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PUBLISHER’S NOTE

Continuing the Salem Press tradition of the Critical
Survey series, Critical Survey of Mystery and Detec-
tive Fiction, Revised Edition provides detailed analy-
ses of the lives and writings of major contributors to
the fascinating literary subgenre of mystery and detec-
tive fiction. This greatly expanded five-volume set is
the first full revision of a work that originally appeared
in 1988. Published in four smaller, unillustrated vol-
umes, the original Critical Survey of Mystery and De-
tective Fiction contained 275 articles about individual
authors of mystery and detective fiction and a glossary
of terms. This new edition updates or replaces all the
original articles and adds entirely new articles on 118
more authors, raising the total to 393 articles, an in-
crease of 43 percent. The original glossary has been
expanded and divided into two parts. Moreover, this
new edition adds 37 entirely new overview essays and
5 new appendixes, raising to 7 the total number of
items in the Resources section of volume 5.

To such well-known mystery writers as Raymond
Chandler, Agatha Christie, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle,
Erle Stanley Gardner, Dashiell Hammett, Edgar Allan
Poe, and Dorothy L. Sayers, this revised edition adds
such venerable writers’ names as Louisa May Alcott,
Edward Stratemeyer, and Margaret Truman. Most of
the new author articles, however, are on popular con-
temporary writers, such as Mary Higgins Clark, Patri-
cia Cornwell, John Dunning, John Grisham, Thomas
Harris, Carolyn Hart, Rolando Hinojosa, Scott Turow,
and Stuart Woods. A particularly noteworthy addition
is J. K. Rowling, the author of the sensationally popu-
lar Harry Potter series, whose seventh and final
volume was published in 2007.

Mystery and detective fiction is essentially a Brit-
ish and American creation that has long been domi-
nated by British, American, and European writers.
One of the most exciting developments in the field,
therefore, has been the growing number of new writers
of various ethnicities and nationalities. In selecting au-
thors to add to Critical Survey of Mystery and Detec-
tive Fiction, a particular effort was made to achieve
greater ethnic and international diversity. Among the

added authors are the African American writers Elea-
nor Taylor Bland, Walter Mosley, and Barbara Neely
and the Chicano writer Rolando Hinojosa. Authors
added from other Western Hemispheric countries in-
clude the Mexican writer Paco Ignacio Taibo II, Bra-
zilian Luiz Alfredo Garcia-Roza, and three Canadians:
William Deverell, David Morrell, and Peter Robinson.
New Asian authors include China’s Qiu Xiaolong and
five writers from Japan: Natsuo Kirino, Seichd Ma-
tsumoto, Shizuko Natsuki, Akimitsu Takagi, and
Miyuki Miyabe. Africa is represented by the South
African author Gillian Slovo; Zimbabwe-born Alex-
ander McCall Smith, who writes about a woman de-
tective in Botswana; and Elspeth Huxley, who set sev-
eral traditional murder mysteries in fictional East
African countries.

Geographically, the largest number of writers are
from North America, with 204 from the United States,
10 from Canada, and 1 from Mexico. The next largest
group of writers are associated with the British Isles:
149 from England, 12 from Scotland, 8 from Ireland,
5 from Wales, and 1 from Northern Ireland. The rest
of Europe is represented by 12 writers from France,
3 from Switzerland, 3 from the Netherlands, 3 from
Russia, 2 from Spain, 2 from Sweden, 2 from Ger-
many, and 1 each from Austria, Belgium, Italy, and
Georgia. One writer is from Israel. Africa is repre-
sented by 4 writers from South Africa, 1 from Zimba-
bwe, and 1 from Zambia. Asian writers include 5 from
Japan, 1 from China, and 1 from India. South America
is represented by 2 writers from Argentina and 1 from
Brazil. Three Australians are joined by 1 New Zea-
lander.

With the addition of more than three dozen over-
view essays and new appendixes, Critical Survey of
Mystery and Detective Fiction now joins Salem’s fam-
ily of fully revised and expanded Critical Surveys of
poetry, drama, short fiction, and long fiction. Some au-
thors covered here are also covered in one or more of
the other sets, but it should be understood that articles
in each set are unique. For example, the article on
Mark Twain in Critical Survey of Long Fiction focuses




Critical Survey of Mystery and Detective Fiction

on his novels, that in Critical Survey of Short Fiction
focuses on his short stories and sketches, and the one
in the present set focuses on his mystery and detective
writings—which are considerably more extensive than
many people may realize. Readers will find little over-
lap in the text of these three articles.

The need for a new edition of Critical Survey of
Mystery and Detective Fiction is evident in the grow-
ing recognition of the genre’s importance in modern
literature and in the increased attention the genre is re-
ceiving in classrooms. The gap between what is per-
ceived as mainstream fiction and mystery genre fiction
has narrowed, and mystery fiction is now seen as
something far more than mere entertainment, as it of-
ten offers special insights into human nature and insti-
tutions. Indeed, the syllabus of one college course
states that mystery fiction “explores how human con-
sciousness makes sense out of what might otherwise
be viewed as random experience and meaningless vio-
lence.” This, incidentally, is a theme that is discussed
at length in many of the overview essays in volume 5.

Another aspect of mystery fiction’s receiving in-
creased recognition is what it reveals about different
social classes, societies, cultures, and, indeed, entire
nations. Mystery fiction probes deeply into the inner
workings of every level of society and exposes the
strengths and weaknesses of economic, political, and
legal institutions. During the days of South Africa’s
racially oppressive apartheid system, it was often said
that one of the best ways to understand the complex
problems of that country was to read the mysteries of
James McClure, a South African mystery writer
whose novels probed deeply into both black and white
communities and vividly revealed human dimensions
of the day-to-day effects of racial segregation. Similar
observations might be made about the mystery and de-
tective fiction of other countries, such as Japan, which
is richly represented in Critical Survey of Mystery and
Detective Fiction.

There was a time when mystery and detective fic-
tion seemed virtually synonymous with the classic
“whodunits,” in which murders are committed, and
then both detectives and readers settle down to sort out
clues until the guilty parties are identified and order is
restored. The fictional investigators may range from

hard-boiled police detectives and private investigators,
such as Dashiell Hammett’s Sam Spade, to brilliantly
intuitive amateurs, such as Agatha Christie’s Miss
Jane Marple. Such stories are still written, but the
modern mystery genre encompasses a vast variety of
subgenres that are known by such terms as comic ca-
pers, courtroom dramas, cozies, historical mysteries,
inverted mysteries (which reveal the culprits immedi-
ately), police procedurals, psychological mysteries,
and thrillers of various stripes. These subgenres and
others are all well represented here, and Critical Sur-
vey of Mystery and Detective Fiction casts its net even
wider to take in authors of espionage and horror
stories.

Judging by the distribution of names in volume 5’s
Categorized Index of Authors, the most popular sub-
genre among writers in this set is that of the amateur
sleuth, represented by 139 writers. That category is
closely followed by the rapidly expanding subgenre of
police procedurals, with 135 writers, and by thrillers,
with 120 writers. The other subgenres in order of rep-
resentation are private investigator, 92; psychological,
86; hard-boiled, 67; cozies, 65; espionage, 54; in-
verted, 53; historical, 51; master sleuth, 19; comedy
caper, 17; horror, 14; courtroom dramas, 9; and meta-
physical and metafictional parodies, 7.

OVERVIEWS

In addition to this edition’s large expansion of arti-
cles on individual authors, the other major change in
this revised edition is the inclusion of 37 completely
original overview essays, most of which are as long as
6,000 words. These essays explore the history and na-
ture of the mystery and detective genre and examine
the fiction of ethnic writers and writers from other
parts of the world. The overviews begin with “Past and
Present Mystery and Detective Fiction,” a section con-
taining essays on the roots of the genre, the so-called
Golden Age of mystery fiction, innovations in the
field, literary aspects of mystery fiction, connections
between so-called mainstream fiction and the mystery
genre, and pulp magazine fiction.

Another group of essays, “Mystery Fiction Around
the World,” explores mystery fiction in Africa, Asia,
Britain, France, Latin America, and the United States

vi
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as well as mysteries set in exotic locations. The section
labeled “Mystery Fiction Subgenres” explores 14 dif-
ferent varieties of mystery fiction, including academic
mysteries, cozies, ethnic American mysteries, feminist
and lesbian mysteries, forensic mysteries, historical
mysteries, horror stories, juvenile and young-adult
mysteries, parodies, police procedurals, science fic-
tion and mystery blends, spy novels, thrillers, and
true-crime stories. “The Detectives” section contains
essays on amateur sleuths, armchair detectives, hard-
boiled detectives, and women detectives as well as
Sherlock Holmes pastiches. A final group of essays, in
“Other Media,” examine nonliterary adaptations and
other writing genres, such as films, drama, radio
dramas, television series, and graphic mystery novels.

RESOURCES AND INDEXES

Critical Survey of Mystery and Detective Fiction,
Revised Edition adds 5 new appendixes and greatly
expands and divides the original edition’s glossary
into “Genre Terms and Techniques” and “Crime Fic-
tion Jargon.” Added appendixes in the “Resources”
section include an annotated bibliography of general
works, a guide to Web and electronic resources, lists
of major writing awards, a detailed time line of high-
lights in the history of crime and detective fiction, and
a chronological listing of authors. Indexes in this set
are geographical and categorized indexes of writers
covered in author articles, an index of the principal
series characters, and a general subject index.

ORGANIZATION AND FORMAT

As with Salem’s other Critical Survey sets, Critical
Survey of Mystery and Detective Fiction is designed to
meet the needs of secondary school and college under-
graduate students. Articles on authors are arranged al-
phabetically, by the names or pen names under which
the authors publish their mystery fiction. In some
cases, these names differ from those by which the au-
thors are best known. An example is “Edgar Box,” the
pen name that Gore Vidal used to write several mys-
tery novels.

Each author article is formatted identically, open-
ing with ready-reference data on the author’s name,
pseudonyms, birth and death dates and places, and

types of plots. Because of the large numbers of books
that many mystery writers publish, Critical Survey of
Mystery and Detective Fiction differs slightly from
other Critical Survey sets in listing each author’s prin-
cipal works at the end of the article, instead of at the
beginning. Articles on authors of series fiction—such
as Christie’s Hercule Poirot stories and John Ball’s
Virgil Tibbs series—complete the top matter by listing
the authors’ principal series and offering brief descrip-
tions of the principal series characters.

The main text of all author articles begins with a
paragraph or two headed “Contribution” that sums up
the author’s place in the mystery and detective fiction
genre and discusses what sets the author apart from
others in the field. This section is followed by one
headed “Biography,” which provides a brief summary
of the author’s life, paying particular attention to
events relating to the author’s mystery and detective
fiction.

The heart of every author article is the long “Analy-
sis” section. It begins with an overview of the author’s
writing that discusses themes, motifs, and writing
style. This section is further broken down into sub-
headed sections on individual works—usually nov-
els—or groups of works. With an average of three sub-
sections per article, Critical Survey of Mystery and
Detective Fiction contains focused discussions on
more than 1,300 individual works.

Immediately following the byline of each article’s
contributor are lists of the author’s principal works, ar-
ranged by genres, beginning with principal works of
mystery and detective fiction. Individual titles are ar-
ranged chronologically and subdivided by series, as
appropriate. Finally, each article ends with an anno-
tated bibliography listing works on the author and on
the subgenres in which the author writes.
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EDITOR’S INTRODUCTION

Since the late 1960’s, mystery and detective fiction
has become an integral part of the school curriculum
and is no longer regarded as mere entertainment or as
an inferior branch of literature. Now, a writer such as
Raymond Chandler, who wrote scripts for Hollywood
and stories for pulp magazines of the 1930’s and
1940’s, has become required reading in high school
and college courses. In a University of New Hamp-
shire graduate course, “Form and Theory of Fiction,”
Chandler is included alongside celebrated mainstream
authors such as Gabriel Garcia Marquez and Cormac
McCarthy. The New Hampshire course explores
Chandler’s use of dialogue, structure, characteriza-
tion, metaphor, and narrative and is implicitly suggest-
ing that his methods stand up to the most rigorous
analysis. Other mystery and detective writers, such as
James M. Cain, Horace McCoy, and Cornell Woolrich,
whose novels were originally published in cheap pa-
perback editions and were adapted for Hollywood
films, have now been canonized in such prestigious
publications as Library of America editions.

What accounts for this upgrading of a genre that
once was considered merely formulaic, too predict-
able and stereotypical to rise to the heights of great lit-
erature? Major critics in the 1930’s and 1940’s, such
as Edmund Wilson, scorned the “whodunit,” the cozy
mystery, the thriller, the police procedural—in short,
all the variations of a modus operandi that always led
to the solving of crimes and melodramatic conflicts
between good and evil. Such genre fiction was sim-
plistic and did not deserve the critic’s measured
attention, Wilson argued.

In part, even the best mystery and detective fiction
was devalued precisely because it was popular, and
critics associated the greatest literature with a smaller
elite or coterie of sophisticated readers. The modernist
credo of critics demanded literature that was difficult
and required skill in decoding. Works such as James
Joyce’s novel Ulysses (1922) were the epitome of
what serious readers should expect from great litera-
ture. Even a writer such as the nineteenth century En-
glish novelist Charles Dickens, now considered one of

the great writers in the Western canon, was not consid-
ered worthy of what influential critic F. R. Leavis
deemed “The Great Tradition.”

Despite all this, college and high school courses to-
day include mystery and detective fiction in their units
on “critical thinking.” The Yale-New Haven Teacher’s
Institute, for example, offers a course titled “Detective
Fiction: Focus on Critical Thinking” that aims to
sharpen students’ ability to interpret evidence and
even to come to terms with the phenomena of their
daily lives. At its heart, detective fiction is about prob-
lem solving, the course syllabus notes. Consequently,
the genre can be used across the curriculum in the hu-
manities and sciences—indeed in any course in which
word problems must be solved. A detailed lesson plan
on the institute’s Web site, which also includes a bibli-
ography and references to journal articles about the
value of teaching detective fiction, demonstrates just
how significant a role the genre has come to play in
pedagogy.

Similarly, libraries have disseminated on the Web
reading lists and articles about collection manage-
ment, sorting through the immense variety and quality
of mystery and detective fiction. A library literature
program at a high school in Pasadena, California, in-
cludes a monthly genre discussion group that focuses
on mystery and suspense. Home schooling Web sites
recommend mystery and detective fiction as an acces-
sible way of teaching reading skills. Rutgers Univer-
sity, in its reading recommendations for senior year
high school electives, includes mystery and detective
fiction as part of a well-balanced curriculum.

The fact that inclusion of mystery and detective fic-
tion in school curricula was a rarity before the 1960’s
is due to a different attitude toward the role and subject
matter of education. At that time, the classics were
taught. Before the twentieth century, the classics
meant Greek and Roman literature. English and
American literature, let alone the literature of other
cultures, did not become a widespread part of the
American college curriculum before the early twenti-
eth century. The New England poet Henry Wadsworth
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Longfellow was considered a daring innovator when
he introduced the study of comparative literature (lit-
erature in translation) into the Harvard curriculum
during the mid-nineteenth century.

The rediscovery of the writings of the nineteenth
century writer Herman Melville during the 1920’s
spurred academics to begin to study contemporary
writers such as Ernest Hemingway, F. Scott Fitzgerald,
and William Faulkner—all of whom grew up reading
Melville as a recent discovery, incorporating elements
of his style into their work. Critics such as Edmund
Wilson and Lionel Trilling who wrote for mass circu-
lation magazines as well as literary journals began to
integrate contemporary literature into their notions of
what it meant for an educated person to be well read.
However, Wilson and other influential critics still drew
a line between what they considered merely popular
contemporary literature and contemporary writers
who might deserve to be regarded as competing, so to
speak, with the classical writers of European litera-
ture.

During the first half of the twentieth century, the
academic consensus was that mystery or genre fiction
writers were not worthy of inclusion in college and
high school courses. Challenging that consensus,
Leslie Fiedler, Ray Browne, and other academics be-
gan to suggest that literature—even great literature—
was more diverse and with deeper roots in popular cul-
ture than educators had previously acknowledged.
Rather than continuing to replicate ever more abstruse
articles about works such as Melville’s Moby Dick
(1851), Browne and others argued that scholars and
teachers should expose their students to why popular
writers—some of whom were fine stylists—should be
studied as closely as the already canonized writers.
Browne’s creation of the Popular Culture Association
suddenly opened up new fields of study for academics,
whose articles and books launched systematic studies
of writers such as Dashiell Hammett and Eric Ambler,
the role of film noir in literature, and elements of mys-
tery and detective fiction that were the underpinnings
of many classical works of literature.

To some extent, the distinctions between genre and
mainstream fiction that Edmund Wilson, Dwight Mac-
donald, F. R. Leavis, and other critics found were

never as deep as they thought. Faulkner, for example,
devoted considerable time to reading Rex Stout and
Georges Simenon. Indeed, a published inventory of
his library included many of their paperback novels.
Moreover, Faulkner’s own novel Absalom, Absalom!
(1936) is structured rather like the gothic thriller/de-
tective novels that he enjoyed reading. The correspon-
dence of other mainstream writers—Rebecca West,
for example—reveals a high degree of respect for the
so-called pulp writers such as James M. Cain. That
Faulkner attempted to write his own series of detective
stories, collected in Knight’s Gambit (1949), with de-
cidedly poor results suggests that the rather sneering
attitude certain critics adopted toward genre fiction
was unmerited. Faulkner’s detective, lawyer Gavin
Stevens, is a poor substitute for Hercule Poirot and the
cozy mysteries Agatha Christie published with such
aplomb. The capacity to write great crime fiction, in
other words, requires a certain sort of genius that not
all writers—even great mainstream ones—can demon-
strate.

As the University of New Hampshire course in the
theory and form of fiction suggests, the handling of di-
alogue and narrative, for instance, can be as impres-
sive in mystery and detective fiction as in any other
kind of literature. With the appearance of literary criti-
cism such as John Cawelti’s Adventure, Mystery and
Romance: Formula Stories as Art and Popular Culture
(1976), rigid distinctions between high and low, or
popular and elite literature, became less meaningful.
The range of literary works that academics saw fit to
analyze expanded, and opportunities for the inclusion
of mystery and detective fiction into school curricula
grew.

At the same time, however, mystery and detective
fiction has sometimes deserved the critical pastings it
has received. Too often, its genre heroes—even in
such classics as the Sherlock Holmes series—never
change or develop as characters. A character such as
Holmes has his eccentricities, to be sure, and his cre-
ator, Arthur Conan Doyle, was adept at introducing
new aspects of his character. However, the point of the
series was that Holmes could never really change and
could always be relied upon to solve the crime. Con-
sidering that the Holmes stories were formula fiction
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at its best, think of all the imitators that inevitably
exhibit less skill than their progenitor.

Perhaps the main reason school curricula now in-
clude units on mystery and detective fiction is that the
genre itself has matured, as critic and crime novelist
Patrick Anderson argues in The Triumph of the
Thriller: How Crooks, Cops, and Cannibals Captured
Popular Fiction (2007). The present, fully revised, and
expanded edition of Critical Survey of Mystery and
Detective Fiction not only acknowledges the new and
accomplished writers of this genre, it also explores
how the genre itself has changed and grown, espe-
cially in terms of characterization and complex narra-
tives.

A series character such as Michael Connelly’s
Harry Bosch, for example, not only develops and
changes from one novel to the next, he suffers the toll
that years of involvement in brutal crimes exact on his
psyche. Similarly, John Lescroart’s defense attorney/
detective Dismas Hardy suffers breakdowns and relies
on a more experienced attorney to help him win some
of his cases. These fallible and vulnerable characters
are a far cry from an earlier generation of superhero
sleuths who somehow managed repeatedly to tangle
with the criminal world without ever becoming cor-
rupted themselves. Compare Scott Turow’s legal
thrillers with those of Erle Stanley Gardner and the
growing sophistication of genre fiction is apparent.
Turow’s books are studies of the legal system itself,
not merely pretexts for writing another whodunit, de-
spite the fact that Gardner’s narrative skill remains a
touchstone for serious writers such as Turow who are
committed to help readers make sense of legal pro-
cedures.

Perhaps even more significantly, this new edition
of Critical Survey of Mystery and Detective Fiction
takes into account the ways in which world literature
has contributed to the genre of mystery and detective
fiction with essays on writers from Asia, Africa, and
Latin America. At the same time, American writers
such as Charles McCarry and Barry Eisler have ex-
plored settings on several continents. Eisler’s series
character, John Rain, is part Japanese and part Anglo-
American. Many other authors covered in these vol-
umes write about African American, Native Ameri-

can, Hispanic, and woman detectives in a wide variety
of cultural settings that have transformed mystery and
detective fiction into a far less provincial and “cozy”
genre.

The overview essays—a major new addition to
Critical Survey of Mystery and Detective Fiction—
acknowledge the explosive developments occurring in
world literature that are now being incorporated into
school curricula. These overviews cover subjects such
as African mystery fiction, Asian mystery fiction, eth-
nic American mystery fiction, forensic mystery fic-
tion, feminist and lesbian mystery fiction, innovations
in the genre, Latin American mystery fiction, pas-
tiches of Sherlock Holmes, and parodies. Topics such
as these demonstrate just how much has changed in
the mystery and detective field since the first edition of
Critical Survey of Mystery and Detective Fiction.

The other change in school curricula that this new
edition addresses is the role of other media in shaping
mystery and detective fiction. With the advent of video
tapes and DVDs, the classroom has been extended to
include a much broader sense of what literature itself
means. Included in the overview sections are essays on
topics such as film, graphic mystery novels, radio
drama, stage plays, and television series.

