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Introduction

In the last few decades the profile of the literary canon has changed signifi-
cantly, for reasons as diverse as the ‘rediscovery’ of women’s writings
that had been previously marginalised, an increasing theoretical awareness,
the effort to overcome national boundaries in order to study literature
on a European or world scale and the tendency to relate literature to the
discourses of science, politics and religion within the framework of a
semiotics of culture. This transdisciplinary and comparative cultural cli-
mate, which encourages intellectual freedom and subversive readings of
the past, is also accompanied by an increasing interest in exploring
domains of knowledge and experience that were previously branded as
‘unscientific’ or ‘irrational’.

Important studies have been devoted to the relationship between science
and pseudo-science, to the conceptualisation of the supernatural in
Victorian culture, and to the development of pseudo-sciences such as
mesmerism, hypnotism, spiritualism, physiognomy, phrenology and
criminal anthropology. As the organisers of a conference on science,
pseudo-science and society remarked as early as 1980, while in the past
philosophers of science had aimed ‘to formulate a criterion of demarca-
tion that would decisively separate science from every other area of
intellectual activity’, recent scholarship ‘has turned to the examination
of pseudo-science and its role in intellectual and social life.’1 According
to Michel Foucault, the Western search for truth consigned a whole tera-
tology of thought beyond the margins of legitimate discourses,2 but
truth cannot be grasped once and for all, and we should unceasingly 
redefine these borders.

Whatever one’s personal beliefs and sympathies, it has to be acknow-
ledged that the vast container of imagination we call literature has always
been marked by a wide range of approaches to the human condition and
its predicaments. Realism is only one of the sets of conventions that
have contributed to the development of literature, while the realm of
fantasy has enabled writers to catalyse and express psychic energies that
could hardly find an outlet within the boundaries of verisimilitude. In
her seminal volume on fantasy, Rosemary Jackson underlines the com-
plementary nature of realism and fantasy, which exists only ‘in a para-
sitical or symbiotic relation to the real’.3 Jackson also associates fantasy
with the increasing secularisation of society, and subscribes to Tzvetan
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Todorov’s claim that the literature of the fantastic is ‘the uneasy conscience
of the positivist nineteenth century’.4 Needless to say, the nineteenth
century was also the time when crime fiction gave origin to what came
to be regarded as detective fiction. Starting from such a premise, I will
explore the centuries-long process leading up to this transition, and so
highlight the interaction between realism and fantasy in the development
of this genre.

Although the critical emphasis that has been laid for over a century on
the association between detection and science might lead us to believe
that nineteenth-century detective fiction was unambiguously realistic,
in fact it had an ambivalent status. This is acknowledged by Clive Bloom
when he claims that ‘Other genres owe much to gothic concerns and
neither detective fiction nor science fiction can be separated in their origins
from such an association.’5 Elsewhere, Bloom describes detective fiction
as a bridge between late romanticism, which was marked by individualism
and the search for an organic theology, and modernism, which felt itself
freed both ‘from a theological moral purpose’ and ‘from the cult of per-
sonality’.6 According to Bloom, the detective story contributed to this
transition by idealising personality as ‘pure thought’,7 thereby reconciling
‘the contradictions of a society under the dual pressure of eccentric indi-
vidualism and dubiously safe conformism’.8

Having acknowledged the complex nature of crime fiction in general
and of nineteenth-century detective fiction in particular, let us now
focus on our position as early twenty-first century readers. No act of
reading can grasp the multi-layered structure of a text in its entirety.
Reading always translates into a selection of elements from the texts we
approach, responding to factors as diverse as education, motivation and
concentration. We grasp only those aspects of texts that our cultural
position and subjectivity enable us to recognise and to relate to other
data. Needless to say, I am no stranger to this phenomenon. On re-reading
certain stories of crime and detection in the light of further (literary and
critical) works, I began to realise how many elements of now-canonical
texts did not fit into the literary patterns which I had previously used to
interpret them. Likewise, further reading made me realise that works I
had formerly discarded as uninteresting actually embodied important
aesthetic and ideological tensions. This prompted me to venture into a
new critical enquiry, although the many excellent studies that have been
recently devoted to crime fiction repeatedly made me hesitate and retrace
my steps.

The result is a critical survey that does not aim to study the nineteenth-
century development of mainstream detective fiction, but rather to map
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those hybrid zones where its conventions mingle with those of sensation
fiction and the ghost story, or else are conflated with the discourses of
pseudo-sciences. This volume is thus governed by the need to uncover
areas of cross-fertilisation and to make connections, albeit without sacrific-
ing that sense of categories and distinctions that is a fundamental intel-
lectual tool. Parodies, adaptations, translations from and into foreign
languages, as well as the critical works that the ramifications of crime
fiction fostered, and that in turn fostered the public recognition of 
popular literature, will all be taken into account as contributing to the
formation and the canonical status of this genre.

This text aims to trace a counter-history of crime fiction, both by dis-
interring texts that have had little or no critical attention devoted to
them and by reinterpreting, in a different light, works that we believe we
know all too well. Implicit in the act of naming a genre is the idea of a
border which delimits and circumscribes. Since every classification and
genealogy involves historically determined criteria that are not a symptom
of timeless transparency but which partly construct a phenomenon,
tracing the borders of a genre is inevitably a somewhat arbitrary process.
Not only is the ever-changing profile of a genre defined by conventional
lines which are produced by an encounter between differences and which
are continuously renegotiated, but the ‘land’ that stretches on both sides
of the border is also a fertile site of exchange. It is in these border-territories
that processes of creative innovation often take place, thanks to acts of
transgression and occasions of hybridisation. Moreover, while in the
past border-territories were subjected to the scrutiny of normative criticism,
in the postmodern age – as Linda Hutcheon writes – ‘the borders between
literary genres have become fluid’.9

This flexibility is linked to another aspect of our approach to culture,
that is the tendency to regard ‘canonicity’ not as an essential property of
literary texts, authors or genres, but rather as the result of a cultural
process, and therefore as an object of study in itself. Like every other literary
canon, that of ‘detective fiction’ has been increasingly subjected to crit-
ical scrutiny in order to make its assumptions explicit and to explore the
circumstances of its formation. In the so-called ‘golden age’ of detective
fiction, bodily fluids were ‘washed away’ from the pages of ‘clue-puzzle’
novels and crime was increasingly represented – by writers and critics
alike – as an aseptic riddle to be solved by the detached mind of an
investigating agent. Yet, in the following decades the popularity of sub-
genres as diverse as the ‘hard-boiled’, the ‘crime novels’ à la Highsmith,
‘police procedurals’, ‘thrillers’ and ‘psychothrillers’ – whose main ingre-
dients are the materiality of the victim’s body, the physical, emotional
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and legal vulnerability of the detective and the psychology of the criminal –
helped trigger a sweeping change of critical and historical perspective.
As a consequence, the early twentieth-century prescriptive view of detec-
tive fiction as rooted in pre-modern enigma stories, implying that rationality
was the guiding light of the genre, was radically revised by late twentieth-
century critics, who conversely emphasised its debt to the early-modern
traditions of picaresque novels, criminal biographies and broadsides.

Drawing on the many excellent critical and theoretical works that in
the last few decades have shed light on crime/detective fiction, A Counter-
History of Crime Fiction aims to provide new insight into the development
of the genre. A meta-critical approach is at the heart of Chapter 1 (‘Revising
the Canon of Crime and Detection’), which discusses both the early
twentieth-century construction of a detective canon and its late twentieth-
century deconstruction so as to set the theoretical premises for an alter-
native view of the genre.

The relation between crime fiction, the supernatural and the gothic is
explored in chapters 2–5. Chapter 2 (‘Detection before Detection’) analyses
the paradigm of ‘divine detection’, which underlies several medieval and
early-modern stories. Revelatory dreams and the apparitions of ghosts
contribute to the workings of providence within fictional and theatrical
texts that firmly locate the principles of order and justice in the divinity.
Chapter 3 (‘Persecution and Omniscience’) explores a transitional stage,
when omniscience ceased to be regarded solely as the attribute of a divin-
ity that was represented as both benevolent and just. In the eighteenth-
century climate of Enlightenment, equality and freedom, omniscience
took on different shades of meaning, becoming both a sublime attribute
of power and the arch-rational organising principle of Jeremy Bentham’s
machine for surveillance – the panopticon. Chapter 4 (‘Victorian Ghosts
and Revengers’) describes the resurgence of the supernatural and 
the motive of revenge in Victorian literature in connection with the 
representation of crime. The link between this renewed interest in the
supernatural and pseudo-sciences such as mesmerism, hypnotism and
spiritualism is explored in Chapter 5 (‘Pseudo-Sciences and the Occult’)
so as to reassess the importance of anti-positivist forms of detection,
including the late nineteenth-century vogue for ‘psychic detectives’,
dealing with occult mysteries.

Chapters 6–9 examine the multifarious sensational components of 
nineteenth-century crime fiction, taking into account the commercial
aspects of popular literature as well as the developments of criminal
anthropology and social science. Chapter 6 (‘The Language of Auguste
Dupin’) focuses on the function of translation in the international growth
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of crime fiction from the 1840s to the 1880s, delving into the mechanisms
of popular culture. Chapter 7 (‘On the Sensational in Literature’) analyses
the development of sensation fiction in the second half of the nineteenth
century, discussing the role of women as writers and consumers, the crit-
ical debate between detractors and advocates of sensation, the increasing
centrality of the professional detective and finally the cultural reson-
ance this genre achieved by means of parodies and adaptations for the
theatre. Chapter 8 (‘London as a “Heart of Darkness” ’) explores the 
pervasive presence of the metaphor of darkness in a series of nineteenth-
century – mainly non-fictional – texts denouncing the deplorable condi-
tions of life in the East End, with the aim of analysing the ideological
and aesthetic implications of this rhetorical strategy. Chapter 9 (‘The
Rhetoric of Atavism and Degeneration’) deals with the impact of late
nineteenth-century pseudo-scientific anthropological categories on the
literary treatment of crimes and criminals.

The conclusion (‘The Age of Formula Fiction’) looks back to the first
chapter, focusing on the early twentieth-century formation of the canon
of detective fiction as a multifaceted process, involving creative writing,
criticism and the media. Doyle’s works are thus presented as the hub of
a complex cultural phenomenon, the Sherlock Holmes ‘myth’, while
Chesterton’s works are related to the development of neighbouring sub-
genres such as terrorist/anarchist and spy fiction. Finally, the anthologies
that scholars/writers such as Wrong, Wright, Sayers and Thomson edited
and introduced are investigated – against the backdrop of modernism,
with its search for form – to shed light on the theoretical elaboration that
led detective fiction to be identified as a sub-category of ‘mystery’ – linked
with stories of the supernatural – rather than of ‘crime’.

This concise profile of my text is in itself a comment on its title. 
A Counter-History of Crime Fiction aims to reassess some of the assump-
tions concerning the origin and nature of detective fiction, showing
that the identity of this sub-genre should be regarded as the result of a
cultural construction rather than as a faithful mirror of the ‘essential’
qualities of a certain number of literary works. For this reason I have pre-
ferred to use the comprehensive term ‘crime fiction’, to permit the explor-
ation of a wider network of texts, including Renaissance tragedies,
criminal biographies, Newgate Calendars, gothic novels, Newgate novels,
sensation fiction, the ghost story and melodrama. The wide scope of this
volume is also reflected in its subtitle, Supernatural, Gothic, Sensational,
where the term ‘supernatural’ embraces – in Bloom’s words – ‘all those
areas above or beyond the material realm’,10 while ‘gothic ‘ and ‘sensa-
tional’ designate both aesthetic categories and specific literary genres.
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A further comment must be added regarding the comparative approach
that underlies this study. As an Italian who teaches English literature 
I could not deny the desire to explore the links between the various
national cultures that contributed to the genesis of detective fiction. The
result is a book that freely crosses the borders between Great Britain, the
United States, France and – occasionally – Italy itself, so restoring detective
fiction to the cosmopolitan dimension that presided over its origin, in
an effort to attain a better understanding of a genre whose complexity
has been underplayed for both ideological and aesthetic reasons.
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1
Revising the Canon of Crime and
Detection

1

As Hayden White claimed in Metahistory, every historical account com-
bines a certain number of ‘data’ with ‘a narrative structure for their presen-
tation’.1 So let us now adopt this ‘metahistorical’ perspective and briefly
examine the traditional accounts of the development of detective fic-
tion to uncover the underlying narratives.

At the end of the nineteenth century, detective novelists and critics
shaped the identity of what was increasingly perceived as a new genre by
denying its sensational heritage – with its vibrant appeal to the emotions –
in order to emphasise its rational character. As early as 1892 The Adventures
of Sherlock Holmes was reviewed by Joseph Bell (a professor of Doyle’s at
the University of Edinburgh), who drew various parallels between detec-
tion and medical semiotics.2 Only a couple of years later, Watson – another
colleague of Doyle’s… – opened one of his biographical sketches of Holmes
with this declaration: ‘In choosing a few typical cases which illustrate
the remarkable mental qualities of Sherlock Holmes, I have endeavoured,
as far as possible, to select those which presented the minimum of sen-
sationalism, while offering a fair field for his talents.’3 These words are
taken from ‘The Adventure of the Cardboard Box’, which was first pub-
lished in the Strand. The story, however, was not included in the 1894
edition of The Memoirs of Sherlock Holmes because its subject – adultery –
was regarded as scandalous.

From its inception, the discourse on detective fiction discarded the sen-
sational lineage of the new genre, grounding its literary status on its asso-
ciation with scientific method and highbrow literature. The melodramatic
impact of sensation fiction was superseded by riddles and enigmas which
respectably set the mind to work with crystal-clear lucidity. Death and
crime – the corollaries of evil – were exorcised by the focus on the enquiry,
an incontrovertible proof of the enlightened human potential for good.



2 A Counter-History of Crime Fiction

When Doyle received the honour of seeing his works published in 
a twelve-volume edition (an important act of canonisation), he wrote a
new preface (dated 1901) to The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes, which was
republished in 1903. Characteristically, Doyle described Poe as ‘the father
of the detective tale’ and associated the brevity of detective fiction to the
centrality of mystery and analysis:

the secret of the thinness and also of the intensity of the detective story
is, that the writer is left with only one quality, that of intellectual
acuteness, with which to endow his hero. […] The problem and its
solution must form the theme, and the character-drawing be limited
and subordinate.4

Identifying Holmes with his method, Doyle appeared to forget how
important the formulaic details of the detective’s house, personal appear-
ance and lifestyle were to his readers, as is proved by the enduring popu-
larity of the illustrations that accompanied Doyle’s texts in the Strand
and elsewhere.

One of the first book-length studies on the genre was published in 1913
by the American writer Carolyn Wells, whose The Technique of the Mystery
Story is focused on mystery rather than crime, and on form rather than
subject. The progressive detachment of the detective interest from its
sensational components is apparent in Wells’s analysis, whose major
concern is to assert the literary status of what was commonly considered
as an idle pastime. Not only did Wells regard the literature of mystery as
rooted in ancient riddles rather than in the representation of crime, but
she quoted several sources to prove that detection is an intellectual problem
and as such should be kept separate from sentiment, emotion or desire.
Of course, this emphasis on the rational response elicited by detective
fiction also amounts to a denial of its sensational components:

the Detective Story sets a stirring mental exercise, with just enough of
the complex background of life to distinguish it from a problem in
mathematics. Whatever thrills of horror are excited come by way of
the intellect, never starting directly in the emotions.5

The critic was well aware of the fact that detective fiction stimulates 
a competitive spirit in its readers and her words seem to anticipate those
metaphors of detective fiction as crosswords or a game of chess that, in
the next decade, were to become critical commonplaces, conforming
to an increasingly mechanical view of the act of reading as well as to an



increasing emphasis on ‘fair play’, that is on offering readers all the elem-
ents to solve the mystery autonomously.

During the 1920s and 1930s detective fiction finally achieved the full
status of a literary genre thanks to a rich critical output, including 
R.A. Freeman’s ‘The Art of Detective Stories’ (1924), Dorothy Sayers’s intro-
duction to Great Short Stories of Detection, Mystery and Horror (1928) and
H. Douglas Thomson’s Masters of Mystery: a Study of the Detective Story
(1931). These critical essays can be considered as symptomatic of the
increasing tendency to disparage the nineteenth-century crime tradition
in order to promote the more recent ‘scientific’ developments of the
genre. Over the decade, both the theoretical and the historical approach
to detective fiction tended to consign it to a space of rigid rules. In their
attempt to assert the dignity of the genre, writers and critics emphasised its
rational elements at the expense of other components and consequently
pushed the more sensational aspects into the background.

In 1946 a large number of these essays were collected by Howard Haycraft
in his seminal anthology The Art of the Mystery Story, the purpose being
‘to bring together under one cover a representative selection of the best
critical and informative writing about the modern mystery-crime-detective
story, from Poe to the present time’.6 The canonical import of this
anthology is apparent right from the foreword. Haycraft, who had also
authored an influential narrative of the genre, Murder for Pleasure: the
Life and Times of the Detective Story (1941), selected and canonised both
literary and critical works in order to sustain a normative view of a genre
whose borders were being traced with increasing sharpness.

In Murder for Pleasure, Haycraft made two decisive moves. First, he iden-
tified very precisely the genesis of the genre, claiming that ‘As the sym-
phony began with Haydn, so did the detective fiction begin with Poe.
Like everything else in the world, both had precursors.’7 This was probably
designed to emphasise the Americanness of detective fiction, since early
critical works dealing with this genre often reveal chauvinistic competition
for the identification of the ur-detective story. Second, Haycraft dated
‘the earliest critical discussion of the genre’8 to 1883, thus entirely dis-
regarding all the critical works that had flourished in the 1860s and 1870s
as a result of the sensation vogue. He also claimed that on the whole ‘the
development of any competent body of detective story criticism did not
occur until the mid 1920s’,9 virtually erasing from consideration a whole
range of critical works whose main thesis ran against his restrictive concept
of ‘detective story’. Of course this second move had a strong canonical
import, for instead of acknowledging the continuity between crime and
detective fiction, Haycraft aimed at distancing one from the other.

Revising the Canon of Crime and Detection 3



The Literature of Roguery (1907) – a seminal study in which the com-
paratist F.W. Chandler had investigated a large literary field, corresponding
to what today we label as ‘crime fiction’ – was excluded from Haycraft’s
anthology as a work ‘of little present-day interest’.10 A similar fate was
met both by those critical works of smaller scope that did not focus on
Poe and Doyle (suffice it to mention Walter C. Phillips’s Dickens, Reade,
and Collins Sensation Novelists, 1919) and by various examples of contin-
ental criticism, such as Régis Messac’s Le ‘Detective Novel’ et l’influence de
la pensée scientifique (The Detective Novel and the Influence of Scientific
Thought, 1929), a book Haycraft disparagingly described as a hybrid,
lamenting the ‘forbidding academism and esoteric content of these con-
tinental considerations’.11 Needless to say, neither Chandler nor Messac
conformed to the restrictive view of the genre that Haycraft supported.
Without placing in question the merits of Haycraft, one should
acknowledge that his works marked a fundamental step in the canonisa-
tion of the genre according to a centripetal view that was not exempt
from chauvinism and authoritarianism.

On the other hand, the critical works Haycraft barred from his influ-
ential collection offered a radically alternative historical profile of the
genre. Considering the literature of roguery as determined ‘by subject
matter rather than by form’,12 Chandler examined the Spanish, French
and German sources of a genre that can be traced back to the early modern
period. Chandler’s book aimed to study the representation of low life,
which accounts for the almost total absence of Collins, who ‘preferred
melodramatic villainy to roguery’,13 and the greater attention given to
authors like Defoe, Fielding, Smollett, Scott, Ainsworth, Bulwer-Lytton,
Dickens and Reade, as well as to the Raffles saga. While acknowledging
the growing importance of ‘the literature of crime-detection’,14 Chandler’s
wide perspective enabled him to see what the other critics of this period
(including Doyle) seemed unwilling to acknowledge, namely that:

there has been a constant tendency to rise from the sensational to the
analytical; and from a combination of the two a third type has resulted.
Its purpose is to gratify the reader’s taste for the ghastly, the tragic, or
the criminal, and at the same time to propose a mystery whose solu-
tion shall exercise all his intellectual ingenuity. The supreme example
of this mingling of the sensational and the analytical is to be seen in
the stories concerning Sherlock Holmes.15

Chandler was far from indifferent to the social dimension of the new
genre and commented on the difference between the higher-class readers
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Doyle addressed and ‘the great unwashed’, who were ‘regaled in shilling
shockers and in dime novels’. Curiously enough, however, the insightful
Chandler (who had probably grown partial to the central figure of his
study – the rogue as an anti-hero, either endowed with romantic panache
or represented in a realistic vein) ended his work with a misleading
prophecy: ‘That this subsidiary genre will attain to the rank or to the
influence of its picaresque parent seems unlikely.’16

Messac’s Le ‘Detective Novel’ also included crime and gothic literature
among the ancestors of detective fiction in an effort to understand the
multiple components that had contributed to the formation of this new
genre. Being a critic rather than a writer, Messac was able to achieve 
a more detached view, less influenced by the rigorous ‘poetics’ of the
‘golden age’. Messac investigated the relationship between the develop-
ment of scientific thought and that of detection, contrasting a religious
vision based on mystery with a philosophical-scientific attitude which was
grounded in the observation of reality. Although the critic defined the
origin of detection as the triumph of analysis over revelation, he was well
aware that the history of this genre had not been unconditionally dom-
inated by rationality and that the development of detective fiction had
by no means followed ‘a straight line’.17 In Messac’s study chapters such as
‘Miracles and literature’, ‘Ghosts and brigands’, ‘The visionary’ and ‘Natural
magic’ bear witness to this fact and almost trace a counter-history of
crime – rather than detective – fiction.

From detective to crime fiction

Criticism, like literature, is involved in a continuous process of change.
As we have seen, in the first half of the twentieth century mainstream
critics analysed works of crime interest – or ‘criminography’ – with the aim
of singling out the centrality of detection in order to trace the genealogy
of a genre whose borders were firmly and restrictively laid out. Haycraft’s
defensively normative conception of detective fiction was instrumental
in mapping the progress of a genre that was still regarded as unworthy
of much critical attention and that was also essentially formulaic in its
recent developments. In the second half of the century, however, due
both to the increasing public/academic recognition of detective fiction
and to a renewed interest in criminals on the part of contemporary writers,
this critical approach evolved in the direction of complexity. The literary
status of detective fiction became less and less in need of defence, but the
very category of detective fiction was simultaneously called into ques-
tion, as critics – desiring to enlarge the scope of their enquiry – revised
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the extent of the detective canon, rediscovering books that had never
been republished or searching the pages of periodicals for relevant mater-
ials. Thus the history of detective fiction was reassessed within the larger
literary territory of crime fiction.

