense of the war in any significant way. When they did not merely parrot 

the current slogans of the government regarding the criminal intent of the enemy, 

historians tended to fall back on the view that no one had really wanted the war at 

all; it had ‘just happened.’43 

History could not prevent the First World War; afterwards, historians could not adequately 

explain it to those who lived through it. Detective fiction offered a narrative where 

historical faith was justified, where nothing ‘just happened,’ and the detective-historian 

could satisfactorily explain his or her method in a way which made sense and suddenly 

contextualised not only the main murder-mystery, but every loose end and strange 

phenomenon. Outside the novel, the methodological practice of history was recognising 

that it could not always accurately recover and represent the content of the past, but within 

the detective novel faith in its power was rewarded.  

 

 
43 White, Tropics of Discourse, 35-36. 
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The hour of the knife: the Golden Age and after 
 

The Golden Age is usually understood to constitute the pre-Second World War body of 

work produced by four major writers: Margery Allingham, Agatha Christie, Ngaio Marsh, 

and Dorothy L. Sayers, who were, and are, known as the “Queens of Crime.” This is, as 

Lee Horsley observes, the period “during which detective fiction became feminised.”44 The 

“years between the wars,” Hugh Greene lamented, were when “Agatha Christie, Margery 

Allingham, Ngaio Marsh and Dorothy Sayers exercised their monstrous regiment of 

women.”45 Josephine Tey is less commonly included among their number, in part because 

her most famous novels were published after the Second World War, when the ‘Golden 

Age’ had ended. Although Allingham, Christie, and Marsh continued to produce detective 

novels well into the 1970s and 1980s, overlapping and overtaking Tey, whose last novel 

was published in 1952, she slips away from their massed group.46 In 1981, Nancy Ellen 

Talburt suggested this was because she had “no great detective […] no dazzling plots.”47 

Stephen Knight, on the other hand, sees Tey as “ahead of her time in recognising that the 

great detective at the novel’s centre was too limited,” and her plotting as favouring 

“credible realism” over tight puzzle-plotting.48 Never wholly expunged from their august 

context, in more recent years Tey has been considered more closely in relation to the 

Queens.49 Cora Kaplan observed in 2011 that whatever their status at the time of writing, 

“Agatha Christie, Dorothy L. Sayers and Josephine Tey are now the best remembered 

representatives of the distaff side of Britain’s Golden Age of crime fiction.”50 The longevity 

of Tey’s writing has given her a claim to equal consideration alongside the original 

 
44 Lee Horsley, Twentieth Century Crime Fiction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 38.As Horsley 

notes, male writers like Anthony Berkeley and Nicholas Blake, or John Dickson Carr, S. S. Van Dine, and 

Ellery Queen, who suffer the double bar of being both male and American, do not fall within the quintessential 

markers of the characteristic Golden Age fiction: female-authored, British, and best-selling. 
45 Hugh Green, quoted in J. C. Bernthal, Queering Agatha Christie: Revisiting the Golden Age of Detective 

Fiction (Basingstoke: Palgrave, 2016), 39. 
46 Two early Tey novels do fall within critical definitions of the ‘Golden Age’: The Man in the Queue (1929), 

and A Shilling For Candles (1936), but the former was published under her playwright pseudonym, Gordon 

Daviot, and neither achieved the sales or readership of her postwar detective stories.  
47 Nancy Ellen Talburt, “Josephine Tey,” in Ten Women Of Mystery, ed. Earl Bargainnier (Bowling Green: 

Bowling Green State University Press, 1981), 42. 
48 Stephen Knight, Crime Fiction After 1800: Death, Diversity, Detection (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 

2010), 102. 
49 Horsley states without qualification that the Golden Age detective novel was “exemplified by the work of 

writers such as Agatha Christie, Dorothy L. Sayers, Marjorie Allingham, Josephine Tey, and Ngaio Marsh” 

(Horsley, 37). 
50 Cora Kaplan, “Josephine Tey and her Descendants: Conservative Modernity and the Female Crime Novel” 

in End of Empire and the English Novel since 1945, ed. Rachel Gilmour and Bill Schwartz, (Manchester: 

Manchester University Press, 2011), 53-73, 53. In P.D. James’s study of the crime novel, she also notes that 

Tey’s works have lasted when other works have not, grouping her as indisputably part of the “Golden Age,” 

if not one of the original Queens (Talking About Detective Fiction (Oxford: Bodleian Library, 2007), 57). 
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bestsellers. There were, of course, other writers of the period whose work has not lasted, 

and others outside the scope of my enquiry, on the grounds that they do not fit into the 

mainstream of what characterises this new, changed vein of detective fiction after 1920.  

The temporal limits of the ‘Golden Age’ are debateable. Howard Haycraft, the first 

to coin the term, dated it from 1918 only to 1930, and gave the period of 1930 to 1942 its 

own definition, the time of “the moderns.”51 Later scholars have been more generous; for 

Julian Symons, and most scholars, the Golden Age spans the entire interwar period.52 The 

common thread is a sense that there was a particular period, bounded on each end by the 

world wars, in which detective fiction was not only at its height artistically, but at the zenith 

of its cultural penetration. In this period, as Sayers observed in her essay ‘The Present State 

of the Mystery Story,’ these novels were “being read in Downing Street, in Bloomsbury, in 

bishop’s palaces, in the libraries of eminent scientists.”53 A. J. P. Taylor stated that “the 

picture of the interwar Englishman, particularly of the middle class, is incomplete, unless 

we see him reading […] detective stories,” but detective novels were famously enjoyed by 

both genders and across class divides.54 We hear of them being read by both the Labour 

Prime Minister, Clement Attlee, and the young manual workers of Tottenham;55 by readers 

of the Boots Book Club and Lord Mountbatten, who wrote Christie fan letters.56 Guy 

Burgess, one of the infamous Cambridge spies, slipped away to Moscow with copies of 

Christie’s The Mysterious Affair at Styles and The Murder of Roger Ackroyd (1928) on his 

person, having attended his last supper in England under the pseudonym of ‘Roger 

Styles.’57 When Neville Chamberlain read out the declaration of war in 1939, Harold 

 
51 Howard Haycraft, Murder for Pleasure: The Life And Times of the Detective Story (New York: D. 

Appleton-Century Company, 1942), 181.  
52 Julian Symons, Bloody Murder: From the Detective Story to the Crime Novel (London: Faber and Faber, 

1972), 18-19. Earl Bargainnier dates it from 1920 to 1939 (“Introduction,” in 10 Women of Mystery, 1, 10), 

which Knight agrees with (Crime Fiction After 1800, 84-85). Susan Rowland puts it between 1920 and 1937 

(Rowland, 3). 
53 Dorothy L. Sayers, “The Present State of the Detective Story,” London Mercury, November 1939, 47. 
54 A. J. P. Taylor, English History, 1914-1945 [1965] (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 312. 
55 Peter Hennessey, Never Again: Britain, 1945-51 (London: Penguin, 2006), 318; David Kynaston, Austerity 

Britain, 1945-51 (London: Bloomsbury, 2008), 210-11.  
56 Bernthal, 40; John Curran, Agatha Christie’s Secret Notebooks: Fifty Years of Mysteries in the Making 

(London: HarperCollins, 2009), 46. 
57 Andrew Lownie, Stalin’s Englishman: The Lives of Guy Burgess (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 2016), 

237-239. 



14 

 

Nicolson groped for the vocabulary of the Golden Age to describe him as “a coroner 

summing up a case of murder.”58   

The historian-detective, whose reconstructive imagination, allied with a close and 

perfect reading of textual, physical and verbal traces, could make sense of an apparently 

senseless murder, offered interwar readers the promise that historical faith was equally 

recoverable. The irruption of the Second World War required less imaginative work to 

make sense of the event; not only were the aftereffects of the First World War increasingly 

present in contemporary literature and awareness after 1928, they were set against the 

growing instability of the ‘dark and dishonest Thirties’ and the certain dread that another 

war was inevitable. It is little coincidence that this period became, in retrospect, a ‘Golden 

Age’ of detective fiction: it was a time in which the genre channelled most effectively the 

anxious imagination of the British public, providing a reassuring narrative in which 

confusions were untangled, senseless death was explained, and anxiety was resolved and 

purged. 

Most critical considerations of detective fiction end with the outbreak of the Second 

World War, and yet, of the writers under study, only Sayers ceased writing detective stories 

entirely when war broke out, never to resume. Nevertheless, an effect on the narrative 

energy and strategy of the other writers under discussion is observable. Tey, who wrote her 

first detective novels at the height of the 1930s, wrote none during the Second World War; 

it was only after a lacuna of twelve years that she began to write murder mysteries again. 

Allingham wrote two detective novels during the six years of the Second World War, both 

of which dealt directly with the events and impact of the war as it was happening; 

nevertheless, this was a surprisingly sparse rate for a writer who otherwise produced 

twenty-one such novels in thirty-five years. The war similarly failed to silence Marsh, but 

it altered the arc of her work. Exiled from Britain and confined to her native New Zealand 

for the duration of the war, her novels began to reflect New Zealand settings and concerns, 

able to imagine and engage with the war only at a hemisphere’s remove from it. Christie 

alone continued to write detective fiction at a rate consistent with her pace inter-war and 

post-war.  

 
58 Harold Nicolson quoted in Juliet Gardiner, The Thirties, Britain’s Forgotten Decade: An Intimate History 

(London: HarperPress, 2011), 760. 
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There are several wartime stories about Christie’s work which attest to the 

continuing power her novels still had to reflect and refract the anxieties of wartime in the 

cultural imagination. Most tenuous is the claim, first cited in Janet Morgan’s 1984 

biography of Christie, that a group of P.O.W.s interned in Buchenwald staged a 

performance of And Then There Were None (1939).59  Johann Hari has argued that more 

than simple entertainment value lay behind this choice of staging: “Christie offers us a 

world of perfect order and only wicked and evil people disturb that perfect order but they 

are invariably captured. That’s why people in Buchenwald read her – we have a desire to 

believe the world is an English village.”60 This claim reflects the belief – over-simplified 

in many instances – that the English village provided a particularly potent imaginative 

escape in this period. Indeed, another part of the wartime mythos which has developed 

around the Christie novels is that they were read with especial voraciousness in air raid 

shelters during the Blitz, with cheap reprints being rushed out to meet the demand.61  

That detective fiction was popular in shelter libraries, however, is confirmed by 

Haycraft, who recounts that 

at the height of the Nazi Blitz of London in 1940 special ‘raid libraries’ were set up 

at the reeking entrances to the underground shelters to supply, by popular demand, 

detective stories and nothing else. No more dramatic illustration can be imagined 

of the singular appeal of the once lowly and scorned whodunit as the chosen escapist 

literature of modern times in general and in wartime in particular.62 

More specifically, Kristine Miller has cited from the Mass Observation materials 

contemporary testimonials to the power of the detective novel as a soporific for anxiety. 

One middle-class woman reported that “I used to read for all sorts of reasons – interest, 

following up certain lines of study, and so on. But now I’m so overworked I read hardly 

anything but thrillers, to get me to sleep at night.” Another stated “I like the detective or 

thriller type as, by its close-woven plot (if it is a good tale) it demands a certain amount of 

attention and provides as complete a break possible from the work and worries of the 

 
59 Janet Morgan, Agatha Christie, A Biography (London: Collins, 1984), 227.  
60 Quoted in Tom Geoghegan, “The Mystery of Agatha Christie,” BBC Online, September 13, 2005, 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/magazine/4238798.stm  
61 Stephen Knight, “Murder in Wartime,” in War Culture: Social Change and Changing Experience in World 

War Two, eds. Pat Kirkham and David Thomas (Lawrence and Wishart: London, 1995), 161-3. 
62 Howard Haycraft, “The Whodunit in World War II and After,” The Art of the Mystery Story: A Collection 

of Critical Essays, ed. Howard Haycraft (New York: Grosset and Dunlap, 1947) 536. 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/uk_news/magazine/4238798.stm
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day.”63 The belief that detective fiction offered a particularly compelling form of escape 

during the Second World War, as well as in the interwar period, inherent in both its form 

and content, seems to have some standing.  

 This reality intersects interestingly with the most often recited wartime Christie 

story, which is that she wrote two novels which would satisfactorily conclude both the 

Poirot and Miss Marple mysteries, Curtain (1975) and Sleeping Murder (1965), and lodged 

them in a safe-deposit with her London publisher where they lay safely for the duration of 

the Second World War.64 London might perish, but something more intangible would 

persist: there would be an ‘after’ in which her reading public would still have a new Christie 

to look forward to. As much an English treasure as St. Paul’s, Poirot would come out the 

other side of the firebombing intact. Miller states that Christie took this measure to 

safeguard her imagination in the event that wartime experience decimated it, although the 

source she cites considers it more prosaically “an insurance policy for her family in case 

she were killed in the Blitz.”65 Christie herself later noted that 

I never found any difficulty in writing during the war, as some people did; I suppose 

because I cut myself off into a different compartment in my mind. I could live in 

the book among the people I was writing about and mutter their conversations and 

see them striding about the room I had invented for them.66 

Whether Christie put her work into storage because she anticipated the possibility of losing 

her life or her ability to write during the conflict, what becomes obvious in her fiction is 

that a protected separate space like this fireproofed and sealed safe-deposit is a powerful 

metaphor for the imaginative reassurance detective fiction could offer its readers.  

If there is general consensus on the opening date of the Golden Age, there is less on 

its conclusion. What is clear is that after the Second World War, although still popular, and 

although Allingham, Christie, Marsh, and Tey continued to regularly produce novels, it 

ceased to occupy quite as central a place in the cultural imaginary of Great Britain as it did 

 
63 Kristine Miller, British Literature of the Blitz: Fighting the People’s War (Basingstoke: Palgrave 

Macmillan, 2009), 117. 
64 Curran’s forensic work on Christie’s notebooks suggests that Sleeping Murder, if it went into the safe at 

the beginning of the war, did so in a skeletal form which was fleshed out considerably before it was finally 

published in 1976 (Curran, 249-256). 
65 Ina Rae Hark, “Impossible Murderers: Agatha Christie and the Community of Readers” in Theory and 

Practice of Classic Detective Fiction, eds. Jerome H. Delamater and Ruth Prigozy (Westport: Greenwood, 

1997), 114. 
66 Agatha Christie, An Autobiography (New York: Dodd, Frank, 1977), 476.   
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between the wars. Many studies of the genre are bounded to this period. However, it is in 

the years after the Second World War that some of these writers produce their most 

interesting works, and by extending the window of analysis, more diffuse patterns become 

clear, as I will delineate towards the end of this Introduction. The popularity of detective 

fiction during the Golden Age of the 1920s and 1930s makes it a form which “most 

becomes its period and is most caught in its own age,” and an ideal mirror for studying the 

progress of a national historical imagination.67 Following it into the 1940s, 1950s, and 

1960s as its popularity begins to decline allows me to register a similar decline in the role 

of historian-detective. Without ceasing to register a concurrent and persistent need for the 

consolatory narrative offered by detective fiction, its offered closures and historical 

recuperations move from earnestly attempted historical convalescence to a recuperative 

process that is self-aware and self-conscious about its own desire for the past. Detective 

fiction is no longer able to believe that continuity can be re-established across two wars, or 

even that this would be wholly desirable.

 
67 Clive Bloom, Bestsellers: Popular Fiction Since 1900 (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 37. 
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A way forward 

This thesis has four chapters, each examining several novels as case-studies in order to 

examine the way the five writers engage with different periods of the past. Chapter One, 

“Medieval Village, Passion Play,” examines the “desire to believe the world is an English 

village” – or, more precisely, the desire to believe that life in an English village after the 

First World War was still lived in continuity with the forms, functions, and patterns of the 

medieval past. That there is a break in history is still part of the narrative of these novels, 

but this break, and the discordant rhythms of ‘modern life’ are insistently claimed as urban 

ailments, from which the timeless village is preserved, and to which it can offer a cure. The 

three novels examined in this chapter – The Nine Tailors (1934) by Sayers, The Moving 

Finger (1942) by Christie, and Off With His Head (1957) by Marsh – span three decades, 

allowing me to observe over time the lessening of faith in this cure for those outside the 

novel. The only way to enjoy the pleasures of the medieval past by 1957 is with irony; and 

the only way to preserve the village, in the end, is to deny it to the reader.  

 In Chapter Two, “Shakespearean Stages,” I discuss, firstly, the way recourse to the 

Elizabethan – and specifically the Shakespearean – past was used in the interwar period. 

But this is considerably less sustained and interesting than the way it is used after the 

Second World War. The War saw a turn to cultural nationalism and particular to the 

Elizabethan past in an attempt to reconstruct a consolatory self-image of Britain. This use 

of the Elizabethan and Shakespearean past was heightened in the post-war years of austerity 

and by the accession of Elizabeth II, declared a ‘New Elizabethan Age.’ My case studies – 

To Love and Be Wise (1950) by Tey and Death at the Dolphin (1967) by Marsh – both 

derive from this later period. Both are interested in establishing continuity with Britain’s 

Shakespearean heritage. For Tey, doubling closely with this past is eminently desirable, but 

will foreclose futurity. Marsh imagines an England after the Blitz where Shakespeare and 

the Shakespearean past are still part of active remembrance and ritual rather than history 

and study, a cultural touchstone that precludes and conceals any sense of loss after the Blitz 

and the Second World War. This impossible supra-historical connection requires the figure 

of the historian-detective to guarantee its authenticity in a space and time full of competing 

forgeries. 

 In Chapter Three, “Victorian Vestiges,” I argue that the way the nineteenth century 

is invoked between the wars has nothing to do with desire or with the need to establish 
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continuity. Rather, in the interwar period this relationship is ambivalent, and my two case-

studies from this period, Strong Poison (1930) by Sayers and Police at the Funeral (1931) 

by Allingham, exhibit instead an overwhelming anxiety to settle the business of a past 

which is too close to the present, too encroaching. The Victorian in these novels is 

hauntological, neither dead nor alive, and still in need of management and ontological 

fixing. Police at the Funeral carries this further than Strong Poison; Sayers wishes to sort 

what is useful from what is not, while in Allingham the Victorian imperial project is a 

dangerously tainted inheritance from which the ills of the present derive. I conclude the 

chapter with a study of a later novel, At Bertram’s Hotel (1965) by Christie, to demonstrate 

the difference the Second World War makes. Rather than burdening the older generations 

while the younger generations struggle out from under it, the Victorian past in this novel 

has changed alignments. The generation which was young in the 1930s is older now, and 

the new younger generation has no memory of the Victorian past as a living thing or a 

threat. It is now the older generation who must intervene to insist on presentism, and to 

block the desire for the Victorian expressed by their successors. 

 In Chapter Four, “Shell Craters,” I am interested in the much more recent past. Most 

interwar detective novels defer the experience and trauma of the war by means of 

avoidance, slippage, and memory loss. The recent past is to be escaped, denied; it may be 

allowed into the text, but the text then works to contain and suppress it. However, in The 

Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club (1928) by Sayers, released the same year that the flood 

of “war-books” began, the mystery is wound too tightly around the murder to be solved, 

and to solve the murder requires addressing and engaging with war itself. A similar process 

appears to be at work in The ABC Murders (1936) by Christie, but the novel attempts an 

evasive strategy which almost, but not completely, comes off. Traitor’s Purse (1941) by 

Allingham was written during and set within the Second World War, but it employs the 

same strategies seen in these earlier novels – avoidance, splitting, and amnesia – in order 

to manage the experience, and to suggest a way of living with it. None of these three novels 

is wholly successful: when war enters the detective novel directly, historical methodologies 

still prove inadequate to containing it. 
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Chapter One: Medieval Village, Passion Play 

 

Chaucer is buried in the latest Sayers.1 

 

Introduction 

 

For hundreds of years, Christine Berberich argues, “the English countryside has been used 

as the most effective evocation of Englishness: in times of war and peace it has been 

conjured up […] to express nostalgia and hope, a sense of belonging, a yearning for home; 

and something that needs to be defended at all cost.”2 Another use for it, one which all three 

novels discussed in this chapter are in dialogue with, is as a cure: the English countryside 

as a site of originary wholeness, in stark contrast to the fractured experience of modern life. 

In fact, in The Moving Finger, by Christie, a character wounded during the Second World 

War is explicitly prescribed the village as cure by his doctor:  

Go and live in the country […] Good air, quiet life, nothing to do – that’s the 

prescription for you. That sister of yours will look after you. Eat, sleep and imitate 

the vegetable kingdom as far as possible.3 

Many people in interwar Britain shared a feeling that the First World War had altered the 

old ways of living irrevocably. A state of organic community and continuity had been ended 

by the outbreak of war: the lamps had gone out, the natural order of things from time 

immemorial had ceased, and the historical chain had been broken.4 Modernization and 

industrialisation did not happen as rapidly or perceptibly as this narrative implies, but there 

was nevertheless what Jean-Luc Comolli called a “frenzy of the visible” when a similar 

wave of feeling washed over the mid-nineteenth century: changes which had been taking 

 
1 W. H. Auden and Louis MacNeice, Letters From Iceland (London: Faber and Faber, 1937), 235. 
2 Christine Berberich, “‘Isn’t This Worth Fighting For?’: The First World War and the Ab(Uses) of the 

Pastoral Tradition,” in Conflict, Nationhood and Corporality in Modern Literature: Bodies-At-War, ed. 

Patricia Rau (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 26. 
3 Agatha Christie, The Moving Finger [1942] (London: HarperCollins, 2002), 7. Henceforth cited within the 

text. 
4 Graves and Hodge, 271. They quote from Lord Knebworth’s correspondence to this effect: “My goodness, 

the war must have brought things really down to bed-rock – but then afterwards the world spends its time in 

rebuilding all the artificialities which it took centuries to conceive and which those years of war shattered 

into a thousand fragments.” This sense of a decisive break not only with the past but with ‘life as it was lived’ 

is noted by other contemporary writers, although from a strictly historical perspective such idealising of the 

Edwardian and Georgian pre-war years is ahistorically overblown. 
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place for some time suddenly seemed newly apparent and abhorrent.5 For Walter Benjamin, 

the “tiny, fragile human body […] that had gone to school on a horse-drawn streetcar” now 

found itself standing, post-war, “in a countryside in which nothing remained unchanged 

but the clouds.”6 In contrast to modern life, rural life was felt to be ‘organic’ and ‘timeless,’ 

characterised by the survival of traditional models of community, family, guild, and 

village.7 While this conception of the rural past has been challenged, it was an imaginative 

trope which assumed particular power in the decades after the First World War. 

 

Many also shared the sense that there was a disjunction between then and now, 

between war and peace, between past and present; a “fund of oppositions,” as Leed has 

observed, “between historical time and ahistorical time; society and community; mediated, 

differentiated experience and direct, total experience ‘mechanised’ life and pastoral life.”8  

The war itself, the imagined fracture between ‘then’ and ‘now,’ was often a silent note in 

these complaints: writers stressed the alteration, but suppressed the origin. It is useful to 

note here Fussell’s comment that “recourse to the pastoral is an English mode of both fully 

gauging the calamities of the Great War and imaginatively protecting oneself against them 

[…]  Pastoral reference, whether to literature or to actual rural localities and objects, is a 

way of invoking a code to hint by antithesis at the indescribable.”9 That silence speaks 

louder than words is an overused platitude, but in detective fiction of this period, the 

pleasures of the village are often loud, and the after-effects of the recent war are quiet. 

To speak of detective fiction as a ‘modern morality play’ is to repeat at one point 

what seemed to be a critical truism. But that truism deserves closer study: it insisted on a 

continuity between the detective novel and medieval literature that the form itself claimed 

again and again for the contemporary countryside and the medieval village. Sayers had her 

detective declare that “in detective stories virtue is always triumphant […] They’re the 

purest literature we have,” and herself argued that the detective novel carried on traditions 

 
5 Steven Connor gives this translation of Comolli in Steven Connor, “The Modern Auditory I,” Re-Writing 

the Self: Histories from the Middle Ages to the Present, ed. by Roy Porter (New York: Routledge, 1997), 209. 
6 Walter Benjamin, “The Storyteller: Reflections on the Works of Nikolai Leskov,” in Illuminations: Essays 

and Reflections, trans. Harry Zohn and ed. Hannah Arendt (New York: Schocken, 1968), 84. 
7 The most comprehensive challenge to the myth of organic pre-modern society is Alan MacFarlane, Origins 

of English Individualism: The Family, Property, and Social Transition (New York: Cambridge University 

Press, 1978). For an analysis of the new imaginative retrenchment in Englishness and the rural, see Alexandra 

Harris, Romantic Moderns: English Writers, Artists, and the Imagination from Virginia Woolf to John Piper 

(London: Thames and Hudson, 2010), and Jed Esty, A Shrinking Island: Modernism and National Culture in 

England (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 2003). 
8 Leed, 48. 
9 Fussell, 255. 
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inherited from Chaucer and medieval romance.10 “If one could no longer hunt the 

manticora, one could still hunt the murderer; if the armed escort had grown less necessary, 

yet one still needed the analyst to frustrate the wiles of the poisoner; from this point of 

view, the detective steps into his right place as the protector of the weak – the latest of the 

popular heroes, the true successor of Roland and Lancelot.”11 Christie stated that when she 

began to write detective novels,  

I was not in any mood to criticise them or to think seriously about crime. The 

detective story was the story of the chase; it was also very much a story with a 

moral; in fact it was the old Everyman Morality Tale, the hunting down of Evil and 

the triumph of Good. At that time, the time of the 1914 war, the doer of evil was 

not a hero: the enemy was wicked, the hero was good: it was as crude and as simple 

as that. We had not then begun to wallow in psychology. I was, like everyone else 

who wrote books or read them, against the criminal and for the innocent victim.12 

 
The detective novel, when set in small enclosed village settings, insists on a timeless 

continuity with the past as a recuperative action in the face of major changes in modern 

living. Drawing multiple parallels with the medieval period, the detective novel also 

functions as a modern morality play for its readers, using stereotyped characters to enact a 

similar battle of good and evil – in the case of a medieval scholar such as Sayers, quite 

deliberately – and serves a similar purpose in establishing social order and casting out 

wrongdoers. W. H. Auden’s chatty, conversational essay, “The Guilty Village: Notes on 

the Detective Story, by an Addict” (1948), is the most coherent contemporaneous 

discussion of the detective novel as a morality drama and will be discussed at length below. 

Auden argues for an alliance between the function of the detective novel and ancient Greek 

tragedy, seeing in both a cathartic operation. The ‘magic formula’ of the detective novel is 

to first discover a setting of presumed innocence which is revealed, via murder, to contain 

a hidden guilt; to extend that potential guilt to all suspected members of this society; and, 

via the enlightened outsider, discover the true guilty man, and to cast him out, allowing the 

society to return to its prelapsarian state somewhat the purer. 

 

 
10 Dorothy L. Sayers, Strong Poison [1930] (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 2003), 143. 
11 Dorothy L. Sayers, “Introduction,” in The Omnibus of Crime: Great Short Stories of Detection (New York: 

Harcourt Brace, 1929), 13.  
12 Christie, An Autobiography, 527; emphasis in original. 
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The novels I discuss in this chapter respond variously to this formula, but in all three 

the rural environment is compromised less by a hidden guilt than by a need for a version of 

the past that will deflect attention from living either in wartime or in war’s aftermath. In 

The Nine Tailors, Sayers depicts a village which is still performing the rituals of its 

medieval incarnation, maintaining an active bond with the past. The wound the village has 

sustained is from the outside, metonymically coupled in the figure of an outsider from 

London with the impact of the First World War. The village struggles to maintain its fabric 

under this double blow, but aid also enters from the outside, in the form of Sayers’ 

detective, Wimsey, who is able to enter both imaginatively and socially into the patterns of 

the village and close the breach in time.  

In The Moving Finger, there is also an irruption to the village from the outside – the 

arrival of Jerry and his sister, who become, for Christie, a manageable way of representing 

and then containing the interruption of the Second World War. Jerry’s injuries and dreams 

are the only way in which the novel actively acknowledges that it is taking place in wartime. 

Jerry of The Moving Finger has been “taken out from [his] plaster” (MF 7) after crashing 

his plane, and is suspicious to the villagers not because of his war service, but because of 

the distance between him and them as an outsider and a serviceman. The vicar’s wife is 

quite comfortable when she can assume the poison-pen letters started after he and his sister 

came to the village; when she learns they predate this breach from outside, she grows truly 

concerned. The discovery of an evildoer in the heart of a community casts doubt on every 

member inside it: all the traditional characters suddenly seem to be wearing masks, 

performing their age-old roles of rector, doctor, old maid, and so forth while concealing a 

hidden wickedness. The unmasking of the Poison Pen and his expulsion from the village is 

traumatic and leaves a wound in their closed society – but this tear in its fabric is filled by 

conscripting brother and sister through marriage and folding them into village society in a 

protective enclosure from modernity and war. By 1957 and Off With His Head, the 

imagined village with its ‘organic’ wholeness as a whole and as part of history can no 

longer be enjoyed with the same earnestness as Sayers, or with the denial of change in 

Christie. Off With His Head revels, instead, in sending up the early twentieth century search 

for a medieval cure with its deliberate parody of medievalism in modern society. Here, the 

pleasures of the village and the continuity of its medieval traditions can only be enjoyed at 

second hand, with the acknowledgement that they cannot be possessed or attained.  
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Retrouver la guerre: The Nine Tailors (1934) 

Fenchurch St Paul in Sayers’ The Nine Tailors is an apocryphal village where the Squire 

and his lady still hold court at the Red House, the vicar fondly harries his flock, class 

distinctions between villagers and Red House servants are jealously fought, and strangers 

are still immediately identifiable on sight. Sayers, in the preface to the novel, falls into the 

pattern of opposition described by Leed, stating that “from time to time complaints are 

made about the ringing of church bells. It seems strange that a generation which tolerates 

the uproar of the internal combustion engine and the wailing of the jazz band should be so 

sensitive to the one loud noise that is made to the glory of God.”13 Positioning the modern 

sound of the motor car as antithetical to the timeless sound of church bells, Sayers is at 

pains to stress that the medieval art of bell-ringing is “peculiarly English, and like most 

English peculiarities, unintelligible to the rest of the world” (TNT 20; italics in original). 

This peculiarity – or particularity – becomes in The Nine Tailors a form of fetish, endowing 

the bells with the emic attribution of Englishness itself – an Englishness which is expressed 

by nostalgia for organic communities and their imagined continuity with the medieval past, 

suppressing a deeper sense of estrangement. 

When Wimsey’s motor car breaks down, stranding him in Fenchurch, he is treated 

as Sayers’ readers would have liked to be treated: welcomed as a guest into village life until 

his car is mended. Moreover, he is drafted in as a bell-ringer, and in this manner, translated 

from car to belfry, redeemed from his urban, scrambled, modern way of life and permitted 

to take up a role in an older and ordered one. Effort is made to make him congruent, despite 

his intrusion from without – a common theme of interwar discourse. C. E. M. Joad, for 

example, wrote weekly letters to the Observer throughout the 1930s, complaining about 

“the man who obviously loves the English countryside [yet drives] his car up and down and 

round the counties of England until no lane is safe from his molestation, no village unvisited 

by his peripatetic mechanism.”14 In the detective fiction ‘week-end pastoral,’ readers are 

able to follow the chameleon Wimsey into the private rural spaces they yearn for without 

causing the molestation and disruption Joad so resented. Over a quarter of The Nine Tailors 

 
13 Dorothy L. Sayers, The Nine Tailors [1934] (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 2003), xi. Henceforth cited 

within the text. 
14 Quoted in Gardiner, 249. 
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passes in Fenchurch, lingering in this pleasant spot, before the rural idyll is ruptured by the 

return of its repressed antithesis, the legacy of the Great War. 

Pierre Nora distinguishes between memory and history: one, he says, is 

characterised by living continuity, and the other is only the archival traces through which 

“our hopelessly forgetful modern societies, propelled by change, organise the past.”15 

Awareness of the breach between the two occurs at historical moments  

where consciousness of a break with the past is bound up with the sense that 

memory has been torn – but torn in such a way as to pose the problem of the 

embodiment of memory in certain sites where a sense of historical continuity 

persists. There are lieux de memoire, sites of memory, because there are no longer 

milieux de memoire, real environments of memory.16 

The organic village, nostalgically imagined as timeless, and as congruent with medieval 

time, no longer exists in 1934. It is necessary for Sayers to invent it, and to endow it with 

every virtue. As Nora notes, “if we were able to live with memory, we would not have 

needed to consecrate lieux de memoire in its name [...] Each gesture, down to the most 

every day, would be experienced as the ritual repetition of a timeless practice in a 

primordial identification of act and meaning.”17 The Nine Tailors tries valiantly to close 

this breach, to make historical traces living phenomena persisting into the present. Even as 

she decries the heathen practice of decorating the church for a Harvest festival at Easter, 

the vicar’s wife absently touches wood, while Wimsey is careful to only walk widdershins 

around the church – perhaps a little too careful, for self-consciousness is part of the process 

that translates memory into history.  

 Sayers repetitively – almost obsessively – demonstrates that her fenland villagers 

both inhabit and understand the medieval past around them. In The Nine Tailors, people 

are abnormally sensitive about living in historical time, and of the history of their living 

space. Rural characters, from the learned vicar to semi-literate villagers to an extremely 

illiterate dyke-keeper, make frequent references to the past and to the specific history of the 

Fens. With barely a glance to authority, a farmer’s son can casually squint back at the 

seventeenth century in order to properly historicise the Thorpe family – “they do say as 

 
15 Pierre Nora, “Between Memory and History: Les Lieux de Memoire,” Representations 26 (1989): 7-24. 
16 Nora, 7-8. 
17 Nora, 8. 
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they got their land through putting money into draining of the Fen long ago under the Earl 

of Bedford” – and the blacksmith can mark the history of the bell he rings with references 

to the Reformation – “when they turned out the monks and that” – and the Interregnum – 

“when Cromwell sent his man to break up the images an’ that” (TNT 44; 73). From the bell-

tower of the church, it is still possible to see visible marks of the historical past written on 

the landscape. It is little coincidence that the character who reads this evidence is Hilary 

Thorpe, the last of the manorial family and herself a piece of living continuity. Her very 

features recall the medieval Fenchurch Abbot Thomas’s “strong harsh face,” and her 

bobbed hair, Sayers notes, supplying the observed parallel in place of a character too 

attuned to modern forms of beauty to do so, makes her “look like one of the floating singing 

angels in the church below” (TNT 75). 

The village bells are only one strand of this tight interlace between past and present, 

but arguably the most important. Bell-ringing becomes, in The Nine Tailors, a practice 

where act and meaning collapse together: it cannot constitute history yet because it persists 

into the present moment. Bruce Smith suggests that prior to the contemporary period, rural 

communities in Great Britain participated in a community of listening where there was a 

distinction between ‘noise’ and ‘sound’ – the former meaningless, and the second a 

semiotic system in which meaning could be communicated to members of a particular 

historical and cultural society.18 A shared soundscape created bonds between those for 

whom these noises had the same meaning, and a village’s church bells conveyed 

information to informed insiders about the passing of time, rites of passage, emergency and 

alarms, and more distant events of national significance.19 Much as ‘Cockney’ once 

described those who were born in earshot of the famous Bow bells, only those who live 

within the sound of the Fenchurch bells constitute its parish, and each new peal actively 

renews the community bonds, defining and maintaining the traditional fabric of the village.  

The bells bind past to present in more ways than one. Their various histories and 

inscriptions, which Sayers gives in full from an imaginary History of the Bells of Fenchurch 

St. Paul, penned by an equally imaginary past vicar, move relentlessly forward from 

medieval past to present, bridging the chasm between. ‘Batty Thomas,’ first cast in 1338, 

is succeeded by two Elizabethan bells, a Stuart bell, and a bell with a “canting motto” from 

 
18 Bruce Smith, The Acoustic World of Early Modern England: Attending to the O-Factor (Chicago: 

University of Chicago Press, 1999). 
19 David Garrioch, “Sounds of the City: The Soundscape of Early Modern European Towns,” Urban History 

30, no. 1 (2003): 5-25. 
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the Interregnum; a Carolingian bell given in honour of the Restoration, three Victorian 

bells, and finally a little bell donated by the present vicar himself (TNT 108-110). Monarchs 

and dynasties pass away, the language of the mottos shifts from Latin to older forms of 

English to modern; but nevertheless “the bells with mute black mouths gaping downwards, 

brooded in their ancient places” (TNT 71). More crucially, their function has adapted to the 

demands of the present moment. In one of the first mentions of the war, cracking the image 

of timelessness thus far established in The Nine Tailors, one bell-ringer tells Wimsey, 

“[she’ve] done her bit in her time, have old Tailor Paul—many a good ring have we had 

out of her, not to say a sight of funerals and passing-bells. And we rung her with Gaude for 

them there Zeppelin raids, to give the alarm like” (TNT 72). 

 For a society which was conscious, post-war, of Nora’s “break with the past,” such 

continuity was eminently desirable. However impossible this imagined harmony was – this 

was a way of life which, if it had ever existed, certainly no longer did – there was great 

escapism to be found in an imagined village still ordered by medieval habits, patterns and 

time-reckoning. Its unbroken communion with the past separated it from the mechanised 

and precise modern time-stream, and therefore from the pace of modern life. The 

idiosyncratic time kept by the vicarage clock, with all the Georgian echoes of pre-war life 

that object metonymically implies,20 the vicar Mr Venables tell us, is set from the Sunday 

bells, but “always loses about a quarter of an hour during the week, you see, and by putting 

him a little forward each time he is wound, we strike a happy mean [...] If you will just 

remember that he is always fast on Sundays, Mondays and Tuesdays, right on Wednesdays, 

and slow on Thursdays, Fridays and Saturdays, you will find him a very reliable guide” 

(TNT 113). 

The vicar also observes, approvingly, that the people of Fenchurch St. Paul live 

“very much out of the world […] in the noiseless tenor of our way” (TNT 91). The body 

which re-emerges from Lady Thorpe’s grave is a false note in this harmonious union 

between past and present. “It’s nobody belonging to the village, that’s certain, because if 

anybody was missing we should have heard about it” (TNT 84). This ‘hearing’ constitutes 

more than word-of-mouth: in Fenchurch St. Paul, as in medieval England, the death of any 

villager is still announced by the semiotically-coded peal of the village bells. It is a village 

axiom that “Nine Tailors make a man” (TNT 373). Nine strokes of the bell known as Tailor 

 
20 A reference to the closing lines of Rupert Brooke’s poem ‘The Old Village, Grantchester’ (1912): “yet | 

Stands the Church clock at ten to three? | And is there honey still for tea?” 
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Paul signal the death of a male member of the St. Paul parish (six, a female), followed by 

quicker strokes to communicate their age at time of death. Earlier in the novel, the vicar is 

able to deduce from these auditory signifiers that, rather than the Hensmans’ boy or Old 

Merriweather, the Squire has followed his wife to the grave. The extra body in the Thorpe 

grave, unknown and un-rung, breaches the sanctity of grave and community both, and 

Fenchurch responds with an attempt to absorb the interloper. Propriety dictates that nine 

tailors should be rung for the stranger. “‘We got to ring her for every Christian soul dyin’ 

in the parish,’ persisted Mr. Lavender. ‘That’s set down for us. And seemin’ly he must a-

died in the parish, else why should anybody go for to bury him here?’” (TNT 89). In ringing 

the nine tailors for him, the dissonant corpse is absorbed into the community, as Wimsey, 

through his invitation to ring the bells, is transformed from a discordant urban interloper 

into a welcome, concordant guest.  

In the pastoral and epistemological romance taking place in The Nine Tailors, this 

unknown body interrupts a narrative where this wartime break with the past is ostensibly 

healed or never occurred, staging a return of the original disruption. As Plain has observed, 

bodies in detective fiction are always ‘read’ by sleuths, police, and other observers, but the 

body of Jeff Deacon in The Nine Tailors is more inscrutable than most.21 With his face 

beaten in, his hands hacked off, his clothing devoid of any obvious signifiers – or at least 

any signifiers which can be read by the strangers who uncover him, as his wife later 

identifies the darns in his underclothing – this mutilated, anonymous body is immediately 

recognisable in its piecemeal re-emergence as the war itself, returning with traumatic 

insistence. The First World War, in all its breadth, has been telescoped to a single 

emblematic image in the historical consciousness: the anonymous body. The war was 

fought by the male body, its damage written on these bodies by others of their kind. “All 

men’s bodies,” Joanna Bourke observes, “were endowed with signs and declarations of 

age, generation, class, and ethnicity” – at least, until the war either removed these signs or 

all those who could accurately decipher them.22 Soldiers reported living cheek-by-jowl with 

unidentified remains, wrote of bodies sticking out of the walls of trenches and re-emerging 

in fragments and spray from the ground where they had previously been sunk as shells hit.23 

 
21 Plain, Twentieth Century Crime Fiction: Gender, Sexuality and the Body, 12. Plain argues that the corpse-

as-text becomes “a contradictory site within criminal fictions: the end point of a life that simultaneously 

signifies the beginning of a narrative.” 
22 Joanna Bourke, Dismembering the Male: Men’s Bodies, Britain, and the Great War (Chicago: University 

of Chicago Press, 1996), 11. 
23 J. M. Winter, The Great War and the British People (Basingstoke: Macmillan, 1986), 296-298. 
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Anonymous and often piecemeal bodies were a fact of trench life, breaching the customary 

boundary between living and dead. “The corpse,” as Julia Kristeva has observed, “is the 

utmost of abjection. It is death infecting life. It is something rejected from which one does 

not part, from which one does not protect oneself from as from an object.”24 The unburied 

body blurred the boundaries of self and other and disturbed the identity of the living, 

refusing to be thrust aside and neatly buried. In the trenches of the First World War, the 

anonymous corpse was more than usually insistent and more than ordinarily abject, and in 

the collective memory, through the veneration of the Unknown Soldier, it made an annual 

return.25  

Freud was forced to rework part of his theory to account for the literal nature of the 

dreams which haunted shell-shocked soldiers of the First World War. In “Beyond the 

Pleasure Principle” he observed that their dreams brought them back, repeatedly, to 

horrifying moments they had witnessed, and that the fright and surprise attached to the 

original moment also returned. “[The soldier] is obliged to repeat the repressed material as 

a contemporary experience instead of, as the physician would prefer to see, remembering 

it as something belonging to the past.”26 This complicated his previous reading of the dream 

as the return of the repressed at a symbolic level: this return remained stolidly literal, in no 

apparent need of interpretation. Moreover, as Caruth notes, in these soldiers’ dreams “the 

encounter with death and horror cannot be assimilated to the fulfilment of desire.”27 

Another explanation was needed, and Freud developed a theory of traumatic breach in the 

psyche: a shock caused by the fact that the traumatising stimulus was experienced without 

the necessary preparation for the forthcoming experience. When the traumatic experience 

repeated itself in soldiers’ dreams, after the period of latency which Freud called 

Nachträglichkeit, so too did the accompanying horror – which did not exist, or was not 

registered, at the original moment of traumatization because of the lack of psychic 

 
24 Julia Kristeva, Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection (New York: Columbia University Press, 1982), 

4. 
25 This link is identified and discussed in Stacy Gillis, “Consoling Fictions: Mourning, World War One, and 

Dorothy L. Sayers” in Modernism and Mourning, ed. Patricia Rae (Lewisburg: Bucknell University Press, 

2007), 185-197. 
26 Freud, “Beyond the Pleasure Principle”, 29; italics in original. 
27 Cathy Caruth, Literature in the Ashes of History (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 2013), 4. 
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preparation. As the trauma was not truly experienced at the moment it happened, it repeats 

“as and in the form of a present scenario.”28  

At a time when the living revenants of the Great War – the disabled and disfigured 

veterans – were customarily known across the Channel as “gueles cassées,” the smashed 

face of the anonymous body in the Thorpe grave has a resonance in the 1930s which seems 

obvious. It is clear from Sayers’ letters and writing, however, that The Nine Tailors was 

not intended to be a ‘war-book’ in the same way that the earlier The Unpleasantness at the 

Bellona Club was conceived.29 Detective fiction was thought of in this period as escapist 

literature, an inheritance which still continues in some critical writing about the genre 

today. Robert Graves and Alan Hodge observed at the end of the decade that “detective 

novels were no more intended to be judged by realistic standards than one would judge 

Watteau’s shepherds and shepherdesses in terms of contemporary sheep-farming,” and that 

they bore little resemblance to the commonplace methods of the relatively few murders 

committed in the 1930s.30 The more fantastical the detective novel, the more popular – and 

the more escapist, the more cherished by the reading public. This was a judgment Auden 

agreed with, locating the appeal of detective fiction in a fantasy of prelapsarian society – 

and in the rural English setting.31 Terrance Lewis has suggested that Sayers did not need to 

self-consciously plan a novel which commented upon the war to have the war impact upon 

her narratives: “There is no need to go further than the society Sayers was writing out of, 

the audience she was writing for […] The Great War and its horrors were part of the British 

psyche even before the works of 1928-1930 brought it to the surface.”32 

 A recurring theme in The Nine Tailors is indeed that of the unacknowledged being 

brought, belatedly, to the surface. Whether Sayers intended to write The Nine Tailors as a 

war-book or not, the pattern of detective novels – and especially this particular detective 

novel – mimics the form and symptoms of war neurosis. Events occur which are seemingly 

 
28 Linda Belau, “Introduction: Remembering, Repeating, and Working-Through: Trauma and the Limit of 

Knowledge,” in Topologies of Trauma: Essays on the Limit of Knowledge and Memory, eds. Linda Belau and 

Peter Ramadanovic (New York: Other Press, 2002), xvi.  
29 Dorothy L. Sayers, The Mind of the Maker (London: Methuen, 1941). Sayers is clear within this theological 

work that, beyond her general intention to write a saleable detective novel, her aim in The Nine Tailors was 

theological, too: to endow Wimsey with a ‘soul’ that would make him serious enough to be married, and to 

follow G. K. Chesterton in fusing morality into the detective form.  
30 Graves and Hodge, The Long Week-End, 30. 
31 W. H. Auden, “The Guilty Vicarage: Notes on the Detective Story, by an Addict,” Harper’s Magazine, 

May 1948, 406. 
32 Terrance Lewis, Dorothy L. Sayers’ Wimsey and Interwar British Society (New York: Edwin Mellen Press, 

1994), 116. 
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meaningless at the moment the novel presents them to the reader, and they gain meaning 

and even affect only later. Chronology is disordered: the detective novel seeks, obsessively, 

to make proper order out of apparent chaos, to impose a chain of meaning on disorder, to 

assign proper meaning to actions, people, and objects which have lost it. In The Nine 

Tailors, repetition occurs at the level of the text. Deacon’s smashed, stigmatised corpse is 

not the only anonymous body to surface. Breaking out of jail in 1918, Deacon met and 

murdered a soldier on leave, taking his uniform and papers. The truly anonymous war body 

in The Nine Tailors is the one found in the dene-hole where Deacon shoved it, misidentified 

as so many were on the battlefields, and re-buried as Deacon. One can only assume that 

once Wimsey untangles this coil, the soldier’s body will come up out of the ground – again 

– for reburial, under its proper name at last.  

That is not to say that Deacon’s corpse does not qualify as a war body. Deacon did 

experience the war – briefly, hideously, and disconcertingly. Under his assumed papers, he 

found himself “caught in the machine,” shipped to the front, and confronted with the reality 

of trench warfare (TNT 295). Having been jailed since early 1914, Deacon is a man out of 

time in 1918: he was “sort of took aback” to meet the soldier he killed in escaping, as his 

conspirator relays it, because “of course, he knew there was a war on—they’d been told all 

about that—but it hadn’t, as you might say, come home to him” (TNT 294). The horror of 

the front in 1918 is even less assimilable from the arrested perspective of 1914. Deacon 

finds himself in an overpowering situation he has no mental preparation for, or defence 

against: “There was a noise like merry hell going on ahead, and the ground began to shake, 

and he suddenly grasped what he was in for […] Hell let loose, he said” (TNT 295). There 

is a blank space in the narrative where Deacon was knocked out; the “next thing he knew 

he was lying in a shell-hole along with somebody who’d been dead some time” (TNT 295). 

Cheek by jowl with yet another anonymous war body, Deacon rises up out of the ground a 

second time to assume a third identity.  

His third resurrection, in the graveyard of Fenchurch St. Paul in 1930, is far from 

his last.33 Deacon is never personally encountered in The Nine Tailors, only discussed at 

second and third hand, but his corpse, his testimony, his letters, and his actions extend out 

of the past to trouble the present. The reverberations from his theft of the emeralds, 

 
33 MacGregor and Lewis, 108-117. Their work on the internal chronology of the Wimsey novels argues that 

although The Nine Tailors was begun in 1932 and published in 1934, its action can be placed firmly in the 

spring of 1930, as dialogue and other details make clear.  
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committed in 1914 – “the year of the War, it was, in the spring” (TNT 45) – persist, and 

have blighted the squirearchal fortunes ever since. In a novel so concerned with time and 

history, this date is far from coincidental. In 1930, Deacon represents the horror of the war 

through his disfigured corpse; in 1914, via his theft, dishonesty, and flouting of the civilised 

norms, he prefigured the modern and degraded age the war was assumed to have begotten. 

London, in The Nine Tailors, is always used in opposition to England, the motor-car in 

opposition to the church-bells, and the accelerating post-war world to historical continuity 

and the accrued “dust of ages” still lying centuries-thick in the belfry (TNT 74). “Brought 

down from London” as a valet before the war, Deacon was already anachronously modern 

and disturbing to the settled rhythms of pre-war village life. “There’ve been several of that 

sort since the War, but this chap was a smart lad—a bit ahead of his time, really,” we are 

told, and his arrival and the impact of the war have become causally confused in village 

memory (TNT 134).  

 The novel’s explanatory function requires it to reconnect with the world before the 

war, in order to finally expel the foreign body which threatens the village’s cohesion and 

“quiet tenor.” This threat has several metaphorical levels. On a primary level, Deacon’s 

body disturbs the village because it implicates one of its members as a murderer, who must 

be identified and expelled by Wimsey. On a second, identifying his body repeats the threat 

represented by Deacon’s initial infiltration of Fenchurch St. Paul. The harmonious unity of 

the village had been subverted by his marriage to a “decent, respectable girl” from the 

village (“There’s not an honester, better family in the Fenchurches than what the Russells 

are,” TNT 49), and now, thirdly, his return in 1930 threatens his wife’s remarriage to 

another villager, and the future of the village through the legitimacy of her children. The 

Nine Tailors must cross the imaginative ‘chasm in history’ in order to heal this particular 

breach. The thrust of The Nine Tailors is that the apparently ordered surface of Fenchurch 

St. Paul was ruptured long before Deacon’s body was brought out of the ground. Following 

the classic structuring of the psychoanalytical process, it is necessary to go back in time to 

understand the present problem: to uncover past traumas, revisit them, and defuse their 

power. What Wimsey must solve first is not the problem of who murdered Deacon. The 

break in the peaceful communion of Fenchurch only appears to be a present issue: its seeds 

lie in the theft of 1914, which have festered in a subterranean fashion ever since, and have 

now come to the surface and must be faced.  
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On the metonymic level where the First World War’s horror is figured by the 

anonymous and mutilated male body, Deacon’s corpse represents a return of the war which 

the early part of the novel spends considerable time trying to ignore, and from which 

interwar readers sought refuge in the detective novel.34 It is this inability to acknowledge 

or confront the reality of the war and the consequent changes taking place within the 

English countryside which sees The Nine Tailors open in an apparently timeless arcadia. 

Structurally and thematically, the missing time of Deacon’s twelve-year absence prevents 

the events of 1914 from being fused with those of 1930 into a clear and continuous 

narrative. During his absence, Deacon claimed to have no memory of the war, and it is their 

desire to experience a similar amnesia which has Sayers’s readers seeking out, like Auden, 

the prelapsarian pleasures of the rural detective novel. The imagined village in such novels 

is supposed to function as a sanctuary from modernity: but Sayers makes it clear that the 

war was able to touch Fenchurch, even if – perhaps – it failed to scar it. Mrs Venables, 

showing Wimsey the genuine medieval features of the church, notes how fortunate they are 

that the windows still have their old glass. “We were so afraid when the Zeppelins came 

over. You know, they dropped a bomb at Walbeach, only twenty miles off, and it might 

just as easily have been here” (TNT 55).  

This uncomfortable wartime proximity is echoed structurally in The Nine Tailors, 

which moves at last from Fenchurch to Seine-et-Marne – “a district endeared to many by 

the recollection of mud, blood, shell-holes and trench-feet” (TNT 184). Here the war rears 

its uncanny head again. As a French policeman informs Wimsey, “To lay the matter [of 

Deacon’s lost years] clearly before you, I am obliged to go back to the summer of 1918” 

(TNT 196). Their mutual war service affirmed by the text, a terse exchange between 

Wimsey and M. Rozier affirms it between the two of them: 

‘They suddenly shouted words of command at [Deacon] in English, French and 

German, thinking that he might display an automatic reaction. But it was to no 

purpose. He seemed to have forgotten the war.’ 

 ‘Lucky devil!’ said Wimsey, with feeling. 

‘Je suis de votre avis.’ (TNT 199) 

 
34 Light, 71. She describes interwar detective fiction as “a sedative for nerves […] perhaps the literature of 

emotional invalids, shock-absorbing and rehabilitating, like playing endless rounds of clock patience.” 
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Neither of them make any further comment on the war story the dead Deacon tells through 

his French wife, or their own experience of war. Silent or understated rapport such as that 

between Wimsey and Rozier in The Nine Tailors remained the marker of actual war 

experience in the first decade of the interwar period. First person experience of the trenches 

is never re-created or re-told directly by veterans within this novel. It remains observable 

only through the impact damage still present twelve years later, scarring the psychological 

landscape. Their silence itself speaks, producing ‘automatic reactions’ in the form of 

traumatic symptoms. 

The Nine Tailors offers this nostalgic comfort in Fenchurch St. Paul, but it also 

offers a narrative which attempts to reconcile this impossible village with the present time, 

to reconstruct a bridge between 1930 and 1914. It is a reconstruction, however, which is 

peculiarly tenuous. Suzanne must recount Deacon’s past because he cannot speak for 

himself, and his stolen papers were destroyed; Cranton must explain Deacon’s plot because 

Deacon’s letters have been burned. Deacon cannot speak for himself even in death because 

of the damage done to his corpse. Similarly obliterated are the few other material, physical 

traces which might help Wimsey reconstruct the crime. The fingerprints on the discovered 

ginger-beer bottle are dusted off by a maid before they can be recorded; other documents 

which might have been useful are only shared at second hand. This is a detective novel 

where most of the traditional chain of incriminating evidence is lost or only shared at one 

remove, and the hard evidence remains outside and beyond the detective’s grasp. Much of 

the important information in The Nine Tailors is delivered only through hearsay, and 

whether this testimony is trustworthy is ultimately down to Wimsey’s personal judgement 

of not only the tale being told, but the character of the tale-teller. The possibility of 

recovering the real past – the story of the murder – is lost with the severing of the evidential 

chain, if one follows either the rule of law or the general principles of historiography. 

 For history-writing purposes, reconstructions of past events, even when they take 

into account all known information and the written and physical evidence, present only a 

narrative reading of the evidence; but even the best and most seemingly ‘real’ 

reconstruction is only an emplotment of evidence, a possible truth, not the literal truth of 

the past wie es eigentlich gewesen. Reconstructionist historians who confuse the two fall 

prey to the correspondence theory of truth – the argument that a proposition must be true if 

it corresponds with all the known facts. More can always be known about the past. The 

perilous possibility of slippage – the untrustworthiness of historical reconstruction – is 
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demonstrated by the original emplotting of the first crime in The Nine Tailors, the theft of 

the emeralds in 1914. Cranton and Deacon tell different stories in the dock, and even these 

explanations only reach Wimsey, and the reader, at third hand: 

He said as Deacon had done him down and so, if Cranton was telling the truth, he 

had. Cranton said as Deacon dropped out nothing but the empty jewel-case and kept 

the necklace for himself. He went for Deacon ‘ammer-and-tongs in the dock and 

tried for to throttle him. But of course, Deacon swore as it was all a pack of lies. 

His tale was, that he heard a noise and went to see what was the matter, and that 

when Mrs. Wilbraham saw him in her room, he was just going to give chase to 

Cranton. He couldn’t deny he’d been in the room, you see, because of the finger-

prints and that. But it went against him that he’d told a different story at the 

beginning. (TNT 199) 

In previous novels (Clouds of Witness, 1926; Strong Poison), Sayers has chosen to re-

present judicial facts and findings via an authoritative member of the legal profession. In 

this passage, she has done something quite different. Superintendent Blundell’s 

discernment clearly cannot be relied upon (he greets clichés as new insights, and speaks 

witheringly of detective novels) and through him, the court’s reading of the evidence in its 

official verdict is destabilised. The colloquial grammar and phrasing implicitly undermine 

the authority of the speaker, and the slippage between the formal register of the court and 

that used by Blundell in recounting it underlines the personal liberties taken by any witness 

in reconstructing an event. The language of this passage bristles with contradictions 

(“truth,” “swore,” “pack of lies”), while words like “story” and “tale” heighten readers’ 

awareness of the evasive nature of testimony and memory when used by the detective or 

the court to reconstruct a crime, and by the historian to arrive at a reconstruction of the past 

(TNT 199-200). 

Unlike historical reconstructions, projected emplotments of a crime in detective 

fiction can be proved by the sudden emergence of incontestable physical evidence or 

verifiable testimony such as a confession – preferably both. The Nine Tailors attempts to 

produce one by shutting the Thoday brothers together in one room, but this only produces 

a truth, not the truth: neither brother killed Deacon, and each suspected the other of having 

done so until they compared statements. The Nine Tailors is an unusual mystery for its 

period, and unique in the Sayers canon, in that it has no active murderer. The story is built 
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around the bell-tower where Deacon was imprisoned by the man his return made a bigamist, 

and the mystery of the ‘lonely and intolerable death-agony” he spent there (TNT 373). His 

death is unwitnessed, his murder unintentional, his cause of death a mystery – no confession 

can establish what actually happened, and the evidence is insufficient to do so. Just as the 

First World War ended with the fabled ‘whimper’ – a temporary armistice which evolved 

after several months into a permanent one – the customary catharsis experienced by the 

detective’s neat emplotment of evidence, sealed whenever possible by the imprimatur of a 

murderer’s confession, seems to be lacking in The Nine Tailors, because no murder was 

deliberately committed. 

The community of Fenchurch St. Paul is left in a state of limbo for many months, 

and for several pages so, too, is the reader. Certain iterations repeat – “the Rector carried 

on with his marryings, churchings and baptisms, and Tailor Paul tolled out a knell or two, 

or struck her solemn blows as the bells hunted in their courses” (TNT 348) – but the job of 

the detective, as defined by Auden, has been left undone.35 Innocence has not been restored, 

the guilty have not been expelled, and the village has not been reintegrated. This is where 

the story would end, left to historiography, but detective fiction, with particular resonance 

after the First World War, could deliver within the novel form what historical accounts 

could not: the truth of the past as it really happened, affirmed with authorial imprimatur. 