As a research tool, this new edition provides stu-
dents with a great array of sources for further study—
not only up-to-date bibliographies for individual
authors but also for the overview essays, which are
complemented by a separate section of appendixes
that contains a general bibliography, a guide to Web
resources, a time line of crime and detective fiction,
two glossaries, and a chronological list of writers. Fi-
nally, a complex set of indexes encourage students to
cross-reference writers and types of mystery and de-
tective fiction, so that they will be able to identify writ-
ers from specific regions and others who focus on the
same subjects.

With the expansion of Critical Survey of Mystery
and Detective Fiction, a new generation of crime writ-
ers comes to the fore, including figures such as Ne-
vada Barr, Lee Child, Michael Connelly, Patricia
Cornwell, Colin Dexter, Barry Eisler, Antonia Fraser,
Alan Furst, Sue Grafton, Thomas Harris, John Les-
croart, David Morell, George Pelecanos, lan Rankin,
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J. K. Rowling, Scott Turow, and Ann Waldron. The
range of their work and worldwide audience and their
presence in school curricula make these volumes an
especially useful guide to developments in contempo-
rary literature.

Despite the significant changes in mystery and de-
tective fiction, the genre itself endures because of cer-
tain underlying continuities. Ann Waldron is an exam-
ple of an author who reinvigorates the genre’s old
conventions in new settings. She grew up reading the
cozy mysteries of Agatha Christie, obviously enjoying
the adventures of an amateur sleuth such as Miss Jane
Marple and the comfortable English village settings
that are disturbed by the sudden eruption of a murder.
That world is gone, even though readers can indulge
their nostalgia by continuing to enjoy Christie’s splen-
did narratives. Waldron updates Christie by choosing
as her primary setting a college town, Princeton, New
Jersey, which is still sufficiently small and inbred to
provide a cast of eccentric characters who know and
suspect one another. By renewing Christie’s well-
worn formula, Waldron creates witty mysteries featur-
ing an amateur woman sleuth, McLeod Dulany. How-
ever, Dulany—unlike Marple—is a modern woman, a
journalist and teacher of writing at Princeton Univer-
sity. Dulany is also a southerner whose sharp percep-
tions of northerners adds another dimension to the cul-
ture described in Waldron’s Princeton murder series.
Moreover, Princeton University as a institutional
structure becomes an integral part of the mysteries, so
that Waldron is also treading on the familiar ground of
the academic mystery subgenre but refreshing it by
making her detective an outsider (Dulany is on a leave
of absence from her Tallahassee newspaper) who is
keen to observe the infighting that occurs in an Ivy
League hothouse. Another Waldron mystery, set in a
Princeton seminary, fosters a sense of claustrophobia,
of seething resentments and conflicts, that are essen-
tial to well-wrought mystery.

At the heart of much mystery and detective fic-
tion—no matter the period in which it is written or
set—is corruption, a canker spreading through indi-
viduals, families, and institutions. Dashiell Hammett
and Raymond Chandler perfected this aspect of the
genre, and filmmakers such as Howard Hawks, in The

Big Sleep (1946), and Roman Polanski, in Chinatown
(1974), have brought the same sensibility to the
screen, exposing the incestuous conflicts that are at the
core of many family disturbances and the greedy ma-
nipulation of public resources. In Barry Eisler’s thrill-
ers, John Rain is hired by governments to make assas-
sinations look like natural deaths. While Rain makes
no excuses for his horrible line of work—indeed his
honesty and torment fully engage the reader’s empa-
thy (a rather shocking fact in itself)—FEisler’s novels
are clearly targeted at the national security states that
employ extralegal means of accomplishing policy
goals while pretending that are conducting wars
against terror. Thus it is not surprising to learn that
Eisler, a former Central Intelligence Agency opera-
tive, is opposed the U.S. invasion of Iraq and that his
view of world politics pervades the plots of his novels.

Contemporary mystery and detective fiction is also
distinguished by a cross-fertilization of elements that
earlier novelists tended to separate into different se-
ries. For example, John Lescroart’s Dismas Hardy/
Abe Glitsky series combines the police procedural
with the legal thriller. At its best, this series features
the clash between Hardy’s view that police methods
must never subvert the legal process and Glitsky’s con-
viction that lawyers often obfuscate the nature of
crime, not only making his job harder but also leaving
society unprotected and justice denied. A similar ten-
sion occurs in several television dramas—most nota-
bly in Law and Order, in which the structure of a typi-
cal episode splits its attention between the detectives
who investigate crimes and apprehend criminals and
the district attorneys and defense lawyers who cut
deals and dilute the punishment of crimes. This series,
nevertheless, makes a strong case for the legal justice
system, admitting its flaws but also showing why is-
sues of crime and punishment are not, and probably
can never be, as simple as catching, convicting, and
sentencing perpetrators. Crime and punishment be-
comes not merely a moral imperative but a political
process full of plea-bargaining and other compro-
mises.

Like modern prose fiction, television has become
much more sophisticated and complex in its treatment
of crime and punishment. Whereas an earlier genera-
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tion of television shows featured straight-shooting,
honest cops such as Jack Webb’s Joe Friday in Drag-
net, or tough-guy cops such as Telly Savalas’s Theo
Kojak, and Raymond Burr as the shrewd Perry Mason
whose defense work exposes police incompetence, the
focus has now shifted to legal processes—as in Law
and Order: Special Victims Unit and the various CSI
series. Rather than concentrating on super cops and
detectives, the scenarios of broadcast networks and ca-
ble programs now focus on teams of specialists and fo-
rensic scientists. These televised dramas also share
screen time with nonfiction documentaries on HBO,
A&E, and other cable networks that dramatize sub-
jects such as autopsies and DNA analyses. Figures
such as medical examiners have become both televi-
sion stars and series characters in novels. The probity
and steadiness of author Patricia Cornwell’s Kay
Scarpetta is a throwback to the old-fashioned heroine/
detective. In contrast, Helen Mirren’s Chief Inspector
Jane Tennison in the Prime Suspect television series is

battling not only the sexism and corruption of her own
department but also her own demons.

In this complex history of continuity and change,
what never flags—what never can be removed from
the genre—is the pursuit of crime, whether it is Patri-
cia Highsmith’s Mr. Ripley, who gets away with mur-
der, or Sherlock Holmes, who always gets his man. If
mystery and detective fiction is incorporated into
school curricula it is because of the realization that
what was once considered simply entertainment or lei-
sure reading speaks to a deep core of curiosity about
human motivations, about the rights and wrongs of hu-
man behavior, and about those characters who simply
cannot content themselves with the status quo and
must intervene in history—sometimes for better but
often for worse. How to come to terms with such a
world is the overriding theme of mystery and detective
fiction in all of its permutations.

Carl Rollyson
Baruch College, City University of New York
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ANTHONY ABBOT

Charles Fulton Oursler

Born: Baltimore, Maryland; January 22, 1893
Died: New York, New York; May 24, 1952
Also wrote as Fulton Oursler

Types of plot: Master sleuth; police procedural

PRINCIPAL SERIES
Thatcher Colt, 1930-1943

PRINCIPAL SERIES CHARACTERS

THATCHER CoLT is a New York City police com-
missioner (in one book, however, he has retired into
private crime-prevention work). Tall, dapper, and
poised, Colt is a genius at orchestration of police re-
sources and technology and at the exposure of fraud.
He is married to the beautiful Florence Dunbar.

ANTHONY “TONY” ABBOT, a former newspaper-
man, is secretary to Thatcher Colt during and after his
term as commissioner. As the man who most frequently
shares Colt’s confidences, he takes notes on Colt’s
cases and narrates the memoirs to promote public belief
in the police. He is married to the lively Betty.

MERLE K. DOUGHERTY, New York’s district attor-
ney, is often at odds with Colt yet must grudgingly ac-
knowledge his indispensable contributions to the work
of the police department.

CONTRIBUTION

Anthony Abbot’s contribution to the mystery and
detective genre is found in his eight novels chronicling
the feats of Thatcher Colt, the reserved but unswerv-
ing commissioner of the New York City Police De-
partment. Abbot, as he himself noted, was “one of the
first apologists for the police in detective fiction; as
such, he anticipated the development of the police
procedural. At a time when most fictional police offi-
cers were portrayed as incompetent, dishonest, or, at

best, solid but unimaginative, Abbot created a police
officer-hero of formidable intelligence. For the most
part, however, Abbot was a derivative writer. Popular
in their day, the Thatcher Colt novels are now chiefly
of historical interest. They are a virtual compendium
of the motifs that dominated the American mystery
novel in the 1920’s and 1930’s.

B1oGRAPHY

Anthony Abbot was a pen name of Charles Fulton
Oursler, who published many books, both fictional
and nonfictional, under the name Fulton Oursler. He
was born on January 22, 1893, in Baltimore. Abbot’s
two sisters died in early childhood. His father worked
seven days a week, having supervisory responsibility
on a streetcar line; when Abbot was in his teens, how-
ever, his father was fired from two jobs, so that the
family’s economic position became unstable. As a
small child, Abbot was taken by his mother to first-
class stage plays in Baltimore; these outings were
made possible by the theaters’ donation of tickets to
Abbot’s father, whose streetcar schedules accommo-
dated their patrons. During his youth, Abbot read
widely and learned to perform magic tricks. His fam-
ily considered college unaffordable, so he quit school
at fifteen and found work as office boy in a law office;
he also began to give magic shows at night. While still
in his teens, Abbot became a reporter for the Baltimore
American, thus taking the first step toward fulfilling the
vow he had made three years before, near the grave of
Edgar Allan Poe, that he would be a writer.

In 1910, Abbot married Rose Keller Karger; even-
tually, a son and a daughter were born to them. As a
journalist, Abbot met local and national politicians
and celebrities such as Sarah Bernhardt. He had been
told, however, that the only place to pursue his career
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was New York City, so in 1918 he obtained work there
with Music Trades, a weekly. This was also the year he
sold his first short story, “The Sign of the Seven
Shots.”

A turning point in Abbot’s life was the inception of
his work for Bernarr Macfadden, creator and publisher
of Physical Culture, True Story, True Detective, and
other magazines. Abbot was soon put in charge of
Macfadden’s editorial enterprises. (Later, he served
as an editor for Reader’s Digest.) During this time,
Abbot wrote fiction, went to Hollywood to do script-
writing, and met many of the famous people who cir-
culated through New York. In 1924, he had met and
fallen in love with writer Grace Perkins, which led him
to be one of the first Americans to resort to a Mexican
divorce as well as a Mexican marriage. When Rose fi-
nally granted the divorce, stipulating an alimony set-
tlement, Abbot and Perkins were able to be married in
the United States. Abbot had a daughter and a son
from this marriage.

Abbot’s first novel written using his pseudonym
was About the Murder of Geraldine Foster (1930; also
known as The Murder of Geraldine Foster), featuring
Thatcher Colt. Encouraged by its success—the novel
appeared on the best-seller list, a rarity for a mystery at
the time—he produced a series of Colt novels in rapid
succession while continuing to publish widely as Ful-
ton Oursler. His best-known work, written as Oursler,
was the enormously successful inspirational book The
Greatest Story Ever Told: A Tale of the Greatest Life
Ever Lived (1949), based on his radio series of the
same title. (Though skeptical of spiritualism and ac-
tively involved in unmasking spiritualist frauds, Abbot
had a lifelong interest in religion and in unexplained
psychic phenomena; ultimately, he converted to Ro-
man Catholicism.) He died of a heart attack on May
24, 1952.

ANALYSIS

In discussions of popular fiction, critics often use
the term “formulaic.” Rarely, however, could that term
be so literally applied to a body of fiction as it could to
the mystery novel of the 1920’s and 1930’s. During
this period, countless writers, attracted by the growing
popularity of the genre, approached the task of mys-
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tery writing rather as if they were baking a cake: Sim-
ply follow the recipe and success will be guaranteed.

THATCHER COLT SERIES

It was in this fashion that Anthony Abbot’s Thatcher
Colt series was conceived. As a hero, Thatcher Colt has
much in common with Sherlock Holmes and other
prototypical fictional detectives. Colt’s lean, aristo-
cratic features and unflappable manner set him apart
from the ordinary run of men. Like Holmes, he is an
expert in the science of criminology, while his passion
for scientific gadgetry places him in the tradition of a
popular American detective of the era, Craig Kennedy.
Like Holmes, he frequently keeps his deductions to
himself, leaving his subordinates (and the reader) to
wait for his explanation of what he has seen that they
missed. Colt’s Watson, the recorder of his exploits, is
his secretary, Anthony “Tony” Abbot. Thus, “Anthony
Abbot” is at once the narrator of the Thatcher Colt
books and their (ostensible) author—just as “Ellery
Queen” (who debuted in 1929, a year before Colt) is at
once narrator, protagonist, and author of the Ellery
Queen books. The same device had long been used in
the Nick Carter series.

Why bother with this transparent stratagem? In
Abbot’s case, the answer lies in the didactic intent of
the Thatcher Colt series—a peculiarly American ear-
nestness. For all of his resemblance to Holmes, Colt is
not an amateur sleuth: He is a police officer. While
providing the entertainment that was the primary goal
of the series, Abbot wanted to send his readers a mes-
sage regarding the importance of respect for law and
order and for professional guardians of the peace.
Instead of portraying the police as bumbling oafs or
corrupt timeservers, as many mystery writers of the
period did, Abbot depicted them (especially as exem-
plified by Colt) as dedicated and efficient public ser-
vants, masters of the new science of crime fighting.
The device of Abbot as author/narrator was intended
to give the books a pseudodocumentary flavor, rein-
forcing the authority of their message.

Indeed, Abbot prided himself on the authenticity of
the series. In his autobiography, Behold This Dreamer!
(written as Oursler; 1924), Abbot emphasized this
point:
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To get my facts right, I dawdled around the old Head-
quarters Building in Center Street and got my facts
straight from the source; and for a fee, the secretary of
the police commissioner read the scripts and checked
every detail. The books were meticulously accurate.

A reader in the 1980’s, faced with the patently melo-
dramatic quality of the Thatcher Colt books, might
well receive Abbot’s claim with incredulity. These
books, meticulously accurate? Certainly it is a long
distance from the romanticized adventures of Thatcher
Colt (who, despite his professional status, is very
much the master sleuth) to the gritty realism of the
modern police procedural (where teamwork takes pre-
cedence over individual heroics). Nevertheless, with
his attention to the actual details of police work, Abbot
was preparing the way for that popular subgenre.
Anna R. Holloway

PRINCIPAL MYSTERY AND DETECTIVE FICTION

THATCHER COLT SERIES: About the Murder of
Geraldine Foster, 1930 (also known as The Murder of
Geraldine Foster); About the Murder of the Clergy-
man’s Mistress, 1931 (also known as The Crime of
the Century and Murder of the Clergyman’s Mis-
tress); About the Murder of the Night Club Lady, 1931
(also known as The Murder of the Night Club Lady
and The Night Club Lady); About the Murder of the
Circus Queen, 1932 (also known as The Murder of
the Circus Queen); About the Murder of a Startled
Lady, 1935 (also known as The Murder of a Startled
Lady); Dark Masquerade, 1936; About the Murder of
a Man Afraid of Women, 1937 (also known as The
Murder of a Man Afraid of Women); The Creeps,
1939 (also known as Murder at Buzzards Bay); The
Shudders, 1943 (also known as Deadly Secret)

NONSERIES NOVEL: The President’s Mystery
Story, 1935 (as Fulton Oursler; with others)

OTHER SHORT FICTION: The Wager, and The
House at Fernwood, 1946 (as Fulton Oursler); These
Are Strange Tales, 1948

OTHER MAJOR WORKS
NOVELS (As FULTON OURSLER): Behold This
Dreamer!, 1924; Sandalwood, 1925; Stepchild of the
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Moon, 1926; Poor Little Fool, 1928; The World’s De-
light, 1929; The Great Jasper, 1930; Joshua Todd,
1935; A String of Blue Beads, 1956

PLAYS (As FULTON OURSLER): Sandalwood, pr.
1926 (with Owen Davis); Behold This Dreamer, pr.
1927 (with Aubrey Kennedy); The Spider, pr. 1927
(revised 1928; with Lowell Brentano); All the King'’s
Men, pr. 1929; The Walking Gentlemen, pr. 1942
(with Grace Perkins Oursler); The Bridge, pr. 1946

CHILDREN’S LITERATURE (AS FULTON OURS-
LER): A Child’s Life of Jesus, 1951

NONFICTION (AS FULTON OURSLER): The Happy
Grotto: A Journalist’s Account of Lourdes, 1913; The
True Story of Bernarr Macfadden, 1929; The Flower
of the Gods, 1936 (with Achmed Abdullah); A Skeptic
in the Holy Land, 1936; The Shadow of the Master,
1940 (with ‘Abd Allah Ahmad); Three Things We Can
Believe In, 1942; The Precious Secret, 1947; Father
Flanagan of Boys Town, 1949 (with Will Oursler); The
Greatest Story Ever Told: A Tale of the Greatest Life
Ever Lived, 1949; Modern Parables, 1950; Why I
Know There Is a God, 1950; The Greatest Book Ever
Written: Old Testament Story, 1951; The Reader’s Di-
gest Murder Case: A Tragedy in Parole, 1952; The
Greatest Faith Ever Known, 1953 (with April Oursler
Armstrong); Lights Along the Shore, 1954; Behold
This Dreamer!, 1964

TRANSLATION (AS FULTON OURSLER): Illus-
trated Magic, 1931 (by Ottokar F)
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erences to Abbot in relevant entries. Bibliographic
references and index.

Scaggs, John. Crime Fiction. New York: Routledge,
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helps place Abbot among his fellow writers.
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Steinbrunner, Chris, and Otto Penzler, eds. Encyclope-
dia of Mystery and Detection. New York: McGraw-
Hill, 1976. Still the classic source on mystery and
detective fiction. A good work for contextualizing
Abbot’s work thematically, but it lacks biblio-
graphic resources.

CLEVE F. ADAMS

Born: Chicago, Illinois; 1895

Died: Glendale, California; December 28, 1949
Also wrote as Franklin Charles; John Spain
Types of plot: Private investigator; hard-boiled

PRINCIPAL SERIES
Rex McBride, 1940-1955
William Rye, 1942-1950
John J. Shannon, 1942-1950

PRINCIPAL SERIES CHARACTERS

REX MCBRIDE, a freewheeling, wisecracking pri-
vate investigator and specialist in insurance cases, is
tough, with a widely publicized reputation for shady
behavior. About thirty-two years old and unmarried,
he lives by a simple guiding principle: to fight as dirty
as the other guy does.

WiLLIAM RYE, a troubleshooter who prefers to be
called a confidential agent, is employed by a Los An-
geles oil magnate and political boss. In his thirties,
Rye is a tough, ruthlessly efficient, no-nonsense indi-
vidual.

JoHN J. SHANNON, a private investigator and for-
merly a detective lieutenant on the Los Angeles police
force, is tough, temperamental, but at times compas-
sionate. He is unmarried, young, and handsome. He
also has a penchant for obscenities.

CONTRIBUTION

Cleve F. Adams was one of few pulp writers to
make the successful transition to hardcover publica-
tion. Although he is an underrated author, eclipsed
by his contemporary, Raymond Chandler, Adams

brought a new dimension to the genre. Chandler’s im-
age of the private investigator as knight-errant is in-
verted by Adams into the image of private investigator
as antihero. Working in the hard-boiled tradition of
Chandler and Dashiell Hammett, Adams has been ac-
claimed as “one of the best of the tough detective story
writers of the middle and late thirties.” His private-
investigator novels have been described as unique,
having captured “the gray and gritty feel of the time as
powerfully as Chandler” and having created an endur-
ing image of the private detective. Adams regarded
motive and characterization as the essential elements
of mystery and detective fiction. His fast-paced novels
present convincing, credible characters and capture
the political violence and corruption of the 1930’s.

B1OoGRAPHY

Cleve Franklin Adams was born in 1895 in Chicago,
where he spent his childhood and his youth. In 1919, at
the age of twenty-four, Adams moved to California and
worked at a variety of jobs, including soda jerk, win-
dow trimmer, interior decorator, copper miner, screen-
writer, life insurance executive, and detective.

Adams began producing hard-boiled mystery fiction
around 1934, writing almost exclusively for pulp maga-
zines such as Detective Fiction Weekly, Double Detec-
tive Tales, Argosy, and Black Mask. Between 1936 and
1942, he published fifty short mystery stories.

In 1940, Adams published his first detective
thriller, Sabotage, followed by a second novel, And
Sudden Death, that same year. In the next eight years,
he published thirteen more novels, one of which, No
Wings on a Cop (1950), was expanded by Robert Les-
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lie Bellem, and another, Shady Lady (1955), was com-
pleted after his death by Harry Whittington. He also
worked as a film director and screenwriter; cofounded,
along with W. T. Ballard, the Fictioneers, a group of
local Los Angeles writers (including Raymond Chan-
dler); and worked with the Authors League of Amer-
ica. On December 28, 1949, he died of a heart attack at
his home in Glendale, California.

ANALYSIS

Cleve Franklin Adams contributed hard-boiled
mystery fiction to pulp magazines in the mid-1930’s,
eventually publishing his first story, “Vision of Vio-
let,” in the February, 1936, issue of Clues: A Journal
of Detection. In the summer of 1940, he was employed
by Ken White, editor of Black Mask, to “inject new
life and vigor into the magazine and to reestablish the
magazine’s tougher, hard-edged image.” This period
of apprenticeship allowed him to create several hard-
boiled detective heroes, gradually bringing into exis-
tence the private eye who would be given the name
Rex McBride.