Michel Foucault had a major impact on this process, since Surveiller et
punir (Discipline and Punish, 1975) and other writings focus on issues such
as the power/knowledge nexus, the body of the criminal and the eye of
power, that is, the centrality of gaze in various activities of social/individual
diagnosis, classification, surveillance and reform.18 From the 1970s to the
present day, the categories that Foucault elaborated while studying the
transition from sovereign to disciplinary power in modern Western civil-
isation have increasingly influenced the critical debate on detective fic-
tion, which is no longer regarded as an isolated enclave, but as a country
whose borders allow frequent exchanges.

A symptom of this new attitude is the increasing scope and import-
ance that the term ‘crime fiction’ has acquired. While in 1958 A.E. Murch
chose The Development of the Detective Novel as a title for her history of
the genre, in Bloody Murder: from the Detective Story to the Crime Novel: 
a History (1972) Julian Symons acknowledged the complex status of this
literary form, claiming that the most sensible way of naming it ‘is the
general one of crime novel or suspense novel’.19 The deconstruction of
the centripetal view had started and, as a consequence, in the last thirty
years crime fiction has become an umbrella term that includes the sub-
category of detective fiction, rather than being defined by it as the weak
pole of a binary opposition.

Of course critics did not unanimously pursue this new line of inquiry,
but a few years later Stephen Knight published Form and Ideology in
Crime Fiction (1980), where – following in the footsteps of Symons – he
invited readers and critics alike to reassess the traditional account of the
genre in order to establish ‘the nature and ideology of crime fiction with-
out detectives’.20

The development of ‘theory’ – with its new interest in ideology and
suspicion of formalist close reading – largely contributed to this change
of perspective. In From Bow Street to Baker Street: Mystery, Detection and
Narrative (1992) Martin Kayman sought to revise the orthodox account
of detective fiction as a genre pivoting on Doyle’s works. While many
scholars had chosen to trace the characteristics of this fully formed model
back to its more or less ‘imperfect’ antecedents, Kayman described such
‘anachronistic analysis’ as dangerous ‘because it collapses and rewrites
the period prior to Holmes as a mere anticipation whose significance is
valued only through the retrospective teleology’.21 Refuting this critical
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stance, Kayman freely mingled gothic, sensational and detective fiction
in a study that refuses to abide by any normative view of genre.

Martin Priestman’s critical output – spanning more than two decades –
likewise reflects the shift in perspective that brought the category of
crime increasingly under the spotlight at the expense of detection. While
in his early Detective Fiction and Literature: the Figure on the Carpet (1990)
Priestman intended to deal ‘with the relationship between detective fic-
tion and established literature’,22 in an effort to break the academic
boundaries between ‘high’ and ‘low’ literature, his later Crime Fiction
from Poe to the Present (1998) testifies to the new canonical status of popu-
lar literature and to the increasing consensus the term ‘crime fiction’
enjoys. The same attitude marks The Cambridge Companion to Crime Fiction,
which was edited by Priestman in 2003. A major step in the canonisa-
tion of the genre, the book expands on the many facets of crime fiction,
so as to provide – in Priestman’s words – ‘a sense of the genre’s history as
multi-layered rather than unidirectional, and of its criticism as in process
rather than univocal’.23

To understand this new perception of the genre as plural we should also
take into account the wealth of studies that have been devoted to spe-
cific sub-genres of crime fiction in the course of the last two decades, ran-
ging from Ian A. Bell’s Literature and Crime in Augustan England (1991) to
the overcrowded shelf of sensation criticism, including works by Jenny
Bourne Taylor, Winifred Hughes, Beth Kalikoff, Sue Lonoff, D.A. Miller,
Lyn Pykett and Ann Cvetkovich. This critical output made it imperative
to reassess the traditional view of the development of detective fiction
so as to take into account its relationship and exchanges with the neigh-
bouring sub-genres. A veteran of crime criticism decided to meet the chal-
lenge and managed to encompass, with a bird’s eye view, the development
of crime fiction in its various dimensions. In Crime Fiction 1800–2000:
Detection, Death, Diversity (2004) Stephen Knight provided readers with
a handy yet richly documented guide to the genre, reasserting his choice
of ‘crime fiction’ as the most comprehensive definition:

there are plenty of novels (including some by Christie) without 
a detective and nearly as many without even a mystery (like most of
Patricia Highsmith’s work). There is, though, always a crime (or very
occasionally just the appearance of one) and that is why I have used
the generally descriptive term ‘crime fiction’.24

Although in recent years the label of crime fiction has gained wide
currency, ousting detection from its central position as the key element
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in defining the genre, the issue of terminology is still central to the con-
temporary critical debate and far from settled. Sub-generic labels such as
‘hard-boiled’ or ‘clue-puzzle’, for instance, are increasingly put to the
test and regarded as interrelated – rather than mutually exclusive – literary
forms. Contemporary critics feel the need both to historicise the defin-
itions that were handed down to them and to redefine their meaning
according to a more complex and flexible view of the genre as an aggre-
gate of literary forms.

Blurring the boundaries

The issue of reception plays a major role in this volume. Thus, while sub-
scribing to the prevailing view of the genre as composite and recognis-
ing the necessity to acknowledge the umbrella term ‘crime fiction’ to
designate a constellation of sub-genres, I have nonetheless chosen to
utilise traditional sub-categories such as ‘sensation’ and ‘detective fiction’
in order to historicise them, to deconstruct them from the inside, to
analyse them as instruments of ‘identity’, and to retrace the steps that
led to the formation of what came to be regarded as sensation or detective
fiction.

The concept of literary genre is still instrumental in analysing the his-
torical evolution of crime fiction, but a fundamental premise of this work
is the refusal of any monogenetic account of the origin of literary genres
such as the one Haycraft offered in Murder for Pleasure, where he regarded
detective fiction as the product of the genius of Poe. From our more
detached observatory, we can only subscribe to Alastair Fowler’s poly-
genetic view of genre formation – ‘when remote antiquity does not
obscure the period of a kind’s beginnings, they can always be shown to
have preceded the inventor’.25 Fowler uses the term ‘kind’ as the equiv-
alent of ‘historical genre’, that is to say as a flexible diachronic concept
that has ‘to do with identifying and communicating rather than with
defining and classifying’.26 Refuting the traditional vision of literary
genres as fixed sets of rules, Fowler insists on their organic growth, and
also denies a mutual exclusiveness between genres, since ‘genres have no
clear dividing boundaries’27 and ‘membership of one by no means rules
out membership of others’.28

As we have seen, Knight and Kayman both consider the traditional
account of the origin of detective fiction – that of a genre rooted in a series
of ‘canonical’ texts pivoting on the Dupin trilogy and the Holmes saga –
as being far from objective. Knight also draws our attention to the fact that
most nineteenth-century detective and crime stories originally appeared
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in the pages of magazines and newspapers, and these periodicals do not
‘when examined produce so simple or so gratifying a genealogy of the
detective as the classic account suggests’.29 This should teach us to nurture
a healthy suspicion concerning the outcome of our critical inquiries, which
are inevitably ‘situated’, since when looking backwards we always inter-
pret the development of a phenomenon in an instrumental way in order
to highlight those aspects that correspond to our current needs and
wishes – ideology and desire both being involved in this process.

Drawing on these principles, then, this book will analyse some of the
processes of cross fertilisation that took place within crime fiction between
the Middle Ages and the early twentieth century; in other words before the
genre was theoretically defined as ‘detective fiction’ and evolved towards
the ‘clue-puzzle’ as the result of an increasing emphasis on the rational
and scientific detection of essentially aseptic riddles. My aim is thus to take
into account the heterogeneous components that went into the making
of a genre whose formulaic character has not prevented imaginative – or
heretical – variations on the theme of crime and detection. Indeed, the
main object of this critical enquiry has been to problematise crime fic-
tion in order to probe its multifarious nature.

This attempt presupposes an awareness of the ‘political’ dimension that
crime fiction has had at every stage of its development. Although main-
stream detective fiction had a traditionally conservative bias, the genre
as a whole cannot be reduced to its bourgeois, capitalist, chauvinist and
sexist dimensions, for it may well boast long-standing radical compon-
ents, as Knight reminds us.30 And yet we cannot but agree with him and
other critics that crime fiction in general played a major role in the
process of global policing that took place in the eighteenth and nine-
teenth centuries, that is, in the secular dissemination of the principles of
law and order into various fields of thought, communication and social
activity – a process Kayman (the emphasis is his) describes as aimed
at ‘internalizing the presence of the Law in the consciousness of that
culture’.31

Elaborating on these assumptions, I will explore some aspects of crime
fiction in order to underline its pliable and permeable character, as well
as its sensitivity to external influences. My aim is to study crime fiction
as a system of competing and interconnecting sub-genres, which are
correlated to other forms of representation and either support or oppose
the current social order in a variety of ways. Consequent on this prem-
ise, in addition to the intertextual approach that is virtually inherent in
any historicist project, two basic strategies of analysis will be adopted.
First, texts will be contextualised to investigate the ideological premises
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and social energies that influenced their conception and early reception.
Second, a metacritical approach will highlight the role of the critical and
theoretical debate concerning sensation and detective fiction in progres-
sively shaping the genre. This critical heritage not only influenced the
development of detective fiction – by helping to create a set of expect-
ations in readers and to define the conventions that writers respected or
transgressed – but also refashioned the origin of the genre in order to
accommodate it to the identity which the genre had acquired. Borrowing
a term which is current in other fields of study, one could say that 
a ‘foundation myth’ identifying Poe as the father of detection was created
to support a normative view of the genre.

The decision to focus my analysis not only on primary sources but
also on critical and theoretical essays derives from the idea that a body of
literary works is recognised as a genre not only because its components
share a certain number of conventions and intertextual links, but also on
account of the discourses it generates. These two dimensions are inter-
dependent inasmuch as literary works trigger critical analysis, which in
turn influences their reception and the production of new texts. Thus, 
a genre may be regarded as a set of models and a theoretical construction
that jointly shape the expectations of readers together with the strategies
of writers and publishers.

As regards its temporal span, the volume is rooted in the medieval
period. Pre-modern and early-modern crime literature will be explored
to analyse the revelatory/premonitory value of dreams and the code of
revenge – two conventions that intertwined with the belief that the ghost
of the victim would haunt the guilty party. It is my contention that far
from disappearing completely in the eighteenth-century climate of Enlight-
enment to make way for an increasingly rational approach to crime
these elements retained a powerful hold on readers.

Critical works have all too often emphasised the rational dimension of
what they have styled as ‘detective fiction’ at the expense of other com-
ponents that also contributed – and still contribute in a significant way – to
its success. Reversing this line of enquiry, I will set aside those conven-
tions that became dominant in the evolution of the genre in order to
study the persistence of a supernatural element within the tradition of
crime fiction. During the nineteenth century the paradigm of rational
enquiry did not completely eradicate the search for a higher design ruling
the fiction of law and order, and it may well be argued that the enjoy-
ment of readers depended precisely on the interplay between natural
and supernatural elements, which engendered a fruitful tension between
the domain of the intellect and that of the emotions.
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The volume ends at the beginning of the twentieth century, when
those crime narratives that were perceived as ‘unorthodox’ were increas-
ingly being marginalised as part of the trend to normalise detective fic-
tion which reached its climax in the late 1920s. As we know, it was in
1928 that the American writer S.S. Van Dine – the creator of Philo Vance –
pronounced his ‘Twenty Rules for Writing Detective Stories’, while one
year later another novelist – Monsignor Ronald A. Knox – included his
famous ‘Detective Story Decalogue’ in his introduction to The Best
Detective Stories of 1928 (1929).

A glance at the present

In order to understand how important the phenomena analysed in this
book still are, let us briefly ponder on the ensuing question: how much
of our enjoyment as readers – and film viewers – at the dawn of the third
millenium AD still depends on forms of syncretism? Sensational elements –
connected with the materiality of the body and its fluids, the brutality
of violence, the cogency of physical pain – are part and parcel of post-
modern culture. Moreover, contemporary crime fiction and films make
abundant use of gothic and supernatural elements – sometimes to adorn
with an additional frisson the formulas of mass culture, deepening our
sense of awe and mystery, as is proved by several best-selling films. Angel
Heart (1986) dramatises the timeless encounter between a criminal and
the father of all thief-takers – the devil himself. In Seven (1995) – where
a serial killer stages murder according to the gamut of the deadly sins –
the religious element accords the gruesome fantasies of murder a sublime
grandeur. Sleepy Hollow (1999) anachronistically shows a late eighteenth-
century police detective who is sent to investigate a series of strange
deaths in an out-of-the-way village in the recently formed United States.
The son of a woman who has unjustly been killed as a witch, this young
ante-litteram policeman denounces torture as a senseless abuse and applies
rational methods to the detection of crime. Nor does the supernatural
nature of the mystery he faces prevent him from solving it.

The supernatural, however, can acquire a more openly subversive char-
acter, as in the Mrs Hudson series, authored by Sydney Hosier in the 1990s.
In turning the marginal character of Mrs Hudson into a female equiva-
lent of Holmes, the writer offers an alternative view of Victorian detection,
refusing to ground this discipline on positivist rationality. It is thanks to
the out-of-body experiences of Mrs Violet Warner, Mrs Hudson’s friend
and assistant (a character who self-ironically moulds herself on Watson)
that the female sleuth is able to uncover the mystery at the heart of her
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first adventure – Elementary, Mrs. Hudson (1996). Even one of the most
successful and ‘respectful’ among recent Sherlock Holmes apocrypha –
Caleb Carr’s The Italian Secretary (2005) – relies heavily on the presence of
ghosts, a phenomenon which is hardly rationalised at the end of the story,
when Holmes concludes ‘Are ghosts – indeed, are gods, real? We cannot
know; but they are powerful facts of human intercourse. And so…’32

Other contemporary authors use detection to meditate on our existen-
tial condition and on the metaphysical dimension. Umberto Eco’s The
Name of the Rose (1980) owes its charm to a skilful blend of thriller fea-
tures, gothic elements and a medieval background. One of Eco’s enlight-
ening footnotes to the book, however, is devoted to a theme he defines as
‘The metaphysics of detective fiction’. After claiming that the public like
detective fiction not because of a morbid curiosity for death or because
order is restored at the end, but because they enjoy the act of conjecturing,
Eco draws a parallel between detective fiction and philosophy, since they
are both aimed at answering the same question: Who is the culprit? Hoping
to solve the ultimate riddle, human beings enter what Eco describes as
the labyrinth of conjectures – a rhizome-like space where everything
interconnects.33 As Michael Holquist wrote in 1971, ‘If in the detective
story death must be solved, in the new metaphysical detective story it is
life which must be solved.’34 Instead of providing the reading public
with ready-made answers confirming their world-views and the existing
social order, metaphysical crime fiction focuses on detection as a search
for meaning, turning it into a parable of life.

Numerous other examples include Thomas Pynchon’s The Crying of Lot
49 (1966) and Eco’s Foucault’s Pendulum (1988) as well as Dan Brown’s
unashamedly commercial The Da Vinci Code (2003). What these books
variously exploit is the sensational appeal of worldwide conspiracies
that span the centuries and are imbued with religious, masonic or other-
wise esoteric symbolism. In a world that is obsessed with information,
where complexity borders on ‘disorder’, and where knowledge often seems
self-referential, the quest for ‘truth’ and for a ‘transcendental meaning’
is still a prime motive. In this cultural climate, novelists have repeatedly
drawn on the paradigm of crime and detection to stage the adventures
of postmodern knights of both sexes, whose tasks prove dangerous and
bewildering, and whose ultimate achievements can disappoint those
thriller-minded readers who simply look for a good mystery and a 
satisfying solution.

Although Pynchon and Eco may be regarded as exponents of what
Stefano Tani defined as the postmodern ‘anti-detective novel’, utilising the
detective formula to achieve effects which go far beyond the revelation
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of a mystery and the restoration of order, a latent interest in the super-
natural also marks the work of traditional ‘clue-puzzle’ author P.D. James,
whose novels repeatedly capitalise on the relics of the sacred that still
haunt our society. Suffice it here to mention Death in Holy Orders (2001),
with its theological college housed in a mansion on the edge of a crumb-
ling cliff, or The Murder Room (2003), where murder is described as 
‘a paradigm of its age’.35 The contemporary murders that James presents in
the latter novel are indeed ‘copycat murders’ – the emblem of an epoch
that incessantly rewrites, mimics, fakes; thus masking (and paradox-
ically revealing) its void and meaningless inner core, responding to the
absence of God from its cultural horizon.

Characteristically, in P.D. James’s earlier An Unsuitable Job for a Woman
(1977) the person who is responsible for the death of Mark Callender is
not brought to justice by Cordelia Gray but is actually killed by a woman
who turns out to be the dead boy’s mother. Implicitly regarding this act
as a just revenge, Cordelia lies to police commander Adam Dalgliesh in
order to protect the perpetrator, but a higher court decides the fate of this
female revenger, who dies a little later in a car accident. With a last ironic
twist to the plot, at the end of the novel Dalgliesh self-mockingly acknow-
ledges that the whole development of the case had been decided from
the netherworld by Cordelia’s former associate – the late Bernie Pryde, 
a police agent Dalgliesh had fired years before: ‘ “I find it ironic and oddly
satisfying that Pryde took his revenge. Whatever mischief that child was
up to in Cambridge, she was working under his direction.” ’36

Sensational, critical or philosophical, melodramatic, nostalgic or ironi-
cal, the supernatural plays a central role in postmodern crime fiction,
where it fulfils a variety of roles, including, of course, parody and decon-
struction. This persistence of gothic and supernatural elements invites
us to reassess the binary opposition between scientific detection and
revelation as well as that between human and divine justice, for it is in
the interstices of these dimensions that the appeal of much contemporary
crime fiction still resides.
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Part I
Supernatural and Gothic



2
Detection before Detection

17

Those critics who take an encyclopaedic approach to crime fiction 
customarily cite among the sources of the genre two episodes from Genesis
in the first book of the Bible, which can be read as the religious foundation
myth of Western society. It is because of a crime – although in religious
terms it is the ‘original sin’ – that Adam and Eve abandon the condition
of perfection they enjoyed in the Garden of Eden in order to enter the time
of history. Stealing the fruit from the tree of knowledge triggers an inevit-
able detection, and the same occurs when, in another episode, Cain is
marked and exiled to the East of Eden for having killed his brother. The
more crimes the first humans commit, the more punishment they receive
and the further they spread across the face of the earth. Incidentally, this
cyclic plot has an uncanny analogy with the mechanism of retribution
which led to the creation of distant European colonies through the trans-
portation of criminals. What I find particularly meaningful in these ancient
stories, however, is the fact that evildoers are doomed right from the
beginning since the primal detective and judge is God himself. In other
words the construction of Western morals pivots on the idea of omnis-
cience and the certainty of punishment.

What is probably less well known is that the paradigm of divine detection
also characterised the Roman world and the stage of syncretism when pagan
and Christian cults started to blend. Some of the artefacts found in the
Roman temple of Sulis Minerva in Bath are curses, which were written on
sheets of pewter and consigned to the waters of the spring that marked the
site as sacred. People asked the goddess to redress a variety of wrongs and
a common complaint was theft, resulting in messages such as the following,
dating from the fourth century AD: ‘Whether pagan or Christian, whoso-
ever, whether man or woman, whether boy or girl, whether slave or free,
has stolen from me, Annianus, in the morning six silver pieces from my
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purse, you, lady Goddess, are to extract [them] from him.’1 The phrasing of
these curses was particularly careful, for in order to obtain the desired effect
one had to follow a number of prescriptions, and trained scribes took care
of this against the payment of a fee. A list of the suspects is often appended
to the curses, in order to help the goddess in her inquiry. As we can see,
in Western societies, the concept of retribution has long been utilised as
a powerful psychological tool, both to prevent socially unacceptable behav-
iour and to give vent to the anger of the wronged party.

From a Christian perspective, each individual is ultimately destined to
appear before a celestial tribunal to account for his/her deeds and this belief
in itself represents a pervasive form of inner policing. In a pre-modern
world where illiteracy was the norm and access to the Bible was restricted
to clerics, the figurative arts and the theatre often fulfilled the ‘missionary’
task of instructing the people, divulging the spiritual discipline on which
the edifice of society rested. In the morality play of Everyman (1495), when
the hero is summoned by Death he is required to bring with him his ‘book
of count’:

For before God thou shalt answer, and show,
Thy many bad deeds, and good but a few;2

Spiritual ‘accountancy’ was far from a jest for medieval men and women,
since a powerful rhetorical apparatus was set into motion to make them
feel the full force of the judgement that would inevitably follow death. The
dialectics between God’s justice and mercy provided an appropriate space
of uncertainty, enabling the church to evoke the most harrowing eternal
torments, but also allowing the individual to nourish hope. Moreover,
the emphasis on the resurrection of the body helped make these never-
ending tortures particularly ‘real’, for in afterlife the atrocity of pain would
be felt with the full sensitivity of a live organism.

Given the fact that medieval culture was deeply imbued with this reli-
gious view, what role did detection play in it? We tend to associate detec-
tion with the rational search for clues and a culprit, that is, to regard it
as a quintessential product of the Enlightenment and positivism. Yet, if we
explore the medieval and early-modern cultures we realise that they
expressed a common belief in the power of ‘supernatural entities’ not only
to punish criminals in their afterlife, but also to ensure their detection on
earth, notably when they were guilty of murder – the capital sin.

The idea that murder carries the seeds of its own discovery and punish-
ment was reassuring in a world where social control was inefficient and
criminals had a good chance of getting away with their misdeeds. 



As Foucault reminds us, it was only in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries that monarchies developed an efficient ‘“economy” of power’,
that is, procedures which allowed power to circulate pervasively through-
out the entire ‘social body’. Before that, monarchies fought forms of sub-
version – such as criminality – by means of ‘spectacular and discontinuous
interventions’:3 in other words, punishment was ‘exemplary’ because it
was exceptional.

Literature is inevitably enmeshed in social and ideological structures and
it comes as no surprise that in the medieval and early-modern ages crime
literature played an active role – together with the church – in the network
of social control that was to be subsequently reinforced by the police, jour-
nalism and scientific ‘disciplines’. Moreover, the idea of divine detection
was coherent with the ideological framework of Christianity which con-
ceived truth as the fruit of revelation rather than as the result of a process.
Following in the footsteps of Foucault, I am interested ‘in seeing histor-
ically how effects of truth are produced within discourses which in them-
selves are neither true nor false’.4 In other words, I wish to analyse how
literature supported a system of beliefs that tended to infuse people with
a terror of God’s wrath, inducing them to internalise the law.