Left without sufficient evidence to provide the last link in his chain between past and 

present, to restore an unbroken historical narrative to the readers of The Nine Tailors who 

live in the disordered temporality of traumatic repetition, Wimsey is nevertheless able to 

bridge this last rupture. This happens, fittingly, on his third and final return to Fenchurch 

St. Paul, and through an accidental repetition of Deacon’s experience in the belfry almost 

a year earlier. 

Deacon died from being “shut up there, roped and tied there, for nine interminable 

hours between the Old Year and the New” (TNT 373). The overwhelming noise of the 

ringing bells in some unknown way caused his death – “I don’t know exactly what of—

stroke, apoplexy, shock—anything you like” (TNT 373). This resolution is not traditional 

deduction, derived from fact or logic, but one of knowledge gained only through experience 

– both of the bell-tower while the bells are being rung, and of the trenches. If Deacon’s 

corpse stands in for the war-dead, lying uneasily fallow throughout the 1920s, the bell-

 
35 Auden, “The Guilty Vicarage,” 409-410.  
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tower where he died is fused with the battlefield. However feigned his claim of total 

amnesia is thereafter, Deacon experienced in the retreat from the Marne a trauma-induced 

memory blockage: 

Everything was quiet and it was coming on dark, so he must have lost a whole day 

somehow. He’d lost his sense of direction, too, he said. He wandered about, and fell 

in and out of mud and holes and wire, and in the end he stumbled into a shed where 

there was some hay and stuff. But he couldn’t remember much about that, either, 

because he’d had a devil of a knock on the head and he was gettin’ feverish. (TNT 

297) 

What Deacon experiences in the belfry, we are not told or shown: it is a past event which 

leaves behind no evidence for reconstruction. Like the experience of war within this novel, 

it remains unspoken, a blank space within the structure of The Nine Tailors itself. It cannot 

be remembered – but it can be repeated.  

 

Forced into the belfry while the bells are ringing, Wimsey experiences what Deacon 

must have done earlier, understanding only now what this was. Past and present fuse in the 

chaos of the bell-tower: 

The whole tower was drenched and drunken with noise. It rocked and reeled with 

the reeling of the bells, and staggered like a drunken man. Stunned and shaken, 

Wimsey set his foot on the last ladder. 

…He was pierced through and buffeted by the clamour. Through the brazen crash 

and clatter there went one high note, shrill and sustained, that was like a sword in 

the brain. All the blood of his body seemed to rush to his head, swelling it to 

bursting-point. He released his hold of the ladder and tried to shut out the uproar 

with his fingers, but such a sick giddiness overcame him that he swayed, ready to 

fall. It was not noise—it was brute pain, a grinding, bludgeoning, random, crazy, 

intolerable torment. He felt himself screaming, but could not hear his own cry. His 

ear-drums were cracking; his senses swam away. (TNT 367) 

The merging of Wimsey’s experience in the bell-tower with his experience of the battlefield 

is made obvious by the link he makes between this sound of bells and the sound of guns: 

“It was infinitely worse than any roar of heavy artillery” (TNT 367).  
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More than simply linking belfry and battlefield, the traumatic repetition in this 

moment is clear in later lines which recall Deacon’s account of the quiet after the aural 

bombardment of the retreat on the Marne: 

[Wimsey] lay for some minutes quivering upon the leads, while his senses slowly 

drifted back to him. At length he wiped the blood from his face, and pulled himself 

groaningly to his knees, hands fastened upon the fretwork of the parapet. An 

enormous stillness surrounded him. The moon had risen, and between the 

battlements the sullen face of the drowned fen showed like a picture in a shifting 

frame, like the sea seen through the port-hole of a rolling ship, so widely did the 

tower swing to the relentless battery of the bells. (TNT 368) 

The link between furrowed earth unstable with water is one easily made between fenland 

and no man’s land. This is almost the language of the ‘flood of war-books’ in 1929 and 

1930, transposed into the detective novel. Perform a slight slip of the tongue – a stutter – 

substitute ‘shells’ for ‘bells,’ ‘fen’ for ‘trench” – and it is. Lying stunned and senseless on 

roiling ground while “a noise like merry hell” goes on has already been established by 

Deacon’s experience as quintessential to soldier-experience of shelling: the language of 

blood and parapet is that of the trenches itself. 

In the bell-tower, experiencing both the sound of the bells and the memory of 

artillery fire, Wimsey finds that he “could move neither forward nor backwards, though his 

failing wits urged him, ‘I must get out—I must get out of this’” (TNT 367). This moment 

is one of traumatic aporia: “a blocking of passage, a stalling or hesitation, a foot hovering 

on the threshold, caught between advancing and falling back, between the possible and the 

impossible.”36 Trauma creates such aporia because it precludes narrative possibility; as “a 

wound inflicted not upon the body but upon the mind” whereby “knowing and not knowing 

are entangled in the language of trauma” it is, as Caruth states, an “inherently paradoxical 

experience.”37 To be traumatised is to be mired in excess and loss. Blockages in this 

particular genre, so linked to dénouement, must ultimately permit the onrushing flood of 

narrative to find some way forward, and it is in Wimsey’s moment of supreme traumatic 

repetition and aporia that the blockage is overcome. Fusing together his re-traumatising 

 
36 Roger Luckhurst, The Trauma Question (London: Routledge, 2008), 6. 
37 Julian Wolfreys, “Trauma, Testimony, Criticism: Witnessing, Memory, and Responsibility” in Introducing 

Criticism at the Twenty-First Century (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2002), 134; Cathy Caruth, 

“Introduction: Psychoanalysis, Culture and Trauma,” American Imago 48, no. 4 (1991): 4. 
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experience in the trenches with his present agony and the awareness that Deacon was “shut 

up there, roped and tied there, for nine interminable hours” (TNT 373), he is suddenly able 

to assign affect to facts he already knew: not merely that Deacon was imprisoned there 

during the New Year’s peal, but the full horror and meaning of the experience. 

Roger Luckhurst reads Jacques Derrida in Aporias (1993) as ultimately concluding 

that western thought generally obscures a trauma of its own: that the uncertainty about 

determining what an author meant is unresolvable, and worse, that the author themselves 

may have had no full knowledge of what they meant.38 Consequently, metaphysical thought 

does violence to the text, searching for certainty of meaning while refusing to confront the 

fact that such certainty is impossible. If nature abhors a vacuum, detective fiction formally 

abhors unresolved aporia. Certainty must be given by author to reader, even when it takes 

a sublime experience beyond the ordinary ways of knowing, such as the one Wimsey 

experiences in the belfry, doing violence to the nature of the form. Detection Club members 

of the interwar period swore an oath – devised by Sayers: 

Do you promise that your detectives shall well and truly detect the crimes presented 

to them using those wits which it may please you to bestow upon them and not 

placing reliance on nor making use of Divine Revelation, Feminine Intuition, 

Mumbo Jumbo, Jiggery-Pokery, Coincidence, or Act of God?39 

Wimsey’s understanding in the bell-tower does not quite constitute either Coincidence, 

Divine Revelation, or Act of God, but it partakes of all of these elements. The knowledge 

that comes to him during his repetition of Deacon’s experience is only possible through 

various tweakings of coincidence, a hint at religious predestination, and, ultimately, his 

wartime experience. It is only his experience of retraumatisation which permits Wimsey to 

assign Deacon’s unwitnessed and therefore extra-historical experience a meaning and a 

place in his emplotment of the death, and to deduce from there, with anti-aporetic certainty, 

the authors of his death: the bell-ringing collective of which Wimsey himself was part. 

With this new certainty, Wimsey ends his hesitation, and climbs out of the bell 

chamber and to the top of the tower. Here, from its height, he has the same perspective 

which Hilary Thorpe had earlier, but this is a repetition with a difference. Hilary saw the 

 
38 Luckhurst, 5-6.  
39 James Brabazon, Dorothy L. Sayers: A Biography (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1982), 144–45. 
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marks of historical time written on the landscape. Wimsey sees only their loss. The sluice-

gates in the Fens have burst, the unprepared Thirty-Foot Dyke will fail to stand the strain, 

and the floodwater is sweeping through Fenchurch. From horizon to horizon, “the whole 

world was lost now in one vast sheet of water” (TNT 368). Between Hilary’s glance and 

his, something has occurred, and it is in this registering of difference that historicity is 

located. Mary Lascelles describes the past as “a terrain lying beyond a watershed: on this 

side stretches the familiar and intelligible landscape of the present […] On the further side, 

we must suppose, the streams run the other way; but, if it is the past of our own country, it 

cannot be wholly different from what we see and know – a counterpart with variations.”40 

Between ‘then’ and ‘now’ lies an awareness of discontinuity and qualitative change which 

separates the historical from the present moment. It is not the actual length of time between 

‘then’ and ‘now’ which creates the sense of historicity, but the sense of the otherness of the 

past – the consciousness at last that “the old world was never to be seen again.”41 

It is this consciousness which demonstrates that a past trauma has been assimilated. 

Traumatic symptoms occur when an event is not integrated into consciousness at the time 

it occurs; the event repeats and returns in fragmented form, and the subject remains in a 

state of aporia. As Virginie Renard comments, lieux de memoire contribute to this stasis 

because of their insistence on congealing and immobilising the past, rather than accepting 

and acknowledging that change has occurred.42 On the final page of The Nine Tailors, 

Sayers uses the sound of the Fenchurch bells – metonymically identified with history itself 

– to unfix both her readers and the congealed-in-amber Fenchurch St Paul. The bells sound 

a final time, but with a difference. Earlier, Sayers gave these mottoes as they were once 

inscribed: “Nine taylers make a manne in Christ is Deth att end in Adam yat beganne” (TNT 

108). Such historical fidelity preserves the unintegrated past, immobilising it in 

separateness like an artefact in a museum. Repeated at the novel’s close, the translation of 

the mottoes into modern English releases them from symptomatic literality and into 

contemporary usage: 

 
40 Mary Lascelles, The Story-Teller Retrieves the Past: Historical Fiction and Fictitious History in the Art of 

Scott, Stevenson, Kipling, and Some Others (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1980), 34. 
41 Dale H. Porter, “The Gold in Fort Knox: Historical Fiction in the Context of Historiography,” Soundings: 

An Interdisciplinary Journal 76, no. 2-3 (1993): 330, paraphrasing Barbara Tuchman, who stated that at 

Edward VII’s coronation in 1910 “the sun of the old world was setting in a dying blaze of splendour never to 

be seen again” after the First World War (The Guns of August (London: Ballantine Books, 1962), 78.) 
42 Virginie Renard, “Reaching Out To The Past: Memory In Contemporary British First World War 

Narratives” in British Popular Culture and the First World War, ed. Jessica Meyer (Leiden: Brill, 2008), 296. 
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Gaude, Gaudy Domini in laude. Sanctus, sanctus, sanctus Dominus Deus Sabaoth. 

John Cole made me, John Presbyter paid me, John Evangelist aid me. From Jericho 

to John-a-Groate there is no bell can better my note. Jubilate Deo. Nunc Dimittis, 

Domine. Abbot Thomas set me here and bade me ring both loud and clear. Paul is 

my name, honour that same. Nine tailors make a man. (TNT 383) 
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Dreaming of the countryside: The Moving Finger (1942) 

 

The Moving Finger, one of Christie’s mid-Second Word War novels, bears little surface 

imprint of its wartime genesis – but a deeper reading of the tensions it shuffles about in a 

sleight-of-hand relies on latent pressures and unexamined paradigms of the period in order 

to function. The Marple mysteries, more than any others by Christie, best correspond to 

the idea of medieval drama; they have small village settings and work through the shifting 

transposition of stock stereotypes to enact plots familiar to their audience, identifying sin 

and criminality and ultimately exorcising it with the identification of the murderer, much 

as medieval religious plays drew communities together to watch the same drama, using 

typed characters, and provided them with instruction and perhaps catharsis. The Moving 

Finger’s murderer’s and novelist’s respective misdirections of community and reader rely 

precisely on these paradigms and stereotypes to achieve their literary shell-games. 

Above all, this novel is about the idealisation of the country in a modernised world. 

It operates from the perspective of an urbanised outsider, for whom everything is lovely in 

the garden – a ‘placid backwater’ where he can recover from an airplane crash on doctor’s 

orders. Jerry Burton and his sister Joanna settle in Lymstock, the sort of village where 

“people really [call] – with cards” (MF 12). Superficially, it appears to be everything that 

popular urban culture in Britain at this time idealises about the village, and its villagers 

similarly fulfil expectations. They fill roles and stereotypes that have existed since time 

immemorial: “Mrs Legal the lawyer’s wife, Miss Dose the doctor’s daughter, etc” (MF 

15). All the stock characters are represented: the old-world vicar, his busy wife; the young 

doctor and his hearty, ‘country’ sister; the quiet lawyer and his family, the old spinster 

looked after by her faithful maid. Or, as another character puts it: “The butcher, the baker, 

the candlestick maker” (MF 204). The characters who do not belong are the Burtons 

themselves – and the “changeling,” Megan, who fails to fit into her family, her village, or 

her peer group.  

A further character stands out in Lymstock, one who follows up his fly comment 

about butcher, baker, and candlestick-maker with an arch condemnation of Lymstock’s 

apparent decline from idyllic tranquillity into a place where anonymous letters, murders, 

and any number of criminal activities can occur. The tut-tutting Mr Pye is a dilettante 

aesthete and collector, “devoted to his petit point chairs, his Dresden shepherdesses and 

his collection of bric-a-brac” (MF 45). Lymstock is as much an object to him as one of his 
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Dresden shepherdesses. Like many in post-First World War Britain, he idealises the 

country village as a survival of the historical past into the present, a piece of living history 

and a charming corrective to the apparent moral decay and – worse – ugliness of rapidly 

urbanising Britain. “A wonderful country, England,” he tells Jerry and his sister. “It has 

pockets. Lymstock is one of them. Interesting from a collector’s point of view – I always 

feel I have voluntarily put myself under a glass shade when I am here. The peaceful 

backwater where nothing ever happens” (MF 50). Pye has ‘collected’ the village as one of 

his set-pieces, fetishised in its fly-in-amber form. 

 The villagers earn his disapproval because they share no similar fetishisation of its 

pastness. “They mix things so terribly! I’ve seen with my own eyes a most delightful little 

Sheraton piece – delicate, perfect – a collector’s piece, absolutely – and next to it a 

Victorian occasional table, or quite possibly a fumed oak revolving bookcase – yes, even 

that – fumed oak” (MF 46). They must live in it; they cannot chose to keep it under Pye’s 

glass shade forever, unchanged, and that means mixing their furniture, adapting the 

vestiges of history around them to their daily lives. “The dear good people down here, you 

know, so painfully bucolic – not to say provincial. They don’t know anything. Vandals – 

absolute vandals! And the inside of their houses – it would make you weep, dear lady, I 

assure you it would make you weep” (MF 47). One of the few houses he approves of is 

Little Furze, which the Burtons have taken – which is furnished in faithful High Victorian 

style not out of deference to historical periodisation, or for fashion’s sake, but because it 

has been kept under Pye’s proverbial glass case by its former owner, a Victorian spinster. 

Like the castle of Sleeping Beauty, everything has remained exactly as it was for more 

than sixty years: 

She likes to keep things as they were – but not for le bon motif – not because of the 

resultant harmony – but because it is the way her mother had them […] They just 

went on living there and talking in hushed voices about what poor Mamma would 

have wished. Even repapering her bedroom they felt to be quite sacrilegious. (MF 

47-8) 

His attitude to the village inhabitants is similar. Emily Barton is “a most charming creature 

[…] Absolutely a period piece,” to be shown off to these fellow outsiders like the curios 

he keeps in his own museum-like home (MF 204). Her life was blunted and stifled by her 
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overwhelming mother, “the whole family preserved under a glass case,” and it is clear that 

he would prefer Lymstock itself to remain similarly in stasis (MF 204-5).  

  Pye might take this penchant to extremes, but Christie pauses her novel shortly 

into the narrative in order to establish for the reader Lymstock’s place in the historical 

chain. “I see that I have begun badly,” Jerry says; “I have given no description of 

Lymstock, and without understanding what Lymstock is like, it is impossible to understand 

my story” (MF 16). He – or rather, Christie – takes the narrative back to the time of the 

Norman Conquest, details its reverses under the breaking of the monasteries under Henry 

VIII, and the ebb of the priory in favour of the castle. Then, in order to become the fetish-

object, the quiet village where time seems to stand still, 

somewhere in seventeen hundred and something, the tide of progress swept 

Lymstock into a backwater. The castle crumbled. Neither railways nor main roads 

came near Lymstock. It turned into a little provincial market town, unimportant and 

forgotten, with a sweep of moorland rising behind it, and placid farms and fields 

ringing it round. (MF 16) 

Why is this historical detour necessary to the plot? The casual reader might assume that 

some detail of this potted history will become crucial later, but this never happens. 

Lymstock’s history under the Conqueror or the Tudors never intrudes obviously into the 

contemporary tale; the power exchange between castle and priory is never discussed again. 

Even its isolation after the seventeenth century has no obvious impact on the mystery. 

Christie, normally known for her sparing texts and minimalist detail, has given this lecture 

because, like Pye, her readers want to imagine the village under its case.  

This obsession with the idyllic rural past and the continuity with English history is 

at the heart of the appeal of the detective mystery for many contemporaries. Auden wrote 

“The Guilty Vicarage” as an attempt to define precisely the generic qualities that informed 

the village murder-mystery that inspired him, and so many of his contemporaries, to return 

to it again and again. He broke down its appeal into a ‘magical formula’: a chain of events 

that attempts to chart the particular machinations of the detective novel. The formula begins 

with “the Great Good Place” – the closed society that must be – or appear to be – 

prelapsarian:  

an innocent society in a state of grace, i.e., a society where there is no need of the 

law, no contradiction between the aesthetic individual and the ethical universal, and 
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where murder, therefore, is the unheard-of act which precipitates a crisis (for it 

reveals that some member has fallen and is no longer in a state of grace).43  

Then comes the murder: those who live within the society are all under suspicion for having 

committed it, and the illusion of a perfect society has been shattered. This false location of 

guilt – both general and particular – is reversed with the revelation of the true murderer, 

and the society and its more apparently guilty subjects are shown to be innocent, while a 

member of this society who had appeared irreproachable is revealed to be guilty.  

For Auden, the particular appeal of setting a detective novel in ‘the old world 

village’ comes down to a simple ethical conflict: good versus evil, Us versus Them, the 

virtuous village whole against the sinner in its midst. This simple dialectic has a peculiar 

power when the village is the setting for murder, because in this culture and at this time, 

there was no ‘Greater Good’ place; and, as he notes, “the more Eden-like it is, the greater 

the contradiction of murder.”44 This abrupt fall from grace severs the aesthetic and ethical 

unity of the village: it appears good, but is not. The murder, therefore, is a crime against 

not only the individual who is murdered, but the society he or she springs from.45 Auden 

suggests that this is because no restitution can be made by the murderer to the victim, so 

the debt must be paid to society itself, but a more obvious corollary from Auden’s formula 

suggests that the crime is also an offence against society because it (temporarily) indicts 

that society with its guilt. The game Christie plays in The Moving Finger hinges on this 

particular mechanism: the false appearance of virtue that conceals evil, and vice versa. The 

murderer is equally aware of the way this reversal typically occurs, and attempts to employ 

it against the other members of his community the way the novelist employs it against the 

reader. Richard Symmington, the village lawyer, successfully manipulates the appearance 

of guilt in order to paint every member of the village with suspicion. Auden notes that the 

murder that appears to be a suicide automatically discourages enquiry: it appears to be a 

private matter, and curiosity of any sort would be vulgar. There is no crime against the 

community that requires investigation. This is why Symmington chooses to stage his wife’s 

murder as a suicide – but his method of staging it necessitates direct injury against his 

society and his neighbours. Rather than simply implicating them all by community 

association, his anonymous letters attack each neighbour in turn.  

 
43 Auden, “The Guilty Vicarage,” 407. 
44 Auden, “The Guilty Vicarage,” 408. 
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This “smokescreen” of letters recalls another part of Auden’s argument. He 

compares the detective novel to the Greek tragedy by noting that, in a manner similar to 

the working of predestination, the action of the detective fiction is essentially “fated” 

because the murder has already occurred: “Time and space therefore are simply the when 

and where of revealing either what has to happen or what has actually happened. In 

consequence, the detective story probably should, and usually does, obey the classical 

unities.”46 To a certain extent, Auden is correct that the decisive event is essentially fated 

from the opening of the detective novel – but unlike the more classical structure, which 

opens with the detective being asked to solve a murder. The Moving Finger involves a 

curious hybrid of both the amateur and the classical sleuth. Jane Marple, the amateur who 

nevertheless is, at this point, an accomplished sleuth in the classical fashion, is called in as 

per formulaic necessity, to solve two linked deaths – but the novel does not begin with 

those deaths, and therefore cannot begin with her presence. The Moving Finger is a novel 

about camouflaging stereotypes and surface assumptions, and it is fitting, therefore, that its 

viewpoint character is Jerry the wounded pilot, who has a breadth of perspective the 

villagers lack.  

As its narrative starts so much in advance of the first death, and in advance of 

Marple’s entrance, Auden’s argument of the fixed and fated decisive event requires 

investigation. This is a murder which occurs halfway into the novel: therefore, it is an event 

that has not yet come to pass, that has narrative time to be intercepted. The particular 

structure of this crime, however, brings the murder back under the aegis of Auden’s theory: 

the murder has been planned since before the Burtons came to the village, and it has been 

planned as an event in an inescapable historical chain that has already begun. The death has 

yet to occur, but the events that will culminate in the death – the anonymous letters which 

create the atmosphere of suspicion, tension and fear that are necessary for the murder to 

take place – have already begun.  

K. D. M. Snell assesses the interwar detective novel as a window into the period it 

was written in, a cohesive body of work that can serve as a piece of history in its own right 

– for what it reveals about both the minutiae of everyday life in rural Britain, and for what 

it reveals about the attitudes and assumptions of its characters and their readers.47  His 
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perspective, as a social historian, acts as an important perspective on the musings of 

contemporaries like Auden: because of their proximity, the paradigms that stand out to us 

were often invisible even to the particularly sharp-eyed social critic. He notes that many 

subjects are barely touched upon in interwar village detective fiction: the genre is not so 

much a mirror held up to nature as a time period glimpsed through an obscuring filter, 

softened and blurred.48 Fascism and labour unrest go unmentioned in the thirties; the 

Second World War is a marginal matter in many detective novels of the forties. 

Nevertheless, it is a silent and divisive force between villagers, creating invisible faultlines 

not only between Jerry and the village but among members of the community. Jerry’s war 

service is yet another thing that makes him a stranger among them: “You fly, don’t you?” 

Megan asks him. “Nobody down here flies” (MF 33). 

Beyond that, his war service and injuries are barely discussed. We know he gained 

them in an airplane-crash, but how – and why – is never mentioned. One could read this 

textual silence as linked with Jerry’s own willing repression of his accident: “There are 

questions that you don’t ask because you’re afraid of the answers to them. In the same way 

during the last five months I’d never asked if I was going to be condemned to lie on my 

back all my life” (MF 7). A closer reading of the novel reveals a pattern of such silences. 

This is a village of old men and women, people in professions necessary to the community 

such as doctors, lawyers, and vicars. Young people of age for service exist only on the 

margins: Agnes’s boyfriend, Megan the directionless schoolgirl too old for school. Aimee 

Griffith’s interfering interest in finding Megan suitable work seems prying and oppressive 

when read outside the historical context; but during a period of total war, such concern was 

in the community interest, and those who did not have war work of their own could expect 

to face such a catechism. 

Part of the culture of suspicion that exists in Lymstock once the letters start flying 

about also owes much to the subtext of a country at war. The vicar’s wife is quite 

comfortable when she can assume the poison-pen letters started after the Burtons came to 

the village; when she learns they predate this breach from outside, she grows truly 

concerned. The general suspicion created by a murder within a closed community, as per 

Auden’s formula, gains extra stress in wartime. Loose lips in wartime sink ships: gossip 

becomes a potential weapon, and one’s neighbours and interlocuters potential enemies. 
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Recognising the similar function the letters have taken on within Lymstock puts a “half-

scared, half-avid gleam in almost everybody’s eye” (MF 226). Jerry intuitively “solves” 

the murder by connecting the aphorism regarding gossip, “no smoke without fire,” to 

wartime language: “Smoke… Smoke? Smoke screen… No, that was the war – a war 

phrase. War. Scrap of paper… Only a scrap of paper. Belgium – Germany” (MF 164). This 

culture of suspicion created by the letters and then the murders, heightened by the pressure 

of the war, intersects with the way the English village is depicted in this novel and at this 

time. There was an insistence in interwar detective fictions on both the purity of the village 

and the need to suspect its members, and in a time of war these contradicting necessities 

are heightened and made a matter of national concern.  

Perhaps the most interesting observation Snell makes, early on, is that not only do 

these novels provide the would-be social historian with a wealth of observed detail, they 

also reveal how much observation of one’s neighbours, their rituals, and habits was 

considered normal at this time. Ritual is a word I use with deliberation: Auden uses it to 

describe the known details of life within a community which allow the characters in a 

detective novel – most particularly the detective – to identify anomalies and missteps and 

thereby solve the murder. He also notes that  

a ritual is a sign of harmony between the aesthetic and the ethical in which body 

and mind, individual will and general laws, are not in conflict […] The murderer 

uses his knowledge of the ritual to commit the crime and can be caught only by 

someone who acquires an equal or superior familiarity with it.49  

The murderer of The Moving Finger uses not only knowledge of village ritual, but 

awareness of how knowledge circulates in Lymstock. Gossip, according to Snell, is used in 

these texts to “express public opinion, castigate behaviour, display ideas of 

neighbourliness, demarcate people by class or insider status, express gendered cultures, 

state presumptions about crime or provide information necessary for the plots”; more 

importantly, it “generates an excess of data to be analysed and verified.”50 In this novel, 

gossip is not only the mechanism through which all is revealed, but also part of the killer’s 

method – and his major motivation.  
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In Sayers’ novel The Documents in the Case (1930), the importance of 

respectability is discussed irreverently by a pair of modern artists who cannot afford digs 

in Bloomsbury. One makes a case for the ‘rawness’ of life in the small, respectable, 

observed community:  

They believe in Respectability. They’ll lie, die, commit murder to keep up 

appearances. Look at Crippen. Look at Bywaters. Look at the man who hid his dead 

wife in the bath and ate his meals on the lid for fear someone should suspect a 

scandal. My God! Those people are living, living with all their blood and all their 

bones.51 

The idealised village so adored by readers like Auden is implicated in Symmington’s 

murders. He decides to murder his wife not because he actively desires her death, but 

because he cannot bear living in his panoptic society as a man who sought a divorce to 

marry his governess – “And in a place like this, only his wife’s death would solve his 

problem. He wanted to marry the girl, you see. She’s very respectable and so is he” (MF 

288). In the rootlessness of an urban setting, Symmington’s actions would be unnecessary; 

but in the village, these things matter. He is the village lawyer, an identity as much as a 

profession. On the surface, his very conformance to stereotype conceals him.  

Jerry is a man stranded in no-man’s-land in more ways than one. An airman 

grounded, a soldier invalided home from war, a man with a brotherly interest in a girl that 

transforms into a love-interest, a stranger who settles in a village and begins making friends 

and relationships – Jerry occupies several liminal and shifting spaces, and none of them is 

more contested than the role of amateur investigator. Auden believed that the classical 

detective ought to be a complete outsider, capable of assessing a complicated situation 

surrounding a murder without the clouding biases of one who belongs to the community in 

which the crime has been committed. Justice must be external, the detective a deus ex 

machina who manages to hand down justice at the tale’s conclusion. As Auden wrote to a 

friend, “[by] the flash of insight in the rears; by the slow influence of natural scenery; by 

the phrase in the book and by the word overheard on the platform, O Poirot, Deliver us!”52  

 
51 Dorothy L. Sayers, The Documents in the Case [1930] (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 2003), 20. 
52 W. H. Auden, The English Auden: Poems, Essays and Dramatic Writings, 1927-1939, ed. Edward 

Mendelson (London: Faber and Faber, 1977), 67. 
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 Like the detective, the modernist epistemology of history defines the role of 

historian as that of the disinterested observer, pursuing historical truth with methodological 

objectivity. If Jerry lacks the objectivity and island-like detachment of the ideal detective, 

he is equally unfitted to the role of historian, however bent on unravelling the chain of past 

events he is. Jerry quickly becomes emotionally involved with the people he lives amongst: 

his attempt to assume a pose of sophisticated voyeurism similar to that of Pye barely lasts 

a few days. When his doctor back in London finds out that he is involved in a local scandal, 

his advice is to disentangle himself from it: 

‘Whew! I’m not sure that Lymstock’s quite the right place for you, old boy.’ 

I said firmly: ‘Yes, it is. And you’re not going to get me out of it.’ 

Marcus Kent has a low mind. He said at once: ‘So that’s it! Found a blonde?’ 

‘Not at all,’ I said, with a guilty thought of Elsie Holland. ‘It’s merely that the 

psychology of crime interests me a good deal.’ (MF 243) 

Jerry protests too much. At this point in the novel he has overstepped any imaginary 

hermetic boundaries keeping him separate from Lymstock. He has taken an interest in the 

Symmington family; Megan has become a guest in his home, and now, despite the 

proprieties, a guest of his in London and an improvement project. He has a brain, as Marple 

points out later, but he wholly lacks the perspective to draw the correct conclusions based 

on the facts available to him.  

 

In fact, his objectivity is so compromised that he suppresses much of what he has 

observed, and it is left for his unconscious to impress this knowledge upon his 

consciousness through that supremely unobjective form, the dream. Jerry has no particular 

taste for the popularisations of theories about repression, however fashionable, although 

earlier in the novel he suggests that to understand the workings of the poison pen, “You 

must read Freud and Jung and that lot to find out (MF 52). The comment is not serious, but 

as the letters increase, it becomes so. As he starts to consider suspects, the faux-Freudian 

narrative looms. Aimee Griffith is “rather ‘queer’ in some ways – a grim spinster – the sort 

of person who might have religious mania” (MF 194). Emily Barton’s “curious horror of 

discussing anything ‘not too nice’” becomes another potential indicator – although at this 

juncture Jerry catches himself (MF 216). “Was I getting too horribly Freudian? I 

remembered a doctor once telling me that the mutterings of gentle maiden ladies when 
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going off under an anaesthetic were a revelation” (MF 216). This psychoanalytical 

speculation is part of what blinds Jerry to the facts; because he expects the letter-writer to 

be an imbalanced, repressed woman, the ruse of the murderer, a very sane man, succeeds.  

 

This is stimulating from the perspective of the detective as historian; indeed, the 

way Jerry misses the forest for the trees resembles the problem Alun Munslow identifies 

as the downfall of constructivist history. If one approaches history from the perspective of 

an empirical epistemology, in which the historian is as ideally detached as the detective, he 

or she examines the evidence – physical, artefactual, literary, testimonial, documentary – 

and from these facts, deductively reassembles the narrative of the past. The basic function 

of the historian “is to understand, and to explain in a written form, the connections between 

events and human intention or agency in the past” – and beyond that, to understand the 

relationship between knowledge and explanation.53 To explain the past in a written form 

requires plotting it; this happened, then that. The narrator-historian can strive for pure and 

unbiased detachment in the emplotment process, devoid of any underlying assumptions, 

but he will never wholly achieve it.  

The problem gets worse when one approaches the past from a constructionist point 

of view. For the constructionist historian, “history can explain the past only when the 

evidence is placed within a pre-existing explanatory framework that allows for the 

calculation of general rules of human action.”54 Whether the structure used is gender, class, 

race, or otherwise, using an explanatory framework to approach assembled evidence only 

makes more obvious that the conclusions one draws are shaped by the personal filters of 

the historian – and many of these filters are invisible even to the historian. Jerry is 

influenced by popularisations of Freudian theories circulating in society in this period, and 

his objectivity is blunted as much by that as by his blossoming regard for Megan. Watered 

down psychoanalysis is far from the only circulating paradigm affecting his judgement and 

the judgement of others tasked with finding the letter-writer. Several other dominant 

cultural narratives aid Symmington in concealing his own guilt. By 1921, there were 1.72 

million more women than men in England and Wales; spinsters and widows formed about 

one-twentieth of the population.55 ‘Superfluous women’ – a cruel term – were considered 

a national problem, an ulcer of the body politic. Unmarried, they could never be sexually 
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fulfilled; sexually unfulfilled, it was feared that they would break out in mania, in the “sex 

and spite” of the anonymous letters which the Superintendent suggests is “going to give us 

quite a good pointer towards the writer” (MF 127). The moving finger is aimed squarely at 

the single woman, and Lymstock, like so many villages in England, has several. “She’s 

repressed and respectable, and has been shut up here with a lot of elderly women for years,” 

one character comments (MF 194). One single woman is a problem: several are an 

epidemic. 

To make a connection between the unkind treatment of the superfluous women in 

Britain at this point in the twentieth century to the demonisation of the femme seule in early 

modern times is to broadly belabour a point – did The Moving Finger not make that 

suggestion itself. Megan, the ‘changeling’ who has no fixed role either in the village or 

within her family, has odd habits that mark her out: “But only cats and witches walk in the 

dark. They’ll wonder about you at home” (MF 234). If Megan is made dangerous by her 

oddities, the village witch is more threatening still. Mrs Cleat, the gardener’s wife, lives 

just outside the village, and village suspicion points to her almost immediately – before the 

rash of letters becomes murderous. “‘Twould be like her,” Mrs Baker says vaguely (MF 

71). Owen Griffith is able to explain why:  

The feeling lingers, you know, that there are certain people, certain families, for 

instance, whom it isn’t wise to offend. Mrs Cleat came from a family of ‘wise 

women.’ And I’m afraid she’s taken pains to cultivate the legend […] It’s been easy 

enough for her, if a child cut its finger, or had a bad fall, or sickened with mumps, 

to nod her head and say, ‘Yes, he stole my apples last week’ or ‘He pulled my cat’s 

tail.’ Soon enough mothers pulled their children away, and other women brought 

honey or a cake they’d baked to give to Mrs Cleat so as to keep on the right side of 

her so that she shouldn’t ‘ill wish’ them. It’s superstitious and silly, but it happens. 

So naturally, now, they think she’s at the bottom of this. (MF 72) 

The same word, “queer,” crops up again in relation to Pye, who comes under suspicion 

because he too fits into this pathological emplotment: 

He’s the sort of person who might be lonely – and unhappy – and spiteful. Everyone, 

you see, rather laughs at him. Can’t you see him secretly hating all the normal happy 

people, and taking a queer perverse artistic pleasure in what he was doing? …He is, 

really, rather a frightening little man. (MF 195; italics in original) 
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 Richard Symmington has deliberately drawn on certain beliefs circulating in British 

society at this time to misdirect suspicion, and because they fit so perfectly into 

paradigmatic thought, fear of the pathological female, the sexually abnormal, and the 

spinster coincide to create his smokescreen. The modern reader may find these tropes 

somewhat belaboured, without the contemporary cultural and societal suspicion driving 

them – but it is this that makes the murderer’s choice of scapegoat so dangerously 

convincing. Munslow, following White’s work in Metahistory, breaks down the 

emplotment of historical events into a coherent narrative by the individual historian (“this 

happened, then that”) into the troping process: the “turning or steering the description of an 

object, event or person away from one meaning, so as to wring out further different, and 

possibly even multiple meanings.”56 Written history is always more than the evidence it 

discusses: it is an emplotted form of making sense of evidence, and this organisation is 

necessarily a priori. Particular pieces of evidence are selected and emphasised, others 

suppressed or downplayed. 

In using Aimee Griffiths as his scapegoat, Symmington takes on the role of historian 

himself, creating via troping a narrative that resonates with the contemporary imagination. 

Lymstock is satisfied, not shocked, when she is revealed as the culprit. “The grocer’s wife 

was saying with gusto that she’d always thought Miss Griffith had a queer look in her eye” 

(MF 270). The moving finger of guilt follows the pattern of existing evidence when it points 

to her: she has access to the typewriter, she has motive because of her unmarried status and 

her feminism, and she makes a fatal mistake in attempting to send her own letter within 

Symmington’s smokescreen of letters. Her guilt is confirmed when further pieces of 

‘evidence’ turn up – the missing pages from the book are discovered in her house, in the 

cupboard under the stairs, “wrapped up in an old roll of wallpaper” (MF 293). The villagers’ 

willingness to accept this particular troping of the evidence that Symmington has used 

demonstrates one of the major problems in understanding the writing of history. For 

reconstructionists, practitioners of empiricist history, truthful meaning can be derived from 

primary evidence. If they take into account every known fact, then it must be true – or as 

close to truth as one can get. This is what Munslow terms the “problem of referentiality”; 

Barthes goes further in describing it as realistic effect, which he theorises as occurring when 

the historian confuses the signified with the referent, and which Munslow sees as roughly 

 
56 Munslow, 14; emphasis in original. White, Metahistory, 1-42. 
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equivalent to the Foucauldian truth-effect.57 This is when the written narrative of history is 

confused with the past as it actually was. Symmington’s framing of Aimee produces a 

truth-effect, corresponding to all known facts: even absence of fact is used to strengthen 

the overall theory. Until Marple intervenes, Symmington’s frame functions as the “truth” 

– it takes into account all the known information, the series of events, the personal 

motivation, and the written and physical evidence. It is a narrative reading that has reason 

to be accepted – but it is not the literal truth of what happened as it really happened. 

 

Marple, appearing late in the narrative, is a necessary other detective ex machina 

because Jerry’s personal bias, paradigmatic subscriptions and misreading of the evidence 

have led him, like any objectively compromised historian, to an untrustworthy conclusion. 

Marple enters the novel as a corrective, the interrogator of the prevailing narrative. Here, 

for a moment, I would like to briefly draw a distinction between Marple and Christie’s 

other pet detective, Hercule Poirot. Poirot’s boast is that his method is as empirical as the 

method reconstructionist historians believe underpins their epistemology. Purely 

ratiocinative, he claims to be able to solve mysteries from his chair, assembling all the facts 

of a case into a truthful narrative using his ‘little grey cells.’58 Marple’s detective method 

comes from her knowledge of character, her observation of human nature, and her ability 

to draw inferential links between known and unknown instances – a posteriori, not a priori. 

In the writing of history, her reading of the evidence to produce a contradictory narrative 

to that plotted by Symmington would merely offer another emplotment, rather than 

revoking his – but she is invested with the authority of the objective observer that he does 

not possess. She is even able to test her hypothesis through empirical experiment, 

something typically denied to even the most determined of historical empiricists, by having 

Megan stage a denouement with Symmington – and this time his act of murder is not only 

proven, it is witnessed and attested by many. Detective fiction delivers what the historical 

account cannot: conclusive proof, the discovery of the truth, something that remains 

eternally unreachable in the pursuit of historical fact.  

 
57 Roland Barthes, “The Discourse of History,” trans. Stephen Bann, Comparative Criticism: A Year Book 25 
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Self-conscious medievalism: Off With His Head (1957) 

 

Published in 1957, a decade after the end of the Second World War, Off With His Head 

further problematises the ideal village that came to signify so much in the interwar period. 

South Mardian is “squat, unpicturesque, unremarkable and as small as a village could be.”59 

It fails to move outsider Detective Roderick Alleyn as such villages customarily do move 

the city detectives who enter them. Even amateur folklorist Mrs Bünz, who takes up the 

breathless outsider’s mantle in his stead, can find little to admire:   

It consisted only of a double row of nondescript cottages, a tiny shop, a church of 

little architectural distinction and a Victorian parsonage […] Even in its fancy-dress 

of snow it was not a picturesque village. It would, Mrs. Bünz reflected, need a lot 

of pepping-up before it attracted the kind of people Ralph Stayne [the vicar’s son 

and the great-great nephew of Dame Alice Mardian] had talked about. She was glad 

of this because, in her own way, she too was a purist. (OWHH 21) 

Excluded from the subtle irony of the text by her self-exceptionalism and the earnestness 

of her antiquarian enthusiasm, she fails to see that she is precisely the type Ralph and the 

other villagers fear will spoil Mardian with “ye olde goings-on,” declaring herself to be not 

the ‘artsy-crafty’ type even as she adjusts her hand-spun cape (OWHH 19). 

The transformation in treatment between Fenchurch St. Paul and East Mardian 

occurs on every level. Reverend Samuel Stayne is certainly scholarly, but unlike Sayers’ 

active vicar, is entirely ineffectual – “Bit of a milksop,” Dame Alice correctly dismisses 

him (OWHH 91). Dame Alice and her great-niece represent in turn the last of Mardian’s 

squirearchy: decayed, feminine, spent. Dame Alice “was ninety-four and thought as little 

as possible”: still able to wield traditional authority, she is incapable of adjusting her ideas 

to the changing world (OWHH 63). Great-niece Dulcie is more aware of the changing times 

than Dame Alice – when not suffering ‘spells’ from being kicked in the head by a horse. 

Even the villagers are unashamed yokels: Ernie Andersen is “a poor old thing, a savage and 

at times “unintelligible” peasant who recalls Emily Brontë’s Joseph more than a little 

(OWHH 53). That Off With His Head treats the quasi-medieval village with a lack of the 
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solemnity Sayers attached to it is obvious from the first chapter; that it parodies such 

interwar solemnity, personified by Mrs Bünz, becomes equally clear.  

P. D. James, discussing the embedded social history to be found in detective fiction, 

cites the received wisdom that Marsh, as a New Zealand writer, “experienced Britain as a 

long-staying visitor who saw what she thought of as a second homeland through somewhat 

naïve and uncritical eyes,” and therefore gave “a less accurate, more idealised, nostalgic 

and regrettably sometimes snobbish picture of England” than her contemporaries.60 

Rowland, while classing Marsh’s work as ‘high camp,’ gives her more credit; she argues 

that Marsh’s very outsider status gives her writing an ambivalence, at once colonially over-

identifying with Englishness and at the same time inflecting her work with enough remove 

to criticise and dissect that Englishness.61 Thematically Off With His Head brings the 

nostalgic medievalism of detective fiction in the past two decades to a hyperbolic crescendo 

– medievalist camp, perhaps, but not in the noncritical fashion James suggests. This 

nostalgia is complicated by a pervading sense of pastness as truly irrecoverable. 

 If the novels previously discussed practised a more desirous and interlaced form of 

medievalism, born out of a post-First World War longing for lost imagined community, Off 

With His Head, looking back across the distance of yet another war, satirises this desire. It 

satirises the novels themselves, bringing the longstanding practice of detective fiction’s 

internal self-reflexivity to another peak; and satirises, to boot, the reader who approaches 

detective fiction like Auden: for the vicarious catharsis of the expulsion of evil from the 

‘Great Good Place,’ the specifically rural and English village.62 Auden wrote his article in 

1948, and I do not mean to suggest that this form of nostalgia came to an end with the 

interwar period. It was in 1953 that Robert Nisbet identified a societal malaise he termed 

the “quest for community,” arguing that the “intolerable vacuum” of modern isolation and 

fast-paced modern life had led to a creative relationship of past and present, between the 

present and an imagined medieval idyll, to a strong generational feeling of organic 

communal wholeness lost.63 Marsh’s novel may gently mock this ideal, but it still has 

cultural currency in the period. What changes is not the desire, but the earnestness. The 

nation that has been through a second war cannot express or accept its longings as simply 
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as if it had only been through one. Historical continuity has been fractured further, and 

cannot be bridged again. 

  Thus, while Marsh represents a rural community and a medieval tradition which 

has existed for centuries, the imagined holy grail of the medievalist and the Auden-like 

reader, she also laminates it with irony: a distance that allows it to be possessed and not-

possessed at the same time. The Audenic reader – or the Mrs Bünz-esque medievalist – can 

find the object of their usual readerly pleasure in Off With His Head, but they also must 

confront their mirror in the text, denying them the usual pleasure of escapism inherent in 

detective fiction. This is an idea crucial to Umberto Eco’s definition of a postmodern ethos: 

“that plot could be found also in the form of quotations of other plots, and that the quotation 

could be less escapist than the plot quoted.”64 The postmodern reader or writer is aware that 

the territory is not fresh or new. Similarly, the village in detective fiction by the 1950s fails 

as Auden’s “Great Good Place” not only because of contemporary post-Second World War 

changes to the British countryside, but because it has been visited so many times already. 

The frisson of the body in the vicarage is no longer “shockingly out of place, as when a dog 

makes a mess on a drawing room carpet.”65 By the time Off With His Head was published, 

readers of detective fiction could reasonably expect to the body to turn up practically 

anywhere.  

The charge no longer comes from the juxtaposition of high or innocent (vicarage, 

manor house, girls’ school, priory) with low and abject (the corpse; the murdered girl with 

peroxide hair and heavy makeup), but from the virtuoso inventiveness of the writer. The 

murder in Off With His Head is conducted in full view of the village, in the middle of a 

staging of a morris-dance, ostensibly as part of the dance itself. Eco suggests that the 

postmodern turn comes when the modern has gone as far forward as it can and must return 

to ground already trod in order to move forward. This reflexive paradox “consists of 

recognising that the past, since it cannot really be destroyed, because its destruction leads 

to silence, must be revisited: but with irony, not innocently.”66 This allows a second level 

of pleasure for the knowledgeable reader: the reader who desires the simple return to the 

ideal village may enjoy that pleasure on a primary level, but the reader who has already 

read dozens of earlier detective novels and reads Off With His Head in their knowing 
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context can enjoy the additional irony of Marsh’s parodic play and reference to what has 

come before. I do not mean to suggest that Off With His Head is a work of postmodernist 

metacriticism. Without going that far afield, it is clear that, coming later than the works 

discussed earlier, it demonstrates a noticeable shift in sensibility, practice and discursive 

formations from the preceding period. That does not mean that Off With His Head does not 

represent those sensibilities, practices, and formations: it does. What changes, after the 

Second World War and in the context of the Cold War, is the sensibility of the work itself. 

Off With His Head employs the medieval and nostalgic play of earlier detection fiction in 

order to summarise and ‘cap’ these earlier works, oscillating somewhere between sheer 

enjoyment of the tropes and an exaggeration of them that crosses into satire and 

metacommentary.  

“In a work of art, I rather like to find thus transposed, at the level of the characters, 

the subject of the work itself. Nothing sheds more light on the work or displays the 

proportions of the whole work more accurately.”67 André Gide is describing the ‘play 

within the play’ famously embedded in Hamlet, and to make a parallel which would please 

Marsh greatly, Off With His Head stages with the Dance of the Five Sons a similar mise en 

abyme – not once, but twice. If one factors in the many rehearsals of the sword-dance, that 

twice multiplies further still; add again the many historical annual performances of the 

Dance, and the number becomes infinite. A traditional sword-dance, the Dance parallels 

Hamlet’s famous mouse-trap in more ways than one: it stages a murder that finds its echo 

in a real murder in the play’s framing text. In Hamlet, the play follows the murder, and 

points up the parallel in order to “catch the conscience of the king”; in Off With His Head, 

the murder occurs during the sword-dance, at (seemingly) the moment of simulated murder, 

collapsing the murder and its simulation into a single staging. But Marsh returns – as the 

sword-dance itself eternally returns – to the Dance of the Five Sons. 

The Dance is the particular province of the blacksmithing Andersen family. 

Andersen pater, the ‘Guiser,’ plays the Old Man, and his sons the five whiffling Sons. The 

conflict between Old Man and Sons forms the Dance itself. On the borders of their Dance, 

Crack the Hobby-Horse and the Betty circle. The provision of roles manages to unify the 

societal strata of Mardian into a cohesive whole in the Dance whilst maintaining certain 

distinctions. Dr. Otterly has been “playing the fiddle once a year for thirty years at the 

 
67 André Gide, Journal 1889-1949, trans. J. O’Brien (London: Penguin, 1984), 30-1. 



59 

 

winter solstice on Sword Wednesday,” and Ralph, son of the vicar and great-grandson of 

the manor, represents the posterity of both squirearchal institutions in the role of the ‘Betty’ 

– “[the] fertility symbol, or in modern parlance – the love interest” (OWHH 20; 40). His 

job is to dance around the Sons and daub the audience with tar, a “free lance” who may 

carry women away under his skirts (OWHH 41). The commentary on the traditional droit-

de-seigneurial practices of men of the manor house among women of the village – fertility 

endowment, indeed – is pointed up by Ralph’s sexual liaison with a village woman and his 

simultaneous courtship of Camilla, an Andersen granddaughter and semi-outsider. 

The Hobby, too, is something of a ‘free lance’ within the family plot of the Dance: 

“moving as an eccentric satellite to the dance,” his job is to menace the Betty and the 

audience (OWHH 42). Simon Begg, playing Crack, the Hobby, is a less than perfect fit 

within the Dance, the village and the post-Second World War world. There have been 

“Beggs as Hobbies for a very long time” (OWHH 41), but this very tradition hems in a man 

keen to redefine himself within a village hierarchy that still sees him in his pre-war 

incarnation as a grocer. During the Second World War a Wing-Commander and a bomber-

pilot, he still sports his R.A.F tie. “Neither fish, nor flesh nor stockbroker’s Tudor,” he is 

caught between old and new worlds, out of his proper time and place (OWHH 41). As Dr. 

Otterly comments, with pity: 

As long as he was in uniform with his ribbons up he was quite a person. That’s how 

it was with those boys, wasn’t it? They lived high, wide and dangerous and they 

were everybody’s heroes. Then he was demobilised and came back here. You know 

what country people are like: it takes a flying bomb to put a dent in their class-

consciousness, and then it’s only temporary. (OWHH 162) 

Part of the social observation work that Marsh does, with perhaps less parody than usual, 

comes in with the meaning of the Dance to the different social groups. To the Guiser, the 

Dance is a matter of life and death. To Begg, supremely modernised and hardened by war, 

it is rather a joke: “I think it’s all pretty corny, mind. Well, childish, really. After all, what 

the heck’s it matter?” (OWHH 51). Ralph has some attachment to the tradition, but 

downplays it with embarrassment to outsiders: “I certainly don’t deny that a very short, 

very simple and not, I’m sure, at all important sort of dance-play is kept up once a year in 

Mardian […] We just happen to have gone on doing it” (OWHH 19). Otterly, perhaps a 

mirror to the would-be literary critic, heaps more illustrious meanings on it:  
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It’s the oldest manifestation of the urge to survive and the belief in redemption 

through sacrifice and resurrection. It’s as full of disjointed symbolism as a 

surrealist’s dream […] But always, however much debased and fragmentary, the 

central idea of the death and resurrection of the Fool, who is also the Father, Initiate, 

Medicine Man, Scapegoat and King (OFHH 124). 

 The supreme mirror in the text, of course, is Mrs Bünz, “the generalisation of a species 

[…] the lady who sits near the front at lectures and always asks questions […] stands nearest 

to guides, keeps handicraft shops of the better class and reads Rabindranath Tagore. She 

weaves, forms circles, gives talks, hand-throws pots and designs book-plates” (OWHH 

153). Mrs Bünz is the human embodiment of the craze for community and connection to 

an organic past, the same drive that pushed readers like Auden into detective fiction to 

experience the soothing catharsis of evil from the sacred village space. It is important to 

note that the reader is not supposed to identify with her. Instead, the model to follow is 

Alleyn, an ideal outsider: representative of a wider law than the elemental and parochial 

traditions of Mardian itself, he is there to ‘read’ the traces of the crime and the relationships 

in the village and thereby solve the crime. The reader, trying to perform the same operation, 

naturally empathises with his amusements and frustrations. Alleyn, a rational, intelligent, 

educated man, holding institutional power, is a flattering mirror to in which to observe the 

self. Mrs Bünz – bumbling, embarrassing, “clapping her hands like a madwoman,” is not 

(OWHH 25). She is continually excluded from understandings that Marsh allows the reader 

to share. She is the quintessential outsider: a foreigner in the English countryside during a 

post-war heightening of national feeling, she is a natural object of increased suspicion and 

dislike. Although she speaks six European languages, she is unable to understand speech 

both phonetic and idiomatic: the Andersens’ local dialect frustrates her, and her exchanges 

with Begg are hilarious in their slippages. Nuances of social register frustrate her, too: 

confronted by the city-civilised Camilla’s kinship to the Andersens, “she smiled and smiled 

and nodded, and, as she did so, she told herself that she would never, never master the 

extraordinary vagaries of class in Great Britain” (OWHH 28). The humour – and Mrs Bünz 

is inadvertently very funny – lies in the fact that the reader does understand them, and feels 

in on the joke.  

 What many of them would miss is that another level of the joke is on them. When 

Mrs Bünz lectures Ralph about the history of the Dance – “It suggests, Mr. Stayne, that 

unknown to research, to experts, to folk dancers and to the societies, the so-called Mardian 
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Mawris (the richest immeasurably of all English ritual dance-plays) was being performed 

annually at the Mardian Stone during the winter solstice up to as recently as fifteen years 

ago” – she comes off as tin-eared and condescending, unable to wear her learning lightly 

or with grace (OWHH 18). Indeed, her passionate longing for the medieval traces of East 

Mardian comes off as commodification, a possessive desire that has no standing in the 

village where the Dance holds authentic meaning.68 The reader is encouraged to cringe with 

Ralph and the other subjects of her lectures, and thereby may miss the fact that she 

represents a concentrated form of mass migration in the 1950s to the countryside, seeking 

their romantic ideal of the authentic village community. As Alun Howkins observed, these 

outsiders thereby destroyed the vestiges of the community they sought, and rather than 

being accepted as insiders, incited increasing hostility to new countrymen and women.69  

 Mrs Bünz’s destructive desire has its own brutal effect on its object, and her 

exclusion derives from her encroaching outsider status – and her femininity. “There’s 

nobbut’s men’s business yur,” the Guiser tells her, and he tells his own granddaughter, who 

has the local heritage Mrs Bünz lacks, that she cannot watch the men practise the Dance: 

“Tis men’s work, and no female shall have part nor passel in it” (OWHH 190). Mrs Bünz 

is perhaps never more perfectly representative of the desiring urban reader and of modernity 

itself than when she thrusts herself forward anyway (“He’s going to fancy me if I die for 

it,” OWHH 22) and thereby begins the causal chain that leads directly to the Guiser’s death, 

and the potential destruction of South Mardian. With the Guiser gone, the Andersen sons 

can turn his forge into a petrol station at last – and it is worth noting that alone amidst the 

disappointingly prosaic village, the forge is an authentic remainder of the past: “the thing 

itself, alive and luminous” (OWHH 23). 

 More specifically, Mrs Bünz represents the patronising impulse of the 1930s folk 

revival, a dedicated group led by Cecil Sharp who travelled to various villages recording 

the dances and songs of rural England, believing that by doing so they were saving them 

from the oblivion they would soon have found due to the encroachment of modernity.70 

 
68 See Elizabeth Outka, Consuming Traditions: Modernity, Modernism, and the Commodified Authentic 

(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 3-21. Her work on the commodification of authenticity that took 

place in the early twentieth century is interesting to consider in relation to Bunz’s consuming desire and the 

inherent commodification of depicting Mardian at all as an authentic object in a fiction intended for a mass 

audience.  
69 Alun Howkins, The Death of Rural England: A Social History of the Countryside Since 1900 (London: 

Routledge, 2003), 185.  
70 Jeremy Burkhardt, Paradise Lost: Rural Idyll and Social Change Since 1800 (London: I. B. Tauris, 2002), 

96. 
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Mrs Bünz belongs to just such a group, the Friends of British Folklore, and styles herself a 

scholar. The object of her particular search is the form of the Mardian Dance of the Five 

Sons: 

There was some fragment of dialogue, miraculously preserved, perhaps, from 

Heaven knew what ancient source. Mrs. Bünz saw his lips move, always at the same 

point and always, she was certain, to the same effect. Really, she would have given 

anything in her power to hear what he said. (OWHH 15) 

She sees herself as the Dance’s protector, but to the Guiser she is a thief and an interloper. 

It is useful to note here that Georgina Boyes’ dedicated study of the Folk revival denounces 

its motives as self-serving and wholly based on a condescending belief that rural culture 

had remained unchanged and uncorrupted for centuries – a belief that firmly assigns the 

“folk” status as uncreative transmitters of custom rather than authors and shapers of it.71  

 So strongly does Mrs Bünz seem to follow Sharp’s precepts that when her 

eavesdropping on the rehearsals yields “only modified rapture,” granting her a limited view 

and no opportunity to hear the words she seeks,  she arranges with Begg to take his place 

as “Crack” – to literally, in effect, mount her hobby-horse. This is where Marsh’s parody 

reaches its height: not only is Mrs Bünz’s mission misguided, what she seeks – the words 

of the Dance – prove hollow: 

Betty to lover me  

Hobby to cover me  

If you cut off my head  

I’ll rise from the dead. (OWHH 202) 

What do they mean? Are they worth murder? She succeeds in her mission, but as the oldest 

Andersen son wonders, “Prying and sneaking and none of us with the sense to know. What 

she done it for?” (OWHH 258). An article for her society, to match her earlier monograph, 

“The Hermaphrodite in European Folklore”? Their value exists only in the eyes of 

antiquarians like Mrs Bünz and a fierce custodian of tradition like the Guiser. The person 

for whom their greatest meaning is deposited, and through whose protection and reticence 

 
71 Georgina Boyes, The Imagined Village: Culture, Ideology and the English Folk Revival (Manchester: 

Manchester University Press, 1993). 
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they were preserved, is killed because of Mrs Bünz’s cupidity; in seeking to preserve the 

Dance from oblivion, she guarantees it.  

That her triumph is hollow is confirmed by Marsh with a final layer of parodic irony 

that crowns the whole. In a passage full of heritage-baiting, Dame Alice is revealed to be 

the ultimate keeper of knowledge – a confirmation of an affinity with the Guiser which 

persisted despite their different stations. “‘William,’ she said (she pronounced it Will’m), 

‘would never’ve had it. Never!’” (OWHH 199). They perfectly agreed, from opposing 

directions but for the same reasons, on the undesirability of Camilla – in all but name, an 

Andersen – marrying Ralph – in all but name, a Mardian. Ordering Alleyn to draw up an 

Edwardian stool, she discards with disparagement (“Time someone got some new wrappin’ 

for this”) a newspaper marked 1871 (OWHH 201). The battered book inside, her great-

grandfather’s diary, dates from 1798. This date is again, not innocent. The late eighteenth 

century marked a turn in attitude to the past: it is from this time that Nietzsche’s antiquarian 

instinct became marked in England, and, rather than keeping ones’ eyes on the future, they 

turned to the past; to, principally, the physical traces of the past, artefacts and manuscripts, 

the empirical traces from which we create history. “We speak from facts, not theory,” Sir 

Richard Colt Hoare stated, speaking for new-fledged antiquarians of his era.72  

This artefact, literally wrapped in history, represents the eighteenth-century 

antiquarian impulse as directly as Mrs Bünz represents the twentieth. The late Ambrose 

Hilary Mardian wrote his own article on the Dance, and for much the same reason 

motivating Mrs Bünz: 

I have perceived since the death of old Yeo Andersen at Copse Forge there has been 

an abridgement of the doggerel which I fear either through indifference, 

forgetfulness or sheepishness on the part of the morris side – if morris or morisco it 

can be named – may become altogether neglected and lost. This were a pity as the 

ceremony is curious and I believe in some aspects unique […] These words are not 

spoken out boldly but rather are they mumbled under the breath. Sorry enough stuff 

it is, no doubt, but perhaps of interest to those who care for these old simple pastimes 

of our country people. (OWHH 201) 

 
72 Sir Richard Colt Hoare, The Ancient History of Wiltshire [1812-21] (Wakefield: EP Publishing, 1975), 16. 
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The budding antiquarian instinct announces itself, too, in his footnote to the recorded words 

of the Dance: “N.B. I believe the word ‘rapper’ to be a corruption of ‘rapier,’ though in 

other parts it is used of wooden swords” (OWHH 203). Dr. Otterly steps up as another of 

Sir Ambrose’s present-day analogues, the etymologist, with his own textual analysis, 

noting the declining rural use of the verb “lover” and comparing the verse with the Revesby 

sword-dance.  