AND SUDDEN DEATH AND SABOTAGE

Adams’s first two novels, Sabotage and And Sud-
den Death, were published in 1940. With these novels
featuring private investigator Rex McBride, Adams
created a new, intriguing variation on the detective
hero. Instead of a Philip Marlowe or a Sam Spade with
whom the reader can empathize, the reader is pre-
sented with the antithesis of these characters—Rex
McBride, the private investigator as antihero or chau-
vinist pig: Crude, coarse, and cynical, yet sentimental,
he is deficient in morals and enigmatic in nature. Mc-
Bride “has a capacity for long, brooding silences, sud-
den ribald laughter, mad fury, and aloof arrogance.”
No one—<lients, police, criminals, or female friends—
understands him. McBride, however, get results. Ad-
ams, who sees motivation as the crucial element in the
mystery and detective genre, notes the impulse that
drives him: “his singleness of purpose . . . He has been
hired to do a job and he is going to do it. Come hell or
high water he’s going to do it.”

As Adams acknowledges, this conception of the
detective hero is an inversion of the hero legend. Un-
like Chandler’s Marlowe, McBride is not a knightly
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hero and does not attempt to redeem the corrupt. He is
an ordinary man. Although cast in the hard-boiled
mold, McBride is a complex individual. His personal
involvement with a case may be prompted by the need
for justice or simply the need for money. He is emo-
tional and impulsive. By turns he is arrogant, caring,
coldhearted, generous, moody, sentimental, and ruth-
less. Yet it is his changeable nature that makes him hu-
man and believable.

Other characters in the novels are also realistically
drawn, from clients to villains. As one critic says, Ad-
ams “showed a genius for juggling diverse groups of
shady characters, each with his or her own greedy
objective.”

Careful plotting is not a primary characteristic of
Adams’s fiction. He prefers instead to let situations ac-
cumulate until the hero finds himself in a jam. As he
views it, the detective who is logically motivated will
create suspense; his desire to win will make him a
menace to opposing forces. Thus, the other central ele-
ments of mystery fiction, suspense and plot, naturally
derive from motivation:

As I'see it, suspense is built on MENACE. This urgency
both for and against, does not only apply to a detective-
mystery story. What matter if it be only a golf tourna-
ment. Our hero wants to win, doesn’t he? And our vil-
lain, or villainess, simply isn’t going to stand for his
winning . . . He wants to win, too. He wants to win,
even if he has to resort to unsportsmanlike shenani-
gans, by golly. So is he a menace? You bet your sweet
life he is. And does the struggle between the two op-
posing forces create SUSPENSE? Well, if the writer
has done his job, it should.

Adams’s handling of plot and his mode of pacing are
typically hard-boiled. His stories are complicated, in-
volving the standard cast of gangsters, treacherous
women, unsympathetic police officers, corrupt politi-
cians, and professional criminals. Violent action is
generously provided, and crimes are so extravagant
and so inextricably tangled together that Adams’s pro-
tagonist is often faced with almost impossible tasks.
McBride’s success in getting results stems from his
knowledge of the streets and his ability to move freely
among its elements.
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Up JUMPED THE DEVIL

The enigmatic nature of McBride and the fast-
paced action of his violent world are best exemplified
in Up Jumped the Devil (1943). The first two para-
graphs reveal Adams’s view of realistic characters and
logical airtight motives:

McBride paused just inside his door and regarded the
dead man with some astonishment, for while this was
not the first dead man he had ever seen it was certainly
the first time he had found one sitting in his own room.
Presently it occurred to him that it was not his own
room, and he turned, opening the door a trifle wider,
and compared the number on the door panel with that
on the key he still had in his hand. No, he decided, the
mistake was the dead man’s, not his.

Further, McBride discovers that his suitcase, a well-
traveled but expensive Gladstone that is his pride and
joy, has been defaced. The novel thus begins superbly
with a dramatic encounter that gets the story moving.
Instantly, McBride has a personal stake in the situa-
tion. The language is simple, with highly active verbs
that create excitement. In addition, the sharpness of
McBride’s wit and his changing emotions are under-
standable and logical, revealing Adams’s theory that
plausibility stems directly from the writer’s urge to
have characters act like people.

From this point in the novel, Adams creates a
breathless pace; suspense mounts from page to page.
McBride is faced not only with the major problem of
discovering who murdered the man and put him in his
room but also with a series of complicated situations
and murders. Hired to follow the Chandlers and re-
cover the jewels paid for by his insurance company af-
ter they were lost, he must solve each minor situation
before he can find the solution to the first murder. He
encounters treacherous women, is threatened and de-
ceived by clients and criminals, and is beaten and
kicked unconscious.

This piling of incident on incident reveals Adams’s
weakness with plot. Yet, McBride’s character is
heightened and motivation is sustained throughout the
novel. Although there are several plot threads that
must be resolved, the diverse ingredients are blended
together well. In the end, McBride is faced with the
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painful revelation that a woman in whom he is inter-
ested has masterminded the jewel theft and has been
conspiring with the president of the company in the
various sabotage efforts.

Adams’s best novels, Sabotage, Decoy, Up Jumped
the Devil, and Shady Lady, are similar in their cynical
view of American politics, the variety of their skill-
fully drawn characters, and the sharp wit of their pro-
tagonist, McBride. The diverse elements of Southern
California society are excellently drawn. They are
novels that should be given serious attention for their
contribution to the private-eye genre.

Jacquelyn Jackson

PRINCIPAL MYSTERY AND DETECTIVE FICTION

REx MCBRIDE SERIES: Sabotage, 1940 (also
known as Death Before Breakfast and Death at the
Dam); And Sudden Death, 1940; Decoy, 1941; Up
Jumped the Devil, 1943 (also known as Murder All
Over); The Crooking Finger, 1944; Shady Lady, 1955
(with Harry Whittington)

WiLL1AM RYE SERIES: Dig Me a Grave, 1942 (as
Spain); Death Is Like That, 1943 (as Spain); The Evil
Star, 1944 (as Spain)

JOHN J. SHANNON SERIES: The Private Eye, 1942;
No Wings on a Cop, 1950 (with Robert Leslie Bellem)

NONSERIES NOVELS: The Black Door, 1941; The
Vice Czar Murders, 1941 (as Charles; with Robert
Leslie Bellem); What Price Murder, 1942; Contra-
band, 1950 (also known as Borderline Cases)
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BORIS AKUNIN
Grigory Shalvovich Chkhartishvili

Born: Thilisi, Georgian Soviet Socialist Republic,
Soviet Union (now in Georgia); May 20, 1956

Also wrote as Grigory Shalvovich Chkhartishvili

Types of plot: Historical; police procedural; amateur
sleuth

PRINCIPAL SERIES
Erast Fandorin, 1997-
Nicholas Fandorin, 2000-
Sister Pelagia, 2000-

PRINCIPAL SERIES CHARACTERS

ERrRAST PETROVICH FANDORIN is a slender, dark-
haired member of the Moscow police force in nine-
teenth century Russia. His piercing blue eyes and a
pencil mustache make him quite good-looking. He is
also adept in the martial arts, learned from his Japa-
nese manservant, Masa, a samurai whose life he once
saved. Through innate luck and a keen intellect, he is
able to solve the most challenging mysteries, yet he
shows no sign of arrogance. The death of his young
wife gave Fandorin an air of sadness that women find
attractive.

NicHOLAS FANDORIN, the grandson of Erast Fan-
dorin, lives in Russia during the presidency of Boris
Yeltsin. By profession, Nicholas is a historian, but un-
like his grandfather, he is more literary and historical
sleuth than detective. His story alternates with chap-
ters about Russian historical figures. Nicholas is an
unusually tall person, suggesting that he looks down
on other people, both literally and figuratively.

SISTER PELAGIA is a novice nun and an under-
cover detective. Youthful, freckled, and deceptively
innocent-looking, she is in fact far too lively, inquisi-
tive, and outspoken to be a nun. Ostensibly a teacher in
a diocesan girls’ school, she is the power behind
Bishop Metrofani, renowned for his solutions to the
most baffling mysteries. Pelagia, a lover of masquer-
ade, sometimes poses as her charming, stylish, and fic-
titious sister, Polina Andreevna Lisitsina, though she
worries about the sin of exposing herself to worldly
temptation in this disguise.

CONTRIBUTION

Boris Akunin, whose books have sold more than
15 million copies, is unique among Russian-language
mystery authors because of his appeal to a mass read-
ership, both in Russia, where he has lived since 1958,
and overseas. Observers have attributed this success to
the emergence of a large Russian middle class, eager
for good books, following the demise of the commu-
nist regime. Akunin guessed, correctly, that the transi-
tion would create a demand for a genre that had not ex-
isted in the Soviet Union—a middle ground between
high literature and whodunit fiction. His chief series
character, Erast Petrovich Fandorin, is athletic and
elegant like James Bond and cerebral like Sherlock
Holmes, with additional overtones of Leo Tolstoy’s
Stepan Arkadyich Oblonsky in Anna Karenina (1875-
1877; English translation, 1886). The nineteenth cen-
tury Fandorin arouses nostalgia for the late czarist era,
doomed though that period was.
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Keenly sensitive to the concerns of the reading
public, Akunin has declared his goal to be to entertain
and enlighten the middle-class professionals emerging
in twenty-first century Russia. The stylistic clarity and
multilayered organization of Akunin’s novels have
raised the tone of popular Russian literature. His new
literature serves as a model for what he perceives to be
the new Russian character. As he sees it, the emerging
Russian middle class has an abundance of energy and
goodwill but needs guideposts of all sorts—Iliterary
and aesthetic, moral and ethical—as well as the qual-
ity entertainment that was denied its members in the
Soviet era. These are the contributions Akunin has
sought to make—thus far with enormous success—
through his writing.

B1oGRAPHY

Boris Akunin was born Grigory Shalvovich
Chkhartishvili on May 20, 1956, in Tbilisi, in the So-
viet republic of Georgia. His father served in an all-
Georgian army artillery unit; his mother taught Rus-
sian literature and language. Around Akunin’s second
birthday, his family moved to Moscow, where he has
continued to make his home. Growing up, he im-
mersed himself in the literary works that were to influ-
ence him most as an adult. These included the works
of Russians Leo Tolstoy, Fyodor Dostoevski, and
Anton Chekhov as well as those of Alexandre Dumas,
pere, Robert Louis Stevenson, and Mark Twain. He
was also captivated by Kabuki theater and became in-
terested in all aspects of Japanese culture.

In the 1970’s, after high school, Akunin enrolled in
Moscow State University, majoring in Asian and Afri-
can studies; he also studied for a time in Germany and
Japan. After earning a degree, he worked for several
Moscow publishing houses, where he translated scien-
tific literature and later Japanese- and English-language
fiction. He realized that emulating the styles of works
he translated—including those of Yukio Mishima, Mal-
colm Bradbury, Kobo Abe, and Peter Ustinov—was ex-
cellent preparation for his own writing. Until 2000, he
also worked as deputy editor-in-chief of Inostrannaia
literatura, a foreign literature journal.

In the late 1990’s, Akunin felt challenged to write
“literary” thrillers when his wife, Erika—a closet fan
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of pulp fiction—complained of the trashy fiction that
then prevailed. He observed that she covered mystery
novels in brown wrapping paper when riding the sub-
way, and he resolved to create fiction that she and oth-
ers would not feel embarrassed to be seen reading. Ini-
tially, however, Akunin was not sure that he wanted to
write a whodunit himself, so he attempted to sell his
plot ideas to other writers. However, there were no tak-
ers, so he took on the task of creating a new middle-
ground genre.

Akunin decided to take a pen name—partly be-
cause his surname, Chkhartishvili, was difficult even
for Russians to pronounce, but also because the play-
fulness of a nom de plume appealed to him. Some crit-
ics speculate that the pseudonym Boris Akunin, or
B. Akunin, was meant to suggest the last name of the
nineteenth century Russian radical Mikhail Bakunin.
Bakunin is generally considered a bourgeois revolu-
tionary, and Akunin has said he is writing for middle-
class professionals, who are to be considered Russia’s
twenty-first century revolutionaries. However, his
knowledge of Japanese might have caused him to se-
lect the name Akunin, which in Japanese roughly
means “evildoer,” and Akunin has pointed out that the
villain is a highly important figure in detective stories.

Akunin created a series of very successful novels
featuring Erast Fandorin, beginning with Azazel’
(1998, 2000; The Winter Queen, 2003). Several of
these novels have been translated into English. He also
wrote a series on Erast Fandorin’s grandson, Nicholas,
and one on Sister Pelagia, an amateur sleuth. He also
published a nonfictional work on the philosophical im-
plications of suicide, Pisatel’ i samoubiistvo (1999, the
writer and suicide). It includes biographical informa-
tion on 350 writers who committed suicide, from all
countries and all eras.

ANALYSIS

The setting for Boris Akunin’s Erast Fandorin nov-
els is a transitional world, that of Russia in the late
nineteenth century, some two decades before the Rus-
sian Revolution. Akunin’s readers also are in transi-
tion, moving away from the Soviet era. For years, the
Soviet government discouraged people from reading
detective fiction, a genre it considered decadent. Even
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after the end of the communist regime, many citizens,
including Akunin’s wife, were still influenced by the
Soviet assessment. Akunin set for himself the goal of
introducing middle-class readers to a new type of
story midway between the great literature of Tolstoy
and Dostoevski and the pulp fiction that many Rus-
sians read in secret. Russians can now read to be enter-
tained rather than fed the party line, and perhaps more
important, Akunin’s readers can find a link to the na-
tional past that the Soviets maligned.

Akunin wanted the Fandorin series to portray a
wide range of character types and historical settings.
The cast of characters includes actual historical fig-
ures as well as fictional creations closely modeled on
real-life people. Fandorin’s physical description is re-
portedly based on a portrait of a relative of Peter Ilich
Tchaikovsky’s patroness that Akunin purchased cheaply
in a Moscow flea market. The settings for the novels in-
clude the Russo-Turkish War, the coronation of Czar
Nicholas II, and Paris in the 1870’s. However, these
stories cannot claim total historical accuracy, for
Akunin makes his readers feel at home by filling gaps
in historical knowledge with his imagination. Above
all, inspired by the great authors of the nineteenth cen-
tury, these stories capture the ambiance of those mag-
nificent and strange times.

Akunin seeks to orient his readers in a culture dat-
ing before the Soviet era; however, the settings are
also a commentary on twenty-first century Russia. For
example, in Smert’ Akhilesa (2000; The Death of
Achilles, 2006), he describes the graft and bribery that
surround the building of the cathedral of Christ the
Savior in the nineteenth century. According to
Akunin, the same type of graft and bribery are occur-
ring as that cathedral is being restored in the twenty-
first century. Perhaps Akunin intends to erect one of
his moral guideposts here, to indicate the possibility of
something better than these practices.

Akunin envisioned the Fandorin series as covering
all varieties of mystery fiction; each novel was to
exemplify a particular subgenre. Each novel has a sub-
title indicating which subgenre it represents, such as
conspiracy, espionage, or hired killer. Despite
Akunin’s serious purpose, his narratives display a kind
of amusing self-consciousness, as did those of his
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nineteenth century models. For example, his chapters
bear subtitles such as “In Which an Account Is Ren-
dered of a Certain Cynical Escapade,” and he refers to
Fandorin as “our hero.” Although he places high value
on a coherent plot, he maintains that on some level he
writes only for himself, using symbolism and humor
that no one else can understand but that please him
enormously.

THE WINTER QUEEN

The Winter Queen, the first of the Erast Fandorin
series, subtitled “Conspiracy Novel,” opens in 1876.
Erast Fandorin, twenty years old, has just lost both
parents. He joins the Moscow police force, where his
first assignment is to look into a student’s very public
suicide. A second student is murdered, and Fandorin
himself narrowly escapes death. The murder investi-
gation leads him to an association governing orphaned
boys’ schools, to which both students have left gen-
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erous bequests. This association, led by an English
noblewoman, is conspiring to rule the entire world.
When Fandorin confronts the Englishwoman, she ap-
pears to commit suicide by exploding a bomb. Fan-
dorin has all her coconspirators arrested. Later, an-
other bomb kills the young woman Fandorin has just
married, and the story ends with Fandorin walking the
streets in shock.

THE TURKISH GAMBIT

Turetski gambit (1998; The Turkish Gambit, 2004),
set in 1877 during the Russo-Turkish war, is subtitled
“Espionage Detective.” The secret orders in a telegram
from the Russian high command are inexplicably
changed, causing the Russian army to waste its effort
and the Turks to gain unexpected advantage. A Rus-
sian officer is wrongly accused of the crime of tamper-
ing with the orders, but Fandorin’s remarkable sleuth-
ing unmasks the real culprit, a Turkish secret agent
posing as a French journalist. This novel is notable for
the number of historical characters and actual events
portrayed.

MURDER ON THE LEVIATHAN

Leviafan (1998; Murder on the Leviathan, 2004),
subtitled “Hermetic Detective” and the third in the Fan-
dorin series, emulates the style of Agatha Christie, with
a glamorous setting; extraordinary, secretive characters;
and a bizarre murder at the outset. In Paris of 1878, ten
people—Lord Littleby, his children, and his servants—
are murdered. French detective Gustave Gauche mis-
guidedly follows a clue to the Leviathan, a passenger
ship on which Fandorin happens to be traveling, headed
for a diplomatic assignment in Japan. The aptly named
Gauche points the finger at a succession of eccentric
but harmless passengers, until Fandorin explodes the
Frenchman’s theory of the case and solves it himself.

THE DEATH OF ACHILLES

The fourth novel in the Fandorin series, The Death
of Achilles, is subtitled “Detective of the Hired Killer.”
Akunin tells this story through the point of view of
two characters: Fandorin and his opponent, Achimas.
When the two narratives arrive at the same point in
time, they merge to reveal the solution.

Fandorin has returned home from a diplomatic as-
signment in Japan, bringing his Japanese manservant,
Masa, whose life he has saved. In Moscow, General

Critical Survey of Mystery and Detective Fiction

Sobolev (called the “Russian Achilles”) is found dead
of an apparent heart attack; however, Fandorin sus-
pects his longtime friend may have been murdered. He
learns that Sobolev was indeed the victim of an inge-
nious hired killer: Achimas, the same man who killed
Fandorin’s wife in The Winter Queen. Fandorin kills
Achimas in a final confrontation.

Despite the enormous destruction and pain he has
caused, Achimas is no stereotyped villain. As portrayed
by Akunin, Achimas was orphaned as a child in an en-
vironment that constantly threatened his survival. In
adulthood, he decides that the only way to ensure his
survival is to become a paid assassin. Through this por-
trayal, Akunin was able not only to create a compelling
character for his readers but also, as an author, to ex-
plore the inner world of a compassionless hired killer.

Thomas Rankin

PRINCIPAL MYSTERY AND DETECTIVE FICTION

ERAST FANDORIN SERIES: Azazel’, 1998, 2000
(The Winter Queen, 2003); Turetski gambit, 1998
(The Turkish Gambit, 2004); Leviafan, 1998 (Murder
on the Leviathan, 2004); Osobye porucheniya, 1999
(Special Assignments: The Further Adventures of
Erast Fandorin, 2007); Statski sovetnik, 1999; Koro-
natsiia; Ili, Poslednii iz romanov, 2000; Smert’ Akhi-
lesa, 2000 (The Death of Achilles, 20006); Liubovnitsa
smerti, 2001; Liubovnik smert, 2001; Almaznaia ko-
lesnitsa, 2003; Nefritovie chetki, 2007

NicHOLAS FANDORIN SERIES: Altyn-tolobas,
2000; Vneklassnoe chtenie, 2002; F.M., 2006

SISTER PELAGIA SERIES: Pelagiia i belyi
bul’dog, 2000 (Pelagia and the White Bulldog, 2006);
Pelagiia i chernyi monakh, 2001 (Pelagia and the
Black Monk, 2007); Pelagiia i krasni petukh, 2003

OTHER MAJOR WORKS
NOVEL: Detskaia kniga, 2005
SHORT FICTION: Skazki dlia idiotov, 2000
NONFICTION (AS CHKHARTISHVILI): Pisatel’ i
samoubiistvo, 1999
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Writer a Star in Russia.” Washington Post, April
23, 2006, p. A15. Explains Akunin’s success as a
balance between authorial professionalism and a
lighthearted approach to his subject.

Khagi, Sofya. “Boris Akunin and Retro Mode in Con-
temporary Russian Culture.” Toronto Slavic Quar-

AcLcoTT, Louisa May

terly 18 (Fall, 2006). Analyzes Akunin’s work in
the light of worldwide literary nostalgia, on which
cultural studies have become increasingly focused.
Considers the Nicholas Fandorin character’s
postmodernist perspective as a foil to that of histor-
ical Russian figures.

Klioutchkine, Konstantine. “Boris Akunin.” In Dictio-
nary of Literary Biography: Russian Writers Since
1980. Boulder, Colo.: Gale Group, 2004. Provides
biographical information and a critical survey of
Akunin’s work to 2004. Describes how Akunin’s
establishment of a middle ground between high-
brow literature and pulp fiction led to his own suc-
cess and to new opportunities for other Russian-
language authors.

Parthé, Kathleen. Russia’s Dangerous Texts: Politics
Between the Lines. New Haven, Conn.: Yale Univer-
sity Press, 2005. This book by a professor of Rus-
sian analyzes the historical influence of Russian lit-
erature in shaping national identity and explores
post-Soviet changes in Russian literary tradition in-
cluding the discouragement of “‘junk reading.”