Dreams and detection

As the English proverb ‘Murder will out’ illustrates, in the Middle Ages –
according to popular belief – the primary agent of detection was divine
providence. People believed that God, being inherently just, could not
tolerate crime going unpunished. Detection was often linked to the belief
in the premonitory value of dreams as divine messages which could, if cor-
rectly interpreted, guide us in the right direction. This oracular tradition
was rooted on one hand in Graeco-Roman antiquity5 and on the other in
the Bible itself – for example, in the dreams God sends to Joseph and
Daniel, who become official interpreters of his will.6

The resultant syncretism is epitomised by an episode in Chaucer’s
Canterbury Tales. ‘The Nun’s Priest’s Tale’7 tells the story of two friends who,
while on a pilgrimage, arrive in a city where all the inns are full and are
obliged to separate for the night. After falling asleep, the main character
dreams of his friend, who invokes his help, beseeching him to run to the
stable where he is sleeping and where he is going to be killed; but the
protagonist does not heed this warning. The dream recurs until the friend
reveals that he has already been killed and implores the protagonist to
wake up at dawn and run to the Western gate of the city, where he will
find his body concealed in a wagon carrying dung. The following morning
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the hero looks for his friend at the stable, but the innkeeper claims he has
already left. This induces the main character to follow the instructions he
received while asleep and when he sees the wagon he starts to shout, asking
the passers-by and the guards to help him to empty it. The corpse of his
friend comes to light, the driver and the innkeeper are both arrested and
this moral is drawn from the story:

Blessed art Thou,
O Lord our God, as Thou art just and true,
Who never sufferest murder to be hid!
‘Murder will out’ – we see it every day.
Murder is so hateful and abominable
To God, Who is so just and reasonable,
That He will not allow it to be hidden,
Though it may wait a year or two, or three,
Murder will out – and that’s my firm opinion!8

In the absence of witnesses and clues, the victim himself was regarded 
as the first agent of detection. This technique recurs in Chaucer’s ‘The
Prioress’s Tale’, where a child is murdered by a group of Jews who are
annoyed by his song of devotion to the Virgin. From the pit where he
has been thrown, the child denounces his murder post-mortem, by start-
ing to sing his favourite hymn. In this anti-Semitic tale of martyrdom,
divine detection is linked to a miracle, not to a premonitory dream, but
the story reiterates the belief that the blood shed will condemn murder
with a voice of its own, notably when the sin is particularly offensive to
God, as is the case in these two stories, featuring a pilgrim and a pious
child in the role of victim.

The revelatory power of dreams also had a comic potential, which was
exploited in the miracle play Secunda Pastorum. Having decided to steal
a sheep while his companions sleep near their flock, Mak runs home with
the sheep and conceals it in a cot, asking his wife to declare that she has
given birth to a child. He then goes back to his friends and pretends he
is asleep. When the third shepherd wakes up, he tells the others that he
has dreamt of Mak, who – covered in a wolf’s skin – had silently captured
a sheep. At that moment Mak pretends to wake up and declares that he
has dreamt that his wife Gill gave birth to a child around midnight. Mak
hopes that this misleading clue will put the others off the scent, but when
the three shepherds arrive in his house to examine the new-born baby, they
discover the stolen sheep. Thanks to the glorious announcement of the
birth of Christ, Mak escapes the punishment he deserves.9
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The dream that Mak counterfeits brings us to another aspect of revela-
tion, that is to say its potential unreliability. The Bible repeatedly warns
against false prophets who take advantage of the common belief in the
sacred origin of dreams in order to turn the chosen people away from
God.10 Dreams can thus be an instrument of deception, both in the hands
of charlatans and of the devil, while two successive revelations which
convey the same message with different images usually prove true.11 This
ambiguity was to resurface in Renaissance revenge tragedies.

Ghosts, politics and revenge

The popular belief in divine justice is publicly denounced as a fraud by
the arch-villain of Renaissance theatre – Machiavel – in his prologue to The
Jew of Malta (c. 1590). Christopher Marlowe was famously accused of
atheism by his fellow playwright Thomas Kyd, seemingly under torture,
and one cannot help but wonder whether these lines from Machiavel’s
soliloquy actually betray Marlowe’s thoughts on divine retribution,

I count religion but a childish toy,
And hold there is no sin but ignorance.
Birds of the air will tell of murders past;
I am asham’d to hear such fooleries.12

This overtly cynical monologue – deconstructing the detective apparatus
of providence – was destined to remain an exception, while most con-
temporary dramatists preferred to rely on a more orthodox system of val-
ues. Nonetheless, Renaissance revenge tragedies often reveal the effort to
come to terms with an ever changing view of the world.

As we know, the custom of revenge played an important role in ancient
pagan societies, where primitive forms of revenge, exceeding the offence,
were subsequently limited by applying a principle of reciprocity (the 
lex talionis) and were eventually superseded by the payment of an indemnity,
which the Germans called wergild. After the conversion of the Germanic
peoples to Christianity, revenge was increasingly stigmatised, partly because
of the strengthening of centralised power which regarded the adminis-
tration of justice as its own prerogative. The earthly and the heavenly sys-
tems of values supported one another, insofar as the injunction to leave
retribution to God – whose justice was regarded in turn as a form of
revenge – agreed with the objectives of sovereigns whose aim was to take
the administration of justice into their own hands.
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Despite this close alliance between religious and civil ethics, a popular
ethic founded on revenge still survived and in Renaissance England the
issue was far from being settled. In his essay ‘Of Reuenge’ Francis Bacon
decries this custom as primitive, ‘a kinde of Wilde Iustice; which the
more Mans Nature runs to, the more ought law to weed it out’, but he also
mentions various exceptions to this principle, admitting that ‘The most
Tolerable Sort of Reuenge, is for those wrongs which there is no Law to
remedy’.13 In Renaissance tragedies the choice of the revenger is often
presented as inevitable because the homicide is close to the top of the
pyramid of power and consequently it is not possible to rely on the author-
ities to ensure that justice is carried out.

Works such as Thomas Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy (c. 1587), Shakespeare’s
Hamlet (c. 1600) and Cyril Tourneur’s The Atheist’s Tragedy (c. 1611) – to
mention but a few – are all based on the contention between the con-
flicting moral codes of religion and revenge, as well as on the struggle
between the individual claim to justice and a tyrannical apparatus of
power. Within this sub-genre detection is of vital importance, since the
revenger cannot perform his retributive task without identifying the cul-
prit beyond any doubt. The revenger is often helped in his investigation
by the victim, who appears in the shape of a ghost or in a dream. Of course,
each tragedy combines these ingredients according to a peculiar recipe.

Drawing on Seneca, in The Spanish Tragedy Kyd has the prologue told by
the ghost of Andrea and the spirit of revenge. Having been unfairly slain
on a battlefield by Balthazar (the son of the viceroy of Portugal), Andrea
cannot find repose in the underworld, which is described by him in clas-
sical terms. When Proserpine decrees that in order to witness his revenge
Andrea should be brought back to the earth ‘through the gates of horn, /
Where dreams have passage in the silent night’,14 her words echo a pas-
sage from the Aeneid where Virgil distinguishes the supernatural sources
of reliable and unreliable dreams.

Two gates the silent house of Sleep adorn;
Of polish’d ivory this, that of transparent horn:
True visions thro’ transparent horn arise;
Thro’ polish’d ivory pass deluding lies.15

Kyd’s prologue exemplifies the syncretism of Renaissance dramatists,
who skilfully blended Christian values and classical figures or loci, often
to avoid censorship, notably when tackling religious matters. Moreover,
while the prologue firmly establishes the rightful nature of the ghost’s com-
plaint, false dreams occur in the Portuguese subplot of the play, which
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dramatises the danger of taking revenge on the wrong person. In the scenes
set at the Portuguese court, the Viceroy’s dreams – apparently revealing
the death of his son, but actually embodying his anxiety – temporarily
support Villuppo’s untruthful version of the facts, perfidiously pointing
to Alexandro as a traitor who has killed Balthazar from behind.

Although the prologue reassures the public about the legitimate nature
of Andrea’s thirst for revenge, in the play there is no communication
between the ghost and the revenger Hieronimo. What is more, at the end
of the play the tragic hero will not revenge the original murder of Andrea,
but that of his son Horatio. By having two characters killed by the villain-
ous and powerful Balthazar, Kyd managed to create a strong link between
the natural and supernatural planes, but he also chose to sever any direct
contact between them. Thus the revenger, who is a magistrate and embod-
ies the respect for the law, is destined to question painfully and repeatedly
his right to punish, until – precisely when he begins to despair of God’s
justice – a letter denouncing Lorenzo and Balthazar as the murderers 
of Horatio falls from the sky. Although the agent of this revelation is 
Belimperia, who has been imprisoned in a tower and has written this let-
ter with her blood, the coincidence is striking. Yet Hieronimo still takes
his time, until at a much later stage in the action he appears to be pon-
dering over a book:

Vindicta mihi!
Ay, heaven will be revenged of every ill,
Nor will they suffer murder unrepaid:
Then stay, Hieronimo, attend their will,16

Hieronimo is quoting by heart a well known passage from the Bible –
‘vengeance is mine; I will repay, saith the Lord’ (Romans xii: 19)17 – which
justifies his inaction, but the volume he is reading turns out to be Seneca’s
Agamemnon. Classical wisdom soon prevails over his Christian feelings and
he finally decides on revenge.

By artfully combining quotations from the Bible and Seneca with Virgil’s
architecture of the underworld, Kyd achieved a precarious but effective
balance between incompatible sets of values, firmly setting revenge within
the frame of supernatural justice. Thus, although Hieronimo first turns
murderer to accomplish his revenge and then commits suicide, in the last
scene of the play Andrea’s ghost is ready to welcome him into Proserpine’s
kingdom, while for his enemies death is only a prelude to eternal 
punishment.
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Moving on to Shakespeare, I need hardly mention that Hamlet plays
the uncomfortable role of a detective discovering the secrets of the court,
in particular by staging the play within the play which simultaneously
re-enacts the fictional murder of Gonzago and the presumed murder of
his father. As we know, Hamlet calls his play The Mousetrap because it
should enable him to catch the ‘mouse’ he is chasing, that is, Claudius,
whose reactions to the play will hopefully reveal his guilt. Yet the psycho-
drama Hamlet puts on to induce Claudius to betray himself risks oblit-
erating the supernatural origin of an enquiry which is founded on the
revelations of a ghost. Since the scrupulous revenger does not trust the
ghost, whose nature may be devilish, it is precisely to assess the spirit’s
truthfulness that Hamlet has the play performed. By combining super-
natural and psychological elements, Hamlet’s enquiry is typical of a tran-
sitional cultural phase:

I have heard that guilty creatures sitting at a play
Have by the very cunning of the scene
Been struck so to the soul that presently
They have proclaimed their malefactions;
For murder, though it have no tongue, will speak
With most miraculous organ. I’ll have these players
Play something like the murder of my father
Before mine uncle. I’ll observe his looks,
I’ll tent him to the quick. If a but blench,
I know my course …18

Here the belief that murder will talk with a ‘miraculous organ’ does not
evoke – as in Chaucer – a supernatural event, but rather a psychological
phenomenon, the impossibility of concealing one’s guilt. Hamlet relies
on the drama to verify the statement of the ghost, and after spying on the
reaction of Claudius at the climax of the play, he exclaims ‘I’ll take the
Ghost’s word for a thousand pound.’19 Needless to say, after achieving
his mission, Hamlet dies together with his enemies, since revenge is a self-
destructive mission.

The revenge tragedy cycle may be said to reach its anticlimax with
Tourneur’s The Atheist’s Tragedy; or, The Honest Man’s Revenge, where the
incompatible moral codes marking the schizophrenic attitude of the
revenger are eventually reconciled. In the course of a dream, the Baron of
Montferrers appears to his son, who is far from home, fighting a war.
The Baron invites him to return to France ‘for thy old father’s dead / And
thou by murder disinherited’, but instead of inciting him to shed further
blood, he orders him to abide by the decrees of heaven and ‘leave revenge
unto the King of kings’.20
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Like Hamlet, Charlemont questions the nature of this uncanny dream
and the explanation he offers sounds quite modern:

… Tush, these idle dreams
Are fabulous. Our boiling fantasies
Like troubled waters falsify the shapes
Of things retained in them, and make ’em seem
Confounded when they are distinguished. So
My actions daily conversant with war,
The argument of blood and death, had left,
Perhaps, th’imaginary presence of
Some bloody accident upon my mind,
Which, mixed confusedly with other thoughts,
Whereof th’remembrance of my father might
Be one, presented all together seem
Incorporate, as if his body were
The owner of that blood, the subject of
That death, when he’s at Paris and that blood
Shed here. It may be thus. I would not leave
The war, for reputation’s sake, upon
An idle apprehension, a vain dream.21

Charlemont rationalises his dream as the combination of the vio-
lent impression caused by the blood he has seen on the battlefield
and the beloved memory of his father. It is the ghost himself that dis-
perses these doubts, by appearing again – no longer in the inner space
of the mind, but as a visible entity, causing a soldier to flee in terror.
Here the word of the ghost is proved by repetition and by an experi-
ence that transcends subjectivity – two criteria that do not satisfy
Hamlet. Charlemont returns to Paris, but when he is about to kill the
perfidious D’Amville, the ghost of his father stays his hand, reassert-
ing that revenge belongs to God. And in fact, in the final scene of the
play, the murderer is punished by God himself, for when D’Amville
raises an axe to cut off Charlemont’s head, he accidentally strikes his
own instead. Although this unforeseen development proves ‘that
patience is the honest man’s revenge’,22 it also deprives the Christian
revenger of his tragic character, turning him into the hero of a comedy
who is rewarded with a happy ending, while the real protagonist of this
tragedy is the atheist D’Amville. Thus it is with a paradox that The
Atheist’s Tragedy marks the ending of the Renaissance revenge cycle.
The text achieves the combined effect of defusing a dangerous social
practice and ridiculing atheism, while reasserting the supreme power
of providence.
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‘Providential fictions’

In spite of ‘atheistic’ attacks, the idea of God as the primal revenger was
still fertile in the Renaissance period, as is shown by the popular literature
of those years, in which murder plays a prominent role. The Murder of John
Brewen, Goldsmith of London, who through the entisement of John Parker,
was poysoned by his owne wife in eating a measse of Sugersops (1592) is a case
in point. This tract relates the story of a man who is killed by his wife with
the help of her lover, but two years after their crime the widow and her
accessory are overheard while they are quarrelling and thus unwittingly
reveal their deed. The death sentence inevitably follows and the story ends
with this reassuring sentence:

The Lord give all men grace by their example to shunne the hatefull
sinne of murder, for be it kept never so close, and done never so secret,
yet at length the Lord will bring it out; for bloud is an incessant 
crier in the eares of the Lord, and he will not leave so wilde a thing
unpunished.23

Here detection is the result neither of miraculous events nor of human
ingenuity, but rather of an accident, yet the story is firmly framed within
a Christian plot of guilt and punishment. We should not forget that
according to a providential logic accidents are to be interpreted as signs
of God’s will, although his ways may appear at times tortuous and his
action may prove slow to produce the desired effects.

A providential plot also appears in Thomas Nashe’s The Unfortunate
Traveller; or, The Life of Jack Wilton (1594), a picaresque novel whose ending
includes what we could define as a cameo revenge tragedy in prose. The
protagonist of this subplot is Cutwolf, who kills Esdras of Granado – ‘the
emperor of homicides’24 – in revenge for Esdras’s murder of his brother
Bartol, one of Esdras’s accomplices. Cutwolf himself, however, is now
condemned to die for the murder he has committed and the whole episode
is presented as a dying speech – that is to say as the public ‘confession’ a
criminal used to give before being hanged. In order to understand the
rhetorical strategies that underlie this revenge plot, let us focus on the
words Jack Wilton, who is the first-person narrator of the novel, addresses
to his readers so as to signal a shift in register from comedy to tragedy:
‘Prepare your ears and your tears, for never, till this, thrust I any tragical
matter upon you. Strange and wonderful are God’s judgements; here shine
they in their glory.’ In the eyes of the picaresque hero/narrator, by killing
Esdras, Cutwolf also revenges the death of Heraclide, a woman who was
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raped by the bandit and consequently committed suicide. Cutwolf’s act
thus takes on a wider meaning and this ‘wearish, dwarfish, writhen-faced
cobbler’ becomes somehow the scourge of God, for ‘Murder is wide-
mouthed, and will not let God rest till he grant revenge.’25

Various elements contribute to the highly sensational character of the
final encounter between Esdras and Cutwolf, as is recounted by the latter
in the course of his speech. Not only does Cutwolf claim to have travelled
‘above three thousand miles’26 to pursue Esdras, but – as in Hamlet – the
final aim of the revenger is to damn his opponent’s soul rather than sim-
ply to deprive him of his life. Thus, a sort of psychological conflict takes
place between the two men, since first Cutwolf promises Esdras to spare
his life if he abjures God, and then he kills him so as to make sure he
speedily goes to hell. By setting this subplot in Italy, which was notorious
at the time as the land of duels and revenge, Nashe felt free to orchestrate
a grotesque climax of horror for, after shooting Esdras, Cutwolf raises
this blasphemous paean:

Revenge is the glory of arms and the highest performance of valour.
Revenge is whatsoever we call law or justice. The farther we wade 
in revenge the nearer come we to the throne of the Almighty […] All
true Italians imitate me in revenging constantly and dying valiantly.
Hangman to thy task, for I am ready for the utmost of thy rigour.27

The orthodox moral that Jack Wilton draws from the ‘truculent tragedy’
that Cutwolf invoked in his dying speech is that ‘One murder begetteth
another’,28 but even more convincing is the message of despair Esdras
conveys to his assailant before dying: ‘ “This murder is a house divided
within itself; it suborns a man’s own soul to inform against him. His
soul, being his accuser, brings forth his two eyes as witnesses against him,
and the least eyewitness is unrefutable.” ’29 Presenting a murderer as
his/her own first accuser was a powerful strategy to instil in readers a
principle of self-surveillance.

While in Nashe’s novel Cutwolf is at one and the same time the instru-
ment of God’s justice and of his own perdition, reiterating the moral
ambivalence that is at the heart of revenge tragedies, it is God himself
who takes on the role of revenger in the collection of crime stories an
Exeter merchant named John Reynolds published in six books between
1621 and 1635, The Triumphs of Gods Revenege against the crying, and exe-
crable Sinne of Murther: or His Miraculous discoveries and severe punishments
thereof.30 In its long subtitle, the book is presented as ‘very necessary to
restraine, and deterre us from this bloody Sinne, which, in these our dayes,
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makes so ample, and so lamentable a progression’.31 This advertising strategy
both magnifies the phenomenon of crime and offers as a solution a form
of preventive psychological policing, firmly establishing an editorial prac-
tice that would pervade the following centuries.

As Albert Borowitz claims, although Reynolds presented his collection
as the adaptation of criminal cases he had come to know while travelling
on business in Europe, ‘the entire book appears to be a fabrication’.32

Thanks to the intricacy of Reynolds’s plots and to his compelling rhetoric
of revenge, this work soon achieved great popularity. Not only did it pro-
vide Thomas Middleton and William Rowley with the plot of The Changeling
(1622), but by 1670 Reynolds’s collection had gone into its fifth edition
(the first to be lavishly illustrated with woodcuts) and it continued to be
printed well into the eighteenth century. Even William Godwin
acknowledged the text as a source of his seminal crime novel Caleb
Williams (1794), as we shall see in the next chapter.

The thirty stories Reynolds collected combine the tradition of revenge
tragedies with other forms of crime fiction, such as the broadside, whose
status – between fact and fiction – is ambivalent. As in Renaissance
tragedies, here the choice of a distant setting – in terms of space and/or
time – makes the literary representation of crime less offensive, for Rey-
nolds’s ‘Tragicall Histories’ are ‘acted in divers Countries beyond the Seas’,
such as Italy, France, Switzerland, Portugal and Spain. Moreover, crime is
firmly encapsulated within a Christian ethos where God is endowed with
the twin functions of detection and punishment. Interestingly, the words
detect and detection frequently recur in Reynolds’s work, usually in passages
that reaffirm its exemplary value, ‘Which inhumane murther, we shall
see, God in his due time will miraculously detect, and securely revenge and
punish.’33 The central message of the book – that is, the idea that ‘mur-
ther, though never so secretly acted, and concealed, will at last be detected
and punished’34 – is repeated over and over again, with an almost mes-
merising effect.

What varieties of foul deeds make up this gallery of horrors? Rey-
nolds often portrays family crimes whose motives involve lust, money,
unwanted pregnancy and incest. Female poisoners abound in these stories,
where the cunning of criminals makes the final triumph of God even
more spectacular.

As regards detection, here the emphasis is neither on revelatory dreams
nor on ghostly apparitions. Revenge tragedies set out to explore the inner
drama of a bewildered human being whose mission as revenger implies
two stages of psychological anguish, concerning respectively the sphere
of knowledge and that of ethics – first the drama of uncertainty as to the
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identity of the culprit, second the doubts concerning the moral right-
eousness of revenge. Casting God in the role of revenger changed the rules
of the game. Since God is omniscient, the drama that unfolds before the
readers’ eyes in Reynolds’s work does not lie in revelation of the culprit,
but in the sensational ways God will choose to punish the impious. ‘Historie
VII’ is a case in point. After unsuccessfully attempting to have her sister
poisoned by her maid and after killing this dangerous accessory, the per-
fidious Catalina obtains her sister’s forgiveness, but God’s judgement is
relentless. Thus, while on board a coach that is driving her to church,
Catalina is struck by lightning:

but see the providence & justice of God, how it surprizeth & overtakes
this wretched Gentlewoman Catalina! for as shee was in her way, the
Sunne is instantly eclipsed, and the skies over-cast, and so a terrible and
fearefull thunder-bolt pierceth her thorow the brest, and layes her neere
dead in her Coach: her accident, so they thinke it fit to returne.35

As a result, Catalina’s body is blackened from her waist up. Her guilt is
thus revealed to everybody, but this supernatural punishment leaves her
sufficient respite to confess her sins and redeem herself before dying.

This story embodies the typical paradigm of Reynolds’s tales, where a
crime – often pertaining to the domestic sphere, and therefore doubly
odious – is committed and the culprit is subsequently reached by God’s
justice, often in the form of an unexpected accident injuring or maiming
his/her body. Reynolds’s criminals go through a variety of ordeals – they
may drown or fall from their horse or be killed by a mad bull or other-
wise betray one another – and we are always led to understand that the
hand of God is behind these events. In ‘Historie XV’, a man commits the
most unnatural crime of throwing his mother into a well to obtain her
money and go on with his dissipated life. Having quickly spent all his
ill-earned money on drunken orgies, he is imprisoned for debt. While in
jail, he falls and breaks his arm (the one he used to commit his murder),
which rots and has to be cut off. A descent into madness, a confession of
his crimes and a sentence of hanging round off this short biography.

As we can see, in Reynolds’s narratives the body of the criminal is depicted
as an object of contempt both before and after death. In ‘Historie IV’, after
discovering the crimes the two main characters have committed (and
before they also die) the judges have the criminals’ corpses disinterred
and burnt ‘at the common place of execution’. The ashes of the two are
finally ‘throwne into the ayre, as unworthy to have any resting place on
earth’.36 The body of the victim is occasionally called on by Reynolds to
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testify to the villains’ crimes, both metaphorically (‘for the innocent and
dead bodies of Mermanda and her husband Grand-Pre, out of their graves
cry to him for revenge’)37 and literally, for example in ‘Historie XXVII’ 
a wolf disinters a corpse, thus revealing that a murder was committed.