And here is the chief irony of Mrs Bünz’s mission (and of Sharp’s, and other 

misguided folk historians): rather than staying stable throughout the centuries, Sir Ambrose 

Mardian observes that even in his memory, the words have altered. Heritage is not fixed 

and stable, and its transmitters, so lightly held by Sharp and his fellows, have agency and 

importance in shaping it. The Guiser’s death matters to the authenticity of the tradition as 

well as the forge and the village. Bünz’s ruinous, assertive approach to recording the 

tradition was never required at all, because the words (however altered) are already safely 

preserved, and preserved in a manuscript form with its own provenance and historical 

authority. Moreover, in a final twist of irony, another, more authentic object goes 

unacknowledged, save in Marsh’s writerly voice: 

The air for the Five Sons had never been lost. It had jigged down through time from 

one Mardian fiddler to another, acquiring an ornament here, an improvisation there, 

but remaining essentially itself. Nobody had rediscovered it, nobody had put it in a 

collection. Like the dance itself it had been protected by the commonplace character 

of the village and the determined reticence of generation after generation of 

performers. (OWHH 69) 

To return to a point I made earlier, one of the pervading themes of the novel makes it clear 

that the Second World War has fractured sentiment to a further degree. Ralph admits to his 

father that the war has left him similarly coarsened: 

I expect this sounds revoltingly tough to you – but, you see, Pop, if one’s seen rather 

a lot of that particular kind of horror – well, it’s a hell of a sight different. I have. 

On the deck of a battleship, among other places. I’m damn - blast, I keep swearing! 

– I couldn’t be sorrier about the Guiser, but the actual look of the thing wasn’t all 

that much of a horror to me. (OWHH 207) 

The beginning of what would later develop into the postmodernist turn is already evident: 

true and authentic meaning is beginning to fracture and be lost. The First World War may 
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have precipitated an earlier sense of isolation from historical continuity, and created a need 

to bridge that fracture through renewed connection with the past and a lost organic 

wholeness, but the Second World War creates yet another watershed. In Off With His Head 

Marsh acknowledges the impossibility of restoring linear history and ‘making sense’ of the 

past. That does not mean that connections to the past cannot be made, only that these 

connections must be acknowledged as what they are: connections of desire, self-

consciously forged, and demonstrating more about those making them than the past itself. 

 It is representative of this fracture in sentiment that at the end of the novel, the 

original Dance of the Five Sons remains ultimately out of Mrs Bünz’s grasp, sublime, 

unreachable; that the words of the Dance are ultimately meaningless. The Dance is at the 

centre of Off With His Head, and that centre is hollow. The traditional detective fiction 

revolves around the act of murder, but its decentring in this case is perhaps justified by the 

fact that the murder takes place within and as part of the Dance, and the Dance itself 

represents the motive – in as much as there is a motive. What makes Off With His Head 

stand out from the earlier novels discussed is the fact that the murder is entirely 

unpremeditated and effectively motiveless. The crime fiction of the Golden Age is noted 

for its elaborate puzzle-plots and the convoluted reasoning and methods of its criminals. 

Simon Begg, on the other hand, kills the Guiser “out of temper, and nothin’ else” (OWHH 

266). Alleyn does him a little more credit than Dame Alice, citing “an accumulation of 

spleen and frustrated ambition and […] a snap assessment of the main chance” (OWHH 

266). While the death proves, in the short term, to be in Begg’s interests, the murder is an 

impulse of a moment, a response to an attack: the automatic reflex of his wartime training.  

The historical past that haunts Off With His Head is less medieval than recent. It is 

the unresolved trauma of the recent war that sets the gears of the novel turning, and pulls 

the trigger on the human weapon that the war has made Simon Begg: a natural killer and a 

professional murderer. The war-bond formed between Begg and Ernie Andersen, his 

batman, becomes the mechanism for concealing the murder post facto. Mrs Bünz, too, 

looms large in the telling of the tale as a major suspect because of her own war trauma. 

This last demonstrates most clearly the subterranean importance of the Second World War 

to the text, more relevant and more crucial to the present than the medieval past which the 

characters would prefer to be in partnership with. Mrs Bünz is not merely an artsy outsider, 

a representation of the worst modern city life will visit upon the once-pure country, nor just 

any foreigner: she is German, and in 1950s Britain, her German ethnicity has an 



66 

 

overdetermined meaning that almost overwhelms the text itself. Her complaint that she is 

disliked “because I am German” has possible roots in very real historical prejudice: both in 

Marsh for so culturally endowing her, and in the contemporary readers of Off With His 

Head, for whom her nationality was, indeed, a reason to dislike her, an instinctive reflex 

that would have helped to further obscure the mirror her character formed. Her rapacious 

desire for English culture could be read crudely as an echo of the Germanic desire for 

lebensraum, or, more subtly, taking into consideration her naturalised status, as a 

sublimated extension of the interwar passion for Volk, now tainted beyond redemption. As 

Mrs Bünz points out, addressing her readers as well as her interlocutors: “It does not matter 

to you that I was anti-Nazi; that I am naturalised. Because I am German, you will think I 

am capable. It is different for Germans in England” (OWHH 129). 

It is therefore very easy to assume that Mrs Bünz, established as possessing an 

overweening ego and no capability for irony, has a victim complex. When she expresses a 

fear of the police, it seems similarly, comically, heightened: “‘Ach!’  Mrs Bünz said, ‘you 

are a child. The police do not look after anybody. They make investigations and arrests. 

They are not sympathetic. Da,’ she added, making one of her catarrhal noises” (OWHH 

130). In the detective fiction so popular between the wars, the detective is a rational, 

sensible, occasionally even jolly figure whom only wrongdoers need to fear. Mrs Bünz’s 

over-articulated fear and suspicion of the gentlemanly Alleyn suggests to the familiar 

reader of interwar detective fiction an objective correlative of extreme guilt: the kind of 

guilt that fuels the poison pen campaign in The Moving Finger, where the murderer projects 

his own desire for his children’s nanny in every direction. But Off With His Head, as a post-

Second World War novel, offers another answer. Mrs Bünz is implicated in the murder 

inasmuch as her presence precipitates it, but her exaggerated fear has no correlative except 

the past. Unusually, in a literary form that explicitly sets out to explain the inexplicable, 

her past is never fully revealed; the particular trauma is left outside the margins of the novel, 

allowing the reader to draw their own conclusions from what Mrs Bünz does say. “It is not 

pleasant to be told to await the police. I do not care for policemen. My dear husband and I 

were anti-Nazi. It is better to avoid such encounters” (OWHH 129). There is room for 

considerable interpretation there. Off With His Head, despite its preoccupation with the 

medieval past, is not interested in seriously depicting historic trauma or reconciling it with 

the present: it is more concerned with portraying the desire to connect with the historical 

past. 
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Begg’s own war experience is recounted freely. His retelling is “unemphatic and 

without dramatic values, yet had the authentic colour of vivid recollection” (OWHH 269). 

Unlike Mrs Bünz, it causes him no Angst; he is quite pleased to recount the story of 

parachuting down onto a German ship, and dispatching three “Jerries” without delay, 

cheerfully recalling the “buckets of blood” (OWHH 169). His pleasure in sharing his past 

glory – or vanity, as Marsh terms it – helps Alleyn to finger him as the murderer. “The story 

told us that Begg had once been involved in unarmed combat with an old peasant and that 

he had been saved by one of his own men. A hedge-slasher had been involved in that story, 

too” (OWHH 269). This particular war experience is repeated: first in the murder of the 

Guiser, which Alleyn notes echoes it with uncanny closeness, and secondly, when he tells 

it himself. This telling itself is a recurrence – Dulcie’s memory for his glorious war exploits 

reveals that it is a story he has told several times before. The very similarity of circumstance 

between the murders may have predicated the repetition: trauma recurs cyclically, but the 

returning war trauma in this instance is not Begg’s in particular, but communal. This is 

exorcism enacted on a local scale for readers on a grand scale.  

 “And now to leave these doleful dumps,” Alleyn says at the resolution of the case, 

tongue in cheek (OWHH 229). Comparing the theatricality of the case to Elizabethan 

dramas, “those earlier plays of violence when people kill each other in a sort of quintessence 

of spleen” (OWHH 229), his parallel suggests that like a play, cleanly structured in acts, 

this particular episode is over. For him and for his Inspector Fox, it is. The detective in this 

novel is a creature of historical time, history-fixated, historically bound. Ford Madox Ford 

describes the temporal movement of the detective in detective fiction’s “time shift”: 

He has to begin with a murder; the intelligent detective on arriving has at once to 

begin going back into the history of the corpse. The story returns to the present tense 

in order that the detective may tell what he has learned of the past of the corpse to 

a number of characters who plunge out of the present into the pasts of a half-dozen 

suspects they, in turn, return to the present to report – and in order that the story 

may be carried forward.73 

It is useful here to cite Nietzsche again, this time from The Birth of Tragedy, which 

postulated “pastness” as a sense of linear time, possible only when man realises that 

 
73 Ford Madox Ford, The March of Literature from Confucius’ Day to Our Own [1938] (Illinois: Dalkey 

Archive Press, 1998), 845.  
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something that had existed no longer does so. Until that moment, time is unbounded, 

unhistorical, non-linear. The past makes the future possible by constituting the material for 

consumption, thus allowing the future come to pass: “Every moment devours the preceding 

moment; every birth is the death of innumerable beings. Procreation, living, murder are 

one.”74 The previous moment must be annihilated for the future to occur. Awareness of 

historical time occurs when this annihilation is incomplete, and “a curious remainder” 

persists into the present, a residue of it was that cannot be wholly devoured, and which 

acquires its own independent power. “When [man] understands the “it was,” he 

comprehends that his existence is a never-to-be-completed imperfectum because this factor 

that constitutes his existence has been lost.”75 The power acquired by it was is the awareness 

of unrecoverable loss.  

This void is, essentially, what drives the practice of history: an urge to recover, to 

reconstruct Rankean-fashion, the past ‘as it really was.’ This urge drives Mrs Bünz to 

secure the words of the Dance; it drives the detective process, taking the act of murder as a 

historical event and attempting in novel form to reconstruct the causal chain that led to it. 

History-writing and detective fiction are siblings in their narrative function, constantly 

emplotting events and evidence into potential explanatory narratives. Some of these 

narratives fail. In historiography, failure usually occurs when a more compelling narrative 

taking into account the same evidence is composed, or, more definitively, new evidence is 

discovered and must be accounted for. Detective fiction, as a fictional narrative, is more 

stable: the reader enters the novel with the certainty that when competing narratives fail, 

the true explanation will be given, and that the truth of the murder – the reconstruction of 

the event as it really happened – is possible. Led by the detective-historian, the reader and 

the characters should be able to leave the ‘doleful dumps’ of uncertainty and violence 

together.  

 “Draw that cork and begin at the beginnin’” (OWHH 266). Dame Alice demands 

historical narrative from Alleyn, and he delivers it. He functions according to the most basic 

historical principle of linear causality: “this happened, then that.”76 Arriving in media res, 

 
74 Friedrich Nietzsche, “The Birth of Tragedy” in The Complete Works of Friedrich Nietzsche, Vol. 1, trans. 

WM. A. Hausmann and ed. ed. Oscar Levy (Edinburgh: T. N. Foulis 1910-1927), 152. See Joan Stambough, 

The Problem of Time in Nietzsche (Ontario: Associated University Presses, 1987) 19-36, 42-7, for a 

discussion of the way Nietzsche constructs time against history. 
75 Friedrich Nietzsche, On The Advantages and Disadvantages of History of For Life, transl. Peter Preuss 

(Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing Company, 1980), 8-9. 
76 Munslow, 12.  
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after the murder, he must reconstruct not only the events of earlier chapters known to the 

reader, but the events not yet represented or explained. The key to understanding the murder 

lies in understanding not only what occurred during the Sword Dance, but what happened 

during the Second World War. Once Alleyn resolves both the murder and the problem of 

Simon Begg – who exists as a creature out of historical time, an unabsorbed remainder 

intruding into the present, unfit for peacetime – his path is clear. He performs the traditional 

function of explaining the crime and resolving it for both the reader and those affected by 

it, and then returns to London whence he came. 

Detective fiction plunges obsessively back into the past, but it does so in order to 

resolve the discrete trauma of a usually singular murder and move forward once this has 

been accomplished, with no ‘curious remainder’ persisting. The genre’s escapist power 

derives in part from this ability to neatly tie off ends and round off a narrative, closing an 

episode with a reassuring finality. During the interwar period, this is a comfort; Off With 

His Head fails to deliver this consoling conclusion quite as neatly for those left behind in 

Mardian. Rather than representing a linear transaction after which life can begin anew, Off 

With His Head does not move on from the trauma of the murder-Dance: it circles back on 

it, returns to it, fails to progress. Like the movement of the Dance, time in Mardian is 

circular and recurrent, and Alleyn’s process helps complicate it further. I discussed above 

the many repetitions of the Dance that appear in Off With His Head. “We’re in for a 

reconstruction, my boy,” Alleyn tells Inspector Fox, and in a crowning moment of 

theatricality everyone reprises their roles and the Dance in order to perform a similar 

conscience-catching to Hamlet’s equally staged mouse-trap (OWHH 204). One of the chief 

issues with establishing history as an epistemology in its own right, based on solid 

empiricism, has always been the fact that the historical method fails in something that 

distinguishes the scientific one: hypothesis-testing. Collingwood’s famous question (“Of 

what can there be historical knowledge?”) has an equally famous reply: “Of that which can 

be re-enacted in the historian’s mind.”77 Various literary critics have seen detective fiction 

as a “laboratory for testing various critical hypotheses and methodologies”; it also offers, 

considered as a historically-obsessed text, a laboratory for performing the sort of 

hypothesis-testing traditional history cannot.78 

 
77 Collingwood, The Idea of History, 282-302.  
78 Heta Pyrhonen, Murder From An Academic Angle: An Introduction to the Study of the Detective Novel 

(London: Camden House, 1994), 44-45. 
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How does the Dance succeed and fail as a reconstruction? It succeeds on its Hamlet-

principle: it reveals the murderer, although it fails at catching Begg’s (lack of) conscience. 

By forcing the suspects to repeat their acts over and over again, Alleyn manages to put his 

various forms of evidence, testimonial and physical, to a litmus test. It is obvious when 

they fail, and when they begin to ring true. In the recovered words of the Dance: “Twice 

for a Testament. Read it and see/If you look at the leavings then so I’ll go free” (OWHH 

259). The leavings – the remainder that is not cleanly absorbed by the present moment in 

the reconstruction – reveal the murderer. In its primary purpose the reconstruction is 

successful. It not only resembles the recurring character of trauma, it literally re-enacts a 

murder, mimicking the original recurrence of circumstance that triggered Begg. By 

discovering the murderer, Alleyn ostensibly resolves it. Where the reconstruction fails is 

more interesting. The Dance cannot be reconstructed perfectly as it really happened, even 

when the principals are reassembled and ordered to do so. “The Hobby ain’t close enough,” 

Dame Alice complains. “Nothin’ like” (OWHH 258). Its failure to perfectly recreate the 

original represents an ultimate failure of history as empiricism proper. Moreover, the 

slippage obvious between one performance and another mirrors the loss and change 

inherent in re-production that the Mardian diary records, precipitating the crisis of loss that 

set the folk revivalists on their frantic mission to preserve the folk dances of England in 

amber. 

A successful reconstruction would be complete: it would devour the preceding 

performance and leave no troubling remainders behind. Alleyn’s explanatory narrative is 

supposed to resolve the trauma for the reader and the characters together, to lead them out 

of the “doleful dumps,” and forward into the present, untroubled by the recurring past. 

Camilla certainly believes that he has done so:  

Well [….] that’s the last of the Mardian Morris of the Five Sons, isn’t it? Ralph! No 

one, not the boys or you or Dr Otterly can ever want to do it again: ever, ever, ever. 

Can you? Can you? (OWHH 272) 

Ignoring the interesting repetitions in her speech, her sentiments are those of the city 

dweller, bound by historical time and the rapid forward-plunge of modernity. The country-

bred Mardians feel differently. Ralph is rescued from answering her question by Dulcie, 

who complacently assumes that the tradition will resume, stating that Dame Alice actively 

looks forward to it: “‘Aunt Akky,’ she said, ‘does so like things to happen. She’s been 
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saying what a long time it seems to next Sword Wednesday’” (OWHH 272). Here is 

Marsh’s final irony: the modern reader, desiring in their escapist fiction Auden’s rural 

paradise and neat catharsis, is pilloried for the last time. Feeble urbanites may require such 

palliative closure, but the villagers finally close out the reader from their ranks: they require 

no such thing. 
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Chapter Two: Shakespearean Stages 

 

GILES. You want—a repeat performance? 

TROTTER. Yes, Mr. Ralston, I do. 

MOLLIE. It’s a trap. 

TROTTER. What do you mean, it’s a trap? 

MOLLIE. It is a trap. I know it is. 

TROTTER. I only want people to do exactly what they did before.1 

Introduction  

 

There is a strong theatrical vein running through detective fiction, both in the frequent use 

of the theatre as setting, and in the frequent recourse by the detective to ‘re-staging’ the 

committed crime. The necessary acting and stage-play of those with guilt to conceal 

indicates the genre’s performative roots. The potentially licentious space of the theatre 

unbinds traditional certainties, allowing for queerings of narrative in which the perceived 

gender and/or sexual persuasion of characters can be mistaken and complicate the plot. In 

particular, interwar and mid-century detective fiction places the Elizabethan, and more 

specifically the Shakespearean, theatre in a privileged position in relation to the present. 

Within a text knowledge of Shakespeare frequently signals class and education on a 

diegetic and extra-diegetic level: between the writer and the reader, and between characters 

wishing to affirm bonds of knowledge and status between themselves while such references 

sail over the heads of the less educated and privileged. As Susan Baker notes of interwar 

detective fiction, “in titles and plots, in epigraphs and characters’ names, in frequent bardic 

clues and in a sometimes irritating propensity for quotation, classic detective stories 

constantly allude to ‘Shakespeare’ as a way to affirm the respectability of the detective 

novel form.”2 However, beyond class signalling and providing more opportunities for 

readerly confusion, recourse to the Shakespearean can also re-engage historical elements 

that are subsumed (and hidden) within a myth of Shakespearean England as a source of 

purity and placelessness for the nation at this time. In Tey’s To Love and Be Wise, the re-

enactment of Shakespearean narratives is presented as both unnatural and desirable, 

 
1 Agatha Christie, The Mousetrap [1952], in The Mousetrap and Other Plays (New York: Signet, 2000), 372. 
2 Susan Baker, ‘Comic Material: “Shakespeare” in the Classic Detective Story’ in Acting Funny: Comic 

Theory and Practice in Shakespeare’s Plays, ed. Frances N. Teague (Toronto: Associated University Presses, 

1994), 164-179. 



73 

 

allowed play within the bohemian-invaded village before it must ultimately be rejected as 

a blockage to futurity.  

Marsh’s Death at the Dolphin, on the other hand, brings the Shakespearean into the 

subject of the novel itself. The setting becomes the decayed Elizabethan theatre, renewed 

and repainted for modern use; the desire to use and reinhabit the Elizabethan past becomes 

parodic. At the centre of the novel is a glove with a historical provenance seemingly linked 

to Shakespeare himself. The irresistible impulse to possess this desired object – and equally 

importantly, the document that attests to a lineage of ownership in an unbroken line to the 

sixteenth century – asks several questions of the reader.3 What does connection with 

Shakespeare mean to the nation and what to the self, and can these be in conflict? Is it 

possible to trace an unbroken line of descent back to Shakespeare and the sixteenth century, 

or are all such attempts destined to fail or prove imaginative forgeries? When Renaissance 

revenge traditions and Shakespearean traditions are used to unearth and avenge crimes, the 

question of the mythic national past is brought into an encounter with the difficulties faced 

by the national community in the present. 

Perhaps the clearest example of class signalling using the sixteenth century occurs 

in Sayers’ last Wimsey novels, where Wimsey and Harriet come to a romantic 

understanding once they finally achieve an understanding of equality, represented in the 

beginning of a Petrarchan sonnet by the one, and its conclusion in a sestet by the other.4 On 

their honeymoon, where an original Donne letter is given to Wimsey by Harriet as a 

wedding gift, Shakespeare becomes the language with which Wimsey communicates with 

the local Superintendent; the references which come easily to Wimsey and Harriet as lord 

and lady of the local manor are a dogged struggle for Mr Kirk, the result of much study and 

less gracefully worn: 

 ’So they were,’ said Peter. ‘I remember seeing you clear out the wax with a pen-

knife. Night’s candles are burnt out.’ 

 
3 Ngaio Marsh, Death at the Dolphin (London: Collins Crime Club, 1967), 285. Henceforth cited within the 

text. 
4 Dorothy L. Sayers, Gaudy Night [1935] (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 2003), 269-70; 438. The 

Petrarchan form was popularised in England in the sixteenth century through Sir Thomas Wyatt’s translations 

from the Italian. 
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 The Superintendent, absorbed in the implications of Bunter’s statement, neglected 

the challenge till Peter poked him in the ribs and repeated it, adding, ‘I knew I 

should want Shakespeare again!’ 

‘Eh?’ said the Superintendent. ‘Night’s candles? Romeo and Juliet—not much o’ 

that about this here. Burnt out. Yes. They must a-been alight when he was killed.’5  

Baker describes this internal class-signalling as “taste as ethical symptom,” telling us which 

characters are worthy of sympathy – and this is the most notable function of the use of 

Shakespeare and other Elizabethan referencing in British detective fiction between the end 

of the First World War and the Second.6 After the Second World War, this changes as the 

relation between the present moment and the Elizabethan and Jacobean past itself is 

transformed. 

 Part of Baker’s argument is that detective fiction is not intertextual with 

Shakespearean texts; that, rather, it is engaged with the mythopoeic idea of Shakespeare 

and the broader cultural authority he and his work possess, which has drifted into the arena 

of fetish. Graham Holderness suggests that it is now possible to split the study of 

Shakespeare the myth from Shakespeare the man; to move from looking at the texts and 

their historical grounding to “the cultural apparatus in which they have been ideologically 

mobilised.”7 The use of Shakespeare to generate meaning is continual throughout the 

twentieth century, but that meaning is subject to change. In the nineteenth century, 

Shakespeare became tightly linked to cultural stratification “of how modern cultures 

organise their productions into hierarchies of high and low, legitimate and illegitimate.”8 

In the 1930s, this stratification crystallised in the work of F. R. and Q. D. Leavis, and in the 

writing of T. S. Eliot. Shakespeare is situated by both Leavises at the line of fracture 

between the learned minority and vulgar majority: 

It was possible for Shakespeare to write plays that were at once popular drama and 

poetry that could be appreciated only by an educated minority. Hamlet appealed at 

a number of levels of response, from the highest downwards […] The same is not 

true of The Waste Land, or To the Lighthouse […] the modern is exposed to a 

 
5 Dorothy L. Sayers, Busman’s Honeymoon [1937] (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 2003), 148. 
6 Susan Baker, “Shakespearean Authority in the Classic Detective Story,” Shakespearean Quarterly 46, no. 

4 (Winter, 1995): 443. 
7 Graham Holderness, Cultural Shakespeare: Essays in the Shakespeare Myth (Hatfield: University of 

Hertfordshire Press), 4. 
8 Douglas Lanier, Shakespeare and Modern Popular Culture (London: Oxford University Press, 2002), 19. 
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concourse of signals so bewildering in their variety and number that, unless he is 

especially gifted or especially favoured, he can hardly begin to discriminate.9  

The use of Shakespeare citation in detective fiction is linked intrinsically to this interwar 

use of Shakespeare and the conception of his period as constituting an ‘organic 

community,’ one which had reached a cultural peak before it began to decline in the late 

sixteenth century, linked by the Leavises and Eliot to the attack they thought high culture 

was presently suffering in the age of mass media. 

 It is in this context that the use of Shakespeare in detective fiction before the end of 

the Second World War must be read. Shakespeare had been decisively annexed by ‘high-

brow’ culture as a way of asserting moral and aesthetic judgment in the present moment, 

and making a specific claim about the relationship of highbrow culture to the Elizabethan 

and Jacobean past. The ‘dissipated’ reading of the public – whose unacceptable tastes 

included detective fiction – is set against the groundlings of Shakespeare’s time, whose 

ability to appreciate Shakespeare, Q. D. Leavis said dismissively, was not due to aesthetic 

discrimination, but a delight in “story, character, and spectacle.”10 Only an educated 

minority of the original audience were able to appreciate Shakespeare on a poetic and 

intellectual level.11 For the Leavises, ‘Shakespeare’ represented a golden age where low-

brow and high-brow publics could appreciate the same texts, organically united, but also a 

sphere in which the boundaries of discrimination could be maintained, and the terrifying 

threat of stratification collapse caused by mass culture could be avoided.12  

During the 1940s and the 1950s, however, the meaning and use of Elizabethan and 

Jacobean England was transformed: it slipped from the hands of cultural arbiters like the 

Leavises and went mainstream. The juxtaposition between the Shakespearean past and the 

present was no longer one which conjured irrevocable loss and cultural difference, but one 

which found, instead, echoes, resonance, and balance. Asking, “[how] we compare, then, 

with our ancestors in the first Elizabethan era,” one contemporary journalist decided,  

“The Battle of Britain and the little ships at Dunkirk, and the civilians in cities under air 

bombardment, answer that.”13 A. L. Rowse, a mid-century popular historian, also claimed 

 
9 F. R. Leavis, Mass Civilisation and Minority Culture (London: Minority Press, 1930), 19. 
10 Q. D. Leavis, Fiction and the Reading Public [1932] (London: Chatto and Windus, 1968), 85. 
11 Leavis, Fiction and the Reading Public, 85. 
12 Richard Halpern, Shakespeare Among the Moderns (New York: Cornell University Press, 1997), 62-3. 
13 Irene Morra, “New Elizabethanism: Origins, Legacies, and the Theatre of the Nation,” in The New 

Elizabethan Age: Culture, Society and National Identity after World War Two, eds. Irene Morra and Rob 

Gossedge (London: I. B. Tauris, 2016), 17-48; 20. 
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this resonance, suggesting “the English people in our time have been through a crisis of 

their fate to which the nearest parallel is that they passed through in the Elizabethan Age 

[…] in the moment of greatest danger, when all might so easily have been lost and the 

country gone down for ever to destruction, people turned for inspiration to that earlier hour, 

and were renewed and went on.”14 Irene Morra and Rob Gossedge have explored the 

“pillaging of Tudor history […] for war-propaganda purposes,” and the brief, but formative 

period in post-war Britain of “New Elizabethanism,” which “saw a coherent, unified 

invocation of historical parallels between one national age and an imminent era of 

contemporary achievement and expression.”15 Particularly during the 1951 Festival of 

Britain and the 1952 Coronation year, when, as one commentator put it, “[now] all the 

world’s a screen, and every heathen / [around] this joint doth prate Elizabethan,” recourse 

to the Elizabethan and the Shakespearean were used at all levels of society to promise return 

to a reassuring historical template after a period characterised by trauma and loss.16 Kiki 

Goundaridou describes this usage as “almost irresistible historical revisionism” in which 

“nations create a “neo-classical” culture in order to construct a new version of their national 

cultural identity.”17  

Morra and Gossedge see this dialectic as central to the “New Elizabethan moment”: 

an emphasis on renewal and regeneration after the war linked to both past and present, to 

the imagined glories of the Elizabethan past in terms of conquest, cohesion, and literature, 

and to the promise of technological innovation in the second half of the twentieth century.18 

The “received restoration of an authentic and familiar Elizabethan model enabled the 

perception of a natural narrative continuity, where one modern Elizabethan era could now 

give way to the next.”19 Richard Halpern makes a distinction between the naivety of 

historical anachronism, which collapses different historical periods together without 

consideration of the dehistoricisation of the past required when this occurs, and historical 

allegory, which he defines as a deliberate violation of distinction between periods which 

nevertheless does not obliterate their difference.20 Benedetto Croce, on the other hand, 

 
14 A. L. Rowse, The England Of Elizabeth [1950], ed. Christopher Haigh (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 

2003), 17. 
15 Morra, 20. 
16 Noel Whitcomb, quoted in Irene Morra and Rob Gossedge, “Introduction,” in The Elizabethan Age: 

Culture, Society and National Identity After World War Two, eds. Irene Morra and Rob Gossedge, 1-13; 4. 
17 Kiki Goundaridou, Staging Nationalism: Essays on Theatre and National Identity (Jefferson: McFarland 

and Company, 2005), 1.  
18 Morra and Gossedge, 8. 
19 Morra and Gossedge, 21. 
20 Halpern, 3-4. 
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claimed that “all history is contemporary history” – which is not to say that there is no 

access to the alterity of the past, but that it is impossible to ever interpret the traces of the 

past from outside the paradigms of the present moment – and that if we fail to stay 

conscious of this fact, of the very otherness of the past, what we produce will be allegory, 

not history.21 For Halpern, allegory is committed with intent, and consciousness of alterity; 

for Croce, through loss of this consciousness. 

 Something necessarily gets lost when such parallels are stressed, and the distance 

between one period and another is made to disappear. Part of what is lost, as Croce said, is 

the actuality of the past. Of course, the past is always lost, never fully able to be represented 

by the historian or by another era, however similar it perceives or wishes to perceive itself 

to be. What is truly lost is the alterity of the past, the sense of historical difference and 

distance. Halpern comments that when historical distance is obliterated in this fashion, the 

project of resurrection or reanimation becomes, “at the deepest level,” one which “attempts 

to banish absence and loss themselves.”22 The quest for renewal necessarily demonstrates 

a sense of loss, of something which can only be restored by closer consanguinity with the 

past. As Heather Wiebe observes, the mid-century preoccupation with the Elizabethan era 

exposes this concern in its very insistence that the past is present.23 Rowse’s popular 

bestseller The England of Elizabeth (1950) claimed emphatically that 

The Elizabethan Age is not something dead and apart from us; it is alive and all 

round us and within us. Wherever one goes in England there are the visible 

memorials of what those men and women were when they were alive, the houses 

they built and loved and lived in, the things they made and wore, the objects they 

cherished, the patterns they imposed upon the very landscape; wherever English 

people are gathered together […] wherever they speak the language, something of 

the tradition goes on in them.24 

Rowse fell wilfully into the trap Croce lays out, despite his awareness that “the feeling for 

history is a nostalgia for life, subtly transmuted.”25 His history of the Elizabethan era spoke 

to his desires, not any historical reality: “The England of Elizabeth was Rowse’s version of 

 
21 Benedetto Croce, History: Its Theory and Practice (New York: Russell and Russell, 1960), 11-15. 
22 Halpern, 7. 
23 Heather Wiebe, “‘Now and England’: Britten’s “Gloriana” and the ‘New Elizabethans,’” Cambridge Opera 

Journal 17, no. 2 (July, 2005), 172. 
24 Rowse, The England of Elizabeth, 17. 
25 A. L. Rowse, The Use of History (New York: Macmillan, 1948), 44.  
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mid-twentieth century Britain, turned upside-down – a horror story transformed to a fairy-

tale.”26 Rowse suggested that wartime Britain chose the Elizabethan period as its historical 

double because it was “in that electric, charged moment that our people […] first saw 

themselves in the mirror of their destiny, half glimpsed the extraordinary fate that lay ahead 

across the seas and in the world,” but the mirror in question is not the one he suggests the 

Elizabethans saw themselves clearly in, but the one he himself is holding up to them, hoping 

to see his own era reflected there.27  

Rowse’s work offers a split, doubled pleasure today; first as an account of the era it 

purports to be about, and then as one of the era it was written in. This latter quality is what 

R. J. Kaufmann calls a “referential manifold” when looking at the way one period takes 

another as its chosen other: 

Every poised epoch is knit together by the imaginative language it uses to 

expropriate an organised past from whose qualitative contours it then silently, 

habitually infers its own nature. History as a fact of communal psychology thus 

maintains a many-layered referential manifold. This referential manifold must have 

some kind of emotional legibility and be formally intelligible if it is to serve to 

subordinate the threatening welter of the no longer relevant.28 

This has echoes of melancholia: the refusal to admit loss turns into an act of identification, 

in which the mid-century present takes on the attributes of the lost, loved other, folding 

them into its sense of self. Freud is clear that this identification is an inversion of loss: it 

occurs when someone or something has been lost, but the loss has not been consented to.29 

As Judith Butler has observed, “the melancholic refuses the loss of the object, and 

internalisation becomes a strategy of magically resuscitating the lost object.”30 For both 

Freud and Butler, melancholia attempts to preserve the lost object by ‘turning back’ to the 

ego. When the cathected trace – that once guided libidinal energy – fails to locate another 

object in melancholia, it substitutes the lost object with a makeshift representation within 

the ego. “Turning back” becomes the major condition of melancholia. 

 
26 Christopher Haigh, “Introduction,” The England of Elizabeth, xix. 
27 Rowse, The England Of Elizabeth, 17. 
28 R. J. Kaufmann, “The Expense of Many A Vanished Sight,” Journal of British Studies 4, no. 1 (November 

1964): 6. 
29 Sigmund Freud, “Mourning and Melancholia,” in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological 

Works of Sigmund Freud, Vol. XIV, trans. James Strachey, ed. James Strachey and Anna Freud (London: 

Hogarth Press, 1952): 245. 
30 Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminism and the Subversion of Identity (New York: Routledge, 1990), 58. 



79 

 

What the turn to the Elizabethan, and more specifically, the Shakespearean, 

conceals is the traumatic experience of the war itself, and the anxiety around post-war 

austerity, the coming dissolution of Empire, and the influx of immigration from the West 

Indies. Moreover, it conceals the sense that contemporary connection to the British past has 

been irrevocably severed by these things. Why, at this moment, was insisting on doubling 

the Elizabethan periods particularly resonant for assuaging and concealing this sense of 

loss? It is, as Stuart Hampton-Reeves has observed, a particularly conservative choice, but 

one which hinges on the importance of Shakespeare himself, as an “unarguable figure of 

achievement, recognised nationally and internationally […] a true living memory in which 

the past could be translated into the currents of the future.”31 Here we return to the idea of 

Shakespeare as signifier – no longer of high culture, but of England itself, a figure who can 

be invested with the meaning of a shared national identity and used through that investment 

to reconstitute that identity at a time of fragmentation. This is, as Marjorie Garber calls it, 

“Shakespeare as fetish.”32 She suggests that “early modern England, the England of 

Elizabeth and James” can function as an ideal mirror and fantasy space for modernity, 

because we find in it the beginnings of ‘contemporary’ behaviours like colonialism, 

imperialism, same-sex desire, and transvestism.33 We see ourselves as reflected in it for 

different reasons than post-war Britain did, but still use it as they did, as a “guarantor of 

impossible originary wholeness.”34 The imagined whole and complete past implied by the 

post-war construction of early modern England and Shakespeare never existed, but the 

sense of loss persists.  

 
31 Stuart Hampton-Reeves, “Shakespeare, Henry VI and the Festival of Britain,” in A Companion to 

Shakespeare and Performance, eds. Barbara Hodgdon and W. B. Worthen (Oxford: Blackwell, 2005), 295. 
32 Marjorie Garber, “Shakespeare as Fetish,” Shakespeare Quarterly 41, no. 2 (1990): 242-250. 
33 Garber, 250. 
34 Garber, 243.  
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Queer couplings: To Love and Be Wise (1950) 

 

In To Love and Be Wise, loss is emphasised. But first the Shakespearean past—both in the 

sense of invoking an organic community and in terms of specific reference to plays—is 

used to lure the reader and several characters to a promise of restitution by way of 

bewildering multiplicities. To Love and Be Wise declares its interest in the Elizabethan past 

and its designs on Shakespeare in its title, which derives from Troilus and Cressida (1602). 

To “be wise and love,” Cressida tells Troilus, “exceeds man’s might.”35 Few of Tey’s 

readers would have been conversant with this text, “that most vexing and contemporary of 

Shakespeare’s plays,” but knowledge of it opens the novel like a key.36 In Troilus and 

Cressida, Troilus witnesses Cressida in dialogue with another, yielding to him a love token 

Troilus himself had given her. Before this scene, Cressida had sworn that if she proved 

false, she hoped all false lovers would become known as “Cressidas;” however, Troilus 

and Cressida has no strong cultural echoes, and invokes no immediate recognition of a 

false-love narrative. As a result, To Love and Be Wise, although deeply invested in the 

restaging of love-betrayal and the realisation that the love-object is false, employs 

references to the more culturally penetrable texts of Othello and Hamlet in order to mislead 

the reader who is casually conversant with Shakespeare, or at least the versions of 

Shakespeare circulating in postwar English culture.37 Here we return to Baker’s conception 

of Shakespearean reference as an “ethical symptom,” a fingerpost of virtue within the 

interwar detective novel able to separate the innocent from the guilty. In To Love and Be 

Wise, Tey’s textual game operates by using Shakespearean references to turn the fingerpost 

in the wrong direction; and this operation is conducted not only by Tey as author, but by 

the main character, Lee/Leslie Searle. 

Lee/Leslie Searle has long been living a double existence, passing as the male Leslie 

in America and resuming a female identity as Lee in England. This doubling, with its 

 
35 William Shakespeare, Troilus and Cressida, in The Arden Shakespeare Complete Works, eds. Richard 

Proudfoot, Ann Thompson and David Scott Kasten (London and New York: Bloomsbury, 2013), 1170. 
36 Joyce Carol Oates, The Edge of Impossibility: Tragic Forms in Literature (New York: Vanguard Press, 

1972), 11. 
37 Lisa Hopkins notes that Othello is often used in detective fiction to police questions about social and 

national identities, and that Hamlet, conversely, is used when invoking suicide and discussing whether the 

villain should be brought to justice. (Hopkins, Shakespearean Allusion in Crime Fiction: DCI Shakespeare 

(Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016), 13; 105). Tey does not use Othello to highlight insider/outsider 

relationships and racial differences in the way Hopkins traces, but this is a novel which is entirely staged to 

conceal a suicide, and which ultimately lets Lee/Leslie go free without punishment; the pattern Hopkins 

establishes between detective fiction and use of Hamlet is borne out here.  
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Twelfth Night echoes, allows them to stage a revenge tragedy of their own, doubling 

themselves within England for once in order to appear as the male Leslie – and then to 

disappear.38 Lee/Leslie is marked throughout the narrative as someone appealing and 

threatening, by turns and at the same time. They are “much too personable to be 

wholesome;” characters wish to “cross [themselves]” against them.39 To one woman they 

possess “something of inhuman beauty that had walked out of some morning of the world 

beyond our remembering,” while to a male character Lee/Leslie’s beauty has “an 

unplaceable quality. Something not quite of the world of men” (TLABW 25; 66). That 

Lee/Leslie is desirable is unanimously agreed: that there is something not quite healthy 

about feeling it always goes hand-in-hand with the attraction, whether it is homosexual, 

heterosexual, or more complicatingly troped.  

 Richard Bessel and Dirk Schumann argue that the aftermath of the Second World 

War differed greatly from the First because, rather than finding literary forms to express its 

experience, even after a period of belatedness, there was instead “a rush to (re)establish 

‘normality’ […] to turn one’s back on death and seek to rebuild, in a strangely anesthetised 

state, ‘normal life.’”40 For some time, it was not guaranteed that domesticated 

heterosexuality would emerge from the wreckage of 1945; the War had opened up 

unexpected freedoms for men and women, at war and at home, at work and at leisure: inside 

marriage and out.41 While the nation at war calls upon women to change their roles only 

‘for the duration,’ the result was that women experienced economic independence, familial 

authority, and even sexual freedom, which meant that a return to normality might be 

experienced as a loss rather than a gain.42 For men who found excitement and compensation 

in their experience of war, the ideology they were supposedly fighting for – the ‘civilised’ 

 
38 The novel switches back and forth between the pronouns used for Lee/Leslie:  Leslie is ‘he’ throughout the 

majority of the novel; Lee only becomes ‘she’ at the end, when Grant discovers her. Switching back and forth 

between them as the novel does would be confusing for the reader, as it would be to use ‘she’ when characters 

are reacting to or discussing ‘Leslie.’ Lee/Leslie’s enjoyment and use of both identities long before they 

embarked on their revenge plot makes it clear that the gender-play is not a result of particular circumstances 

within the novel. I have therefore used ‘they’ when discussing Lee/Leslie, using ‘Leslie’ when referring to 

the performance as male, ‘Lee’ likewise for female, and ‘Lee/Leslie’ when discussing the character in general.  
39 Josephine Tey, To Love and Be Wise [1950] (London: Peter Davies, 1977), 28; 26. Henceforth cited within 

the text. 
40 Richard Bessel and Dirk Schumann, “Introduction: Violence, Normality, and the Construction of Postwar 

Europe,” in Life After Death: Approaches to a Cultural and Social History of Europe During the 1940s and 

1950s, eds. Bessel and Schumann (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 2-3. 
41 Dagmar Herzog, “Desperately Seeking Normality: Sex and Marriage in the Wake of the War,” in 

Approaches to a Cultural and Social History of Europe during the 1940s and 1950s, eds. Richard Bessel and 

Dick Schumann (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 161. 
42 Margaret R. Higgonet and Patrice L.-R. Higgonet, “The Double Helix,” in Behind the Lines: Gender and 

the Two World Wars, ed. Margaret R. Higgonet (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1987), 31. 
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way of life that justified all actions in war – meant that a return to the domesticity that was 

their motivation and reward might likewise not be experienced as expected. As an Anglo-

American figure, capable of crossing gender, sexuality, and nationality lines and  

boundaries, Lee/Leslie embodies a desirable and vertiginous promise of freedom no longer 

possible in austerity Britain in 1950, but their effect, conversely, throughout the novel is to 

shore up domestic heterosexuality, to make characters who have taken it for granted realise 

how valuable it is.  

At the same time, Lee/Leslie is a very Shakespearean figure, and for the novel to 

function Tey depends on her readers’ common cultural knowledge of his works. 

Lee/Leslie’s crossdressing may have strong echoes of Shakespeare, but at the same time 

that she invokes ludic sexual and gendered freedoms, Tey is equally anxious that the novel 

should end, like a Shakespearean comedy, with a marriage and a return to order. Over the 

course of the novel, Lee/Leslie becomes the site of multiple Shakespearean tropings layered 

over one another. In the narrative Tey means others to (mis)read, Lee/Leslie appears in the 

role of a (male) Cassio, the usurping third point of a love triangle. In the narrative they are 

acting out, a revenge tragedy to punish Walter for betraying and rejecting their cousin 

Marguerite, they are closer to Hamlet. Unmasked by Tey’s detective, Alan Grant, they are 

revealed as a cross-dressing Viola from Twelfth Night. But at the very end of the tale, they 

are Troilus, made aware of the irrevocable, irrecoverable falsity of who they thought 

Marguerite was, a loss that no repetition can recover. 

The novel is never precisely clear about whether “Lee” or “Leslie” is the authentic 

self, since this doubling long predates the necessity of the plot. However, the novel is 

deeply invested in the line between authenticity and performance. Salcott St. Mary, which 

“Leslie” penetrates in male identity, is “a once beautiful English village that is now 

occupied territory” (TLABW 21). Formerly an authentic continuation of pastness, the 

“county names” of its villagers “unchanged since the Domesday Book,” a “rot” has set in 

(TLABW 132, 20). Not only has it been overrun by outsiders, it has been overrun by theatre 

people, “they artist folk” (TLABW 21), all engaged in self-consciously performing village 

life rather than living it, so that “Every third cottage in the place has an alien in it” (TLABW 

21). The line between village outsider and insider in this novel is not defined by 

Englishness, sexual preference, or even being ‘artist folk’ or not. The dancer Serge Ratoff, 

both homosexual and Russian, is admitted to the inner circle: “The villagers, lured by the 

childish quality in his make-up, treated him without the reservation that they used to the 
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other aliens, employing to him the same tolerance that they used to their own ‘innocents.’ 

He was therefore the only person in the village who was equally free of both communities” 

(TLABW 43). What matters in To Love and Be Wise is an appropriate relationship to both 

the past and the present: this is the true ‘ethical symptom’ of the novel, not mere knowledge 

of Shakespeare. 

One character who draws the text’s disapproval is Walter, the man Lee sets out to 

frame as the murderer of Leslie. Walter is a radio performer who gushes about the beauty 

of the English countryside, performing without being aware of it: “a quite natural and 

unconscious actor,” one who spent the war “safe in a nice fuggy office fifty feet 

underground” (TLABW 12). Damningly, “when it was once more unique to be in danger,” 

Walter decamped to Greece to “[yearn] over the thyme on an Aegean hillside with the 

bullets zipping past his ears – he never failed to let us hear the bullets. I always suspected 

that he did it by cracking a whip” (TLABW 12). In the Jacobean manor, Hoo House, owned 

by village newcomer and playwright Toby Tullis, Serge’s former lover, Tey models a form 

of engagement with the past which is appropriate: not an insistence on unchanged 

continuity which admits no loss, Rowse-like, but one which is sensitive to the original while 

acknowledging difference. In Inspector Grant’s approval, we may read Tey’s:  

As Grant pulled the Victorian bell in its bright brass circle he spared a thought to 

bless the man, whoever he was, who had been responsible for restoring the place. 

He had preserved the structure but had made no attempt to turn it back into its 

original form and so make a museum piece of it; the tale of the centuries was there, 

from the worn mounting-block to the brass bell. A great amount of money had 

obviously been spent to bring it to its present condition of worthiness, and Grant 

wondered if perhaps the saving of Hoo House was sufficient to justify Toby Tullis’s 

existence. (TLABW 137-8) 

Inside is “another world altogether from the village street,” furnished like a museum, and 

a butler who “might have walked out of one of Toby’s plays” (TLABW 138). Grant is less 

pleased by this museum-like showroom, this knowing performance. One must be aware of 

how far to carry the restoration, which parts of the past can be restored in postwar Britain 

and which cannot.  
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As a cautionary tale, Lee/Leslie’s ability to put off and put on gender like a costume 

– “My burberry is a reversible one” (TLABW 244) – has a domino-like effect on stable 

relationships produced by an accordance between sexuality and gender. Queer couplings 

and uncouplings proliferate as part of the novel’s concern with performance and historical 

difference, with proper and improper love-objects. An unorthodox queer subtext 

underwrites interaction between Grant and Leslie from their first meeting: 

Was it possible, Grant wondered, that those cheekbones were being wasted in a 

stockbroker’s office? Or was it perhaps that the soft light of Messrs Ross and 

Cromarty’s expensive lamps flattered that nice straight nose and the straight blond 

hair and that the young man was less beautiful in the daylight? (TLABW 9) 

“Straight” irrupts and recurs within this moment of aesthetic admiration, prophylactically, 

and when they exchange words, Grant’s straightness forms part of the dialogue itself 

(TLABW 8). “You’ll lean and I’ll squirm,” Leslie suggests, and if Grant cannot bend, 

straight as he is, nevertheless he finds himself leaning towards Leslie (TLABW 8). Leslie’s 

laughter disturbs him, leaving him “helpless” and “so disconcerted he turned immediately” 

(TLABW 9). However, Grant uses his sexual attraction to Leslie to reason deductively and 

come to a conclusion which runs counter to the conclusion generally suggested by this 

moment of same-sex response. Instead of theorising from this experience that he is attracted 

to men – or at least, to a man – and therefore less than completely heterosexual, Grant’s 

mid-century abacus acts to shore up rather than deconstruct his identity. If he is attracted 

to the male Leslie, what can be deduced is not any prospect of bending in Grant himself, 

but in his object of desire. The solution to the disruption in Grant produced by Leslie’s 

laughter is the re-entrenchment of gender and sexual norms. His reaction to Leslie no longer 

reads to him as uncanny – “a moment of being suddenly out of countenance. Disconcerted. 

The way a dog is sometimes when it is laughed at” – but as natural (TLABW 233). “It’s a 

funny thing, sex,” Grant says, suggesting that heterosexual attraction lends the detective 

the ability to see through even the most convincing cross-dressing and fix even the most 

squirming and unstable gendered subject (TLABW 233). 

 Nevertheless, any sexual possibility between Lee and Grant is prevented from 

regularising into the familiar. Grant allows himself to enjoy “a lovely mad notion” in the 

closing lines of the novel: “He would ring up Marta and ask her if she wanted another 

woman for Saturday night, and she would say yes, bring anyone you would like, and he 
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would bring them Lee Searle. But of course he could not do that” (TLABW 256). Tey opens 

up the possibility of a coupling only to immediately suggest the idea is absurd, whether the 

last vestiges of taboo clinging to Leslie and foreclosing any such possibility are those of 

criminality, masculinity, or queerness. This feinting is more indicative of the broader 

pattern of queer destabilisation running through the novel than Grant’s relieved solution to 

his own incoherence. The only heterosexual coupling which still stands at the end of To 

Love and Be Wise is the uninspiring union of Liz and Walter, and which the reader, like 

every character in the novel, can only see as a mismatch.  

Liz is “too good for him”; Walter is not only jealous, weak, and egotistical, he is “a 

quite natural and unconscious actor,” unconsciously performative in his roles of lover and 

male subject (TLABW 14). Walter takes Liz for granted, and for Liz, his attraction is 

explicitly that of relief from the uncanny. If Leslie disturbs and attracts Liz, Walter’s effect 

on her is an “absurd feeling that now it would be all right[…] like a child coming back from 

strangeness to a familiar room” (TLABW 25). As the novel makes its generic passage from 

crisis to return to order, Leslie’s ultimate effect on this relationship has been, as with their 

effect on Grant, to leave it stronger: now Walter will no longer take Liz for granted. The 

effect on the reader may be very different. As with Grant, this tidying up and return to 

heterosexual and gendered paradigms comes too late; having spent the novel interested in 

Leslie, Grant’s late regularisation of this attraction cannot wholly unpick the queer current 

which has run throughout it; nor can Walter and Liz become appealing or convincing 

together. Indeed, it is not clear that Tey wanted them to be. The generic conventions of 

detective fiction demand their re-affirmation of heterosexual desire and incipient 

matrimony, but here “natural” and “familiar” are at odds. Walter may be familiar, and 

Leslie “uncanny,” but as Marta Hallard tells us, “They were nice together, Leslie and Liz. 

They were a natural pair, somehow [...] Something that Walter and Liz will never be. I 

don’t think Walter knows anything about Liz; and I had an idea that Leslie Searle knew 

quite a lot” (TLABW 165). 

At the same time Lee/Leslie is a spoiler and disturber of love, they are a destabiliser 

of binaries. Both the homosexual Toby Tullis and the emphatically heterosexual Silas 

Weekley find themselves attracted by him, and if the reader follows Grant in reading Leslie 

as a cross-dresser not out of innate desire but “because it is the only way in which [women 

dressing as men] can work out their schemes” – something which Leslie’s own accounting 

suggests is not quite correct – this only regularises Silas’s attraction retrospectively, not 
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Toby’s, and the way that Tey stages this cross desire problematises even that (TLABW 241). 

Toby’s interest in a beautiful young man is presented as natural, and received as such. Toby 

tales  

one look at [Leslie] and straightaway forgot his royalties, the new comedy he had 

just finished, the one he had just begun, and the infidelity of Christopher Hatton 

(how had he ever been such a half-wit as to trust a creature of a vanity so 

pathological that he could take to himself a name like that!) and made a bee-line for 

the bench where Walter had deposited Searle. (TLABW 41) 

Toby’s moment of discomfort comes not from his reaction to Leslie, but from Leslie’s 

‘wounding’ lack of interest in him in turn. At the same time Leslie is a threat to Liz and 

Walter’s heterosexual coupling, they act as a spoiler to the homosexual one between Toby 

and his estranged lover, Serge. 

If Toby is left wounded and Serge incensed,. Silas “has a ‘thing’ about fertility,” 

we are told; “he holds that the highest function of a woman is the manufacture of progeny” 

(TLABW 141). His wife, a former schoolteacher, spends her days “suckling and suffering” 

and taking care of their large family, and seems to live in fear of her husband (TLABW 141). 

Silas’s novels replicate this heterosexual and reproductive ideology: “mother lying-in with 

her eleventh upstairs, father laid-out after his ninth downstairs, eldest son lying to the 

Government in the cow-shed, eldest daughter lying with her lover in the hayloft, everyone 

else lying low in the barn.”43 If gender is understood as divorced from sex and as largely 

performative, the rigid enforcement of gender roles in the Weekley novels and the Weekley 

marriage speaks to a deeper sense of instability, and his proliferation of offspring and 

novels reads as frantic attempts to assert his heterosexuality and to shore up a gender core 

under constant threat of collapse. Butler describes this operation as part of the compulsory 

repetition and imitative behaviour which is needed to produce the effect of gender as 

essential, and of heterosexuality as the familiar origin from which all other patterns of 

desire deviate:   

In its efforts to naturalise itself as the original, heterosexuality must be understood 

as a compulsive and compulsory repetition that can only produce the effect of its 

own originality; in other words, compulsory heterosexual identities, those 

 
43 Josephine Tey, The Daughter of Time [1951] (New York: Scribner Paperback Fiction, 1995), 13. 
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ontologically consolidated phantasms of ‘man and ‘woman’ are theatrically 

produced effects that posture as grounds, origins, the normative measure of the 

real.44 

Something is protesting too much in Silas’s misogyny. “Beauty is an offence. He must 

mash it down and make it fertile. Make mulch of it. Of course he is just a little crazy, poor 

sweet, but it is a very profitable kind of craziness, so one need not drench oneself in tears 

about it” (TLABW 141). Silas is unable to “keep away from the hateful beauty of Leslie 

Searle” for similarly ambivalent reasons, as even the myopic Walter perceives: “because 

he had a woman’s curiosity, and because everything beautiful had for him the attraction of 

the repulsive” (TLABW 46).  

There are two points of interest here: the reversal of the roles of the aesthetic and 

the abject, and the ‘womanly’ curiosity of Silas, which, in a fashion typical of this novel, 

cuts two ways. To take the latter problem first, the term slickly undermines Silas’s 

hysterical performance of masculinity, but does so using the gendered language which 

supports the idea of binary gender in the first place. This is language we might expect from 

Walter, and it is reinforced by Walter’s observation moments later that Leslie’s handling 

of Silas has “an almost feminine dexterity” (TLABW 47). This shifts again when Silas, like 

Grant, responds with flight. He “gulped down what was left of his beer, pushed the mug 

away from him with a gesture of self-disgust, and went out of the pub without a word. He 

was like a man fleeing from the memory of some frowsy back-room embrace; a man 

sickened by his own succumbing” (TLABW 47). The revelation of Leslie’s ‘true’ gender 

cannot have the same exorcising effect on Silas that it had on Grant, because Silas’s 

masculinity is at threat, not merely his sexuality, and it is any sign of femininity in his 

understanding of himself – any appreciation of the aesthetic – which must be repressed and 

made abject. 

 Most importantly, the coupling at the heart of To Love and Be Wise is that of Leslie 

and their dead cousin Marguerite – a queer pairing by any standards, linked most strongly 

to the homosexual pairing of Toby and Serge. Serge, we are told, loves Toby with a kind 

of madness; a love which is excessive and improper. “When you are as devoted to anyone 

as Serge is to Toby Tullis, I expect you cease to be sane about the matter […] things lose 

 
44 Judith Butler, “Imitation and Gender Insubordination” in Inside/Out: Lesbian Theories, Gay Theories, ed. 

Diana Fuss (New York: Routledge, 1991), 13-21. 
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their proper proportion. Which, I take it, is a loss of sanity” (TLABW 52). Lee/Leslie’s love 

for Marguerite is similarly disproportionate, and this comment “made her think a bit” 

(TLABW 245). Having loved their cousin so devotedly that they “couldn’t think quite 

straight about her,” Lee/Leslie decides to avenge Marguerite by staging her own revenge 

tragedy, doubling the parts to play avenger and victim both (TLABW 243). Two restagings 

of loss take place here: first Leslie re-enacts their loss of Marguerite to Walter, using a male 

persona to re-triangulate themselves in competition with Walter for another woman – Liz. 

Secondly, Leslie recreates the loss of Marguerite through suicide, staging their own 

disappearance in order to re-enact Marguerite’s suicide, and to lay it this time at Walter’s 

feet, where Leslie feels the blame for Marguerite’s death belongs.  

  “It had been too often a triangle lately,” Liz thinks, after Leslie has inserted 

themselves into her relationship with Walter; “or too often, perhaps, the wrong tête-à-tête” 

(TLABW 78). She means, of course, that she has been too often à deux with Leslie, not 

Walter, but the wrongness of the coupling is due to the fact that it is Walter whom Leslie 

is focused on, not herself. Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick famously argued in Between Men: 

English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire that literature in Western culture has also 

replicated this pattern in which women act as a conduit for partnership and feeling between 

men.45 In this reading, English society has worked itself out through a patterning of 

triangular structures which manage to camouflage male homosociality by channelling it 

through the safe and heterosexualising body of a woman. Instead of obscuring a half-secret 

channel of male to male passion, as Sedgwick would have it, in To Love and Be Wise the 

apparent eternal triangle of Walter/Liz/Leslie (male/female/ostensibly male) is used by Tey 

to conceal the real triangle of Walter/Marguerite/Lee, an apparently heterosexual 

configuration covering up a much more complicated one (male/female/female) which 

connects Marguerite and Lee. Admitting the possibility – adding another, female, point to 

the structure of triangulation – would destabilise the canonical male/female/male 

arrangement of desire.46 The possibility of female same-sex desire must “[drop] out,” 

creating a “gap in the meaning of things – anything but a story there to be read.”47  

As a detective story, To Love And Be Wise is interested in readings and misreadings: 

in multiple interpretations of singular traces, with the ultimate aim of providing a singular 

 
45 Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick, Between Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire (New York: 

Columbia University Press), 1985. 
46 Terry Castle, The Apparitional Lesbian (New York: Columbia University Press, 1993), 71-2.  
47 Castle, 67. 
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‘true’ reading which successfully displaces these earlier pretenders, both within the text 

and without. A successful detective story is one which creates a mise en abyme of potential 

narratives with equal and competing claims to being read as ‘real,’ and which, moreover, 

provoke a state of complete epistemological uncertainty in the reader about these claims. 

A poor detective story fails to create successful doubles and blinds within the text; a range 

of otherwise recognisable characters and character types must be made sufficiently 

unfamiliar that theoretically-murderous doubles might convincingly take their places. One 

of these abymes is the dizzying variety of queer possibilities it suggests, only to ultimately 

close them all in favour of the stable pairing of Walter and Liz. When it comes to possible 

murderers, however, To Love And Be Wise fails at suggesting that Walter is really a possible 

suspect in Leslie’s disappearance; nor is Serge’s jealousy over the attention of his ‘idol’ 

and ‘god,’ Toby Tullis, quite enough to position him as a murderer. He is too obviously 

fingered by the text as both passionate and foreign; extending this stereotype into an 

Othello-like rage would foreclose readerly pleasure too abruptly and too predictably.  