LOUISA MAY ALCOTT

Born: Germantown, Pennsylvania; November 29,
1832

Died: Boston, Massachusetts; March 6, 1888

Also wrote as A. M. Barnard

Types of plot: Psychological; thriller

CONTRIBUTION

Although Louisa May Alcott is best known for her
classic and most financially successful novel, Little
Women (1868), as well as other juvenile literature, she
found her greatest enjoyment in writing thrillers that
allowed her to push the narrow boundaries that were
set for her as a Victorian woman. In works such as
A Long Fatal Love Chase (written 1866; published
1995) and A Modern Mephistopheles (1877), she

showed the darker side of human nature, depicting fe-
male heroines who either succumbed to the pressures
of propriety, conforming to the angelic ideal of wom-
anhood, or triumphed over adversity, using society’s
expectations of them to outwit their adversaries and
escape confinement.

Alcott’s work also included nonfictional pieces,
such as the popular Hospital Sketches (1863), based
on her stint as a nurse during the American Civil War,
and “How I Went Out to Service,” based on her work
experiences outside writing. Alcott’s novel Work:
A Study of Experience (1873) was also based on her
experiences in low-paying, less-than-satisfying jobs
before she was able to not only earn a living but also
support her immediate family with the money she
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Louisa May Alcott.

made from writing. Like the heroines of her novels,
Alcott was torn between what was considered a re-
spectable lifestyle and her desire to rebel against it. Al-
though Little Women, Little Men (1871), and other
popular, morally oriented works allowed her to
achieve economic independence and some pleasure in
providing for her family, it was the thrillers that she
wrote before her commercial success that allowed her
to at least vicariously experience the freedom her her-
oines did.

BIOGRAPHY

Louisa May Alcott was born in Germantown, Penn-
sylvania, on November 29, 1832, to Amos Bronson
Alcott and Abigail May Alcott, but she spent most of
her life in Massachusetts, mainly Concord and Boston.
Considered spirited and willful, she did not fit the im-
age of the ideal, docile child of which her Transcen-
dentalist father approved, but she did not allow her
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spirit to be broken. Like the beloved character Jo in
Little Women, Alcott actively participated in drama
and literature, writing plays and a newspaper based on
the childhood capers of her and her three sisters. Al-
though her family was often on the brink of poverty,
partly because of her father’s novel teaching methods
and frequent moves, the family’s friendship with
Ralph Waldo Emerson, Henry David Thoreau, and
Nathaniel Hawthorne, prominent Transcendentalists
and Concord residents, contributed to the creative and
intellectual richness of the young woman’s life. The
Alcotts were also active in the abolitionist and suffrage
movements. They even made their home a stop on the
Underground Railroad and harbored fugitive slaves.
Later in life Louisa May Alcott would be the first
woman in Concord who registered to vote.

The stress of destitution and the devastating effect
it had on the Alcotts after a failed attempt at communal
living on a farm her father called Fruitlands made
Louisa all the more determined to be successful and
support her family, preferably achieving wealth and
fame. Her initial plan was to become a great actress.
As a teenager she wrote, costumed, directed, and
starred in plays. Playwriting led to poetry and then her
first novel, The Inheritance, written circa 1850 but un-
discovered and unpublished until 1997. By her late
teens, Alcott had worked a number of low-wage jobs,
including governess, teacher, seamstress, laundress,
and live-in household servant. More pragmatic than
her idealistic father, Alcott was determined to turn her
stories into money and learned to be a savvy marketer
of her work to various publications.

When her book Flower Fables (1854) received re-
views approving it as worthwhile literature for young
people, Alcott was encouraged to continue writing and
published Hospital Sketches. When she contracted ty-
phoid fever and pneumonia during her service as a
nurse, she was sent home with not only her memories
of the soldiers for whom she had cared but also a case
of mercury poisoning, a result of the treatment she had
received, which would compromise her health for the
rest of her life.

These publications were followed by the thrillers
that Alcott truly enjoyed writing but were published
anonymously or under the pseudonym A. M. Barnard
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and were not considered as respectable or as economi-
cally feasible as her literature written for juveniles.
She described her juvenile literature as “moral pap for
the young” and grew to resent the intrusions on her
privacy that her literary fame engendered. However,
she knew that it was the best way to provide economic
security for her family, and her fame did allow her to
meet such literary luminaries as Charles Dickens and
Walt Whitman. Alcott provided not only economic se-
curity but also emotional stability for her family.
When her sister Anna’s husband died, leaving her two
children fatherless, Louisa provided for them, and
when her sister May died in childbirth, Louisa adopted
her niece Lulu. Alcott was also the primary means of
support for her mother, who suffered from depression
and dementia in her later years, and her father, who
grew increasingly dependent on her as he aged. Being
single, without children, and financially secure
throughout her adult life allowed Alcott to travel
widely and live well, but the dependence of others on
her and her determination to provide for them signifi-
cantly curtailed her freedom and caused her a great
deal of stress.

By the time of her death from spinal meningitis on
March 6, 1888, just a few days after her father died,
Alcott’s book sales had reached the one million mark,
and she had earned approximately two hundred thou-
sand dollars, considered a fortune at the time, for her
fiction. She had indeed achieved wealth and fame as a
writer.

ANALYSIS

Louisa May Alcott wrote most of her thrillers, or
what she called her “blood and thunder” stories and
novels, from 1863 to 1868, starting with her story
“Pauline’s Passion and Punishment,” which won a
prize. Published anonymously or under a pseudonym,
these tales often focused on heroines who defied tradi-
tional ideals of Victorian womanhood. Attaching her
name to them might have tarnished Alcott’s reputa-
tion, tainting the image readers later had of the mor-
ally impeccable author of Little Women.

Similar to Alcott’s thrillers, her realistic novel
Moods (1864) portrayed a lack of opportunities for
women to develop their full potential, a recurrent
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theme throughout her work. Rather than writing seri-
als, however, Alcott presented readers with a new cast
of characters for each piece she wrote. Two of her
most striking characters, Rosamond Vivian in A Long
Fatal Love Chase, rejected for publication in 1866 as
“too sensational” but rediscovered and published in
1995, and Jean Muir in the novella “Behind a Mask:
Or, A Woman’s Power,” elude the attempts of others to
pigeonhole them into certain roles (devoted wife for
Rosamond and guileless governess for Jean). It is their
successful escapes that thrill the reader. These meth-
ods of escape are both geographical and psychologi-
cal, as the heroines leave the homes with which they
are familiar to enter new territory and create new lives
for themselves, eluding capture or discovery of iden-
tity as they travel and renegotiate their roles.

In another major thriller, A Modern Mephistophe-
les, Alcott departed from her defiant heroines to por-
tray the ideal Victorian woman in Gladys Canaris, the
young and naive devoted wife of a man who is
doomed by the total devotion he has pledged to his di-
abolically manipulative employer in return for attach-
ing his own name to his employer’s writing to achieve
literary fame. Gladys is a foil to Alcott’s other hero-
ines who are determined to be independent despite the
attempts of others to control them.

Alcott’s sensational stories and novels are charac-
terized by confinement and the attempt to break free
from it. Male characters such as Philip Tempest in A
Long Fatal Love Chase and Jasper Helwyze in A Mod-
ern Mephistopheles attempt to control the heroines
through seduction and threats. Jean Muir emerges vic-
torious, securing wealth and position through mar-
riage, as she has sought to do, but Rosamond is de-
feated and conquered after a long journey and a case
of mistaken identity. Whether they emerge triumphant
or defeated, Alcott’s heroines reflect the challenges
women faced and the obstacles they encountered.

“BEHIND A MASK”

“Behind a Mask” is considered one of Alcott’s
most shocking thrillers for its portrayal of Jean Muir, a
divorced former actress who becomes a governess to
accomplish her goal of achieving financial security
through marriage to an aristocrat. “Behind a Mask” is
the kind of “blood and thunder” tale that Alcott truly
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enjoyed writing. Because of its sensational nature, it
was published under the pseudonym of A. M. Barnard.
Just as Jean conceals her true identity to deceive her
employers, the Coventrys, Alcott concealed her iden-
tity to avoid readers’ possible prejudice and judgment
of her other works based on this subversive novella.

As the story begins, the wealthy Coventrys are dis-
cussing the impending arrival of the new governess,
Jean Muir. Their conversation shows the preconceived
notions they have of poor but educated unmarried
women, who have few job options outside being a
governess. When Jean arrives, she is shown playing
the role of governess, meekly speaking to the Coven-
trys with her eyes downcast. Later, when she is alone
in her bedroom, the reader sees her with her hair down
(literally), and she is described as having features that
belong to a woman older than she has presented her-
self, more cynical and tired than the strict but spirited
governess that the Coventrys expected.

As the story progresses, Jean is shown endearing
the family to her with her down-to-earth but clever and
witty ways. Although the women in the family are sus-
picious of her motives, the men are won over; two of
them even fall in love with her. Rejecting the younger,
more impetuous Coventry for the older, titled one,
Jean skillfully manipulates Sir John, who is already in
love with her, to marry her before the other Coventrys,
who have discovered that she is a divorced former ac-
tress, can protest, thus securing her position as a mem-
ber of the landed aristocracy.

In its depiction of a woman who knows what she
wants and how to get it, and who will stop at nothing
to accomplish her goal, regardless of proprieties, “Be-
hind a Mask” was shocking for its time and surprises
readers even now with its unapologetically manipula-
tive heroine and what appears to be Alcott’s refusal to
judge her as she emerges triumphant.

A LoNG FATAL LOVE CHASE

Confinement versus freedom is a recurrent theme
in Alcott’s thrillers, and in A Long Fatal Love Chase,
that theme is personified in the character of Rosamond
Vivian. Living on a remote island under the custody of
her grandfather, a recluse who barely tolerates her out
of a sense of obligation, Rosamond longs for adven-
ture. When the aptly named Philip Tempest, an ac-
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quaintance of her grandfather, arrives on the scene, she
is captured by his charm, good looks, and stories about
his adventures. When he challenges her to go away
with him on his boat and travel to distant lands without
the security net of marriage, she balks, but when he
tricks her into boarding his boat and sails away with
her, she adjusts to the idea and becomes less con-
cerned about the lack of propriety.

When Rosamond discovers that Philip is already
married and that his assistant on the boat is actually his
son, she flees and encounters a series of characters
who aid and abet her as she eludes the vengeful Philip,
who shows up when he is least expected, startling
readers and Rosamond, who must continually think of
ways to conceal her identity and escape to the next ref-
uge. She must also resist believing his promises that he
will divorce his wife so that they can live as happily as
they did before his deception was discovered.

The tragedy of the story lies in the mistaken iden-
tity that leads to Rosamond’s death. When she finally
reaches her grandfather’s home, having come full cir-
cle in this adventure, she and her companion, a monk
who has helped her and come to love her, are on sepa-
rate boats, and Philip mistakes Rosamond’s boat for
that of her companion, crashing into it and causing
Rosamond to drown. Like other Alcott heroines,
Rosamond does get what she wants, namely peace and
refuge from Philip, but at the cost of her life. In this
manner Alcott showed the lengths to which women
had to go to escape the confinements of society, only
to have their lives end in tragedy.

Holly L. Norton

PRINCIPAL MYSTERY AND DETECTIVE FICTION

NoOVELS: A Modern Mephistopheles, 1877; A
Long Fatal Love Chase, 1995 (written 1866)

SHORT FICTION: A Double Life: Newly Discovered
Thrillers of Louisa May Alcott, 1988; Freaks of Genius:
Unknown Thrillers of Louisa May Alcott, 1991; Louisa
May Alcott Unmasked: Collected Thrillers, 1995

OTHER MAJOR WORKS

NOVELS: Moods, 1864; Little Women, Part 2,
1869 (also known as Good Wives, 1953); Work: A
Study of Experience, 1873; Diana and Persis, 1879;
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Jack and Jill, 1880; Jo’s Boys, and How They Turned
Out, 1886; The Inheritance, 1997 (written c. 1850)

SHORT FICTION: On Picket Duty, and Other
Tales, 1864; Morning Glories, and Other Stories,
1867; Aunt Jo’s Scrap-Bag, 1872-1882 (6 volumes);
Silver Pichers: And Independence, a Centennial Love
Story, 1876; Spinning-Wheel Stories, 1884; A Gar-
land for Girls, 1887; Lulu’s Library, 1895; Alterna-
tive Alcott, 1988; Louisa May Alcott: Selected Fic-
tion, 1990; From Jo March’s Attic: Stories of Intrigue
and Suspense, 1993; The Early Stories of Louisa May
Alcott, 1852-1860, 2000

PrAYS: Comic Tragedies Written by “Jo” and
“Meg” and Acted by the “Little Women,” 1893

POETRY: The Poems of Louisa May Alcott, 2000

CHILDREN’S LITERATURE: Flower Fables, 1854;
Little Women, 1868; An Old-Fashioned Girl, 1870;
Little Men, 1871; Eight Cousins, 1875; Rose in
Bloom, 1876; Under the Lilacs, 1878

NONFICTION: Hospital Sketches, 1863; Life, Let-
ters, and Journals, 1889 (edited by Ednah D.
Cheney); The Journals of Louisa May Alcott, 1989;
The Sketches of Louisa May Alcott, 2001
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THOMAS BAILEY ALDRICH

Born: Portsmouth, New Hampshire; November 11,
1836

Died: Boston, Massachusetts; March 19, 1907

Type of plot: Police procedural

CONTRIBUTION

Thomas Bailey Aldrich, popular poet and essayist
and editor for nine years of The Atlantic Monthly
(1881-1890), contributed three prose volumes of ma-
jor interest to readers of detective and mystery fiction:
Out of His Head: A Romance (1862), Marjorie Daw
and Other People (1873), and The Stillwater Tragedy
(1880). An astute literary critic and a diligent student
of Edgar Allan Poe, Aldrich was attracted to a detec-
tive fiction cloaked most often in moods of the fantas-
tic or the supernatural. A prolific poet in the Romantic
style, Aldrich inclined in his fiction to the melodra-
matic and fanciful, and although he sometimes en-
deavored to portray local-color backgrounds and to
sketch realistic social conditions, his Brahmin aloof-
ness and reserved, patrician attitudes often rendered
such efforts artificial and unconvincing. Comparable
to the creative strategies of Poe, Aldrich’s forays into
areas of mystery were generally more successful than
his occasional excursions into realism, although in The
Stillwater Tragedy he employed the conventions of the
detective novel to mix the gothic with the realistic.
Tone and atmosphere were Aldrich’s prime concerns,
and his stories and novels with themes of detection
and mystery, though few in number, hold a significant
place in the evolution of the genre.

BiroGrarHYy

Thomas Bailey Aldrich, whose ancestry went back
to the Massachusetts Bay Colony, spent his childhood
in Portsmouth, New York City, and New Orleans
Many of his experiences of that time were later de-
scribed in his autobiographical novel, The Story of a
Bad Boy (1869), a classic tale of an American youth.
His education included informal study under the
watchful eye of his maternal grandfather Thomas Dar-
ling Bailey, whose motley collection of romance nov-

els afforded the bookish youngster an escape into en-
chanted realms. His formal study was with the revered
disciplinarian Samuel De Merritt, a rigid grammarian
who helped young Aldrich develop his skill in compo-
sition. Aldrich was briefly employed in his uncle’s
successful counting house, but at the age of nineteen
the aspiring author published a volume of poems and
accepted a job as a junior literary editor, thus embark-
ing on a lifelong career in letters. Before he was thirty,
Aldrich had moved to Boston to edit Every Saturday, a
post he held until 1874.

Quickly recognized as a poet whose work embod-
ied the genteel tradition, Aldrich became associated
with Edmund Clarence Stedman, Richard Henry
Stoddard, and Bayard Taylor, writers who were also
identified with this popular style that dominated
American poetry of the post-Civil War era. His reputa-
tion as a leading figure on the literary scene was estab-
lished emphatically by the early 1870’s, when, in addi-
tion to his acclaimed verse, his celebration of boyhood
touched the hearts of readers of all ages and his tale
“Marjorie Daw” captured international audiences.
Aldrich married Lilian Woodman in 1865, and in 1868
she gave birth to twin sons.

From 1881 to 1890, Aldrich served as editor of The
Atlantic Monthly, where he proved himself to be a
sharp critic of poetry and a fastidious purist in legislat-
ing language principles for his prose authors. He re-
tired to devote his time to writing and traveling. By the
advent of the twentieth century, however, Aldrich be-
gan to recognize that his philosophy of composition
was rapidly going out of fashion; the realism that was
anathema to him for its “commonplace, polemic, sci-
entific air” had taken root. He maintained scant inter-
est in those who would “strip illusion of her veil” and
“vivisect the nightingale.” When the National Acad-
emy of Arts and Letters was founded in 1904, how-
ever, Aldrich was among the first named to member-
ship. After a brief illness, he died in March, 1907,
calmly whispering, “I am going to sleep; put out the
lights.”
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ANALYSIS

Thomas Bailey Aldrich was a true product of the
Romantic movement in American letters of the nine-
teenth century, attracted to the fanciful, the sophis-
ticated, and the exotic. Although life around him was
increasingly oriented toward the practical and the mate-
rialistic, his major focus, even in tales of mystery, was
on the imaginatively created world of shadows and sug-
gestion. His most famous story, “Marjorie Daw,” con-
cerns a nonexistent main character who lives entirely
in the sensibility of the key correspondent. Heralded
abroad and widely anthologized, the story reveals Al-
drich’s keen sense of popular taste, an awareness that he
assiduously cultivated in his job as a magazine editor.

Ourt or His HEAD

The gothic world of mystery and detective fiction
was thus tailor-made for Aldrich’s literary proclivities.
Out of His Head mirrors the arabesque and the bizarre,
the chilling and the gruesome. A series of sketches and
reveries, the work purports to be edited by Aldrich from
the papers of Paul Lynde, a highly articulate but unfor-
tunate gentleman whose “hereditary peculiarity” neces-
sitates his placement in an asylum. There he composes
reminiscences of an adventurous life filled with lost
love, misery, illness, disease, and death. Lynde resem-
bles many of Poe’s morbid heroes, and his Moon Appa-
ratus, an infernal machine with which he tinkers from
time to time, reveals the profundity of his imagination.
Most interesting in this work are chapters 10 through
14, which form a complete detective story. The narra-
tive focuses on the discovery of a dead body in a sealed
chamber. Depositions reveal the impossibility of sui-
cide, and the authorities are naturally puzzled. Lynde,
with his acutely penetrating powers of observation, dis-
cerns the murderer but reveals his discovery only to the
murderer himself, who, Lynde hopes, will be forever
driven by his dark conscience. Lynde himself confesses
to the crime simply to experience a new and different
ecstasy—that of an innocent man hanged.

Although this ultimate experience is denied him,
Lynde’s literary ruminations—composed by a person
“out of his head” and ranging from witchcraft to a fa-
tal, masked incident at the New Orleans Mardi Gras—
establish the editor Aldrich as a master of mood and of
what Poe called ratiocination.
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Thomas Bailey Aldrich. (Library of Congress)

MARJORIE DAW AND OTHER PEOPLE

The literary specter of Poe hangs heavily over two
particular tales in Aldrich’s Marjorie Daw and Other
People, especially in the psychological portraits of the
protagonists and the nightmarish scenarios involved. “A
Struggle for Life” employs a device frequently used by
Poe, that of live burial. The narrator is locked in a tomb
with the dead body of his beloved; his terror, plan to es-
cape, and strategy to remain alive are memorably
evoked. The atmosphere of the macabre also works
well in “The Chevalier de Resseguier,” a tale whose to-
nality resembles that of Poe’s famous poem “The Ra-
ven.” Aldrich describes a dialogue between a biblio-
phile and a skull he had purchased in a bookstore
specializing in works devoted to mesmerism, spiritual-
ism, and other psychic and occult phenomena. In detail-
ing the strange impressions of déja vu and the melan-
choly fantasy, Aldrich reveals an adroit mastery of the
gothic literary aesthetic, while in sustaining the inten-
sity of the disturbed narrator’s emotional state through-
out the story, Aldrich demonstrates an understanding of
Poe’s dictum of the “totality of effect.”
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THE STILLWATER TRAGEDY

The Stillwater Tragedy was both Aldrich’s final
novel and his only full-length mystery and detective
work. It was carefully planned to examine the dark
side of life, for Aldrich had come to believe that read-
ers were paying more attention to somber tones in lit-
erature than to graceful, pleasant ones. Aiming at a
large readership, this proponent of the genteel tradi-
tion now steered his literary strategy toward what for
him was the unfamiliar environment of realism by
combining a murder tale—then popular in the dime
novels of the era—with a contemporary tale of the col-
lision of capital and labor in a small New England in-
dustrial town.

Aldrich, disturbed at what he perceived to be foreign
ideologies infiltrating and corrupting the American so-
ciopolitical system, spoke strongly against unrestricted
immigration. In a poem called “Unguarded Gates,” in
which he asked, “O Liberty,” is it “well to leave the
gates unguarded?” he warns, be careful “lest from thy
brow the clustered stars be torn/ And trampled in the
dust.” Stillwater, the locale of the murder in The Still-
water Tragedy, is a community whose American labor-
ing class has been exposed to socialistic doctrines by an
influx of European immigrants. Another foreign ele-
ment has come to the village as well—murder.

The murder victim, whose death is scarcely mourned,
is Lemuel Shakford, a litigious miser, a capitalist with
many enemies from all classes of society. Shakford’s
murder is set against the background of a destructive
general strike. The volatile mixture of people and
events is then compounded by the arrival in Stillwater
of Edward Taggett, a big-city sleuth with a consider-
able reputation.