This brings us back to the role that clues play in these tales, where they
occasionally contribute to the solution of the mystery. In ‘Historie XXVI’,
for instance, a pair of gloves is left by one of the murderers at the crime
scene and betrays him. In ‘Historie XII’, letters play a major role both in
the action leading up to crime and in the ensuing investigation. It is thanks
to the love letters that Baretano wrote to Clara that Albemare becomes
aware of their affair and decides to have Baretano murdered by two sol-
diers, Pedro and Leonardo, in order to marry the girl himself. His plan is
successful, but too many people share this dangerous secret. Thus, when
Pedro is imprisoned for theft and asks for Albemare’s help, the latter sends
his man Valerio to the prison and has Pedro killed. Leonardo himself,
however, is later imprisoned for debt and sends Albemare a letter, threat-
ening to reveal Albemare’s dark deeds unless he pays Leonardo’s creditors.
When the letter reaches Albemare’s house he is not at home and the sub-
sequent chain of events is openly shown to be the result of a providential
plot, since it is thanks to a half-witted character that the letter falls into
Clara’s hands:

when, behold our sweet and vertuous Clara comming from Saint
Ambrose Church, where she had been to here Vespres, and seeing a faire
letter fast sealed in the fooles hand, shee enquires of him from whence
hee had it? who singing and hopping, and still playing with the Letter,
shee could get no other answere from him, but That it was his Letter,
and that God had sent it him, that God had sent it him: which speeches
of his, he often redoubled.38

Thanks to the God-directed action of the fool, Clara is informed of her
husband’s crimes and brings the letter to Baretano’s powerful uncle, who
has Albemare, Leonardo and Valerio executed.

We can regard Reynolds’s collection as an attempt to capitalise on the
sensational appeal of revenge tragedies and therefore as an advance on
previous ‘providential fictions’. As Godwin certainly understood, given the
structure of Caleb Williams, Reynolds’s book derives its strength from the
omnipresence of God, who acts covertly behind the scenes, precisely like
the hero of a revenge tragedy. Yet, while Reynolds appropriated the popular
figure of the revenger, identifying it with God, he also got rid of the super-
natural apparatus of dreams and ghosts that characterised revenge tragedies.
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Crime literature between tragedy and comedy

In his classic study on the literature of roguery, F.W. Chandler analysed
the many provinces that make up this varied literary territory – from pic-
aresque novels to jest-books, beggar-books, cony-catching pamphlets,
prison tracts and repentances, canting lexicons, criminal biographies and
collected chronicles of crime. Chandler also distinguished the ‘villain’,
whose typical crime is murder, from the ‘rogue’, whose typical crime is
theft.39 Most of the medieval and early-modern crime literature I have
mentioned pivots on murder, which was regarded as the capital sin and
was therefore believed to trigger supernatural forms of detection. Reynolds’s
collection is particularly revealing in this respect, for in order to enhance
the tragic appeal of his stories, the author repeatedly relied on the most
hateful homicides – those treacherously happening within the domestic
sphere, including parricide and infanticide.

While murder was associated with the sublime dimension of tragedy,
theft, cozenage and other minor crimes were regarded as closer to lower
genres – such as comedy and the picaresque – and recur in various kinds
of popular literature that anatomise the underworld, exploiting the sen-
sational appeal of misdemeanours. This shift from tragedy to comedy
implies a different attitude both in the conception of the plot and in the
world view the texts convey. As Hal Gladfelder puts it:

Whereas fictions of providential intervention are complexly plotted
and highly patterned in their effects – corresponding both to the elab-
orate machinations of the murderers they portray and to a view of the
world as ordered, purposeful, watchfully governed – picaresque stories
are episodic and arbitrary in their moral and emotional effects, just as
the world they imagine is unstable, disintegrating, catalyzed by chance
meetings and clashes. One is tragic, the other comical and satiric.40

Starting from these premises, I will highlight three different approaches
to the comic treatment of crime. The first is exemplified by Thomas
Middleton’s The Last Will and Testament of Laurence Lucifer, The Old Bachelor
of Limbo (1604). Here the criminal is overtly presented as a devil and is
therefore implicitly condemned right from the beginning. The testament
opens ‘In the name of Beelzebub’41 and testifies to Lucifer’s complete
surrender of his soul to hell. The humorous treatment of Lucifer – who
can be considered as a descendant of the ‘vices’ we find in morality plays –
is aimed to provoke a rejection of evil, and the text itself is defined as ‘a
harmless moral’.42
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While this take implies no identification at all between readers and the
character portrayed, various early-modern works invite the public to feel
pity for the criminal. These comic ‘providential fictions’ suggest that pre-
vention – rather than detection and revenge – is the primary aim of God. In
spite of their past mistakes, many criminals can still be saved, but an excep-
tional event is often needed to make them abandon the path of vice. A
variety of ‘special effects’ can be deployed by divine providence to convert
these black sheep. Many works could be mentioned in this respect, such as
Richard Head’s The English Rogue Described in the Life of Meriton Latroon, 
a Witty Extravagant (1665), a major example of English picaresque.43 When
the main character is condemned to death and closely contemplates an
eternity of despair the story seems to evolve towards a tragic climax, but in
the end his death sentence is converted into ‘a seven years banishment’44

and his picaresque adventures can resume against exotic backdrops.
The dichotomy between a tragic treatment of murder and a comic treat-

ment of minor crimes also marks, for instance, Defoe’s early eighteenth-
century criminal biographies. While Moll Flanders is finally allowed to
spend a comfortable old age in England (only ‘formally’ repenting her
former crimes), Lady Roxana – who is guilty of conniving with her maid
Amy to murder her own daughter – concludes her narrative with these
desperate words: ‘the Blast of Heaven seem’d to follow the Injury done
the poor Girl, by us both; and I was brought so low again, that my
Repentance seem’d to be only the Consequence of my Misery, as my
Misery was of my Crime.’45 Interestingly, only one crime – the unpar-
donable crime – is mentioned in this passage.

The problem of repentance is central also to Defoe’s The Life, Adventures,
and Pyracies of Captain Singleton (1720), where Singleton – part rogue,
part hero – is allowed to make amends for his former life of crime. The
climax of the novel coincides with the turning point in the life of the
main character, whose conversion follows a natural event of supernatural
import, so to speak. The boat on which Singleton is travelling (together
with a devout Quaker, who will be instrumental in his salvation) is sud-
denly struck by lightning, whose heat and flash, and whose concomitant
thunder, throw all the men into the utmost terror, while the Quaker pre-
serves his calm and manages to save the boat. This is how Singleton
describes his state of mind:

I was all Amazement and Confusion, and this was the first Time that
I can say I began to feel the Effects of that Horrour which I know
since much more of, upon the just Reflection on my former Life. 
I thought myself doom’d by Heaven to sink that Moment into eternal
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Destruction; and with this peculiar Mark of Terror, viz. That the
Vengeance was not executed in the ordinary way of human Justice,
but that God had taken me into his immediate Disposing, and had
resolved to be the Executer of his own Vengeance.46

Once again, God is presented as the primal revenger, but this sublime 
display of power turns out to be a means of redemption rather than of
punishment.

A third form of comic treatment of crime can be identified in early-
modern literature. Those criminals who were guilty of theft rather than
murder often had an ambivalent status, since they could also be regarded
as brave and gallant individuals who rebelled against an unjust society,
redistributing its riches, following the archetype of Robin Hood.47 Works
such as Alexander Smith’s A Complete History of the Lives and Robberies of
the Most Notorious Highwaymen, Footpads, Shoplifts and Cheats of Both Sexes
(1714)48 easily turned villains into heroes, surrounding the exploits of
highway criminals with a romantic aura and presenting them as part of an
aristocracy of crime.49

Comedy and tragedy interestingly mingle in Smith’s collection of crim-
inal biographies. Although the various histories usually end with the death
of the criminal, readers are only occasionally reminded of the wrath of
God, while a comic vein is pervasive, and even religion can be the object of
a jocular treatment. After being robbed by a highwayman called Whitney,
Mr Waven – who is a ‘lecturer of the church at Greenwich’ – is obliged to
improvise a sermon. Drawing inspiration from the word THEFT, Mr Waven
divides it into letters, ‘Now T, my beloved, is Theological; H, is historical;
E, is Exegetical; F, is figurative; and T, is Tropological.’ The ensuing speech
is a piece of rhetorical bravura. The effects theft produces in this world
are described by Mr Waves as follows, ‘T, Tribulation; H, Hatred; E, Envy;
F, Fear; and T, Torment’,50 but these five letters also ‘point towards a tragical
conclusion, for T, Take care; H, Hanging; E, Ends not; F, Felony; T, at
Tyburn’.51 The churchman, however, receives but a scant prize for his ora-
torical virtuosity, since he has been relieved of ten pounds and is handed
back only ten shillings for his pains… This is not the only case where
Smith dealt ironically with religion. When another highwayman – Captain
James Hind – assaults Hugh Peters to rob him, the latter tries to save his
purse by appealing to Holy Writ, but a rhetoric duel takes place on the field
of faith and the highwayman proves more proficient than his adversary.52

As we can see, when the comic treatment of crime (be it the prelude to
life and salvation or to death and damnation) prevails over the tragic plot
of murder and punishment, divine detection loses its centrality.
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The Newgate Calendars

Sixteenth- and seventeenth-century crime literature had an ambivalent
relation with reality, often claiming to be grounded on facts even when it
was actually the fruit of invention. Yet, the space and time coordinates
of early crime literature are often distant or indeterminate, as is shown by
the works of Nashe and of Reynolds. Between the seventeenth and eight-
eenth centuries, on the other hand, due to the diffusion of print and jour-
nalism, present reality – the reality ‘news’ deals with – acquired increasing
relevance. Smith’s Complete History exemplifies this trend, since it includes
several criminals who had died on the gallows just a few years before its
publication, but other early-modern literary texts capitalised even more
openly on topicality. As Gladfelder writes, the ‘dying speeches’ and the
Ordinary of Newgate’s Accounts (reporting the confessions of criminals who
were going to be executed) ‘had to be printed and sold quickly’, for both
their commercial and their moral value was tied to their ‘recentness’.53

Claiming that reports of recent crimes fuelled a climate of uncertainty,
Gladfelder also calls our attention to the fact that news reports are inher-
ently full of fragmented information, while ‘if things are to signify, mean-
ings must be attached to them’.54 Post-execution accounts of criminal
deeds managed to circumvent this problem, since they implied a closure
and a reassessment of past events in the light of their ultimate outcome –
that is, death following a reconciliation with God or a hellish refusal to
acknowledge one’s crimes, thus preventing the possibility of redemption.

The eighteenth-century Newgate Calendars are rooted in this tradition
of criminal biographies and can still be regarded as ‘providential fictions’,
for they present a sequence of earthly events as the result of a God-directed
script. In these collections of exemplary lives the accidents conspiring to
frame a criminal are still conceived as part of a providential design, taking
place against the backdrop of what Stephen Knight defined as ‘a pre-urban,
pre-capitalist, pre-detective world’.55 The pattern of crime and punish-
ment, however, is less pervaded by God’s gaze and presence, and therefore
less formulaic than in the previous century, while these narratives are
fraught with new forms of anxiety concerning the accuracy and equity of
judgement.

Compared with Reynolds’s work, The Malefactor’s Register; or, the Newgate
and Tyburn Calendar (1779) features a much wider array of crimes, includ-
ing ‘Bigamy, Burglary, Felony, Forgery, Highway-robbery, High-treason,
Murder, Petit-treason, Piracy, Rapes, Riots, Street-robbery, Unnatural crimes,
And various other Offences.’56 We know how heavy the penalties imposed
by the so-called ‘bloody code’ were and a good many of the criminals that
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the Calendar portrays inevitably end their life on the gallows. Yet some
escape death, even at the very last minute, as in the case of John Smith,
whose reprieve reaches Tyburn immediately after he has been hanged, still
in time to save his life and to gain him the nickname of ‘Half-Hanged
Smith’.57 All in all, however, the tone of the Calendar is tragic rather than
comic, as is also shown by its illustrations, which emphasise various forms
of execution (hanging, beheading, burning) and torments, as well as the
practice of branding thieves.

The purported aim of the editors of the 1779 Newgate Calendar was still
didactic, although sensational elements obviously play a major role in the
compilation. Right from the title page we are offered this view of the book:

The whole tending, by a general Display of the Progress and Conse-
quence of Vice, to impress on the Mind proper Ideas of the Happiness
resulting from a Life of strict Honor and Integrity: and to convince
Individuals of the superior Excellence of those Laws framed for the
Protection of their Lives and Properties.58

Significantly, Laws, rather than God, are mentioned here, emphasising the
secular – rather than the religious – basis of morality, as is apparent also in
the accompanying verses:

Such is the folly, such the Fate
Attendant on dishonest Schemes,

That Villains ever find, too late,
An End to their delusive Dreams.

We see – and oftimes they confess
With their departing Breath,

‘The Paths of Honour lead to Peace,
The Ways of Vice – to Death.’59

Virtue leads to peace, not to heaven, while crime leads to death, not to
hell. These words can be regarded as synonyms, but the shift from the
supernatural to the mundane is undeniable. The same can be said of the
frontispiece, where a mother hands the Calendar to her child who is point-
ing to a gibbet that can be seen in the distance through a window. The
admonitory/exemplary value of the volume is thus underlined, but the
scene does not reveal any sign pointing to the presence of God, while
behind mother and son four statues are shown, bearing the attributes and
names of Justice, Wisdom, Temperance and Fortitude. The statues hint at
the four ‘cardinal’ or ‘natural virtues’ (prudence, temperance, fortitude and
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justice), which are not specifically Christian, although together with the
three theological virtues (faith, hope and love) they make up the set of
seven virtues that counterbalance the seven deadly sins. God, however, is
mentioned in the caption accompanying the image:

The anxious Mother with a Parents Care,
Presents our Labours to her future Heir.
‘The Wise, the Brave, the Temperate, and the Just,
Who love their Neighbour, and in God who trust,
Safe through the Dang’rous paths of Life may Steer,
Nor dread those Evils we exhibit Here.’60

Although a good citizen is expected to trust in God, the teachings he/she
may derive from perusing the Calendar are intended as a guide to steering
clear of danger along the paths of life rather than to avoiding the wrath of
the maker.

What is more, if we compare Reynolds’s stories with the 1779 Calendar
we discover that its compilers were already distancing themselves from
the popular idea that truth is inevitably revealed, advancing instead the
less reassuring view that ‘truth’ is the result of a process and thus depends
on the faculties of those who are called upon to judge. This is apparent
in the case of Robert Fuller, who is indicted for the attempted murder of
Francis Bailey. The victim testifies that he recognised his aggressor, but
as the judges subsequently discover, a similar accusation had already
been levelled by Bailey against another person, who had been acquitted of
the crime:

On this occasion it may not be improper to make a remark on the
immense power that is lodged in the breasts of our judges who go the
circuits. A great deal of this power is discretionary: it remains with them
to reprieve the convict or to leave him for execution: an awful trust!
which makes the possessor of it accountable to God and his own con-
science.61

In the eighteenth century the new ideological climate of European soci-
ety brought into question the traditional belief in ‘divine detection’ and
fundamentally changed the nature of ‘providential fictions’ such as the
Newgate Calendar, where crime is still part of a Christian narrative whose
inevitable conclusion is punishment (both on earth and in the afterlife),
but whose editors refrained from setting in motion any supernatural
machinery.
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Towards the ‘professional case’

In the second half of the century – as a result of the enlightened and
reformist attitude of the public – a more empirical and rational model of
investigation was advocated, as is evidenced by seminal criminological
works such as Cesare Beccaria’s Dei delitti e delle pene (Of Crimes and
Punishments, 1764) and Pietro Verri’s Osservazioni sulla tortura (Observations
on Torture, which was written in the 1770s and published in 1804).
Beccaria’s book in particular obtained such immediate international
acclaim that a French translation appeared in 1776, while the first
American edition was published in 1777. These authors not only cam-
paigned against the death penalty and torture but also brought under
discussion clues and their reliability. They also drew a neat divide
between divine and natural justice (which are immutable) on the one
hand and human or political justice (which is variable) on the other.62

According to Beccaria ‘As soon as these two essentially distinct principles
are confused, there is no hope of reasoning well in public things.’63 Crime
was no longer regarded primarily as sin, but as the infringement of a
social pact.

A few years later William Godwin further increased the distance between
sin and crime by conceiving of the latter as the product of environmental
factors rather than an evil bent. In his Enquiry Concerning Political Justice
(1793) the Jacobin philosopher claimed that ‘the actions and dispos-
itions of mankind are the offspring of circumstances and events, and not of
any original determination that they bring into the world’.64 This prin-
ciple governs Caleb Williams (1794), where Caleb’s morbid curiosity and
Falkland’s obsession with honour are justified by the characters’ back-
grounds. Godwin, who is regarded as the father of anarchism, considered
crime as a social evil, not as an offence against God.

As Gladfelder claims, already in the course of the eighteenth century 
‘the law prevailed over religion in the struggle for ideological dominance’,
but crime narratives nevertheless continued to exploit the vocabulary ‘of
religious terror and longing’.65 The rhetoric of sin survived despite the
progressive assertion of a secular framework considering crime primarily
as an offence against the law. For instance, only the transition from the
eighteenth-century Newgate Calendars to the 1809–26 versions, which
were edited by lawyers Andrew Knapp and William Baldwin, would 
produce what Struan Sinclair called a ‘shift from a theological to a mainly
legal frame of reference’.66

These nineteenth-century Calendars once again feature a variety of
crimes, ranging from murder to child-stealing, burglary, coining, high
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treason, forgery, letter-stealing, rape and bigamy. Naturally, crimes against
property were becoming a major offence in an increasingly mercantile
and bourgeois society. Moreover, Knapp and Baldwin showed a growing
concern with the administration of justice and condemned torture as
barbarous. The case of Thomas Picton – a magistrate in Trinidad who was
indicted for torturing Louisa Calderon, an eleven-year-old girl, to extort
a confession from her – is a case in point.67 Needless to say, the youth of
the suspect contributed to the melodramatic appeal of the event.

Torture was also discussed in an appendix in which the compilers of
the Calendar extolled the wisdom of British laws, which abolished this
‘inhuman practice’ in 1772, although it still prevailed ‘in some of the
English settlements abroad’ – a comment which clarifies the import of
the above-mentioned story. After arguing that ‘No man can be judged 
a criminal until he be found guilty’, Knapp and Baldwin went on to trace
the practice of torture to its origins:

This custom seems to be the offspring of religion, by which mankind,
in all nations, and in all ages, are so generally influenced. We are taught
by our infallible Church that those stains of sin contracted through
human frailty, and which have not deserved the eternal anger of the
Almighty, are to be purged away in another life by an incomprehen-
sible fire. Now infamy is a stain; and, if the punishments and fire of
purgatory can take away all spiritual stains, why should not the pain of
torture take away those of a civil nature? I imagine that the confes-
sion of a criminal, which in some tribunals is required as being essential
to his condemnation, has a similar origin, and has been taken from the
mysterious tribunal of penitence, where the confession of sins is a
necessary part of the sacrament.68

This subversive account of the origin of torture and confession testifies to
the free-thinking attitude Knapp and Baldwin applied to the study of
legal procedures, in order to get rid of the dangerous prejudices and cus-
toms that society had inherited from the past.

In another appendix, the two lawyers set out to disprove the popular
belief in ghosts and haunted houses – notably the superstition that the
ghost of the victim would denounce his/her murderer – by referring to
various cases of ‘pretended ghosts’.69 The most interesting story Knapp
and Baldwin relate is that of the ‘Cock Lane Ghost’, in which a Mr Parsons
exploited the credulity of the populace to take revenge on his former
lodger, Mr Kent, by having the ‘ghost’ of his deceased sister-in-law accuse
Kent of murder. Needless to say, no ghost haunted the lodgings of 
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Mr Parsons, who contrived to fake the otherworldly apparitions and mes-
sages with the help of various members of his household, including his
daughter. Deconstructing this supernatural rhetoric of crime and pun-
ishment was an important aspect of the campaign which people like
Knapp and Baldwin were conducting to reform the apparatus of justice.

In the same period the problem of ensuring equitable trials also attracted
the attention of scientists like Laplace, whose Essai Philosophique sur les
Probabilités (Philosophical Essay on Probabilities, 1814) includes a chapter
‘On the probability of testimony’ and another ‘On the probability of
judicial decisions’ (not to be found in the first edition). After describing
the possibility of error in judgement as the main argument in favour of the
abolition of the death penalty, Laplace claimed that a penalty ought to
depend on ‘the measure of the danger to which the acquittal of the accused
may expose society’.70 Probability calculus also enabled the mathematician
to ponder the composition of juries and on the majority of votes that is
necessary to make a judgement reliable.

Thus, science was starting to assert its role as the guiding light of detec-
tion and punishment. Unsuprisingly, these decades were also marked by
the rise of a new narrative formula, the ‘professional case’. In a recent book,
Heather Worthington analysed the serial investigating figures of profes-
sionals – such as physicians, barristers and attorneys – who prepared the
way for the detective proper, also in relation to the development of the
New Metropolitan Police (1829) and the Detective Police (1842). As
Worthington remarks, Samuel Warren’s ‘Passages from the Diary of a Late
Physician’ (Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine, 1830–37) inaugurated the
‘case structure’71 that would typify later detective fiction. Although these
stories deal with the field of medicine rather than crime, a few years later
the ‘Experiences of a Barrister’ (Chambers’s Edinburgh Journal, 1849–50),
which were also attributed to Warren, explored the world of crime and
the legal system, while William Russell’s ‘Recollections of a Police Officer’
(Chambers’s, 1849–53) definitely focused on the investigating policeman.
The sphere of detection was increasingly regarded as the proper domain of
professionals who mastered specific disciplines and technical skills,
while the theological apparatus that had formerly been utilised to contain
crime in the absence of police forces became less and less relevant to the
discourses of crime.

The aesthetics of murder

The progressive secularisation of crime implied not only the transition from
sin to crime, the deployment of disciplinary figures such as the policeman
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and the development of the ‘professional case’ in fiction, but also an aes-
thetic appreciation of murder as the crime par excellence. Thomas De
Quincey’s seminal essay ‘On Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts’
(Blackwood’s, 1827)72 proved a ground-breaking work in this respect, for
De Quincey claimed the right to consider murder not morally but ‘in
relation to good taste’.73 The disruptive and provocative character of De
Quincey’s satirical text is apparent, since in order to prove his thesis the
author referred to the Bible so as to reassess the figure of the archetypal
murderer, Cain. ‘As the inventor of murder, and the father of the art’, Cain
was irreverently presented by De Quincey as ‘a man of first-rate genius’,74

although his performance – judged by the standards of a later age – ‘was
but so-so’.75 With its tongue-in-cheek tone, this subversive essay advo-
cated not only a revision of the Western approach to murder (tracing a
historical account of this ‘art’ which culminated in what the author
termed ‘the Augustan age of murder’),76 but also a new appreciation of
crime literature.