Tey manages to mislead the reader not by creating an abyme of convincing 

murderers, but by employing competing Shakespearean tropings. Walter, giving his radio 

presentations on the English countryside, moves from the specific to the general by 

“[pinning] his worm on to a Shakespearean hook and [angling] gently with it, so that his 

listeners saw the seething legions of blind purpose turning the grey rock in the western sea 

into the green Paradise that was England” (TLABW  60). Lee/Leslie does the same thing in 

carrying through their own revenge tragedy: to entangle and ensnare Walter in the plot, 

they must bait him with a Shakespearean hook of their own. Walter, as everyone, including 

the reader, can deduce, is more convincing when cast as a victim than a murderer: he is a 

“push-ee,” not someone with “enough red blood in him to conk anyone on the head and 

push them into a river” (TLABW 173-4). Yet he is a victim; Walter must be convincingly 

cut out with his own fiancée in order to have any observable motive for disappearing Leslie, 

and it is Leslie’s mission to provide him first with this, for the benefit of observers, and 

then with opportunity. That the heterosexual love triangle they construct is as ultimately 

unconvincing as Walter is as a villain is unimportant: what matters is that it is culturally 

recognisable and easily read. “It was gratuitously wicked of you to stage that quarrel at the 

Swan, wasn’t it?" Grant asks Lee (TLABW 253). 

The theatrical quality of this fight and its location – the Shakespeare-resonant Swan 

– demonstrate the two layers of textual play at work in To Love And Be Wise’s deployment 
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of Othello’s ghostly traces – the ones Leslie means to lay, and the ones Tey uses to create 

the necessary investigational mise en abyme of possible narratives. Walter finds his gift of 

chocolate dragées for Liz supplanted and made superfluous by Leslie’s larger, “showy” 

box of confits; he correctly considers it “affected, and the ribbon deplorably ostentatious” 

(TLABW 67-8). As Sherlock Holmes might say, he sees, but does not observe. Leslie’s gift 

is designed to be read as a romantic attention by the other characters. Whether or not Walter 

falls into that particular trap is not wholly necessary for her staging, but Tey makes it clear 

to the reader that he does, becoming “sick of an emotion that was old before candy was 

invented” (TLABW 68). Once this pattern of jealously is established, other characters fall 

into it naturally. Rather than deploying possible murderers to screen the real murderer, Tey 

uses readers’ own intertextual knowledge of Shakespeare and the broader cultural power 

of Othello to cloak her plot. So leading are the traces of Othello which have been invoked 

by the classic triangulation of jealousy between Leslie, Liz, and Walter that, as the 

investigation rolls on, actions and objects which come to light are emplotted within it, and 

seem to confirm this narrative as the ‘true one’ not only to the detective – who must be 

expected by generic convention to follow false trails – but to the reader.  

 “Shakespeare’s fatal diva of semiotic virtuosity, Desdemona’s handkerchief,” is 

variously read and misread within Othello as evidence for Iago’s false emplotment, 

changing hands and semiotic codes as it moves within narratives.48 As Emilia explains it, 

it is a love-token, Desdemona’s “first remembrance from the Moor”; a pledge of 

faithfulness, for Othello “conjured her” that “she would ever keep it.”49 It is also an object 

of jealous desire, something Iago has “a hundred times / Wooed [Emilia] to steal.”50 In 

Iago’s keeping, it becomes a foundation for his fantastical narrative, and in Cassio’s pocket, 

evidence of his own infidelity for Bianca, at least, to misread. Cassio, like Desdemona, 

becomes enmeshed in two misreadings – the one Iago designs for Othello to read, and 

Bianca’s. Both collide in the moment she ‘returns’ it to him, with fatal results for 

Desdemona – although what Bianca produces, and Othello sees as “ocular proof” of Iago’s 

reporting, is not Desdemona’s handkerchief itself but a copy, a double which has become 

a substitute and supplement for the original, not only evidence for a false narrative but a 

 
48 Barbara Hodgdon, “Shopping in the Archives: Material Memories,” in Shakespeare, Memory and 

Performance, ed. Peter Holland (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 184. 
49 William Shakespeare, Othello, the Moor of Venice [1603], ed. Michael Neill (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 

2006), 300. 
50 Shakespeare, Othello, 304. 
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false trace itself. Barbara Hodgdon observes that “one of the stories this tragedy of a 

handkerchief tells is of how we invest objects with lives […] but as for the thing itself, it’s 

absent.”51 A similar pattern of semiotic slippage takes place in To Love and Be Wise.  

For readers not schooled in the finer details of Shakespeare, the resemblance may 

not be marked; it is sufficient that the pattern of triangular jealousy has sufficiently 

Shakespearean reverberations to signal Walter’s jealousy as primary motive and Walter 

himself as primary mover within a narrative in which no other character seems likely to 

prove a villain. For those with more familiarity with Othello, however, the likeness is 

uncanny. Once Leslie has disappeared, Grant finds two things of interest among ‘his’ 

belongings: an empty space in his packing case, and a single woman’s glove, “about Liz 

Garrowby’s size” (TLABW 108). Grant interprets it as a lover’s trophy, and is “oddly” 

touched by it: “Nowadays fetish-worship took much more sinister forms” (TLABW 108). 

Some textual play suggests itself: Leslie has been continually described as “odd” 

interchangeably with “queer” and “uncanny,” been “oddly” wooed by Toby Tullis and had 

an “odd” sexual effect on Grant. Now the glove substituted for Leslie in his absence – “it 

surely proved that Searle had meant to come back” – is literally an odd one, mateless, 

missing its partner (TLABW 108; 73; 44). Grant can read the glove in no other fashion than 

within the matrix of the love-triangle plot. His sergeant is more cautious: for him, it is a 

sign of one-sided passion “if he was still at the stage of stealing her glove” (TLABW 115).  

 

Liz is eager to strip the glove of any semiotic meaning at all: “Do please believe 

that the most probable explanation is that Leslie picked it up and put it into his pocket 

meaning to give it back to me” (TLABW 210). Grant resists this, arguing that it must 

represent something to have been kept by Leslie rather than returned. Liz’s assertion that 

Leslie “didn’t feel about me like that at all” is similarly unable to escape from the jealousy 

narrative which has been spun around her as well as her glove (TLABW 211). Even allowing 

for his own misreading of the glove and the truth of her assertions, Grant re-emplots them 

within this matrix: “The point, Grant thought to himself, wasn’t whether Leslie was in love 

with Liz, but whether Walter believed Liz to be in love with Leslie” (TLABW 211). Leslie 

meant the chocolates to be misread by Walter, as Iago meant the original handkerchief to 

mislead Othello; however, Iago had no way of predicting or staging Bianca’s interpretation 

 
51 Hodgdon, 190. 
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of the handkerchief, nor its duplication and substitution, and Leslie had no intention of her 

theft of Liz’s glove taking on the dimensions it did, nor the splitting of the pair and the 

interest in its missing, spectral, mate: 

 

‘I grabbed them in a hurry out of my collar drawer because Walter was coming 

along the passage calling to know if I was ready, and later I found that I had only 

one. Was the other one still there in the drawer?’ 

 

‘It was. With the most misleading results.’ (TLABW 249) 

 

The power of the Shakespearean plot does not require Leslie to sustain it. The thing itself 

can be absent: it does not prevent a proliferation of narratives around that absence. Leslie’s 

revenge plot is designed to end beside the Rushmere river, and until the last pages of the 

novel the Othello narrative continues to drive the interpretation of the traces she has left 

behind. It is at the river, however, that Tey’s use of Othello plotting as a cloaking narrative 

becomes clear. Walter and Leslie, the night of their argument at the Swan, camp on the 

bank where “the willows shivered, and the water was pewter colour, its surface alternately 

wrinkled by the wind and pitted by the passing showers” (TLABW 187). The presence of 

willow-trees at this murder scene suggests to those following the Othello traces in To Love 

And Be Wise the natural conclusion of such a love triangle: one where the Othello-analogue 

has been driven to murder not his own love-object, but the man who has threatened to take 

her from him. The substitution is natural: Liz is absent, and Leslie present. The willow song 

in Othello is used within the play to foreshadow Desdemona’s death: Emilia is haunted by 

its refrain, that “she was in love, and he she loved proved mad / and did forsake her.”52 But 

to read the willows as intertextual traces of Othello in this scene would be to fall into Tey’s 

trap as Grant falls into Leslie’s. Another phantom-text is spectrally present in this novel, as 

intertextually primal for reading the willow-bank and the river as Othello. Gertrude begins 

her description of Ophelia’s death in Hamlet with the words “There is a willow grows aslant 

the brook.”53  

 

The parallel is not one Tey leaves to Shakespearean scholars to draw, making it 

obvious through Serge’s aesthetic concern over Leslie’s apparent drowning: “The river is 

 
52 Shakespeare, Othello, 358-9. 
53 William Shakespeare, Hamlet [1603], ed. G. R. Hibbard (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), 318. 
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so beautiful it should be kept for beautiful things. Ophelia. Shalott” (TLABW 137). Grant 

finds himself reciting poetry by the riverside on a similar theme:  

 

O Final Beauty, found  

In many a drowned place,  

We love not less thy face 

For lesser beauties drowned. (TLABW 188) 
 

 

The Rushmere, we are told, is a “horrid stream”: “all pot-holes and under-tows” (TLABW 

98). Narratively, it is as likely to mire the reader in its “immemorial,” “cannibal mud” and 

leave them stranded at the river, where the two Shakespearean tropings overlay each other 

completely (TLABW 98). In staging her own revenge tragedy, Leslie has functioned as an 

Iago-figure while being misread by those around her as a Cassio: now, in the final act, she 

is both avenger and corpse. Not only is her disappearance staged to read as her death, an 

empty space which stands in for the corpse which is not present, but Leslie has substituted 

her absence for Marguerite’s, providing a substitute for her own corpse for Marguerite’s 

real corpse. Grant seems to perceive this when he calls her disappearance a “rope trick,” 

something that “[smells] strongly of sleight-of-hand. Now you see it, now you do not. The 

old conjurer’s trick of the distracted attention” (TLABW 100). This is the trick that Tey is 

staging by invoking Ophelia, the famous suicide who dies because, like the heroine of the 

willow song, the man she loved proved mad and abandoned her. The line applies to Ophelia 

as much as to Desdemona. It is also clear that this line would describe Leslie’s original 

reading of Walter’s treatment of Marguerite: “He had walked out on her and she had killed 

herself because of it […] If he had stayed with her, she would still be alive today, alive, 

with her genius and her beauty and her gay loveliness” (TLABW 246). It is Marguerite 

whom Tey clearly means to identify in the text with Ophelia, Marguerite who is a beautiful 

suicide and a victim of male desertion; Marguerite who was in love with Walter, and 

forsaken. Marguerite who was, moreover, “ten tenths” mad, described in her obituaries as 

having “the lightness of a blown leaf and the grace of a willow in the wind” (TLABW 14).  

 

 Leslie disappears when Lee leaves their male role and identity behind on the 

riverbank. However, it is at the riverbank that Marguerite’s disappearance, for Leslie, takes 

place. Marguerite is present in To Love and Be Wise only as a spectral trace, her name 

appearing and disappearing at the edges of conversations, these fragments only coming 

together in a cohesive whole at the novel’s end where her relation to Leslie is suddenly 
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clear to Grant. For Leslie, over the course of the novel, this process reverses. Leslie has 

been too in love with Marguerite to see her as anything but her ideal, and Marguerite’s 

death has not moved her from this place of exaltation or altered the terms of the fantasy. 

What can, and does, is a confrontation with the memory of Marguerite from a more critical 

viewpoint. This confrontation does not appear directly in the text, but in retrospect. We 

hear about it from Marta, Grant’s actress friend: 
 

 Like everyone else he thought Marguerite the world’s genius, and wouldn’t hear a 

word against her. I got so annoyed with him that I told him a few home-truths about 

Marguerite. I was ashamed of myself afterwards. It’s a mean thing to break 

children’s toys (TLABW 166). 

 

This is tossed casually into conversation the way many of Marta’s insights are, the way that 

clues offer themselves in detective novels: at the moment of reading, it appears to have no 

significance, although that it has a ‘breaking’ effect is registered. This is the moment that 

estrangement from Marguerite begins, although her full ‘dissolution’ as love object takes 

time. The process occurs in two movements: first, while talking to Marta, where the gloss 

of fantasy is stripped from her, and then, we learn in Leslie’s final interview with Grant, on 

the bank beside the Rushmere, when Walter observes that Serge has “ceased to be quite 

sane” in his devotion to Toby.  

 

 The actual moment of this exchange, again, seems to have no greater meaning at 

the moment when it appears in the novel; it is only at its end that meaning is assigned to it. 

Knowing its importance, though, allows us to revisit it and observe Leslie more closely 

than Marta had in this second movement towards estrangement, of ‘breaking’:  

 

Searle was quiet for a long time, staring at the smooth water as it flooded so slowly 

towards the bridge and then was flicked under it with the sudden hysteria of water 

sucked round obstacles in its path.  

 

‘Sane,’ he repeated, watching the place where the water lost control and was sucked 

under the culvert. (TLABW 52) 

 

There is something interesting here in the triple repetition of ‘sane,’ in Leslie’s long, fixed 

stare at the river; in the ‘sudden hysteria’ of the water and the way it moves from blockage 

to untrammelled flood. Tey has already used the river as a metaphor for the unconscious 
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(“If by some method of hypnotism the last dregs of Walter’s subconscious could have been 

dragged to the surface…”), and given it and its mud the specific aspect of memory. “When 

they want to say, Give a thing up, or: Put it out of your mind for good, they say: “Throw it 

over the bridge at Salcott” (TLABW 200). It suggests history, too; what must be put aside 

in order to live, a blockage which must be cleared in order for futurity to be possible. 

Marguerite ceases her role as exalted object and becomes ‘nothing’ to Leslie through the 

operation of the gaze: first Leslie is forced to see Marguerite through Marta’s eyes, and 

then their own devotion to Marguerite is reflected back at them externally through Serge’s 

relation to Toby.  

 

Leslie disappears that evening, but it is their fantasy of Marguerite which performs 

the real rope trick on the river bank: “You found out the person you loved had never 

existed,” Grant summarises for Lee (TLABW 245). Now you see her, now you don’t. It is 

also another corrective of improper coupling; just as To Love and Be Wise ultimately offers 

a ‘correct’ Shakespearean referent for its plot, it is also clear about which relationships are 

dead ends. Just as Leslie must observe the unhappy example of Toby and Serge in order to 

recognise their own unhealthy fixation on Marguerite, Tey offers Leslie to her readers as 

an example not to be followed. Too much melancholia over the loss of the love-object, 

whether this is a person or a past time, is chimeric, a false blind that leads nowhere. The 

present and what charms it has must be rediscovered and not taken for granted. The wartime 

freedoms we read in Lee/Leslie and the melancholic attachment to the false love-object we 

see in Marguerite must be thrown over the bridge at Salcott together; the only way is 

forward. The Rushmere must be dredged, allowing the river to flow free of silt.   
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Memory theatre: Death at the Dolphin (1967)  

 

In 1947, when Marsh published an article titled “Is the Detective Story Dying?” there was 

certainly a feeling that the stylised murder and classical conventions of detective fiction 

which had constituted the ‘Golden Age’ were deeply damaged by the Second World War.54 

This has been laid at the doors of factors both logistical and psychological. Many of the 

institutions and edifices dear to interwar detective fiction were damaged or undermined, 

the week-end parties of the 1930s over, and the country houses where so many fictional 

murders had been staged rapidly becoming nationalised, requisitioned, or pulled down. For 

Symons, the relation of detective fiction to external reality was irrevocably destroyed: it 

had always been a fairy tale, but “the point and pleasure of fairy tales is that by exercising 

the imagination one can believe them to be true […] In the post-war world this sort of story 

changed from a fairy-tale into an absurdity.”55 The impact was also mental; “Was there a 

place for stylised murder in the world of the atom bomb and Auschwitz?”, Marsh asked.56 

In the context of the Blitz, Hiroshima, and the Holocaust, what meaning could be assigned 

to an individual murder? 

George Orwell suggested in “Raffles and Miss Blandish” (1944) that where once 

individual deaths in crime fiction were taken seriously, the experience of bombing and mass 

carnage rendered more restrained detective fictions fundamentally unserious to those who 

could no longer find much shocking in the ‘body in the library’ formula.57 The bodies fell 

in fiction with ever-greater rapidity during the height of the Blitz, “to console people for 

the boredom of being bombed,” according to Orwell, but these were no longer bodies that 

mattered.58 Plain sees this thesis as somewhat overdrawn, agreeing that in Second World 

War detective fiction “there is little space to mourn the wartime corpse,” but noting that 

pre-war deaths were still treated within the same texts as significant.59 Victoria Stewart, 

citing Marsh’s Death and the Dancing Footman (1941), notes that while characters within 

detective fiction sometimes found themselves asking the same question as critics about 
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murder’s relevance, it is answered in the affirmative.60 When Marsh’s Inspector Alleyn 

asks “Does it seem odd to you, Fox, that we should be here so solemnly tracking down one 

squalid little murderer […] while over our heads are stretched legions of guns?” Detective 

Inspector Fox shuts down this line of questioning decisively: “It’s our job.”61 

Symons, in his ontological study of the genre, raises the epistemological problem 

for post-Second World War writing that Inspector Fox waves aside:  

The conscious assumption of the classical detective story was that human affairs 

are ruled by reason. Crimes were committed by individuals, small holes torn in the 

fabrics of society […] The War forced upon [Golden Age crime writers] the 

acknowledgement that quite a different world existed, one in which force was 

supreme and in which irrational doctrines ruled more than one nation.62  

His contention that Golden Age writers sought to patch up ‘small holes’ in the fabric of 

society suggests that post-war fictions necessarily strained either to repair the much larger 

hole created by the Second World War – or to deny its existence. The change of codes 

provoked by the Blitz and mass death in Europe varies in adoption in the hands of different 

writers, and even within the work of a single author. Although Marsh continued to publish 

detective fiction until the 1980s, her post-Second World War work slipped slowly, yet 

steadily, out of tempo with the modern world, into what Margaret Lewis called “a kind of 

undefined time-warp vaguely associated with the 1950s.”63  

The Blitz’s perceived role in obliterating history and tearing much larger holes in 

the fabric of society is a common trope in post-Second World War detective fictions. For 

Allingham, “the brilliant picture of the past faded into the dust and rubble of the present.”64 

In Tey’s Brat Farrar (1950), Brat’s claim to identity cannot be disproven because both the 

“sort of visual memory” of the family dentist and his written records were destroyed 

together in one fell swoop.65 “They never found him, did you know? Everything was just 

blown to dust.”66 The wartime loss of archival records destabilises family history and 

means that the sort of empirical evidence that would satisfy Kevin McDermott, QC, is 
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forever out of reach. Due to Blitz damage, the narrative moves from an ontological exercise 

in proving identity to an epistemological one, opening up fissures in what it means to be 

‘authentic,’ ultimately supplanting and replacing the original son of the family with the 

forged product which the novel affirms as more genuine. Without the archive as a 

guarantor, origin is at risk, and history comes under debate.  

In Christie’s A Murder is Announced (1950), a similar concern with identity and 

substitution also plays out through a set of siblings, the two Misses Blacklock. The younger 

Miss Blacklock is able to seamlessly assume her sister’s identity because of a loss of 

photographic evidence: 

All her personal papers and things were stored with their furniture from the London 

house at the beginning of the war. Mrs. Goedler was desperately ill at the time. Then 

the storage depository was blitzed. Mrs. Goedler was very upset at losing so many 

personal souvenirs and family papers.67 

Unlike Tey’s tale, it is ultimately the inability of the counterfeit to substitute itself 

completely for the real that betrays the masquerade in Christie; the costume pearls Miss 

Blacklock wears to hide her distinguishing scar stand out as a false note in her general 

appearance (otherwise “plain as plain”).68 They open up the question of authenticity in the 

narrative long before the imposture itself is detected; they are so palpably false, “so large, 

so even, so white,” that their very spuriousness makes a policeman wonder whether they 

could be real, bringing to his mind “a string of real pearls […] bought for a few shillings in 

a pawnbroker’s shop,” whose loss of documentation and provenance had left them 

vulnerable to confusion with their own copies.69 

Marsh spent the Second World War geographically and psychologically isolated 

from the Blitz, and was achingly conscious of not sharing the experience, unsure what “a 

New Zealander [could] have the cheek to say about the wastelands behind St Paul’s.”70 

Mention of the war turns up immediately in her post-Second World War fiction, but the 

Blitz takes time to make its impact; and it is in the surprisingly late novel of 1967, Death 

at the Dolphin, that Marsh finally finds something to say about those wastelands. “It’s quite 

a time since the Blitz,” one character acknowledges, but the physical destruction is 
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omnipresent and is foregrounded in the setting of the novel, a bombed-out Victorian theatre, 

the Dolphin, which has been abandoned since the Blitz and is still surrounded by a bombed 

wasteland (DD 10). Joanne Drayton describes the novel as “[plunging] into a pocket of her 

memory and [returning] to her beloved theatre,” and Marsh’s evocation of the Dolphin is 

indeed an intentional plunge into the past.71  

During a post-war visit to London in 1949-51, Marsh went with Tyrone Guthrie to 

look at a bomb-damaged theatre on the Thames. “The idea was that, if it could be made 

useable, a Shakespeare season should be held there during the Festival of Britain […] 

Audiences would be invited to take water to the play, going downstream by barge from 

Westminster Pier.”72 It proved too damaged for the purpose, but this experience was clearly 

a precursor for the fictional Dolphin eighteen years later, and this imbricates Death at the 

Dolphin, despite its late date, in genesis with the New Elizabethan moment and the Festival 

of Britain, a self-conscious exercise in reaffirming a damaged sense of national identity and 

historical contingency. For Raphael Samuel, the Festival of Britain was “one moment to 

pause on, in any archaeology of changing attitudes to the past.”73 It looked forward into a 

modernist future at the same time as it looked back at a carefully selected and arranged 

past, combining “a utopian vision of the future with a dream of re-creating the vanished 

glories of Elizabethan and Jacobean Bankside.”74 Shakespeare’s history cycles were 

staged; plans for building a facsimile of the lost Globe Theatre as part of the Festival were 

mooted, although the project only came to fruition at the end of the twentieth century.75 

Without subscribing in full to Frances Yates’ thesis in The Art of Memory, published 

the year before Death at the Dolphin, which read Renaissance theatres as offering “a vision 

of the world and of the nature of things seen from a height,” as mappa mundi and a literal 

map of the organised mind, there was clearly a sense in mid-century Britain of Elizabethan 

and Jacobean theatres as privileged lieux de memoire; places where cultural memory is 

deposited, thickens and congeals, without passing into history.76 The Festival of Britain, 

desiring to stage Shakespeare’s history plays in their original Bankside location, would 

have asked patrons to perform the ritual of taking the barge downriver to literally re-tread 
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and re-enact the journey of their early modern precursors. In Death at the Dolphin, Marsh 

has “superimpose[d] Shakespearean London on the postwar London of Elizabeth II.”77 The 

Dolphin is situated in Blackfriars, roughly where the Blackfriars Theatre once was; every 

setting in the novel can be mapped onto Elizabethan London, and the protagonist, Peregrine 

Jay, is conscious of living in shared space, where the actions of the past can be repeated: 

Here we are on Bankside, not much more than a stone’s throw from The Swan and 

The Rose and The Globe. Shakespeare must have come this way a thousand times 

after rehearsals had finished for the day. We’re doing just what he did and I do wish 

[…] that we could take water for Blackfriars. (DD 98) 

This awareness of shared space contains more layers than the Elizabethan alone: Peregrine 

also imagines the Victorians overlapping the same topographical space. “On a fine day, 

[he] thought, a hundred years ago, watermen and bargees, ship’s chandlers, business gents, 

deepwater sailors from foreign parts and riverside riff-raff looked up and saw the Dolphin” 

(DD 11). 

The bomb-damaged theatre is the focal point of this phantasmagoric sense of the 

present layered directly over the past, distinct but contiguous with it. The present dereliction 

and the wartime bomb damage exist in the same space as the late-Victorian excess added 

by the impresario Mr. Ruby, itself gilding over the original “early Victorian elegance” of 

the Theatre (DD 16). The first proper scene, and indeed all the most crucial scenes in Death 

at the Dolphin, takes place there: Peregrine, warned to watch his feet, nevertheless manages 

to fall through the stage into a shaft that “through all the years after the bomb […] gradually 

filled with stinking water” (DD 112). This is the first real scene of the novel, and in the 

structure it functions as a fixed place, a fused point to which the linear plot circles back 

again and again, so I will examine it at some length. There is a cluster of meaning around 

the shaft, a former stage-trap – “up and down, you know, for Harlequin and Hamlet’s Ghost 

and I daresay for a Lupino or a Lane of that vintage” – through which actors once made 

ghostly exists and entrances; an enabler of the uncanny, and a door to pastness insistently 

present (DD 18).78 It is not without irony that Peregrine experiences a fantasy of time past 

before his disastrous and specifically backwards fall:  
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Quite dazzled and bemused by the strange tricks of light, he saw the front of the 

house as something insubstantial and could easily people it with Mr. Ruby’s 

patrons. Beavers, bonnets, ulsters, shawls. A flutter of programmes. Rows of pale 

discs that were faces. ‘Oh, wonderful!’ Peregrine thought, and in order to embrace 

it all, took a pace backward. (DD 18) 

Yates famously argued that the Renaissance conception of the memory theatre was based 

on the story of Simonides of Ceos, recounted in Aristotle’s Metaphysics, where the “art of 

memory” was born: Simonides left the hall during a banquet, and on his return found that 

the roof had fallen in, killing everyone and destroying their bodies beyond the possibility 

of identification. His memory allows him to nevertheless assign identities to corpses: the 

lost time of his absence is mastered by the method of loci and topoi.79 Eelco Runia uses 

this idea of topoi, following Vico, to make an argument for a theory of historical presence 

oriented not towards the irrecoverable gap of what is irredeemably gone, but towards what 

is still present, and what in its persistence is able to speak metonymically for what is lost.80 

This theory pays attention to the spatial and horizontal sense of time, rather than the linear 

and historical. It directs attention to “the plane of time,” where the temporal past can be 

accessed in the places of the present, which are to be seen as “not empty but full, not shallow 

but deep, not dead but alive”; “repositories of time,” “storehouses of ‘presence.”81  

If a cultural sense of linear history – closely associated with the authority and 

ordering of the archive – has had a hole torn in it by the Blitz, a focus on preserving what 

remains can perhaps make sense of the past. After Peregrine falls into the hole in the middle 

of the theatre, he passes through the same trap-door through which entered Hamlet’s Ghost 

– famously rumoured to have been first played by Shakespeare himself. Hanging on to the 

edge of the shaft with his hands, he feels himself suspended in space, while “dreadful 

ambiguous waves lapped up to his chin. He could find nothing firm with his feet” (DD 19). 

In this state of perilous insecurity, “a line of words floated in: ‘How long will a man lie i’ 

the earth ere he rot?’” (DD 19). It is only after this act of quotation that he is saved, as if 
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summoned, by a man who can put him in more direct contact with Shakespeare; a man who 

pulls Peregrine from the hole and gives him the ability to render whole both the theatre 

itself and the national connection to history, and to Shakespeare specifically.  

Death at the Dolphin is deeply concerned with the problem of determining 

authenticity. It is focused on the possession of a small cheveril glove said to have belonged 

to Shakespeare’s son, Hamnet. It is described in terms which highlight its age, uniqueness 

and anthropomorphic character: “the colour of old parchment and finely wrinkled like an 

old, old face” (DD 34). With the glove are two documents, one of nineteenth-century origin, 

testifying to the chain of ownership in one family back to Shakespeare’s sister; the other 

supposedly penned by Shakespeare himself (“Mayd by my father for my sonne on his XI 

birthday and never worne butte ync,” DD 35). This set of artefacts is known in museum 

scholarship as a fonds, an archive of material which originates from the same source and 

whose components are interdependent in meaning.82 This particular fonds is more 

interdependent than most. Without the glove, the documents refer to a missing object, but 

minus the documents, the glove is merely a glove, rather than a relic of almost cult 

(‘bardolatric’) status. With them, the glove is part of an evidentiary chain that chronicles 

the various hands it passed through, vesting it with plausible provenance. Even before any 

tests are conducted, this is a story which, skeletally, makes sense. The glove passes the first 

test of historicity, too, when Jeremy is able to idenitify it from the rough sketch Peregrine 

makes as an Elizabethan glove, and scientific testing confirms its age, but the real test is 

that the handwriting of the accompanying letter matches that known to be Shakespeare’s. 

Documentation and the archival trace are the most important guarantors of authenticity. 

Runia states emphatically that “all fossils and relics are metonymies,” objects made to 

speak for the entirety of the lost past they stand for, pars pro toto (the part for the whole).83 

As they no longer exist in their originating context, they are reliant on provenance and 

textual explanation for meaning and metonymic function. 

If historical metonymies are “fistulae that connect and juxtapose […] events to the 

here and now,” the Shakespearean relic is a fistula which connects the here and now to the 

historic person, and to the supra-historic, semi-divine meaning associated with him.84 

Holderness connects bardolatry to “an attenuated form of relic-worship,” a desire for “ritual 
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enacting an idealised English past […] linked to the present in transnational and 

transcontinental continuity by the power of vatic, totemic images.”85 The act of reading the 

letter in Shakespeare’s hand gives Peregrine an uncanny feeling of connection with the past 

and the dead man: “I mean – his hand moved across that bit of paper” (DD 51). The glove, 

marked ‘HS’ “in the same crabbed hand,” is “uncannily” supple, “as if it had only just died” 

(DD 34). The letter and the glove are invested with authenticity from personal connection 

to Shakespeare’s body. This is not quite the vatic quality Holderness invokes, but 

something closer to the aura Benjamin discussed in “The Work of Art in the Age of 

Mechanical Reproduction.” For Benjamin, what defines auratic quality is uniqueness in 

time and space, “the essence of all that is transmissible from [a work of art’s] beginning, 

ranging from its substantive duration to its testimony to the history which it has 

experienced.”86 Scientific testing and archival documentation are crucial parts of this, but 

there is another aspect to the auratic quality which for Benjamin sets the authentic work of 

art apart from the copy: its continued ritual function as something beyond a mere artefact, 

something with transcendent ‘cult value’.87 When discussing the authenticity of historical 

artefacts, Benjamin’s aura is not the right tool, but the concept is extremely useful when 

examining the historical artefact as associated with Shakespeare, and therefore imbricated 

with/in ritual function.  

As well as being interested in the determination of authenticity, Death at the Dolphin 

is profoundly anxious about lost heritage. The letter is never doubled, but the glove 

disappears into a mass of competing duplicates. Jeremy is able to make a better, “almost a 

trompe d’oeil” sketch from the real glove than the merely ‘reasonable’ copy Peregrine 

reproduced from memory; from this sketch, he makes two different kinds of copies, for a 

total of three further gloves (DD 37, 207). The first set, for use as props in the play “The 

Glove,” which takes place within the novel, is not required to be perfect copies; they do not 

have to pass for the real thing. However, because of the proximity of the “real” glove, on 

display in the hall, they must “fill the bill quite well […] at a distance” to be plausible as 

substitutes for the real glove with the addition of imagination (DD 105). “Near enough” is 

close enough (DD 207). The third glove Jeremy makes, however, is a successful 

substitution because it, too, is ‘real,’ in the sense of being comprised of historical materials. 
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“It’s genuine as far as age goes and within fifty years of the original” (DD 207). As an 

Elizabethan glove, if not the glove, it should be able to pass as authentic – at least, so the 

logic of the archive would agree.  

 

Here, however, the auratic quality of bardolatry makes a difference, in the same way 

that Tey’s Brat Farrar feels to others like an Ashbee, even though the provenance he gives 

does not quite make sense. There is a quality of perceived recognition which overrides the 

demands of evidential chains. The fact that the glove on display does not produce on others 

the effect it had on Peregrine seems to suggest that it is, indeed, merely one glove among a 

surplus of gloves. As a ‘holy relic’ in a bardolatric text self-conscious about, and yet 

persistent in, its own bardolatry, it should induce an auratic feeling. Instead, it seems to 

produce either absence, or reaction which rings false. Marsh’s Detective Alleyn, whose 

authority in the novel derives as much from “knowing as much as [Peregrine] did about 

Shakespearean scholarship and [being] as familiar with the plays as he was himself” as 

from his warrant-card, does not experience any sublime transport of emotion:  

 

There could, at such a moment, be too much anticipation, too much pumping up of 

appropriate reactions. The emotion the relics were expected to arouse was delicate, 

chancy and tenuous. It was not much good thinking: ‘But the Hand of Glory moved 

warmly across that paper and four centuries ago a small boy’s sick fist filled out that 

glove and somewhere between then and now a lady called M.E. wrote a tidy little 

memorandum for posterity.’ (DD 116) 

Trevor summons up the reaction the newspaper desires – “It makes me feel kinda funny 

like I want to cry” – but the statement is not only risible to the reader but openly mocked 

by other characters (DD 126). It is the kind of utterance that knowingly reproduces the 

reaction one ought to have to the relic, but it is patently inauthentic. 

When Jeremy’s substitution is revealed, this absence makes sense; it pertains only 

to the substitution. Where the real glove is concerned, the text still supports an affect that 

attests to authenticity in excess of documentation, the imprimatur of the archive, and expert 

opinion from Sotheby’s, the British Museum, and the Victoria and Albert Museum. Despite 

the balance of probability, and before any testing, Peregrine has faith in the glove, and 

offers this belief in substitution for empirical evidence:  
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I know there’s always been a Bardic racket and that since the quatro-centenary it’s 

probably been stepped up. I know about the tarting-up of old portraits with dome 

foreheads and the fake signatures and ‘stol’n and surreptitious copies’ and phoney 

‘discovered’ documents and all that carry-on. I know the overwhelming odds are 

against this glove being anything but a fake. I merely ask you to accept that with 

the things lying there in front of me, I was knocked all of a heap. (DD 36-37) 

In contrast, the museum expert’s cautious withholding of excitement until after the tests 

have been completed seems affected. Like the further scientific tests he suggests, his 

abundance of caution reads as excessive, superfluous. Blessed are those who have not seen 

but have believed. The aura, functioning as a form of supra-historical guarantor, is enough 

to establish provenance. Peregrine has an ‘appropriate’ reading of and feeling for 

Shakespeare, so the confirmation of his feeling about the glove does not come as a surprise.  

As Jed Esty has observed, mid-century England experienced an “anthropological 

turn” in response to the loss of Empire; it was forced to see itself as merely one culture 

among many, which prompted an obsession with national identity and the turn to the 

Elizabethan past.88 Shakespeare came to function as a totemic cultural fetish, and signifier 

of specifically British genius, as a guarantor of uniqueness against a perceived proliferation 

of threatening doubles. Moreover, the 1960s were a period when historical connection 

through living traces of the past felt even more threatened than immediately after the Blitz, 

for not only had the bombs done their damage, the property speculators had descended. As 

Samuel noted, the “twilight zones” of Blitz-damaged London were being condemned to 

“planning blight,” with whole streets being bought up for office developments.89 It was 

“the hey-day of stream-lining and systems building: virtually anything old was at risk.”90 

This is exactly the fate facing the Dolphin as the property of Mr Conducis, a man whose 

features might “have been mass-produced, for all the speculation they inspired,” and who 

intends to develop the site (DD 29). The Dolphin’s restoration is something which 

Peregrine and Jeremy feel the National Theatre should take up and preserve, but it does not 

have sufficient funds. Similarly, the British Museum and the Victoria and Albert Museum 

join forces in a syndicate to buy the glove, but fail against American wealth, which is treated 

throughout the novel as a less destructive, but more profound, threat to British heritage than 

 
88 Esty, 2. 
89 Samuel, 67. 
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mere destruction. Newspaper headlines begin with the find: “Absolutely Priceless Say 

Experts” but move within the space of a page, as part of a natural news cycle, to 

“FABULOUS OFFER FROM U.S.A” (DD 103-4; italics in original). The glove’s value is 

acknowledged as cultural and symbolic in excess of its use-value; but as soon as it is made 

public, it becomes something which can be sold in America. 

Once relics are treated as commercial objects, losing the ritual value and 

embeddedness in the fabric of tradition that Benjamin sees as mutually contingent with 

auratic status, the same boundary Nora draws between lieux de memoire and lieux de 

histoire. They are opened up to destruction or becoming entirely empty of meaning. Only 

when held in proper regard by the state – which is not the same as the nation – are auratic 

objects maintained in safe and appropriate relation to the present, transcendent of and 

independent of the commercial system. Death at the Dolphin stages in microcosm a battle 

playing out on a much larger stage: the increasing cultural value placed upon British 

heritage at the same time as financial concerns threatened to take it out of Britain’s grasp 

or to destroy it in the name of profit. It is not that money does not matter in Death at the 

Dolphin. Money is the engine which drives the twentieth-century restoration of the theatre; 

the Dolphin itself is a “valuable commercial site,” but the nature of its value is open to 

determination. Is the site valuable because of its historic importance, its cultural ability 

through staging of Shakespeare to make contributions to the present and future, or as a site 

for office blocks? 

Marsh maps this battle onto her characters so patently that the novel might be better 

classed as an allegory than a detective novel. As a detective novel, it is a weak one, with 

little attention paid to the actual crime of murder (manslaughter) nominally its subject; as 

an allegory, it rewards study. Her defensive treatment of cultural value versus commercial 

potential is played out in the battle for ownership between Conducis and Constantia 

Guzmann. Both are foreigners whose possession of the glove would be inappropriate, but 

they are coded in different ways. Conducis, who “is said to have a Russian mum [...] and 

an Anglo-Rumanian papa,” acquires things of value, but has no personal feeling for them: 

he serves the glove and its accompanying documentation up to Peregrine “like a waiter” 

and takes no apparent pleasure in the “museum-piece level” of everything he owns (DD 38, 

34). They are all “found for [him],” acquired through agents because of their resale value, 

rather than out of any collecting-mania of his own (DD 34). He has no interest in the pursuit, 

and no connection to the objects he possesses. Despite taking no pleasure in the past, which 
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renders his annexation of the glove, a piece of British patrimony, even more egregious, his 

possession is absolute. If he owns something perceived by others as valuable, he will either 

sell it or “take it back in his iron bosom and lock it away” (DD 65). An “iron bosom” is 

significant in this Cold War-era text; Conducis is said to have Russian and Rumanian roots, 

but his background remains murky and unclear. When Peregrine suggests that the glove 

and letter should “stay in the country of their owner,” Conducis is doubly perplexed. 

Assuming that Peregrine means in his own country of origin, he sounds “as if he wasn’t 

sure he had one” (DD 86). His error in assuming that he, rather than Shakespeare, is the 

owner being referred to demonstrates his lack of feeling for the glove and letter as auratic 

objects with fetish-value; the very idea of an indissoluble link between an “owner” and 

their country of origin confuses him. He is clearly of a world where there is no value 

assigned to heritage or history, and objects are merely objects. “That is a sentimental 

approach to what is at this juncture a matter for financial consideration. I cannot speak 

under any other heading: historical, romantic, nationalistic or sentimental” (DD 86).  

Constantia Guzmann, on the other hand, is a collector of the classical “jackdaw” 

type, whose mania for possession amounts to a fetish in its own right: “She kept all these 

things simply to gloat over in secret” (DD 211). She makes no distinction between object-

artefacts and sex objects: to woo Marcus Knight, she shows him her pictures and objets 

d’art. She acts out her seduction behind the same locked doors that house her collection, 

“every one a historic collector’s item” (DD 211). While she tells him “I vish to be at you 

bercy,” she is the one who desires and pursues him (“Ach, but you have so beautiful a 

botty”) by any means, fair or foul (DD 212). Despite the parodic Germanic accent, Mrs. 

Guzmann is always referred to as American, and her rapacious desire for heritage is coded 

as American rather than German, or German-Jewish – it is not clear which she is, although 

“Guzmann” is a common Ashkenazi surname. With no clear origin herself, she is not 

interested in respecting history. Everything she possesses is “hot as hell […] bought on a 

sort of underground international black market. Lots of them had at one time been stolen. 

She had agents all over Europe and the Far East” (DD 211). She violently breaks chains of 

provenance in her willingness to acquire objects for herself, rendering the things in her 

collection artefacts floating in space, shorn of their historical context and their ability to 

contribute knowledge to our understanding of the past destroyed. 

 In Death at the Dolphin, the glove moves between the grasp of Mr Conducis and 

Mrs Guzmann; it is valuable to Conducis because of the financial value it has due to its 
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worth to others, while Mrs Guzmann desires to possess it exclusively. Neither of them can 

perceive the auratic value of the glove, the reliquary status it possesses through connection 

to Shakespeare. Peregrine’s play, “The Glove,” takes place within the larger paean to 

Shakespeare that is the novel, in clear reference to “The Murder of Gonzago” within 

Hamlet. Dallenbach has argued that “The Murder of Gonzago” does not constitute a true 

mise en abyme of Hamlet; rather than “[transposing] at the level of the characters, the 

subject of the work itself,” it reflects the backstory of Hamlet instead: the murder of a king, 

not the trepidation of a melancholy prince.91 The love triangle in “The Glove” between 

Rosaline, Shakespeare, and Mr W. H. mirrors that of the actors playing them, but the 

struggle of romantic possession in the play is worked out through the transitive ownership 

of the glove itself. Similarly, the real subject of Death of the Dolphin is not the murder it 

purports to solve, but the struggle for possession of the glove, and through the glove, of 

Shakespeare; and as in the play-within-the-novel, the rightful possessor of the glove is the 

one for whom it holds the most meaning. 

Within “The Glove,” that person is the character Shakespeare. Peregrine, as 

playwright, suggests that the “climax of the entire action” is the moment when the character 

of Rosaline puts the glove on her hand: bomb-like, it “brings about the frightful explosion 

in [the play’s Shakespeare’s] own personality” (DD 68). It ends his infatuation: “the 

physical intrusion and his consent to it brings [Shakespeare] to the condition that spewed 

up Timon of Athens and was seared out of him by his own disgust” (DD 68). Its significance 

to him as a token of his lost son is what has made Rosalind desire it, but it has no inherent 

value to her beyond serving as a token of her triumph, and this makes her possession of it, 

and Shakespeare’s prostitution of it, abhorrent. Dallenbach suggests that the purpose of the 

mise en abyme is to act as a guarantor of the text’s meaning from a metadiegetic place; in 

this instance, Marsh uses it to point up the fact that Shakespearean relics belong in Britain, 

to whom, as the parent of this lost son, they mean the most.92  

For a play-within-a-novel that follows Oscar Wilde in “rolling the lovely boy and 

the seduced fair friend and ‘Mr W.H.’ all up in one character,” Death at the Dolphin is 

concerned about proper forms of sexual expression and Shakespearean relation; in fact, the 

two go hand-in-hand (DD 54). Terry Castle has traced from Diderot onwards a ‘waving 

off’ gesture in fiction with female same-sex themes, which, with the same flourish that 

 
91 Lucien Dällenbach, The Mirror in the Text (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), 13. 
92 Dallenbach, 52-3. 
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admits the notion, forcibly exorcises it.93 Marsh constantly summons the phantasm of 

improper passion, before forestalling it: between men, between those fixated on 

Shakespeare, between the present and the past. Charlie is “not a one hundred per cent he-

man” but, the text anxiously assures us, he “doesn’t bring it into the theatre” (DD 217). 

Jeremy is concerned that Mr Conducis’s attention to Peregrine is a “queer pass”; Peregrine 

affirms that he is “almost certain, not […] Bloody strange but not, I have decided, queer” 

(DD 36). Lest this sound too ambiguous, the question is raised again in conversation 

between Peregrine and Conducis’s agent, who takes it upon himself to assure Peregrine 

that, “if, however, I have interpreted your misgivings correctly I can assure you they are 

misplaced […] He’s not that way inclined” (DD 49). In turn, Peregrine has to assure his 

manager that Conducis’s vestment of authority in him is entirely appropriate:  

I hope […] staggering though it may be, I got it on my reputation as a director and 

playwright. I believe I did. There is no other conceivable explanation. (DD 61) 

What is between Peregrine and Conducis is strange because it is built over Conducis’s 

connection with Harry Grove, layered over a traumatic interaction I discuss below. When 

Conducis is insistent that Grove be cast in ‘The Glove’ the possibility of improper desire is 

raised explicitly yet again, apparently in order to be forcibly expelled once more: “Conducis 

is not a queer in my opinion, if that’s what you’re working up to. Nor, good lord, is Harry!” 

(DD 214; italics in original). 

Jeremy’s desire to possess the glove is also coded as improper. He has “almost a 

kink” about it (DD 242), an excessive desire which amounts to mania and which oscillates 

between an appropriate feeling that British heritage should be kept in Britain, not sold to 

the States, and an inappropriately personal act of theft and sleight of hand with the copies. 

When Alleyn presses him on whether he would have restored the glove if the murder had 

not occurred, Jeremy is uncertain: “I don’t know, now, what I’d have done. I’d have brought 

Hamnet’s glove with me, I think. But whether I’d have replaced it – I expect I would but – 

I just do not know” (DD 209; italics in original). Guzmann’s desire for the glove is akin to 

her improper desire for Knight; she wants his body and pursues him across the yacht, 

inverting gender dynamics and age conventions. The novel ends with the heterosexual 

engagement of a young couple who initially connect over an appropriate, tasteful love for 

Shakespeare. Peregrine meets Emily’s approval by appreciating Shakespeare but 
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maintaining perspective: “It’s pleasant […] to be in company that isn’t self-conscious about 

him and doesn’t mistake devotion for idolatry” (DD 98). They find connection in shared 

condemnation of “derry-derry-downing,” and forms of ahistorical heritage “tatt,” on one 

hand, and intellectual snobbery about Shakespeare on the other. This is, Marsh is very clear, 

the proper way to stand in relation to Shakespeare; to set oneself in harmonious relation to 

the past, acknowledging it as culturally important in the fabric of modern life, but also 

maintaining enough detachment to acknowledge its defects (“I think, perhaps, genius is 

nearly always slightly lacking in taste,” DD 99). The Elizabethan in Death at the Dolphin 

is not a mirror of perfect likeness in which to lose oneself, but one in which appropriate 

sexual relationships go hand-in-hand with an appropriate appreciation of historical 

difference: in both instances, passion is appropriately directed. 

The novel harnesses and explores its concerns with ‘correct’relationships with 

Shakespeare and with the past differently from the way Shakespearean references were 

wielded in interwar detective fiction. Rather than being used as a signifier of class and 

education, a way of marking out the inner circle of the highbrow cognoscenti from the 

vulgar masses, this is a novel where every character, with the exception of the self-

professed Philistine (“I know nothing of such matters”) Conducis, is obsessed with 

Shakespeare and a little ‘kinky’ over the glove. There is certainly still a difference in kind 

between characters like Jeremy and Peregrine, who can talk fluently in quotation, batting 

snippets of dialogue back and forth like a shuttlecock, and Destiny Meade, who can speak 

the lines, but fails to register their meaning; between Jeremy’s driving need to possess the 

glove and Guzmann’s; between the self-consciously cultured Knight, and Harry Grove, a 

“post-Angry” Borstalian with a class chip on his shoulder (DD 193). Knight derides his 

performance as Mr W.H. as “showy”, “vulgar, “even rather camp,” but it is Grove who 

manages to bring the entire cast of characters to tears at the end of the novel by refusing to 

contest the assault and manslaughter charges, because “he thought it would work out better 

that way for William Shakespeare, Mr. Peregrine Jay and The Dolphin” (DD 236; 284). By 

proving that he understands the importance of the theatre and of Shakespeare as something 

which transcends his own personal good, Grove receives the characters’ – and the author’s 

– imprimatur of approval: he has shown a correct and appropriate level of devotion and 

respect to heritage and to the past.  

Grove’s working-class status is no barrier. Indeed, Marsh makes Shakespeare 

function as a unifier in the fashion intended by the Festival of Britain. Even Conducis is 
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won over by Peregrine’s impassioned plea to restore the Dolphin rather than to 

commercially develop the site:  

Think what a thing it would be […] to do a season of Shakespeare’s comedies! 

Imagine Love’s Labour’s there. Perhaps one could have a barge – yes. The Grey 

Dolphin – and people could take water to go to the play. When the play was about 

to begin he would run up a flag with a terribly intelligent dolphin on it. And we’d 

do them quickly and lightly and with elegance and – oh! […] and with that little 

catch in the breath that never, never comes in the same way with any other 

playwright. (DD 31) 

What moves Conducis in the plea for the theatre here, when the later plea to give the glove 

to Britain does not, is the transcendent and proper feeling for Shakespeare that Peregrine is 

able to convey, and what the scheme Conducis accedes to is also designed to do: to bring 

this emotion to a wide audience, to move by means of the literal re-tracing of the journey 

taken by Elizabethans to the theatre those who have not been moved before by the past. 

This could not be a stronger rejoinder to the recent history of Shakespeare as a weapon in 

cultural stratification, or to the 1930s arguments of Eliot and the Leavises that the 

Elizabethan period marked a zenith of cultural integration in which all classes could enjoy 

Shakespeare, and that this loss was irretrievable in the twentieth century with its mass 

culture and commodification. As Halpern notes, this structuring of opposition between 

Shakespeare and ‘popular’ culture is not only a false dichotomy: the very idea of a lost, 

originary cultural unity, typified by broad appreciation of Shakespeare, “has as its terrifying 

double mass culture’s collapse of stratification and its creation of an undifferentiated 

public.”94  

Hands and gloves recur as motifs again and again, conveying emotion or significant 

meaning, and in the holograph manuscript of the novel, Marsh has made emendations – in 

her own hand – to increase the prevalence of these words within the text.95 Peregrine’s life 

rests on his gloved hands, and “Look out for my hands” is what he tells Conducis (DD 21); 

Jeremy is “clever with [his] fingers” (DD 271), and it is with them that he manufactures his 

copies and performs his “sleight-of-hand” trick (DD 208); Trevor’s fingernails and the 

 
94 Halpern, 63. 
95 Holograph manuscript of Killer Dolphin (American title of Death at the Dolphin), 1967, Box 2, Folder 1, 
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attention paid to his hands reveal the material clue to the murder. Conducis queries whether 

the attack and the theft are “by the same hand”; it is the movement of a hand that prompts 

the recall of Trevor’s memory, the unique gesture of an individual that compels his 

remembrance (DD 285). The reaching out of hands recurs as a signature of personal action 

and guilt – it is Grove’s hands that Conducis batters when the yacht sinks, and Peregrine’s 

hands that recall the moment to him, and Grove’s parting remark to Conducis is that he 

“will keep the glove over his knuckles” and not reveal the battering (DD 61).  

The connection between hands, authorship, and authority is one worth unpacking. 

It is in a letter that draws attention to itself as being “by hand” that Conducis gives “a free 

hand” over the Dolphin restoration project to Peregrine. It is an “acquisitive hand” 

(Gertrude’s) that embroiders initials on Grove’s scarf, claiming ownership the way a 

signature claims authorship (DD 195). Signatures function metonymically for the person 

who makes them, and it is by comparing Shakespeare’s signatures that the document and 

glove are authenticated. Shakespeare’s handwriting is not historically unproblematic. As 

Catherine Belsey has pointed out, there is no “pristine,” “original” version of Hamlet, or 

any other Shakespeare play, no “authorised version direct from the pen of Shakespeare”:   

Dr Johnson’s Hamlet, and Coleridge’s, Bradley’s and Ernest Jones’, are all 

different, produced, like history, by bringing to bear on the extant material the 

knowledges available at different moments […] In the case of Hamlet, the 

‘document,’ the written text, is not one but several, the effects of editorial accretions 

on the basis of three distinct Jacobean versions, each new edition the result of 

assumptions about what ‘makes sense,’ historically, as a tragedy, as a play by 

Shakespeare, as Hamlet.96  

Minus this authenticating sign, what we have are competing copies of a lost original text, 

where the instability of textual origin is concealed by re-production in print and on stage. 

At least until the late twentieth century, producers of Shakespearean texts have downplayed 

the editorial aspect of publishing Shakespeare. Published texts of Hamlet and Lear were 

represented as authoritative, rather than as bricolages produced by someone with a 

Shakespearean ear selecting between competing folio texts, based on what ‘makes sense’ 
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as Shakespearean in the moment of production, what ‘feels’ the most authentic.97 Belief or 

feeling acts as a transhistorical guarantor in an act of sublimity, masking the fact that there 

is essentially no stable origin, no truly ‘authentic’ Shakespearean text. In suggesting the 

rebirth of a living, iterative appreciation of Shakespeare as a method for shoring up the war-

damaged self-image of Britain, Marsh ignores the fundamental and irreparable hole at the 

heart of Shakespearean performance. Death at the Dolphin is insistent that even without 

the archive, nothing is entirely lost: through re-enactment and persistent historical 

sublimity, damage can be restored and broken links re-forged.  

 We return to the Blitz, which has never quite left the discussion. It recurs in the very 

language of the novel. Jeremy experiences the murder and the theft as “the abominable 

bombshell,” a destructive event which freezes the freedom of choice he had before to decide 

whether to reverse his mistake or to commit to the action (DD 209). Now he has no choices 

left. It would be going too far to take this as commentary on Britain’s dwindling role and 

range of action in the post-war years, but this is not the only place in the novel where the 

Blitz is metaphorically present. In the attack, Trevor suffers a head injury, which produces 

a “lost period,” a “blackout” (DD 252, 253). In a novel devoted to the reconstruction of a 

bomb-damaged site under restoration, the setting of the attack, this is barely a metaphor. 

The detail with which Marsh discusses his amnesia suggests some medical knowledge, 

because it is rather more accurate than the amnesiac troping sometimes seen in detective 

novels of this period. Trevor experiences two kinds of memory loss: repressed memory 

which he cannot presently access, and that which is wholly gone. After the publication of 

Michel Foucault’s Archaeology of Knowledge (1969), some historians have viewed the 

archive as a metaphor for memory – “a site capable of restoring, as if by magic, what is 

lacking in every gaze.”98 The metaphor is reversible: for Henri Bergson, memories form a 

chain similar to that of historical continuity or provenance, which Hodgdon suggests is 

“something, perhaps, like an ideal archive.”99 But trauma, both physical and psychological, 

has severed the neural pathways to the memory of events just before the attack, while 

 
97 See Random Cloud, “The Marriage of the Good and Bad Quartos,” Shakespeare Quarterly 33, no. 4 

(Winter, 1982): 421-431, for a description of how editors sometimes worked before the turn towards textual 

transparency in Shakespearean editing. 
98 Hodgdon, 137. 
99 Henri Bergson, Matter and Memory, trans. N. M. Paul and W. S. Palmer (New York, Zone Books, 1991), 

145-6; Hodgdon, 137. 
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making it impossible for the attack itself to be recorded, and as a result has broken these 

chains of continuity, creating the lacuna in the narrative as well as in Trevor’s mind.  

Stewart has looked at the way memory has been persistently understood in twentieth 

century fiction in the form of technological metaphor, concluding that the most impactful 

connection made between memory and modernity was that of the ‘flashback,’ the filmic 

effect which was adopted into the language of psychology to describe the spontaneous 

recall of a memory image, and which came to cover the Proustian concept of ‘involuntary’ 

memory.100 ‘Involuntary’ memory is supra-historical, surfacing despite the lack of 

connections to affirm what happened. Stewart warns that even useful metaphor can create 

slippages in ontology, blurring understanding of how memory functions by suggesting that 

it is as fixed and easily retrievable as film. This is how Marsh presents the return of Trevor’s 

pre-assault memory: Detective Alleyn stages a degraded version of “that hoary old 

chestnut, reconstruction of the crime,” sending in a series of visitors to Trevor’s hospital 

room in similar order to which they were known to have been in the theatre that night. The 

recovery of lost memory is not painless – “I – don’t – think – I – want – to – remember” – 

but as soon as Trevor is told not to try, memory surfaces, prompted by an auditory trigger 

(DD 276; italics in original). It is not only Trevor who has lacunae in his recall which 

interrupt the chain of events: Conducis and Peregrine do as well. For Peregrine, the trigger 

is visual, which he fuses with poetry: he has not lost time due to trauma, but has witnessed 

something which he knows to have been important without being able to recall what, or 

why, only that the sight of the cast posters for “The Glove” have reminded him. The 

memory “was hanging around like the half-recollection of a dream when we walked up the 

puddled alleyway and into Wharfingers Lane;” a “floating remembrance,” intangible and 

unfixed, which returns in a Proustian flash, allowing him to link the signature on the poster 

with a signature seen on the menu mistakenly bundled with the glove and documents, 

immediately destroyed by Conducis (DD 239). The archival trace has vanished, but 

memory is able to restore it. 

For Conducis, memory is a theme from the beginning. Ironically, he goes to the 

Dolphin in the first scene to “refresh his memory” and indeed, does so – rather more 

completely than he had intended (DD 30). It takes him violently back into the past. This is 

not a case of recovering lost memory, or chasing a dangling thread of mental notation, but 
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a traumatic flashback proper. It is clear that Conducis experiences Peregrine’s rescue as his 

attempted murder of Grove; the different events are the same event for him, the hands in 

pale gloves the same hands. But this is not repetition or ‘ritual as catharsis’, as suggested 

in Dianne Hunter’s analysis of the early Freudian case study of ‘Anna O.’: 

In a technique comparable to Shakespeare’s in the play-within-the-play in Hamlet, 

Pappenheim put on a dumb show in distraction, muttered, and then spoke out the 

story behind the show. She restaged the origins of her symptoms in order to undo 

them. This is ritual as catharsis.101 

The Anna O. case suggested that once the event which triggered the symptoms was 

reproduced in a trance, these symptoms would cease. However, while Conducis is able to 

do for Peregrine as he did not for Grove in extending his own hand in aid, the negative 

association with pale gloves has not gone away. The aversion remains and the trauma has 

not been ‘worked through’ by being acted out, because the acting out was not therapeutic, 

but compulsive:  

Really, he was rum […] It seems to me now as if he acted throughout on some kind 

of compulsion. As if it had been he, not I, who was half-drowned and behaving (to 

mix my metaphor, you pedantic girl) like a duck that’s had its head chopped off. He 

was obsessed while I was merely plastered. (DD 277; italics in original) 

 

This is not the only moment of compulsion in the novel. Jeremy claims it was “absolutely 

on the spur of the moment – it was some kind of compulsive behaviour” that made him 

switch the gloves, and then stay silent about the replica glove after the theft; Peregrine goes 

“into a kind of trance” and asks questions without meaning to when first shown the glove, 

and it is under a similar compulsion (and alcoholic influence) that he gives Conducis his 

speech about the importance of the Dolphin and Shakespeare (DD 35). Harry pleads that 

the assaults were “instinctive, self-protective actions committed without intent to kill,” both 

in his official pleading and in his private note to Conducis, where he links their murderous 

actions together by claiming them as twin “victims of the irresistible impulse” (DD 285). 