The appearance of the detective enables Aldrich to
expand on the range of Dickensian characters in his
cast, for Taggett pops up at various places in the com-
munity—socializing at the local tavern, working for a
time in disguise as a laborer, and even living in the
home of the murder victim. The town’s scandal-
mongers, crime theorists, and general gossips are por-
trayed by Aldrich as a Greek chorus commenting on
the action and suggesting further areas to explore in
arriving at a solution. The solemn trance in which
Stillwater seems to be suspended—the eerily gabled
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murder house and the dreary phantasm of the strange
detective at work by lamplight in the silent village—is
brilliantly realized. With the settlement of the general
strike comes the clever unraveling of the solution, but
Taggett needs the help and ingenuity of the dead man’s
cousin to put things in order and return peace of mind
to the troubled people of Stillwater.

Historically important for his work in the mystery
and detective genre, Aldrich, in depicting methodical,
unorthodox detectives at work, brought to the pages of
American literature early prototypes of a character
type that was to become a staple of subsequent writers.
Aldrich’s pronounced ability to create a landscape of
mystery and sustain a mood of pervasive suspicion is
similarly noteworthy. Finally, in The Stillwater Trag-
edy he fused the style of the genteel romantic purvey-
ing the incense “of Arabia and the farther east” with
that of the sharp-eyed recorder of a small-town crisis.

Abe C. Ravitz
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GRANT ALLEN
Charles Grant Blairfindie Allen

Born: Kingston, Ontario, Canada; February 24,
1848

Died: Hindhead, Surrey, England; October 28, 1899

Also wrote as Cecil Power; Oliver Pratt Rayner;
Martin Leach Warborough; J. Arbuthnot Wilson

Types of plot: Amateur sleuth; inverted

CONTRIBUTION

Grant Allen wrote what he himself acknowledged
to be potboilers. Most of his works appeared in serial
form in popular magazines such as the Cornhill and
the Strand; they were later republished in collections
that revolved around a central character. Of these col-
lections, the most famous is An African Millionaire
(1897). Its central character, Colonel Clay, has been
called “the first great thief of short mystery fiction.”
Besides being the first English writer of “crook fic-
tion,” a type of inverted crime story, Allen may have
been the first writer to make use of female sleuths:
Miss Cayley, in Miss Cayley’s Adventures (1899), and
Hilda Wade, in the novel named for her (1900).

B1oGRAPHY

Grant Allen was born Charles Grant Blairfindie
Allen on February 24, 1848, in Kingston, Canada. He
was the second and only surviving son of Joseph Anti-
sell Allen, a minister of the Irish church, and Charlotte
Ann Grant, daughter of the fifth baron de Longuiel, a
French title recognized in Canada. He was first edu-
cated by his father, then by a Yale tutor when the fam-
ily moved to Connecticut. Later, he was sent to private
school in Dieppe, France, at the College Impériale.
From there, he went on to the King Edwards School,
Birmingham, and then to Oxford University, where he
received a first-class degree in classical moderations in
1871. While at Oxford, Allen married, but his wife be-
came ill soon after their marriage and died within two
years.

In 1873, Allen was appointed professor of mental
and moral philosophy at the first university for blacks
established in Jamaica. Just before leaving for this

post, he married Ellen Jerrad, who accompanied him
there. As a teaching position, this appointment was a
failure. Most of the students were not literate; they
were hardly prepared for a study of “mental and moral
philosophy.” Allen used his extra time there, however,
to formulate his evolutionary system of philosophy.

In 1876, the school collapsed, following the death
of its founder, and Allen returned to England. On his
return, he supported himself and his family by writing.
At first he wrote only scientific essays, but later he be-
gan adapting his scientific ideas to a fiction format.
His first novel, Philistia, was published in 1884. He
would go on to write more than thirty works of fiction,
including detective novels: An African Millionaire,
published in 1897; Miss Cayley’s Adventures, pub-
lished in 1899; and Hilda Wade, published in 1900.

In 1892, Allen had acquired a famous neighbor,
Arthur Conan Doyle. Although he and Doyle held dia-
metrically opposed political, social, and religious
views, they became good friends. In 1899, Allen, real-
izing that he was dying, asked Doyle to complete the
last two chapters of Hilda Wade. Doyle followed
through on his promise to do so, though he admitted
that he was never happy with the result. Allen died on
October 28, 1899, of liver disease. He was survived by
his wife and a son.

ANALYSIS

Grant Allen would be surprised, at the very least, to
find that he is best remembered as a writer of popular
fiction. Allen considered himself a naturalist and a
philosopher, a disciple of Herbert Spencer, T. H. Hux-
ley, and Charles Darwin. He began writing short sto-
ries as a way to illustrate scientific points. His first
published work of fiction, “Our Scientific Observa-
tions on a Ghost,” for example, was not a ghost story
but a tale that showed how people could be led to be-
lieve in ghosts. Allen described the further circum-
stances that led to his becoming a writer of fiction in
the preface to Twelve Tales, with a Headpiece, a Tail-
piece, and an Intermezzo, Being Select Stories (1899).
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James Payn, on assuming the editorship of the Corn-
hill magazine, returned one of Allen’s scientific arti-
cles and at the same time wrote to “J. Arbuthnot Wil-
son” (one of Allen’s pseudonyms) to request more
short stories. After this, Allen said he was well “on the
downward path which leads to fiction.”

One can still see in Allen’s fiction the influence of
his scientific interests, his evolutionary philosophy,
and his antiauthoritarian politics. In fact, he turned
some of his later fiction into a forum for his views on
society. He was most infamous in his lifetime for the
novel The Woman Who Did (1895), which presents the
radical view that marriage is an unnecessary institu-
tion.

Allen’s political leanings are evident in his assign-
ment of guilt and innocence. He criticizes the police
for seeing only the crime and not the context that may
have caused it; in one episode of Hilda Wade, for ex-
ample, a murderer is presented as morally innocent be-
cause his wife’s personality drove him to murder. On
the whole, Allen does not hold the police force or pro-
fessional detectives in high regard. In fact, in one short
story, “The Great Ruby Robbery,” as well as one epi-
sode of An African Millionaire, it is the detective who
is the criminal. The worst offenders, for Allen, are
members of the upper class, regardless of whether
they have broken the law. This view is very clearly ex-
pressed in An African Millionaire, in which crimes
committed by a confidence man against a businessman
are presented as morally justifiable.

Allen thought of himself as a supporter of women’s
rights, though his view that a husband should be ex-
cused of the murder of a nagging wife hardly strikes
one as liberated. He did believe, however, that women
should hold positions in the workforce equal to those
of men, and that the English system of chaperoning
women was merely another form of imprisonment.
These views on women come across most forcefully in
his portrayal of strong female characters, especially
Miss Cayley of Miss Cayley’s Adventures and the title
character of Hilda Wade. Both these heroines could be
said to be competing with Sherlock Holmes, as they
are probably among the first female detectives to ap-
pear in print.
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Miss CAYLEY’S ADVENTURES

Of the two works, Miss Cayley’s Adventures is
much more enjoyable and much more consistent in
tone. Miss Cayley sets off at the beginning of the novel
with twopence to her name, determined to travel
around the world and have adventures. She is not dis-
appointed. Among her many exploits are rescuing an
Englishwoman from an Arabian harem, shooting ti-
gers in India, and saving her lover from a mountain
cliff in Switzerland. The stories never pretend to be
grounded in reality, but rather have the spirit of rip-
roaring yarns. Miss Cayley is a bold, spontaneous, never-
say-die heroine. About to leave England in search of
her first adventure, she describes her modus operandi
to her more conservative friend Elsie:

I shall stroll out this morning . . . and embrace the first
stray enterprise that offers. Our Bagdad teems with en-
chanted carpets. Let one but float my way, and hi! presto!
I seize it. I go where glory or a modest competence
waits me. | snatch at the first offer, the first hint of an
opening.

Artist Gordon Browne'’s depiction of Lois Cayley
for an 1898 story in The Strand Magazine.
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Very soon into her adventures, Miss Cayley meets an
extremely wealthy young man, Harold Tillington.
Miss Cayley refuses to marry Harold, though, because
he is so much richer than she; she vows to marry him
only when he is penniless and forlorn. The detective
plot serves mostly to bring those circumstances about.
Toward the end of the novel, Harold is wrongfully ac-
cused of fraud by his cousin, a reprehensible member
of the aristocracy. Just before he is led away to prison,
Miss Cayley marries him and then proceeds to prove
his innocence.

HiLpA WADE

Hilda Wade is more centrally concerned with crime
and detection. Hilda Wade is on a quest to clear her fa-
ther of the accusation of murder by proving that the
real criminal is a renowned doctor, Sebastian. Hilda
Wade is presented as a female version of Sherlock
Holmes. She has astonishing powers of intuition that
match his powers of deduction. She also has a chroni-
cler and admirer, Dr. Cumberledge, to match Holmes’s
Watson. When they first meet, she astonishes Cumber-
ledge by seeming to know everything about him.

The occasion for my astonishment was the fact that
when I handed her my card, “Dr. Hubert Ford Cum-
berledge, St. Nathaniel’s Hospital,” she had glanced at
it for a second and exclaimed, without sensible pause
or break, “Oh, then, of course, you’re half Welsh, as |
am. . ..” “Well, m’yes; I am half Welsh,” I replied. . . .
“But why then and of course? 1 fail to perceive your
train of reasoning. . . .” “Fancy asking a woman to give
you ‘the train of reasoning’ for her intuitions! . . . Shall
I explain my trick, like the conjurers?”

The reference to “conjurers” is reminiscent of Watson
exclaiming over Holmes’s deductive powers. Doyle
had an even more direct influence on the collection, as
he wrote the last two episodes following Allen’s death.

Hilda Wade is marred, however, by Allen’s heavy
reliance on the belief that personality was evidenced
by physical traits and genetically determined. The
novel is also inconsistent in tone. The opening chap-
ters take a somewhat grim and realistic approach,
which seems fitting for an account of Hilda’s dogged
pursuit of her father’s betrayer. Toward the middle of
the novel, though, the reader is thrust into a fantastic
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series of episodes that take Hilda Wade and Dr.
Sebastian from South Africa through Tibet. In the fi-
nal chapters, Sebastian confesses, after having been
twice saved by Hilda: first from a dangerous fever in
Tibet and then by being pulled from the wreckage of
the ship that had been taking them back to England.
The novel has none of the light humor that makes both
Miss Cayley’s Adventures and An African Millionaire
so enjoyable.

AN AFRICAN MILLIONAIRE

An African Millionaire is the book for which Allen
is probably best remembered, at least among followers
of detective fiction. It has been called the first of the
field of “crook fiction,” in which the hero is not the de-
tective but his nemesis. Readers are probably more fa-
miliar with E. W. Hornung’s Raffles, but Allen’s Colo-
nel Clay preceded Raffles by three years.

An African Millionaire first appeared in twelve suc-
cessive issues of the Strand magazine, starting in June,
1896. The most notable feature of this series is that
each story chronicles robberies committed by the
same thief, Colonel Clay, against the same victim, the
African millionaire of the title, Sir Charles Vandrift.
In each case, Colonel Clay plays on a greedy, self-
serving instinct in Sir Charles to line his own pockets.
In one episode, for example, the colonel, disguised as
a timid parson, agrees to sell Sir Charles some paste-
diamond jewelry for two thousand pounds. (The par-
son will not part with them for less because they be-
longed to his dear mother.) Sir Charles, however, has
realized that they are not paste, but real diamonds and
worth much more than two thousand pounds. He com-
placently believes that he has made a great profit off
the parson—until he discovers that he has bought his
own stolen diamonds.

Allen portrays Colonel Clay as a sort of modern-
day Robin Hood: a confidence man who robs the un-
ethical businessman. Allen’s own view of business-
men and landowners is more explicitly stated in his
science fiction novel The British Barbarians: A Hill-
Top Novel (1895). In that novel, a traveler from a uto-
pian future asserts that private ownership is a barbaric
institution. In An African Millionaire, Colonel Clay
echoes this view when he explains his motivation for
preying on Sir Charles:
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Great fleas have little fleas upon their backs to bite
’em, /And these again have lesser fleas, and so ad infi-
nitum!

Well that’s just how I view myself. You are a capital-
ist and a millionaire. In your large way you prey upon
society. . . . In my smaller way, again, / relieve you in
turn of a portion of the plunder.

In general, Allen’s critique of the businessman and the
Victorian aristocracy is expressed less clumsily in this
series of adventures than in the more didactic The Brit-
ish Barbarians. In fact, the African Millionaire stories
are much more interesting and enjoyable as satires on
the British upper class than as whodunits (or perhaps
in this case, “how-to-do-its”). In one story, for exam-
ple, Sir Charles is gulled into buying a castle because
he and his wife want to acquire aristocratic roots:

Nice antique hall; suits of ancestral armour, trophies of
Tyrolese hunters, coats of arms of ancient counts—the
very thing to take Amelia’s aristocratic and romantic
fancy. The whole to be sold exactly as it stood; ances-
tors to be included at a valuation.

The note of sarcasm here belongs to the narrator, Sir
Charles’s brother-in-law, Seymour Wentworth. Sey-
mour is also on Sir Charles’s payroll as his secretary,
and is therefore on Sir Charles’s side rather than Colo-
nel Clay’s. Nevertheless, Allen uses him quite suc-
cessfully as a source of sarcastic asides. By putting the
sarcastic voice within the ranks of the wealthy, Allen
gives his criticisms more validity.

Aside from the satiric tone, the stories are notable
for their various twists on the straightforward confi-
dence-man plot that is established in the first two sto-
ries. One such twist occurs in “The Episode of the Ar-
rest of the Colonel,” in which Sir Charles hires a private
detective from an agency to protect him from Colonel
Clay. The private detective, however, proves to be Colo-
nel Clay himself, who thus once again triumphs over
the hapless Sir Charles. The superhuman skills that
Colonel Clay seems to possess and the sheer audacity
required to continue to hunt the same victim make him
a highly entertaining figure. To say that Colonel Clay is
a master of disguise is an understatement. As Seymour
proclaims, he is “polymorphic, like the element car-
bon.” (This is also another jab at Sir Charles, who deals
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Grant Allen’s Colonel Clay in the June, 1896,
issue of The Strand Magazine.

in polymorphic carbon—that is, diamonds.) Besides
Clay’s appearances as the timid parson and the street-
wise private detective, he becomes a Byronic Mexican
mind reader, an old German scientist, a Scottish dia-
mond merchant, and a Tyrolese count. The reader, like
the much-put-upon Sir Charles, begins to suspect any-
one in the stories of being Colonel Clay: “Perhaps we
were beginning to suspect him everywhere.”

Although for the most part very playful and even
nonsensical in mood, the stories also impart a sense of
paranoia, of beginning to suspect everyone, every-
where, of being the enemy. Indeed, Colonel Clay be-
gins to resemble a fairly harmless version of Professor
Moriarty. These stories seem to point, in a small way,
toward a growing feeling at the end of the nineteenth
century that the world was a large and unsafe place—a
feeling that would reach its fullest expression in the
American hard-boiled detective story. When everyone
you meet is a stranger, who can you trust?

On the whole, though, Allen’s stories have not
been greatly influential because they are not widely
read. Because they are potboilers, they have all but
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disappeared from library shelves. In the case of Hilda
Wade, this disappearance can perhaps be left un-
mourned, for it has all the worst aspects of the pot-
boiler in being melodramatic, sentimental, and incon-
sistent in tone. Miss Cayley’s Adventures and An
African Millionaire, however, are well worth reviving.
In both of these works Allen showed himself to be a
good storyteller, a writer of rousing and humorous
tales of adventure.

Jasmine Hall

PRINCIPAL MYSTERY AND DETECTIVE FICTION

NoVELS: Kalee’s Shrine, 1886 (with May Cotes;
also known as The Indian Mystery: Or, Kalee’s
Shrine); For Maimie’s Sake: A Tale of Love and Dy-
namite, 1886; A Terrible Inheritance, 1887; This
Mortal Coil, 1888; The Devil’s Die, 1888; The Jaws
of Death, 1889; Recalled to Life, 1891; What’s Bred
in the Bone, 1891; The Scallywag, 1893; Under
Sealed Orders, 1894; A Splendid Sin, 1896; Hilda
Wade, 1900 (with Arthur Conan Doyle)

SHORT FICTION: Strange Stories, 1884; The
Beckoning Hand, and Other Stories, 1887; Ivan
Greet’s Masterpiece, 1893; A Bride from the Desert,
1896; An African Millionaire, 1897; Twelve Tales,
with a Headpiece, a Tailpiece, and an Intermezzo,
Being Select Stories, 1899; Miss Cayley’s Adven-
tures, 1899; Sir Theodore’s Guest, and Other Stories,
1902

OTHER MAJOR WORKS

NoOVELS: Philistia, 1884; Babylon, 1885; In All
Shades, 1886; The Sole Trustee, 1886; The White
Man’s Foot, 1888; A Living Apparatus, 1889; Dr. Pal-
liser’s Patient, 1889; The Tents of Shem, 1889; The
Great Taboo, 1890; Dumaresq’s Daughter, 1891; The
Duchess of Powysland, 1891; Blood Royal, 1892; An
Army Doctor’s Romance, 1893; At Market Value,
1894; The British Barbarians: A Hill-Top Novel,
1895; The Woman Who Did, 1895; The Type-Writer
Girl, 1897; Linnet, 1898; The Incidental Bishop,
1898; Rosalba: The Story of Her Development, 1899

SHORT FICTION: The General’s Will, and Other
Stories, 1892; Desire of the Eyes, and Other Stories,
1895; Moorland Idylls, 1896
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POETRY: The Lower Slopes: Reminiscences of
Excursions Round the Base of the Hellicon, 1894

CHILDREN’S LITERATURE: Tom, Unlimited: A
Story for Children, 1897

NONFICTION: 1877-1890 ¢ Physiological Aesthet-
ics, 1877; The Colour-Sense: Its Origin and Develop-
ment—An Essay in Comparative Psychology, 1879;
Anglo-Saxon Britain, 1881; The Evolutionist at
Large, 1881 (revised 1884); Vignettes from Nature,
1881; The Colours of Flowers, as Illustrated in the
British Flora, 1882; Colin Clout’s Calendar: The Rec-
ord of a Summer, April-October, 1883; Flowers and
Their Pedigrees, 1883; Nature Studies, 1883 (with
others); Biographies of Working Men, 1884; Charles
Darwin, 1885; Common Sense Science, 1887; A Half-
Century of Science, 1888 (with T. H. Huxley); Force
and Energy: A Theory of Dynamics, 1888; Falling in
Love, with Other Essays on More Exact Branches of
Science, 1889; Individualism and Socialism, 1889

1891-1900 ¢ Science in Arcady, 1892; The Tidal
Thames, 1892; Post-Prandial Philosophy, 1894; In
Memoriam George Paul Macdonell, 1895; The Story
of the Plants, 1895 (also known as The Plants); Cities
of Belgium, 1897 (also known as Belgium: Its Cities);
Florence, 1897 (revised 1906); Paris, 1897 (revised
1906); The Evolution of the Idea of God: An Inquiry
into the Origins of Religions, 1897; Flashlights on
Nature, 1898; Venice, 1898; The European Tour: A
Handbook for Americans and Colonists, 1899; Plain
Words on the Woman Question, 1900; The New Hedo-
nism, 1900

1901-1909 ¢ County and Town in England, To-
gether with Some Annals of Churnside, 1901; In Na-
ture’s Workshop, 1901; Evolution in Italian Art, 1908;
The Hand of God, and Other Posthumous Essays,
1909

EDITED TEXTS: The Miscellaneous and Posthu-
mous Works of H. T. Buckle, 1885; The Natural His-
tory of Selborne, 1900 (by Gilbert White)

TRANSLATION: The Attis of Caius Valerius Catul-
lus, 1892

BIBLIOGRAPHY
Donaldson, Norman. Introduction to An African Mil-
lionaire: Episodes in the Life of the Illustrious Col-

24



Critical Survey of Mystery and Detective Fiction

onel Clay. New York: Dover, 1980. Donaldson de-
scribes Clay as the first important rogue character
in the short-story crime genre.

Greenslade, William, and Terence Rodgers, eds. Grant
Allen: Literature and Cultural Politics at the Fin de
Siecle. Burlington, Vt.: Ashgate, 2005. Collection
of scholarly essays detailing Allen’s relationship to
fin-de-siecle British culture.

Morton, Peter. The Busiest Man in England: Grant
Allen and the Writing Trade, 1875-1900. New
York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2005. The first critical
biography of Allen in a century, this book attempts
to solve the mystery of why Allen, a member of a
wealthy family, was dependent on his writing to
support himself. Discusses not only Allen’s life but
also freelance authorship and journalism in Victo-
rian England. Bibliographic references and index.

ALLINGHAM, MARGERY

, comp. Grant Allen, 1848-1899: A Bibliog-

raphy. St. Lucia: University of Queensland, 2002.
This comprehensive bibliography is indispensable
for serious students of Allen.

Roth, Marty. Foul and Fair Play: Reading Genre in
Classic Detective Fiction. Athens: University of
Georgia Press, 1995. A post-structural analysis of
the conventions of mystery and detective fiction.
Examines 138 short stories and works from the
1840’s to the 1960’s. Briefly mentions Allen and
helps place him in context.

Schantz, Tom, and Enid Schantz. “Editors’ Note.” In
The Reluctant Hangman, and Other Stories of
Crime. Boulder, Colo.: Aspen Press, 1973. Useful
commentary on the three stories contained in this
special, limited edition that includes the original il-
lustrations from the Strand magazine.