As Worthington perceptively claims, ‘this essay exemplifies the intel-
lectual appropriation of the sensational crime of the broadsides by the
literary establishment’.77 Indeed, Milton and Shakespeare were both iden-
tified as amateurs of murder78 by De Quincey, who thus claimed them as
forerunners of a lofty genealogy of crime literature. Due to this strategy,
which was aimed at legitimising a literary genre that was perceived as
‘low’, the Romantic author can be regarded as the precursor of writers such
as Edward Bulwer-Lytton and Elizabeth Braddon, whose ‘self-ennobling’
critical works defend sensationalism against its conservative detractors.

As we have seen, a huge shift from the rhetoric of sin to a disciplinary and
aesthetic treatment of crime took place at the beginning of the Victorian
period. The paradigm of divine justice, however, survived this generalised
interest in legal matters. Indeed, precisely when the detective was acquir-
ing a growing importance as hero, other writers were ‘rediscovering’ the
link between detection and the supernatural. This varied output, strag-
gling across the border between metaphysics and pseudo-sciences, will
be the object of chapters 4 and 5, but first let us see how the paradigm of
divine omniscience was appropriated by eighteenth-century writers such
as Godwin as a subversive tool and was subsequently absorbed into main-
stream detective fiction.
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3
Persecution and Omniscience

41

Persecution is a typical gothic theme, a display of evil power associated
with dungeons and danger, and with a distorted view of religious or
political orthodoxy. Following a tradition which is rooted in Renaissance
tragedies, gothic novels are often set in Southern European countries and
do not refrain from depicting the stock in trade of anti-Catholic propa-
ganda – depraved monks, corrupted convents, devilish Inquisitors.
Alternatively, the agents of persecution may be villainous aristocrats,
whose prime motives are incest, money, revenge. It is easy to understand
why persecution is central in gothic fiction, but can the same be said of
omniscience?

Rather than any gothic connotations, the ideal of universal knowledge
seems to evoke the twin icons of the Enlightenment – light and rationality –
as well as the Encyclopédie, a positive utopia of complete human control
over nature. Yet omniscience is originally linked to the idea of God and we
should not forget that its closest correlatives are other attributes of the
divinity such as omnipresence and omnipotence. This trinity of absolutes
defines a distinctly Foucauldian paradigm, since the French scholar claims
‘that power and knowledge directly imply one another; that there is no
relationship of power without a corresponding field of knowledge nor
any relationship of knowledge which does not presuppose and consti-
tute at the same time a relationship of power.’1 With this in mind, I will
explore the gothic import of omniscience and its subsequent metamor-
phosis within detective fiction.

When, in 1752, Henry Fielding published his pamphlet ‘Examples of
the Interposition of Providence in the Detection and Punishment of
Murder’ he could still claim that the primary cause of the recent increase
in murders was ‘the general neglect […] of religion’.2 In order to reassert
the existence of ‘a being, in whose words we must be assured there is all
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truth, and in whose right hand is all power’3 Fielding cited what he
regarded as a series of reliable cases – although today one would rather
label them as an assortment of legends – taken from disparate sources.
The first of them is Cain’s murder of Abel, which offers Fielding the
opportunity to claim the truth-value of an ancient belief:

for it was a notion which prevailed among the Jews, as well as all other
nations, that the ghosts of those who were murdered, persecuted the
Murderers, continually terrifying them, and requiring their punishment
at the hands of justice. And of the truth of this opinion, the most
authentic histories, as well as the traditions of all ages and countries,
afford us very positive assurance.4

As is shown by Fielding’s text, in early-modern Europe divine omnis-
cience was used as a form of preventive psychological policing, but the
religious component of justice was instrumental to secular power in other
respects, since the right of the king to judge and punish was constructed
as a reflection of the supreme power of God. Thus the deviant behaviour
of the criminal set off what we may regard as two parallel forms of ‘per-
secution’ – that of divine justice and that of royal justice.

If I might resort to a brief play on words, it could be said that with the
transition from sovereign power – which according to Foucault is based
on the public display of punishment and authority – to disciplinary
power – which is grounded in specialist knowledge and conversely aims
at being invisible – the concept of persecution now turned into prosecution.
During the eighteenth century, torture and the death penalty were either
abolished or restricted in various countries and more equitable trials were
devised. Cesare Beccaria advocated that someone who had been indicted
for a crime had the right to be considered innocent until proved guilty
and that the truth-value of clues was to be ascertained in order to give
an objective basis to every accusation. Martin Kayman stated this clearly
when he wrote that ‘the transitional morality of the Bloody Code’ was
rapidly superseded by ‘a new model of authority in which mystery by an
organic Providence is replaced by mastery by “police” ’.5

The enlightened ideal of ‘secular omniscience’

In this new ideological climate, the concept of omniscience underwent
a fundamental transformation. One of the most intriguing architectural
machines for the application of disciplinary power pivots on that idea. I
am referring to what Foucault regarded as a utopian dream of perfect



surveillance, Jeremy Bentham’s Panopticon (1791). This multi-functional
building – which may be used as a penitentiary, but also as a madhouse
or a hospital – is made up of a central tower with windows on all sides,
protected by shutters, and a surrounding ring of cells, each of them
housing a single individual. The cells are separated by walls which make
it impossible for the inmates to communicate with one another, but the
inner wall is open so that the light entering the cell through two windows
turns it into a stage where every move becomes visible. Punishment is
no longer linked to the darkness of the dungeon, but to the light that
traverses the cell. Visibility becomes a trap. The prisoner is subject to a
virtually uninterrupted surveillance because there is no reciprocity between
his eye and that of his jailer. He is seen, but he does not see. He is a pure
object of perception. Obviously this structure is based on the principle
of omniscience because potentially a single jailer can be watching any
prisoner at any time, while he remains invisible to them. While sovereign
power relied on divine omniscience as an instrument of prevention, dis-
ciplinary power considers omniscience as an attribute of humans, or
rather of human institutions, for as Foucault remarks, the panopticon turns
power into an automatic mechanism which can temporarily work even
without a human eye.6

Incidentally, the tendency towards panopticism was already apparent
before Bentham created this model. In 1774 the utopian French architect
Claude-Nicolas Ledoux started to build the salt-processing plant of Arc-
et-Senans, which was commissioned by King Louis XV. According to the
architect, inside the establishment ‘One must see everything, hear every-
thing, hide nothing. The worker should not be allowed to escape surveil-
lance thanks to a round or square column.’7 Total visibility is once again
appropriated as a human attribute. Jean Starobinski was so impressed by
this confident assertion of the architect’s claim to absolute knowledge and
power that in The Invention of Freedom he included Ledoux’s drawing of the
plant together with his project for the Theatre of Besançon, which is inter-
estingly shown – with a close-up effect – as reflected in the pupil of an eye.8

In this rather disquieting image we have a complex apotheosis of visi-
bility insofar as the eye does not only see, but it also reflects what is basic-
ally conceived as a machine for seeing – for what else is a theatre? And yet
there is no public; the tiers of seats are empty. The architectural structure
itself becomes the protagonist, like the panopticon. The eye of the
Christian God – traditionally inscribed within the perfect shape of a tri-
angle – has become the eye of a revolutionary lay goddess, reason itself,
who tends to be dehumanised by her adepts in order to emphasise her
purely geometrical nature. The metamorphosis of the eye of God into
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the eye of the police seems to be accomplished in 1791 when this emblem
of detection is chosen as the symbol of a new police corps – the French
Officiers de paix.

Another sign of the increasing secularisation of omniscience is the
development of probability theory in the second half of the seventeenth
century, partly as the result of a new scientific approach, for the concepts
of chance and fortune were superseded by a new paradigm of causation,
and partly as a response to the early stages of globalisation, which
involved risky commercial ventures.9 Laplace’s Essai philosophique sur les
probabilités (Philosophical Essay on Probabilities, 1814) is a fruit of this cul-
tural climate. In this text – an expanded version of a lecture Laplace gave
in 1795 – the French astronomer and mathematician asserted his belief
in determinism:

We ought then to consider the present state of the universe as the effect
of its previous state and as the cause of that which is to follow. An
intelligence that, at a given instant, could comprehend all the forces
by which nature is animated and the respective situation of the beings
that make it up, if moreover it were vast enough to submit these data
to analysis, would encompass in the same formula the movements of
the greatest bodies of the universe and those of the lightest atoms.
For such an intelligence nothing would be uncertain, and the future,
like the past, would be open to its eyes.10

We can regard this oft-quoted passage as a declaration of faith in the
‘omniscient’ character of scientific thought. Laplace famously discarded
the idea of God as a conceptual tool that explained everything without
enabling one to foresee anything. On the other hand, science endowed
human beings with unprecedented power, turning them into modern-
day seers, for by following the chain of cause and effect humanity was
able to ‘travel’ in time, comprehending the past and the future in its
quest for knowledge.

Moreover, determinism ruled out the traditional superstitious belief in
God as the supernatural agent who periodically punished humanity for
its sins by means of catastrophes: ‘Let us recall that formerly, and indeed
not too long ago, torrential rain or severe drought, a comet with a very
long tail in train, eclipses, the aurora borealis and generally all extraor-
dinary phenomena were regarded as so many signs of divine anger.’
Taking place only at long intervals, these phenomena ‘seemed contrary
to the order of nature’ and ‘it was supposed that heaven, incensed by the
crimes of the earth, had created them to give warning of its vengeance’.11

44 A Counter-History of Crime Fiction



The dark side of omniscience

While in the years preceding and following the French Revolution the
enlightened dream of human omniscience was celebrated under the aus-
pices of reason, the concept of divine omniscience conversely acquired 
disquieting connotations. Gothic fiction offered a nightmarish view of
omniscience as being rooted in the power of a God who was perceived no
longer as a source of justice but of terror. To explain this statement, I will
focus on the relationship between politics and aesthetics in Edmund
Burke’s seminal Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the
Sublime and the Beautiful (1757). It is ironic that Burke, who was regarded by
many of his contemporaries as a champion of the status quo because of the
reactionary tone of his Reflections on the Revolution in France (1790), was also
the man who elaborated in his Enquiry something similar to what two cen-
turies later Foucault would call the ‘analytics of power’. I would go so far as
to claim that Burke’s treatise has a potentially revolutionary import insofar
as it deconstructs the aesthetic apparatus of power, reducing its sublime
components to a strategy and thereby defusing their emotional impact.

Adam Phillips touches on this point when he asserts that Burke’s sub-
lime is ‘bound up with the idea of authority as a species of mystifica-
tion’,12 but he does not develop this notion. What he makes clear,
however, is that the ‘apparently aesthetic category’ of the sublime is
‘unavoidably politicized’ insofar as ‘the sublime experience is one of
domination. Bulls are sublime, oxen are not.’13 Burke recognises this
political component when he claims: ‘I know of nothing sublime which
is not some modification of power.’14 After presenting pain and danger
as ‘the most powerful of all the passions’ – since they are directly linked
to that basic instinct, ‘the preservation of the individual’ – Burke claims
that ‘Whatever is fitted in any sort to excite the ideas of pain, and dan-
ger […] is a source of the sublime’ and therefore ‘productive of the
strongest emotion which the mind is capable of feeling’.15

According to Burke, we perceive what may endanger us as a form of
power, be it a ferocious animal or ‘the power which arises from institu-
tion in kings and commanders’, but the strongest form of power and
correspondingly the strongest source of the sublime is represented by
God himself. Burke hesitates before openly asserting that the idea of
God is accompanied by an element of terror which links it to natural
and cultural icons of power: ‘I purposely avoided’ – he writes – ‘when I
first considered this subject, to introduce the idea of that great and
tremendous being, as an example in an argument so light as this.’16 Yet,
after hedging for a whole page, he claims that ‘though in a just idea of
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the Deity, perhaps none of his attributes are predominant, yet to our
imagination, his power is by far the most striking.’17

The pre-modern chain of associations which lead from God to justice
via omniscience – and which was appropriated by the philosophes, who
substituted the divinity with reason – is superseded by a new chain of
associations that connects God with power and the sublime. Moreover,
Burke deconstructs the sacred texts, uncovering their rhetorical strategy:
‘In the scripture, whenever God is represented as appearing or speaking,
every thing terrible in nature is called up to heighten the awe and solem-
nity of the divine presence.’18 The representation of God in the Bible is
analysed as an awe-inducing mechanism.

Does omniscience play a role in the sublime apparatus which sur-
rounds the divinity? Burke is not very interested in visibility and trans-
parency, but he is attracted by the opposite concepts of invisibility and
opacity, since ‘darkness is more productive of sublime ideas than
light’,19 and he expands on this concept in another revealing passage:
‘To make any thing very terrible, obscurity seems in general to be neces-
sary. When we know the full extent of any danger, when we can accus-
tom our eyes to it, a great deal of the apprehension vanishes.’ Fear is
stronger when we cannot assess the real entity of danger and, in his
‘anthropological’ perspective, Burke associates once again the political
and the religious machinery: ‘Those despotic governments, which are
founded on the passions of fear, keep their chief as much as may be from
the public eye. The policy has been the same in many cases of reli-
gion.’20 God is terrible and sublime not because he can see everything
but because we cannot see him; his power is felt, but his presence is not
to be identified. The two contrasting concepts of omnipresence and
absence seem to coincide, as in the panopticon, and they likewise pro-
duce a virtual omniscience and a concrete omnipotence.

Preternatural powers

Let us consider how these new ideas filtered into the domain of the
novel. In William Godwin’s Caleb Williams (1794) – which was con-
ceived as a fictional appendix to Godwin’s Enquiry Concerning Political
Justice (1793) – the aristocratic Falkland is endowed with God-like attrib-
utes thanks to factors as varied as his steely will, his social position, the
help of a thief-taker and the instrumental use of printing, which all
together generate a relentless persecution, turning his former secretary
and protégé Caleb into an outcast. The opening of Caleb’s first-person
narrative is given its power because of its straightforward appeal to the
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reader as the sole confidant, the only outlet of an otherwise frustrated
need to denounce the hero’s abysmal experience of injustice:

My life has for several years been a theatre of calamity. I have been a
mark for the vigilance of tyranny, and I could not escape. My fairest
prospects have been blasted. My enemy has shown himself inaccess-
ible to intreaties and untired in persecution. My fame, as well as my
happiness, has become his victim. Every one, as far as my story has
been known, has refused to assist me in my distress, and has exe-
crated my name. I have not deserved this treatment.21

Although the main ingredients of the novel are all detailed in this
dense opening paragraph – persecution and tyranny, solitude and inno-
cence – the agent of Caleb’s persecution is not mentioned. Suspense is
created from the first and the identity of the hero’s implacable enemy is
shrouded in silence. Falkland is in fact absent not only from the open-
ing of the novel, but from most of the third volume, which focuses on
persecution and shows Caleb restlessly fleeing in disguise all over
England in pursuit of a new life, although all his attempts are nullified
by the thief-taker Gines. In this part of the novel Falkland is kept – like
every icon of sublime power – from the eye of the public and is conse-
quently surrounded by a quasi-supernatural aura.

I do not claim that this results from a precise design, for it may be only
a side effect of the plot, but what should be regarded as a literary strat-
egy is that Falkland’s attributes are modelled on those of God. When, 
in 1832, Godwin listed the books he had read before writing Caleb
Williams, he mentioned John Reynolds’s God’s Revenge against Murder – a
pamphlet ‘where the beam of the eye of Omniscience was represented as
perpetually pursuing the guilty, and laying open his most hidden
retreats to the light of day’.22 Godwin thus acknowledged one of the lit-
erary sources of Falkland’s absolute knowledge and power, which are
reiterated throughout the text:

You little suspect the extent of my power. At this moment you are
enclosed with the snares of my vengeance, unseen by you […] You
might as well think of escaping from the power of the omnipresent
God, as from mine! If you could touch so much as my finger, you
should expiate it in hours and months and years of a torment of
which as yet you have not the remotest idea!23

When, towards the end of the novel, Caleb discovers that his real per-
secutor has been Falkland’s half-brother – Mr Forester – this does not
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change his situation for the better, since Falkland declares: ‘You have
sought to disclose the select and eternal secret of my soul. Because you
have done that, I will never forgive you.’24 In other words, persecution
starts over again and this time Falkland himself is its agent.

Persecution and omniscience closely intertwine in this novel, which
may be regarded as an exercise in the sublime. B.J. Tysdahl notes that
Godwin knew Burke’s Enquiry very well and develops what he calls a
‘metaphysical reading’ of the novel, insisting on the biblical analogy
and comparing Caleb’s intrusion into Falkland’s trunk – a repository of
forbidden knowledge – to Adam’s theft of the apple.25 David Punter
includes Caleb Williams with Robert Maturin’s Melmoth the Wanderer
(1820) and James Hogg’s The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified
Sinner (1824) in a chapter of The Literature of Terror that is entitled ‘The
dialectic of persecution’ and he claims that the three novels pursue a com-
mon object, which is precisely ‘to investigate the extremes of terror’.26

Punter also traces Godwin’s influence on later novels such as Mary
Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) and Charles Brockden Brown’s Wieland; or,
the Transformation (1798), where the characters who play the role of vil-
lains – due to a series of unfortunate circumstances rather than innate
malignity – are similarly endowed with supernatural powers. As we
know, one of the first books that Shelley’s creature reads is Paradise Lost,
which contributes to shaping his identity in biblical terms since he iden-
tifies himself with Satan and regards Frankenstein as a negligent creator,
‘Remember that I am thy creature; I ought to be thy Adam; but I am
rather the fallen angel.’27 Reversing the traditional pattern of domin-
ation – and following the typical romantic tendency to Titanism – it is
the creature who becomes a persecutor due to his desperate sense of soli-
tude. In this novel Frankenstein and his creature tend more and more to
resemble one another – both are condemned to loneliness, both are pur-
suer and pursued and they are united by a bond of hatred that can end
only in mutual annihilation.

The theme of the double is of utmost importance in many gothic
texts. Suffice it to say that in the novels by Hogg and Brown cited above
one can likewise find elements such as solitude, persecution and preter-
natural powers. In The Confessions of a Justified Sinner, which was con-
ceived as a satire against the religious belief of antinomianism, the
ambiguous Gil-Martin – who turns out to be the devil himself – claims
that ‘by looking at a person attentively, I by degrees assume his likeness,
and by assuming his likeness I attain to the possession of his most secret
thoughts’.28 This technique of thought-reading anticipates a famous
passage from Poe’s ‘The Purloined Letter’ (1845), where a schoolboy
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explains to Dupin how he manages to identify with his opponents while
playing ‘even and odd’:

‘When I wish to find out how wise, or how stupid, or how good, or
how wicked is any one, or what are his thoughts at the moment, I
fashion the expression of my face, as accurately as possible, in accord-
ance with the expression of his, and then wait to see what thoughts
or sentiments arise in my mind or heart, as if to match or correspond
with the expression.’29

These lines betray the influence of physiognomy and the pseudo-
scientific dream of a perfect correspondence between the outward aspect
and the inner nature of man. The analogy between Hogg’s and Poe’s texts
is just one example of the many ways in which gothic fiction anticipated
detective fiction. Similarly, in Wieland, thanks to the gift of ventrilo-
quism, Carwin the Biloquist becomes virtually omnipresent. Not only is
he able to fake voices coming from locked rooms, creating enigmas of a
truly detective flavour, but also to fake the voice of God, for once again
religious belief is of utmost importance in this American tragedy.

What these gothic novels have in common is the fact that a seemingly
infinite power is in the hands of a character who is either a true villain or
else is perceived as such. Poe’s trilogy reverses this situation, since here it
is the detective who holds a supreme power that is based on his encyclo-
paedic knowledge and analytical frame of mind. While the omniscience of
the villain is a source of terror, that of the detective is apparently reassur-
ing. Yet Dupin’s vision has a paradoxical quality that brings us back to
the gothic, since it is not associated with light, but with darkness. Already
in ‘The Murders in the Rue Morgue’ (1841) we discover that Dupin and the
narrator live in complete seclusion and in absence of light, since they
walk the streets only after the advent of the ‘true Darkness’30 and spend
the day behind the closed shutters of their ‘time-eaten and grotesque
mansion’.31 Dupin is an uncanny creature of the night, like the preda-
tory vampire, but also a super-hero like Batman, somebody who can
pierce the darkness of the city streets as well as of human hearts.

In ‘The Purloined Letter’ Dupin’s affinity with darkness becomes
apparent when the prefect pays the detective a visit in order to ask his
advice and he remarks, ‘ “If it is any point requiring reflection […] we
shall examine it to better purpose in the dark.” ’32 The symbolic chain
that in the Enlightenment linked reason, omniscience and light has
been superseded by an alternative trinity. We should not forget that the
detective praises Minister D—’s mental faculties because he is both a
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mathematician and a poet, and that in the first story of the trilogy Poe
compares the minor talent of ingenuity to the concept of fancy, while
drawing a parallel between analytical power and the supreme romantic
gift of imagination. Dupin’s main attributes are therefore imagination,
omniscience and darkness, since his power of abduction has a creative
element which enables him to reverse every commonplace and to take
into account the unforeseen. Poe acknowledged his romantic belief in
imagination also in ‘A Chapter of Suggestions’ (1845), where this defin-
ition of abduction is offered: ‘Some of the most profound knowledge –
perhaps all very profound knowledge – has originated from a highly
stimulated imagination. Great intellects guess well.’33

Probability vs chance

The omniscient status of the detective, however, was not sanctioned once
and for all. Before creating the character of Dupin, Poe wrote ‘The Man of
the Crowd’ (1840), an ambivalent story where the narrator’s attempt to
dissect the London crowd, revealing its social and criminal strata, is suc-
cessful only up to a point since ‘the type and the genius of deep crime’34

remains unknowable. This text can be considered as an act of exorcism, a
tribute Poe paid to the genius loci of the metropolis, which came to be
regarded as a labyrinth of intersecting stories and a place of mystery.

Even Dupin’s omniscience, resting on the detective’s ability to probe
the inner dimension of his fellow human beings and to perceive the
connections between phenomena along the chain of cause and effect,
soon revealed its faultlines. The detective’s second adventure is usually
considered as the least palatable episode of the trilogy. In ‘The Mystery
of Marie Rogêt’ (1842–43) Poe bravely attempted to fictionalise the
recent – and unsolved – murder case of Mary Rogers, setting the story in
Paris; but while the text was being serialised a woman confessed on her
death-bed that the girl had died because of an attempted abortion. This
version of the facts contrasted with the hypothesis Poe was developing
and the author, in order to find a way out of this impasse, devised a
rather surprising ending for his narrative, exploiting the appeal and
authority of the concept of probability.