In all these instances, what is clear is that, when acting under impulse, characters are not 

authoring their acts: the actions are not ‘authentic’ productions of their selves, but rather a 

sort of automatic writing, in which behaviour occurs without any kind of guiding will. For 

 
101 Dianne Hunter, “Hysteria, Psychoanalysis, and Feminism: The Case of Anna O.,” Feminist Studies 9, no. 
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Jeremy, this may be a latent criminality or kink; for Peregrine, the text suggests, this is an 

overriding of his normally reserved behaviour in the aftermath of his near-drowning in the 

Shakespearean well, an almost-possession which enables him to speak convincingly on 

behalf of the dead, and for the nation. 

 

Conducis only experiences true catharsis in conversation with Alleyn, when he is 

asked to not merely re-experience the traumatic moment after the sinking of the Kalliope, 

but to give verbal utterance to it. This is the necessary element of ‘ritual as catharsis’ that 

the mere dumb-show repetition of the act was insufficient to stage. It reprises an earlier 

moment of talking-cure between Peregrine and Alleyn, where the same detached, 

compulsive effect is present, and the trauma Peregrine felt in the hole is triumphantly 

expunged: 

Alleyn listened to Peregrine’s voice going on and on and Peregrine listened to it, 

too, as if it belonged to someone else. He realised with complete detachment that 

for a year and three months some rather terrible notion about Mr. Conducis had 

been stuffed away at the back of the mind that was Peregrine. It had been, and 

still was, undefined and unacknowledged but because he was so tired and ravaged 

by anxiety it had almost come out to declare itself. He was very relieved to hear 

himself telling this unusual policeman exactly what had happened that morning. 

When he had related everything down to the last detail he said: ‘And it was all to 

be kept quiet, except for Jeremy Jones, so now I’ve broken faith, I suppose, and 

I couldn’t care, by and large, less. I feel better,’ said Peregrine loudly. (DD 113) 

Conducis, on the other hand, expresses far more resistance and discomfort at the 

questioning, and does his best to avoid, defer, and disengage from Alleyn’s questioning 

about the original drowning near the Kalliope. Once Alleyn has broken through this 

resistance, the same detachment is present: Conducis embarks on “a toneless, rapid recital 

of facts,” in which details of the capsizing are visual and striking, but which attempts in the 

torrent of detail to avoid the crucial encounter with Grove (DD 113). When that fails, 

Conducis claims amnesia – “My memory is not clear. I lost consciousness” – falls back on 

repetitive uncertainty – “I don’t know. I don’t know. I don’t know” – and then, finally, 

loses control, admitting to his attempted murder of Grove (DD 215). This emotive 

resurfacing is only achieved by confronting him once more with the man he tried to kill. 
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 As a guarantor of originary wholeness, Alleyn supports and perhaps even supplants 

Shakespeare at the end of the novel. There is a moment of uncanny repetition where 

Peregrine is once more alone in the Dolphin Theatre, where we return again to the 

beginning: 

  

‘Is anything the matter?’ an unusually deep voice asked quite close at hand. Alleyn 

had come down the centre aisle. Peregrine, dazzled, thought he was leaning on the 

rail of the orchestra well. 

 ‘No – I mean – no, nothing. It’s just that I was reminded of my first visit to the 

Dolphin.’ (DD 215) 

Mired in remembrance of his near-drowning in the well, Peregrine sits on Jeremy’s 

Elizabethan dower chest for a moment to recover himself. When he looks up, in a fusing 

of past and present in a single topoi, Alleyn is standing before him: “Just where the hole 

was,” Peregrine thought (DD 112). Shakespeare – original, authentic, present – may be just 

out of grasp, but through the detective and his function, the metonymic damage of the 

Second World War has been made whole by the novel, the break in the narrative and in 

history closed.
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Chapter Three: Victorian Vestiges 

To live in the world since 1901 is to be haunted by the ghosts of the Victorians.1 

 

Introduction 

The conceit of the previous chapters, which suggested that detective fiction after 

the First World War registers an affective break in relation to the past and is actively 

engaged in drawing close and employing usable reworkings of historical periods, suffers 

a breakdown of its own when it comes to the nineteenth century – specifically when it 

comes to the Victorian past, although internal definitions of ‘Victorian’ in these novels, 

particularly in the context of invoking the pre-war world, frequently become unstable and 

spill over to include the Edwardian period as well. The Victorian is not a lost past to be 

reharnessed by chains of epistemological desire. It is treated, instead, with ambivalence. 

The Golden Age of detective fiction is generally held to begin at the end of the First 

World War, and, more specifically, with The Mysterious Affair at Styles, written in 1918 

and published in 1920, while a broad feeling of anti-Victorianism was felt to have begun 

with Lytton Strachey’s Eminent Victorians (1918).2 Anti-Victorianism and detective 

fiction are temporally twinned and twined, with similar roots in the trauma of the First 

World War and similar heights of intensity in the interwar period.  

 There was, throughout the twentieth century, a prevailing myth which linked anti-

Victorian backlash to a post-war cohort which retrospectively held the previous century 

and its ideals to blame for the war itself. In this narrative,  

a generation of innocent young men, their heads full of high abstractions like 

Honour, Glory, and England, went off to war to make the world safe for 

democracy […] Those who survived were shocked, disillusioned, and embittered 

by their war experiences, and saw their real enemies were not the Germans, but 

the old men at home who had lied to them. They rejected the values of the society 

 
1 Kelly Boyd and Rohan McWilliam, “Introduction,” in The Victorian Studies Reader, eds. Boyd and 

McWilliam (London: Routledge, 2000), 2. 
2 As many scholars have since noted, this origin story is less than factual: anti-Victorianism has roots going 

back to the 1890s. Strachey was, however, often credited as the fons et origo of highbrow and popular anti-

Victorianism in the twentieth century in his own time and during the height of anti-Victorianism in the 

interwar period, and the importance of Eminent Victorians as a keystone in this structure of feeling persists.  
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that had sent them to war, and in doing so separated their own generation from 

the past and from their cultural inheritance.3  

As Samuel Hynes observes, this is less than complete because there were many 

generations sharing space in England in the interwar period, spanning those who had no 

experience of either the pre-war world or the war itself to survivors of the last century.4 

Certainly, anti-Victorian sentiment was strong among the soldier-poets – Wilfred Owen 

was specific in stating he did not wish for the Victoria Cross, and Graves announced that 

he and other young Georgians would “root out more effectively the obnoxious survivals 

of Victorianism” – but the interwar period was full of cross-currents and persisting lived 

connections to the Victorian era.5  

Anti-Victorianism in the 1920s was associated particularly with modernism and 

the avant-garde, while detective fiction was a product of mass culture. However, these 

boundaries are always porous and incomplete, and are particularly so when it comes to 

anti-Victorianism and to detective fiction, which are marked by spillage and seepage 

across both sides of Andreas Huyssen’s ‘great divide.’6 By the 1930s, the disgust for the 

Victorian expressed by Strachey, Virginia Woolf, Ezra Pound and the Leavises had 

become part of broader cultural feeling:  

Exacerbated by the intervention of the Great War, an enormous gulf opened up 

between the Late Victorians and Edwardians and their children, the generation 

that reached maturity between the world wars. To them – as is confirmed by so 

many autobiographies – their parents were grotesque caricatures of stuffiness and 

hypocrisy, for whom there was scant sympathy. The whole Victorian Age came 

 
3 Samuel Hynes, A War Imagined: The First World War and English Culture (London: Bodley Head, 1990), 

x. 
4 Hynes, 383. 
5 Wilfred Owen, quoted in Hynes, 246; Robert Graves, In Broken Images: Selected Correspondence of Robert 

Graves, Volume 1, ed. Paul O’Prey, (London: Moyer Bell, 1982), 30. 
6 Andreas Huyssen argues that in the late nineteenth century, a “categorical distinction” began to be made 

between high art and mass culture, one which continues to influence the academy. Anti-Victorianism, in the 

first decades of the twentieth century, was primarily associated with modernism and the avant-garde, but it 

nevertheless escaped this categorisation. (After the Great Divide: Modernism, Mass Culture, Postmodernism 

(Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 1986), viii). 



120 

 

to be seen as dark and oppressive, at once sinister and ludicrous, and there was a 

violent reaction against its legacy in favour of a clean, uncluttered modernity.7  

The complicated historical narrative surrounding the cultural legacy and perception of 

Victorianism in the twentieth century has been simplified into a post-war period of 

disparagement running from Eminent Victorians until the end of the Second World War, 

reviving in public interest thereafter, and transmuting into popular interest as a fascination 

and fetish by the late 1960s. This broad rendering is far from accurate; the reassessment 

and use of the Victorian age and its people throughout the first half of the twentieth 

century is far more complex and contested at all levels.8  

Detective fiction between the wars has been associated by many critics with 

conservatism and retrogressive longing for ‘Little England,’ and it might be expected that 

it would exhibit a clear cross-current of pro-Victorian desire. The novels I examine in this 

chapter – Strong Poison by Sayers, Police at the Funeral by Allingham, and At Bertram’s 

Hotel by Christie – demonstrate considerable reworking of what ‘Victorian’ and 

‘Edwardian’ mean and offer over time, changing as the present moment moves away 

from the traumatic moment of the First World War, but their use of this past is inflected 

by duelling impulses of nostalgic recuperation and modernist destruction, intertwined but 

never wholly contiguous with the broader twentieth-century narrative of disparagement 

and reassessment. The Victorian past is particularly omnipresent in the works of 

Allingham, Christie, Marsh, and Sayers – for Tey, it is addressed only superficially, in 

the context of hideous architecture and obsession with appearance over substance, most 

notably in The Franchise Affair (1948). It appears in the pages of detective fiction more 

markedly and more often than earlier periods of history do, and with a markedly different 

register of feeling.  

The Victorian past does not need to be carefully interlaced with the present in 

Golden Age detective novels: it is there already, and it is there in the too, too solid flesh. 

Victorian objects, houses, ideas and people irrupt into these texts. Rooms are “heavy with 

Victorian appointments,” “over-furnished and unfriendly”; bristle with photographs and 

 
7 Gavin Stamp, Lost Victorian Britain: How the Twentieth Century Destroyed the Nineteenth Century’s 

Architectural Masterpieces (London: Aurum Press, Ltd, 2010), 11.  
8 Boyd and McWilliam broadly divide the twentieth century into periods of “recrimination,” “evaluation” and 

“representations,” but are careful to observe countervailing strains of thought throughout this time (Boyd and 

McWilliam, 1-47).  
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Benares whatnots, with wax flowers and “great clusters of carved fruit,” with “Victorian 

gloom and glaring stuffed animals.”9 Unchanged and unchanging, they are capable of 

troubling or eliding the border between past and present. One such room makes its 

inspector “[feel] rather as though he had taken a step backward into not merely Edwardian 

but Victorian times,” while another’s “cluttered furniture” induces “a childhood memory 

of a great uncle booming dull anecdotes over a dining table to which he was admitted on 

sufferance in uncomfortable clothes.”10 One “might have been a room in Bleak House,” 

while another has “never recovered from the shock it got when Queen Victoria okayed 

gas lighting. It’s just kind of forgotten to disappear […] When I first saw it I thought I’d 

side-slipped down time’s speedway.”11 Words like “heavy,” “dark” “solid,” “hideous,” 

and “uncomfortable” recur, making it clear that unlike earlier periods, this more recent 

past weighs like a nightmare on the present. What Victorian is used to mean in interwar 

detective fiction is a constant, often negative presence: not only in furniture but in patterns 

of thinking which persist beyond their temporal boundaries, cluttering up the house of 

fiction.  

Detective fiction is, I have argued, like the historian, concerned with processing 

the past and fixing it in relation to the present, but when it comes to the Victorian era, the 

mechanism jams. There is too much; it is too close. The Victorian period, between 1930 

and 1965, falls into what Hobsbawm has called the ‘twilight zone’: the space “between 

the past as a generalised record which is open to relatively dispassionate inspection and 

the past as a remembered part of, or background to, one’s own life.”12 The past which lies 

between ‘history’ and the present is contested and unfixed – polysemic – by nature. 

Leed’s observations about the more literal no man’s land are useful here: 

The most unsettling feature of the landscape of war, for many combatants, lay in 

the constant transgression of those distinctions that preserve both order and 

cleanliness [...] The war literature is full of surprising encounters with corpses, 

complaints of being unable to prevent dirt, mud, and vermin from invading the 

 
9 Ngaio Marsh, A Surfeit of Lampreys [1940] (London: HarperCollins, 1994), 218; Ngaio Marsh, Overture to 

Death (London: Collins Crime Club, 1939), 173; Agatha Christie, Dumb Witness [1937] (London: 

HarperCollins, 2011), 66; Marsh, Surfeit of Lampreys, 232. 
10 Agatha Christie, A Pocket Full of Rye [1953] (London: Bantam, 1986), 50; Margery Allingham, Cargo of 

Eagles, [1968] (London: Vintage 2016), 173.  
11 Ngaio Marsh, Tied Up In Tinsel (Columbus: Little, Brown and Company, 1972), 88; Ngaio Marsh, Death 

in Ecstasy [1936] (London: HarperCollins, 1994), 221. 
12 Eric Hobsbawm, The Age of Empire, 1875-1914 (London: Vintage, 1987), 3.  
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most personal spaces. Pollution and the sense of having no control over the access 

of substances, animals, and other men to one’s own body was a continuing cause 

of the ‘look’ native to those who had become accustomed to trench routine.13 

What marks no-man’s land is therefore not only contestation but a lack of borders, 

particularly between the category of death and life. Hobsbawm’s characterisation of the 

twilight zone of the recent past as a ‘no-man’s land’ is particularly apt when viewed in 

this light: a spectral zone where life and death co-mingle, one infecting the other. This is 

the space in which detective fiction in the period I am examining operates: dealing with 

a Victorian past which has been declared dead, but which remains excessive and irruptive, 

and which refuses to either be or to stay past. 

 The spectre is a concept first raised by Derrida in relation to Marxism in Spectres 

of Marx (1993), as a figure of enmeshed and simultaneous temporality, which he suggests 

is neither alive nor dead.14 As Peter Buse and Andrew Scott explain,  

Ghosts arrive from the past and appear in the present. However, the ghost cannot 

be properly said to belong to the past […]  Does then the ‘historical’ person who is 

identified with the ghost properly belong to the present? Surely not, as the idea of a 

return from death fractures all traditional conceptions of temporality. The 

temporality to which the ghost is subject is therefore paradoxical, at once they 

‘return’ and make their apparitional debut. Derrida has been pleased to call this dual 

movement of return and inauguration a ‘hauntology,’ a coinage that suggests a 

spectrally deferred non-origin within grounding metaphysical terms such as history 

and identity.15 

The spectral appears in the gap between the limits of two ontological categories at the same 

time as it removes any sense of opposition or category; it unpicks what Derrida calls the 

 
13 Leed, 18. 
14 ‘La question des spectres est donc la question de la vie, de la limite entre le vivant et le mort, partout ou 

elle se pose’ [the question of spectres is therefore the question of life, of the limit between the living and the 

dead, everywhere where it presents itself]. Jacques Derrida, “Marx, c’est quelqu’un” , translated and quoted 

in Julian Wolfreys, Victorian Hauntings: Spectrality, Gothic, the Uncanny and Literature (New York: 

Palgrave, 2001), x. 
15 Peter Buse and Andrew Scott, Ghosts: Deconstruction, Psychoanalysis, History (London: Macmillan, 

1999), 11. 
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classical/dichotomal “logic of all or nothing, of yes or no.”16 Julian Wolfreys states that the 

spectral cannot be conceptualised because it has always already exceeded definition. 

However, he uses this lack of definition to define it in turn, as “a concept without concept 

[…] or, more accurately, a quasi-concept”: something which is “heterogeneous to the 

philosophical concept of the concept.”17 The only categorisation which contains it is the 

understanding that it cannot be contained. What spectrality threatens, in particular, is the 

attempt to fix any understanding of the past.  

 The writing of history is troubled by spectrality because historians necessarily 

ontologise the past. History, as an epistemological mode of enquiry, is dependent on 

identification and fixing, on the ability to categorise. Ethan Kleinberg states that history is 

always différant, according to one of the definitions Derrida gives to differer: 

“temporalization and spacing, the becoming-time of space and the becoming-space of time, 

the ‘originary’ constitution of time and space.”18 The historical endeavour necessarily 

“seeks to situate past events in a specific time and place as best one can, based on the 

sources and evidence […] In doing so, the historian posits the coordinates of time and space 

through periodization or geographical demarcation.”19 What gets left out of the process of 

writing history is hauntological, shadowing ontology even in pronunciation as its 

unacceptable doppelgänger. Kleinberg understands the spectral or hauntological as what 

we do not want or cannot accept about the past; the polysemic raw material of history 

discarded in the process of writing a single version of it, which will always return to trouble 

both our understanding of the past and the borders between present, past, and future. 

Detective fiction, when it comes to the past, is engaged in a similar movement to 

the ontological historian. It attempts to fix the boundaries between past, present, and future; 

it arrives at the site of chaos and polysemous confusion and finds and fixes a definitive 

narrative out of many competing traces and voices. Regarding the Victorian past, the novels 

discussed here engage in a similar sorting and fixing process. Kleinberg suggests that the 

chaotic is interesting in describing the effect of writing history: the unfixed past creates 

anxiety, and in response to such anxiety, we seek a way out. He describes this “way out” 

 
16 Jacques Derrida, “Toward an Ethic of Discussion,” in Limited Inc, trans. Samuel Walker (Evanston: 

Northwestern University Press, 1988), 117. 
17 Wolfreys, Victorian Hauntings, x. 
18 Jacques Derrida, “Différance,” in Margins of Philosophy, trans. Alan Bass (Chicago: University of Chicago 

Press, 1982), 13. 
19 Ethan Kleinberg, Haunting History: For a Deconstructive Approach to the Past (Stanford: Stanford 

University Press, 2017), 144. 
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as “Scrooge’s extinguisher cap on the candle” – a nicely Victorian metaphor – in which the 

historian “exerts his or her influence over the past, by restricting its light and all the past 

possibles that expose other possible pasts that its light reveals.”20 The historian’s candle-

cap is, of course, the imposition of borders and boundaries, simplifications and reductions, 

and, observing the changing meaning of the ‘Victorian’ across the twentieth century, it is 

possible to examine the way different people and movements sought to fix this particular 

past in time; to manage its excess, to make it less threatening and, perhaps, even useful. As 

part of this broader cultural discourse, the novels I discuss here seek in their own ways to 

fix their Victorian inheritances, a process which is either synonymous with or given more 

import within the novels than solving the murder which is supposedly their object.  

  

 
20 Kleinberg, 140. 
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Victorian spectres and revenants: Strong Poison (1930) 

 

Sayers approaches the Victorian like an executor; her primary concern, obvious again and 

again throughout her work, is to settle the business of the Victorian past rather than to 

repress it or revive it. She is concerned with how to live in the present, and how those who 

do are to manage the excessive legacies left by the nineteenth century. Many of her plots 

involve resolving problems and legacies dating from the Victorian period, both actual and 

mental: Clouds of Witness (1926) features a Victorian sense of honour and amour propre 

which nearly sees both Wimsey’s sister and brother convicted of murder; Unnatural Death 

(1927) hinges on a legacy hindered by a legal issue that arose in 1837, the year Victoria 

came to the throne; The Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club revolves around the bequest 

of Felicity Dormer, rejected by her family in the Victorian era for marrying into trade; 

Gaudy Night (1935) is concerned with outdated ideas of femininity and masculinity, and 

features a poltergeist-like woman who subscribes to them, haunting and troubling more 

iconoclastic female scholars. According to Wolfreys, “the spectre haunts modernity, and 

the spectral is at the heart of any narrative of the modern,” and modernity in Sayers’ work 

is always coupled with the spectre of the past which it pushed aside in order to exist.21 Even 

her most ‘modern’ work, Murder Must Advertise (1933), is haunted by just such a revenant, 

Wimsey’s Harlequin alter-ego, a harbinger of death less commedia dell’arte than French 

hellequin-devil.  

If the Victorian past in detective novels by Allingham, Christie, Marsh and Sayers 

is in Hobsbawm’s twilight zone, neither alive nor safely dead (in-between, contingent, and 

contested), it is fitting that Strong Poison, the first and earliest novel discussed in this 

chapter, revolves around the legacy and unfinished business of a Victorian woman, 

Rosanna Wrayburn (alias Cremorna Garden) lingering on her death-bed: “Neither in the 

body nor out of the body. Waiting.”22 It is, however, not the only Victorian body in Strong 

Poison contaminating the borders of past and present. Early in the novel, we meet the judge 

presiding at the trial of Harriet Vane, on trial for the murder of her lover. Harriet stands 

accused of practising a twentieth-century manner of living. The crime she is actually 

charged with is murder, by the very Victorian method of arsenical poisoning – but it 

becomes clear that she is also being charged with the murder of Victorian values. The judge 

 
21 Wolfreys, Victorian Hauntings, 3. 
22 Dorothy L. Sayers, Strong Poison [1930] (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 2003), 227. Henceforth cited 

within the text. 
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who gives her jury their instructions is “so old, he seemed to have outlived time and change 

and death”: nevertheless, he “still had firm hold of the present; he held it pinned down flat 

under his wrinkled fingers with their grey, chalky nails” (SP 1). This early image introduces 

the novel’s concerns. His firm grasp on the present is one which prevents it from moving 

and changing, and there is something abject in the description of his fingers – a touch of 

the corpse, a suggestion of the dead hand of tradition. This strangling grasp is, of course, 

metaphorical; where we find it in actuality is in the judge’s language. Although he states in 

his instructions to the jury that they must not let their opinion of Harriet’s private life impact 

their judgment of her guilt, his own prejudices colour his speech; “quite properly,” he 

suggests, her decision to live with Boyes without marriage might be considered by the jury 

“a very wrong thing to do” (SP 5). His hypotheticals, carefully hedged to protect himself 

from any accusation of bias, nevertheless influence his orders to the jury; ‘free love’ is 

placed in disdainful quotation, as are “so-called ‘mystery’ or ‘detective’ stories,” and he 

dismisses Harriet’s solicitor’s point that women are treated with more opprobrium for 

practicing ‘free love’ than men: “You will not, I am sure, pay too much attention to this. 

You know quite well the difference between right and wrong in such matters” (SP 4-5).  

The judge is not the only man in Strong Poison whose mentality demonstrates a 

decided Victorian hangover. Harriet’s dead lover Philip Boyes, although a modernist writer 

and proponent of ‘free love,’ was, as several characters observe, himself unduly influenced 

by Victorian ideals. As his (Victorian) father says, “[he] quite meant to do the right thing” 

and marry Harriet, having lived together first (SP 68). This treatment of marriage as a “bad-

conduct prize” reveals to Harriet that Boyes’ relation to Victorianism was purely 

oppositional, antagonistic for the sake of antagonism. “Anything to give pain,” Wimsey 

deduces when the vicar describes Boyes’s mores as ‘remarkably open and straightforward”: 

anti-Victorian in his volubility about sex, but still functioning in contrarian, dialectic 

relation (SP 70). Boyes engaged in ‘free love’ because of its transgressive charge rather 

than out of any sincere belief that the terms and modes of living and relations between the 

sexes must be reassessed and rethought. “Such a Victorian attitude,” Wimsey comments, 

“for a man with advanced ideas” (SP 103). More damningly still, Boyes translated 

Victorian misogyny into the present without reassessment. Rather than a partner, as an 

acidulous female friend of Harriet observes with a loaded choice of verb, he wanted 

someone “ministering to his work” (SP 49). 
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Sayers makes it clear that she is staging, in her own way, a battle between Victorians 

and moderns in this novel, but one which is fought on a different axis than that more 

famously waged in the 1920s and 1930s. Historians are now careful to note that anti-

Victorian sentiment did not begin with Eminent Victorians, but the mocking tone was, as 

Boyd and McWilliam observe, particular to post-1918 anti-Victorianism. For Strachey, the 

legacy of Victorianism was overwhelming and intimidating, and his methodology was to 

attack and reveal ‘eminent’ Victorian figures as “a set of mouthing bungling hypocrites.”23 

Sayers is no modernist in purely antagonistic relation to the nineteenth century, but a close 

reading of Strong Poison reveals the British reception of Freud in its depiction of Victorian 

sexuality. Popular misunderstandings of his work on the unconscious led to lasting and 

powerful twentieth-century misreadings of the Victorians as sexually repressive and as 

constructors of double lives, a narrative which allowed modernists to read themselves as 

psychologically healthier and less hypocritical than Victorians, laying the first bricks of 

what Jonathan Loesberg describes as the “vice-like grip of [the] story about sexual 

repression on our understanding of the Victorians” which dominated the twentieth 

century.24  

  It is therefore no coincidence that Strong Poison revolves around the body and 

legacy of Rosanna/Cremorna, a surviving Victorian whose body persists into the present as 

an unwanted remainder, “a wretched life – dragging on like that, a misery to herself and 

everybody else,” and which multiple characters, both heroic and villainous, wish devoutly 

could be put out of the way (SP 126). This seems anomalous, given that a previous Wimsey 

novel, Unnatural Death, explores the morality of euthanasia, and concludes emphatically 

that to perform it – “to bump a poor old thing off a bit previously when she’s sufferin’ 

horribly” – is not only legally, but morally wrong.25  Rosanna/Cremorna, however, is a 

“poor old thing” weighted with more than the moral significance of her own life: she stands 

not only for the Victorian past persisting in untimely fashion into the 1930s, but also for 

the underside of Victorian morality, for sexuality repressed and denied. Literally written 

out of the family Bible, Rosanna/Cremorna was “never, never mentioned […] we have seen 

and heard nothing of her for well over fifty years” (SP 71). Her sisters’ children, Philip 

Boyes and Norman Urquhart, become respectively murder victim and murderer in a contest 

 
23 Boyd and McWilliam, 8. 
24 Jonathan Loesberg, "The Afterlife of Victorian Sexuality: Foucault and Neo-Victorian Historical Fiction," 

CLIO 36, no. 3 (2007): 361. 
25 Dorothy L. Sayers, Unnatural Death [1927] (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 2003), 166. 
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over her legacy, the “family skeleton” which Urquhart dismisses as “ancient history now” 

returning to trouble them (SP 132). We are told that she was “the notorious Cremorna 

Garden of the ‘sixties,” and this choice of alias is far from innocent. The Cremorne Gardens, 

from whence the name derives, were equally notorious in the 1860s and thereafter. As 

Philip Howell notes, “[almost] from its inception, London’s Cremorne Gardens had 

achieved a reputation which was inseparable from heterodox sexual behaviour, in both its 

casual and commercial forms […] no less than a by-word, or even a brand-name, for male 

sexual licence.”26 It became a target for moral campaigners in the 1870s as a gross public 

nuisance, “a pestilential hot-bed, mis-named ‘a garden,’ where the very flowers seemed to 

drop their heads in shame, and the trees threw more sombre shadows than is their wont to 

veil in darkness that which dare not brave the light.”27 A similarly public byword, 

Rosanna/Cremorna was both extremely popular (“They say as some that was high up 

wasn’t too high to take notice of old Mrs. Wrayburn”) and excoriated (“Queen Victoria 

wouldn’t never allow her to act before the Royal Family—she knew too much about her 

goings-on,” SP 113). The invocation of Queen Victoria makes Rosanna/Cremorna’s 

symbolic relation to Victorian sexual hypocrisy more marked still. The business left over 

from the Victorian past which Sayers settles in Strong Poison is the sexual hypocrisy and 

denial of female sexual agency she understood the Victorians to have bequeathed to the 

present.  

Tracy Hargreaves describes modernist anti-Victorianism as ‘Oedipal murder,’ and 

there was certainly a destructive bent to modernism’s treatment of the past in this period.28 

Ezra Pound’s famous dictum to ‘make it new,’ as Ina Haberman has observed, “announced 

with iconoclast pathos that the past would disappear in a vortex and give way to the new,” 

breaking finally and completely with tradition.29 More specifically, Pound declared that 

“[for] most of us, the odour of defunct Victoriana is so unpleasant and the personal benefits 

to be derived from a study of the period are so small that we are content to leave the past 

where we find it.”30 This is not Sayers’ position. “For of all the beastly pastimes, the game 

 
26 Philip Howell, “Victorian Sexuality and the Moralisation of Cremorne Gardens,” in Entanglements of 

Power: Geographies of Domination/Resistance, eds. Joanne P. Sharp, Paul Routledge, and Ronan Paddison 

(New York: Routledge, 2000), 46-7. 
27 “Church Opinion,” Chelsea News and General Advertiser, October 21, 1871, 5. 
28 Tracy Hargreaves. "‘We Other Victorians’: Literary Victorian Afterlives," Journal of Victorian Culture 13, 

no. 2 (2008): 278. 
29 Ina Haberman, Myth, Memory and the Middlebrow: Priestley, du Maurier and the Symbolic Form of 

Englishness (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2010), 31; italics in original. 
30 Ezra Pound, “Lytton Strachey on Left Over Celebrity,” The Future, October 1918, 265. 
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of ‘let us now debunk famous men and our fathers that begat us’ is the most despicable.”31 

She is not convinced that a radical break with the past is ideal. The party which Wimsey 

crashes in order to interview members of Boyes’s set is also, like the clichéd Victorian 

sitting room, “packed to suffocation”: instead of furniture, it is crammed with people and 

cacophonous with sound (SP 90). Poking gentle fun at these pseudo-Bloomsburies, a 

hideous-sounding ‘tone-poem’ based on the Piccadilly Tube Station is condemned by 

another party-goer on the grounds that it is “old as the hills […] Mere harmony in 

camouflage”; it errs only in that it has an ultimate form and sense of resolution (SP 91). His 

argument is that all tradition must be shed: “Till you can cast away the octave and its 

sentimental associations, you walk in fetters of convention” (SP 91). Tongue-in-cheek, 

Wimsey extends this line of logic over the edge of parody: 

That’s the spirit! […] I would dispense with all definite notes. After all, the cat does 

not need them for his midnight melodies, powerful and expressive as they are. The 

love-hunger of the stallion takes no account of octave or interval in giving forth the 

cry of passion. It is only man, trammelled by a stultifying convention— (SP 92-3) 

Form, this exchange suggests, is still necessary and valuable. Certain ontologies are 

necessary in order to live. It is no accident that both the tone-poet and his critic are 

modernist young men, part of the Boyes circle which classed his work as ‘genius’ and 

Harriet’s as ‘trash.’ Self-described male moderns in Strong Poison are incapable of 

performing the categorisation required to deal with the Victorian past; they cannot 

distinguish its waste from treasure, and dump both. Much better sorters and sifters are 

modern young women. Harriet’s circle are ‘anti-man’ in general, but they have the taste to 

nevertheless accept Wimsey as cast from a different clay from those they scorn (SP 104). 

Long before Wimsey or the reader have sufficient evidence to reasonably assign guilt to 

any party, one of these young women has already correctly fingered Boyes’ cousin Norman 

Urquhart as the poisoner on the grounds that “he was too sleek to be true” (SP 101). Sayers’ 

battle of Victorians and moderns is pitched not between Victorian convention and 

modernist iconoclasm; rather, the lines she draws are between modern women, and men 

whose minds are still cluttered with Victorian furniture.  

 
31 Sayers in a 1944 letter to Charles Williams, joking that she must be careful lest in her critique of Milton, 

she be classed with F. R. Leavis and his “debunkers”; the Leavisites were particularly noted for their attack 

on Victorian writers, above all Charles Dickens and Alfred, Lord Tennyson. In Dorothy L. Sayers, The Letters 

of Dorothy L. Sayers 1944 to 1950: A Noble Daring. Vol. 3, ed. Barbara Reynolds (Cambridge: Dorothy L. 

Sayers Society, 2000), 168. 
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Non-‘modern’ men in Strong Poison are still firmly gripped by the thinking of the 

past. The law firm Urquhart heads employs a decidedly misogynist clerk, Mr. Pond. His 

language clearly casts changes wrought since the First World War as wholly negative: 

“Juries are very unreliable, especially nowadays, with women on them. We see a good deal 

of the fair sex in this profession […] and very few of them are remarkable for possessing 

the legal mind” (SP 82). Self-described as “an old-fashioned man,” he believes “the ladies 

were most adorable when they adorned and inspired and did not take an active part in 

affairs” (SP 82). Urquhart’s and Pond’s inherited patterns of thought blind them and allow 

them to be fooled and fuddled by women who see clearly where they cannot. There is a 

repeated pattern of the female agents of Wimsey’s pro-Harriet plot working against 

Urquhart’s masculine one by using their prejudice against them. Miss Murchison uses 

femininity defensively: to stay late in the office one night, she pretends to make an error in 

typing which Pond accepts as typical for a secretary; to come up with an excuse to enter 

Urquhart’s office, she pretends an error of shorthand. To explain rustling through document 

boxes, she successfully distracts Pond with both an imagined mouse and a deliberate 

tweaking of his pro-Victorianism:  

‘[I]n your days I suppose all women were afraid of mice.’ 

‘Yes, they were,’ admitted Mr. Pond, ‘but then, of course, their garments were 

longer.’ 

‘Rotten for them,’ said Murchison. 

‘They were very graceful in appearance,’ said Mr. Pond. (SP 173) 

This is an alignment which is repeated throughout the novel: if men are going to continue 

to subscribe to and enforce Victorian standards of behaviour and judgment, women will 

use that against them. 

The first clash occurs in the opening chapters of Strong Poison where the judge’s 

loaded instructions are countered by an alliance of women led by Wimsey’s favourite 

enquiry agent Miss Climpson, who could have “stepped out of a magazine of the ‘nineties,” 

and whose living space, predictably, is notable for “the crowded array of knickknacks and 

photographs that adorned nearly every available inch of space.”32 Perhaps no figure is more 

 
32 The blurring of different eras of the recent pre-war past is seen in Miss Climpson, who was characterised 

in a previous novel as a specifically Edwardian relic, rather than one periodised more precisely to the 1890s. 
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emblematic of undesirable Victorian remains than the spinster in the 1930s, excoriated as 

the “waste products of our Female population” and tinted with the suspicion of sexual 

abnormality, unwanted fussiness, and weak intellect.33 Sayers is eager to change the charge 

of this stigmatisation without reworking it: Miss Climpson is not normalised by the addition 

of past romance or lost love, her letters and speech conform to stereotype in their fussy 

concern and stimulated italics, and while her observational skills are excellent and her 

morals extremely solid, she generally serves as a collector of facts rather than an interpreter, 

bringing raw evidence to Wimsey to analyse. However, Wimsey, typically the authorial 

voice of judgment, puts her and other ‘superfluous’ women to work while declaiming 

against the “wasteful way” their abilities are overlooked, and at the “bright young men 

[who] write nasty little patronising books called ‘Elderly Women’ and ‘On The Edge of the 

Explosion.’”34  

Specifically, Miss Climpson is no mere relic of the past, nor nostalgic about it: 

rather, she actively embraces the new freedoms offered to women, and makes it clear that 

she considers the Victorian past decidedly inferior:  

In the old days, an unmarried woman arriving alone at midnight with a suitcase 

would hardly have been considered respectable—what a wonderful difference one 

finds today! I am grateful to have lived to see such changes, because whatever old-

fashioned people may say about the greater decorum and modesty of women in 

Queen Victoria’s time, those who can remember the old conditions know how 

difficult and humiliating they were! (SP 190; italics in original) 

 

Far from being superfluous, she is the active detective in Strong Poison, along with Miss 

Murchison; and, unlike the judge, is able to accurately filter what is useful from is not. The 

first to distinguish ‘trash’ from treasure, it is her belief that Harriet is innocent that hangs 

the jury and introduces Wimsey to the case. That she does so by forming an alliance of 

women against men adds to the broader argument that Sayers’ anti-Victorianism is 

explicitly gender-related rather than total. Miss Climpson is supported among the jurors 

across class lines by a woman initially ready to vote with the jury; however, when the 

foreman “tried to bear her down by his male authority,” she comes over to Miss Climpson’s 

 
33 Walter Heape, Sex Antagonism (London: Constable, 1913), 207. 
34 Sayers, Unnatural Death  ̧31. 
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side instead (SP 42). They are supported by “about three-quarters of a man” – an artist who 

believes Harriet’s explanation, and who has chosen to live in a modern way (SP 41). 

Wimsey, of course, is the supreme arbiter of trash and treasure in Strong Poison, 

Sayers’ strongest argument for a way forward which balances valuable inheritances from 

the past while discarding the useless, and her best example of a man willing to renegotiate 

the way life is lived. He sees the potential of the ‘superfluous’ women mocked by modern 

young men; he is capable of choosing Charles Parker as an especial friend, despite class 

lines; he is able to admire and desire Harriet, despite her damaged reputation, and to insist 

upon her innocence against Parker’s certainty and a clear, straightforward narrative which 

suggests her guilt. He is a scion of an aristocratic house and heritage, but able to move 

beyond tradition. He is also the person in the novel who feels most oppressed by the past. 

Feeling certain that Rosanna/Cremorna’s hidden will is the key to Harriet’s freedom, he 

longs briefly to hasten her death – “an over-dose of something – a shake – a slight shock, 

even” (SP 181). This moment of violent desire to break with the past occurs in a room 

which is full of things which represent inherited tradition, and which weigh on him:  

The stately volumes on his shelves, rank after rank of Saint, historian, poet, 

philosopher, mocked his impotence. All that wisdom and all that beauty, and they 

could not show him how to save the woman he imperiously wanted from a sordid 

death by hanging…. The enormous and complicated imbecility of things was all 

round him like a trap [my italics]. He ground his teeth and raged helplessly, striding 

about the suave, wealthy, futile room. The great Venetian mirror over the fireplace 

showed him his own head and shoulders. He saw a fair, foolish face, with straw-

coloured hair sleeked back; a monocle clinging incongruously under a ludicrously 

twitching brow; a chin shaved to perfection, hairless, epicene; a rather high collar, 

faultlessly starched, a tie elegantly knotted and matching in colour the handkerchief 

which peeped coyly from the breast-pocket of an expensive Savile-Row tailored 

suit. He snatched up a heavy bronze from the mantelpiece—a beautiful thing, even 

as he snatched it, his fingers caressed the patina—and the impulse seized him to 

smash the mirror and smash the face—to break out into great animal howls and 

gestures. (SP 181-2) 

This is a long chunk of text; but here the physical presence of the past is manifested both 

in the things Wimsey feels encroach upon him, the law and customs which keep his hands 
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tied when it comes to acting to save Harriet, and in his own reflection in the mirror. There 

he sees the past as it is uncannily present in him: the ‘foolish’ fairness and mannered dress 

that shows him his own existence as the end result of centuries of noble inbreeding.  

 What is particularly interesting is his desire to break the mirror and with it his own 

face – a desire split between the thing as thing, himself, and the thing which has shown him 

himself. What is interesting, too, is the ambivalence of the gesture; even as he wishes to 

attack the past in this fused manifestation, he cannot help “caress[ing] the patina.” The 

“great animal howls” of devolved drive – a desire for direct access to rawly felt expression 

– are set against the excessively mannered image, but this split is healed in the next 

paragraph, when the urge to smash is controlled by “the inherited inhibitions of twenty 

civilised centuries” which tied him “hand and foot in bonds of ridicule” (SP 182). Wimsey 

is both too self-conscious to give in to impulse and too knowing:  

What if he did smash the mirror? Nothing would happen. Bunter would come in, 

unmoved and unsurprised, would sweep up the debris in a dustpan, would prescribe 

a hot bath and massage. And next day a new mirror would be ordered, because 

people would come in and ask questions, and civilly regret the accidental damage 

to the old one. And Harriet Vane would still be hanged, just the same. (SP 182) 

Wimsey is both incapable of delivering a truly radical break with the past, and of desiring 

one. The same gesture which caresses the patina prevents him from smashing the mirror, 

even though both desires exist in him at the same moment. He feels, and the suggestion of 

this scene is, aporetic: without passage forward, caught and oppressed by the polysemic 

tangle of narrative, and also, at the same time, by the presence of the past. 

 Kleinberg suggests that spectrality troubles our borders between past, present, and 

future, making them porous, or poros, and disturbing.35 The work of history is to make 

them fixed and stable, and the work of detective fiction is likewise; to put the cap on the 

candle and direct the path of the light, to find a passage forward, a singular narrative. Aporia 

occurs when there is either no passage, or, Kleinberg suggests, a worse quandary: where 

there is no limit, no longer a border to cross. The historian, and the detective, necessarily 

trespass on the past, and the past trespasses on the present in the form of the spectral. It is 

this mutual interpenetration which ultimately breaks the bind Wimsey is in over the will, 

 
35 Kleinberg, 138-140. 



134 

 

and which makes the neither dead nor alive Rosanna/Cremorna speak. Sayers does not 

really want the should-be-dead to speak: she wants them to pass from the twilight zone into 

a settled state. The judge should either adjust his views, like Miss Climpson, or cease to 

have an effect on the way the younger generations live. Rosanna/Cremorna must not be 

killed in an untimely fashion, but an end to her phantasm-like lingering would be welcome. 

Can The Dead Speak, in fact, is the name of the book Miss Climpson sees in the 

possession of Rosanna/Cremorna’s nurse, and which allows her to insinuate herself into 

the house as a medium. This tactic, like Harriet’s arsenic-plot, is an uncanny Victorianism, 

coming long after the nineteenth-century peak of spiritualism, but which, as a response to 

the First World War, came back into fashion in the interwar period, despite the double 

attacks of science and satire deployed against it. Sayers is not nostalgic or desirous when it 

comes to spiritualism. Miss Climpson is both thoroughly informed and thoroughly 

sceptical:  

It is a flower which flourishes bravely in a boarding-house atmosphere. Time and 

again, Miss Climpson had listened while the apparatus of planes and controls, 

correspondences and veridical communications, astral bodies, auras and ectoplastic 

materialisations was displayed before her protesting intelligence. (SP 203) 

She also knows, from a “quaint little man from the Psychical Research Society [who] was 

skilled in the investigation of haunted houses and the detection of poltergeists” many of the 

tricks employed by mediums, and it is without any frisson of the uncanny that Miss 

Climpson and the nurse channel their controls and then Rosanna/Cremorna  (SP 203). We 

are privy to the wire attached to Miss Climpson’s wrist, the tin-can castanets between her 

thighs, the careful way she reads the traces of the nurse’s over-furnished room for clues to 

her past. A little altar to a dead suitor proves particularly fruitful: the “bunch of hot-house 

narcissi” placed before a photograph of “a gentleman in the dress and moustache of the 

‘nineties,” in its “heavy and ornate frame” tells a story she is able to read and to employ in 

her mission (SP 209). 

If any uncanny presence makes itself felt in this scene, it is not through the Ouija 

board but through Rosanna/Cremorna’s house, which like the nurse’s room, speaks for her. 

Like her body, it is a site of stasis: “Nothing, evidently, had been altered in this room since 

silence and paralysis had struck the owner down” (SP 230). Her bedroom is a “nightmare,” 

its surfaces overwhelmed by the material remains of the past:  
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Every foot of space was crammed thick with furniture—buhl cabinets 

incongruously jostling mahogany chiffoniers; whatnot tables strewn with 

ornaments cuddling the bases of heavy German marbles and bronzes; lacquer 

screens, Sheraton bureaux, Chinese vases, alabaster lamps, chairs, ottomans of 

every shape, colour and period clustered thick as plants wrestling for existence in a 

tropical jungle. It was the room of a woman without taste or moderation, who 

refused nothing and surrendered nothing, to whom the fact of possession had 

become the one steadfast reality in a world of loss and change. (SP 229) 

These relics speak for Rosanna/Cremorna, who cannot speak for herself, whose voice Miss 

Climpson usurps. They are fragments shored up against ruin: a method of insurance against 

the certainty of linear time. Sayers is not sentimental about these objects, and she is very 

much in the modernist mode in finding the Georgian lines of the room “defaced and 

insulted” by this clutter, but she offers understanding for the accumulation of objects (SP 

209). If they are felt by the moderns as an untimely excrescence on their time and space, 

Sayers in her role as executor is able to understand them as a comfort and defence, to caress 

the patina while also wishing to declutter. 

We finally hear Rosanna/Cremorna’s voice in her recovered will, which acts to 

correct a much more insidious ventriloquism than Climpson’s. The forged will Urquhart 

presented not only misrepresented her intentions in bequeathing her estate, it misinterpreted 

her character. His Rosanna/Cremorna was still troubled by the past, resentful of the way 

she had been outcast by her family and willing to wreak revenge:  

No part of my property shall come into the hands of my great-nephew Philip Boyes 

or his descendants. And to this end and to mark my sense of the inhuman treatment 

meted out to me by the family of the said Philip Boyes I enjoin upon the said 

Norman Urquhart as my dying wish that he neither give, lend or convey to the said 

Philip Boyes any part of the income derived from the said property enjoyed by him 

the said Norman Urquhart during his lifetime nor employ the same to assist the said 

Philip Boyes in any manner whatsoever. (SP 135) 

This is revised and rewritten by the document the combined agencies of Climpson and 

Murchison recover. This suppressed document, in Rosanna’s own hand, is also in her own 

voice, and that voice is kindly and sensible, unlike the “vindictive” one of the Urquhart will 

(SP 135). Rosanna’s stated wish is to heal the injustice of the past and leave her fortune to 
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Boyes, the starving modernist, over well-heeled Urquhart; to ignore the injustice meted out 

to her by Boyes’s parents, and to give the encouragement and support her own ambitions 

never received. This legacy comes too late for Boyes in several senses – not only is he 

already dead, Urquhart as trustee has spent the legacy already – but it arrives in time to 

make Harriet its spiritual beneficiary if not its financial one, freeing her from suspicion and 

allowing her to pursue her career and freedoms. What speaks through the will is not the 

voice of the past, but the present. 

 The spectral is most unsettling in Sayers when the living become possessed by the 

Victorian past; this occurs in a fashion which is not uncanny, but nevertheless turns living 

people into automata, as with the judge in the opening scenes. When Wimsey ventriloquises 

Victorian sentiments in order to break a deadlock between his sister Mary and her aspiring 

suitor, Inspector Parker, created by inherited ideas about class and behaviour, he does so 

with irony. Mary cannot hasten the courtship herself, due to not her own inhibitions but 

those of Parker. He is, in fact, too ‘Victorian’ to feel he has any right as her social inferior 

to formalise the relationship, but is too attached to Mary to end it. When Wimsey 

“demand[s] to know his intentions in the true Victorian manner,” a farce couched in clichés 

takes place:  

 ‘I quite see that it is unsuitable, from your point of view, that Lady Mary Wimsey 

should dine in public restaurants with a policeman, but if you imagine I have ever 

said a word to her that could not be said with the greatest propriety–’  

 ‘– In the presence of her mother, you wrong the purest and sweetest woman that 

ever lived, and insult your friend,’ interrupted Peter, snatching the words from his 

mouth and rattling them to a glib conclusion. ‘What a perfect Victorian you are, 

Charles. I should like to keep you in a glass case. Of course you haven’t said a word. 

What I want to know is, why?’ (SP 149, 185; italics in original) 

Parker may be unduly Victorian in mentality, but after her previous bad romance with a 

young Communist, Mary finds him delightfully ‘solid’ (SP 149). It certainly helps that his 

inherited ideas prejudice him in favour of excessive respect for her rather than dismissal; 

he is the kind of ‘Victorian’ who should be salvaged for the present, although Sayers is 

clear in the little rodomontade which Wimsey and Parker play out that excessive propriety 

and class-consciousness is silly, and should not be salvaged. Wimsey may play at being a 

Victorian brother, but with self-consciousness, and in the service of female agency. 



137 

 

Victorianism does not possess him in turn; like Climpson, he can ventriloquise it at will, 

but without believing in or giving himself credulously over to it.  

 

 This is where Sayers ultimately positions Wimsey: from a long lineage of ducal 

Wimseys, he is both woven into a linear narrative of the past, and willing to reassess his 

intimate relationships for the present moment. An aporia occurs between Wimsey and 

Harriet at the end of the novel, a blockage of both recent history and Victorian mores in 

which, in many ways, the nineteenth-century marriage plot strikes back. All through the 

novel, Victorian values, judgments and the marriage plot have haunted Harriet. She would 

have preferred to marry Boyes, if he had represented himself to her honestly, rather than 

live together; nevertheless, she ends the novel, having received proposals from Boyes, 

Wimsey, and forty-six sensation-seekers, a single woman. Sayers famously hoped to marry 

Wimsey off and thereby kill his audience in Strong Poison, but found in the end she could 

not do justice to Harriet and at the same time allow her to accept Wimsey at this juncture. 

Nor could she have ended it that way and do justice to her treatment of Victorianism within 

the novel, and her thematic insistence on settling its business, keeping its finer points, and 

laying its gender prejudices to rest. What prevents them marrying so soon is precisely what 

they find salvageable from the Victorian past: a sense of personal honour and a belief in 

truth as a virtue which more radical modernism discarded. Wimsey wishes to marry Harriet, 

not merely take her as a lover – and this is also what thwarts him, because Harriet’s honour 

is equal to his own, and based on shared principles of honesty and equality. She offers to 

be his lover, but not his wife: not without real love and equality, which she does not believe 

at the novel’s end can exist between them, due to his King Cophetua role as her saviour 

and her own gratitude. Harriet refuses to enter into a marriage which will be marked by a 

Victorian sense of female inferiority, and Wimsey will not subject her to an unmarried 

relationship that will necessarily see her treated more harshly by tradition-bound society 

than him. Caught between their shared desire for a space-between, Sayers’ ideal third space 

which is neither too modern to be morally principled, nor too tradition-bound to be equal, 

they end at an impasse which takes many books to resolve. 

 

That particular narrative thread is not worked fully out until Gaudy Night, when 

Harriet finally internalises the fact that Wimsey’s model for marriage is “polyphonic,” 

consisting of an equal “counterpoint” rather than a supportive “harmony,” but it is in Strong 

Poison Wimsey first makes clear to her that there is no Victorian furniture – or secrets – 
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lurking in his mental attic.36 “But you wouldn’t want a wife who wrote books, would you?” 

she asks, and Wimsey declares that he would – “So much more interesting than the ordinary 

kind that is only keen on clothes and people… Though of course, clothes and people are all 

right too, in moderation” (SP 50). Her next concern is her sexual history, and it is here 

Wimsey reveals a parity which truly breaks with the Victorian dualism and hypocrisy 

Sayers is most concerned with in this novel:  

 

‘But, by the way, you’re bearing in mind, aren’t you, that I’ve had a lover?’ 

 

‘Oh, yes. So have I, if it comes to that. In fact, several. It’s the sort of thing that 

might happen to anybody. I can produce quite good testimonials.’ (SP 51) 

 

Harriet accepts that it is no longer quite as impossible to marry a “fallen” woman – “You 

wouldn’t have to slink abroad with your impossible wife and live at obscure continental 

watering-places like people in Victorian novels” – but is unable to believe that Wimsey can 

ever really unfetter himself from prejudice enough to accept her previous sexual 

relationship with Boyes (SP 265). 

 

Nevertheless, Sayers circles back into the story to knot her ending neatly up with 

the early episode with Mary and Parker. Strong Poison, having completed its salvage 

mission and established a future negotiated space for Harriet and Wimsey to work towards, 

ends with the sort of “clean break between the past and the present” which Michel de 

Certeau used to separate the ontological function of historiography from the more haunted 

“past in the present” seen in psychoanalysis, which “treats the relation as one of imbrication 

(one in the place of the other), of repetition (one reproduces the other in another form), of 

the equivocal and the quidproquo.”37 Wimsey returns to Duke’s Denver, his ancestral 

home, and decisively introduces a movement to the present at that hallowed site of the past. 

Not only does he endorse Mary marrying Parker (the duke suffers a category error here, 

protesting “but Mary can’t marry a policeman!”), he announces his intent to “marry the 

prisoner”; then he adds an amendment which completes Sayers’ work with inherited 

Victorian class and gender politics: “If she’ll have me” (SP 282). 

  

 
36 Sayers, Gaudy Night, 555. 
37 Michel de Certeau, Heterologies: Discourse on the Other, trans. Brian Massumi (Minneapolis: University 

of Minneapolis Press, 1986), 4. 
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The ineradicable stain: Police at the Funeral (1931) 

 

We return, with the idea of a clean break between past and present, to the notion of the 

hauntological space as one which is polluted and tainted by ‘matter out of place,’ where, 

because boundaries fail, “death [infects] life.”38 Hygiene has long been associated with the 

function of detective fiction. David Trotter argues that “murder makes a mess in a clean 

place […] stories about murder are therefore as much about dealing with mess as about 

deciphering clues.”39 Crime is always ‘matter out of place.’ “Within the space of the crime,” 

Roth suggests, “the primary dirt is the corpse itself and the corpse, therefore, is one standard 

form of the clue.”40 In Golden Age detective fiction, however, dirt and dust are often 

specifically Victorian. It clings to Victorian rooms, things, and people: a room “once the 

acme of Victorian spit and polish [is] now the sad repository of everything that no one 

wanted,” filled with things rusted and dirty and decrepit.41 A “vast Victorian silver teapot 

[…] could have done with a clean.”42 A Victorian interior with its “atmosphere of dust, 

leather, varnish, dry sherry, and age,” makes “one think of discreet dust.”43 This association 

of dust and dirt with the Victorian is one with a past. For Carolyn Steedman, “dust is the 

immutable, obdurate set of beliefs about the material world, past, and present, inherited 

from the nineteenth century.”44 It is both the nostalgia for origins and original referents, 

and their impossibility; it is something hauntological in its resistance to ontology, for it will 

“always be both there and not there, what is left and what is gone.”45  

In Allingham’s Police at the Funeral, the sense of the present as polluted by the 

past is very strong. This is a text in which a clean break from the Victorian has not been 

made, and cannot be made. A series of suspicious deaths break out in the Faraday home in 

Cambridge, and Albert Campion, Allingham’s detective, is summoned to investigate. The 

remaining inhabitants are a motley collection of uncanny survivals: Caroline Faraday, the 

matriarch, is a relic of “circa 1880”; yet her daughter Julia, “spinster of this parish” seems 

 
38 This echoes Kristeva’s idea of the abject as uncontrolled seepage between categories, the encounter with 

“an Other who precedes and possesses me” and “a border that has encroached upon everything” (Kristeva, 

The Powers of Horror, 10). 
39 David Trotter, “Theory and Detective Fiction,” Critical Quarterly 33, no.2 (1991): 71-2. 
40 Roth, 204. 
41 Agatha Christie, 4.50 from Paddington [1957] (London: HarperCollins, 2016), 191. 
42 Agatha Christie, The Pale Horse [1961] (New York: Dodd, Mead, 1962), 114. 
43 Marsh, Death in Ecstasy, 145. 
44 Carolyn Steedman, Dust: The Archive and Cultural History (New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 2002), 

ix. 
45 Steedman, 154; 163. 



140 

 

to be older than her.46 Kitty, her other daughter, is still dressed “in the manner of 1909 or 

so” (PF 85). Preserved, too, are the conventions of the past, in both style and substance: 

the “complete Friday menu for April in non-Roman Catholic households” prescribed in 

Mrs Beeton’s Household Management (1861) is still being served in 1931 (PF 84). The 

Faraday household is explicitly untouched by the war, an incidence which takes Campion 

“off his balance”; nothing has substantially changed since Cousin Andrew joined the 

household twenty years prior. The ladies are still travelling to church in the horse-drawn 

brougham he remembers from his pre-war days in college (PF 16; 83). The Faraday house 

is a little world in stasis, a microcosm of a vanished time and social order, where “the mode 

of living of the house hasn’t altered since [Caroline] first set it down about eighteen-

seventy” (PF 71). 

It is also a text which begins with a spectral encounter. Campion and Inspector 

Oates meet, apparently by chance, in a strange cul-de-sac in the historical bowels of 

London’s alleys. Campion is waiting for a client, Joyce Blount, who will bring him into 

the Faraday case, but they are surprised by an intruder, who, with his “air of a forgotten 

culture,” has been tracking and shadowing Oates (PF 9). George Faraday does not hold 

up to close inspection: 

At close quarters he presented a more complex appearance than he had shown at 

a distance. His reddish face was puffy, and coarse skin and deep lines almost 

obscured the natural regularity of his features. The suit, which he wore with an 

air, was grease-spotted and disreputable, a condition not improved by the fact that 

at the moment it was practically soaked. Despite his furtive glance round there 

was an air of truculence about him, and he fixed the Inspector firmly with his 

slightly bloodshot eyes. (PF 9-10) 

Filthy, belligerent, past-touched, stalker and intruder; it would be easy to read George as 

a revenant on those terms alone, but the effect he produces on Joyce when she appears 

marks him as something more than spectral. She registers him with “an expression of 

terrified recognition” and “a wave of pallor” and when she goes faint and the men turn to 

her, George disappears: he leaves “no sign […] no trace” (PF 10-11). These are the axes 

 
46 Margery Allingham, Police at the Funeral [1931] (London: Vintage, 2015), 7; 16. Henceforth cited within 

the text. 
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on which Police at the Funeral turns: the uncanny and unexpected encounter with the 

past, and the contrast of filth and pallor; of filth which produces pallor. 

The contrast of darkness and whiteness can never be read in a state of historical 

innocence, and in Police at the Funeral it is particularly marked by historical meaning. 

The revenant figure we meet here and later is not only ‘dirty’ in that his person is unclean: 

he is the Faraday ‘black sheep.’ Always associated with darkness, George is a 

“blackguard” and a blackmailer; his hands are “none-too-clean,” and “his name would 

soil” the lips of his aunt Caroline (PF 185; 39). But what is most unacceptable about 

George is his non-white heredity. His mother, Caroline tells us, “was a peculiar-looking 

woman and of a very definite type, which we in those days chose to ignore” (PF 229). 

That was bad enough, but then George’s mother, brought as a bride from the colonies, 

gave birth to a daughter who “proved beyond a doubt” her racial status: “By some horrible 

machination of heredity the stain in the woman’s blood had come out” (PF 229). This 

daughter died, but her fairer brother returns, troubling in another way. Unacceptable and 

unacknowledged, George’s relationship to the family cannot be denied: he resembles 

Caroline’s own son too closely. “Didn’t you notice how extraordinarily like William he 

was?” Campion asks, and the likeness gives everyone present “a distinct physical shock” 

(PF 69; 183). 

The Faradays chose to ignore George’s existence until the death of Andrew 

opened the house and family to public scrutiny once more (PF 229). Caroline is insistent 

that “there is no stain in our side of the family,” yet fears contagion: “people are malicious 

and notoriously careless in working out relationships, and — a touch of the tarbrush! It 

is unthinkable” [italics mine] (PF 230). This sense of contamination and desire for 

containment runs through the novel. There is the usual suspicion that falls on all members 

of a closed community when a murder is committed within it; all the Faradays are 

potentially guilty of murdering Andrew. Julia is absolved only when she, too, is 

murdered, which increases the taint of suspicion upon the others by further tightening the 

circle of suspects. The father of Joyce’s fiancé warns him to steer clear of the entire affair: 

“This affair is pitch. And in my experience, if you touch pitch, you get your hands dirty” 

(PF 65). Kitty worries about going to church: “I felt that as soon as I set foot in that sacred 

building the contamination which I have suffered here would show in black upon my 

face” (PF 164). Significantly, Campion feels that the house is contaminated, full of 
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darkness “like black cotton wool,” and comes to think of the house as “some sick, many-

petticoated creature crouching frightened in the unrelenting darkness” (PF 116-7).  