MARGERY ALLINGHAM

Born: London, England; May 20, 1904

Died: Colchester, Essex, England; June 30, 1966

Types of plot: Amateur sleuth; espionage; police
procedural; thriller; cozy

PRINCIPAL SERIES
Albert Campion, 1929-1969

PRINCIPAL SERIES CHARACTERS

ALBERT CAMPION, an aristocrat, Cambridge Univer-
sity graduate, and amateur sleuth, begins the series as a
flippant young man, but as the series progresses, he ma-
tures, marries Lady Amanda Fitton, and becomes a fa-
ther. Thin, pale, well bred, and well tailored, he is the
kind of man whom no one clearly remembers. Cam-
pion’s seeming vacuity masks his brilliant powers of
observation and deduction. A considerate and honor-
able person, he is often referred to as like an uncle in
whom everyone confides. Although his full name is
never disclosed, Allingham indicates that Campion is
the younger son of a duke.

AMANDA FITTON, later Lady Amanda Fitton, even-
tually becomes Campion’s wife. Amanda is first intro-
duced in Sweet Danger (1933) as a teenage girl with
mechanical aptitude. When she reappears several years
later, Campion and the cheerful, daring young woman
first pretend to be engaged. As their relationship devel-
ops, they proceed to a legitimate engagement and fi-
nally to marriage. When Albert returns from the war
at the end of Coroner’s Pidgin (1945), Amanda intro-
duces him to her wartime achievement, their three-year-
old son Rupert, who continues to appear in later books
and at the end of the series is a graduate student at Har-
vard University. Amanda becomes an aircraft designer,
and even after marriage she continues to rise in her
firm, finally becoming a company director.

MAGERSFONTEIN LUGG, Campion’s valet, is a for-
mer convicted cat burglar whose skills and contacts
are now used for legal purposes. A bona fide snob,
Lugg tries unsuccessfully to keep Campion out of crim-
inal investigations and up to the level of his ducal fore-
bears.
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CONTRIBUTION

Along with Ngaio Marsh, Nicholas Blake, and Mi-
chael Innes, Margery Allingham was one of those
writers of the 1930°s who created detectives who were
fallible human beings, not omniscient logicians in the
Sherlock Holmes tradition. Her mild-mannered, seem-
ingly foolish aristocrat, Albert Campion, can miss
clues or become emotionally entangled with unavail-
able or unsuitable women. Yet, though his judgment
may err, his instincts demonstrate the best qualities of
his class. Although Allingham is noted for her careful
craftsmanship, for her light-hearted comedy, for her
psychological validity, and for such innovations as the
gang leader with an inherited position and the inclu-
sion of male homosexuals among her characters, she is
most often remembered for her realistic, often-satiri-
cal depiction of English society and for the haunting
vision of evil that dominates her later novels.

B1oGRAPHY

Margery Louise Allingham was born on May 20,
1904, the daughter of Herbert John Allingham, an edi-
tor and journalist, and Emily Jane Hughes, her father’s
first cousin, who also became a journalist. By the time
of her birth, the family lived in Essex, where every
weekend they entertained a number of other journal-
ists. Although the young Allingham had two siblings,
she spent many of her childhood hours alone, often
writing. At seven, Allingham published a story in the
Christian Globe, a publication of which her grandfa-
ther was editor. That year she went away to the first of
two boarding schools; she left the second, the Perse
School for Girls in Cambridge, when she was fifteen.

Finally, Allingham enrolled in the Regent Street
Polytechnic in London as a drama student, but her first
novel, Blackkerchief Dick: A Tale of Mersea Island
(1923), an adventure story set in Essex, had already
been accepted for publication, and when her friend
Philip “Pip” Youngman Carter convinced her that her
talents were more suited to writing than to acting, she
left school to work on another novel. In 1927 she mar-
ried Youngman Carter, who had become a successful
commercial artist.

With the publication of her first mystery novel, The
White Cottage Mystery, in 1928, Allingham settled into

Critical Survey of Mystery and Detective Fiction

her career. In The Crime at Black Dudley (1929), she in-
troduced Albert Campion, the amateur detective who
was to appear in all the mystery novels that followed.
In 1929, Allingham and her husband moved to Es-
sex; in 1934, they purchased their own home, D’ Arcy
House, expecting to live and work quietly in the little
village of Tolleshunt D’ Arcy. World War II soon broke
out, however, and with Essex an obvious invasion tar-
get, Allingham became active in civil defense, while
her husband joined the army. Her autobiographical
book The Oaken Heart (1941) describes the fear and
the resolution of Britons such as herself during the first
months of the war. In 1944, Allingham returned to her
mysteries. She and her husband made periodic visits to
their flat in London but lived in D’ Arcy House for the
rest of their lives. Between 1929, when she wrote the

THE CASE OF THE
~ LATE PIG

IDVLNIA

A CAMPION MYSTERY

In Margery Allingham’s tenth Albert Campion novel, her amateur
sleuth investigates the murder of an old school bully named “Pig”
Peters. (Courtesy, Random House)
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first Campion mystery, and her early death of cancer on
June 30, 1966, Allingham worked steadily, averaging
almost a volume a year, primarily novels but also novel-
las and collections of short stories. Before her hus-
band’s death in 1970, he completed Cargo of Eagles
(1968) and wrote two additional Campion novels.

ANALYSIS

After her pedestrian story of police investigation,
The White Cottage Mystery, which she later removed
from her list of works, Margery Allingham hit on a
character who would dominate her novels and the
imaginations of her readers for half a century. He was
Albert Campion, the pale, scholarly, seemingly inef-
fectual aristocrat whom she introduced in The Crime
at Black Dudley. As Allingham herself commented,
the changes in Campion’s character that were evident
over the years reflected changes in the author herself,
as she matured and as she was molded by the dramatic
events of the times through which she lived.

When Allingham began to write her novels in the
1920’s, like many of her generation she had become
disillusioned. Unable to perceive meaning in life, she
decided to produce a kind of novel that did not de-
mand underlying commitment from the writer or deep
thought from the reader, a mystery story dedicated to
amusement, written about a witty, bright group of
upper-class people who passed their time with word-
play and pranks—and occasionally with murder. In
Allingham’s first novels, Albert Campion is somewhat
like P. G. Wodehouse’s Bertie Wooster, pursuing one
girl or another while he attempts to outwit an oppo-
nent. The fact that Campion’s opponent is a murderer
is not particularly significant; he is an intellectual an-
tagonist, not a representative of evil. Furthermore,
most of the action itself is comic.

LooK TO THE LADY

In Look to the Lady (1931), for example, a formi-
dable country matron abandons her tweeds and pearls
for the garb of a mystical priestess, presiding over the
rites of the Gyrth Chalice. In her costume, she is hilari-
ous, a target of satire; when she is found dead in the
woods, she is of far less interest, and the solution of
her murder is primarily an exercise of wit, rather than
the pursuit of justice.
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DEATH OF A GHOST

With Death of a Ghost, in 1934, Allingham’s
books become less lighthearted but more interesting.
Her prose is less mannered and more elegant, her plots
less dependent on action and more dependent on com-
plex characterization, her situations and her settings
chosen less for their comic potentiality and more for
their satiric possibilities. Death of a Ghost is the first
book in which Allingham examines her society, the
first of several in which the world of her characters is
an integral part of the plot. Before the murder takes
place in Death of a Ghost, Allingham must create the
world of art, complete with poseurs and hangers-on,
just as later she will write of the world of publishing in
Flowers for the Judge (1936), that of the theater in
Dancers in Mourning (1937), and finally that of high
fashion in The Fashion in Shrouds (1938).

Just as Allingham becomes more serious, so does
Albert Campion, who abandons even the pretext of id-
iocy, becoming simply a self-effacing person whose
modesty attracts confidences and whose kindness pro-
duces trust. In Sweet Danger he meets the seventeen-
year-old mechanical genius Amanda Fitton. After she
reappears in The Fashion in Shrouds, Campion’s des-
tiny is more and more linked to that of Amanda. If she
is good, anyone who threatens her must be evil. Thus,
through love Campion becomes committed, and through
the change in Campion his creator reflects the change in
her own attitude.

TRAITOR’S PURSE

With the rise of Adolf Hitler, it had become obvi-
ous that laughter alone was not a sufficient purpose for
life. Even the more thoughtful social satire of Alling-
ham’s last several books before Death of a Ghost was
inadequate in the face of brutality and barbarism. Only
courage and resolution would defeat such unmistak-
able evil, and those were the qualities that Allingham
dramatized in her nonfictional book about her own
coastal Essex village in the early days of the war; those
were also the qualities that Albert Campion exhibited
in the wartime espionage story Traitor’s Purse (1941).
In that thriller, the forces of evil are dark, not laugh-
able, and the traitorous megalomaniac who is willing
to destroy Great Britain to seize power over it is too Vi-
cious, too threatening, to evoke satire. Like his coun-
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try, Albert Campion must stand alone against the odds;
with symbolic appropriateness, he has just awakened
into bewilderment, aware only that civilization is
doomed unless he can defeat its enemies before time
runs out.

With Traitor’s Purse, Allingham abandoned the
mystery form until the war was nearly won and she
could bring Campion home in Coroner’s Pidgin. Al-
though for the time being evil had been outwitted and
outgunned, Allingham comments that she could never
again ignore its existence. The theme of her later nov-
els is the conflict between good and evil. Such works
as The Tiger in the Smoke (1952) and Hide My Eyes
(1958) are not based on the usual whodunit formula;
early in those books, the criminal is identified, and the
problem is not who he is but how he can be caught and
punished.

From his first appearance, Campion has worn a
mask. In the early, lighthearted comic works, his mask
of mindlessness concealed his powers of deduction; in
the satirical novels, his mask of detachment enabled
him to observe without being observed; in the later
works, as a trusted agent of his government, Campion
must carefully conceal what he knows behind what-
ever mask is necessary in the conflict with evil. Clearly
the change in Campion was more than mere maturation.
As Allingham’s own vision of life changed, her view
of the mystery story changed, and her detective Cam-
pion became a champion in the struggle against evil.

THE CHINA GOVERNESS

The qualities of Allingham’s later works are best il-
lustrated in The China Governess (1962). The first
words of the novel are uttered by a police officer: “It
was called the wickedest street in London.” Thus, the
conflict of good and evil, which is to constitute the ac-
tion of the book, is introduced. Although the Turk
Street Mile has been replaced by a huge housing proj-
ect, the history of that street will threaten the happi-
ness and the life of Timothy Kinnit. Kinnit, who has
recently become engaged, wishes to know his real ori-
gins. He was a child of the war, a man who had ap-
peared as a baby among a group of evacuees from
Turk Street and was casually adopted by the kindly
Eustace Kinnit.

As the novel progresses, past history becomes part
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of the present. It is in the new apartment house on the
site of old Turk Street that a brutal act takes place, the
killing of a decent old woman. Yet evil is not confined
to Turk Street. During the war, it had followed the
evacuees to the Kinnit house in Suffolk, where an East
End girl callously abandoned the baby she had picked
up so that she might be evacuated from London, a
baby whose papers she later used to obtain money un-
der false pretenses. The highly respectable Kinnit fam-
ily has also not been immune from evil.

In the nineteenth century, a governess in the Kinnit
family supposedly committed a famous murder and
later killed herself. For one hundred years, the family
has kept the secret that is exposed in The China Gov-
erness: that the murder was actually committed by a
young Kinnit girl. At the end of the book, another
murderess is unmasked, ironically another governess
who is masquerading as a wealthy Kinnit relative and
who is finally discovered when she attempts to murder
Basil Toberman, a socially acceptable young man who
has spitefully plotted to destroy Timothy Kinnit. Thus
a typical Allingham plot emphasizes the pervasiveness
of evil, which reaches from the past into the present
and which is not limited to the criminal classes or to
the slums of London but instead reaches into town
houses and country estates, pervading every level of
society.

The China Governess also illustrates Allingham’s
effective descriptions. For example, when the mali-
cious Basil Toberman appears, he is “a blue-chinned
man in the thirties with wet eyes and a very full, dark-
red mouth which suggested somehow that he was on
the verge of tears.” Thus Allingham suggests the qual-
ity of bitter and unjustifiable self-pity that drives
Toberman to evil. Later, an intruder who emerges from
the slums is described in terms that suggest his simi-
larly evil nature: “He was tall and phenomentally slen-
der but bent now like a foetus . . . He appeared deeply
and evenly dirty, his entire surface covered with that
dull iridescence which old black cloth lying about in
city gutters alone appears to achieve.”

Allingham’s mastery of style is also evident in her
descriptions of setting. For example, on the first page
of The China Governess, she writes with her usual
originality of “The great fleece which is London, clot-
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ted and matted and black with time and smoke.” Thus
metaphor and rhythm sustain the atmosphere of the
novel. Similarly, when the heroine is approaching
Timothy’s supposedly safe country home, the coming
danger is suggested by Allingham’s description of “a
pair of neglected iron gates leading into a park so
thickly wooded with enormous elms as to be com-
pletely dark although their leaves were scarcely a
green mist amid the massive branches.”

If evil were limited to the London slums, perhaps it
could have been controlled by the police, admirably
represented by the massive, intelligent Superintendent
Charles Luke. When it draws in the mysterious past
and penetrates the upper levels of society, however,
Luke welcomes the aid of Albert Campion, who can
move easily among people like the Kinnits. In the
scene in which Campion is introduced, Allingham es-
tablishes his usefulness. Quietly, casually, Campion
draws Toberman into an unintentional revelation of
character. Because the heroine, who is eavesdropping,
has already heard of Campion’s sensitivity and reli-
ability, she is ready to turn to him for the help that he
gives her, and although he is not omniscient, he sus-
tains her, calms her excitable fiancé, and brilliantly ex-
poses the forces of evil.

Because Allingham builds her scenes carefully, re-
alistically describing each setting and gradually prob-
ing every major character, the novels of her maturity
proceed at a leisurely pace, which may annoy readers
who prefer the action of other mysteries. Alling-
ham is not a superficial writer. Instead, because of her
descriptive skill, her satiric gifts, her psychological in-
sight, and her profound dominant theme, she is a mem-
orable one.

Rosemary M. Canfield Reisman
Updated by Fiona Kelleghan

PRINCIPAL MYSTERY AND DETECTIVE FICTION
ALBERT CAMPION SERIES: The Crime at Black
Dudley, 1929 (also known as The Black Dudley Mur-
der); Mystery Mile, 1930 (revised 1968); Look to the
Lady, 1931 (also known as The Gyrth Chalice Mys-
tery); Police at the Funeral, 1931; Sweet Danger, 1933
(also known as Kingdom of Death and The Fear Sign);
Death of a Ghost, 1934; Flowers for the Judge, 1936
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(also known as Legacy in Blood); Dancers in Mourn-
ing, 1937 (also known as Who Killed Chloe?); Mr.
Campion, Criminologist, 1937; The Case of the Late
Pig, 1937; The Fashion in Shrouds, 1938 (revised
1965); Mr. Campion and Others, 1939 (revised 1950);
Traitor’s Purse, 1941 (also known as The Sabotage
Murder Mystery); Coroner’s Pidgin, 1945 (also known
as Pearls Before Swine); The Case Book of Mr. Cam-
pion, 1947; More Work for the Undertaker, 1949 (re-
vised 1964); The Tiger in the Smoke, 1952; The Beck-
oning Lady, 1955 (also known as The Estate of the
Beckoning Lady); Hide My Eyes, 1958 (also known as
Tether’s End and Ten Were Missing); Three Cases for
Mr. Campion, 1961; The China Governess, 1962; The
Mind Readers, 1965; Cargo of Eagles, 1968 (with
Youngman Carter); The Allingham Case-Book, 1969

NONSERIES NOVELS: The White Cottage Mystery,
1928 (revised 1975); Six Against the Yard, 1936 (with
others); Black Plumes, 1940; Take Two at Bedtime,
1950 (also known as Deadly Duo)

OTHER SHORT FICTION: Wanted: Someone Inno-
cent, 1946; No Love Lost, 1954

OTHER MAJOR WORKS

NoVELS: Blackkerchief Dick: A Tale of Mersea Is-
land, 1923; Dance of the Years, 1943 (also known as
The Gallantrys)

PLAYS: Dido and Aneas, pr. 1922; Water in a
Sieve, pb. 1925

NONFICTION: The Oaken Heart, 1941
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ERIC AMBLER

Born: London, England; June 28, 1909
Died: London, England; October 22, 1998
Type of plot: Espionage

CONTRIBUTION

Eric Ambler has been called the virtual inventor of
the modern espionage novel, and though this is an
oversimplification, it suggests his importance in the
development of the genre. When he began to write spy
novels, the genre was largely disreputable. Most of its
practitioners were defenders of the British social and
political establishment and right wing in political phi-
losophy. Their heroes were usually supermen graced
with incredible physical powers and a passionate de-
votion to the British Empire, and their villains were
often satanic in their conspiracies to achieve world
mastery. None of the protagonists in Ambler’s eigh-
teen novels is a spy by profession; the protagonists are
recognizably ordinary, and Ambler’s realistic plots
were based on what was actually occurring in the
world of international politics. In addition, because he

was a craftsman, writing slowly and revising fre-
quently, he succeeded in making the espionage genre a
legitimate artistic medium.

Many of Ambler’s works have been honored. For
example, Passage of Arms (1959) earned the Crime
Writers” Association’s Crossed Red Herrings Award;
The Levanter (1972) also won the Gold Dagger; and
The Light of Day (1962) was awarded the 1964 Edgar
for best novel by the Mystery Writers of America. In
1975 Ambler was named a Grand Master by the Mys-
tery Writers of America and in 1986 he was awarded
the Crime Writers” Association’s Cartier Diamond
Dagger for lifetime achievement. In 1987, his autobi-
ography Here Lies: An Autobiography (1985) received
an Edgar Award for best critical/biographical work.

BI1OGRAPHY

Eric Clifford Ambler was born in London on June
28, 1909, the son of Alfred Percy Ambler and Amy
Madeline Ambler, part-time vaudevillians. He at-
tended Colfe’s Grammar School and in 1926 was
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awarded an engineering scholarship to London Uni-
versity, though he spent much of his time during the
two years he was there reading in the British Museum,
attending law-court sessions, and seeing films and
plays. In 1928 he abandoned his education to become
a technical trainee with the Edison Swan Electric
Company, and in 1931 he entered the firm’s publicity
department as an advertising copywriter. A year later,
he set himself up as a theatrical press agent, but in
1934 he returned to advertising, working with a large
London firm.

Throughout this period, Ambler was attempting to
find himself as a writer. In 1930 he teamed up with a
comedian, with whom he wrote songs and performed
in suburban London theaters. In 1931 he attempted to
write a novel about his father. Later, he wrote unsuc-
cessful one-act plays. In the early 1930’s he traveled
considerably in the Mediterranean, where he encoun-
tered Italian fascism, and in the Balkans and the Mid-
dle East, where the approach of war seemed obvious
to him.

In 1936 Ambler published his first novel of in-
trigue, The Dark Frontier, quit his job, and went to
Paris, where he could live cheaply and devote all of his
time to writing. He became a script consultant for
Hungarian film director/producer Alexander Korda in
1938 and published six novels before World War II.

Ambler joined the Royal Artillery as a private in
1940 but was assigned in 1942 to the British army’s
combat photography unit. He served in Italy and was
appointed assistant director of army cinematography
in the British War Office. By the end of the war, he
was a lieutenant colonel and had been awarded an
American Bronze Star. His wartime experience led to
a highly successful career as a screenwriter. He would
spend eleven years in Hollywood before moving to
Switzerland in 1968. Meanwhile, he resumed novel
writing with Judgment on Deltchev (1951), the first of
his postwar novels. In 1981 he was named an officer of
the order of the British Empire. He died in London in
1998.

ANALYSIS
At the beginning of his career, Eric Ambler knew
that his strengths were not in the construction of the
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ingenious plots required in detective fiction. As he was
seeking to establish himself as a writer of popular fic-
tion, his only course was the espionage thriller; its
popularity in Great Britain was the result of public in-
terest in the secret events of World War I and appre-
hension about Bolshevism. These concerns were en-
hanced by the most popular authors in the field—John
Buchan, whose Richard Hannay was definitely an
establishment figure, and Sapper (the pen name of
H. Cyril McNeile), whose Bulldog Drummond stories
were reactionary, if not downright fascist, in tone.

Ambler found neither these writers” heroes nor their
villains believable, and he viewed their plots, based on
conspiracies against civilization, as merely absurd.
Having seen fascism in his travels in Italy, he was radi-
cally if vaguely socialist in his own political attitudes,
and his study of psychology had made it impossible
for him to believe that realistically portrayed charac-
ters could be either purely good or purely evil.

Ambler decided, therefore, to attempt to write nov-
els that would be realistic in their characters and de-
pictions of modern social and political realities; he
also would substitute his own socialist bias for the
conservatism—or worse—of the genre’s previous
practitioners.

THE DARK FRONTIER

His first novel, The Dark Frontier, was intended, at
least in part, as a parody of the novels of Sapper and
Buchan. As such, it may be considered Ambler’s dec-
laration of literary independence, and its premises are
appropriately absurd. A mild-mannered physicist who
has been reading a thriller suffers a concussion in an
automobile accident and regains consciousness believ-
ing that he is the superhero about whom he has been
reading. Nevertheless, the novel also reveals startling
prescience in its depiction of his hero’s antagonists—a
team of scientists in a fictitious Balkan country who
develop an atomic bomb with which they intend to
blackmail the world. Ambler’s technical training had
made him realize that such a weapon was inevitable,
and though he made the process simpler than it later
proved to be, his subject was clearly more significant
than his readers could realize.