As early as ‘The Murders in the Rue Morgue’ Dupin utilises the theory
of probability to deconstruct the fake criminal plot which coincidences
have traced.35 This theory also looms large in the detective’s second adven-
ture, where he claims that ‘We make chance a matter of absolute calcu-
lation. We subject the unlooked-for and unimagined to the mathematical
formulæ of the schools.’36 As a result of this insistence on probability,
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one might be tempted to read ‘The Mystery of Marie Rogêt’ as an apologia
of secular omniscience. Yet, when the enquiry of Poe’s fictional alter 
ego collided with the testimony that a witness rendered on the verge of
death – ironically, according to a typical providential pattern – the
author felt the need to reassert the presence of God as the ultimate agent
behind reality, although he carefully avoided reinstating the maker in the
role of a ‘revenger’ who intervenes in human affairs to punish and purge:

In my own heart there dwells no faith in præter-nature. That Nature
and its God are two, no man who thinks will deny. That the latter,
creating the former, can, at will, control or modify it, is also unques-
tionable. I say ‘at will’; for the question is of will, and not, as the
insanity of logic has assumed, of power. It is not that the Deity cannot
modify his laws, but that we insult him in imagining a possible neces-
sity for modification. In their origin these laws were fashioned to
embrace all contingencies which could lie in the Future. With God 
all is Now.37

As Poe wrote in Eureka, ‘The Plots of God are perfect.’38 Like other 
nineteenth-century thinkers Poe believed that God had no need to modify
the perfect machine he had set into motion. The supernatural was thus
‘limited to God himself and to his original act of creation’,39 while miracles
and other forms of divine intervention in mundane affairs were ruled out.

Although Poe’s attempt at ‘factional’ detection failed, instead of
declaring himself vanquished the resourceful author drew once again on
probability calculus to evade defeat. As Poe claimed in the epilogue, two
series of events can be parallel up to a point, but this does not imply that
their denouement is the same: ‘Nothing, for example, is more difficult
than to convince the merely general reader that the fact of sixes having
been thrown twice in succession by a player at dice, is sufficient cause
for betting the largest odds that sixes will not be thrown in the third
attempt.’40 This unfounded popular belief is described as ‘one of an infin-
ite series of mistakes which arise in the path of Reason through her
Propensity for seeking truth in detail’.41

While in the first part of the story Poe had emphasised Dupin’s inter-
est in marginal details, since truth often arises ‘from the seemingly irrele-
vant’,42 here details are presented as misleading, since two parallel
chains of events can diverge at any time. Chance, rather than causality,
rules this story, which is – unsurprisingly – less popular than the other
Dupin adventures. Because of its structural incoherence ‘The Mystery of
Marie Rogêt’ is an unsettling tale, which deflates the status of the detective,
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an epistemological super-hero whose serendipity should be due to his
mastery of observation and imaginative genius rather than to fickle luck.

Varying doses of discipline and chance, however, accrue to the enquiries
of later nineteenth-century fictional detectives. The power of coinci-
dence is a fundamental factor of discovery in Émile Gaboriau’s L’Affaire
Lerouge (The Lerouge Case, 1866), where the criminal and the detective live
in the same house. As we know, T.S. Eliot contrasted Poe with Collins,
praising the latter for creating the first ‘fallible’ detective, since in The
Moonstone (1868) ‘the mystery is finally solved, not altogether by
human ingenuity, but largely by accident’.43 Moreover, when in R.L.
Stevenson’s The Dynamiter (1885) a young man decides to embrace ‘the
only profession for a gentleman’44 – that is to become a detective – he
ironically introduces a new principle of omniscience: ‘Chance, the blind
Madonna of the pagan, rules this terrestrial bustle; and in Chance I place
my sole reliance.’45 Since deduction – according to Poe – is the ability to
guess well, the detective may well need a fair dose of chance. After all, if
detective fiction does not reflect order, but rather a yearning for order,
then a principle of order is needed, be it only a rhetorical strategy, like
Burke’s sublime god or the myth of the detective’s infallibility.

Secret societies, the city and the sublime

As we have seen, the detective’s claim to omniscience was the result of a
complex process of myth-making. What is more, in nineteenth-century
crime fiction this panoptical view of the urban space is associated not
only with the valiant knights of modernity, but also with the forces of
darkness. While in one of his many adventures Sherlock Holmes is
described as somebody who ‘loved to lie in the very centre of five millions
of people, with his filaments stretching out and running through them,
responsive to every little rumour or suspicion of unsolved crime’,46 in
another story Moriarty – ‘the Napoleon of crime’ – is correspondingly
described as somebody who ‘sits motionless, like a spider in the centre
of its web, but that web has a thousand radiations, and he knows well
every quiver of each of them’.47

The nightmarish quality of gothic persecution is also a basic ingredi-
ent of those crime stories where the conspiracy theme recurs, such as 
the above-mentioned novel by Stevenson. The original title of The
Dynamiter was More New Arabian Nights and like its model the text is
made up of interconnected episodes. The ‘Story of the Destroying
Angel’, which is set in Utah, describes the tragic destiny of a family
which is persecuted by the evil chiefs of the Mormon community
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mainly because the man has grown too rich and is regarded as an 
unbeliever, having only one wife. Not only is the area surrounding Salt Lake
City presented as an open-air prison from which the only exit is the
grave,48 but the mystery surrounding the disappearance of every
unorthodox inhabitant is made even more sinister by the fact that not a
single trace of the bodies is found. The unfortunate family discovers that
behind the legend of the Destroying Angel there is an evil scientist who
first electrocutes the dissidents and then burns them in his cremator-
ium. The symbol of the Open Eye is omnipresent in the novel, where we
find it sculpted over the door of the scientist’s house or ‘drawn very
rudely with charred wood’49 close to the trail the fugitives have taken.

The elder members of the persecuted family are doomed to die, but 
in exchange for his services Dr Grierson obtains permission from the
Mormons to save the girl and organises her flight to London, where he
will join her. Anticipating the mad dream of Dr Jekyll – whose story was
published by Stevenson a few months after The Dynamiter – the scientist
is trying to concoct a philtre that will rejuvenate him and help him to
win the heart of the girl. Yet when the scientist arrives in London and
tries to drink his elixir, the phial falls down, causing an explosion which
enables his reluctant fiancée to escape. In the end we discover that the
story was made up by the young female narrator – who is presumably a
terrorist – to ensure the protection of a naive young man.

This story closely resembles the American subplot of A Study in Scarlet
(1887) and both can be seen as Victorian variations on the gothic themes
of omniscience and persecution. On the one hand, Stevenson declines the
sublime in the singular. He repeatedly uses the symbol of the Open Eye,
which stands for inescapable surveillance, and he creates the legend of the
Destroying Angel, which shrouds the experiments of Dr Grierson. On
the other hand, Doyle insists on the plural nature of ‘The Avenging Angels’,
the secret society which punishes all unorthodox behaviour inside the
Mormon community – ‘None knew who belonged to this ruthless society.
The names of the participators in the deeds of blood and violence done
under the name of religion were kept profoundly secret.’50 Moreover,
following a psychological mechanism of cause and effect which is typ-
ical of gothic and sensation fiction, evil is rooted in previous evil:

The victims of persecution had now turned persecutors on their own
account, and persecutors of the most terrible description. Not the
Inquisition of Seville, nor the German Vehmgericht, nor the Secret
Societies of Italy, were ever able to put a more formidable machinery
in motion than that which cast a cloud over the State of Utah.
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Its invisibility and the mystery which was attached to it, made this
organization doubly terrible. It appeared to be omniscient and
omnipotent, and yet was neither seen nor heard.51

The last sentence nicely sums up Burke’s basic intuitions on the sub-
lime. In addition, omniscience and persecution are here linked to a topos
of turn-of-the-century crime, anarchist and spy novels – the conspiracy.
As we know, the false clue Holmes finds in the room where the murder has
been committed is a single word ‘scrawled in blood-red letters’52 – RACHE,
which is described by the detective as ‘the German for Revenge’.53 Later,
when the newspapers comment on the facts, the Daily News observes
that ‘there was no doubt as to the crime being a political one’.54 In real-
ity, at the heart of the crime there are neither international anarchist
groups nor European secret societies fighting against the autocracy of
continental governments, but the revenge of a single individual.

Both the misleading and the correct interpretation of the crime, how-
ever, contribute to the neo-gothic atmosphere of the novel by evoking
two different kinds of sublime. On the one hand, the theme of terrorism
embodies the fin-de-siècle European sublime, which is linked to the urban
environment, notably that of London. On the other, the story of a reli-
gious utopia that turns into dystopia, against the backdrop of ‘an arid
and repulsive desert’,55 is a form of American sublime not far from the
tradition of Hawthorne and Brown. The same combination of European
and American neo-gothic is present in The Dynamiter, where the theme
of terrorism and that of religious persecution also exist side by side,
together with the sublime landscapes of London and the American West.

Turn-of-the-century novels repeatedly focused on a repentant terrorist
who cannot escape from the surveillance of his ex-comrades, since
European secret societies were thought to bind their adepts by an oath
of allegiance that could never be undone. What happened in Utah for
religious reasons, at least according to anti-Mormon propaganda, could
happen in London for political ones, at least according to conservative
propaganda. The gothic claustrophobic myth of absolute surveillance
and relentless persecution was revived in late nineteenth-century detect-
ive and terrorist novels set both in exotic lands and in London. Being
the heart of the British Empire, London was itself tinged with exoticism,
and I regard it as no mere coincidence that the first line of Stevenson’s
The Dynamiter – a modern version of the Arabian Nights – reads: ‘In the
city of encounters, the Bagdad of the West…’56 One might even claim
that the great protagonist of late nineteenth-century sublime is London,
which came to represent a ‘heart of darkness’ at the core of the empire,
as we shall see in Chapter 8.
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4
Victorian Ghosts and Revengers

55

In May 1827 a country girl called Maria Marten mysteriously disap-
peared. Maria had actually been murdered by her lover, William Corder,
but the truth came to light only in March 1828, when her stepmother
repeatedly dreamt that the girl had been killed and buried in a barn.
After the discovery of the body, the site became the object of a macabre
pilgrimage, was pillaged for souvenirs and even reproduced in small
scale as a bibelot. The ‘Red Barn Murder’ inspired a long series of poetic,
narrative and theatrical works, such as The Murder of Maria Marten, or,
The Red Barn, a popular melodrama. Needless to say, these texts capitalised
on the sensational appeal of the dream, as is shown by this 1828 ballad,
where the case is related by the murderer himself:

Her bleeding, mangled body I buried under the Red Barn floor.
Now all things being silent, her spirit could not rest,
She appeared unto her mother, who suckled her at her breast;
For many a long month or more, her mind being sore oppress’d,
Neither night nor day she could not take any rest.
Her mother’s mind, being so disturbed, she dreamt three nights o’er,
Her daughter she lay murdered beneath the Red Barn floor;
She sent the father to the barn when he the ground did thrust,
And there he found his daughter mingling with the dust.1

Martin Kayman reminds us (with emphasis) that the passage from
tragedy and epic to detective fiction entailed a ‘secularization of mystery’,2

but this process did not completely rule out a certain amount of inter-
action between detection and the supernatural in nineteenth-century
literature. Throughout the century the paradigm of legal/scientific detection
vied for supremacy with that of divine detection, which still survived
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and also interacted with pseudo-scientific – as well as esoteric – forms of
inquiry. In those times of uncertainty, when doubt was being cast on trad-
itional Christian values, powerful forces were fighting positivism, and
literature inevitably took part in the conflict.

A ‘ghost story’ of crime and detection

Julia Briggs sees the Victorian ghost story as rooted precisely in ‘The
combination of modern scepticism with a nostalgia for an older, more
supernatural system of beliefs’,3 but critics have seldom explored the
nexus between this genre and the theme of crime and detection. To
understand how traditional beliefs filtered into nineteenth-century
crime literature, I will analyse a ghost story by the American novelist
W.G. Simms – ‘Grayling; or, “Murder Will Out”’ (1842), whose opening
paragraph reads:

The world has become monstrous matter-of-fact in latter days. We
can no longer get a ghost story, either for love or money. The material-
ists have it all their own way; […] That cold-blooded demon called
Science has taken the place of all the other demons. He has certainly
cast out innumerable devils, however he may still spare the principal.
Whether we are the better for his intervention is another question.
There is reason to apprehend that in disturbing our human faith in
shadows, we have lost some of those wholesome moral restraints which
might have kept many of us virtuous, where the laws could not.4

In presenting the supernatural as a form of psychological policing,
Simms was clearly aware of the fact that the ideological frame of his
story belonged to a former age and as such would be regarded by most
as no longer valid. He therefore not only displayed a self-conscious attitude,
immediately revealing the aim of his parable of crime and punishment,
but he adopted a narrative filter, having the story told by his grand-
mother and casting himself – together with his reader – in the role of an
expectant grandchild who is ready to suspend his disbelief. This narra-
tive strategy is extremely effective, but precisely when Simm’s grand-
mother has managed to captivate her audience, the supernatural
apparatus of the story is deconstructed by Simm’s father, who offers a
parallel rational explanation of the events. Due to its ambivalence ‘Murder
Will Out’ can be regarded as a manifesto for nineteenth-century crime
fiction – a literary territory that lay suspended, like revenge tragedies,
between two competing systems of values.



After the War of Independence, young James Grayling is travelling
with his family when a stranger approaches the group, a Scotsman whose
allegiance during the war was uncertain. Another traveller also joins the
camp for the night, Major Sparkman, who was James’s superior in the army.
The next day the Scotsman and the major leave to pursue their respect-
ive journeys, but when the Graylings reach an inn along the road James
discovers that only the Scotsman has stopped there. This is followed by
a sensational revelation, for while James is wandering in the woods, the
voice of Major Sparkman denounces his death at the hand of the Scotsman
and asks for justice. Although James repeatedly denies having fallen asleep,
his family believe this was only a dream, but the young man decides to
pursue his inquiry. The plot develops steadily along increasingly ‘proced-
ural’ lines, for James informs the local authorities of his suspicions and
manages to frame the murderer. Having apprehended the criminal, it
becomes necessary to find the body of the victim and in this predica-
ment the role of God as the ultimate agent of justice is reasserted. This
leads to the moral message of the story, ‘“And here,” said my grandmother
devoutly, “you behold a proof of God’s watchfulness to see that murder
should not be hidden, and that the murderer should not escape.”’5

The last part of the tale, however, is told by Simm’s father, who decon-
structs the supernatural explanation of the events, downgrading the
apparition to a dream and ‘proving’ that young James did not act on the
spur of a revelation but followed the train of his deductions, motivated
by fears and unconscious perceptions. Simms, however, remarks that his
father’s theory did not succeed in undermining his youthful belief in
ghosts and therefore deconstructs in turn the critical attitude of those
who wish to rationalise every aspect of the supernatural, depriving
the artists of an inspiring field and their public of a rightful pleasure, for
‘the higher orders of poets and painters […] must have a strong taint
of the superstitious in their compositions’.6 By reasserting the role of
the ‘romantic’ in art, Simms anticipated an important component of 
mid-century crime fiction.

It may be argued that a new attention towards the link between crime
and the supernatural was fostered by the public interest in spiritualism,
following the events that supposedly took place in 1848 at the house of
John D. Fox, a farmer who lived in the State of New York. Having been
repeatedly disturbed at night by unaccountable knocking, one of the
farmer’s daughters managed at last to establish communication with what
turned out to be the spirit of a peddler who had been slain in that building.
Since at the origin of the spiritualist vogue for séances and mediums there
is a ghost denouncing his own murder, one can surmise that this new
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belief in communication with the spirits helped to revive the old paradigm
of supernatural detection. As Nicholas Rance claims, contrary to the
concept of crime as the result of social causes, spiritualism reasserted the
responsibility of the individual in the choice between good and evil,7

thus supporting or replacing a set of Christian values that was in crisis.
The melodramatic imagination also represented a conservative antidote

to modernity, whose aesthetic fruit was realism and whose ideological
fruit was positivism.8 Inspired by the theatre, Victorian writers depicted
deeply contrasting psychological types, staging an inexorable duel
between the incompatible principles of good and evil. Plots were often
based on parallelism – showing, for instance, that the sins of the fathers
would be visited on their children (a pattern that combined an old bib-
lical formula with the new scientific emphasis on heredity) – while char-
acterisation relied on symmetry and opposition. Coincidences multiplied
and plots pivoting on guilty secrets acquired a baroque complexity, sup-
porting a vision of life as ruled by arcane forces, reasserting the presence
of meaning in the face of chance and chaos, but also defending ethics
against the basic assumption of social Darwinism, that is, the survival of
the fittest. The peculiar flavour of much Victorian popular literature is
the result of a blend between anti-realistic elements (in terms of character
and plot) and a realistic setting. Therefore it comes as no surprise that in
the course of the century the supernatural asserted its presence in stories
revolving around crime and detection along four major intersecting
lines – premonitory/revelatory dreams, ghosts, the revenger as hero and
pseudo-scientific crime and detection.

Dreams, dead witnesses and daring women

Premonitory and revelatory dreams recur in some of Collins’s major novels,
starting from Basil (1852), as well as in a variety of short stories. Dreams
contribute to the melodramatic impact of Collins’s plots by emphasising
that his characters are involved in a portentous conflict between good
and evil. They also represent a narrative technique employed by the
author to create suspense. In fact, by circumventing the limited point of
view of his first-person narratives they enabled Collins to hint at sensational
elements in the development of the story, titillating the curiosity of
readers. In addition, dreams reassert a principle of order, compensating
for the epistemological uncertainty of multiple narration, which entails
ambiguities and contradictions.

In Collins’s fiction, however, dreams themselves are ambiguous and
can often be read either as messages from heaven or as the result of inner
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fears and desires, anticipating the psychoanalytic link between dreams
and the unconscious. Having stretched the use of revelatory/premonitory
dreams to its utmost possibilities, Collins himself felt the need to write
an appendix to Armadale (1866), leaving his readers free to interpret the
dreams on which the plot pivots ‘by the natural or the supernatural theory,
as the bent of their own minds may incline them’.9 Drawing on Tzvetan
Todorov’s theory of the fantastic,10 one might argue that the readers’ pleas-
ure is often stimulated precisely by their vacillation between these two inter-
pretations of dreams, as can be seen in one of Collins’s early short stories.

Right from its outset, ‘The Dream Woman’ (1855) conflates elements
of detection with preternatural coincidences. The inexplicable event that
is at the root of Isaac’s obsession – a pathological condition of fear that
soon infects the readers – takes place in a country inn. Before going to
bed Isaac has not extinguished his candle and when he wakes up in the
middle of the night, he can see a woman who repeatedly tries to stab
him with a knife, until the light of the candle goes out. Falling prey to
sheer terror, Isaac cries for help, but he soon realises that both the door
and the window of his room are locked from the inside. An enraged
landlord dispels Isaac’s lingering doubts, explaining that the attempted
murder was only a dream.

When Collins wrote his story the mystery of the locked room had
already been exploited by authors like Charles Brockden Brown and Edgar
Allan Poe, but instead of moving from mystery to rational solution,
Collins moved from mystery to dream, opening up a new space of ambi-
guity. Should we interpret Isaac’s dream as a premonition, that is, as a
supernatural revelation of a future danger, or as the fruit of a personal
obsession linked to his fear of women? Is it a benevolent forewarning or
the source of the fatal enmity that opposes Isaac and his mother to his
wife? For Isaac marries a woman who in the end re-enacts the scene of
the dream. The temporal symmetry of the story (based on the recurrence
of Isaac’s birthdays) favours the supernatural reading, but Collins – who
is never straightforward – provides contrasting clues. Between the lines
we may read another story – that of a fallen woman (for this is the status
of the lady in question) who is destined to find in her marriage not the
redemption from a degrading past, but the definite proof of her deviance,
since in nineteenth-century society and literature fallen women were not
given a second chance. Needless to say, this subversive reading is implicit
in the story only as a subtext, whereas the supernatural interpretation
corresponds to mainstream values.

While ‘The Dream Woman’ is a variation on gothic motifs, ‘The Diary
of Anne Rodway’ (1856) is often cited in the stories of crime/detective
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fiction as an early example of the genre, mainly due to the presence of a
prototypical woman detective; but the story is likewise tinged with the
supernatural. Although – given the position of women within the
Victorian social order – the heroine lacks the authority to pursue her
inquiry, she is confirmed in her role of detective by providence, thanks
to a dream testifying to the fact that the clue she has found will lead her
to the truth. Replicating the structure of broadsides and Newgate Calendar
stories, the investigation is ultimately coordinated by God, and the crime
itself brings us back to Holy Writ. Like the biblical Noah, the perfidious
Noah Truscott is associated with drunkenness and embodies its worst
effects. After leading Mary’s father to his death by having him fall into
the habit of drinking, this reprobate by chance also kills Mary herself, due
to his intoxication. The message these criminal symmetries conveyed
would not be lost on Victorian readers, who were familiar with Bible stories
and used to an allegorical mode of reading.

‘The Diary of Anne Rodway’ provided Collins with a model for the
narrative of Marian Halcombe in The Woman in White (1860), which
also takes the form of a diary and presents the brave deeds of a woman
detective. Yet, while the earlier story reassuringly conforms to the trad-
itional providential pattern, the novel derives its power from the tension
between gothic elements and modernity. Collins’s choice to exploit the
supernatural aura of the gothic, ultimately offering a domesticated 
version of the genre, is apparent from the beginning of the book, when
Anne Catherick appears around midnight at a crossroads in the vicinity
of London. The hand of this solitary woman ‘in white garments’ is
‘pointing to the dark cloud over London’,11 a gesture that takes on a
symbolic value, framing the whole story within a providential plot. The
tension between this gothic character and its urban surroundings
becomes apparent when, after Anne has disappeared in a cab, a police-
man approaches on his beat, and another carriage stops, inquiring after
a woman in white who has escaped from an asylum. Institutions such 
as the police and the asylum bring us back to the disciplinary character
of nineteenth-century society and to the modern face of the novel,
while Anne is a residual character uneasily trapped between past 
and present.