 This blackness, like the fear accompanying it, is something more than dirt: it is 

linked tightly throughout the novel to unbounded enjoyment of acts that the Victorian 

matriarch has forbidden. It is useful here to call upon Juliet Flower MacCannell, who 

argues that in western thought systems “whiteness, to our most intimate self-regard, 

certifies an absence of stain” (italics hers).47 By stain, she also means more than dirt. 

‘Fair,’ she argues, a word with both aesthetic and ethical charges, has the additional sense 

of “total evacuation”: ‘fairness’ constitutes an overdetermined space imagined as 

untainted by jouissance.48 Whiteness means freedom from enjoyment, and from the drive 

itself: from the force which, from somewhere beyond our own history, causes us to repeat 

behaviours that we imagine were once unconsciously satisfied. Her argument is that 

‘civilisation’ had, by the nineteenth century, become “a code word for a cultural 

evolutionism framed as a gradient, a spectrum” representing “degrees of separation from 

the stain of jouissance.”49 The lightest, the furthest from animal: the more ‘civilised,’ the 

more implicated in a system in which enjoyment (jouissance) was continually deferred 

and denied. What cannot be accepted about the past in Police at the Funeral is the loss 

of the self-imposed boundaries between the British men and women carrying out their 

imperial project and the peoples they subjugated. This is more than a crossing of borders: 

it is the unthinkable conclusion that there was no true border in place at all between the 

British subject and the racial other. This barrier between the ‘civilised’ self and the racial 

other was part of the imperial logic which entitled the civilised to resources, and allowed 

them ethical justification in the form of educating and improving peoples they saw as 

more primitive than themselves.  

It is no coincidence that George returns to the novel, after this first encounter, in 

a chapter titled ‘Dirty Linen.’ As Freud pointed out early in the progress of the First 

World War, belligerent countries had believed themselves to be participants in a greater 

humanist and progressive narrative; that they had reached a level of civilisation that meant 

war between nations of equal enlightenment would either not occur, or if it did occur, 

 
47 Juliet Flower MacCannell, “Race/War” in The Hysteric’s Guide to the Future Female Subject 

(Minneapolis: University of Minneapolis Press, 2000), 93-4. 
48 MacCannell, 94. 
49 MacCannell, 99. 



143 

 

would be governed by the moral and humanist precepts of peacetime.50 When this did not 

happen, a double disillusionment occurred. What combat casualties at officer rank 

revealed relatively swiftly was the impact of this disillusionment on those charged with 

representing the nation-state’s ostensible purpose to the rank and file, because in this 

instance the role consisted of instructing men to enjoy killing for killing’s sake, the direct 

opposite of what the Victorians had been taught to believe about themselves. Mental 

breakdown was more common in officers than soldiers because mandating enjoyment of 

slaughter meant modelling unleashed enjoyment.51 Mandating and participating in this 

enjoyment brought the subjugated class ‘other’ into the white, upwardly aspirational 

frame, with consequences that will be explored in the next chapter. Freud’s observation 

that a ‘defect’ in the human programme might explain why men at officer rank 

unconsciously revisited scenes of prior conflict was astute.52 When instructed to 

command large numbers of white men to enjoy what had been proscribed when assumed 

rejection of that thing – animal enjoyment in killing – had sustained the imagined object 

they were fighting for, these representatives of the nation-state effectively became war’s 

‘creatures,’ living testaments to the fact that colour saves no one from war’s mechanism. 

This has consequences for the repressive hypothesis, the simplified belief that the 

Victorians were known hypocrites who lived lives of sexual suppression, and that this 

suppression inevitably led to breakouts.53  The hypothesis can be seen as a kind of cover 

or blind for a terrifyingly unresolved set of prior events in which Victorian identity, 

representing foregone enjoyment, was itself foregone, as combatants experienced the 

animal enjoyment formerly associated with the lower classes and the racialised other. 

This is perhaps why, as Marie Luise-Kohlke and Christien Gutleben note, the power of 

the imagined construct of the Victorian family extended well into the twenty-first century, 

tightly linked to “notions of origin, identity and belonging.”54 However, this construct 

 
50 Sigmund Freud, “Thoughts for the Times on War and Death,” in The Standard Edition of the Complete 
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was always illusory, dependent on the attack of the Victorian as a category by the 

Victorian belief in moral rectitude that was doubly challenged by the war. Anthony S. 

Wohl asserts that the Victorian family photograph was where the essential fabric of 

Victorian society and its self-image are fixed and congealed; a composed, endlessly 

repeated image which ignored and denied many realities outside its frame.55 The family 

“served as the vaunted microcosm of Victorian society, held to mirror and perpetuate its 

political structures, social and economic organisation, and individuals’ duties and 

obligations not only to those closest but also towards the wider community”; more than 

that, it had a “presumed stabilising and civilising function.”56 Filled with Victorian things, 

the Faraday home gives younger guests “a feeling of oppression” which owes as much to 

the proliferation of Victorian things in it as to the anti-Victorian understanding of the 

Victorian family in the interwar period.  

That these things represent more than themselves is noted by the youngest 

generation. Joyce and her fiancé consider the house  

a place of unknown horrors, of strange lumber from the lives of the family which 

had lived there ever since it had been built. To them it was a hot-bed, a breeding 

ground of those dark offshoots of the civilised mind which the scientists tell us 

are the natural outcome of repressions and inhibitions. To them the old house was 

undergoing an upheaval, a volcano of long fermented trouble, and they were 

afraid of what they were about to find .(PF 49) 

It is an “asylum” and a “mausoleum,” a place where the drive is stifled, time is fixed, and 

desire does not have free play because Caroline still disciplines her children and nephew 

long after they should have passed into maturity (PF 33), as though to address a prior set 

of circumstances. Smoking and swearing are forbidden; the adult daughters may not take 

tea in bed; William has not been allowed to fill his late father’s yellow chair or take over 

his study. “I’m afraid one of us here has gone mad,” Joyce says; “[i]t might be — 

anybody. But I think they’re made in the — well, you know, the modern secret way, and 

they’ve killed Andrew because they couldn’t stand him any longer” (PF 89). The murder 

of one of the inhabitants is treated by the youngest generation as a logical consequence 
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of living in a state of ‘repression’ under their matriarch, a necessary escape from within 

the closed system of the house, where there is “no vent to the suppressed hatreds, petty 

jealousies, desires and impulses of any living soul under that roof” (PF 33). Even 

Campion falls into this pseudo-repressive reading: “That atmosphere of restraint which 

is so racking in adolescence was here applied to age... [he] experienced a fear of 

stumbling upon some weak spot where, beneath the rigid bond of repression, human 

nature had begun to ferment, to decay, to become vile” (PF 85-6). When the attacks 

within the house continue, they strike through denied sources of enjoyment: Julia is 

poisoned by her secret diet pills, taken with her forbidden morning tea, and William is 

wounded by a spring-blade concealed among Andrew’s things, searching for the alcohol 

that is his own weakness. It is worth noting here that William suffers from bouts of 

amnesia; lapses of memory which coincide with his alcoholism. These blackouts are 

really blankouts – the only way he can allow himself to indulge himself is to refuse to 

remember it, to engage in an evacuation of jouissance. The traps are designed to publicly 

reveal their victims to be less perfect Victorians than their mother, partakers in the 

jouissance she denies herself and hopes to deny them. Indeed, William’s wound is 

revealed as “a stain, black in the moonlight, [which] covered the hand and wrist and 

dripped terrifyingly from the finger-tips” (PF 117). 

Furthermore, the ‘murder weapon’ – the gun that put an end to Andrew’s life – is 

William’s service revolver, put away at the end of the war. It has been kept in the attic 

which was once William and Julia’s nursery, a “big dusty room […] still furnished with 

the grim relics of a Victorian nursery (PF 122). “Spartan” and spare, with “sternly 

religious” moral texts still hanging on the walls and iron bars of containment on the 

windows, “it probably looked much the same as it had done in the days when the young 

William and Julia had chased one another down it towards a little wicket gate which 

barred the exit at the top of the back stairs” (PF 122). It is not coincidental that this primal 

space of Victorian moral instruction and barring of desire is also the room from which 

both elements of the ‘murder weapon’ derive – the revolver and the curtain-cord Andrew 

uses to construct the self-firing mechanism with which to disguise his suicide as a murder. 

It is also, crucially, the space where the legacy of the First World War has long been 

concealed: where William has stored a trunk containing “a pair of knee boots, a khaki 

uniform, a pair of riding breeches, two pairs of slacks, a Sam Browne belt and a ‘brass 

hat’” (PF 123).  
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However, when Campion opens the holster on the belt, the revolver has, 

phantasmically, disappeared. This revolver is insistently claimed to be a gun without 

stain: Campion assures us that “this old boy has gone through two campaigns, including 

the Great War, without killing so much as a rabbit” (PF 157), while, in an utterance that 

compresses much of the xenophobic fear of otherness we see writ large elsewhere in the 

novel, William says of his war that “I was stationed at Montreuil-sur-Mer — not that it’s 

on the sea. Inaccurate people, these foreigners. I — er — had a staff job” (PF 120). For 

a space in the novel, however, it is also a gun which bears every stain; until the actual 

revolver is discovered, William’s gun is only inferentially linked to the death. All that 

can be deduced from the “army bullet” that killed Andrew is that it was from “the type of 

weapon which was used in the army during the late war, and of which there are, no doubt, 

many examples still unregistered in this country” (PF 185), any of which and all of which 

are potentially murderous. 

What is particularly interesting in this novel is the split which occurs in the threat 

to the Victorian matriarch, house, and family. George may be extraordinarily like 

William, but his real double is Andrew, the apparent murder victim. Andrew is a 

muckraker in the classic Stracheyan mould, and in disguising his suicide as a murder, he 

wants to besmirch his family. He is the prime mover, but George is a far more 

troublesome sort of stain. George, unlike Andrew, is what has been purged from the past, 

(a)voided, and has returned. Andrew, who doubles himself in the roles of both murderer 

and murder-victim, is engaged in whiting himself out: he attains his position of power 

over the other members of the family by deferring his own pleasure, and his position of 

superiority based on their inability to practise this deference themselves. Andrew is dead 

before the novel opens; he vanishes beyond the frame of the family group that is also the 

suspect-list, the only one apparently free of the dark cloud of suspicion. In the over-full, 

Victorian house, his room is marked by lack:  

A simple wooden stand with a small mirror above it served as a dressing-table and 

supported some half-dozen photographs. The simplicity and poverty of the room 

compared with the solid comfort of the rest of the house, was startling to the point 

of theatricality. (PF 92) 

This space would seem to suggest restraint and self-denial, but unlike Caroline’s ‘Georgian’ 

rooms, which testify to her self-control, or Julia’s be-frilled boudoir which reveals her lack 
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of it, Andrew’s room is a blind, yet another of his tricks and traps; “one of his elaborate 

insults to the rest of the family,” intended to signify his (self-inflicted) status as a poor 

relation, although previously it had been well-furnished (PF 92). “Andrew liked comfort 

quite as much as anybody” (PF 116). 

One thing his room is well-provided with is psychoanalytical literature. Andrew 

had taken his own “smack at the governor,” penning a Stracheyan biography (Hypocrites; 

or, The Mask of Learning), in the repressive hypothesis vein, about the family patriarch:  

Doctor Faraday, stripped of his academic honours, emerged as a narrow-minded, 

self-important man who hid his shortcomings beneath a hypocritical cloak of 

sanctity and his wife’s charm. Several slightly discreditable stories of his youth had 

been unearthed or invented by the industrious Andrew, and the learned Doctor 

appeared as little more than a pompous Victorian humbug with unexpected twists 

of character for which the modern psychologists have long and unpleasant names. 

(PF 114) 

This might constitute a return of stain in revealing the private enjoyments suppressed by 

the Doctor and Caroline in burnishing the Doctor’s reputation, but it does not surprise or 

shock. The patriarch’s son, William, concludes only that “the governor was human, like 

the rest of us,” and Campion is provoked by the book’s invective to “[feel] a little sorry 

for the defunct dignitary, whatever his private character had been” (PF 116). Its only 

effect is to recoil back on Andrew when he is cut out of Caroline’s will. 

Andrew repeats the pattern he claims to abhor: he maintains a whited façade of 

evacuated purity. He makes a hypocritical show of denial of enjoyment while engaged in 

secret pleasures, one of which is unmasking the failures of others. The little snares which 

employ their own forbidden pleasures to kill them are his posthumous legacy: his dead 

hand is active in the present. Like a true spectre, he is a “deconstructive figure hovering 

between life and death, presence and absence, and making established certainties 

vacillate.”57 “Andrew told me once that if he died first he would come back and haunt 

us,” Kitty says (PF 163). William, too, has an untimely presentiment of the truth: “I said, 

‘There’s Andrew lying in the mortuary making all this fuss’ — and he was. I was plumb 
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right” (PF 232). His greatest trap, however, is the Faraday house itself, and not because 

he has left it mined with sinister tricks. Andrew’s knowledge of anti-Victorianism and 

popular psychoanalysis allows him to frame the family as a guilty, tainted group even to 

each other. The repressive hypothesis offers itself too easily as an explanation to the three 

youngest characters in the book, keeping their gaze fixed on the living members of the 

family. It blinds them to Andrew’s dead-alive presence in the house, and the real circuits 

of fear and enjoyment which are at work in the murders. It is in anticipating the reaction 

to his suicide and the traps that all Andrew’s pleasure is located: but this is a pleasure 

whose full enjoyment he denies himself, because its fulfilment can occur only after his 

own death.  

 Andrew’s traps are treated within the novel as supernatural and uncanny as they 

occur, but the revelation of the mechanics of his plot works backwards to rob them of 

their phantasmic effect. It is through these “conjuring tricks” that we experience the 

fusion between George and Andrew in the novels:  

When you see a conjuring trick performed […] 

a genuine conjuring trick — you know the sort of thing I mean, a fellow cutting a 

woman in two upon the stage or fastening a n-gger in a basket and driving swords 

through the wickerwork — you are being offered circumstantial evidence of 

murder of the most damning kind, and yet no one is surprised when the lady walks 

on to the stage or the n-gger climbs out of the basket. (PF 70-1) 

Andrew’s tricks might be likened to a “n-gger in a basket,” but they are inconsequent. He 

can effect deaths, but not real, boundary-troubling chaos: once he is unmasked, his work 

falls flat. His biography only hurts himself. The crime with power in Police at the Funeral 

is his parents’ “criminal” marriage some sixty years prior. This is what Caroline considers 

“worse than murder,” the exposure she finds more painful in prospect than Andrew’s 

printed attack on her husband (PF 196). Its power over Caroline is far more total, and 

George’s threat to tell all he knows – “to place a short intimate biography of [himself] 

with several great newspapers” – keeps her frozen “quite still, no muscle of her face 

moving” (PF 185-6). George engages in all the enjoyments she has forbidden: he smokes 

forbidden cigarettes, which “had never before permeated the drawing-room,” and spits 

tobacco on the carpet, “[grinding] his heel into the soft pile with flagrant delight” (PF 

186). He gets filthy drunk, uses dirty language (“a single epithet the like of which had 
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never before defiled the stately precincts of Socrates Close”), and sits in the forbidden 

yellow chair kept empty since the patriarch’s death (PF 184). All the dust of the past 

coalesces and coheres in George, exploding all over the white-washed Victorian interiors 

of Socrates Close. George is jouissance unbound; all the power of the repressed, denied, 

and voided returning with destabilising impact to tear the static household apart. It is no 

coincidence that his entrance into the house is marked by “the white door of the sacred 

drawing-room at Socrates Close [shattering] open” (PF 183). “J’y suis, j’y reste,” George 

tells her – a famous claim of possession made by French general MacMahon after taking 

Malakoff during the siege of Sevastopol during the Crimean War (PF 186).58 Here, the 

imperial mandate of the Victorians encounters the otherness on which it was based.  

Such is the power previously imputed to Caroline that the reader, and the 

characters, expect a great struggle between George and Caroline in the library for 

possession of the house to ensue, a battle which she will swiftly win. However, Caroline 

offers no resistance at all. Campion guesses that the secret George taunts her with “may 

be something that would strike the ordinary man as comparatively slight. Cousin George 

may have had rickets as a child, or T.B., or been divorced” (PF 71). Thinking like a 

Victorian or an anti-Victorian like Andrew is necessary to solve the mystery, but 

Victorians, we are told again and again, do not think like “us”: their value systems, 

beliefs, and investment in the deferral or denial of pleasure is outdated. Their children’s 

generation are still engaged in a pseudo-Oedipal struggle, but the generation of their 

grandchildren is not. “This is the older generation’s affair; I just don’t count. I’m just 

looking on at something that is working itself out,” Joyce concludes. Andrew’s trap fails 

to ruin her engagement as intended because he is incapable of thinking beyond the 

Victorians. “If Marcus had been of my generation — delightful boy though he is — he 

might have thought twice about marrying a girl who had been involved in such a public 

scandal, however innocently. But times are changing rapidly. I don’t think Andrew 

realised that” (PF 229). 

In his insistent presence and possession, George makes Caroline face an 

unthinkable truth that moves beyond the Faraday family to besmirch and stain the British 

imperial project. He is not alone in his embrace of ‘bad’ behaviour. As Andrew’s pointed 

tricks have revealed, every member of the family except Caroline has been indulging in 

 
58 François Semur, “‘J’y suis, j’y reste,’” Historia, no. 9 (January-February 2013): 49-51. 



150 

 

the satiation of their instinctual drives; George merely takes it to excess. More 

importantly, he makes it undeniable that nothing separates the ‘civilised’ from those they 

think of as other. This is something the First World War, Freud argued, made all too clear, 

but it is also a truth which the nineteenth-century empire-builders always had access to, 

but chose to ignore. A little of The Origin of Species filters into Caroline’s voice when 

she refers to “the taint of heredity” and its ability to skip generations – just a touch of 

Darwinian ‘reversion’ – but the greater ramifications of Darwinism are not allowed 

access. As much under the power of this taboo as her children are under her own power, 

Caroline is willing to allow George free rein in her house and the real murderer to go 

uncaught if it means his relationship to them all will stay silent. This means allowing the 

desecration of the house and the continued attacks on the family: what is at stake is 

something less tangible and more powerful. This is something that the younger 

generations cannot understand; less self-identified with the imperial project, they have 

less at stake in concealing the truth.  
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Barring the past: At Bertram’s Hotel (1965) 

 

In 1965, when At Bertram’s Hotel was written and published, the relationship of the 

Victorian past to the present had altered irrevocably. Two wars lay between. Rather than 

representing everything suffocating, dusty, tasteless and encroaching, it had begun to seem 

halcyon – to the generations for whom it was history, not memory. As it began to move out 

of the twilight zone, its remnants seemed less like flotsam and jetsam and more like 

endangered relics. Bric-à-brac was seen as collectable, rather than trash: Victorian 

architecture began to seem solid rather than sordid. Kaplan suggests that by this period 

 

the dominant sense that the ‘Victorian,’ defined as a socially coherent world view, 

was definitively over – twice dead after the social and political transformations of 

two world wars – provided a psychological as well as cultural distance that rendered 

the Victorian period harmless in its ability to affect the present, and, as a 

consequence, ripe for reassessment and renarration.59 

 

That it was necessary for it to die more than once before it could be seen as desirable 

suggests how threatening it had once seemed. Only once most of those who could 

remember 1901 were gone could a broader public indulge in nostalgia. Christie, born in 

1890, had a more complicated relationship with the Victorian represented by her parents 

and grandparents than the majority of her readers in 1965 did. In At Bertram’s Hotel, the 

reappraisal of the Victorian is represented, but Christie maintains a perspective of her own: 

as with Sayers and Allingham, she is more interested in redefining and containing the power 

of the Victorian past to affect the present than in the heist-mystery that is ostensibly the 

novel’s subject. 

 

The new, privileged meaning of the Victorian can be seen in the fact that Bertram’s 

Hotel itself is explicitly a marvellous survival. “During the war, houses were demolished 

on the right of it, and a little further down on the left of it, but Bertram’s itself remained 

unscathed.”60 For much the same reason that an artist’s work increases in value after their 

death, scarcity made such houses more valuable in post-Blitz London. The loss of Victorian 

houses to bombing and 1950s slum clearances made those that remained all the more 
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desirable. There is, nevertheless, something uncanny about Bertram’s survival from this 

first description; it had been “scratched, bruised and marked” by passing decades and the 

Blitz, but restoration has removed all visible traces of time, so that “by 1955 it looked 

precisely as it had looked in 1939” (BH 1). To enter Bertram’s Hotel is to penetrate the 

past. “Inside, if this was the first time you had visited Bertram’s, you felt, almost with 

alarm, that you had re-entered a vanished world. Time had gone back. You were in 

Edwardian England once more” (BH 2). The receptionist, with her “frizzled yellowish hair 

(old-fashioned tongs, it suggested), black silk dress, a high bosom on which reposed a large 

gold locket and a cameo brooch” seems of a piece with the hotel (BH 7). An American 

guest exclaims delightedly that “It just is old England. So beautifully Edwardian. I just feel 

Edward the Seventh could walk right in any moment and sit down there for his afternoon 

tea” (BH 145). That quintessentially Edwardian ritual, “le five o’clock,” is still being 

performed, although, post-wars, it is, as one character observes, “as dead as the Dodo!” 

(BH 144). 

 

This introduction to Bertram’s is not a gentle invitation to forget the present and 

return to the past. Christie does not allow her readers to indulge in unmitigated nostalgia, 

even if her characters do. These survivals are marked from the beginning as wrong, and 

something about this desire to return as unhealthy. The dead should not walk; time should 

move forwards, not backwards. As with Sayers and Allingham, the possession of the living 

by the past is dangerous, but Christie is battling a different kind of enmeshed, simultaneous 

spectrality. There is no limit between death-in-life and life-in-death not because the past is 

oppressively encroaching on the present, but because the living are desirous of resurrecting 

what should be long dead. The clientele of “decayed aristocrats,” clergy and retired military 

gentlemen, is uncanny; such characters, however common to the detective novel, are out of 

time in 1960s London (BH 10). The novel stages three jarring juxtapositions between past 

and present, and the first brutally unmasks the mausoleum quality of this survival: 

 

Suddenly the doors were pushed open with violence—a violence quite unusual in 

Bertram’s Hotel—and a young man strode in and went straight across to the desk 

[...] His vitality was such that Bertram’s Hotel took on the atmosphere of a museum 

by way of contrast. The people were the dust-encrusted relics of a past age (BH 30). 
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Christie turns the same bright light on her own recurring character, Marple, who belongs 

to this crowd of untimely characters. She, too, has the “resurrected” quality of the should-

be-dead; she may look like “everybody’s universal great-aunt,” but as another character 

points out, “great-aunts aren’t much like that nowadays” (BH 131). One character says they 

had thought “old Jane Marple” was “dead years ago. Looks a hundred” (BH 5). 

 

 What ‘Victorian’ means across Christie’s oeuvre is always under pressure. When 

concentrated in Marple, Christie does not feel any need to project hostility onto the 

Victorian in order to move forward. Her Victorians are often valued elders who have much 

to offer the present, but rarely actors with any futurity of their own, much less desire to 

constrain or shape the future. Marple is the primary figure in which the Victorian is defined 

and contained in Christie’s fiction, and it is through her that the question of what ‘Victorian’ 

means is contested. When we first meet her in 1932, she is Victorianism incarnate in “a 

black brocade dress, very much pinched in round the waist. Mechlin lace was arranged in 

a cascade down the front of the bodice. She had on black lace mittens, and a black lace cap 

surmounted the piled-up masses of her snowy hair.”61  Her nephew jests that she is “a 

perfect Period Piece […] Victorian to the core,” and that “all her dressing tables have their 

legs swathed in chintz.”62 This image has long been used as a clinching example of 

repressive Victorian prudery. “Out came the drapings for the piano-legs – was it the high 

polish which was vulnerable, or were legs just such things that should not be seen? A 

conspiracy of silence was established on the subject of sex which has never been 

completely broken up.”63 As Matthew Sweet points out, this piano-leg myth, “so attuned 

to post-Victorian prejudices about the nineteenth century” operates in the cultural 

imagination as both historical fact and a synecdoche for Victorian sensibilities, seductively 

– if illusively – allowing the generation after to define itself against hypocritical, hysterical, 

naïve Victorians.64  

This popular image of Victorianism is deconstructed again and again in Christie’s 

novels through the figure of Marple. The cliché is reversed, and it is the condescending 

modern generation which is unmasked as naïve and hysterical: 

 

 
61 Agatha Christie, “The Tuesday Night Club,” in Miss Marple and the Thirteen Problems [1932] (London: 

Penguin, 1953), 9. “The Tuesday Night Club” was first published in The Royal Magazine, December 1927. 
62 Agatha Christie, Sleeping Murder [1965] (London, Collins, 1997), 26. 
63 Harman Grisewood, Ideas and Beliefs of the Victorians: A Historic Re-Evaluation of the Victorian Age 

(London: Sylvan Press, 1949), 351. 
64 Matthew Sweet, Inventing the Victorians (London: Faber, 2001), xiii. 
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Now young people nowadays—they talk very freely about things that weren’t 

mentioned in my young days, but on the other hand their minds are terribly 

innocent. They believe in everyone and everything. And if one tries to warn them, 

ever so gently, they tell one that one has a Victorian mind—and that, they say, is 

like a sink.65  

 

Sinks, too, come in for positive re-definition: “It’s the most necessary thing in any house; 

but, of course, not romantic.”66 Thirty years after first making this argument, Christie is 

still arguing for the knowingness and ‘hygienic’ utility of the dirty Victorian mind.67 This 

reworked relationship of ‘modern’ and ‘Victorian’ is what comes to define the period in 

Christie’s work. “Modern girls are easily shocked… [but] you can’t really shock a sweet 

mid-Victorian. They say so little, but always think the worst.”68 As Christie tells us 

approvingly, repeatedly, “[there] was no foolish optimism about the Victorians. They could 

believe the worst with the utmost ease.”69 

 

As a Victorian, Marple has no business in the Bertram’s lobby in 1965. The elderly 

spinster introduced in the 1927 story ‘The Tuesday Night Club’ should have been “dead 

years ago” by 1965, and exposing this is part of Christie’s greater, anti-nostalgic agenda. 

Like the hotel itself, Marple is a hauntological figure, distorting time and space by denying 

the passage of time, persisting without properly marking its changes. As Marion Shaw and 

Sabine Vanacker have observed, although Marple is always a few decades out of fashion 

in any novel, this updates with the passing decades, keeping her in the same relation to the 

present moment even as time moves inexorably forward.70 In 1932 she is dressed like 

Queen Victoria; in 1953, her outdated garb is Edwardian. By 1971, in her chronologically 

last appearance, her out-of-date clothes have become interwar in style: “a light tweed suit, 

a string of pearls and a small velvet toque.”71 She is always-changing and never-changing, 

never dying but not plausibly alive. Her home of St. Mary’s Mead is no nostalgically 

unmediated “sweet unspoilt village”; it has slowly updated over its timeline in the novels, 

 
65 Agatha Christie, “A Christmas Tragedy,” Miss Marple and the Thirteen Problems [1932] (London: 

Penguin, 1953), 152; italics in original. 
66 Christie, “A Christmas Tragedy,” 52. 
67 Christie, 4.50 From Paddington,104. 
68  Christie, A Pocketful of Rye, 159. 
69 Christie, Dumb Witness, 32. 
70 Marion Shaw and Sabine Vanacker, Reflecting on Miss Marple (New York: Routledge, 1991), 48. 
71 Agatha Christie, Nemesis [1971] (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1989), 17. 
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losing its gentry, inviting in outsiders, petrol stations, and even a “new Building Estate” 

(BH 12). Time passes in Christie’s work, and when it is stagnant – as in the ‘pocket’ of 

time in The Moving Finger – it is suspicious.  

 

 Bertram’s Hotel, in contrast, not only offers a desirable and nostalgic return to the 

past, it offers a return to a sanitised and edited version of the past. That much about the past 

is desirable is not denied. Readers are invited to voyeuristically enjoy its pleasures: 

seedcakes and muffins with real butter, “proper eggs,” doughnuts with “rich red real 

strawberry jam,” old-fashioned English breakfasts served from the sideboard (BH 47, 18; 

italics in original). Coal fires and brass scuttles adorn the lounge, shining “the way they 

used to shine when Edwardian housemaids polished them, […] filled with exactly the 

rightsized lumps of coal”; old-fashioned conveniences like smoking rooms and writing 

rooms are on offer (BH 2). There is even a real chambermaid “looking unreal, wearing a 

striped lavender print dress and actually a cap, a freshly laundered cap,” and a member of 

“that long vanished species,” a butler, who still presides over the “ritual” of afternoon tea 

(BH 46-7; italics in original). The word “ritual,” of course, is a freighted one, and here I 

return to Nora’s definition of the borderline between memoire and histoire: history is that 

which has passed out of daily life and daily observance, and memory is that which is still 

alive. We create lieux de memoire because we have lost “real environments of memory.”72 

This is the most seductive lure of Bertram’s as whole: it suggests that the lost past is neither 

lost nor past. As Nora observes, “memory is a perpetually actual phenomenon, a bond tying 

us to the eternal present; history is a representation of the past.”73 Every gesture in such an 

actual environment is “experienced as the ritual repetition of a timeless practice in a 

primordial identification of act and meaning,” which self-consciousness and performance 

irretrievably destroys.74 As soon as mediation or distance appears, we move from memoire 

to histoire; to “the reconstruction, always problematic and incomplete, of what is no 

longer.”75  

 

 Bertram’s nostalgic appeal allows the structure to function on two levels as a blind. 

Within the novel, it acts as a cover for a criminal enterprise which is able to hide behind its 

 
72 Nora, 8. 
73 Nora, 8. 
74 Nora, 8. 
75 Nora, 8. 
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solid, stable façade. On a second level, it seems to offer what Kaplan has suggested is the 

primary purpose of detective novels by Christie: the pleasure of “a social order that is 

decidedly on the wane, if it has not actually disappeared from the real world some decades 

before.”76 A closer reading of At Bertram’s Hotel reveals that Christie, is, in fact, deeply 

sceptical of such pleasures. Rather than offering “what is no longer real,” Bertram’s 

problematises all such nostalgic returns while acknowledging their power. Such persistence 

of the past is uncanny: the elderly guests might have been natural fifty years earlier,  

 

but they weren’t very natural now. Elderly people nowadays weren’t like elderly 

people then—they had that worried harried look of domestic anxieties with which 

they are too tired to cope, or they rushed around to committees and tried to appear 

bustling and competent, or they dyed their hair gentian blue, or wore wigs, and their 

hands were not the hands she remembered, tapering, delicate hands —they were 

harsh from washing up and detergents… (BH 46) 

 

Marple tells herself that her “curious feeling of uneasiness” is unjustified – “well, so these 

people didn’t look real. But the point was that they were real” (BH 45-6; italics in original).  

 

Christie’s point, in contrast, is that they are not: the vast majority of the guests are 

revealed to be “so much mise-en-scène,” either given special rates to stay at the hotel and 

serve as props, or actors playing roles (BH 10). “The genuine and the phony are mixed-up 

very cleverly” (BH 252). The hotel is a stage set, its spectacular observance of vanished 

rituals a performance for tourists – and a cover for criminal activity. Bertram’s seems to 

offer the ability to step back in time, but what it offers is a facsimile past subtly managed 

and selected for the consumption of the present:  

 

The place has got to look Edwardian, but it’s got to have the modern comforts that 

we take for granted in these days. Our old dears—if you will forgive me referring 

to them as that—have got to feel that nothing has changed since the turn of the 

century, and our travelling clients have got to feel they can have period 

surroundings, and still have what they are used to having at home, and can’t really 

live without! (BH 10; italics in original) 

 

 
76 Cora Kaplan, “An Unsuitable Genre for a Feminist,” Women’s Review 8 (1986): 18-19. 
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Bertram’s provides central heating, showers, and even – quel sacrilège! – a television room, 

but these affordances are concealed from the genuine British guests who provide the 

“English atmosphere” the Americans seek (BH 129). As Bertram’s proprietor 

acknowledges, their American guests “expect this country to be—well, I won’t go back as 

far as Dickens, but they’ve read Cranford and Henry James, and they don’t want to find 

this country just the same as their own!” (BH 9). They demand a reproduction of the past 

which is robbed of everything difficult or confronting: different, but not différant. 

 

 Christie, therefore, is engaged in an anti-nostalgic enterprise, one which both 

reveals the impossibility of returning to the past wie es eigentlich gewesen and the danger 

of reconstructing history for the demands of the present. Writing within a genre that 

generally does precisely that – or which is, at least, certainly credited with peddling 

comfortable nostalgia – her agenda in this late novel is revisionist, if gentle. Marple sadly 

admits that Bertram’s is not real at all. It is a work of art, and an impressive one, but not a 

milieux de memoire:  

 

It seemed wonderful at first—unchanged you know—like stepping back into the 

past —to the part of the past that one had loved and enjoyed […] But of course, it 

wasn’t really like that. I learned (what I suppose I really knew already) that one can 

never go back, that one should not ever try to go back—that the essence of life is 

going forward. Life is really a One Way Street, isn’t it? (BH 188) 

 

I stated earlier that when detective fiction confronts the Victorian past, it is always more 

interested in laying that past to rest than recovering it, in sealing the coffins rather than 

talking to the dead. Christie is less hostile to the Victorian than her peers, but her desire to 

leave the Victorians behind is equally strong, manifesting itself as an investment in linear 

progression and a correlating desire to break the circuit of desire which carries the reader 

back to the past.  

 There is a tension here between the inherent circularity of the detective novel as 

a form, and the linear progression demanded by anti-Victorianism. Anti-Victorianism, as 

an enterprise, is inherently progressivist and anti-historical, desirous of inflicting or 

receiving that mythical wound, the ‘clean break’ with the past. In contrast, detective fiction, 

with its repetitive return, is formally invested in recovering a ‘real’ version of the past, and 

insistent that this enterprise is possible. Christie takes up a complicated position here,  



158 

 

refusing to reject the past while simultaneously insisting that it is irrecoverable, while a 

satisfying denouement of her mystery demands that, within At Bertram’s Hotel, past events 

will be accurately reconstructed. This is managed within the novel by three collisions where 

the present irrupts into the phantasmic past, rather than vice versa.  

 

 The first, already mentioned, reveals the unreal quality of the guests occupying 

the hotel lounge; Ladislaus Malinski, the intruder, is marked not only by youth and vitality, 

but by association with racing-cars and “long-haired crooners,” representative of the 

present as Marple is of the past. The second collision is more decidedly hauntological. 

Canon Pennyfather, one of the hotel’s mise-en-scène guests, is an unworldly character from 

before the world wars whose unlikely survival in 1965 is marked by his unmooring in time. 

His tenuous grasp of the present is both thematic and actual; tremendously absent-minded, 

the canon manages to confuse his dates and miss an overseas trip. Returning to his hotel 

room early, he confronts something that shocks him so greatly he is easily overtaken and 

knocked out – and this meeting stages again the juxtaposition of past and present, real and 

unreal. The confrontation disables Canon Pennyfather not because he sees a stranger in his 

rooms, but because he sees himself: “I distinctly saw myself sitting in a chair facing me. As 

you say, dear lady, a doppelgänger” (BH 241; italics in original). It functions within the 

novel as part of the criminal plot, where alibis are provided for train robbers by their 

assumption of the identities of  the ‘real people’ staying at Bertram’s, but this is not a 

moment where the entrance of the ‘real’ – Pennyfather himself – points up the falsity of the 

‘unreal’ actor-criminal disguised as him. The performance is almost completely convincing 

and entirely destabilising. As Rodolphe Gasché has stated, there is never just one phantasm, 

for “the phantasmic is the space in which representation is fragmented.”77 Both are 

implausible: the rather laboured train-robbery subplot, and the existence of such a figure as 

Pennyfather in 1965. He might have been natural fifty years ago, but he is not now. The 

third collision, between Bess Sedgwick and her estranged daughter, Elvira, also features a 

fragmentation and confusion of identity. Their “strong superficial likeness” causes the 

Inspector to confuse Elvira for Bess in the fog, but seeing them together face-to-face in 

better light has the same effect as Ladislaus in the hotel lounge, and different outcome to 

 
77 Rodolphe Gasché, “The Witch Metapsychology,” trans. Julian Patrick, in Returns of the ‘French Freud’: 

Freud, Lacan, and Beyond, ed. Todd Dufresne (New York: Routledge, 1997), 172. 
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that of Pennyfather and ‘himself’. Viewing the similar mother and daughter side-by-side 

reveals the ‘real’ thing and its poor facsimile, to Bess’s credit. 

 Marple is one of the two people in the novel who are able to perceive the unreality 

of Bertram’s from the outset; fittingly, she is also the one to see both Pennyfather and his 

doppelgänger and to distinguish them clearly. The other, Chief-Inspector Davy, is able to 

see not only the difference in quality between Bess and Elvira, but through Bertram’s 

charm to the financial operation behind it. As Wolfreys observes, “to ‘see’ something is, 

however precariously, to initiate a process of familiarization, of anthropomorphising 

domestication.”78 It works against haunting, which is resistant to being seen completely 

or represented wholly. The phantasmic, in his reading, is not about ‘seeing’ a ghost: it is 

about disturbance which persists despite “the apparent fact” of perception, disruption 

which is “irreducible to a simple, stabilised representation.”79 Christie works to close 

these gaps in structure and representation, to contain this excess. Bertram’s is penetrated 

and made knowable by those who can perceive as well as see, and by revealing the 

nostalgia-trap, she offers her readers the ability to perceive, too. In At Bertram’s Hotel, 

readers can enjoy the imagined past they desire, but at the same time they remain aware 

that this is an illusion, and their access to the true past is barred. What they get in 

exchange, in this system of commodification, is the pleasure of being aware of the 

difference, a sense of superiority over the neo-Victorian and neo-Edwardian fetishists the 

novel lampoons.  

 The line between Victorian and Edwardian might seem to have been muddied in 

my discussion of At Bertram’s Hotel thus far, but this is in part due to the exigency of 

1965, which has drawn Marple ineluctably over the line between Victorian and 

Edwardian as a necessary condition of her continued existence. However, the Victorian 

still exists within At Bertram’s Hotel, even if it has receded a generation, to the borders 

of the twilight zone. Marple recounts an Edwardian girlhood that makes a nonsense of 

her first appearance in ‘The Tuesday Night Club’ in 1927, but her memory of the 

Victorians is still alive. The Army and Navy Stores had been “a haunt” of her aunt, and 

bring back to Marple’s mind her Victorian aunt “settling herself comfortably in a chair, 

wearing a bonnet and what she always called her “black poplin” mantle,” engaged in 

 
78 Wolfreys, Victorian Hauntings, 6. 
79 Wolfreys, Victorian Hauntings, 6. 
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comfortable, leisurely shopping (BH 68).80 Revisiting them in 1965 and finding them 

“quite unrecognisable” after “a good many face lifts,” Marple does not mourn: “though 

throwing a kindly and indulgent smile at the past, [she] did not object to the amenities of 

the present” (BH 69). This is the behaviour Christie models for her readers, and which 

Marple has learned from her own Victorian models. Apropos of the need to bring the 

deception of the hotel to an end, Marple shares this lesson:  

‘[W]e went to have tea at the Elysée Hotel. And my grandmother looked round, 

and she said suddenly, ‘Clara, I do believe I am the only woman here in a bonnet!’ 

And she was, too! When she got home she packed up all her bonnets, and her 

beaded mantles too—and sent them off—’ 

‘To the Jumble Sale?’ inquired Father, sympathetically. 

‘Oh no. Nobody would have wanted them at a jumble sale. She sent them to a 

theatrical Repertory Company. They appreciated them very much’ (BH 188) 

Her Victorian grandmother provides the lesson that so many patronising Bertram’s Hotel 

fail to see: that once something is no longer part of daily practice, it has moved into the 

realm of mémoire, and all attempts to maintain it can only be performance. This is a lesson 

Marple herself puts into practice. She is able to enjoy old sites of memory while not 

insisting that the past remain static or stagnant:  

One afternoon she could be seen walking happily and nostalgically round Evelyn 

Gardens or Onslow Square murmuring softly, ‘Yes, that was Mrs. Van Dylan’s 

house. Of course it looks quite different now. They seem to have remodelled it. 

Dear me, I see it’s got four bells. Four flats, I suppose. Such a nice old-fashioned 

square this always was.’ (BH 111; italics in original) 

Even when sites have been replaced by “a great deal of gleaming concrete” or “a vast 

skyscraper building of modernistic design,” Marple tells herself “There must be progress 

I suppose” (BH 111-2; italics in original). 

 
80 This is clearly an act of reminiscence on Christie’s own part; in An Autobiography, she recalls her own 

grandmother and great aunt shopping at the Army and Navy Stores, “the hub of the universe to the two sisters” 

(Agatha Christie, An Autobiography (New York: Dodd, Mead, 1977), 471). 
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This lesson has not been learned by Elvira, the murderer at the heart of At Bertram’s 

Hotel. Her mother is a woman with a past, one filled with scandal, adventure, divorces and 

war heroism, while her teenage daughter has been carefully kept away from her influence, 

raised by trustees. However, the past means very little to Bess and a great deal to Elvira. 

Confronted by the semi-spectral appearance in the fog of a man she eloped with in her 

youth, Bess’s response is to laugh. Past indiscretions have no power over her: 

 

Who was ever going to worry about something that had happened in Ireland years 

ago? The whole thing was over and done with […] It seemed just a silly little 

incident. An incident I wanted to forget. I put it aside with the things—the very 

many things—that don’t matter in life. (BH 248) 

 

Bess laments later that she might have been able to teach Elvira this insouciance – “showed 

her how it didn’t matter” – but she does not, and Elvira becomes obsessed by the past to 

the point of ruining the present (BH 250). Her mother’s first husband threatens the validity 

of the later marriage which produced Elvira and her trust fund, and because she has never 

learned the lesson Bess and Marple know – that parts of the past must be forgotten in order 

to exist – she returns to it to stage his murder. 

 

Both appearances of this husband, Michael Gorman, take place in the fog. Fog 

becomes the marker of threatening irruptions from the past: not the past which has been 

carefully preserved, but the past as threat, the parts of the past which one does not want to 

remember. In At Bertram’s Hotel fog removes the borders between past and present, Elvira 

and Bess, real and facsimile, accident and murder. Fog is treated as a natural space for 

criminality (“you get a lot of that sort of thing in fogs, don’t you? Snatch and grab—

handbags—that sort of thing?” BH 103), but there is nothing generically innocent about the 

use of fog here. “I won’t go back as far as Dickens,” the proprietor of Bertram’s says, but 

the fog will take us back to the gaslit London of Jack the Ripper, the swirling mists in 

Conan Doyle’s The Sign of the Four (1890); to the famous opening scene of Dickens’s 

Bleak House (1853) where the fog complicates any sense of temporality, so much that “it 

would not [seem] wonderful to meet a megalosaurus, forty feet long or so…” (BH 9).81 As 

soon as London fogs ceased to occur in the mid-twentieth century, Christine L. Corton has 

argued, they came to signify nineteenth-century London to the exclusion of historical 

 
81 Charles Dickens, Bleak House [1853] (London: Penguin, 1974), 49. 
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accuracy; more specifically, they came to signify Victorian crime.82 As she notes, “fog 

became a symbol for the threat to the clear outlines of a hierarchical social order as it 

dissolved moral boundaries and replaced reassuring certainties with obscurity and doubt.”83 

“The unheimlich mist called hill-fog” is one of the examples of the examples Freud gives 

in ‘The Uncanny’ because of its ability to make the familiar unfamiliar: it is also 

particularly hauntological in that it obscures and distorts, blurs boundaries and disrupts 

ontologies, pollutes what is clean.84 It is within the fog and taking advantage of its cover 

that Elvira stages her ‘accident’ in At Bertram’s Hotel, giving an account of Gorman’s 

death which is too freighted with echoes of Victorian novels to be anything but a 

performance. She claims to have heard someone walking behind her – “in a fog like this, it 

gives you a nervous feeling” – and to have been shot at by this mysterious stalker; when 

Gorman, the hotel commissionaire, came to her rescue, the attacker shot him, too, before 

disappearing (BH 203). Behind the fog, of course, what happened is simple: Elvira saw in 

Gorman a threat from the past to her present, and shot him herself. The villain with the gun 

disappears into the fog because he never existed, a phantasm of the imagination.  

 

  Wolfreys has argued that literary texts are always hauntological structures, “neither 

dead nor alive […] they hover at the very limits between living and dying.”85 They partake 

in their own haunting, and they are haunted by earlier iterations of the form. Elvira draws 

on a rich heritage of nineteenth-century novels in which anything might happen in the fog, 

a place where confusion and criminality is natural, but the plot behind her plot is equally 

steeped in the past. The discovery of her mother’s bigamy sends Elvira on a frantic voyage 

to Ireland to go hunting up marriage registers: this could be the plot of a Victorian novel, a 

re-aligned The Woman in White with the young ingénue in place of the villain. The past has 

too much power over Elvira, and as a result there is nothing original about her actions, no 

desire to strive for anything new. She can only repeat and perform tropes which already 

exist, follow simple patterns as unenthusiastically as she supposes she will go to secretary 

school. Bess, on the other hand, “is something rather special […] rather a wonderful 

 
82 As Christine L. Corton observes, there was no fog on any of the nights punctuated by Ripper killings; “the 

signifier has completely obliterated the history…. Viewers now would probably not find a television depiction 

of the Ripper murders without fog in the background credible.” Similarly, few Conan Doyle stories actually 

feature fog; but fog, she notes, has become part of its set of signifiers. London Fog: The Biography 

(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2015), 330; 327. 
83 Corton, 86. 
84 Sigmund Freud, “The Uncanny,” in The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund 

Freud, trans. and ed. James Strachey (London: Hogarth Press, 1955), 224. 
85 Wolfreys, Victorian Hauntings, xii. 
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person”; an original even in crime, because the brilliant ploy of Bertram’s Hotel as façade 

is her own design (BH 30). Her complicated plot is difficult to unsnarl: Elvira’s intertextual 

plotting is easily recognised and untangled as a restaging. As the Inspector observes, 

“[simple] patterns are often too good to be true. The pattern of this murder the other night 

was like that” (BH 250). Bess failed to impress on her daughter the lesson Marple learned 

from her female ancestors, the historiographical lesson Christie wants her readers to take 

away from her novel. As the Victorian and Edwardian retreat into the distance and begin 

to be repurposed for the present as a desirable, usable past, readers should enjoy whatever 

pleasure recollection brings them, but they must not confuse reconstruction for reality.
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Chapter Four: Shell Craters 

This parting of the ways… this crack across the table of History.1 

Introduction 

 

I have argued previously that detective fiction is formally invested in processing and 

managing the historical past for its readers. More specifically, there is a clear pattern of 

epistemological desire in the work of the major ‘Golden Age’ writers: in their engagement 

with the medieval past that insists it is still present, in their desire to re-perform and restage 

Shakespearean pastness, and in their  manifest desire to manage the suffocating and over-

present Victorian past. When it comes to the more recent past, to novels which deal directly 

with the First World War, that active engagement disappears. The majority of interwar 

novels by the writers under discussion constantly defer the experience and trauma of recent 

war via avoidance, slippage, and memory loss. The recent past is to be escaped, denied; it 

may be allowed into the text, but the text then works to contain and suppress it. Judith 

Herman has stated that “the ordinary response to atrocities is to banish them from 

consciousness. Certain violations of the social compact are too terrible to utter aloud: this 

is the meaning of the word unspeakable. Atrocities, however, refuse to be buried.”2 

Trauma, like murder, will out. In interwar detective fiction, the atrocity of the First World 

War is generally handled in smaller, more discrete ways than an address to the whole would 

require, primarily in the individual murders which critics including Light and Plain have 

read as a strategy for processing the war itself. A better question, however, might be why 

the emotional and affective impact of the war is rarely invoked directly. It is usually muted 

in affect, often reduced to biographical detail and the proliferation of retired service 

weapons which surface continually but never in the hands to which they belong. The three 

novels I discuss here are unusual in that war and the damage it has left behind enters the 

confines of the text directly. I examine The Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club by Sayers, 

The ABC Murders by Christie, and Traitor’s Purse by Allingham. Bellona Club and The 

ABC Murders are the most explicit and direct novels in the oeuvre of either author when it 

comes to representing the First World War; Traitor’s Purse, however, was written during 

and set within the Second World War. Unlike Allingham’s later wartime novel, Coroner’s 

 
1 Ford Madox Ford, Parade’s End [1924-1928] (London: Penguin, 2002), 510. The line pertains to the 

Armistice of 11 November 1918. 
2 Judith Harman, Trauma and Recovery: The Aftermath of Violence – From Domestic Abuse to Political 

Terror (New York: Basic Books, 2015), 1. 
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Pidgin (1945), Traitor’s Purse’s textual strategy clearly replicates the earlier, post-First 

World War manner of representing, containing, and eluding direct engagement with war 

trauma, but reshapes and re-employs it in order to respond directly to the retraumatising 

experience of the Second World War. 

 In detective fiction where the war remains only implicit, it remains outside the 

narrative, and occurs and recurs in it only symptomatically, or robbed of affect. In the texts 

under discussion, war is wound too tightly around the murder to be solved, and to solve the 

murder requires addressing and engaging with war itself. What is fascinating is that The 

Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club, The ABC Murders, and Traitor’s Purse each engage 

in a period of amnesia which mimics the larger forgetting of novels which defer dealing 

with the war; the temporary space where the war barely existed and for which, it has been 

argued, people turned to detective fiction in the 1920s and 1930s.3 This amnesia, in fact, is 

something that, in fact, becomes explicitly part of the text in Bellona Club. Speaking about 

his recovery after the War, Wimsey says “I read detective stories, too. They were about the 

only thing I could read. All the others had the War in them—or love… or some damn’ thing 

I didn’t want to think about.”4 Each novel attempts to evade the war by splitting the 

affective experience of the war from the main narrative, concealing it in blank spaces, 

silences, and formal amnesia. To fill in these blanks means accepting that the war has 

happened, and that its losses are real. As Cynthia Asquith noted in 1918, peace “will require 

more courage than anything that has gone before… One will have to look at long vista[s] 

again, instead of short ones, and one will at last fully recognise that the dead are not only 

dead for the duration of the war.”5 In many ways, like the war dead themselves, the war 

failed to ‘come home’ after the First World War: in the spaces of detective fiction it rarely 

did.  

Sayers is the writer who deals most obviously with the impact of the First World 

War, but in certain of her novels it appears only obliquely, if at all (Unnatural Death, Strong 

 
3 “You know here will be no loving description of the details of physical violence. You know that, although 

the murderer is going to be hanged, you will be kept well at a distance from this displeasing event. You know 

that although people may fall in love, you will not be regaled with the physical details of what they do in bed. 

You know, relaxing with a Christie, that for an hour or two you can forget the authentic nastiness of life and 

submerge yourself in a world where, no matter how many murders may take place, you are essentially in 

never-never land.” Edmund Crispin, “The Mistress of Simplicity: A Conversation with H. R. F. Keating” in 

Agatha Christie: First Lady of Crime, ed. H. R. F. Keating (London: Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1977), 48. 
4 Dorothy L. Sayers, The Unpleasantness At The Bellona Club [1928] (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 2003), 

238. Henceforth cited within the text. 
5 Cynthia Asquith, “The Prospect of Peace” in Women’s Writing of the First World War: An Anthology, ed. 

Angela K. Smith (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2000), 324. 
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Poison, The Documents in the Case). Allingham, Christie and Marsh in general do not want 

to tidy up detritus left by the First World War, but to defer dealing with its emotive impact, 

again and again. Christie’s first novel, The Mysterious Affair At Styles, has a unique status 

among these novels: it is both the novel most commonly placed as starting the ‘Golden 

Age’ of detective fiction, and the earliest novel by any of the five writers discussed in this 

thesis. It is also the only novel written during the First World War and set during it rather 

than afterwards. The war is still happening outside the bounds of the manor house and 

village where the novel is set; but for Hastings, the wounded soldier recuperating there, it 

seems “another world”: “As one looked out over the flat Essex country, lying so green and 

peaceful under the afternoon sun, it seemed almost impossible to believe that, not so very 

far away, a great war was running its appointed course.”6 Young women might be in nurse 

uniforms, and great ladies busy running charity bazaars, but otherwise the war is not felt. 

More than that, as Hastings notes, “it was a slack time […] the war was momentarily 

inactive.”7 Hastings is never used to process or assimilate any affective impact of war 

throughout the space of Christie’s novels, although he is marked throughout them as a 

survivor of the war. Passing through Amiens in The Murder on the Links (1923), the name 

“awakened many memories,” but these remain outside the space of the book; all Hastings 

offers is that he went through it “pretty well […] I was wounded once, and after the Somme 

they invalided me out altogether.”8  

Even in The Secret Adversary (1922), whose protagonists are recently demobilised, 

their war experience is described as of biographical interest, but its emotive impact is 

denied, even though its plot revolves around a deferred matter from the war: papers of 

national interest entrusted to an American, whose capture by a Bolshevik enemy prevents 

them from being delivered. Feigning amnesia during the war and its immediate aftermath 

allows Jane Finn to preserve them, at the cost of her own identity – as she puts it, “I had 

almost hypnotised [myself]… I was so bent on playing the part of Janet Vandemeyer that 

my nerves began to play tricks. I became really ill.”9 Jane becomes not only unsure of 

herself, but of her place in time, and her mission – “I wasn’t even unhappy in the end – just 

apathetic. Nothing seemed to matter.”10 The only other time, save in The ABC Murders, 

 
6 Christie, The Mysterious Affair at Styles, 3.  
7 Christie, The Mysterious Affair at Styles, 106. 
8 Christie, The Murder on the Links, 8. 
9 Agatha Christie, The Secret Adversary [1922] (New York: Bantam, 1967), 207. 
10 Christie, The Secret Adversary, 207. 
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that the First World War seems to come home in Christie’s work is in The Murder at the 

Vicarage (1930). Lawrence Redding claims to have committed a murder without giving 

any motive, and for the men discussing the case, shell-shock seems like an answer to this 

absence: “He always struck me as a decent young chap. Perhaps they’ll think out some kind 

of defence for him. Aftereffects of war, shell shock, or something.”11 When it becomes 

clear that he did not commit the murder he has confessed to, shell shock or neurasthenia 

again is offered as a potential explanation for why Redding is “only too anxious to be 

hanged, so to speak […] There’s a lot of gentlemen went a bit barmy after the war.”12 The 

matter is raised only to be banished again when Redding turns out to have a logical motive 

for his false confession.  

Otherwise, in Christie, the war is treated largely as a way of placing events in time, 

and as a matter of biographical detail. Whether victims and potential murderers had a good 

war or not comes up in The Murder on the Links and The Seven Dials Mystery (1929), and 

in The Mystery of the Blue Train (1928) it is problematised: judging a man by his putative 

war record becomes very dangerous. The war often functions in Christie as a way to disrupt 

and launder identity; this happens in The Man in the Brown Suit (1924) and Murder in 

Mesopotamia (1936). Otherwise, it serves primarily as the generating source of a number 

of loosely-tracked service revolvers and other wartime weapons, which recur out of place 

and time in Murder on the Links and Peril at End House (1932). Wartime weapons pop up, 

too, in Allingham’s Police at the Funeral (1931), and cartridges prepared by a former 

soldier cause confusion in Marsh’s Enter a Murderer (1935). Tey’s two interwar detective 

novels are entangled with the First World War, but do not make their peace with it: in The 

Man in the Queue (1929), the anatomical precision of the wound suggests the greater 

intimacy with the body and with death that is also the chief inheritance of war in novels by 

Sayers: there, too, we find an “ordinary service revolver of a type which since the war has 

been as common in Britain as grandfather clocks.”13  

Tey is also closer to Sayers than Allingham, Marsh, or Christie in seeing the impact 

of the war as being as much emotional and psychological as autobiographical. In A Shilling 

For Candles (1936), the war is explicitly understood as a trauma:  

 
11 Agatha Christie, The Murder at the Vicarage [1930] (London: Fontana, 1961), 50. 
12 Christie, The Murder at the Vicarage. 74. 
13 Josephine Tey, The Man in the Queue [1929] (Simon and Schuster: New York, 1995), 22.  
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‘We came through the war well, but perhaps the effort was too great. It left us—

epileptic. Great shocks do, sometimes.’ He was silent for a moment, evidently 

seeing it all again in his mind’s eye. ‘I’ve seen machine guns turned on troops in 

the open—in China—and rebelled against the slaughter. But I would have seen that 

subhuman mass of hysteria riddled this morning with more joy than I can describe 

to you. Not because it was—Christ, but because they made me ashamed of being 

human, of belonging to the same species.’14 

In this paragraph, many threads of the novels to be discussed which do directly engage with 

the war can already be seen: the war as a great shock which has left post-war Britain as a 

traumatised, epileptic subject, suffering recurring fits of amnesia. Worse, it is suggested, 

war has led to deadening and brutalisation on a national and a personal level. What is 

fascinating here is the splitting between someone who has seen wide-scale, militarised 

death and been shocked by it, and the violence of his desire to turn that artillery fire on 

civilian women who express their grief at his wife’s funeral too strongly to be borne; so 

strongly that he views them as subhuman as well as hysteric. They are to be expelled and 

suppressed with excessive force, while his own mourning is appropriately ‘quiet.’15 

Peter Hühn has suggested that detective fiction is, in effect, fiction without 

remainder: fiction which cleanly “consumes itself” in the process of reading, and which 

therefore does not offer itself to future rereading or to problematisation after the act of 

reading is over.16 Slavoj Žižek argues, similarly, that the reader’s pleasure in the detective 

novel derives from a feeling of libidinal guilt, because they include themselves in the 

traditional statement made by the detective to a room of gathered suspects – any of you 

could have committed this crime – and therefore achieve readerly satisfaction when the 

detective closes all other narrative possibilities of guilt by consolidating blame in the 

scapegoat-murderer, absolving the reader of this libidinal burden.17 This tallies with 

Auden’s given reasons for enjoying detective fiction: to see “[a false] innocence which is 

discovered to contain guilt” expel that guilt, and to enjoy a cathartic pleasurable return to a 

state of ‘real innocence.’18 The Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club, The ABC Murders, 

 
14 Josephine Tey, A Shilling For Candles [1936] (Random House: London, 2011), 82. 
15 Tey, A Shilling For Candles, 82. 
16 Peter Hühn, “The Detective as Reader: Narrativity and Reading Concepts in Detective Fiction,” Modern 

Fiction Studies 33, no. 3 (Autumn 1987): 459. 
17 Slavoj Žižek, “The Detective and the Analyst,” Literature and Psychology 4 (1990): 27-46. 
18 Auden, “The Guilty Vicarage,” 412. 
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and Traitor’s Purse do not and cannot perform this magic operation, because history – and 

war – cannot be ‘solved’; the society which has experienced them cannot be made innocent 

once more. It is not a coincidence that The Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club is, as a 

result, one of the most critically discussed among Sayers’ novels, and Traitor’s Purse 

among Allingham’s. The classical form of the detective novel wants to repress its opening 

problem and move towards a complete and cathartic resolution, but because war acts as a 

blockage in these texts, something remains, and the two pre-Second World War texts refuse 

to close. For Allingham, this lack of containment is part of the point: she wants the text to 

have a continued effect on the reader. 