Though Ambler sought consciously in his first
works to turn the espionage genre upside down, he
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was quite willing to employ many of the elements
used by his popular predecessors. Like Buchan’s
Richard Hannay, his early protagonists were often
men trapped by circumstances but willing to enter into
the “game” of spying with enthusiasm and determina-
tion. In his next three novels, Background to Danger
(1937), Epitaph for a Spy (1938), and Cause for Alarm
(1938), he set his plots in motion by the device Buchan
employed in The Thirty-nine Steps (1915). His naive
hero blunders into an international conspiracy, finds
himself wanted by the police, and is able to clear him-
self only by helping to unmask the villains.

What makes these novels different, however, is
Ambler’s left-wing bias. The villains are fascist
agents, working on behalf of international capitalism,
and in Background to Danger and Cause for Alarm the
hero is aided by two very attractive Soviet agents. In
fact, these two novels must be considered Ambler’s
contribution to the cause of the popular front; indeed,
one of the Soviet agents defends the purge trials of
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1936 and makes a plea for an Anglo-Soviet alliance
against fascism.

JOURNEY INTO FEAR

Ambler’s most significant prewar novels, however,
are A Coffin for Dimitrios (1939) and Journey into
Fear (1940). The latter is very much a product of the
“phony war” of the winter of 1939-1940, when a cer-
tain measure of civilized behavior still prevailed and
the struggle against fascism could still be understood
in personal terms. The ship on which the innocent hero
sails from Istanbul to Genoa is a microcosm of a Eu-
rope whose commitment to total war is as yet only ten-
tative. Ambler perfectly captures this ambiguous mo-
ment, and Graham, his English hero, is, in a sense, an
almost allegorical representation of Great Britain it-
self, seeking to discover allies in an increasingly hos-
tile world.

A COFFIN FOR DIMITRIOS

A Coffin for Dimitrios is Ambler’s most important
prewar work, a novel that overturns the conventions of
the espionage thriller while simultaneously adopting
and satirizing the conventions of the detective story.
His protagonist, Charles Latimer, is an English writer
of conventional detective stories. In Istanbul, he meets
one of his fans, a colonel of the Turkish police, who
gives him a foolish plot (“The butler did it”) and tells
him about Dimitrios Mackropoulos, whose body has
washed ashore on the Bosporus.

A murderer, thief, drug trafficker, and white slaver,
Dimitrios fascinates Latimer, who sets out on an “‘ex-
periment in detection” to discover what forces created
him. Latimer discovers, as he follows the track of
Dimitrios’s criminal past through Europe, that
Dimitrios is still alive, a highly placed international fi-
nancier who is still capable of promoting his fortunes
by murder. As Latimer comes to realize, Dimitrios is
an inevitable product of Europe between the wars;
good and evil mean nothing more than good business
and bad business. Nevertheless, when Dimitrios has fi-
nally been killed, Latimer returns to England to write
yet another detective story set in an English country
house, even though the premises of his story—that
crime does not pay and that justice always triumphs—
have been disproved by Dimitrios.
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SCREENWRITING AND A HIATUS

Ambler’s career as a novelist was interrupted by
World War II and by a highly successful career as a
screenwriter. Among the many screenplays he wrote
are The Cruel Sea (1953), which won him an Oscar
nomination; A Night to Remember (1958), adapted
from Walter Lord’s 1956 book about the sinking of the
Titanic; and Mutiny on the Bounty (1962). Several of
his own novels were adapted into films, as well. Jour-
ney into Fear was filmed in 1942, directed by and star-
ring Orson Welles, and was re-adapted in 1974. Epi-
taph for a Spy 1938 was adapted to film in 1943 as
Hotel Reserve, starring James Mason, and Background
to Danger (1943) starred George Raft, Sydney Green-
street, and Peter Lorre. The Mask of Dimitrios, starring
Sydney Greenstreet and Peter Lorre, was filmed in
1944, and The Light of Day was adapted as Topkapi in
1964.

When Ambler resumed writing novels after an
eleven-year hiatus, the world had changed radically. In
a sense, the world of the 1930’s, though confusing to
Ambler’s protagonists, was morally simple: Fascism
was an easily discerned enemy. By the early 1950’s,
however, the atomic spies, the revelations of Igor Gou-
zenko, the Philby conspiracy, and the ambiguities and
confusions of the Cold War made the espionage novel,
in Ambler’s view, a much different phenomenon. For
the most part, therefore, his later novels have nothing
to do with the conflict between East and West and are
usually set on the periphery of the Cold War—in the
Balkans, the Middle East, the East Indies, Africa, or
Central America. Furthermore, the narrative methods
in the later works are more complex, frequently with
no single narrative voice, and the tone is sometimes
cynical.

JUDGMENT ON DELTCHEV

In 1950 Ambler began collaborating with Charles
Rodda (under the pseudonym Eliot Reed) on five nov-
els, but his own novels earned more attention. Judg-
ment on Deltchev, his first solo postwar novel, was in-
spired by the trial of Nickola Petkov, who had been
charged with a conspiracy to overthrow the Bulgarian
government. Ambler set the novel in an unidentified
Balkan country; the novel has little to do with the
larger concerns of the Cold War, although its political
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background is clearly presented as a conflict be-
tween “progressives” and reactionaries and Deltchev
is accused of attempting to betray his country to “the
Anglo-Americans.”

The book was the result of Ambler’s effort to find a
new medium for the espionage novel, and it went fur-
ther than any of his prewar novels in developing the
premises of Journey into Fear. There his protagonist’s
problem was how to discover among a ship’s passen-
gers someone he could trust; in Judgment on Deltchev,
the plot to assassinate the prime minister is peeled
away, layer by layer, as Ambler’s narrator, an English
journalist, attempts to find out what really happened,
again and again discovering the “truth,” only to see it
dissolve as yet another “truth” replaces it.

THE SCHIRMER INHERITANCE AND

STATE OF SIEGE

Ambler’s next two novels, which continued to ex-
ploit his interest in plots that are not what they seem,
are of considerable interest, despite flawed endings.
The Schirmer Inheritance (1953), about an American
lawyer’s search for a German soldier who is hiding in
Greece, where he fought for the Greek communists af-
ter the war, is flawed by an unexplained change of
heart by the young woman who accompanies the law-
yer as his interpreter; she is manhandled by the Ger-
man and yet suddenly and without explanation falls in
love with him. In State of Siege (1956), set in a ficti-
tious country in the East Indies, Ambler develops an
apparently real love between his narrator, an English
engineer, and a Eurasian girl and then permits him to
abandon her when he finally is able to escape from the
country.

After this shaky interlude, however, Ambler pro-
duced a series of novels that thoroughly explored the
possibilities of the novel of intrigue and provided a va-
riety of models for future practitioners.

THE LI1GHT OF DAY AND DIRTY STORY

Ambler’s usual hero is an average, reasonable per-
son, but in The Light of Day and Dirty Story (1967),
he makes a radical turn. Arthur Abdel Simpson, his
Anglo-Egyptian narrator, is an opportunist with few
real opportunities. In The Light of Day, Simpson, who
works as a guide in Athens to pursue his career as a mi-
nor thief and pimp, is caught rifling a client’s luggage
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and is blackmailed into cooperating with him. Later,
when arms are found behind a door panel of the car he
agrees to drive across the Turkish border, the Turkish
police force him to cooperate with them. Simpson’s
neutral position, in between two forces that in his view
are equally exploitative and threatening, would seem to
be Ambler’s comment on the modern dilemma.

In this novel and in Dirty Story, in which Simpson
is entangled first in the production of pornographic
films and then in the politics of Central Africa but sur-
vives to become a trader in phony passports, the narra-
tor may be odious, but he is also better than those who
manipulate him. The narrator’s strategy—to tell peo-
ple what they want to hear, to play opponents against
one another, to survive as best he can—is, Ambler
seems to suggest, the same, in a sense, as everyone has
been using since 1945.

THE INTERCOM CONSPIRACY

This vision informs The Intercom Conspiracy
(1969), probably Ambler’s most distinguished postwar
novel. It is based on an idea that appears frequently in
Cold War espionage fiction—that the innocent by-
stander will find little to choose between the intelli-
gence services of the two sides—while avoiding the
mere paranoia that usually characterizes developments
of this theme. It deals with the elderly, disillusioned
heads of the intelligence services of two smaller North
Atlantic Treaty Organization countries; they purchase a
weekly newsletter, then feed its editor classified infor-
mation that is so menacing in nature that the major in-
telligence agencies must pay for its silence. With this
work, Ambler seemed to make the ultimate statement
on espionage—as an activity that finally feeds on itself.

THE SIEGE OF THE VILLA Lipp

Ambler’s other postwar works continued to exploit
the themes he had already developed, but one of them,
The Siege of the Villa Lipp (1977), is a remarkable ex-
periment, the story of an international banker who
launders illegally acquired funds for a variety of crimi-
nals. Here Ambler translates the tactics of modern in-
telligence agencies into the terms of modern business
practices, in a sense returning to the premises from
which he worked in his earliest fiction. His descrip-
tions of the way banking laws and methods can be ma-
nipulated are so complex, however, that the novel too
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often reads like an abstract exercise in economics.

All Ambler’s novels develop what he has called his
primary theme: “Loss of innocence. It’s the only
theme I’ve ever written.” This seems to suggest his
view of the plight of humanity in its confusing predic-
ament during the period that has seen the rise and fall
of fascism, the unresolved conflicts of the Cold War,
and the increasing difficulty of the individual to retain
integrity before the constant growth of the state. The
methods that he has employed in the development of
this vision, his great narrative skill, his lean and lucid
prose, and his determination to anchor the espionage
genre firmly within the conventions of modern literary
realism, make his achievement the first truly signifi-
cant body of work in the field of espionage fiction.

Robert L. Berner

PRINCIPAL MYSTERY AND DETECTIVE FICTION

NoVELS: The Dark Frontier, 1936 (revised 1990);
Background to Danger, 1937 (also known as Uncom-
mon Danger); Cause for Alarm, 1938; Epitaph for a
Spy, 1938; A Coffin for Dimitrios, 1939 (also known
as The Mask of Dimitrios); Journey into Fear, 1940;
Judgment on Deltchev, 1951; The Schirmer Inheri-
tance, 1953; State of Siege, 1956 (also known as The
Night-Comers); Passage of Arms, 1959; The Light of
Day, 1962; A Kind of Anger, 1964; Dirty Story, 1967,
The Intercom Conspiracy, 1969; The Levanter, 1972,
Doctor Frigo, 1974; The Siege of the Villa Lipp, 1977
(also known as Send Me No More Roses); The Care of
Time, 1981

OTHER MAJOR WORKS

SHORT FICTION: Waiting for Orders, 1991 (ex-
panded as The Story So Far: Memories and Other
Fictions, 1993)

SCREENPLAYS: The Way Ahead, 1944 (with Peter
Ustinov); United States, 1945; The October Man, 1947,
The Passionate Friends: One Woman’s Story, 1949;
Highly Dangerous, 1950; Gigolo and Gigolette, 1951,
The Magic Box, 1951; The Card, 1952; Rough Shoot,
1953; The Cruel Sea, 1953; Lease of Life, 1954; The
Purple Plain, 1954; Yangtse Incident, 1957; A Night to
Remember, 1958; The Wreck of the Mary Deare, 1960;
Mutiny on the Bounty, 1962; Love Hate Love, 1970
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NONFICTION: The Ability to Kill, and Other Pieces,
1963 (essays); Here Lies: An Autobiography, 1985

EpITED TEXT: To Catch a Spy: An Anthology of
Favourite Spy Stories, 1964
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CHARLOTTE ARMSTRONG

Born: Vulcan, Michigan; May 2, 1905

Died: Glendale, California; July 18, 1969

Also wrote as Jo Valentine

Types of plot: Thriller; psychological; amateur
sleuth; cozy

PRINCIPAL SERIES
MacDougal Duff, 1942-1945

PRINCIPAL SERIES CHARACTER

MacDoucGaL DuFF is a retired history teacher who
has become an amateur detective. He is Scottish, un-
married, and middle-aged, with the reputation of “be-
ing able to see through a stone wall,” although his
main instrument for finding solutions is common
sense.

CONTRIBUTION
The majority of Charlotte Armstrong’s suspense
works detail the perilous voyage of an innocent person

who, often by chance, is drawn into an underground
world of intrigue and terror. Her stories revolve
around whether something will be found or found out
before a time limit is reached. Interest is centered on
whether something will be done in time rather than on
how a problem will be solved. In an innovative man-
ner, she generally traces the progress of both the
heroes and the villains as they work to obtain the same
goal. Thematically, her fiction brings up a debate be-
tween a hard-boiled postwar cynicism and a sentimen-
tal idealism; it chronicles the mental distress of a ma-
jor character who has to forge his own philosophy
based on a synthesis of these two attitudes. Her prose
also represents a synthesis of these strands, and
though generally terse and tense, it is relieved with
touches of humor.

Armstrong blends elements from Cornell Wool-
rich, in the way she reveals a violent underside to the
everyday world, and Shirley Jackson, in the way she
carefully constructs a dark atmosphere and in her ex-
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pert character portraiture. Her strong female charac-
ters prefigure the independent female characters who
were to emerge more fully later in the century, and her
frequent use of occult themes anticipated the penchant
for the supernatural in popular fiction that was to
emerge in the 1970’s.

B1O0GRAPHY

Charlotte Armstrong was born on May 2, 1905, in
Vulcan, Michigan, to Frank Hall Armstrong and Clara
Pascoe Armstrong. Her mother was Cornish. Her fa-
ther was of Yankee stock, an engineer at an iron mine.
In her autobiographical novel The Trouble in Thor
(1953), the character based on her father, the engineer
Henry Duncane, is a kind of amateur detective. In ex-
ploring a problem in the mine, Duncane

never seemed to fumble. If he did not at once perceive
the source of trouble and its remedy, he at once began
to look for it. And Duncane’s groping was so full of
purpose; he hunted for cause with such order and clar-
ity, that he was totally reassuring.

Armstrong attended high school in her hometown and
went on to the University of Wisconsin, completing
her bachelor of arts degree at Barnard College in 1925.
She became a career woman in New York City. Her
first job was selling classified advertisements over the
telephone at The New York Times. She also worked as
a fashion reporter and a secretary in an accounting
firm. On January 21, 1928, she married Jack Lewi, an
advertising man.

Armstrong retired to private life and eventually to
the rearing of three children, managing to write in her
spare moments. She began with poems and then
moved to plays. Her tragedy, The Happiest Days (pr.
1939), and her comedy, Ring Around Elizabeth (pr.
1941), were both produced on Broadway. Neither did
well at the box office, but while the second was in re-
hearsal, she sold her first mystery, Lay on, Mac Duff!
(1942).

This and her next two novels were of the amateur
investigator type and were moderately well received,
but she seemed to find her métier with The Unsus-
pected (1946), which was a work of suspense. This
work was filmed in 1947, and she relocated to Holly-
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wood with her family from New Rochelle, New York,
to supervise the screenplay.

The family remained in California, living in Glen-
dale, and Armstrong continued writing. Her novel
Mischief (1950) was adapted for film as Don’t Bother
to Knock (1952). In 1957, she received the Mystery
Writers of America’s Edgar Allan Poe Award for her
novel A Dram of Poison (1956). Armstrong died after
an illness on July 18, 1969, at Memorial Hospital in
Glendale, California.

ANALYSIS

Marilyn Monroe brutally strikes her uncle from be-
hind with an ashtray. A dead look is in her eyes. This is
one nightmarish scene from the film Don’t Bother to
Knock. Charlotte Armstrong’s works were particularly
suitable for film treatment because of her tight plot-
ting, her skill at cutting back and forth between the ac-
tions of different characters as the work builds toward
a climax, and her use of visually striking images. Fur-
thermore, her themes were those that were found in
film noir of the 1940’s and 1950’s. She often described
how an innocent character was drawn into a web of in-
trigue and murder, or she described the machinations
of a manipulative, controlling, and murdering father
figure.

To illustrate how easily an average person could be
led astray, Armstrong often opened with some trivial
event that became the first in a series of events that led
inexorably into a troubling underworld. Even in her
early, amateur detective works—Lay on, Mac Duff!,
The Case of the Weird Sisters (1943), and The Inno-
cent Flower (1945)—she had the sleuth, MacDougal
Duff, become accidentally involved in the crime he
would have to solve. Yet these novels, which make up
the MacDougal Duff series, were not characteristic of
her mature work, in which she focused on how an av-
erage person had to call up his own resources to es-
cape or solve a crime.

THE WiTcH’S HOUSE

Typical of these works in which the opening em-
phasized the way an average citizen can be caught in
an undertow is The Witch’s House (1963). Professor
O’Shea is leaving his office and notices a colleague
slipping something into his pocket. It looks like a sto-
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len microscope part. Unable to question or even stop
the observed professor in a mob of passing students,
O’Shea ends up chasing him in his automobile. The
chase leads him into a plot involving blackmail, incest,
and murder.

A DrAM oF PoisoN

Another, even more original strategy Armstrong
used to ground a suspense plot might be called the
nonopening. A Dram of Poison uses this technique.
The novel describes the bachelor life of Professor Gib-
son, chronicles his courtship and marriage to Rose-
mary James, and finally tells of his disillusionment
with his wife. More than half of the novel has passed
before the suspense plot proper—in which a disguised
bottle of poison is mislaid—begins. All the materials
and human predispositions that will lead to a harrow-
ing tale of suspense are rooted in a simple, undramatic
tale of a May-December romance.

Armstrong noted that she was not interested in puz-
zling her readers with a mystery, but in creating sus-
pense. She distinguished between the genres by bring-
ing up the hackneyed scene of a heroine tied to the
railroad tracks. According to Armstrong, “If we were
to come upon the scene after the train has been by, we
will be involved in a whodunit.” If the work is sus-
pense, the girl has not yet been run over: “It has not
happened yet. We, as readers, don’t want to see it hap-
pen. We fear that it may.”

In The Witch’s House, for example, O’Shea is badly
hurt and taken in and concealed by a senile old woman.
All the necessary clues are plain to the reader, but the
question remains: Will he be located by the people who
are searching for him before he dies of his wounds? It is
the pressure of time, then, that turns the screws of sus-
pense. Armstrong pointed out that an “ordeal is con-
verted to suspense with the addition of a time limit.”

THE DREAM WALKER

Not only did Armstrong give her heroes a small
and rapidly dwindling amount of time to achieve their
object, but she gave equal time to the villains as well.
In keeping with her ideas about the transparency of
suspense, Armstrong did not hide the villains’ at-
tempts to carry out their plots; she made them an inte-
gral part of the story line. In The Dream Walker
(1955), for example, much of the suspense and fasci-
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nation of the tale arise from watching how the master-
mind of a plot to discredit an elder statesman works to
cover his own tracks and tries to outguess both those
battling him and his own henchmen. It is not only the
observation of the heroes’ reactions, but also the back-
and-forth reactions of each side in a deadly game that
create an engrossing text.

In Armstrong’s novels, tremendous stress is placed
on the Everyman who is put in a desperate situation.
Not only is the protagonist faced with a crime, but also
he or she is often forced to look at the world in a new
way. The result is a synthesis of realism and idealism,
with those starting too far in either direction learning
to be either more caring or less sentimentally depen-
dent.

MISCHIEF

Jed Towers in Mischief begins as a cynic. He is in-
troduced while in the act of breaking up with his girl-
friend because she wanted to show charity to a pan-
handler. By the end of the novel, he has grown enough
to return to the hotel room where he had left an inno-
cent child with an unbalanced babysitter, telling him-
self, “Mind your own business. Take care of yourself,
because you can be damn sure nobody else will.”
Knowing his involvement may hurt his career, he nev-
ertheless discards his unconcerned worldview and acts
like a man.

THE UNSUSPECTED

In The Unsuspected, Mathilda Frazier must make a
change in the opposite direction. Her overly trusting,
blind dependence on her guardian has to be aban-
doned, and she must face the evil in the world. In an
ending in which Armstrong matches psychological
change to symbolic image, Mathilda rejects her men-
tor by diving into a pit of garbage to rescue someone
whom the mentor has trapped there. (This ending is in
opposition to that of Mischief, where Jed must run up-
stairs to save the menaced child.)

CHARACTERIZATION

Armstrong’s concern with characters who grow is
clear. She has said, “The most fascinating characters
are those who change under the pressure of happen-
ings.” Her fiction centers on such characters and in-
volves finely shaded character drawings. Her picture
of Professor Gibson in A Dram of Poison is a masterly
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example. With consummate delicacy, she details Gib-
son’s gradual disillusionment with his wife and him-
self, spurred by the acerbic comments of his sister.

Armstrong is equally adept at portraying women.
She often developed heroines who were strong, out-
spoken, and forthright. Anabel O’Shea, who appears
in The Witch’s House, is a model of this type. When
her husband disappears, she assesses the lackadaisical,
or at least bored, attitude of the police, who view the
missing person as a straying husband, and determines
that she must find him on her own. She proves herself
wily, resourceful, and persevering in the search; dog-
ged in following leads; and undaunted by the interfer-
ing do-gooders or villains who appear in her path.
Anabel O’Shea is an example of the independent fe-
male character whom Armstrong was already devel-
oping in the 1940’s (in The Unsuspected’s Aunt Jane,
for example). She created a pattern for the type of self-
assured woman that would play a large part in popular
literature of the 1960’s and 1970’s.