Anne’s attempt to forewarn Laura of the dangers inherent in her mar-
riage to Sir Percival Glyde is doomed to fail, not least because of the form
her message takes – a letter recounting a dream: ‘“Do you believe in dreams?
I hope, for your own sake, that you do. See what Scripture says about
dreams and their fulfilment (Genesis xl. B, xli. 25; Daniel iv. 18–25); and
take the warning I send you before it is too late.”’ What modernity needs
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are sound clues and lucid statements, instead of Anne’s highly symbolic
and emotional figurations of evil:

‘I looked along the two rays of light; and I saw down his inmost heart.
It was black as night; and on it were written, in the red flaming letters
which are the handwriting of the fallen angel: “Without pity and
without remorse. He has strewn with misery the paths of others, and
he will live to strew with misery the path of this woman by his side.”
[…] And I woke with my eyes full of tears and my heart beating – for
I believe in dreams.’12

Not only is the ‘prophetic’ value of this dream undermined because of
Anne’s unreliability as a ‘madwoman’, but in the course of the novel the
time-honoured conception of providential detection is further called into
question by none other than Count Fosco:

The machinery [society] has set up for the detection of crime is mis-
erably ineffective – and yet only invent a moral epigram, saying that
it works well, and you blind everybody to its blunders, from that
moment. Crimes cause their own detection, do they? And murder
will out (another moral epigram), will it? Ask Coroners who sit at
inquests in large towns if that is true, Lady Glyde. Ask secretaries of
life-assurance companies, if that is true, Miss Halcombe. Read your
own public journals. […] The hiding of a crime, or the detection of a
crime, what is it? A trial of skill between the police on one side, and
the individual on the other.13

Collins skilfully detached himself from this materialistic view of detec-
tion by having it voiced by an arch-villain. Moreover, the providential
paradigm is subsequently reasserted in the course of the novel by means
of another premonitory dream, or possibly a form of clairvoyance, which
Marian describes as ‘a trance, or daydream of my fancy’. Thanks to this
vision, the girl is reassured that Walter Hartright will return unhurt from
the wilds of Central America to save Laura: ‘“Wait,” he said. “I shall come
back. The night, when I met the lost Woman on the highway, was the
night which set my life apart to be the instrument of a Design that is yet
unseen.”’14

The simultaneous presence within the novel of providential and
detective elements, of gothic and modernity, of biblical rhetoric and
untrammelled rationality, testifies not only to the hybrid status of sensa-
tion fiction but more generally to the complex nature of Victorian culture,
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where different approaches to crime and punishment coexisted. Suffice
it to say that as late as 1860 – the year The Woman in White appeared in
book form – Cassell’s Illustrated Family Paper published an article entitled
‘Murder Will Out: Being singular instances of the manner in which con-
cealed crimes have been detected’, reasserting traditional beliefs such as
the idea that the body of the victim would bleed if touched by its mur-
derer.15 In the same year the Victorian public could feast on another sen-
sational best-seller, Ellen Wood’s East Lynne, which was serialised in
1860–61. A revelatory dream also plays a major role in this novel, where
Mrs Hare is haunted by a dream concerning the murder of which her son
has been unjustly accused.

The literary landscape, however, was changing fast, as is proved by some
1870s crime stories where the supernatural is offered not as an over-
arching explanation of the plot (that is, as a device framing the story
and legitimising it in spite of its crude subject matter), but rather as a
transitory explanation – a picturesque and eerie component, a frisson to
be enjoyed and eventually refuted. In order to assert a new standard of
verisimilitude, the supernatural was marginalised both as an instrument
of detection and as a criminal tool, but it re-entered the genre through
the back door, so to speak, for writers were unwilling to foresake its power-
ful grip on the public. Re-enacting the transition from the gothic proper
to the rationalised gothic, crime writers resorted to ‘staging’ the super-
natural and deconstructing their own ‘plots’.

Anna Katharine Green’s The Leavenworth Case (1878) is a case in point.
Mr Harwell’s supposedly premonitory dream – anticipating the scene of
the murder and pointing to Mr Clavering as the culprit – is actually a
false clue, artfully revealed to the amateur detective in order to focus his
suspicion on an innocent person.16 The revelatory dream, however, plays
a marginal role in the investigation and one may argue that even 
nineteenth-century readers were familiar enough with the dynamics of
suspense to understand that the disclosure could not be dependable, com-
ing so early in the story. In fact, in order not to lessen the vibrant expect-
ations of readers, when in sensation novels such as East Lynne a
revelatory dream points to the real culprit, we are offered just a few hints
of his/her identity so as not to dispel the mystery too early. With a melo-
dramatic coup de théâtre, at the end of The Leavenworth Case we discover
not only that Mr Harwell had faked his dream, but that he actually had a
different dream,17 which is less liable to a supernatural interpretation
and much closer to his unconscious.

Sensation writers made a subtle use of another element they had
inherited from the tradition of supernatural detection – the return of the
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victim from the netherworld to denounce his/her murder. In ‘John
Jago’s Ghost’ (1874),18 Collins manipulates his readers even in the title,
which creates a certain set of expectations that are related to the ghost
story genre, only to dispel this supernatural aura by proving in the end
that the victim himself, not his ghost, repeatedly appeared near the
scene of the presumed crime.19 Mary Elizabeth Braddon’s ‘Levison’s Victim’
(1870) is yet another variation on this highly melodramatic theme.
Harbouring the certainty that Michael Levison killed his wife Laura during
their honeymoon, Horace Wynward (who was also in love with the girl)
plans to frame Levison in spite of his assertion that his wife is in
Trinidad. Rejecting a traditional revenge, Wynward confronts his rival
by means of an ‘experiment’, that is, by ushering into the room the dead
Laura. On seeing her, Levison is flabbergasted and unwittingly reveals
his crime, but a rational explanation of the event soon follows, for the girl
is actually Laura’s sister. Supernatural agency has thus been superseded
by human ingenuity, yet the old pattern of divine justice is deftly reintro-
duced in the last paragraphs, where we are told that the culprit is dying
in prison ‘of a heart-disease from which he had suffered for years’.20

The return of the revenger

Revenge frequently lies at the heart of the traditional canon of detec-
tion. In ‘The Purloined Letter’ (1845), for example, the intellectual duel
between Dupin and Minister D— rests not only on gallantry and loyalty
(towards the endangered queen) or money (the price of Dupin’s ser-
vices), but also on a private motive which comes to light only at the end
of the story, when Dupin describes the contents of the letter he has left
in D—’s study in place of the original. Desiring to repay an ‘evil turn’ the
Minister had done him in Vienna, Dupin writes on the blank sheet a
quotation from Crébillon’s Atrée which leads us back to the world of
Seneca’s tragedies,

– Un dessein si funeste,
S’il n’est digne d’Atrée, est digne de Thyeste.21

In Poe’s story the bloody deeds of rival twin brothers Atreus and 
Thyestes become an ironic metaphor for the conflict between Dupin
and the minister, emphasising the uncanny resemblance between these
two figures.

While Dupin’s revenge has no preternatural import, in Victorian litera-
ture this theme is often associated with the power of divine justice. 
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In Doyle’s A Study in Scarlet (1887), for instance, where revenge plays a
major role, a natural and a supernatural interpretation of the story co-
exist till the very end. After the omniscient retrospective narrative entitled
‘The Country of the Saints’ – telling the events that took place in Utah and
providing the motive for the murders at the heart of the novel – Watson
resumes his own narrative of crime and detection. At the heart of this
final section is the murderer himself – Jefferson Hope, who revives the
ancient role of the revenger. After his capture, Hope – who suffers from
heart complaints and is doomed to die in a short time – freely confesses
all the details concerning the two murders he has committed in order to
fulfil his mission. In spite of the eminently rational atmosphere of the
novel, which mirrors Holmes’s frame of mind, this section exemplifies a
different set of values, since the pre-positivist world of the revenger is
ruled by providence.

Like Hamlet and his Renaissance confrères, Hope is in touch with the
souls of the dead he prepares to avenge. While Hope, who is disguised as
a cab driver, is carrying a drunken Enoch Drebber to the house on Brixton
Road where he intends to kill him, he has the sensation that the dead
approve of his act: ‘“As I drove, I could see old John Ferrier and sweet
Lucy looking at me out of the darkness and smiling at me… one on each
side of the horse.”’22 Hope repeatedly emphasises his perception of the
presence of the dead at the scene of what is regarded as a ritual and legitim-
ate murder: ‘“I give you my word that all the way, the father and the
daughter were walking in front of us.”’23

This confession reveals a strong melodramatic component, as does the
method Hope chooses to kill the two villains. Hope offers Drebber a box
containing two pills – only one of them is poisoned while the other is
harmless and it is Drebber who has to choose between them, spectacu-
larly becoming the agent of his own punishment. Thus Hope (whose name
itself corresponds to the allegorical tradition of melodrama) runs the risk
of dying instead of his intended victim, but he is certain that providence
will not allow murder to go unpunished. Drebber makes the wrong
choice and dies; but when Stangerson is asked to shape his own destiny
in turn he refuses to swallow a pill and tries to stab Hope, who has the
better of him and subsequently claims: ‘“It would have been the same in
any case, for Providence would never have allowed his guilty hand to
pick out anything but the poison.”’24

The presence of the two ghosts and the belief in providence can be
regarded as the self-delusions of a man who has nurtured his revenge for
years with maniacal passion, hunting his victims ‘from Salt Lake City to
St. Petersburg’.25 Yet they also create an ambivalence in the text, implying

64 A Counter-History of Crime Fiction



that a superior form of justice operates within the story, which therefore
authorises an irrational, providential interpretation, turning the revenger
into a righteous instrument of divine justice and a martyr, as is proved
by Hope’s last words: ‘“You may consider me to be a murderer; but I hold
that I am just as much an officer of justice as you are.”’26 Doyle’s respect
for the heroic status of the revenger is proved by the fact that he enables him
to escape the shame and dishonour of prison through sudden death – 
‘A higher Judge had taken the matter in hand’27 writes Watson.

Far from being an isolated case in the Holmes saga, the story of Hope
is paralleled by other instances of ‘unlawful’ but ‘legitimate’ revenge. In
‘The Adventure of Charles Augustus Milverton’ the eponymous charac-
ter is killed by a lady he has blackmailed, causing the death of her hus-
band, and Holmes deems her act as justified. This primeval code of
justice also pervades stories like ‘The Greek Interpreter’, where the death
of two shady characters is finally imputed to the revenge of a Greek girl.
In ‘The Five Orange Pips’ Holmes’s desire to track down two criminals is
frustrated by an unexpected event, since the boat that is carrying them
to America wrecks before reaching its goal. God himself has ensured that
justice be done. To avoid the monotonous repetition of a formula, Doyle
had some of his stories end with a melodramatic event that deprives the
detective of his retributive role. By signalling that closure is achieved
thanks to a higher principle of justice – an ethical code his public share
‘in spite’ of the law – Doyle tapped into a powerful source of emotions.

In conclusion, the transition from divine detection, with its supernatural
trappings, to scientific detection – depending only on the superior fac-
ulties and training of the detective, notably his (or her) ability to decipher
clues – involved a long experimental phase, when both patterns did not
simply vie for supremacy, but often combined to create effects of tension
and surprise, drawing on the expectations of the readers and ministering
to their aspiration for an infallible justice, exceeding the powers of the
police and even of a ‘superhuman’ detective like Holmes.

Victorian Ghosts and Revengers 65



66

5
Pseudo-Sciences and the Occult

In the course of the nineteenth century the increasing importance of sci-
ence changed the role that ‘mystery’ played in the collective imagination.
Even before Queen Victoria’s reign Thomas Carlyle had reassessed common
religious and popular beliefs in a chapter of Sartor Resartus (1833–34)
entitled ‘Natural Supernaturalism’. While acknowledging the value of
science, Carlyle questioned its mechanical view of the universe, refusing
to renounce either faith or ‘mystery’, and relocating the supernatural in
the inner dimension of the human being:

Witchcraft, and all manner of Spectre-work, and Demonology, we
have now named Madness, and Diseases of the Nerves. Seldom reflect-
ing that still the new question comes upon us: What is Madness,
what are Nerves? Ever, as before, does Madness remain a mysterious-
terrific, altogether infernal boiling up of the Nether Chaotic Deep …1

Victorians were attracted both to the aberrant side and to the ‘super-
human’ powers of the mind. While the ancient abyss of hell seemed to
close its doors, previously unfathomed inner abysses opened up their
depths in a world whose coordinates of time and space were being traced
with increasing exactitude.

We tend to think of positivism as the triumph of the scientific method
and a materialist approach to reality, but this cultural phase was ambiva-
lent, involving an interest in the spiritual and in the occult. Victorian cul-
ture engaged in a vast debate concerning the supernatural, as is shown
by J.N. Radcliffe’s Fiends, Ghosts and Sprites, Including an Account of the
Origin and Nature of Belief in the Supernatural (1854), William Howitt’s The
History of the Supernatural (1863), A.R. Wallace’s The Scientific Aspect of 
the Supernatural (1866) and several other works.2 While some scholars
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historicised the cultural approach to the supernatural in order to fight
against superstition, others had a sympathetic attitude to tradition and
hoped that a rational investigation of that domain would ultimately lead
to bewildering advances in our knowledge of the universe and the human.

Old beliefs were reassessed in the light of recent discoveries and were
often subsumed into the discourses of what today we regard as pseudo-
sciences rather than sciences. Mesmerism, for instance, was refashioned as
hypnotism by James Braid (Neurhypnology, 1843) and William Carpenter,
setting the ground for the late nineteenth-century development of psych-
ology and psychoanalysis. We should remember that Jean-Martin
Charcot used this technique to treat hysteria at the Paris hospital of La
Salpêtrière, where Sigmund Freud came to study in 1885, and that before
developing the ‘free association’ method Freud used hypnotism to explore
his patients’ unconscious, as is shown by Studies on Hysteria (1895). In the
meantime, spiritualism was provided with a philosophical basis thanks
to Andrew Jackson Davies, while Mme Blavatsky and H.S. Olcott
founded the Theosophical Society in New York in 1875.

Towards the end of the century, disciplines that we now regard as the
foundations of twentieth-century sciences intertwined with theories that
were subsequently largely discredited. Sir Oliver Lodge, for instance, is
known both as a physicist who developed wireless telegraphy and for his
interest in psychical research – a passion he shared with his friend Sir
Arthur Conan Doyle. The discovery of radio waves and the increasing
ability to communicate at a distance provided a powerful paradigm for
the investigation of the occult. The Society for Psychical Research was
founded in London in 1882 by eminent scholars in order to study phe-
nomena such as clairvoyance, telepathy and precognition. Six years later
an American branch was created, thanks to the efforts of William James,
the father of modern psychology. James’s comprehensive theory of mind
entailed an interest in what he called ‘abnormal mental states’, including
trance. James’s involvement with mediums such as Leonora Piper and
Helen Berry is well known and in a series of talks he gave in Boston in
1896 – ‘The Exceptional Mental Phenomena’ – the philosopher dealt with
subjects such as dreams and hypnotism, automatism, hysteria, multiple
personality, demonic possession, witchcraft and degeneration.3

The Italian Cesare Lombroso, who is mainly remembered as the founder
of criminal anthropology, also studied hypnotism and – after meeting
the Italian medium Eusapia Paladino in 1891 – converted to spiritualism.4

Applying a positivist method to the study of the occult, Lombroso argued
that certain apparently ‘spiritual phenomena’ actually pertained to the
realm of matter: ‘as the laws concerning Hertz’s waves largely explain



telepathy, so the new discoveries concerning the radioactive properties
of certain metals, notably radium … dispel the greatest objection a sci-
entist had to oppose to the mysterious manifestations of spiritualism’.5

The development of photography contributed to this renewed interest
in the connection between body and soul, which was conceptualised in
pseudo-scientific terms. In Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The House of the Seven
Gables (1851) ghosts, dreams and mesmerism are evoked together with
the daguerrotype, and the daguerrotypist Holgrave describes his art as
follows:

I make pictures out of sunshine … There is a wonderful insight in
heaven’s broad and simple sunshine. While we give it credit only for
depicting the merest surface, it actually brings out the secret character
with a truth that no painter would ever venture upon, even could he
detect it.6

As the photographer Félix Nadar wrote in his memoirs, Honoré de
Balzac was afraid of being photographed lest one of the infinitesimal
layers constituting his soul might be stripped away each time his image
was captured by the camera. In the nineteenth century the soul was
increasingly ‘materialised’ and photography contributed to this new
approach, as is shown by L’Âme humaine: ses mouvements, ses lumières et
l’iconographie de l’invisible (The Human Soul: its movements, its lights and
the iconography of the invisible, 1896), where Hippolyte Baraduc claimed
that photography could capture the luminous vibrations of the soul.
Photography actually enlarged the domain of the visible, showing dis-
tant planets, minute things and even the inside of the human body, for
W.C. Röntgen developed ‘radiography’ in the 1890s.

The study of electricity also seemed to deconstruct the opposition
between antithetical terms like natural and supernatural or matter and
spirit, as is shown by Poe’s works. Suffice it to think of the philosophical
essay Eureka (1848), where Poe wrote:

To electricity – so, for the present, continuing to call it – we may not
be wrong in referring the various physical appearances of light, heat and
magnetism; but far less shall we be liable to err in attributing to this
strictly spiritual principle the more important phenomena of vitality,
consciousness and Thought.7

A few decades later, the mysterious powers of electricity were fiction-
alised by the French writer Villiers de l’Isle Adam in L’Ève future

68 A Counter-History of Crime Fiction



(Tomorrow’s Eve, 1886), whose main character is a delicate creature, half
android and half spirit. The ‘Frankenstein’ who brings Hadaly to life is
no less than a historical figure, the scientist Edison. Thanks to electricity,
this modern wizard has fashioned an underground fairy kingdom whose
beauty rivals oriental fantasies: ‘ “The Arabian Nights pale beside your kind
of positivism!” exclaimed Lord Ewald. “But indeed, what Scheherazade
is electricity!” answered Edison.’8 Poe himself had already written ‘The
Thousand-and-Second Tale of Scheherazade’ (1845), where he jokingly
presented the achievements of science as so many prodigies of magic.
Science became a source of wonder and opened up new vistas to the
imagination, creating a pattern of expectation.

Satirists, however, were ready to stigmatise any excess. Ambrose Bierce,
for instance, ironically defined electricity as ‘The power that causes all
natural phenomena not known to be caused by something else.’9 Bierce
repeatedly ridiculed pseudo-science in his writings, and in The Parenticide
Club (1911) he told the grotesque story of a hypnotist whose criminal
career starts as a child, when he deprives a schoolmate of her lunch, and
reaches its climax when he has his parents kill one another.

Mesmerism, murder and mystery

As we can see, sharing the public interest in the connections between
traditional beliefs and the recent advances in science, writers eagerly
embraced the fictional opportunities this intellectual climate offered. As
Max Nordau – the arch-critic of nineteenth-century culture – claimed in
Entartung (Degeneration, 1892), ‘Ghost-stories are very popular, but they
must come on in scientific disguise, as hypnotism, telepathy, somnam-
bulism.’10 This sensational literary field, however, was not universally
regarded as acceptable, as is proved by the fact that George Eliot’s The
Lifted Veil – a gruesome tale combining detection, pseudo-science and the
supernatural – was published anonymously in Blackwood’s in July 1859 so
as not to impinge on the reputation of the author.11

Drawing on the lure of phrenology, mesmerism and clairvoyance, Eliot
created a character who is endowed with a preternatural faculty that
enables him both to read the soul of his fellow human beings and to
foresee his own future. These premises set the ground for a lurid story of
crime and detection, since the hero falls in love with the only girl whose
heart escapes his scrutiny (or perhaps his vision is hindered by his pas-
sion…). As time passes and love fades, the protagonist acquires the
power to see into his wife’s heart, only to discover that she finds him
hateful and repugnant, until at a later stage he is completely freed from
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the poisonous gift of insight. Events are precipitated when his wife’s maid
dies and a family friend, a famous physician, manages to revive her, albeit
for a short time. As a result, the maid reveals that her mistress intends to
kill her husband: ‘ “You mean to poison your husband … the poison is in
the black cabinet … I got it for you…” ’12 Since we are led to believe that
the lady herself had poisoned her maid to seal her lips, this posthumous
revelation can be regarded as a pseudo-scientific variation on the theme
of the return of the victim as ghost.

A synergy between the supernatural, mesmerism and detection also
marks a ghost story by Charles Dickens – ‘The Trial for Murder’ (1865) –
describing the trial in which the narrator has been called to take part as
a juror. Although paranormal phenomena play a major role in this plot,
I will focus my attention on a single episode. The narrator is in his bed-
room with his valet when a man enters through a door that was nailed up
years before, beckons to him and then withdraws. The valet has no inkling
of what has happened because he has been standing with his back to the
wall, but when the narrator touches him a contact is established and he
shares his vision:

Conscious that my servant stood amazed, I turned round to him, 
and said, ‘Derrick, could you believe that in my cool senses I fancied
I saw a…’

As I there laid my hand upon his breast, with a sudden start he trem-
bled violently, and said, ‘Oh, Lord, yes, sir! A dead man beckoning!’13

Within the context of Dickens’s interest in mesmerism, this scene
implies the passage of an invisible fluid. Thanks to the techniques Dickens
had learnt from John Elliotson – who used mesmerism to treat patients
with nervous diseases and on account of this had been forced to resign
from the University College Hospital in 1838 – Dickens himself treated
a woman who was troubled by spectral illusions. It is in a letter to this
woman that Dickens described mesmerism as ‘a philosophical explanation
of many Ghost Stories. Though it is hardly less chilling than a ghost story
itself.’14 Like other Victorians, Dickens regarded mesmerism as a means
to incorporate the supernatural into the natural, thus distinguishing it
from superstition.

Unsurprisingly, William Wilkie Collins shared his friend’s interest in
pseudo-science and combined it with detection in a classic of sensation,
The Moonstone (1868). The story pivots on the theft of a diamond, but the
criminal act has been committed by a person who at the time was not in
full possession of his mental faculties, as he was in a state of trance
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induced by opium. Due to the ‘irrational’ character of the mystery to be
solved, the police enquiries of Superintendent Seegrave and Sergeant Cuff
result in a partial failure, but the case is eventually solved by Ezra Jennings,
a physician who has studied the brain and who is able to penetrate those
regions of the psyche which are not controlled by ‘reason’ – what we would
now term as the unconscious.

In order to make Jennings’s investigation more credible, Collins has
him quote as scientific referees two physiologists, the above-mentioned
Carpenter and Elliotson, who were both actively interested in phrenology,
mesmerism and spiritualism. In The Moonstone Collins also exploited the
exotic aura that mesmerism/hypnotism had acquired thanks to works
such as James Esdaile’s Mesmerism in India (1866), relating criminal cases
connected to an unlawful use of mental suggestion.15 At the beginning of
Collins’s novel, three Indian jugglers and an English child are seen in the
vicinity of Lady Verinder’s country house. Their presence is immediately
perceived as dangerous because of the strange ritual they perform:

Upon that, the Indian took a bottle from his bosom, and poured out
of it some black stuff, like ink, into the palm of the boy’s hand. The
Indian – first touching the boy’s head, and making signs over it in the
air – then said, ‘Look.’ The boy became quite stiff, and stood like 
a statue, looking into the ink in the hollow of his hand.16

The Indians ask the boy various questions about the man who is bringing
the diamond to Lady Verinder’s house and in a trance he answers like 
a clairvoyant. The Moonstone is subsequently stolen from Rachel Verinder’s
boudoir, and the theft triggers a complex investigation.

Although at first the Brahmins are depicted as a possible threat, it is
Britons – rather than colonials – who are guilty of crime in this novel. As
the Prologue makes clear, the gem is in Britain because Colonel John
Hearncastle stole it during the storming of Seringapatam, after killing
three Indians, whose last words were: ‘ “ The Moonstone will have its
vengeance yet on you and yours!” ’17 The Moonstone, however, had been
repeatedly stolen before and readers are taken back through the centuries
to the time of its primal theft from the Indian temple where it was wor-
shipped as a sacred stone. Since that time, a group of three Brahmins has
always followed the diamond, waiting for the right moment to restore it
to their god. Legend has it that Vishnu appeared to the first three Brahmins
in a dream, ordering them to devote their lives to a mission that involves
investigation, even murder if necessary, to recover the gem, and eventually
self-sacrifice.
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At the end of The Moonstone, the Brahmins kill the man who has the
diamond, thus ensuring the triumph of divine (and poetical) justice. By
accomplishing their mission, however, they have ‘forfeited their caste in
the service of the god’18 and are condemned to part, spending the rest of
their lives on a penitential pilgrimage – an epilogue which might be read
as an exotic variation on the tragic theme of the revenger. In the eyes of
a contemporary reviewer, it was precisely this pathetic ending that
redeemed ‘the somewhat sordid detective element’19 of the novel!