 

Arguably the most discussed novel of Christie’s and of the ‘Golden Age’ as a whole, 

The Murder of Roger Ackroyd is the primary example of detective fiction which fails to 

perform its magical operation.19 This may derive both from the sense that Christie has 

prevented her readers from exercising their customary sense of detective agency and from 

the fact that Ackroyd fails to deliver the final closure Žižek locates in the reader’s absolution 

from guilt. There is an obvious reason why Ackroyd fails on a libidinal level, if not an 

intellectual one: by revealing that the narrative they have been reading comes, in fact, from 

the murderer’s perspective, the reader’s point of contact with the novel is contaminated, 

and a remainder of guilt and a sense of complicity linger, unresolved completely. No formal 

state of amnesia occurs here, but the murder take place in the reader’s blind spot, on the 

page itself – in the space between one sentence and another, which the murderer-narrator 

admits should be marked by an ellipsis. The narrator is aware of his guilt, but the reader is 

not: they share the same space for the length of the novel, the same perspective, until the 

ellipsis opens up and tears the narrative apart. It is useful to look here at one of the reasons 

one character gives for suspecting another:  

 

 
19 See Edmund Wilson, who does not discuss the novel but uses the controversy metonymically to lambast 

the whole detective genre (“Who Cares Who Killed Roger Ackroyd?” in Detective Fiction: A Collection of 

Critical Essays, ed. Robin W. Winks (Woodstock: The Countryman Press, 1988), 35–40.) It has also 

prompted a monograph devoted to disproving its solution (Pierre Bayard, Who Killed Roger Ackroyd? The 

Mystery Behind the Agatha Christie Mystery (New York: New Press, 2000). Christie’s last novel, Final 

Curtain (1975) also fails to completely consume itself: the murderer by intent is her detective, Poirot, and the 

murderer in fact (although unwitting) is Hastings, characters her audience long safely identified with. In the 

collection of Christie’s fan correspondence preserved by her publishers from the Second World War to her 

death, no book received as much response or protest as Final Curtain, which merited two document boxes to 

itself (Agatha Christie Business Correspondence Archive, Special Collections, University of Exeter, EUL 

MS 99/1/1975/5 and EUL MS 99/1/1975/6). 
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one must remember that Ralph was in several air raids as a young boy. The results 

are apparent long after, sometimes, they say. People are not responsible for their 

actions in the least. They lose control, you know, without being able to help it […] 

Like shell shock, you know.20 

 

Characters suffering a dangerous mix of amnesia and physical trauma are similarly treated 

in The Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club, The ABC Murders, and Traitor’s Purse as 

unexploded bombs, liable to go off at any moment. 

  

 
20 Agatha Christie, The Murder of Roger Ackroyd [1928] (London: HarperCollins, 1993), 122. 
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History is what hurts: The Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club (1928) 

 

One of the chief tensions in The Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club is between what is on 

the surface, and what lies beneath, between a pleasant state of denial and confronting hard 

truths. When asked to solve the mystery around General Fentiman’s time of death, Wimsey 

briefly hangs back: 

Look here, sir! when you were a boy, did you ever go about pokin’ sticks and 

things into peaceful, mysterious-lookin’ ponds, just to see what was at the 

bottom? …Did you ever happen to stir up a deuce of a stink in the course of 

your researches? (UBC 22) 

As solicitor for the Fentimans, Murbles assure him that all they wish is to determine the 

“actual facts of the case,” however unpleasant (UBC 22). Unwilling to accept this without 

further assurance, Wimsey persists. “You’ll put up with anything I happen to dig out?” 

(UBC 22). “Never such innocence again,” Philip Larkin declared of the post-war era, and 

Fussell has argued that the chief impact of the war on literature was that language itself lost 

its innocence, and words like glory and honor could only be used with irony.21 It is also 

hard for phrases like ‘digging out’ to be used without connotation in 1928, particularly not 

when the character uttering them was once “blown up and buried in a shell-hole near 

Caudry” and had to be dug out himself (UBC 24). Bellona Club is marked by language that 

is no longer innocent: it makes painfully obvious the distance between the expressions of 

social shock at George’s outburst and Robert’s later exploits attributed to the ancient 

Bellonians who did not fight in the First World War, and the shock expressed somatically 

and symptomatically by those who did. There is a great gap of experience compressed in 

the novel’s opening scene, which pairs George Fentiman’s “voice [risen in] nervous 

excitement” with that of a “shocked veteran” who “viperously shushes” him, and between 

George’s “hysterical peals” of laughter and the “scandalised Bellonians [who] creaked to 

their gouty feet, shocked by the unmannerly noise” (UBC 2). This is the problem of the 

novel: to solve the mystery, Wimsey must cause a “deuce of a stink,” an “unpleasantness” 

(what irony there is in the novel’s title), and in the process bring to the surface not only the 

less than honourable manoeuvring around the General’s corpse, but the unpleasant facts of 

 
21 Fussell, 20. He spends some time discussing the irony of the recruiting poster that asked “Daddy, what did 

you do in the war?” in a post-war context where shame could no longer be employed effectively as a goad; 

Sayers has Robert use the same slogan to disparage Ann: “Surely we have a better right to the old boy’s 

money than that girl. I bet she never did anything in the Great War, daddy” (Sayers, Bellona Club, 152). 
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the war, which society, busily engaged in this novel in the process of memorialising it into 

a form which is bearable, would rather remained suppressed. In rendering these realities, 

Sayers is also breaching the unspoken contract between the reader and the writer of 

detective fiction: that real and unresolvable problems will not be brought into the text, and 

that the mystery will therefore conclude satisfyingly, without remainder.  

Wimsey has been marked as a war veteran since Whose Body? (1922), the first 

Wimsey novel, which was also the only one until The Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club 

where this fact has an explicit role in the solving of the case itself. However, Whose Body? 

concludes that detecting works well for him as a method for controlling his symptoms, if 

not as a cure, suggesting that they will stay managed.22 In successive novels, the thread of 

Wimsey’s war trauma is never wholly dropped (although Strong Poison and Five Red 

Herrings (1931) do not explicitly touch upon it), but it is not experienced as a narrative 

rupture again until The Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club. This time, Wimsey maintains 

control of himself – unlike his dissociative experience in Whose Body? – and the novel 

splits and ruptures instead. Or, rather, Wimsey splits. Four First World War veterans 

dominate this text, oscillating around each other in various constellations: Wimsey, George 

and Robert Fentiman, and Walter Penberthy. There is a play here with levels of trauma 

which rewards deeper examination. Wimsey is a pattern-card for the ‘damaged man’ which 

later came, as Hynes notes, to stand metonymically for the war itself; the sensitive officer 

who cannot bring himself to speak of his experience.23  Wimsey’s trauma is specific to his 

position and class, as indicated by his mother, the Dowager Duchess:  

I don’t mean he went out of his mind or anything, and he was always perfectly sweet 

about it, only he was so dreadfully afraid to go to sleep ... and he couldn’t give an 

order, not even to the servants, which made it really very miserable for him, poor 

lamb! ... I suppose if you’ve been giving orders for nearly four years to people to 

go and get blown to pieces it gives you a—what does one call it nowadays?—an 

inhibition or an exhibition, or something, of nerves...24 

Bourke notes that privates were thought to experience hysteria “because of the 

conflict between two primal instincts: self-preservation and the esteem of the herd,” and to 

 
22 Ariela Freedman, “Dorothy Sayers and the Case of the Shell-Shocked Detective,” Partial Answers: Journal 

of Literature and the History of Ideas 8, no. 2 (2010): 365-387. 
23 Hynes, 304.  
24 Sayers, Busman’s Honeymoon, 431. 
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resolve it by becoming incapacitated in order to remove the conflict. On the other hand, she 

points out, officers like Wimsey, the ‘ideal’ victims of neurasthenia, “were [seen as] less 

able to be convinced by this crude solution. Public school training and military discipline 

taught them to suppress their instinct of fear. Therefore, they experienced anxiety 

neuroses.”25 According to Major-General Macpherson, “[any] soldier above the rank of 

corporal seemed possessed of too much dignity to become hysterical.”26 Wimsey may 

suffer relapses at the end of every case, when the responsibility of condemning a murderer 

to death triggers his trauma anew, but he is nevertheless largely functional and able to 

conduct his daily life until that point, and the novels allow his breakdowns to occur off-

page. Robert and George Fentiman, however, have fractured differently. George is 

physically as well as mentally impacted by the war. His gassed insides hamper his return 

to civilian existence as much as his periods of delusion and disassociation. He is far less 

palatable to others than Wimsey: “Trouble with George is, he can’t control himself. He 

never could” (UBC 82). Less likely to function as an integrated part of postwar society, he 

punctures comforting illusions and denial of the war’s impact, allowing latent anxieties to 

leak out. His masculinity is under pressure because his disability forces his wife to become 

the primary earner; so too is his position as a gentleman-officer, and his command of irony. 

Even George’s symptoms slip out of control towards class- and gender-marked hysteria.  

 George is a much more disturbing figure than Wimsey, who as the son of a Duke 

remains firmly locked in position. George may be officer-class and a member of the same 

club, but his social reality is no longer middle-class. Martin Petter has identified the socially 

labile ex-officer as a source of particular anxiety in the 1920s, coming to represent a wider 

fear of post-war decline to a class that felt its values under threat.27 “His individual 

displacement could be used to lend a heightened sense of moral outrage to virtually any 

lament about how the war had eroded the essential decency and solidity of British 

society.”28 Doubly-bound,  George perceives that the only way to maintain his prewar caste 

is to cut  himself off from the possibility of returning to it: to ‘cut’ his wealthy great-aunt 

after the war in order to prove himself a gentleman, rather than a sponger. Wimsey can take 

refuge in ‘talking piffle,’ engaging in “obvious facetiousness” and ironic language; 

 
25 Bourke, 112. 
26 Bourke, 112.  
27 Martin Petter, “‘Temporary Gentlemen’ in the Aftermath of the Great War: Rank, Status and the Ex-Officer 

Problem,” The Historical Journal, 37, no. 1 (1994): 130. 
28 Petter, 130. 
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George’s own line in irony fails. Trying to make light of his reality, his bitterness leaks 

through, and instead of defusing and sublimating tension, he only deepens it (‘I’m sorry 

you were driven to such desperation as to seek asylum in our poverty-stricken hovel,” UBC 

67). 

 

If George suggests a terrifying lack of control, his brother Robert presents the 

obverse: the deadened effect of Wimsey’s ironic detachment taken to extremes. As Gail 

Braybon has commented, in the overwhelming focus on the damaged officer there is no 

place in the popular imagination of the First World War “for the men who tolerated, or even 

enjoyed, their army life, or those who saw war as an escape from poverty, from crushing 

manual labour, or even boredom.”29 Robert does not fit into the ‘lost generation’ myth. He 

“gets on [people’s] nerves” rather than suffering from them: 

 

He’s so thick-skinned; the regular unimaginative Briton. I believe Robert would 

cheerfully go through another five years of war and think it all a very good rag. 

Robert was proverbial, you know, for never turning a hair. I remember Robert, at 

that ghastly hole at Carency, where the whole ground was rotten with corpses—

ugh!—potting those swollen great rats for a penny a time, and laughing at them. 

Rats. Alive and putrid with what they’d been feeding on. Oh, yes. Robert was 

thought a damn good soldier. (UBC 99) 

 

George’s response to the horrors of the war is proportionate, if uncontrolled; his obvious 

disability may make it impossible for readers to deny the war, but there is more horror still 

in staring into the abyss and having it stare back. Robert is all surface, without an inner life 

and completely lacking in affect. He is, indeed, the perfect soldier that wartime doctors 

facing an epidemic of shell shock so devoutly longed for. George’s masculinity may be 

undermined, but for the reader, Robert is the incomplete human being, and what is missing 

from him is more unnerving than a lost limb. 

At the end of the war, there was considerable anxiety in the newspapers about an 

epidemic which, in the end, never happened: that returning soldiers would come back 

 
29 Gail Braybon, “Winners or Losers: Women’s Symbolic Role in the War Story,” in Evidence, History and 

the Great War: Historians and the Impact of 1914-18, ed. Gail Braybon (New York: Bergahn Books, 2003), 

87. Braybon quotes Graham Greenwell, who as much Robert feels unrepresented by the Armistice myth: 

“The horrors of the Great War and the miseries of those who were called to take part in it have been described 

by innumerable writers. For my own part I have to confess that l look back on the years 1914-1918 as among 

the happiest I have ever spent...” 
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brutalised and commit violent crimes.30 Discourse and conditions at the end of the war were 

ready to develop this fear into a full-blown moral panic, but in practice, when returning 

soldiers suffering shell-shock proved generally not given to interpersonal violence, but 

rather to incapacity, the fear defused.31 It went underground, but it did not wholly dissipate: 

and it recurs in The Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club in Colonel Marchbanks’ fear that 

 

the War has had a bad effect on some of our young men […] I certainly notice a 

less fine sense of honour in these days than we had when I was a boy. There were 

not so many excuses made then for people; there were things that were done and 

things that were not done. (UBC 261-2) 

Marchbanks is speaking of Penberthy, the fourth veteran in our cast, and the slipperiest; 

arguably the most ultimately destabilising of Wimsey’s imperfect mirrors. Penberthy is a 

professional man who has fitted back into society apparently without effort: he has a fiancée 

and a successful and lucrative professional career as a doctor and a researcher. The war 

does not seem to have impacted him at all. But it has, Sayers suggests, enabled him to do 

things that would not previously have been done, poisoning the General and treating Ann 

Dorland badly. Because Penberthy is our example of a successful veteran, his exposure as 

the murderer is more unsettling than the false trails that point to George and Robert. 

 This is another fissure running through the novel, between the older generation of 

Marchbanks, Murbles and General Fentiman, and the 1914 generation. George and his 

grandfather cannot connect across the rift: “[D]amn it all, I know he was in the Crimea, but 

he’s no idea what a real war’s like. He thinks things can go on just as they did half a century 

ago” (UBC 97-98). The old guard are horrified by George’s reaction to the discovery of his 

grandfather’s body, and the new guard “[feel] no sense of outrage. They knew too much” 

(UBC 6). As to death, the veterans betray little affect, and too much knowledge. Wimsey 

is gruesomely conversant with rigor mortis, comfortable touching and moving the 

General’s body. This knowledge and lack of feeling connects one veteran to another: “With 

all your experience […] you oughtn’t to be so sensitive about corpses. We’ve seen many 

things much unseemlier than a nice, quiet little resurrection in a respectable cemetery” 

(UBC 97-8). This ‘we’ excludes as much as it includes; the civilian Murbles “shudders 

 
30 Clive Emsley, “Violent Crime in England in 1919: Post-War Anxieties and Press Narratives,” Continuity 

and Change 23, no. 1 (2008): 173–195. 
31 Emsley, 186-7. 
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distastefully” at Wimsey’s cheerful account of breaking joints set in rigor, and despairs at 

how callous the doctors are in their autopsy. This is the great social split into “two Britains” 

that Graves identified as “The Fighting Forces and the Rest.”32 What lies between them is 

an experience which cannot be fully conveyed by language, which resists narrative; a 

“special, otherwise incomprehensible knowledge, only achieved by direct personal 

experience.”33 Veterans of the Great War are described by the Daily Express in 1927 as 

a class apart from mankind - they have been ‘under fire.’ Their distinction is not of 

bravery but of knowledge. They have breathed the air that buzzes, screams and 

thunders with death [...] Every war is followed by a period of unrest, for the minds 

of men who have been under fire are no longer the fallow fields of civilian thought: 

they have been hallowed to brutality.34
  

 

 This fissure is made brutally apparent again when it comes to the two minutes of 

silence on Armistice Day. This ritual was supposed to unify every Briton in a “public unity 

of action,” healing divisions and history itself.35 On this day, at this time, every year, 

everyone observing the “national pause” was enjoined to “combine as they did to win the 

war, unselfishly and harmoniously […] there must be a truce in domestic quarrels, an end 

to industrial strife.”36 All dissent was to be suppressed, political or otherwise. All other 

narratives were to be suppressed, too; much as boisterous soldiers like Robert have been 

obscured by the myth of the war, so too were other responses to and ways of marking the 

Armistice.37 Those who wished to celebrate– largely veterans – were pushed aside. As the 

Daily Express stated in 1919, the silence was primarily intended for the bereaved (largely 

women), children (intended to draw a lesson from it), and the dead.38 “We neglect the 

survivors as though they didn’t exist, and keep our pity for the dead who have no need of 

it,” said one writer.39 The intention of Armistice Day might have been to unite Britain in 

 
32 Graves and Hodge, The Long Week-End, 14. 
33 Janet Watson, Fighting Different Wars: Experience, Memory, and the First World War in Britain (New 

York: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 198-9.  
34 ‘K.S.L.I.’, Daily Express, 10 November 1927, 8. 
35 Adrian Gregory, The Silence of Memory: Armistice Day, 1919-1946 (Providence: Berg, 1994), 18. 
36 Gregory, 14.  
37 See John Pegum, “The Parting of the Ways: The Armistice, the Silence and Ford Madox Ford’s Parade’s 

End,” in The Silent Morning: Culture and Memory After the Armistice, eds. Trudi Tate and Kate Kennedy 

(Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2016), 17-19, and Angela K. Smith, “How to remember: War, 

Armistice and memory in post-1918 British fiction,” Journal of European Studies 45, no. 14 (2015): 301-

315. 
38 Quoted in Kingsley Kent, 32. 
39 Peter Deane, “The Tragedy of the Survivors,” Nation and Athenaeum, October 1930. 
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remembrance, but instead it highlighted divisions. In the moment of ritual silence in The 

Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club, the characters are also more divided rather than united.  

 

 The silence on Armistice Day is one of the three intervals of time in the novel that 

matter to the mystery; indeed, the one that matters most. Typically, in a detective novel, 

reconstructing the victim’s last hours with an eye to reality-testing alibis and recovering 

the event of the murder is of primary importance, but this is complicated in The 

Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club. The pill with which General Fentiman was poisoned 

was given to him for later consumption, rendering alibis for the actual act of murder useless. 

At first the hour of his death is of concern not because of the need to discover the guilty, 

but to determine primacy. Who died first, the General or his sister? Who inherits the bulk 

of her fortune, her secondary heir or his? Why is there a strange space of missing time in 

the General’s ordinarily rigid and well-organised life, between the last time he was seen 

and the discovery of his body the next day? The interval that matters when it comes to 

answering that question is the two minutes’ silence. It is in this space that Robert moves 

the corpse from where he has stashed it. It is ideal for the purpose, serving as a blind spot 

safe from any possible foilers both literally and figuratively: not only do they not see him, 

because “everybody [is] either out on the street or upstairs on the big balcony that runs 

along in front of the first-floor windows, looking out – and listening,” his use of this time 

to move the body is so unthinkable to anyone but Wimsey, a fellow veteran, that the 

possibility fails to occur in retrospect to members of the older generation (UBC 133). 

 

The time given over to memorialising the war becomes the crucial moment in the 

novel in which the first layer of the mystery comes undone, revealing the act of poisoning 

Robert has inadvertently concealed, adding a freighting of additional meaning to the 

moment in which, as a society, Britain memorialised the war into a form it could accept. 

“Remembering, we forget much that was monstrous,” Siegfried Sassoon once stated.40 Acts 

of remembrance go hand in hand with acts of forgetting. These are the crucial divisions in 

the novel – between memory and history, between remembering and forgetting. As Nora 

observed, “History is the always incomplete and problematic reconstruction of what is no 

longer there. Memory always belongs to our time and forms a lived bond with the eternal 

 
40 Siegfried Sassoon, “To One Who Was With Me In the War,” New Statesman, May 22, 1926. 
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present; history is a representation of the past.”41 The two minutes’ silence was not about 

accurately attempting to represent what happened, but an ‘invented tradition’ which was 

designed to assuage the needs of the living, to render the great loss of life into a sacralised 

offering which could be accepted.42 As Pierre Berton notes, “nations must justify mass 

killings, if only to support the feelings of the bereaved and the sanity of the survivors.”43 

What many historical and autobiographical accounts make clear, however, is that the “big 

words” about sacrifice and duty and the ceremonies of Armistice Day failed to meet the 

needs of survivors.44 “To march to the Cenotaph was too much like attending one’s own 

funeral, and I know many old soldiers who found it increasingly discomforting, year by 

year,” the veteran Charles Carrington wrote.45   

 

In The Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club, George echoes this feeling on Armstice 

Day – “He’s been dead two days! So are you! So am I! We’re all dead and we never noticed 

it!” (UBC 5) – but Robert is the one who truly echoes Carrington’s belief that the soldiers 

who actually fought should be able to mark the Armistice as they choose, and not feel 

bound by the social taboo demanding only mourning. This split between civilian and solider 

is seen when Murbles reacts to Robert’s desecration of the silence by declaring: 

 

The two minutes’ silence?—God bless my soul! How abominable! How—how 

blasphemous! Really, I cannot find words. This is the most disgraceful thing I ever 

heard of. At the moment when all our thoughts should be concentrated on the brave 

fellows who laid down their lives for us—to be engaged in perpetrating a fraud—

an irreverent crime— (UBC 133) 

 

Robert refuses to feel shamed, using his knowledge as a licence to speak more accurately 

for the dead: “My old pals are none the worse because I did a little bit of self-help” (UBC 

151-2). There is an important word in the passage quoted above: irreverent. The 

Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club is a deeply irreverent book when it comes to the dead: 

its sympathies are with the living remainders of the war. Not only does Robert move the 

General’s body around the club like a proto Weekend at Bernie’s, no one else treats it with 

 
41 Nora, 8.  
42 Eric Hobsbawm, “Introduction: Inventing Traditions,” in The Invention of Tradition, eds. Eric 

Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983), 1-14. 
43 Pierre Berton, Vimy [1986] (Canada: Anchor Canada, 2001), 307.  
44 Gregory, The Silence of Memory, 24. 
45 Charles Carrington, Soldier from the Wars Returning (London: Hutchinson and Co, 1965), 258. 
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any more ceremony. Carried away by Penberthy and Wimsey, it resembles “a dreadful little 

Guy Fawkes procession, with that humped and unreverend manikin bobbing and swaying 

between them” (UBC 8).  

 

When it is exhumed to test for poison, the event is a reversal of the reverential 

mourning act in which it was buried, which we are not shown. Instead, we witness first a 

“premature and unreverend resurrection, enveloped in clouds of formalin and without 

benefit of clergy” (UBC 140), and then an autopsy with more than a little of the 

Shakespearean gravedigger to it:  

 

Pass me the gut, would you? Thanks. D’you mind holding while I get this ligature 

on? Ta.’ (Snip, snip.) ‘The jars are just behind you. Thanks. Look out! You’ll have 

it over. Ha! ha! that was a near thing. Reminds me of Palmer, you know—and 

Cook’s stomach—always think that a very funny story, ha! ha!—I won’t take all 

the liver—just a sample—it’s only a matter of form—and sections of the rest—

yes—better have a look at the brain while we are about it, I suppose. Have you got 

the large saw?’ (UBC 143) 

Sayers is thorough in changing the meanings of the Armistice ceremony, in denying the 

mandated form of mourning used to sacralise the dead. Not only is the sacred silence – the 

blanking out of sound – filled in, the Flanders poppy itself becomes a blankness in the text 

which gains and changes new meanings.  

Wimsey, considering the body in retrospect, is the first to mention the poppy, and 

he does so without naming it: 

‘Why,’ said Wimsey, ‘I should have expected–’ He checked himself. Major 

Fentiman was looking in at the door. 

 

‘What’s odd, Wimsey?’ 

 

‘Oh, just a little thing struck me,’ said Wimsey, vaguely. ‘I expected to find 

something among those clothes which isn’t there. That’s all.’ (UBC 56) 

 

This is part of the convention of fair play. Since the moment Wimsey was certain that the 

General had not died naturally is the moment he noticed he was wearing no poppy, 
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something must be signalled to us at the moment of his observation, but since our own 

certainty must be deferred, we are not privy to the fullness of his realisation. Instead, Sayers 

draws our attention to this blank space in the text. When Robert asks Wimsey what he 

means, the answer is for us, not him: “‘Work it out for yourself, my dear Watson,’ said his 

lordship, grinning like a dog. ‘You have all the data. Work it out for yourself, and let me 

know the answer’” (UBC 56). This is the same trick Sayers plays in the clue-puzzle novel 

Five Red Herrings, but in that later book her authorial voice irrupts into the text, directly 

cutting away the complete revelation of what is missing: “Here Lord Peter Wimsey told the 

Sergeant what he was to look for and why, but as the intelligent reader will readily supply 

these details for himself, they are omitted from this page.”46 However, when the fullness of 

Wimsey’s perception is revealed to us later in The Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club, the 

absence Wimsey detected – “Is it conceivable that, if the old man had been walking in the 

streets as a free agent on Armistice Day, he would have gone into the Club without his 

Flanders poppy? A patriotic, military old bird like that? It was really unthinkable” (UBC 

126) – is the first time “poppy” enters the text at all.  

 

The poppy, as a symbol, also reveals a split in Armistice Day itself: “To the 

Glorious Dead a silent tribute; to the maimed and the broken the emblem of a poppy, ‘the 

sweetest poetry of earth’.”47 As Gregory has shown, the fact that ex-servicemen felt that 

they had no place in the ceremonies was somewhat assuaged in the 1920s, when the poppy 

was adopted as a means of fundraising for veterans.48 To buy and sport the poppy was to 

support them; and the fact that poppies are so pointedly and meaningfully missing in The 

Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club has meaning itself. What fills this blank space on 

Armistice Day in the novel are the veterans themselves, who proliferate, and cannot be 

ignored. George’s ‘indecent’ neurasthenia penetrates the silence in the club; we are also 

introduced to “Tin-Tummy” Challoner and the more visibly wounded still Secretary 

Culver, who “had only one sound arm” (UBC 8). George is doubly afflicted, wounded in 

mind and body, although it is “[getting] his inside gassed out” he prefers to complain about 

(UBC 2), and, despite being our most visible veteran, he is simultaneously the one most 

marked by lack, absence, and forgetting. He feels emasculated by being kept by his wife, 

 
46 Dorothy L. Sayers, Five Red Herrings [1931] (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 2003), 21. 
47 Haig Fund appeal in Western Morning News, November 12 1921, quoted in Gregory, 104. 
48 Gregory, 51-3. 
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and he literally disappears from the narrative at one crucial juncture. George’s particular 

form of shell-shock is marked by “queer fits” which 

 

generally ended in his going off and wandering about in a distraught manner for 

several days, sometimes with partial and occasionally with complete temporary loss 

of memory. There was the time when he had been found dancing naked in a field 

among a flock of sheep, and singing to them. It had been the more ludicrously 

painful in that George was altogether tone-deaf, so that his singing, though loud, 

was like a hoarse and rumbling wind in the chimney. Then there was a dreadful 

time when George had deliberately walked into a bonfire. That was when they had 

been staying down in the country. George had been badly burnt, and the shock of 

the pain had brought him round. He never remembered afterwards why he had tried 

to do these things, and had only the faintest recollection of having done them at all. 

(UBC 202-203) 

 

To be traumatised, Caruth tells us, is to be possessed by a scene or event; trauma is a 

repeated suffering of the event, but “it is also a continual leaving of its site.”49 Part of what 

is marked about traumatic belatedness is the fact that the sufferer gets away “apparently 

unharmed,” a flight which is itself a trauma, and this is what George acts out, again and 

again.50 

 

Triggered by the police turning up to his home to question him after the discovery 

his grandfather was poisoned with digitalin, George suffers one of these losses of memory. 

That this ‘fit’ has been coming on for some time is signalled in the text: at his grandfather’s 

unburial, he stares at shadows and begins to use impersonal pronouns:  

 

 ‘No,’ said George, ‘but sitting about here, one – fancies things.’ He hunched his 

shoulders, squinting round at them with the whites of his eyeballs showing. 

‘Things,’ he said, ‘people – going to and fro… and walking up and down. Following 

one.’ (UBC 145) 

The future episode of full amnesia comes, then, as no surprise; in a novel full of divisions, 

this split in self occurs on the level of the text. The post-war neuroses brought 

 
49 Caruth, “Introduction,” 1; 10. 
50 Caruth, “Introduction,” 7. 
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disassociation/splitting back into prominence: “The war neurosis, like the peace neurosis, 

is the expression of a splitting of the personality.”51 Splitting was the primary symptom of 

shell-shock.52 George is not only dissociative and amnesiac, he is also delusive: his primary 

delusion, of being followed, is one that begins as a rational response to actually being 

followed by a detective set on him by Ann Dorland’s lawyer. He is able to accept that this 

is reality until confronting the detective in front of Wimsey yields only denials (from the 

detective) and sympathy and disbelief (from Wimsey). In pointed contrast, his brother 

Robert makes a great game out of being followed by a detective himself, and enjoys 

confronting an innocent stranger, claiming he is the fictive Oliver he has set up as his alibi. 

Robert has no concerns about appearing delusive: George is terrified of not appearing sane.  

 George’s delusion, on every level, is anchored in logic. He is actually being 

followed, and he is a logical suspect in his grandfather’s poisoning. It is a tightening net of 

logical inferences which causes him to “break” fully: not only does he own a form of the 

poison, he is aware that his own lapses of memory make it possible for him to act without 

knowledge. This will make it easy for others to believe his guilt; Sayers has another figure 

remind us, “with relish,” that the shell-shocked are not to be trusted, with an anecdote about 

someone who went  

clean off his rocker he did one night. Smashed up his family with a beetle […] 

pounded ’em to a jelly, he did, his wife and five little children, and went off and 

drownded himself in the Regent’s Canal. And, what’s more, when they got him out, 

he didn’t remember a word about it, not one word. (UBC 209) 

The only way to resolve the fact that George knows he has good reason to be suspected and 

perhaps to suspect himself with the fact that he has no conscious knowledge of any 

wrongdoing is to split; to give himself up to the police and pen a confession of guilt:  

I am making this statement quickly while he is asleep, because if I wait he may 

wake up and stop me. You will say I was moved and seduced by instigation of but 

what they will not understand is that he is me and I am him. I killed my grandfather 

by giving him digitalin. I did not remember it till I saw the name on the bottle, but 

they have been looking for me ever since, so I know that he must have done it. That 

is why they began following me about, but he is very clever and misleads them. 

 
51 Ernst Simmel, in 1918, quoted in Leys, Trauma: A Genealogy, 91. 
52 Leys, Trauma: A Genealogy, 91. 
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When he is awake. We were dancing all last night and that is why he is tired. He 

told me to smash the bottle so that you shouldn’t find out, but they know I was the 

last person to see him. He is very cunning, but if you creep on him quickly now that 

he is asleep you will be able to bind him in chains and cast him into the pit and then 

I shall be able to sleep (UBC 255) 

That he is able to sleep peacefully after writing this out suggests some form of catharsis in 

confession, however guilty. The poisoner is “me and I am him”: in exorcising guilt from 

himself to this unremembered other, George is, yet again, acting out a form of flight. It is 

Wimsey’s role to offer true catharsis and freedom from guilt, more authoritatively than 

either Penberthy or the police surgeon. Neither of these doctors can tell whether George is 

“under a delusion in saying he murdered his grandfather [or did] actually murder him under 

the influence of this diabolical delusion” (UBC 256). It is Wimsey who has worked 

backwards through history, slowly closing the window of time between the General’s last 

witnessed encounter and when Robert first found his body. Time binds what doctors 

cannot: history can resolve a split in consciousness, and George’s alibi excludes him from 

the only possible emplotment of evidence remaining. 

Not only is George innocent, it is Penberthy, the doctor, who is guilty.53 The spectre 

of a delusive mind acting out is banished by a crime of extreme rationality, motivated by 

the most classic of reasons – money, to ensure that Penberthy’s then-fiancée, Ann, inherited 

from the General’s sister, which she would not if the General outlived that benefactress. It 

is how Wimsey deals with Penberthy which simultaneously closes and keeps open the 

wounds in The Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club. On the level of the crime, history can 

be used to bind up wounds in the present. The appeal Wimsey makes to him is first one of 

knowledge: “Look here […] you’ve been a soldier” (UBC 259). There is not enough 

evidence to exculpate Ann from being tarred with Penberthy’s crime: her claim to lack of 

knowledge will not save her, particularly in the public eye. The words Wimsey then uses 

are the “big” ones, the ones supposedly robbed of meaning to a generation which has seen 

what Wimsey and Penberthy have: 

 
53 Freedman notes that Sayers, in Whose Body, sets up the doctor and the detective as adversaries in a re-

plotting of the war-time dynamic that saw the doctor-as-detective attempting to determine whether those 

affected by the war were truly traumatised, or only ‘malingering’; Sayers’ doctors are often negative figures, 

with two featuring as villains (Freedman, 367; 373) 
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She’s quite a decent girl, and you haven’t treated her any too well, have you? Don’t 

you think you might make things right for her by telling the truth straight away? 

…Write a clear account of what actually happened […] Make a clean job of it for 

these other people. Make it clear that Miss Dorland had nothing to do with it. (UBC 

259-260) 

Wimsey follows this up with the lapidary statement that “[in] your place I know what I 

should do” (UBC 260).  

There is a pause here while Penberthy considers what claims the dead language of 

chivalry and the act of honourable suicide can have in 1928; it is worth noting that he spends 

this space of meditation “staring at the works of Dickens in the leather-and-gold binding” 

(UBC 260). Across the chasm of the war, something still persists. The wound in history 

closes; with the elderly Colonel Marchbanks as witness and as judge (“You’ve done the 

best thing, to my mind. I look at these matters from a soldier’s point of view…” UBC 261), 

Penberthy does his “clean” work, writing out a narrative that fills in all the remaining blanks 

in the reconstructed timeline and takes all guilt upon himself. Something is conveyed here 

through touch between the generations: 

The Colonel closed the drawer slowly, stepped back a couple of paces, and bowed 

gravely. Wimsey put his hand on Penberthy’s shoulder for a moment, then took the 

Colonel’s arm. Their shadows moved, lengthened, shortened, doubled and crossed 

as they passed the seven lights in the seven bays of the library. The door shut after 

them. (UBC 262) 

If the novel ended here, this would be a ‘clean’ ending. We do not have to witness 

Penberthy’s death; leaving him alone in the library with the Colonel’s gun is sufficient. We 

know how this societal script goes. Historical linear time would triumph over traumatic 

atemporality. 

 However, Sayers includes one more scene, carrying us back, with repetitive 

insistence, to the opening scene. Once again we are in the club; once again the members 

are shocked at the lack of social consideration. The sound of Penberthy’s revolver 

penetrates, creating yet another divide between those who flinch at the sound and those 

who are irritated by the lack of propriety: 
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There were voices, and the running to and fro of feet. The door was flung open. 

Startled faces turned towards it. Wetheridge burst in, pale and angry. ‘I say, you 

fellows,” he cried, ‘here’s another unpleasantness. Penberthy’s shot himself in the 

library. People ought to have more consideration for the members.’ (UBC, 264) 

We are back in the cyclic time of traumatisation, the constant return we see in the annual 

performance of grief on Armistice Day, the fits Wimsey himself suffers at the end of every 

case. This ending repeats his wartime officer’s inhibition about giving orders which lead to 

death; there is no direct order in “I know what I should do,” but nevertheless Wimsey is the 

one to run Penberthy to ground, to give him a choice between a good death, and a worse 

one. George may have “come out from under a blanket” since realising he was innocent, 

but there is no promise that, bequest aside, he will be healed mentally or physically (UBC 

265). 

 It is clear from the novel’s last paragraph that England is still sick, split, and 

traumatised. It suffers “community hysterics” (UBC 1) every November while squirming 

away from the uncomfortable or distasteful knowledge displayed by those who fought: 

Look at all the disturbance there has been lately. Police and reporters—and then 

Penberthy blowing his brains out in the library. And the coal’s all slate. Only 

yesterday something exploded like a shell—I assure you, exactly like a shell—in 

the card-room; and as nearly as possible got me in the eye. I said to Culyer,  

This must not occur again.” You may laugh, but I knew a man who was blinded by 

a thing popping out suddenly like that. These things never happened before the War, 

and—great heavens! great heavens, William! Look at this wine! Smell it! Taste it! 

Corked? Yes, I should think it was corked. My God! I don’t know what it’s come 

to in this club. (UBC 268-9; italics in original) 

This fascinating paragraph conflates corked wine and corpses with the condition of post-

war England; it is pierced through by the memory of something “explod[ing] like a shell 

[…] exactly like a shell,” suggesting personal knowledge, and yet hurries past this incident 

as though it meant nothing. The rant is clearly triggered by a body where it should not be, 

and describes another experience of retraumatisation, yet ends on the most bathic note 

possible. It is clearly meant to be taken humorously: and yet it points again at the cyclic, 

unresolved nature of The Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club, which opens with a circuit 
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of return that Wimsey does not have the historicising or narrativising power to close. The 

“deuce of a stink” that has been stirred up has not been resolved. 

  



187 
 

The split at the heart of things: The ABC Murders (1936) 

 

In The ABC Murders Christie experiments with both perspective and the limits of the form, 

which means that it is often discussed in tandem with similar works of hers. This is the 

reason it has drawn, like the other novels in this chapter, more than its share of critical 

interest.54 In particular, it is often discussed less in generic terms than in those of other 

kinds of critical discourse, in large part because of the clear intertextual debt it owes to 

Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Purloined Letter” (1844), itself famously appropriated by first 

Lacan and then Derrida.55 In “The Purloined Letter,” a missive addressed to the Queen is 

abstracted by the Minister. When the police fail to recover it, despite an orderly search of 

his apartments, Poe’s detective C. Auguste Dupin is called in, and discovers it hidden in 

plain sight, among other letters in a card-rack. What draws his eye is the fact that every 

aspect of the letter’s original address has been reversed: not only has the letter itself been 

“turned, as a glove, inside out, re-directed, and re-sealed,” there is something ‘excessive’ 

in the differences that turn a neat letter into a grubby one, a masculine hand penning the 

address to a feminine one.56 In The ABC Murders, as other critics have noted, Christie is in 

conversation with this plot.57 Here, what is hidden among others of its kind is not a letter, 

but a murder. However, letters form a major part of the plot. The letters Poirot receives 

from the murderer are all part of his deception, but as with “The Purloined Letter,” one is 

wrongly addressed deliberately; not to conceal it from the police, but in order to impede its 

arrival. What is really concealed here is the intention to defer the delivery: the murderer 

wants the third letter in the series to arrive late, but does not wish Poirot to know that this 

deferral was deliberate.  

 From the opening paragraphs, it is clear that this novel is self-conscious about form. 

Reunited after a long absence, Hastings and Poirot desire to “hunt together” as in former 

 
54 Slavoj Zizek, Looking Awry: An Introduction to Jacques Lacan Through Popular Culture (Cambridge: 

MIT Press, 1992), 55. 
55 Jacques Lacan, “Seminar on ‘The Purloined Letter,’” trans. Jeffrey Mehlman, Yale French Studies, no. 48 

(1972): 39-72; Jacques Derrida, “The Purveyor of Truth,” in "Graphesis: Perspectives in Literature and 

Philosophy,” Yale French Studies, no. 52 (1975): 31-113. 
56 Edgar Allan Poe, “The Purloined Letter,” in The Purloined Poe: Lacan, Derrida and Psychoanalytic 

Reading, eds. John P. Muller and William J. Richardson (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1988), 

22. 
57 See Joel Black, “(De)feats of Detection” in Detecting Texts: The Metaphysical Detective Story from Poe 

to Postmodernism, eds. Patricia Merivale and Susan Elizabeth Sweeney (Philadelphia: University of 

Pennsylvania Press, 1999, 75-98; Shosuke Kinugawa, “Agatha Christie’s Secret Fair Play,” Narrative 26, no. 

2 (2018): 163-180. 
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days.58 Poirot’s sense of occasion demands that whatever crime they solve “must be no 

common affair. It must be something recherché – delicate – fine” (ABC 14). Nevertheless, 

Hastings’ suggestions are summed up by Poirot as “a very pretty résumé of nearly all the 

detective stories that have ever been written” (ABC 23). Having been accused of 

contravening the reader-writer contract in The Murder of Roger Ackroyd, Christie is at 

pains to signal clearly that here, too, she intends to depart from traditional formula. Yet, by 

making that explicit, she is still working within the rules. This is part of the oscillation of 

this novel, which continually moves back and forth between experimentation and a return 

(or retreat) to form. Like Hastings, who has several times been ushered by Christie offstage 

by the time of his reappearance in The ABC Murders, norms in this novel are always 

disappearing in order to return. There is a clear libidinal appeal in Poirot’s contemplation 

of a truly ideal case: “A very simple crime. A crime with no complications. A crime of 

quiet domestic life… very unimpassioned – very intime” (ABC 23; italics in original). This 

is exactly what the reader most desires, too, when reading a Christie novel: and it is what 

it seems The ABC Murders will fail to deliver. 

Rather than a glamorous murder in an ‘intimate’ setting, the A murder of Alice 

Ascher is “sordid and uninteresting” to Hastings, who finds little of interest in the 

apparently random murder of an old woman in the tobacco shop she keeps (ABC 25). Rather 

than something “recherché,” what seems to be on offer is a drab, lower-class murder which 

‘reads’ as a simple domestic affair, “so like the usual type of crime reported in the 

newspapers that it failed to strike a significant note” (ABC 32). “You cannot command a 

crime to order,” Poirot insists, but that is what readers of interwar detection fiction desired: 

crimes with order (ABC 14). Rather than the traditionally centripetal form of murder which 

occurs within a closed community, in which a limited circle of suspects slowly shrinks, The 

ABC Murders appears to take an uncommonly centrifugal form. We are presented with an 

apparently motiveless series of killings, linked only by alphabetical logic (an impression 

which is not entirely false: the A, B, and D victims are chosen according to their initials, 

in order to conceal the C murder) which crosses geographical boundaries, class boundaries, 

and boundaries of form. Rather than the reinstatement of order, The ABC Murders offers 

an image of crime as random and uncontainable. Even Hastings’ wistful suggestion that “a 

second murder in a book often cheers things up” is turned inside out (ABC 24). Plain, in 

 
58 Agatha Christie, The ABC Murders [1936] (London: HarperCollins, 2006), 14. Henceforth cited within the 

text. 
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her discussion of “Second Body Syndrome,” argues that second murders in Christie, 

produced when the murderer has lost control of their urge to destroy, are “excessive.”59 

What she describes is the sort of second murder Hastings desires: one which, while 

excessive, is contained within the order established by the first murder, and which offers 

more clues to be used in tightening the existing circle of suspicion and discovering the 

murderer. In the multiple murders of The ABC Murders, what we get is a crime of order 

rather than ‘a crime to order’: the second, third, and fourth bodies not only fail to explain 

the A murder, they widen the circle of suspicion.  

 Poirot is as distressed as the reader might be at this departure from pattern. The 

centrifugal shape of the murders, despite their sequence, fills him with “the fear of 

something else”: something which does not fit with the logical motivations of Christie’s 

murderers, which are usually mercenary, revenge-based, or romantic (ABC 17). A 

traditional ‘private’ murder can be worked “from the inside,” as he tells Hastings: 

It has been the history of the victim that was important. The important points have 

been: ‘Who benefited by the death? What opportunities had those round him to 

commit the crime?’ It has always been the ‘crime intime.’ Here, for the first time in 

our association, it is cold-blooded, impersonal murder. Murder from the outside. 

(ABC 105) 

Without personal history, without motive, these murders cannot be contained and explained 

through narrative. Murders which are plotted are murders with history; murders without 

motive are “infinitely more frightening” (ABC 107). Dupin, in “The Purloined Letter,” is 

always certain that he has, or will gain, possession of the problem, that he is equal to the 

mind of the Minister. If he is confronting true madness, Poirot has no such confidence in 

his own ability to enter into the murderer’s mind, or the ability of the police to do so. How 

unsettling the prospect of true madness and randomness is in a genre which is insistent on 

its own logic is suggested by the three murders in this novel without meaning: although 

there is ultimately revealed to be a methodology to this sequence, its replication testifies to 

the depth of fear it evokes. The source of this fear is revealed in Hastings’ concern that the 

Ascher murder is too like a sordid newspaper murder. It was a truism then and it is a truism 

now that the world of the interwar detective novel was not like reality: its characters were 

 
59 Plain, Twentieth Century Crime Fiction, 37-9. 
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not real but puppets or stereotypes, its murders unlike real murderers. To read such a novel 

is to enter into a willing suspension of mimesis in which “there would exist […] none of 

the sordid and intractable problems of the real world, such as growing old or losing faith or 

being abandoned or going mad.”60 The ABC Murders, however, reaches outside the closed 

world of the detective novel to acknowledge that life, unlike art, is chaotic and 

uncontainable, and although it later attempts to close this rift, it cannot undo or contain this 

contravention of the genre. It is fundamentally destabilising to acknowledge the disorder 

of reality, the unplotted universe in which acts may not be rational. 

 In 1935, the year before The ABC Murders was published, Fisher lamented that 

“[men] wiser and more learned than I have discerned in history a plot, a rhythm, a 

predetermined pattern […] I can see only one emergency following upon another as wave 

follows upon wave.”61 The causes of the First World War can and have been explained and 

unravelled at great length, but there was a structure of feeling in the decades after that it 

was an event which had just ‘happened’; it was experienced as a shock, a breach, and 

history and historians not only failed to explain or justify it satisfactorily to others but could 

not even explain to themselves. This is, I would like to argue, the fear which The ABC 

Murders tries to contain, and splits around instead. Runia has argued that the First World 

War was a “sublime historical event” of the same order as the French Revolution. What 

defines a sublime historical event is that “no right-minded person could foresee [it]” – and 

yet, disturbingly, it was supposedly right-minded persons who ‘made’ such an event 

occur.62 Such events are experienced as discontinuities because they seem to function as 

events at odds with the world view in which they occurred. As Runia notes, traumatic 

discontinuity produces a strong urge to explain them afterwards, to render them part of 

continuity and a logical historical progression.63 We have to ‘catch up’ with our history: it 

has jumped ahead of our worldview and our view of ourselves.64 However, we are caught 

in an epistemological bind: the question that must be answered, ‘who are we that this could 

have happened?,’ cannot be answered, because what has happened has changed everything, 

and we can no longer imagine the position from which the act was committed.65 It is easier 

 
60 Colin Watson, “The Message of Mayhem Parva,” in Crime Writers: Reflections on Crime Fiction, ed. H. 

R. F. Keating (London: BBC Broadcasting Corporation, 1978), 106.  
61 Fisher, i-vii.  
62 Runia, 7. 
63 Runia, 126. 
64 Runia, 8. 
65 Runia, 5-6. 
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to evade this impossible question than to answer it, but when it can be evaded no longer, 

much effort goes into insisting that the event was not discontinuous at all. 

The ABC Murders grapples with a similar problem and a similar question: who am 

I that this could have happened? We are brought into the perspective of the false murderer, 

Cust, who must ask this of himself. He seems to suffer from events which are similarly out 

of his grasp, suffering periods of amnesia in which something happens that he has not 

assimilated. Cust is just as frightened as Poirot by this lack of personal history. He has no 

explanation for the bloody knife he finds in his pocket, the dash of blood upon a shirt cuff, 

or for the apparent coincidence between places he has recently visited and locations of ABC 

killings but that of his own guilt, despite having no conscious memory of the acts. In the 

interwar period fears around deviant selfhood and a potential split between the conscious 

and subconscious mind proliferated, leading to a cultural conversation around insane 

automatism, post-epileptic seizure, and whether it was possible to kill without knowledge, 

which brings the conceit of the amnesiac killer firmly into the bounds of ‘newspaper 

murders.’ Samantha Walton draws a link between the ‘I and not I’ debate in detective 

fiction of this period and the observations of doctors treating shell-shocked soldiers.66 Dr. 

W. Brown described traumatised patients who experienced a “twofold disassociation”: the 

shell explosion severed the sense of connection between their lives before and their lives 

after.67 They suffered not only from physical symptoms like tremors, but from the fact that 

their “memories did not connect in a logical, linear way within their life narratives.”68 This 

gap in autobiographical memory returns us to Caruth’s statement that after the traumatic 

event “no trace of a registration of any kind is left in the psyche; instead a hole, a void, is 

formed.”69 As Leys notes, “post-traumatic stress disorder is fundamentally a disorder of 

memory.”70 Because trauma repeats literally, without knowledge, we hear accounts of 

soldiers re-fighting battles in their sleep: it is logical for Sayers’ George or Christie’s Cust 

to assume that they have re-enacted what they cannot recall, and have no more memory of 

this recent deed than the original trauma.71  

 
66 Samantha Walton, Guilty But Insane: Mind and Law in Golden Age Detective Fiction (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 2015), 173-178. 
67 “Hypnotic Cures: Dr W. Brown on Fear Psychology,” The Times, 6 September 1927, 7. 
68 Walton, 185. 
69 Caruth, “Introduction,” 6.  
70 Leys, Trauma: A Genealogy, 2.  
71 F.W. Mott, “The Chadwick Lecture on Mental Hygiene and Shell Shock During and After the War,” British 

Medical Journal (July 14, 1917): 40. 
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George is only seen in The Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club from the outside. 

We do not witness his spiral into delusion, the “leap” he makes in convicting himself. In 

The ABC Murders, however, we are on the inside. We see both the “hole” in biographical 

memory, and the leap the sufferer must take to close the gap and make sense of the missing 

event. We draw the same conclusions Cust does, at the moment he does: it is hard to feel 

that he is delusive when we share his path. The novel cuts from the cinema, where someone 

tries  to wake a sick or sleeping man and their hand comes away with “a red sticky smear” 

(ABC 178), to Cust, leaving just such a cinema, feeling pleased with himself and the world. 

Lest we fear we are privy to the glee of a serial killer, we see him repeat the action of the 

man in the cinema:  

As he entered the room his smile faded suddenly. There was a stain on his sleeve 

near the cuff. He touched it tentatively – wet and red – blood… 

His hand dipped into his pocket and brought out something—a long slender knife. 

The blade of that, too, was sticky and red… 

Mr. Cust sat there a long time. 

Once his eyes shot round the room like those of a hunted animal. 

His tongue passed feverishly over his lips… 

“It isn’t my fault,” said Mr. Cust. 

He sounded as though he were arguing with somebody—a schoolboy pleading to 

his headmaster. 

He passed his tongue over his lips again…. 

Again, tentatively, he felt his coat sleeve. (ABC 180-1) 

This is a fractured, atomised passage, but we are given enough information to fill in the 

gaps and imagine Cust’s thoughts in that long pause. He assimilates the information, he 

suspects himself, he attempts to evade guilt, and then he reassures himself of the evidence 

he is reasoning from. A moment later, as he hides the bloody sleeve and the water he has 
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been washing it in from his landlady’s daughter, it is clear that despite the gap in his 

memory, he has moved into active concealment and flight.  

It is useful to note here that the return to form in The ABC Murders which is also a 

departure from form encompasses the narrative style. Christie grew confident enough in 

her detective to dispense with Hastings as her narrator in novels like Murder on the Orient 

Express (1934), allowing us to observe Poirot directly, although we are never made privy 

to his thought processes. In The ABC Murders, Hastings returns; but it is a return with a 

difference. Readers of Christie might not necessarily trust her narrators post-Ackroyd, but 

Hastings has historically proven himself reliable. His accounting of a case can be treated 

as stable and trustworthy because, in the Watson mode, they are always retrospective 

historical accounts composed after the fact. This is what is lost when Christie dispenses 

with him: novels which follow Poirot directly lose the reassurance of the case recounted in 

perfect tense as a frame which stabilises the whole, a safety net which very clearly 

distinguishes between the past event and present moment of writing, between experience 

as it occurs and the historical text.  

When, in The ABC Murders, this stable account is interwoven with that of Cust, the 

text is split between them, and the reader’s trust fissures. We cannot trust Cust’s accounts 

as we do Hastings’, for multiple reasons. Each interjection is marked by the disclaimer 

“[not] from Captain Hastings’ personal account,” signifying a departure from solid ground, 

but although Hastings assures us that this other narrative may be trusted, he does so in the 

same breath that he admits it is an imaginative reconstruction, dependent on Cust’s later 

testimony rather than direct observation (“I wish to assure my readers that I can vouch for 

the occurrences related in these chapters [...] If I have taken a certain poetic licence in 

describing the thoughts and feelings of various persons, it is because I believe I have set 

them down with a reasonable amount of accuracy” ABC 18; 9). We are made conscious, as 

we are not in purely third person Poirot novels, that this third person account is 

reconstruction at secondhand, post facto. In narratives told from Hastings’ perspective, the 

reader places absolute trust in him: he may withhold later realisations and revelations from 

us, but even when his understanding of facts and events is unreliable, we may trust the 

evidence of his eyes and ears. Coming after the fracture of faith between Christie and her 

audience post-Ackroyd, this hybrid Poirot novel is unstable from its first page and from 

Hastings’ admission that this secondary account is less secure than his own. When the text 
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is marked by oscillation and narrative instability, the familiar and unimaginative Hastings 

is needed to anchor it.  

The reason Hastings must be brought back is because in The ABC Murders the war 

returns, too. He has, at this point, already been ‘solved’ – married, sent off to Argentina, 

apparently with no return address – but nevertheless he is pulled back into frame: an 

integrated veteran is necessary to counter the presence of Cust, an apparently unintegrated 

one. Our first introduction makes it clear that any reconstruction based on Cust’s testimony 

must be suspect: 

Mr. Alexander Bonaparte Cust rose from his seat and peered near-sightedly round 

the shabby bedroom. His back was stiff from sitting in a cramped position and as 

he stretched himself to his full height an onlooker would have realized that he was, 

in reality, quite a tall man. His stoop and his near-sighted peering gave a delusive 

impression. (ABC 18) 

Cust is almost excessively marked for us as ‘delusive’ right from the beginning – and there 

is a telling split here in the description. We see Cust as an observer might, although he is 

alone in his room. This would make sense in a strictly third-person Christie novel, where 

the narrative voice is dispassionate and depersonalised, or from Hastings’ perspective, but 

the inset Cust narrative is given to us in a strange, mediated third person. This narrative 

voice is Hastings’, split from his first person account, yet Hastings, unlike the omniscient 

third person narrator Christie favours in other novels, cannot have been in Cust’s room with 

him, observing him from the outside. This is a narrative gaze which does something other 

than to transparently see without observing; it observes, but cannot see. This is a crucial 

concern of The ABC Murders, which is formally interested in the detective novel’s 

traditional habit of presenting details which are not intended to be understood until later in 

the narrative. The belatedness of the narrative gaze is why we identity with Hastings: we 

see what he does, but rarely observe except in company with him, several steps behind 

Poirot. As Poirot tells Hastings: “I know, Hastings—I know. The spoken word and the 

written—there is an astonishing gulf between them. There is a way of turning sentences 

that completely reverses the original meaning” (ABC 122). This gulf is the fissure at the 

heart of the novel, in the division of the text between Hastings and Cust, between the 

hunters and the hunted. We spend the majority of the novel sharing Cust’s misapprehension 

that he is the murderer; our identification with him is both enhanced and troubled by the 
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fact that as we are detecting him, he is detecting himself. In sharing his confusion, his 

suspicion, we share his sense of guilt, further foreclosing the possibility of an Audenic 

magical operation securing innocent readerly terms. 

Cust is called an “old dugout” by his landlady and her daughter, and is marked by 

nervousness, “jump[ing],” “trembling” hands, and abrupt movements (ABC 166; 119). In 

every way Christie seems at pains to mark him as someone traumatised by the war, primed 

to deliver a deferred, delayed traumatic différand. His affective responses betray his 

unreliability to others. “You never know with lunatics,” a chatty stranger remarks to him; 

“they don’t always look barmy, you know. Often they seem just the same as you and me” 

(ABC 119). However, by the time the conversation has ended, the young stranger has 

concluded that Cust is “a bit batty himself” (ABC 119). This is immediately connected to 

the war: as Cust admits, the war “unsettled me. My head’s never been right since [...] 

Sometimes I hardly know what I’m doing...” (ABC 119). The obvious reading is that Cust 

is a veteran in the mode that answered a common fear at the end of the war, a Jekyll/Hyde 

figure who commits murder under the guise of “hearing voices,” or while suffering “pains 

in his head.”72 This is not the only irruption of the war into the novel: the first murder 

victim, Alice Ascher, has a husband whose trouble fitting in, too, seems to be a hangover 

from wartime. Franz Ascher is “a wreck – all to pieces,” judged incapable by the police of 

writing the letter announcing the murder in advance because his hands shake too much – 

as Cust’s do (ABC 28). Mirroring Cust, Franz seems equally destroyed by the past. Having 

wed an Englishwoman before 1914, we are told that it was “difficult for them during the 

war” (ABC 29). What this means is never made clear; an old photograph shows Franz as a 

“smart young man with [a] military bearing” (ABC 42). Whether he was interned, left to 

fight for Germany, or he and his wife were only excoriated is left blank, but whatever 

occurred during the war led to the functional end of their marriage in 1922. Yet this 

experience follows Franz, the way he followed Alice in turn (“He’d never let her be in 

peace anywhere…. He was her husband, sir, you couldn’t get away from that” (ABC 35-

6)). In his speech, Franz exhibits traces of paranoia and an unstable personality, which 

make him a more perfect mirror for Cust than Hastings:   

‘What do you want with me? I have not done nothing. It is a shame and a scandal 

to bring me here! You are swine, how dare you?’ His manner changed suddenly. 

 
72 Emsley, 174; 185. 
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‘No, no, I do not mean that—you would not hurt a poor old man—not be hard on 

him. Everyone is hard on poor old Franz. Poor old Franz.’ (ABC 29) 

What The ABC Murders reveals, however, in its dénouement, is that in reading Cust 

as a damaged, potentially violent, shell-shocked victim, we have suffered a triple 

méconnaissance, and everything we think we know has to be turned inside out like a glove. 

Not only is Cust innocent of murder, he is not a poor fit in society because of the war. His 

physical and mental problems precede it.73 He has “always known, of course, that there 

were times when I hadn’t been quite sure what I was doing. Lapses, you know” (ABC 225). 

Even his social problems are of prewar duration. And, in contrast to what the reader has 

been led to believe – and against the mythology of the solider-officer circulated in the war-

books, well-established by 1936 – Cust “lights up” at the mention of the war (ABC 224). 

“‘You know,’ he tells Poirot, ‘I enjoyed the war. What I had of it, that was. I felt, for the 

first time, a man like anybody else. We were all in the same box. I was as good as anyone 

else’” (ABC 224). 

The ABC Murders is deeply invested in the idea that the best way to hide something 

is among similar things, and demonstrates that the best way to conceal Cust’s triple 

innocence from the reader is to do so by employing the troping of the shell-shock survivor, 

concealing him among like figures. Cust ‘fit in’ during war time, among men experiencing 

a derangement from normal life: it was easy to conceal his essentially misfit nature in 

abnormal circumstances. For Cust, war is normal, and peace the problem. This 

misrecognition Christie has led us into can be seen when we return to his conversation with 

the stranger. 

 ‘I don’t hold with wars,’ said the young man. 