It might be added that one of Anabel O’Shea’s
most charming characteristics is her ability to see
some humor in her situation, and it is one of Arm-
strong’s trademarks to inject comedy into even her
most unsettling works. In The Witch’s House, comic
relief is provided by the characters of Parsons and Vee
Adams. Both humorously romanticize and misinter-
pret the disappearances. Parsons, the university gos-
sip, ascribes the whole situation to a Russian plot,
while Vee, the daughter of one of the missing men, de-
picts herself as a tragic heroine, dreaming of grave-
yards and headstones. These characters’ comic misap-
prehensions introduce a strain of comedy into the
generally distressing story.

This novel also brings up another major Armstrong
theme, that of the fallen or partially fallen father fig-
ure. Vee Adams’s father, in this novel, though a re-
spected academic, has been secretly corrupted and be-
trayed by his young wife. More characteristically,
Armstrong’s plots involve a paternal character who
has fallen one degree and may fall further.

THE GIFT SHOP

In The Gift Shop (1967), the father’s earlier pecca-
dillo may bring down his son, a state governor. The fa-
ther, Paul Fairchild, had a brief liaison that produced a
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daughter who is now to be kidnapped to force the fa-
ther’s eldest son, the governor, to pardon the murderer,
Kurtz. Further extending the thematic richness of this
story, Armstrong has Kurtz’s daughter be the one try-
ing to kidnap Fairchild’s little girl, so that the plot
breaks down into a battle between a daughter and a
son—~Fairchild’s youngest son tries to find and protect
the missing girl—to preserve their fathers’ tarnished
reputations.

It might be said that many of Armstrong’s concerns
and stylistic decisions emerge from the chastened
worldview that arose in the United States during and af-
ter World War II. The involvement of the United States
in this war ended a period of isolation and, more impor-
tant, involved the common people in the armed forces
and on the home front in a common struggle. It was a
war that called on everyone. These historical conditions
must have played a part in Armstrong’s deep interest in
how an ordinary person reacts when plunged into un-
usual and trying situations. Furthermore, the returning
veterans brought back with them a serious, realistic, un-
sentimental attitude toward the world and world poli-
tics. Such an attitude is visible in Armstrong’s disdain
for corny emotionalism and her unflinchingly honest
appraisal of authority figures. Her works lack the
squeamishness associated with many earlier female
writers and employ sparing but open, dispassionate de-
scriptions of physical violence and torture.

Paradoxically, it is also these attitudes that shape
Armstrong’s outlook on the occult. Armstrong con-
stantly uses supernatural components in her writings,
thus becoming one of the first to use in suspense works
an element that would become prominent in American
popular writing in the 1970’s; still, as may be guessed,
she brings in this element only to debunk it. The Dream
Walker, for example, concerns the small-time actress
Cora Steffani, who begins to achieve notoriety by her
supernatural excursions. She falls asleep for a few min-
utes and awakens to recall vividly a meeting with a fa-
mous person in another part of the country. It is learned
that at exactly the same time in that other part of the
country Cora, or a woman closely resembling her, has
met the famous person under the same circumstances of
which Cora has dreamed. Clearly, there are actually two
women, and they are involved in an ingenious, subterra-
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nean subterfuge, but all the trappings of a supernatural
story are present.

REALISM

Finally, it should be pointed out that Armstrong’s
style embodies the same stance of detached but caring
realism that her best characters are led to adopt. Chiefly
concerned with human psychology, she spends little
space on the description of setting or milieu but concen-
trates on conversation, action, and character portrayal.
She is always precise and concise, writing simple, un-
adorned sentences that prove perfect at conveying her
no-nonsense point of view. Take this thumbnail sketch
from The Dream Walker, which describes how a rich,
idle young man has been led into bad company:

So there he was. Shut out. With the income, to be sure,
but understanding nothing about its sources. Ray-
mond’s education, I can guess, was the most superficial
gloss. He seemed to have nothing to do but spend
money he never made.

He got to spending his money in a strange place.

In this passage Armstrong conveys a complex mixture
of psychological and social circumstances in the hum-
blest language and caps and condenses the whole
downward progress of Raymond with her final, evoca-
tive, but still simple sentence. Each word is chosen
with thoughtfulness and with the construction of the
entire text in mind.

LEMON IN THE BASKET

Although she seldom departed from this reserved
style, at climactic points in her story she could use
simple but effective strategies to convey the excite-
ment of the moment. In Lemon in the Basket (1967),
the heroine is running up the stairs to save the little
Arabian prince just as the assassin is about to enter his
room. Armstrong builds to the moment of truth with a
series of disconnected clauses:

As Inga went into the boy’s bathroom to fetch him a
glass of water . . .

As the door to that east guest room, that had been
standing on a slant, began to swing inward, opening . . .

As the boy sat absolutely still, staring into the eyes
of the sudden man . . .
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By the lightning-like juxtaposition of several simulta-
neous scenes, she is able to create a harrowing mo-
ment without departing from her use of simple, undra-
matic description.

After all, it is a world of suspense and terror, the
one of which Charlotte Armstrong wrote and in which
she lived during the long aftermath of World War II.
Not only was she brilliant at creating stories that regis-
tered some of the angst of this situation but also, in the
philosophies her major characters developed, she of-
fered a coherent way of facing this unfriendly world.

James Feast

PRINCIPAL MYSTERY AND DETECTIVE FICTION

MacDouGAL DUFF SERIES: Lay on, Mac Duff!,
1942; The Case of the Weird Sisters, 1943; The Inno-
cent Flower, 1945 (also known as Death Filled the
Glass)

NONSERIES NOVELS: 1946-1960 ¢ The Unsus-
pected, 1946; The Chocolate Cobweb, 1948; Mischief,
1950; The Black-Eyed Stranger, 1951; Catch-as-
Catch-Can, 1952 (also known as Walk Out on Death);,
The Trouble in Thor, 1953 (also known as And Some-
times Death), The Better to Eat You, 1954 (also known
as Murder’s Nest); The Dream Walker, 1955 (also
known as Alibi for Murder); A Dram of Poison, 1956;
The Seventeen Widows of Sans Souci, 1959

1961-1970 o Something Blue, 1962; Then Came
Two Women, 1962; A Little Less than Kind, 1963; The
Mark of the Hand, 1963; The One-Faced Girl, 1963;
The Witch’s House, 1963; Who’s Been Sitting in My
Chair?, 1963; The Turret Room, 1965; Dream of Fair
Woman, 1966; Lemon in the Basket, 1967; The Gift
Shop, 1967; The Balloon Man, 1968; Seven Seats to
the Moon, 1969; The Protégé, 1970

OTHER SHORT FICTION: The Albatross, 1957,
Duo, 1959; I See You, 1966

OTHER MAJOR WORKS

PLAYS: The Happiest Days, pr. 1939; Ring Around
Elizabeth, pr. 1941

SCREENPLAYS: The Unsuspected, 1946; Don’t
Bother to Knock, 1952
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MICHAEL AVALLONE

Born: New York, New York; October 27, 1924

Died: Los Angeles, California; February 26, 1999

Also wrote as Michele Alden; James Blaine; Nick
Carter; Troy Conway; Priscilla Dalton; Mark
Dane; Jean-Anne de Pre; Fred Frazer; Dora
Highland; Amanda Jean Jarrett; Stuart Jason;
Steve Michaels; Memo Morgan; Dorothea Nile;
Edwina Noone; Vance Stanton; Sidney Stuart;
Max Walker; Lee Davis Willoughby

Types of plot: Private investigator; historical; thriller;
espionage

PRINCIPAL SERIES
Ed Noon, 1953-1993
Nick Carter, 1964
April Dancer, 1966
Coxeman, 1968-1971
Craghold, 1971-1975
Satan Sleuth, 1974-1975
Butcher, 1979-1982

PRINCIPAL SERIES CHARACTER

ED NooON is a private investigator portrayed in
more than thirty novels. He is a swashbuckling detec-
tive-for-hire who risks life and limb in the course of
solving crimes. Fluent in street talk, he seasons his
conversation with quotes and quips of baseball and

motion-picture immortals, and he is not averse to us-
ing wisecracks to fluster cops or suspected criminals.

CONTRIBUTION

Michael Avallone produced more than 150 novels
and a host of short stories within the first three decades
of his writing career. Many of his works were published
as drugstore-rack flashy-cover paperbacks with provoc-
ative titles such as Never Love a Call Girl (1962), Sex
Kitten (1962), and And Sex Walked In (1963). His best
work, however, is crime fiction. Although he wrote
many volumes under pseudonyms and many of them
are gothics, it was his famous Ed Noon series of crime
novels that captured fans of mystery fiction. He brought
stories of crime detection down to the level of high
school dropouts, with fast-moving plots, lusty women,
and fistfights. Where Agatha Christie might carefully
plant clues to the murder of a single country gentleman
or woman, Avallone spiced up his chapters with mur-
ders, suicides, and gun battles that left a slew of corpses
to be accounted for. Smarter than the cops he often
works with, Ed Noon solves his jigsaw puzzle at the
end of each novel in a flurry of heart-stopping action.

BIOGRAPHY
Michael Angelo Avallone, Jr., was born in New
York on October 27, 1924. He attended Theodore
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Roosevelt High School in the Bronx. Like millions of
his generation, he went into military service in World
War II; he served in the United States Army from
1943 to 1946 and was discharged with the rank of
sergeant. On his return from military service, he be-
came a stationery salesperson, a position he held for
nine years (1946-1955). He was married to Lucille
Asero in 1949 and they had one son. In 1960, he was
married to Fran Weinstein and they had one daughter
and one son.

An avid motion-picture fan in his youth, Avallone
toyed with writing his own scripts. He entered the lit-
erary world in 1953 with the publication by Holt,
Rinehart of his first detective novel, The Tall Delores.
During the next five years, while writing his first ten
Ed Noon books, he served as an editor for Republic
Features in New York (1956-1958) and for Cape Mag-
azines, New York (1958-1960).

During the 1960’s, when the United States was torn
asunder by the rise of the Civil Rights movement, the
war on poverty, the hippie counterculture, and the anti-
Vietnam War crusade, Avallone churned out nearly
fifty books under the pseudonyms Nick Carter, Sidney
Stuart, Priscilla Dalton, Edwina Noone, Dorothea
Nile, and Troy Conway. In the early 1970’s, he wrote
under the names Jean-Anne de Pre and Vance Stanton.
Under his own name he produced another twenty-
seven books by 1978. Many were novelizations of
popular screenplays; others were gothics. His works,
many of them marketed as slick-cover drugstore pa-
perbacks, sold well enough to provide Avallone with a
comfortable income. He eventually moved to East
Brunswick, New Jersey.

Often the subject of controversy among authors
and critics of crime fiction, Avallone enjoyed the role
his books provided him. He shared the secrets of his
success in writing and publishing crime novels in
“How I Sold a Series of Paperback Mystery Novels”
(published in 1971 in Writer’s Digest), which focuses
on his Ed Noon series. He served as chairman of the
television committee (1958-1960) and the film com-
mittee (1965-1970) of the Mystery Writers of Amer-
ica. Frequently he appeared before school audiences
in New York and New Jersey schools. He fired off a
series of pointed articles critical of other scholars and
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young critics in the mystery-fiction field. By 1980, he
was to enjoy a series of sympathetic articles by his
peers about his contributions to the field of crime fic-
tion. He died in Los Angeles in 1999.

ANALYSIS

Often grouped with contemporaries such as Mickey
Spillane, Davis Dresser, and Henry Kane, Michael
Avallone found himself writing in a similar vein and for
a very similar audience. Challenging situations, intro-
duced in Avallone’s first series of private-eye novels,
are resolved by a rough-and-tumble six-foot character
named Ed Noon, who dominated a slew of books is-
sued between 1953 and 1993.

THE TALL DELORES

Private investigator Noon is a city slicker whose
street talk is filled with wisecracks that defuse or cre-
ate explosive situations while shielding a mind clever
enough to unravel tangled affairs. In Avallone’s first
novel, The Tall Delores, Noon introduces himself and
his style:

Great business, this private-peeper racket. You get paid
to look through keyholes, mess up fresh playboys for
old guys who wanted to scare them off their child
brides, find missing persons who usually preferred to
stay lost, and get your own face pushed in once in
awhile. For a fee, of course.

I’m buck-hungry like the rest of my fellow Ameri-
cans. And not crazy about taxes either. So money dom-
inated all the time I had. My time was anybody’s who
could pay for it.

And now the Tall Delores wanted me to find Harry
(also Tall) Hunter for her for the fifth part of a grand.
Well, it was worth it. I’d done things for a part of a
grand before that weren’t so grand.

For some forty years this American detective hero was
to roam the streets, exuding his love for films, base-
ball, and beautiful women, while trying to keep the
world straight for middle-class America. “With this
recipe Avallone has inadvertently created a private
Nooniverse,” writes critic Francis M. Nevins, Jr. Other
critics were appalled by Avallone’s atrocious misuse
of language, plots that lacked substance, and freakish
scenes. Yet Noon carved a place for himself in mys-
tery fiction, and if literary giants and academics
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scorned his technique, it did not bother his fans (or
Avallone’s publishers).

Apparently, some confusion exists over which
book was actually Avallone’s first Ed Noon book.
Many lists cite The Spitting Image (1953) as the first;
in The Spitting Image, however, Noon is hired because
he had solved the case of The Tall Delores. The Li-
brary of Congress card catalog numbers confirm that
The Tall Delores preceded The Spitting Image.

AVALLONE’S NOONIVERSE

Avallone matched the prolific production and cop-
ied a bit of the creative style of England’s famous Edgar
Wallace in the three decades of his mystery and fiction
writing. As the postwar world unfolded, Avallone’s
works reflected the American cultural trends toward re-
alism and away from modesty and the growing concern
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about crime and juvenile delinquency. His graphic de-
scriptions of nudity preceded the appearance of Play-
boy’s playmates in the raw; his hard-knuckled physical
violence came before West Side Story (1957) carried
that mode to the stage and screen. Avallone’s Nooni-
verse and Mickey Spillane’s characters opened the way
for James Bond and his more sophisticated European
settings. College students quoted lines from Avallone
and Spillane as they toiled over William Shakespeare
and John Milton. The age of the paperback began just
as Avallone began publication; ironically, his first three
Noon books had first editions in hardcover (his third
was titled Dead Game, 1954).

Avallone joined other Eisenhower-era writers in in-
dulging in a new frankness about sex. This openness is
reflected in Ed Noon titles issued in the 1950’s and
1960’s: The Case of the Bouncing Betty (1957), The
Case of the Violent Virgin (1957), Lust Is No Lady
(1964), and The February Doll Murders (1966).

Perhaps the most mind-boggling of Ed Noon’s es-
capades occurs in Shoot It Again, Sam (1972), in
which the private eye, accompanying a corpse sitting
up in a casket being sent back East, is captured by for-
eign agents and brainwashed into believing that he is
the real Sam Spade. In his spy novels written under the
pseudonym Nick Carter—The China Doll, Run, Spy,
Run, and Saigon (all published in 1964)—the plots
take even stranger twists.

OTHER SERIES

The scope of Avallone’s crime novels was ever-
widening as he interspersed his writing of the Noon
series with numerous other series produced under pen
names such as Nick Carter, Sidney Stuart, Priscilla
Dalton, Edwina Noone, Dorothea Nile, Troy Conway,
Jean-Anne de Pre, Vance Stanton, and Stuart Jason.
The books written under women’s names are gothics.
Four volumes of short stories were collected and pub-
lished: Tales of the Frightened (1963), Edwina Noone’s
Gothic Sampler (1966), Where Monsters Walk (1978),
and Five Minute Mysteries (1978). In addition, after
1960 he published more than fifty other novels, many
of which were novelizations of screenplays (as were
many of his crime novels).

In Avallone’s good-guy, bad-guy world, specific
cultural icons are repeatedly celebrated. His novels are
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liberally sprinkled, for example, with references to
baseball teams and outstanding players of his genera-
tion. One of the most fascinating aspects of Avallone’s
crime novels is the way in which they reflect his love
for motion pictures. A fan of films produced in the
1930’s and 1940’s, he filled his plots and dialogues
with allusions to Hollywood masterpieces. Whereas
Edgar Wallace moved from crime fiction to theater and
film writing in his career, Avallone adapted screenplays
to crime novels; both writers profited by such shifts.

In sum, it can be said that Avallone’s novels reflect
the passions and prejudices of middle America in the
mid-twentieth century. Of his favorite protagonist
Avallone said, “I might as well be keeping a diary
when I write the Ed Noon books.” Thoughtful readers
experience these books as uncensored, often garbled,
yet strangely compelling flights of heroic fantasy.

Paul F. Erwin

PRINCIPAL MYSTERY AND DETECTIVE FICTION

ED NOON SERIES: 1953-1960 ¢ The Tall Delores,
1953; The Spitting Image, 1953; Dead Game, 1954;
Violence in Velvet, 1956; The Case of the Bouncing
Betty, 1957; The Case of the Violent Virgin, 1957; The
Crazy Mixed-Up Corpse, 1957; The Voodoo Murders,
1957; Meanwhile Back at the Morgue, 1960

1961-1970 © The Alarming Clock, 1961; The Bed-
room Bolero, 1963 (also known as The Bolero Mur-
ders); The Living Bomb, 1963; There Is Something
About a Dame, 1963; Lust Is No Lady, 1964 (also
known as The Brutal Kook); The Fat Death, 1966;
The February Doll Murders, 1966; Assassins Don’t
Die in Bed, 1968; The Horrible Man, 1968; The
Doomsday Bag, 1969 (also known as Killer’s High-
way); The Flower-Covered Corpse, 1969

1971-1978 * Death Dives Deep, 1971; Little Miss
Murder, 1971 (also known as The Ultimate Client);
London, Bloody London, 1972 (also known as Ed
Noon in London); Shoot It Again, Sam, 1972 (also
known as The Moving Graveyard); The Girl in the
Cockpit, 1972; Kill Her—You’ll Like It!, 1973; Killer
on the Keys, 1973; The Hot Body, 1973; The X-Rated
Corpse, 1973; The Big Stiffs, 1977; Dark on Monday,
1978

NicK CARTER SERIES (AS CARTER): Run, Spy,
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Run, 1964 (with Valerie Moolman); Saigon, 1964
(with Valerie Moolman); The China Doll, 1964 (with
Valerie Moolman)

APRIL DANCER SERIES: The Birds of a Feather
Affair, 1966; The Blazing Affair, 1966

COXEMAN SERIES (AS CoONwAY): Come One,
Come All, 1968; The Man-Eater, 1968; A Good
Peace, 1969; Had Any Lately?, 1969; I'd Rather
Fight than Swish, 1969; The Big Broad Jump, 1969;
The Blow-Your-Mind Job, 1970; The Cunning Lin-
guist, 1970; A Stiff Proposition, 1971; All Screwed
Up, 1971; The Penetrator, 1971

CRAGHOLD SERIES (AS NOONE): The Craghold
Legacy, 1971; The Craghold Creatures, 1972; The
Craghold Curse, 1972; The Craghold Crypt, 1973

SATAN SLEUTH SERIES: Fallen Angel, 1974; The
Werewolf Walks Tonight, 1974; Devil, Devil, 1975

BUTCHER SERIES (AS JASON): Slaughter in Sep-
tember, 1979; The Judas Judge, 1979; Coffin Corner,
U.S.A., 1980; Death in Yellow, 1980; Kill Them Si-
lently, 1980; Go Die in Afghanistan, 1981; The Hoo-
doo Horror, 1981; Gotham Gore, 1982; The Man
from White Hat, 1982

NONSERIES NOVELS: 1963-1970 ¢ Shock Corri-
dor, 1963; The Doctor’s Wife, 1963; The Main Attrac-
tion, 1963 (as Michael); Felicia, 1964 (as Dane); The
Night Walker, 1964 (as Stuart); 90 Gramercy Park,
1965 (as Dalton); Corridor of Whispers, 1965 (as
Noone); Dark Cypress, 1965 (as Noone); Heirloom of
Tragedy, 1965 (as Noone); The Darkening Willows,
1965 (as Dalton); The Man from UN.C.L.E.: The
Thousand Coffins Affair, 1965; The Silent, Silken
Shadows, 1965 (as Dalton); Young Dillinger, 1965 (as
Stuart); Daughter of Darkness, 1966 (as Noone); Ka-
leidoscope, 1966; Madame X, 1966; Mistress of
Farrondale, 1966 (as Nile); Terror at Deepcliff, 1966
(as Nile); The Evil Men Do, 1966 (as Nile); The Sec-
ond Secret, 1966 (as Dalton); The Victorian Crown,
1966 (as Noone); The Felony Squad, 1967; The Man
from AVON, 1967; Hawaii Five-O, 1968; Mannix,
1968; My Secret Life with Older Women, 1968 (as
Blaine); Seacliffe, 1968 (as Noone); The Coffin
Things, 1968; The Incident, 1968; The Vampire
Cameo, 1968 (as Nile); Hawaii Five-O: Terror in the
Sun, 1969; Missing!, 1969; The Killing Star, 1969;
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A Bullet for Pretty Boy, 1970; One More Time, 1970;
The Cloisonné Vase, 1970 (as Noone)

1971-1982 ¢ A Sound of Dying Roses, 1971 (as de
Pre); Keith Partridge, Master Spy, 1971; The Night
Before Chaos, 1971; The Third Woman, 1971 (as de
Pre); When Were You Born?, 1971; Aquarius, My
Evil, 1972 (as de Pre); Die, Jessica, Die, 1972 (as de
Pre); The Fat and Skinny Murder Mystery, 1972; The
Walking Fingers, 1972; Who's That Laughing in the
Grave?, 1972; 153 Oakland Street, 1973 (as High-
land); The Beast with Red Hands, 1973 (as Stuart);
The Third Shadow, 1973 (as Nile); Warlock’s Woma