His companion turned on him. 

‘I don’t hold with plague and sleeping sickness and famine and cancer…but they 

happen all the same!’  

‘War’s preventable,’ said the young man with assurance. 

 
73 Walton notes the way Cust’s periods of blankness resemble and replicate post-epileptic automatism, which 

I agree is one of Christie’s false tropings at play in the novel, but the link to his war wound is also present in 

the text, designed to be misread (Walton, 199-204). 
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Mr. Cust laughed. He laughed for some time. (ABC 119) 

It is easy to fall into the trap of reading this laughter, coming directly after Cust reveals his 

wartime injury, as deriving from the experiential gap: the laughter of the veteran who has 

seen terrible things, incredulous – if not a little hysterical – at the naivety of the civilian 

who cannot begin to imagine something beyond description, beyond narration. When we 

understand the war as Cust’s normal, however, his description of it as “plague and sleeping 

sickness and famine and cancer” changes. The young man believes that war is something 

that can be denied or avoided if people exercise agency, but for Cust war is what Runia 

terms an ‘act of God,’ to distinguish it from ‘acts of people.’ The former is a natural disaster, 

the second something always “committed by us – not, of course, in person, but as members 

of the group, the nation, the culture and ultimately the species that brought the catastrophe 

about.”74 

Shell-shock is not the only way Cust is overburdened with false explanations. 

Walton has gone into the way the text frames him as an epileptic, an explanation which 

occurs in the final quarter of the novel; it is easy, too, to misread Cust as paranoid at this 

late stage.75 Marked for us from the beginning as ‘delusive,’ the conclusion that he is 

suffering from paranoia seems self-evident once he begins to mutter in the police station: 

“I must have an enemy. They are all against me. The police – everyone – all against me. 

It’s a gigantic conspiracy” (ABC 233). Trotter defines paranoia as a delusion which 

condemns the sufferer “to a universe devoid of accident”: “Once delusion has taken shape, 

it absorbs accident into itself. For the paranoiac, there is no event which does not already 

possess a meaning and a value. Paranoia, one might say, is anti-mimetic: it puts meaning 

and value in place of the world.”76  Following Richard von Krafft-Ebing and J. E. D. 

Esquirol, as Trotter largely does in his discussion of paranoid fictions, this belief in 

persecution goes hand in hand with a delusion of grandeur that places the sufferer at the 

centre of the universe; “‘They hate me because I’m special’ becomes ‘I’m special because 

 
74 Runia, 5; italics in original. 
75 Walton, 199-204. 
76 David Trotter, Paranoid Modernism: Literary Experiment, Psychosis, and the Professionalization of 

English Society (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2001), 7; italics in original. 
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they hate me’.”77 Case studies suggest that turn-of-the-century sufferers might declare 

themselves to be the lost Dauphin, Napoleon, or Robespierre.78  

It is meaningful, then, that Cust is christened Alexander Bonaparte, and the psy-

professionals inside the text jump on it. “You see the implications?” Doctor Thompson 

demands, having earlier diagnosed Cust with megalomania; “Alexander—the popularly 

supposed undefeatable who sighed for more worlds to conquer. Bonaparte—the great 

Emperor of the French. He wants an adversary—an adversary, one might say, in his class. 

Well—there you are—Hercules the strong (ABC 209). Crome, on the other hand, detects 

an “intensified inferiority complex. There may be a persecution mania, too, and if so he 

may possibly associate M. Poirot with it. He may have the delusion that M. Poirot is a 

detective employed on purpose to hunt him down” (ABC 204). However, The ABC Murders 

is not a paranoid fiction, despite its incorporation of Cust’s narrative, which breaks down 

into a stream of consciousness which almost reads as modernist parody as he staggers into 

the police station to give himself up. It is, instead, anti-paranoid fiction: rather than reading 

the random nature of reality into patterns, it performs the opposite operation. Cust does 

have an enemy who is plotting against him, and every incident he has suffered has been 

shaped by this malevolent scheming. His muttering is less symptomatic than an accurate 

perception of reality which everyone else is still blind to. Trotter suggests that the 

representation of mess in art and fiction serves an antidote to paranoia, that contingency 

serves as an escape from the doctrine of determinism.79 This works backwards in The ABC 

Murders, which moves from mess into a universe devoid of accident, which escapes from 

the terrifying possibility of contingency into determinism. 

 This is part of the work of The ABC Murders: to open up the abysm of history as 

lacking narrative, to invoke the unplotted nature of ‘real life,’ and then to close it again. 

Cust is revealed to be not a shell-shock victim, or even, as he thinks himself, an epileptic, 

but someone whose head-pains are due to the wrong eyeglass prescription. The gaps in his 

memory are explicable, too: he has been framed by Franklin Clarke, the brother of the C 

victim, who singled him out for the part some time earlier. Like the Minister in “The 

Purloined Letter,” Clarke has been at pains to conceal his own “tabular mind” and rational 

 
77 Trotter, Paranoid Modernism, 4. 
78 J. E. D. Esquirol, Mental Maladies: A Treatise on Insanity [1838], ed. Raymond de Saussure (New York: 
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79 Trotter, Paranoid Modernism, 333; 1. 
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plot, insistently attempting to mark it as instead the work of a maniac (ABC 239). The ABC 

Murders is just as insistently and excessively devoted to rendering every mystery it has 

opened as explicable. The wraith-like figure of the homicidal maniac – or the shell-shocked 

serial killer – is forcibly removed from the frame. Rather than a lack of motive, we end up 

with a surplus of it; indeed, as soon as Clarke enters the narrative, history comes back into 

it. It is not coincidence that Alice Ascher, with her difficult wartime experience, and 

Carmichael Clarke, the victim who matters, are both murdered by “a crashing blow with 

some heavy instrument on the back of the head” (ABC 108). In Churston, where Clarke’s 

brother lived, motive bristles from the house and grounds belonging to the late Carmichael 

to the beautiful secretary, Thora, installed there. Franklin Clarke desires both, and if his 

brother – whose wife was terminally ill – had survived, he might have married Thora and 

had heirs to supplant Franklin. From a lack of motive, we are given a double-feature, both 

the romantic and the financial. Even the lust-murder scenario finds a place now we can read 

the displacement of Franklin’s desire for Thora in his hands around Betty’s throat. The 

novel we thought we were reading has turned inside out, and, although our desire for the 

domestic murder, the crime intime, has been detoured and delayed, we do at last find 

ourselves receiving it. 

  However, in other ways, the abyss of history which The ABC Murders tears open 

is not resolved. We cannot escape direct, contaminating contact with the murderer, even 

though the Cust narrative has been a false trail: Clarke’s letters to Poirot are excerpted at 

multiple points within the text. Like Cust, these letters are doubly, even triply misread. At 

first, they are dismissed as nothing to do with the murderer (“it sounds more like a rather 

idiotic kind of hoax. Perhaps some convivial idiot who had had one over the eight,” ABC 

16). Even when they are taken seriously, Poirot’s ‘instinct’ – which is usually correct – is 

off-course: he senses that something is wrong with the letters, but misdiagnoses it as 

something wrong with the writer. Then we have the famously misdirected letter, which – 

diverted, delayed, retarded (“C’est trop tard,” ABC 102) – finally arrives when intended, 

too late to prevent the C murder it is meant to be read as heralding. Like the C murder, it is 

the only one with real meaning to the writer, but the meaning lies – like ‘The Purloined 

Letter’ – not in the contents, but the outside, where the writer seems to have slipped in 

writing “Whitehorse” instead of “Whitehaven.” Crome, a policeman and amateur 

psychoanalyst, walks into the trap Clarke has designed – “I’d almost bet the chap drinks 
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White Horse whisky.” He considers himself a good reader of the verbal slip, of the 

authentically deranged mind revealing itself unconsciously:  

there are various tests – verbal traps, you know – quite modern, of course, there was 

nothing of that kind in your day. Once you can induce a man to give himself away, 

you’ve got him! He knows that you know and his nerve goes. He starts giving 

himself away right and left. (ABC 68) 

If part of the problem set up by Dupin in ‘The Purloined Letter’ is that you must be able to 

think like the criminal in order to catch him, and if you cannot his wiles will remain invisible 

to you, it is reversed here: Clarke sets up a trap for someone who will think like a 

psychoanalyst. Even Poirot makes this mistake. Hastings, on the other hand, for once 

observes as well as sees; or rather, because he is not trying to overread the surface, manages 

to grasp the obvious. “You don’t think,” I suggested, “that it was done on purpose?” (ABC 

104). 

This is part of Clarke’s textual game, making slips which are designed to be 

misread, and mirroring, if anyone, not Cust, but Christie herself. He is as self-conscious as 

everyone else in The ABC Murders of the form he is working within, designing the 

recurring trope of the recently-bought stockings to be picked up by over-readers and used 

to connect the victims. This is precisely the kind of little detail that the reader of a detective 

novel might see but not observe until the denouement, planted by the author in order to be 

found. Here, Clarke almost outsmarts himself. Cust proves almost undeliverable, and it 

takes a fourth murder to make the stocking detail surface. Christie highlights this for us 

earlier in a conversation which draws attention to the gap between real life and fiction: 

Poirot points out that “telling everything you know always implies selection” (ABC 125). 

People leave out details because memory fails or meaning does, assuming they are too 

obvious or too insignificant. But in detective fiction, any detail which matters must appear 

within the text in such an artless fashion, in order to be discovered later. Clarke thinks like 

a detective writer, and Christie plays a similar game. The ABC letters, designed by Clarke 

to have an authentic flavour of derangement, mimic very closely the Jack the Ripper letters 

in their taunts, familiar address to the detective, and suggestion of murder as a game played 

between killer and detective. No one picks up on this link within the novel, but Christie 

makes sure the link is made by her readers by having a waitress observe that there is 

“[n]othing but this murdering business in the papers nowadays […] It’s like Jack the Ripper 
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all over again” (ABC 163). This is an extradiegetic piece of fair play – if her reader knows 

that the Jack the Ripper letters, too, were forgeries. It is just this kind of slip that clinches 

Clarke as the real ABC for Poirot – his offhand mention of being an E. Nesbit fan alerts 

Poirot, aware Nesbit penned The Railway Children, that he is the source of the railway plot. 

 Words matter in detective novels, and they matter more than usual in The ABC 

Murders, so self-consciously aware of words which lack meaning and words which betray 

it. This is, in part, why the text refuses to quite close, why the ‘magic operation’ does not 

quite complete itself. We might have thought ourselves drawn into direct contact with a 

murderer, but our unwilling identification with Cust is ‘solved’ by the revelation of his 

innocence; any guilt we feel over our sympathy for him is surely expunged when it is 

legitimised by Poirot, who also expresses great pity for Cust, and disdain for “the cruelty 

that condemned an unfortunate man to a living death. To catch a fox and put him in a box 

and never let him go! That is not le sport!” (ABC 221). Despite Poirot and Hastings’ self-

identification as ‘hunters’ we feel no pity for Clarke, their rightful prey. Sayers sometimes 

extends sympathy to her villains and allows them the refuge of suicide, but Christie 

adamantly forecloses this in The ABC Murders. Part of this is due to the differences in 

psychological construction in the two villains. We often find ourselves drawn into 

identification with Sayers’ villains, who, removing the mask of normality, reveal confused 

and fraught psyches. There is a little of “the trapped fox” to Penberthy by the end of The 

Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club, when he reveals how he has been drawn into desperate 

behaviour abnormal for him because of the inexorable chain of events begun by his original 

act – itself presented as an irresistible impulse of a moment, a l’appel du vide to which he 

surrendered. 

In contrast, Franklin Clarke is a sympathetic façade concealing only a void: there is 

no interiority to connect with. Penberthy’s death is intended to take the burden of guilt 

squarely onto himself, and to remove the stain of it from Ann, but for Clarke, it is clear that 

suicide offers only an “out” – a way to end the game he has been playing on his own terms. 

Having split our sympathy off onto Cust, we are able to feel only satisfaction when the 

blank character of Clarke discovers that his gun is, indeed, loaded with blanks. This might 

be a text without remainder, if the reader is willing to enter into the delusion the novel 

offers, to share its belief in a deterministic universe in which we do not have to ask ‘who 

are we that this could have happened?’ Sublime historical events “are made by all of us, 
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because they could have been made by any one of us,” but The ABC Murders would like 

to turn that inside out and insist that they were made by none of us.80 We might have 

suspected ourselves, but a proper dose of detection will take that burden from us. Yet the 

dénouement with Clarke ends with Hastings laughing “hysterically,” and Cust being 

offered a hundred pounds to sell “a brief account of my life and history” to a newspaper 

(ABC 249, 252). Christie keeps telling us to pay close attention to any slips in language in 

The ABC Murders; and the invocation of hysteria here prevents the novel from complete 

closure.  

  

 
80 Runia, 5. 
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Back again in wartime: Traitor’s Purse (1941) 

 

 “And so we were back again in wartime,” Christie wrote; 

 

It was not a war like the last one. One expected it to be, because I suppose one 

always does expect things to repeat themselves. The first war came with a shock of 

incomprehension, as something unheard of, impossible, something that had never 

happened in living memory, that never would happen. This war was different.81 

 

For Christie, it was felt to be a return with a difference, but for others the Second World 

War was all too familiar. Reynolds references a volunteer nurse who made a final diary 

entry on Armistice Day 1918, only to resume her narrative on 7 June 1940 with the brief 

note “Another War. Same enemy.”82 The Second World War was experienced as a 

retraumatisation by many of those who had experienced the First, and for whom the 

outbreak of war gave a bitter sense of futility to all the Armistice Days which had been 

celebrated in the interval with the watchword ‘Never again.’ Post-war historians including 

Hobsbawm have argued that the years between 1914 and 1945 should be considered a 

“thirty-one years’ world war,” for the interwar period was “lived and thought of in terms 

of world war […] even when the guns were silent and the bombs were not exploding.”83 

Indeed, for Sayers it had been only a “Twenty Years Armistice” rather than a real peace, in 

which “[w]e tried to do as we were told, and blundered from one catastrophe to another.”84 

For those for whom, unlike Sayers, the resumption of fighting seemed to be the same 

experience occurring a second time, we can return to the idea of  Nachträglichkeit, in which 

an initial trauma is experienced without full affect, goes through a latency period, and then 

repeats with all the affective impact previously avoided.  

 

 For Allingham, however, it was her first adult experience of war. She had been only 

ten in 1914, and as she recounts in The Oaken Heart (1941), her non-fiction account of life 

in a quintessentially English village during the Phony War, the First World War meant 

“simply death to me […] death final, empty and away somewhere.”85 For her generation, 

 
81 Christie, An Autobiography, 469. 
82 Reynolds, The Long Shadow, 243. 
83 Hobsbawm, The Age of Extremes, 22. 
84 Dorothy L. Sayers, “They Tried To Be Good,” in Unpopular Opinions: Twenty-One Essays (London: 

Victor Gollancz, 1946), 98.  
85 Margery Allingham, The Oaken Heart (London: Michael Joseph Ltd., 1941), 20. 
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it meant less a great fracture between the linear progress of the past and the present, and 

instead a break between the linear progress of the present and the future. Allingham writes 

of it as “the hopeless destruction of practically a whole human crop […] We found that 

practically the whole batch of youngsters immediately in front of us had disappeared.”86 

She looked back on the period of time between 1938 and the invasion of France as itself a 

latency period, in which “no one could help realising that something was going to happen” 

but the prospect of real war could not be admitted.87 For a contemporary, this period was 

“a catalepsy of seven months” after “a twenty-years sleep,” and, for both, they were ended 

abruptly by the invasion of France.88 For Allingham, “the capitulation of France was a blow 

on a numbed head,” but despite the stunning effect of this trauma, Britain somehow lurched 

on into its unknown future. “Fortunately [it] does not appear to go by the head. The reflex 

actions were still all right.”89 The blow of this Armistice, signed by France in June 1940, is 

echoed, as Allingham’s biographer observed, in the blow Campion takes to the head in 

Traitor’s Purse, written in 1941; and like Britain, an amnesiac Campion spends the 

majority of the novel unable to access his memories, but operating by reflex.90 There is a 

metonymic bond at work between Campion and Britain at war in this novel – specifically 

Britain, the state at war, not England. Both are traumatised, split subjects, engaged in 

seeking to close a perceived breach in the self and the nation, to discover what it is they 

have not let themselves know or experience.  

 

 Campion finds, waking up in what he is able to recognise as a hospital, that he has 

lost all autobiographical memory: indeed, the text itself refers to him only as “the man” – 

the “man who could not remember,” the “man in the back of the car,” “the man in oilskins” 

until someone else addresses him.91 This blankness is not complete: 

 

That was the anxiety, or part of it. He did not remember anything at all. There was 

only that secret worry, that gnawing, fidgeting, terrifying anxiety, beyond any 

consideration of his personal safety; that awful half-recollected responsibility about 

fifteen. Fifteen. He had no idea what the figure signified. That part had gone 

 
86 Allingham, The Oaken Heart, 21. 
87 Allingham, The Oaken Heart, 19.  
88 Odette Keun, cited in Sayers, “They tried to be good,” 101-2. 
89 Allingham, The Oaken Heart, 214.  
90 Julia Thorogood, Margery Allingham: A Biography (London: Heinemann, 1991), 229. 
91 Margery Allingham, Traitor’s Purse [1941] (London: William Heinemann Ltd, 1965), 11; 13; 12. 

Henceforth cited within the text.  
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completely. But it was both urgent and vital: he did know that. It towered over the 

rest of his difficulties, a great dim spirit of disaster (TP 3) 

He has forgotten his own name, but the importance of the number “fifteen” and the 

emotions connected with it remain accessible to him. His body remembers, too, what his 

mind cannot. “Obvious,” general knowledge also persists: he knows what a policeman is, 

and a nurse, and what it means to have slugged a policeman (TP 1; 14). This crime he 

attributes to himself, in his first act of self-detection: the conversation he overhears between 

the policeman and the nurse when he awakens in the ward suggests that the perpetrator of 

this misdeed “might not remember anything about it,” and Campion, who is only too aware 

that he “didn’t remember anything about anything” makes this inferential leap to convict 

himself (TP 3). This is only the first of his misdetections of self and in general in Traitor’s 

Purse, but it is a crucial one: his assumption of guilt means that he spends the novel 

concerned not only with who he is, but wondering who he is that he could have done this 

thing. Other disturbing pieces of evidence turn up, and Campion reads each as condemning 

him as a villain. He finds himself possessed of “peculiar accomplishments,” including the 

ability to pick locks and steal cars, and finds that the words of arrest are “strangely familiar” 

to him (TP 4; 161).  

The particularly key moment comes when he is asked to view the body of Mr 

Anscombe, and finds himself possessed of knowledge he should not have:  

Ever since he had first seen the body he had felt less lost and more sure of himself, 

as if the dark curtain across his brain were already practically transparent, and now 

it had come to him up out of the shadows, but with all the conviction of certain 

knowledge, that he knew perfectly well how the man had been killed and what the 

weapon was which had murdered him. He did not attempt to argue with himself. He 

simply knew two things for facts, just as he knew that milk was white and ink was 

black. He knew that Anscombe had been struck from behind on the base of the skull 

by a man of full height and considerable strength. The blow must have dislocated 

the vertebrae and the actual cause of death was probably asphyxiation. Moreover, 

the murderer must have been experienced: that was the certainty which stood out in 

his mind. The murderer was an old hand, a killer, a professional. As for the weapon, 

it must have been a length of lead pipe, possibly stocking-covered since there was 

no mark on the man’s collar. 
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 Campion could see the thing quite distinctly in his mind, a long thin murderous 

bludgeon bound with bicycle tape as like as not. (TP 44) 

Here we see how Campion’s loss of memory is generally rendered: he “knows” general 

things like ink and milk, but his personal history and autobiographical memory are 

something to which his access is blocked or barred by a curtain, leaving him in the dark. 

We see also Campion’s knowledge of the body and of physical violence, a secret-sharing 

which unites the detective with the veteran – and with Campion, who Allingham made four 

years her senior, and of the 1914 generation which went to war. 

It is also made clear in Traitor’s Purse that the figure of the detective is the double 

and obverse of the criminal/murderer: they share the kind of skills and knowledge which 

makes it easy for Campion to misdetect himself. The divide between them is both profound 

and easier to bridge than that between the detective and the civilian. This is a novel which, 

like The Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club, surrounds its detective with a wilderness of 

mirrors, other selves and possible selves and split-selves. The villain, Lee Aubrey, is too 

close to Campion himself. Both of them wish to attract Amanda Fitton’s interest, share a 

background of wealth and privilege, consider themselves patriots, and have been allotted 

considerable autonomy in how they carry out their part of the nation’s work. Miller suggests 

that they both stand condemned by the novel as “blind to the rights, desires, and needs of 

others,” with the difference being that Campion has erred on a personal level, and Aubrey 

on a political one,” but the problem in Traitor’s Purse is that Campion has erred 

politically.92 He has been operating on a need-to-know basis, concentrating in himself all 

knowledge of the mysterious plot signified by “fifteen,” and this means that the blow to the 

head is not only a threat to him, but to the nation. Because Campion has not made anyone 

his confidante, instead giving orders to his ‘lieutenants’ to carry out faithfully without 

question, his own tendency to autocracy is to blame for the problem of the novel. Aubrey 

is first introduced to us as someone with real genius who speaks with condescension of 

those he considers mentally inferior: “Extraordinarily inferior mind. A decent chap. Quite 

sound, of course, but thunderingly dull” (TP 22). There is an echo of this later when 

Campion, aware that Amanda is his romantic interest without remembering anything else, 

decides that she is “very intelligent, but not, he thought with sudden satisfaction, clever” 

(TP 47). The line between Campion and Aubrey is dangerously indistinct through much of 

 
92 Miller, 122. 
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the novel, and it is the same line that distinguishes between detective and criminal, patriot 

and traitor, sane and delusive. 

Campion spends much of the novel wondering if he is, in fact, in full possession of 

his senses. Is he behaving like a sane man? The answer is often no:  

Good God, he was mad! Here he was, stumbling about in the dark seeing monsters 

where there were bushes and innocent shadows where there might be death-traps, 

and all the time the precious hours were racing past. He was a lunatic, very possibly 

a dangerous lunatic. Mercifully he was gradually getting the intelligence to 

recognize the fact. (TP 71) 

Knowing he “had lost half his mind,” he is also forced to question decisions he made when 

in full possession of it (TP 49). Told he and Amanda have been engaged for eight years, he 

“strove helplessly to reconcile the information with the man he had so recently discovered 

himself to be. If he was a half-wit now, he seemed to have been a lunatic for some 

considerable time” (TP 26). Forced into the position of detecting not only himself but the 

motives and actions of everyone around him, he exhibits all the signs of paranoia – the 

inflated sense of personal significance, the suspicion, the sense of a great enemy at work 

against him. There is a point in the novel where his control of himself and of the text seems 

to break down in delusion, when Campion returns to London from the little town of Bridge 

where most of the novel takes place, intent on confronting the Senior Master of Bridge for 

answers. Campion is certain that the secretive Masters are connected with the “fifteen” plot 

in some way, but the connection is opaque to him. Is Henry Bull, senior Master, a Junior 

Lord of the Treasury and a Member of Parliament, part of this plot? How deep does the rot 

go? There is nothing innocent about giving a character ‘Bull’ as a surname in a novel about 

the condition of Britain at war. 

 This delusive breakdown begins when Campion thinks he has been chased onto the 

train. “Was the whole world after him? Of course it was. The recollection came like a 

scalding shower, shocking him back to reality. Of course it was. Hadn’t he killed one 

policeman and assaulted another? Wasn’t the whole countryside being scoured for him?” 

(TP 141; italics in original). Campion is still operating under the belief that he assaulted 

and potentially killed a policeman. In the carriage, he encounters Bull, although Campion 

does not recognise him or realise who he is. During their conversation, he shifts rapidly 

back and forth in suspicion and empathy; at first Bull is perceived as another pursuer, his 
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gaze “fixed unwinkingly” on Campion, his eyes “glittering straight at one in the blue 

gloom” (TP 142); the slip from “him” to “one” is reminiscent of George’s disassociate slips 

in The Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club. When Campion convinces himself that this 

fellow passenger represents only a chance encounter, he begins to build a delusion around 

him which is also not supported by evidence or reality: reading Bull as a “successful 

provincial business man,” probably a wool merchant, heaping him with daily concerns, 

allotting to him personal integrity in his business dealings (TP 142). In swift succession, 

Bull becomes “the great British public incarnate,” and then a stable signifier from outside 

the tortured system of meaning Campion feels himself enmeshed within, “a blessed piece 

of solid and familiar ground in this new world of quicksands and blackouts” (TP 144). 

Campion is certain detectives will be waiting for the train on arrival; their failure to show 

he ascribes to Bull’s shielding presence. This fear of being pursued is also ascribed to his 

taxi-driver, who Campion becomes certain is winking at him because he knows his guilt:  

He had given himself away by flunking the first policeman. Of course he had! These 

damned Londoners were too smart. They saw too much. Their experience of human 

nature was boundless. Probably even now the fellow was scuttling away to the 

nearest police station to take a list of wanted persons. (TP 147-8) 

When the policemen indeed come for him, he goes quietly, yielding to an arrest he has 

expected since the novel began: “He was so restrained that he felt they must notice that he 

was shaking and see that his hands were clenched to keep them down. They were all very 

gentle and so nervy that he guessed that they suspected him of mania” (TP 163). 

I have argued that in The Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club there is an escape in 

forgetting, in respite from self-knowledge and from guilt, even if this flight is one which 

the text is clear must end. The only way forward is time-binding and a return to linear 

narrative, although in that novel this is not quite sufficient to the purpose. In The ABC 

Murders, conversely, it is gaps in autobiographical memory which make Cust convict 

himself of murder; he is far more certain of his own guilt than Campion ever is, but the 

detective is able to absolve him because there is no real bond between Poirot and Cust. Cust 

is someone to be pitied and a text to be read, but he is not someone Poirot sees as another 

self; the split model of the novel itself allows this danger to be displaced onto Hastings, just 

as the guilt can be displaced onto Clarke. Poirot has the power to make the internal world 

of The ABC Murders whole again, sealed shut from any access to realism, mimesis, or 
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history, to remove the novel’s world from our own – almost. In Traitor’s Purse, however, 

the detective is far more compromised than Wimsey is in Bellona Club, and more 

responsible for filling in the gap in his own history than Poirot is for filling Cust’s blanks. 

The only period in which Campion enjoys or finds respite is when he yields himself up 

completely to muscle memory and unconscious prompting, allowing himself no agency 

whatsoever:  

At the gates he turned to the left as if he knew exactly what he was doing and drove 

with uncanny precision and great speed through the town, under the lowering Nag, 

over the small millbridge and on through twisting country roads, all without 

hesitation or any conscious thought. His mind was a peaceful blank. Never 

afterwards had he any recollection of the journey. He travelled as migrating birds 

seem to travel, with blind knowledge. The brain behind the curtain was in charge 

and the conscious man might well have been in an hypnotic trance. From first to 

last he was peculiarly dexterous.93 (TP 93) 

There is a strange operation at work in the narrative: the reader is for once in the position 

of having more access to knowledge than the detective. While we identify with Campion 

in being equally baffled about the problem at hand – what does ‘fifteen’ mean? What is the 

plot, and when will it take place, and why does it feel as though England itself is at stake? 

– we know who Campion is, and can trust that he has killed no one. The textual distance 

between the reader and the detective is diminished, and the relation of power levelled. 

Drawn close, we are imbricated more personally in Campion’s emotions than we have ever 

been before: instead of Wimsey’s withheld and crucial possession of knowledge, or Poirot’s 

blank surface which Hastings constantly observes from the outside without penetrating, we 

know Campion’s “dreadful sick anxiety,” his sense of oppression, his powerlessness and 

frustration (TP 126). We share it, and this is profoundly, generically troubling.94 

 
93 It is worth noting that hypnosis and hypnotic trance were part of the therapy recommended by the Dr. W. 

Brown mentioned above. What was crucial, Brown thought, was reliving the event under hypnosis with, this 

time, “the revival of the emotion accompanying the memory”: what Campion experiences here, as he repeats 

an action undertaken when he still had full possession of his memory, is still repetition without affect (Leys, 

Trauma: A Genealogy, 85). 
94 Both Phyllis Lassner (“Under Suspicion: The Plotting of Britain in World War II Detective Spy Fiction” 

in Intermodernism: Literary Culture in Mid-Twentieth Century Britain, ed. Kristin Bluemel (Edinburgh: 

Edinburgh University Press, 2009) and Plain (“A Stiff is Still a Stiff in this Country”) have argued that 

Traitor’s Purse is closer to a spy thriller generically than a detective novel, a hybrid text somewhere in 

between.  
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More terrifyingly still, other characters still look to Campion as we are used to 

looking to him, expecting both agency and deliverance. The less he speaks, the more they 

project motives, knowledge, and power onto him. Amanda reads his lingering presence on 

the staircase and his question about what day it is not as a genuine bid for information, but 

as a tease, a slur cast on her relations with Aubrey. Campion’s reticence when 

Superintendent Hutch takes him to view Anscombe’s body is seen as sagacity: “Very nicely 

done, sir […] We don’t want to give a lot of fancy explanations. Once you start that game, 

it’s my experience that you have to go on remembering what you’ve said for years 

afterwards” (TP 55). His incorrect suggestions are read as witticisms, his lack of ability to 

answer questions as very proper reticence. Not only can he not read himself correctly, those 

around him cannot remedy the lack. Every time Campion attempts to unburden himself and 

confess his lack of knowledge, he is foiled by his interlocutor making it clear that their 

dependence rests upon him. An attempt to unburden himself to Hutch leaves Campion 

feeling like “the actor who drives up centre-stage in the middle of the big scene, and who 

stands there blankly with the urgent silence growing more acute at every second” (TP 64). 

Crucially, when Campion comes to seek knowledge from Bull, and recognises in him the 

stranger from the train, he discovers in him neither the unknown enemy he has been 

pursuing, or someone with greater knowledge than himself; indeed, Bull has decided that 

all of Campion’s strange behaviour in the carriage is appropriately paranoid. Bull assumes 

that Campion was speaking to him as a stranger because he very properly feared they were 

being recorded, and his aimless, confusing questions were a test of how well Bull could 

keep to the Official Secrets Act. Bull also rushes to confirm him as the sole possessor of 

the crucial knowledge he cannot access, still interpreting his expressions and reactions for 

him:  

One of my informants named you as probably the only man who knew the full truth 

of the danger. I am not going to ask you for information, so you can take that blank 

expression off your face. I cannot and will not believe that the incredible story 

which I have heard has any reality, but, if it has, if it has, Campion, well then… the 

Dark Ages again, that’s what it will mean[…] It is true that at this moment Britain 

depends practically entirely on her faith in herself and on her own internal stability. 

If that could be destroyed suddenly, by a single stroke, there would come confusion, 

exhaustion, and finally decay. At this particular point in history everything hangs 

on Britain’s faith. Europe is conquered; the New World is not yet prepared. So, 
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should this thing happen, it means that there will come once again the Dark Ages 

which followed Attila, and tomorrow civilization is a thousand years away. It could 

happen; that is the lesson of this generation. World barbarism is still possible. The 

Beast is not dead. It has not even slept. All these years it has been lying there 

watching with lidless eyes. To a man of my age that is the most awful discovery 

that could ever have been made. (TP 158) 

This is a lengthy passage to excerpt, but it is also the first time Allingham shows 

her hand, the first time we have any word other than Campion’s that this mission is crucial 

– to Britain, and to civilisation. To fail is to lose progress and the veneer of civilisation on 

a far greater scale than after the First World War. It is also language that speaks of the war 

as retraumatisation, as the “Beast” which is not dead and has not even slept: of the interwar 

period as only an armistice between bouts of fighting. This is a blow that Bull has not 

assimilated, and the word he uses to describe it – “this transpontine world we seem 

suddenly to be living in” is worth examining in greater detail in a moment (TP 152). “Even 

the word belongs to another era,” Bull says bitterly, and he cannot  

get into tune with it as fast as perhaps I ought. Enemy soldiers disguised as nuns, 

carrying machine-guns and portable bicycles, descending by parachute. Armed 

secret societies. Microphones in the walls of railway carriages—it’s all boy’s 

halfpenny paper stuff to me still. I can’t force my mind to be on guard for its 

numberless ingenuities. (TP 152) 

This is the language of trauma; the breach in the ego’s protective shield which allows more 

stimulus to pass through than can be managed. That Campion, too, has experienced the 

onset of the Second World War as retraumatisation is clear in the text. One of the things 

which he suddenly knows “without recollection […] as surely and clearly as if he had 

arrived at it by a long process of thought” is that he belongs to a post-war generation: “that 

particular generation which was too young for one war and most prematurely too old for 

the next. It was the generation which had picked up the pieces after the holocaust indulged 

in by its elders, only to see its brave new world wearily smashed again by younger brothers” 

(TP 109). As much as Campion spends the novel feeling oppressed by the need to 

understand “fifteen” and to save Britain, his amnesia allows him to evade fully registering 

or feeling the impact of this second smashing of the world, this second apocalypse.  
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 Campion is synonymous with Britain-at-war in Traitor’s Purse, and this is because 

for most of the novel, both the nation and Campion are in the dark; the one literally and the 

second figuratively. He does not know who can be trusted; neither does the nation. 

Everywhere Campion registers the signs of a world at war without fully accepting them as 

real. The evacuated hospital he wakes up in is phantasmically empty, with the “ghostliness 

of the great empty wards”; the strange dark countryside he drives through when escaping 

seems like a “real nightmare, the familiar kind, in which one struggles down a dark tunnel 

with terror behind one and feet which become more and more laden at every step” (TP 1, 

7). Aubrey and Lugg employ blackout gadgets to prevent any light escaping windows and 

doors: Campion records all of this without fully understanding. He is surprised by the 

darkened sidelights and interior of a bus which overtakes him on the road. The unstable 

“new world of quicksands and blackouts” mentioned above is both literal and metaphorical. 

Although Aubrey points out to him “a soldier with fixed bayonet [standing] on guard before 

the ornamental iron gates” of the Institute he runs, Campion is still surprised by the police 

presence when he comes to call on Bull: “All these public men’s houses had police guards 

these days. Why should he have forgotten that?” (TP 150). He cannot accustom himself to 

it. While able to think about the historical context of the inn in which he meets Amanda 

and Miss Anscombe, he is still taken off guard inside: “Practically every man in the room 

was in khaki on this occasion. Campion, who had no recollection of ever having seen 

anything like it before, was completely bewildered” (TP 117). There is something merciful 

in this forgetting, which encompasses both wars. Both Britain and Campion are strangers 

to themselves, and as much as Campion fears his own loss of sanity, so too the country at 

war is, as Aubrey claims, delusional: “Gloriously mad, isn’t it? […] ‘Halt. Give the 

countersign. Pass friend. Eena-deena-dina-do, you’re a spy.’ It’s so monstrously young” 

(TP 79). Yet this is all behaviour Campion engages in: he too is on the lookout for spies, 

he too is engaged in playing against an unknown enemy, he too had established 

“countersigns”, although he is no longer able to understand the coding of Amanda’s 

messages to him, or to complete the quotation she begins in the faith that he will fulfil it. 

 

Set against Britain in wartime, as much a stranger to itself as Campion presently is, 

Amanda is linked to England – an England which is timeless, eternal, whole, and capable 

of futurity. Neither Campion or Britain know where they are going, or who to trust, but 

Amanda “was real, and, being real, she was consistent, the one concrete thing in a world of 
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fantasy” (TP 48). Amanda and England are threatened by the same man, Aubrey, and 

Campion fears Aubrey’s ingress upon Amanda as much as he does the knife of the nameless 

enemy “slipp[ing] into her little green heart,” imagining him “fann[ing] the poison out all 

over her lovely petite body” (TP 163; 162). Both quotations refer to England, but the 

language seems to be letting more personal anxieties filter through. Again and again, 

Amanda offers the amnesiac Campion the necessary clues to keep going, maintaining her 

side of their long-time partnership. Her language and behaviour to him in his amnesia 

clearly mirror his past behaviour to her: he is able to deduce from this that he has long been 

cold and unsentimental, that he has allowed an eight-year engagement that was not even 

his own idea to stretch out interminably, and that as a result he has now lost her. This is 

something that Amanda herself makes no great dust over: it is not even the primary concern 

of the conversation in which she breaks their engagement. The war business – Britain’s 

affairs – come before the personal. What Campion learns during his amnesiac period, 

however, is that the two are one: his love for England and his love for Amanda go hand in 

hand, and that this is the only way forward, out of the dark, confusing, “transpontine” world 

of the present.  

Campion knows himself to belong to a time and a generation cut off on both sides 

from the normal flow of history by war. To this problem, Amanda provides a bridge to the 

future: 

His was the age which had never known illusion, the grimly humorous generation 

which from childhood had both expected and experienced the seamier side. Yet 

now, recently, some time very lately, so near in time that the tingle of surprise still 

lingered, something new had appeared on his emotional horizon. It had been 

something which so far he had entirely lacked and which had been born to him 

miraculously late in his life. He saw it for what it was. It was a faith, a spiritual and 

romantic faith. It had been there always, of course, disguised as a rejected illusion, 

and must have lain there for years like a girl growing to maturity in her sleep. Now 

it was awake all right and recognizable; a deep and lovely passion for his home, his 

soil, his blessed England, his principles, his breed, his Amanda and Amanda’s 

future children. That was the force which was driving him. That was the fire which 

was crowding him on through and over the obscene obstacle of his own unnatural 

weakness. (TP 109) 
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This is the knowledge Campion, as an overly “civilised” Englishman of the upper-class, 

suffering the concurrent complaint of the “underdeveloped heart,” has to lose himself to 

learn.95 Amanda has been reading his detached, unsentimental position on their engagement 

correctly, but Campion has not been able to read himself, burying his instincts under his 

performance. He has to go underground to find them: metaphorically, to the rawer, less 

polished self revealed during his amnesia, and literally, too, in the tunnels under the Nag’s 

Pyckle, “probably dating back to Neolithic times,” where he experiences a sort of second 

birth, descending into the warm darkness of “Deep England” through a “narrow aperture” 

and gaining a new sense of England at its best, “fairy story England” with its Tudor shops 

and Queen Anne houses (TP 67; 304; 56). 

When Campion at last regains his memory, he realises that until the blow to the 

head, he had been “seeing [Amanda] through some sort of mental curtain. His subconscious 

mind reached out for this infuriating barrier and drew it slowly aside like a wet page” (TP 

172). This is work he was able to accomplish instantly while amnesiac, achieved in a 

moment of insight where  

it seemed to him that in that moment he actually struggled up and out of a whole 

customary system of living and emerged a small naked essence of the basic man 

[…] She should not desert him. Pride, manners, custom, the habit of a lifetime, and 

the training of an ancient system be damned. Amanda was his. He needed her, and 

God help the man or the woman herself if there was any smashing up of that 

combine. (TP 30) 

He feels, in this early moment, that he would overcome all the systems of his upbringing 

to insist that that the engagement be kept, but his later realisation that Amanda represents 

this order precludes this possibility. The civilisation of England that must be protected from 

the enemy is synonymous with his principles, with the principled Amanda herself, and with 

the children she will have to carry this enterprise on into the future. Aubrey, we learn later, 

is “fully prepared to destroy the whole structure of [Britain’s] economic life in order to get 

into command” (TP 199); Campion feels bound to “play fair” and conceal his amnesia from 

Amanda, lest he win her by an unfair appeal to pity. 

 
95 E. M. Forster, “Notes on the English Character,” Abinger Harvest (London: Brace, Harcourt, 1936), 5. 
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 To return to the passage above where Campion conflates Amanda with England, he 

compares his subterranean feelings for her with the disillusion his generation felt in the 

interwar period, Auden’s “low and dishonest decade.”96 For Allingham, it was a world with 

nothing but broken planks wherever we trod. Nobody knew anything at all for 

certain. The most elementary morals were in considerable doubt […] Our parents, 

schoolteachers and clergy, sickened by a catastrophe which everybody said was the 

direct outcome of a world in which most of them had lived happily and innocently, 

turned from the thought of instructing us with weary self-disgust […] Since then 

the whole generation has had to find out how to live by trial and error, with the main 

result that it has learnt what little it does know very thoroughly indeed.97 

The little Campion knows throughout Traitor’s Purse is that his county is threatened, he 

alone can save her, and that he loves Amanda—and that she is (or should be) his wife. The 

passage where he collapses England, Amanda, and the future together is also the passage 

where the interwar generation’s disillusion undergoes its own magic operation, to reveal 

itself as patriotism inverted, as faith by any other name. England itself is the answer to all 

anxiety, fear, and lack: Campion has simply never seen that clearly before.  

 When Campion is hit on the head—again—and returns to consciousness in a police 

cell—again, we appear to be experiencing a moment of cyclical return, a repetition of a 

traumatic moment. This is, however, a return with a difference (with différance), although 

it appears to return us to the past. In the moment of return, Campion is the detective readers 

will remember from previous novels, and which they have been missing: suave, assured, 

and in command of the situation. He knows exactly who he is, and for a period it seems 

that he has forgotten everything between the first blow and the second; for him they are 

one blow, and the amnesiac Campion’s frantic scramblings in the dark nothing but the 

“nightmare” he frequently thought them (TP 3, 7, 47, 110). What persists, apparently 

without reference, is emotion: “He felt exhausted and somehow— yes, that was it, 

chastened. How off! He might have had some deep emotional experience rather than a bang 

on the head” (TP 167). No missing time is noted yet; looking ahead complacently to a future 

we know he has already lived through, he thinks that “seen for the first time, Bridge must 

be rather staggering” (TP 167). This is an experience the integrated Campion could never 

 
96 Auden, “September 1, 1939,” The English Auden, 245. 
97 Allingham, The Oaken Heart, 22. 



216 
 

have had, having long since seen it in “calendars, the picture postcards, the ornamental 

biscuit-tins” (TP 168), but one which he was allowed to experience while suffering memory 

loss, allowing him to truly appreciate and experience England without irony, “with the eyes 

of a child” (TP 56). Similarly, the reawakened Campion thinks casually about Amanda – 

“A dear kid, Amanda. So young. Too young for him?” (TP 168) – before finding himself 

unexpectedly mired in emotion and then a flash-back memory of the uncompleted couplet. 

When he realises that he has, in fact, lost time between the blows, he gains “the whole 

kaleidoscopic history of the last thirty-six hours […] a mad, uncomic strip with himself 

wandering blindfold through it like a lost soul […] as his two minds and personalities 

merged at last” (TP 172). 

 This moment of closure fits oddly within the narrative of a detective story. This is 

not a detective story on the level of the treason plot: Campion has always had all the 

information he needed and all the necessary knowledge to stop Aubrey. The crime was 

solved, in effect, before the novel begun. What Campion lost was the solution; and Traitor’s 

Purse is a novel concerned less with rooting out the traitor than with wondering how to 

respond to the retraumatisation of war. This is a war which is both familiar and unfamiliar: 

a war come home, a war which has made home itself strange. The problem of the novel is 

not who is organising crime among Masters of Bridge, but how to live in wartime without 

going numb or becoming disassociated: how to believe in something to fight for and in a 

better future. The answer, Allingham suggests, is mythic England itself. In Traitor’s Purse 

we see an extremely heightened, historically-aware form of the recourse to the pastoral with 

which I began this this study. Campion, who throughout his amnesia was incapable of 

finishing a quotation or understanding a reference, returns to memory and an awareness of 

the bind he is with poetry on his lips:  

[He] began to suffer the tortures of the damned. The war, with all its noisy horror 

as he knew it in the battle zones, was very close to him. He could see and hear it 

over Britain, not merely as air raids but as invasion, and then, as well as these, he 

the whole country suddenly hit in the wind by an entirely unexpected blow. The 

magnificent jingle from the end of King John came into his mind: Come the three 

corners of the world in arms, and we shall shock them: nought shall make us rue, if 

England to itself do rest but true. ‘But true’: there was the talisman, there the 

strength, and there the danger. ‘But true.’ But confident of her own solidarity. “But 

true.” (TP 175; italics in original). 
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If the British believe in this mythical heritage, this continuous and untainted Englishness, 

Allingham suggests, they can hold their own at war. This is the solution Campion was 

unable to let himself know before suffering his own unexpected blow. He has been too 

much a product of his interwar adulthood: too civilised, refined, controlled, and ironic, 

incapable of wholly believing in or experiencing either love or grand récits of nationalism. 

Because of the deadening numbness of the First World War, he has not allowed himself to 

feel real emotion – or rather, to recognise that he feels real emotion – for either Amanda or 

England, but the period of latency is finally over now, even if it has taken a second blow 

of war to end it.  
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Conclusion 

 Remember: the past won't fit into memory without something left over; it must 

have a future.1 

To close this study with a chapter on the First World War is to return to the point at 

which I began in my Introduction, and to reveal what has been presented as a linear 

progression from the imagined medieval to the First World War to be a closed circle of 

desire. This resembles the logico-temporal form of the detective novel itself, moving 

forward to move back, and moving back in order to move forward; and it also resembles 

the circuit created by the epistemological romance I have argued exists between post-First 

World War detective fiction and the historical past. Variously medieval, Elizabethan and 

Jacobean, Victorian, the past is repetitively invoked in the novels studied without ever 

being wholly contained or possessed. The major argument of this thesis has been that the 

repetitive staging of the possession of the past is symptomatic of a loss of faith in history 

inflicted by the First World War: a wound in the imaginative sense of connection between 

the present and the past.  Richard J. Evans was being unusually conservative for a modern 

historian after the deconstructive turn when he suggested that, as, the past ‘really 

happened’, historians can, “if we are very scrupulous and careful and self-critical, find out 

how it happened and reach some tenable though always less than final conclusions about 

what it all meant.”2 This certainty fuelled nineteenth century positivism and took significant 

damage from the First World War. Belief in historical objectivity and the ability of 

empirical historians to recover the past did not immediately wither on the vine in 1918, but 

it was “no longer an unbroken chain from primitive to modern […] but a story capable of 

violent interruption or termination.”3 The certainties of the previous century and its grand 

récits had taken a blow they would not recover from.  

This thesis has added to the scholarship which challenges the reading of classic 

detective fiction as affectless and escapist, and provided an understanding of these novels 

as traumatic and historical tools which could offer readers new ways of  re-imagining their 

connection to the past at a time when this connection was felt to be severed, torn, or 

otherwise threatened. Detective fictions which were widely read and which have lasted, as 

 
1 Joseph Brodsky, “San Pietro.” Collected Poems in English, edited and translated by Anne Kjellberg. New 

York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux, 2000, 161. 
2 Richard J. Evans, In Defence of History. London: Granta Books, 2001, 271-2. 
3 Overy, 28. 



219 
 

the body of work produced by Allingham, Christie, Marsh, Sayers, and Tey have, reveal 

much about popular desire. They not only respond to it, but often leap ahead, providing a 

popular form for national thinking-through. Linda Colley stated that “[a]t times when the 

world seems dangerously open, men and women often try to close and contain it through 

stories,” but these novels are doing more than merely closing the ‘chasm in history,’ and 

more than tracing continuities between the pre-war past and the contemporary moment.4 

They continually reconstruct, re-member, and re-enact a past otherwise experienced as 

fractured and damaged. Detective novels promise a complete and satisfactory 

reconstruction of the crime, suggesting that the past can be entirely known and recovered—

whether the past in question is particular to the novel itself, or, as my case studies have 

shown, on the national, mythic level.  

This thesis has examined the way these novels are invested in the representation of 

communities still meaningfully enacting rituals inherited from the past without 

interruption, engaged in active memory rather than commemoration, focusing on the 

presence of the past and refusing to acknowledge it as history. ‘Ritual’ is a word that recurs 

throughout the thesis, pertaining to specific iterative practices suggestive of nostalgia for 

an imagined community held together by the force of religious ritual, like walking 

widdershins or dancing the Dance of the Five Sons, or taking the barge to Blackfriars to 

view a Shakespearean play on the South Bank. When it comes to the Victorian period, as I 

have shown, inherited and ritualised behaviours still actively being performed are treated 

with stigma rather than reverence, but the past is similarly shown to be dangerously alive 

in the present moment. A feeling of irrecoverable loss and historical discontinuity has been 

transformed into a passionate insistence that nothing has been lost at all. ‘Ritual’ and self-

conscious re-enactment occur, too, on and in the level of the text, in the form of the mise 

en abyme, the ‘ritual’ of the restaging of the crime through which the murderer is caught. 

This interest in re-enactment is tightly interlaced with the post-First World War turn within 

the discipline of history. For Auden, falterings in the ‘ritual’ would reveal the identity of 

the murderer. My thesis has demonstrated that it is this very formal preoccupation with re-

enactment and ritual that speaks to a broader sense of irrecoverable loss and wounding. 

The presence of the past in detective fiction is insistently repetitive, despite its 

formal investment in restoring a historically linear narrative without gaps or interruption. 

 
4 Linda Colley, The Ordeal of Elizabeth Marsh: A Woman in World History, New York: Pantheon Books, 

2007, 365. 
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Repetition is usually seen by enthusiasts and critics of detective fiction as a quality visible 

in its ‘addicted’ consumers as much as its form: Rushing argues that there is “a crucial link 

between desire and repletion” that sees readers returning again and again to ‘the scene of 

the crime.’5 For Roth, indeed, all detective fiction is one extended repetition of the same 

story.6 I have argued throughout this thesis that continual return to a genre which offers the 

pleasures of narrative linearity and historiographical method has as much to do with trauma 

as with escapism. Those who forget the past cannot master it, and those who have not 

mastered it must symptomatically repeat it. “One sheds one’s sicknesses in books—repeats 

and presents again one’s emotions, to be master of them,” D. H. Lawrence suggested.7  

Similarly, Caruth argued that “the traumatised carry an impossible history within them, or 

they become themselves the symptom of a history that they cannot entirely possess.”8 

While individual detective novels may indeed meet Nietzsche’s criteria of closing without 

‘curious remainders’, solving the crime completely and with the clean annihilation of the 

past which forecloses any sense of historicity and ‘it was’, and therefore become “self-

consuming artefacts” which do not invite return or continued thought, those I have 

examined here do not.9 As attempts to manage and to possess the past, they are haunted by 

their own urge to recover and reconstruct, and this re-enactment is never so perfect that it 

does not leave behind revealing gaps or remainders. “Remembering is aimed at gaining 

knowledge and understanding of some object of the past […] Repetition, however, shows 

how the very inconsistency of that knowledge toward being shows up in the body,” Belau 

wrote. One of the overarching concerns of this thesis is the way these novels so concerned 

with possessing history often end in being possessed by it, suffering formal amnesias and 

traumatic blockages, peopled with characters who suffer likewise, who stumble through 

periods of automatism, and who find, when acting ‘out of irresistible impulse’, that history 

itself seems to work through them.10    

 
5 Rushing, ix. 
6 Roth,14. 
7 D. H. Lawrence, The Letters of D. H. Lawrence, eds. George J. Zytaruk, James T. Boulton (Cambridge: 

Cambridge University Press, 2002), 90. 
8 Caruth, “Introduction,” 5. 
9 Porter quoting Stanley Fish, explores at greater length whether detective fiction formally qualifies as “self-

consuming,” ‘throwaway’ literature (Porter, 6-7). 
10 Belau, xvi. 
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Once more, with feeling 

The decision to close this study with Allingham’s Traitor’s Purse was one that, on the 

surface, might seem to suggest temporal irregularity. My focus in this thesis has been on 

examining the way novels by the five writers studied managed the past, and how this 

management changed and adapted over time and with distance from the First World War. 

Chronologically, At Bertram’s Hotel, poised at the beginning of the postmodern turn and a 

further estrangement from historical positivism, is the last and latest. Yet I chose to end 

with the wartime Traitor’s Purse—a decision made not innocently, but with intent. In this 

novel, I argued, Allingham is as interested in the legacy and formal treatment of the First 

World War as she is in the Second; the Second World War is represented as a 

retraumatisation, as a blow falling upon an already-stunned head. At the beginning of my 

fourth chapter, I suggested that the First World War does not usually ‘come home’ with 

full affect in detective fiction—then proceeded to examine three novels for which that was 

not precisely true. The Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club, The ABC Murders, and 

Traitor’s Purse are precluded from giving their readers a sense of cathartic resolution 

without remainder because they attempt more directly and with less displacement to close 

the wound in history. In so doing, they fail to perform Rushing’s double méconnaissance, 

the operation which transforms profound awareness of loss and sense of violation into a 

safely manageable murder-on-paper, a logical problem to be solved. They are too explicitly 

about digging up the wartime past and bringing up the wartime dead: they breach the fragile 

cover of the earth (and the page) to unearth an ‘unpleasant stink’ which cannot ultimately 

be dispelled within the constraints of the form once it has been acknowledged. Something 

aporetic remains in the endings of both The Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club and The 

ABC Murders: neither fully manages to convince the reader at its conclusion that historical 

linear time has been restored, and the circuit of traumatic repetition broken.  

What happens in Traitor’s Purse is more complicated. Lassner has argued that in 

this novel, Allingham wanted to make the stakes of the war real to her American public, as 

a form of war work for Britain; yet I have shown that Traitor’s Purse is performing an 

additional function, offering itself as a model of successful traumatic working-through for 

a British audience.11 Unlike the elder Sayers and Christie, whose writings suggest they 

experienced the Second World War as a continuance of the First, or Marsh, who spent the 

 
11 Lassner,114. 
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war in New Zealand, for Allingham the affect of the First World War ‘came home’ for the 

first time in her experience of the Second. This is re-enacted and re-staged through 

Campion’s amnesia, which allows Allingham to first separate his experience of events from 

their accompanying emotions before relinking them with explosive impact.  Campion is 

forced by the loss of his detached, cynical superego to reappraise himself, his relationships, 

and his country at war: to at last feel, in a reversal of Eco’s dictum, ‘with innocence, not 

ironically.’ This reversal of the traditional operation of the detective novel is aimed at the 

reading public and at the interwar posture of detachment and disillusion, intended to incite 

similar feelings of patriotism and belief in a greater ideal, an eternal England. “When the 

guns fired in August 1914 […] the faces of men and women [showed] so plain in each 

other’s eyes that romance was killed,” Woolf argued, suggesting that a certain lyric 

sensibility and a set of illusions were lost forever; killed by, as Light puts it, “History with 

a capital H.”12  

Allingham uses the Second World War and Campion’s blow to the head to 

resuscitate romance and illusion together. They become one and the same in the moment 

Campion identifies Amanda with England (a specifically timeless ideal set apart from 

historically-bound Britain), and with a process of heterosexual replication through marriage 

which binds present and past together and creates futurity. I have ended this study with a 

novel which eschews the affectless quality which led Light to describe the genre as “a 

literature of convalescence,” and which does not offer escape, but instead active emotional 

engagement with the present moment.13 I have argued that these novels are textured rather 

than flat, protuberantly bristling with untimely presences, traces, and remainders, and that 

more active historiographical work is being done to manage the present and the past in this 

body of literature than is often acknowledged. Traitor’s Purse is a novel which knowingly 

refuses its readers the feeling of complete return to historical, linear time, the ability to 

leave the novel behind without remainder. Its intention and its effect is to leave the wartime 

reader stranded in an aporetic mire which can only be resolved through actions beyond the 

boundaries of fiction.   

 
12 Virginia Woolf, A Room of One’s Own [1929], London: HarperCollins, 1977, 19; Light, Forever England, 

3. 
13 Light, 67. 
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A supplement to history 

Woolf stated in 1929 that history was the province of men, a territory barred to women on 

both a literal and figurative level. “Only the Fellows and Scholars are allowed here; the 

gravel is the place for me,” she concluded, presenting the quadrangles of college life and 

the doors of its libraries as policed and guarded spaces.14 This thesis has argued that at the 

same time that History (with a capital H) was failing to requite the needs and demands of 

the populace, history (small h) was a major concern of and organising mechanism in 

detective fiction as a genre, and that this was foundational to its popularity in the interwar 

period. For Woolf, the history of women was full of gaps it fell to fiction fill imaginatively; 

in this thesis I have argued that the post-war lack of faith in History’s ability to restore the 

past wie es eigentlich gewesen meant that fiction was pressed into service to supplement 

this through the figure of the detective-as-historian, and that it offered, in the detective 

novel, the representation of a historiographical process which could still be trusted to 

deliver a single and complete reconstruction of past events. The decline of the classic 

detective novel’s centrality in after the Second World War is therefore not necessarily due 

to a decline in form: rather, it is due the changing understanding of the past after the 

deconstructive turn. 

To make this argument is wrest history from its scholarly guards, to remove it from 

the closed circuits of the colleges, and to examine how this specific form of popular fiction 

reconstructed, managed, and requited its relationship with the past in the years between 

1920 and 1970. It is not necessarily to suggest that this process was deliberately 

oppositional or transgressive, although there is room for future scholarship to explore that 

aspect, and to read in novels like Sayer’s Gaudy Night a fantasy of privileged access to and 

penetration of the scholarly cloisters of Oxbridge. If the fantasy of the English village in 

the novels I have examined is often congruous with a broader desire to “goe home” to 

Merrie England between the wars, in the hands of novelists like Marsh this desire could be 

satirised; the trajectory of post-Second World War desire for the Elizabethan and Jacobean 

past I have explored in the novels of Marsh and Tey is, however, at significant odds to the 

way this period was used by modernist writers like Woolf and Eliot, or by scholars like the 

Leavises.15  In the work of Sayers, Allingham, and Christie, I have offered a cross-section 

 
14 Woolf, A Room of One’s Own, 10, 12. 
15 Harris notes John Piper’s 1936 quotation of thirteenth century chronicler Peter Langtoft’s desire to “goe 

home” as part of a broader structure of feeling in the 1930s and 1940s (Romantic Moderns, 7).  
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of approaches to the burdensome legacies of the Victorian past; each writer uses 

Victorianism differently, but all three are engaged in knowing conversation with modernist 

narratives about the Victorians and what they mean or can mean in the present moment. 

The First World War remains marked by absence and lack in detective fiction, in terms of 

representation and on formal level through tropings of silence, amnesia, and splitting, silent 

where the ‘war-books’ proved, at last, voluble: but in their silences, in their forgettings, and 

in their fracturings, I have shown that novels which deal directly with the war reveal the 

operative mechanisms of historiographical process and trauma at work in them at the 

precise moments when they cease to adequately function.  

To return once more to where I began, Todorov wrote that the story of the crime is 

always “in fact the story of an absence: its most accurate characteristic is that it cannot be 

immediately present in the book.”16 What is true of the discrete past to be recovered within 

a particular novel is true of attempts to harness the national past. Detective fiction may be 

about “confronting and taming the monstrous”, but this thesis has demonstrated that when 

it comes to taming and controlling the alterity of the past, to possessing and ontologising 

it, this work is always incomplete, and necessarily produces hauntological others.17 The 

novels studied cannot cleanly devour the previous moment and escape the loss inherent in 

any sense of historicity and ‘it was’, however much they wish to. They can only re-enact 

linear narratives of pastness in an endless circuit of desire which ends in blockage, and thus 

repeats again. ‘The thing itself, alive and luminous,’ the past, remains always just out of 

reach.  

 
16 Todorov, 45. 
17 Plain, Twentieth Century Crime Fiction: Gender, Sexuality, and the Body, 3. 
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