In this text, then, Collins clearly refused to attribute an absolute value
to rational detection, whose agents are policemen and detectives, and he
devised two alternative forms of enquiry. Jennings’s investigation, on the
one hand, is based on disciplines whose scientific status is ambiguous,
while on the other, ‘divine detection’ resurfaces within the context of an
extra-European society, where religious beliefs still prevail over scientific
modes of knowledge.

Yet another variation on the theme of supernatural detection is pro-
vided by Collins’s short novel The Haunted Hotel (1879), where the final
mystery revolves around a case of identity. Indeed, what makes the hero-
ine doubt the revelations she has received by means of a night vision is
not their surprising character, but the fact that she had apparently been
unacquainted with the victim:

I can understand the apparition making itself visible to me, to claim
the mercy of Christian burial, and the vengeance due to a crime. I can
even perceive some faint possibility of truth in the explanation which
you described as the mesmeric theory … But what I do not understand
is, that I should have passed through that dreadful ordeal; having no
knowledge of the murdered man in his lifetime…20

Needless to say, what further enquiries prove is that a connection between
victim and ‘witness’ actually existed, thus validating the supernatural
explanation.

Mesmeric villains

Far from being conceived simply as an instrument at the service of
detection and justice, mesmerism was also regarded as a dark power, as
is seen in Charles Felix’s The Notting Hill Mystery (which was serialised in
1862–63), where the villain can poison a woman indirectly by giving antim-
ony to her twin sister, thanks to the mesmeric connection between
them. A homicidal technique such as this could only be accepted by the
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public as long as mesmerism was the object of a collective suspension of
disbelief, but as soon as their curiosity waned and incredulity prevailed,
stories like The Notting Hill Mystery – or like Metta Fuller’s The Dead Letter
(1867), where the detective relies on clairvoyance to further his investi-
gation – became unacceptable.

At the end of the century, however, writers still eagerly embraced the
connections between pseudo-science and the occult, which enabled
them to experiment with the paradigms of crime and detection along new
lines. The best-known ‘mesmeric villain’ is Svengali, who haunts the
pages of George Du Maurier’s best-selling Trilby (1894). Du Maurier –
who had already illustrated The Notting Hill Mystery – managed to exploit
the sensational appeal of a theme that had enjoyed a certain popularity
since the eighteenth century. The power of mesmerism, which promised
the complete control of one mind over another, had in fact been repeat-
edly fictionalised all over Europe, giving writers the opportunity to explore
the dreams and fears of sexual dominance it implied.

In his novel Du Maurier combined this sexual subtext with the aes-
thetic concerns with which he was familiar as an artist, and also with the
anti-Semitic undercurrent that marks so much Victorian literature. Thus
Du Maurier created Svengali, a Jew who is endowed with extraordinary
musical talent and willpower. Thanks to his mesmeric influence, this
malignant and repulsive character gains complete control of tone-deaf,
simple-minded Trilby, turning her into La Svengali, an accomplished
opera singer who enthrals the public of all Europe. Yet Svengali considers
Trilby only as a musical instrument in his hands, precipitating her fate. As
Daniel Pick claims, the heartless Svengali soon came to embody the preju-
dices that surrounded the Jews at the end of the century, when they ‘were
often depicted as contaminating the mind and body of gentiles, as well as
controlling everything from the stock market to public taste in art’.21

The 1890s also witnessed the publication of Bram Stoker’s Dracula
(1897), yet another gothic fantasy where the superhuman willpower of
an ‘alien’ threatens the stability of human society by attacking the heart
of Western civilisation, London. The novel has been repeatedly read as
an ‘invasion story’, but what is less often underlined is the nature of the
forces brought to bear by the vampire masters – an array of weapons that
reconcile arcane beliefs with modern pseudo-science, as is shown by this
dialogue between Professor Van Helsing and Jonathan Harker:

‘I suppose now you do not believe in corporeal transference. No?
Nor in materialization. No? Nor in astral bodies. No? Nor in the reading
of thought. No? Nor in hypnotism –’
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‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Charcot has proved that pretty well.’ He smiled as he
went on: …

‘Then tell me – for I am a student of the brain – how you accept the
hypnotism and reject the thought-reading. Let me tell you, my friend,
that there are things done today in electrical science which would have
been deemed unholy by the very men who discovered electricity – who
would themselves not so long before have been burned as wizards.’22

Drawing on his contemporaries’ faith in the power of science to explain
what was once perceived as supernatural, Stoker presented Dracula as 
a freak of nature and as a criminal rather than as a devil to be ‘exorcised’.
Like Frankenstein, Dracula is potentially ‘the father or furtherer of a new
order of Beings’, although in his case a reverse evolutionary process (that
is, a degenerative path) ‘must lead through Death, not Life’.23

Not only did Stoker choose to explain Dracula’s ‘superpowers’ (corpor-
eal transference, mind-reading, hypnotism) in pseudo-scientific terms,
but he also grounded Van Helsing’s process of detection in similar tech-
niques, for it is by hypnotising Mina Harker that the professor manages
to discover the whereabouts of Dracula while he is preparing his escape
from London.24 A ‘philosopher and a metaphysician’ as well as ‘one of
the most advanced scientists of his day’,25 Professor Van Helsing is an iron-
willed and supple-minded detective of the occult who is able to match his
opponent’s superior strength, foiling his ascent to power in the course of
a breathtaking duel.

The extraordinary success of Dracula was due to Stoker’s ability to
conflate icons of modernity, such as technology and science, with the
gothic trappings of distant castles and sinister chapels. Stoker’s characters
use typewriters and keep their journals in shorthand, they record their
thoughts on the phonograph, send telegrams and take trains, but they also
have to deal with a danger surfacing from the abyss of time. Interestingly,
far from simply belonging to a gothic tradition of vampire stories,26

Dracula was strongly influenced by the sensation school. It is from
Collins’s The Woman in White (1860) that Stoker apparently borrowed
the technique of multiple narration he used in his novel,27 as well as the
sensational setting of the asylum. Even minor details seem to betray an
influence, for Mina Harker shares the initials and the strong personality
of Marian Halcombe, while Lucy Westenra reminds one of Laura Fairlie.

This brings us back to Collins’s novel itself. In the course of his long
and flamboyant confession, Count Fosco launches into a cynical apothe-
osis of the immense power of chemistry, which he presents as a tool
capable of utterly subjugating his fellow human beings: ‘Mind, they say,
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rules the world. But what rules the mind? The body. The body (follow me
closely here) lies at the mercy of the most omnipotent of all potentates –
the Chemist.’28 Chemistry, however, is not the only weapon on which
Fosco relies in his quest for absolute power. Indeed, when Fosco is first
presented in the novel through Marian’s diary we are told that his pecu-
liarity lies entirely ‘in the extraordinary expression and extraordinary
power of his eyes’.29 A little later, Marian’s first impression is confirmed
when Fosco confronts a vicious dog, turning him into a meek puppy
thanks to his mental strength, which he exerts through his eyes.30

Although no direct reference to mesmerism is made, we can regard Fosco
as an antecedent of those fin-de-siècle villains – from Svengali to Dracula –
who use their superior faculties to further their criminal schemes.

The ‘other’ Doyle

Another story critics often mention as an antecedent of Dracula is Doyle’s
‘The Parasite’ (1890). Rather than for its influence on Stoker, however,
‘The Parasite’ deserves a place in this chapter for the light it sheds on the
author’s own bewilderment and fascination in the face of the preternat-
ural. Doyle’s main character – whose autobiographical dimension is
apparent – is Professor Gilroy, who teaches medicine at the university.
As a physiologist, he is aware of operating within the safe boundaries of
‘a recognized science’,31 ‘something positive and objective’,32 but he is
both intrigued and irritated by the indefatigable activity of a colleague
named Wilson who has enthusiastically thrown himself into psychology.
Although Gilroy regards this debatable discipline as unsafe ground, he
labels it as ‘a science of the future’.33 Two modes of approach to reality are
contrasted at the beginning of the story. Gilroy is a materialist who is inter-
ested only in facts and proofs, while Wilson is trying to draw him into 
a twilight-zone of knowledge where one can meet eerie creatures such as
‘some new mesmerist or clairvoyant or medium or trickster’.34 To make
Gilroy’s predicament more complex, he is aware of the fact that in spite of
his positivist beliefs he is ‘a highly psychic man’, who in his youth was
‘a dreamer, a somnambulist, full of impressions and intuitions’.35

It is Wilson who introduces Gilroy to the mysteries of mesmerism,
which threaten to wreak havoc in his life. In spite of the ‘exact know-
ledge’36 Gilroy masters, his sensitive inner nature makes him vulnerable
to the power of Miss Penclosa, a mesmerist who agrees to ‘convert’ the
cynical doctor, practising hypnotic suggestion both on him and on his
fiancée. Gilroy’s devotion to science and his desire to analyse those unseen
forces whose very existence he doubted as a physiologist expose him to
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the influence of the redoubtable mesmerist, who is able to impose her
will on him, entering his body like a parasite. When Gilroy discovers he
has become dependent on the limping crone, who has fallen in love
with him and is slowly teaching him to return her feelings, he gives vent
to all his anger and repugnance, turning the woman’s attachment into
hatred and triggering her terrible revenge, which entails making a criminal
of him.

Like much Victorian fiction, this text is far from innocent of racial impli-
cations. Not only does the evil Miss Penclosa come from Trinidad (like
the wife of Wilson, who is therefore shown as ‘tainted’), but the narrator’s
vulnerability to her pernicious influence is explained by referring to his
Celtic origin, while people of ‘Saxon temperament’37 are less liable to be
subjugated.

The story of Gilroy’s divided self reflects Doyle’s own contradictory
attitude towards those beliefs that would later play such an important
role in his life. While in the Holmes saga any supernatural frisson had
simply been aimed at achieving a powerful hold over the readers, from
his ‘conversion’ in 1916 to his death in 1930 Doyle was a fervent advocate
of spiritualism, as is shown by The Land of Mist (1926), a propaganda text
that exploited the appeal of Professor G.E. Challenger, the serial hero
Doyle had created to probe into pseudo-scientific matters and whose
adventures – such as those of The Lost World (1912) and ‘The Poison Belt’
(1913) – often border on science fiction.

Far from being restricted to ‘supernatural’ phenomena such as spiritu-
alism and clairvoyance, Doyle’s curiosity also embraced ‘subhuman forms
of life’,38 whose existence he averred in The Coming of the Fairies (1922).
In 1917, two Yorkshire girls – Elsie Wright (who was 16 at the time) and
Frances Griffiths (who was 10) – claimed to have photographed some
fairies. Impressed by this evidence, Doyle first published an account of the
matter in the 1920 Christmas number of the Strand and later collected
various writings relating to the case in a volume. To Doyle the progress
of technology offered new means to record and understand phenomena
that were previously considered as supernatural. Photography, in particu-
lar, provided a way in which to catch frequencies of light that cannot be
perceived by the naked eye:

We see objects within the limits which make up our colour spectrum,
with infinite vibrations, unused by us, on either side of them. If we
could conceive a race of beings which were constructed in material
which threw out shorter or longer vibrations, they would be invisible
unless we could tune ourselves up or tone them down. It is exactly
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that power of tuning up and adapting itself to other vibrations which
constitutes a clairvoyant and there is nothing scientifically impossible,
so far as I can see, in some people seeing that which is invisible to
others.39

Doyle even anticipated the invention of ‘some sort of psychic spec-
tacles’,40 enabling future generations to perceive those aspects of ‘nature’
that were still veiled in his time, since ‘If high-tension electricity can be
converted by a mechanical contrivance into a lower tension, keyed to
other uses, then it is hard to see why something analogous might not
occur with the vibrations of ether and the waves of light.’41 As we can
see, Doyle regarded clairvoyance and fairies as belonging to the same
order of phenomena, considering energy – both in the form of light and
electricity – as the principle that unites the solidity of matter to the 
ethereal quality of spirits:

First, it must be clearly understood that all that can be photographed
must of necessity be physical. Nothing of a subtler order could in the
nature of things affect the sensitive plate. So-called spirit photographs,
for instance, imply necessarily a certain degree of materialization before
the ‘form’ could come within the range even of the most sensitive of
films.42

What most commentators underline when they deal with this text is
the gullibility of Doyle, a true gentleman whose ethics prevented him
from believing that the whole affair might be a hoax, but the case of the
Cottingley fairies also shows how strongly the development of science and
technology helped foster the resurgence of popular beliefs. Discarded
traditions were reassessed within a new system of knowledge that prom-
ised surprising revelations. Science would provide society with the means
to confront what had previously been deemed as unattainable or doubtful.
People felt they were at the dawn of a new era. Therefore it does not come
as a surprise that crime, detection and the supernatural coalesced in the
fin-de-siècle climate of syncretism to form a new variety of detective
adventures.

Towards psychic detection

Le Fanu’s In a Glass Darkly (1872) is a prototypical example of the late
nineteenth-century tendency to conflate a mystery involving the occult
with an investigating agent and the serial structure of the ‘professional
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case’. To connect the ghost stories he had previously published in mag-
azines, Le Fanu utilised the figure of Dr Martin Hesselius as a framing
device, presenting each narrative – by means of a prologue written by
Hesselius’s secretary – as a case he had collected in his files. As a medical
man who is also endowed with metaphysical knowledge, Hesselius antici-
pated another detective of the occult, Bram Stoker’s Van Helsing, and we
should not forget that Le Fanu’s Carmilla – featuring a redoubtable
female vampire – was reprinted in this collection.

Yet no real detection occurs in these texts, whose pseudo-scientific
pretences are usually restricted to the prologue, hinting at Dr Hesselius’s
learned essays on arcane subjects and the complex classification of his
works (‘This reference is to Vol. I. Section 317, Note Za’).43 In his medical
practice, Hesselius repeatedly deals with people who are haunted by
unexplainable presences and these supernatural encounters are presented
in a detached register and an analytical mode that mimic the discourse
of science:

In a rough way, we may reduce all similar cases to three distinct classes.
They are founded on the primary distinction between the subjective
and the objective. Of those whose senses are alleged to be subject to
supernatural impressions – some are simply visionaries, and propagate
the illusions of which they complain, from diseased brain or nerves.
Others are, unquestionably, infested by, as we term them, spiritual
agencies, exterior to themselves. Others, again, owe their sufferings to
a mixed condition. The interior sense, it is true, is opened; but it has
been and continues open by the action of disease.44

To understand this classification we must remember that Le Fanu’s
depiction of the world of spirits is closely linked to his interest in the
doctrines of Swedenborg, who theorised not only a correspondence
between the world of humans and that of spirits, but also the possibility
of perceiving the latter dimension by means of a special faculty, the
inner eye.

While in the well-known ‘Green Tea’ Reverend Jennings is haunted by
a monkey that can be regarded as a metaphor for the man’s repressed
sexual desire, in other stories the apparitions deal explicitly with crime.
In ‘The Familiar’ Captain Barton is haunted by the sight of a man he
brought to death, while in ‘Mr Justice Harbottle’ a higher tribunal judges
a corrupt representative of the law. These stories reassert the existence of
a superior justice that works autonomously, without requiring any assist-
ance from human agents.
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At the end of the century, detection and the supernatural combined to
form what Cox and Gilbert called ‘the story of psychic detection’, with
atypical sleuths such as Flaxman Low, John Silence and Carnacki ‘pit-
ting their wits against a variety of supernatural opponents’.45 Because of
the mysteries they tackle, these three figures can be regarded as the heirs
of Martin Hesselius, but other aspects of their personality point towards
another predecessor, Sherlock Holmes. Indeed, not only do they show 
a dashing indifference to danger, and in some cases enjoy the help of an
assistant, but many of their adventures also reveal an underlying imperi-
alist subtext. Moreover, they all show a marked indifference to the para-
digm of divine justice and seem to rely on the belief that every aspect of
reality would soon be explained thanks to the development of science.

In this respect their closest antecedent is Edward Bulwer-Lytton’s
enthralling ‘The Haunted and the Haunters’ (1859), which deserves to
be looked into, notably because its hero and narrator enunciates the theor-
etical premises of ‘psychical detection’: ‘Now, my theory is that the
Supernatural is the Impossible, and that what is called supernatural is
only a something in the laws of nature of which we have been hitherto
ignorant.’ To prove his theory, Bulwer’s character mentions a whole set of
phenomena, including ‘the tales of Spirit Manifestation in America’46 and
‘mesmerism or electro-biology’.47 As a result of this pseudo-scientific
creed, the protagonist decides to enquire into the mystery of a haunted
house, with the help of his servant and a dog. The night the three spend in
the house results in disaster, for the neck of the dog is broken by an obscure
entity, and the terrified servant subsequently emigrates to Australia. But
what becomes clear is that the supposed haunting is linked to a crime
that took place in the building. However, the hero refuses to believe in ‘the
popular superstition that a person who had been either the perpetrator
or the victim of dark crimes in life could revisit, as a restless spirit, the scene
in which those crimes had been committed’ and thinks instead that at
the bottom of the mystery there must be ‘a living human agency’.48 By
this, however, the hero does not intend to imply an imposture, but rather
‘a power akin to mesmerism, and superior to it – the power that in the
old days was called Magic’.49

We thus discover that the old house conceals two different layers of
mystery – one concerns a murder that was committed about 35 years
before, while the other involves magic and takes us back to the eighteenth
century. An inquiry into the past enables the hero to understand the
nature of the evil that lurks in the house, while the demolition of a room
where a horrific event took place suffices to ‘cut off the telegraph wires’50

that link past and present. Although the fate of Bulwer’s murderers – in
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the criminal subplot of the story – still evokes the presence of divine just-
ice, the final section of the tale rests on a different system of beliefs,
involving arcane knowledge rather than science or religion. This esoteric
plot is clearly linked to Bulwer’s lifelong interest in Rosicrucianism and
immortality. As Marie Roberts claims, ‘Bulwer endorsed a synthetic
approach to knowledge’, rejecting ‘a strict demarcation between magic
and science’.51 This may help us understand the ambivalent conceptual
framework of the story, where the events which the hero confronts are the
result neither of imposture nor of truly supernatural agencies, but rather
of unknown human powers:

‘These phenomena belong to neither class; my persuasion is, that
they originate in some brain now far distant; that that brain had no
distinct volition in anything that occurred; that what does occur reflects
but its devious, motley, ever-shifting, half-formed thoughts; in short,
that it has been but the dreams of such a brain put into action and
invested with a semi-substance.’52

By extending the realm of the natural so as to include a whole range of
phenomena whose causes were unknown and whose actual existence
was disputed Bulwer provided a firm basis for the subsequent tales of
‘psychic detection’.

Doyle himself responded to this intellectual climate with a number of
creepy stories he first published in the Strand and then collected in two
volumes – Round the Red Lamp, Being Facts and Fancies of Medical Life
(1894) and Round the Fire Stories (1908). As Doyle explained in his pref-
ace to the 1894 collection, the red lamp was the sign of a general practi-
tioner and these stories of medical life confront us with a variety of
predicaments, mostly of a mundane character, although the subtitle of the
book – mingling ‘facts’ with ‘fancies’ – should alert us to its hybrid nature.
Thus in ‘Lot No. 249’ a natural and a supernatural interpretation of events
coexist until the very end of the tale. Although the whole story rests on
the account of a single witness and it is possible to believe that his intel-
lect may have ‘some strange flaw in its workings’, an alternative view is
offered:

Yet when we think how narrow and how devious this path of Nature
is, how dimly we can trace it, for all our lamps of science, and how from
the darkness which girds it round great and terrible possibilities loom
ever shadowly upwards, it is a bold and confident man who will put a
limit to the strange by-paths into which the human spirit may wander.53
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The three main characters, who study at Oxford and live in the same
house, embody the racial and cultural prejudices of the time. The vil-
lainous Edward Bellingham is described as ‘a man of wide reading, with
catholic tastes’,54 while Monkhouse Lee, who seems to be under the
influence of Bellingham, is ‘olive-skinned and dark-eyed, of a Spanish
rather than of an English type, with a Celtic intensity of manner’. These
traits contrast with ‘the Saxon phlegm’55 of Abercrombie Smith, the man
of action.

Bellingham – who is an expert in Eastern languages and arcane lore – has
apparently managed to revive an ancient mummy and is willing to use
it against whoever stands in his way. According to Smith, whose reliability
is never seriously questioned, Bellingham ‘was a murderer at heart, and …
he wielded a weapon such as no man had ever used in all the grim history
of crime’.56 Although Smith has uncovered ‘a striking chain of events’,57

he is aware that a police magistrate would simply laugh in his face and
decides to prevent further mischief by confronting Bellingham with 
a gun. While Lee and Smith correspond to the prescribed male identity,
which was based on a healthy mixture of athleticism, rationality and
Anglicanism, Bellingham has crossed the border between ‘us and them’
and is condemned to exile, since at the end of the story we are told that
this modern enchanter ‘was last heard of in the Soudan’.58

Although in ‘Lot No. 249’ the supernatural is associated with crime
rather than detection, this text provides us with a useful paradigm through
which to interpret the stories of ‘psychic detection’ that were written in
the following years. Let us remember that the setting of Doyle’s story is
‘so famed a centre of learning and light as the University of Oxford’,59

while the evil forces that are lurking in the Oxford nights are linked to 
a distant past and distant places. As we know, after Jean-François
Champollion had deciphered the hieroglyphs in 1822, Egypt played an
increasingly central role in nineteenth-century culture, and even came
to occupy the space that Greece had previously held in the collective
imagination as the cradle of European civilisation. On the other hand,
extra-European societies were regarded by many as a mirror of Europe in
the early stages of its development. It is my contention that this story –
where modernity fights ‘uncanny’ forces that it perceives as ‘other’
although they belong to its own past – exorcised the anxiety that had been
engendered by the cultural encounters brought about by the imperial
experience.

As we shall see, the interplay between British identity and others, as 
a result of what today we call ‘globalisation’, is a recurring subtext in stories
of the occult. By specialising in supernatural mysteries, the detective – who
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had already acquired the status of an ‘epistemological superman’ – came
to grips with a different kind of menace, embodying the collective desire
of control not only over crime and the urban space, but also over the
exotic, the primitive and, ultimately, the unconscious.

Professionals of the occult

Flaxman Low is the hero of twelve stories that appeared in Pearson’s
Monthly Magazine between 1898 and 1899 and were published in book
form later in 1899. The stories, published under the pen names of ‘E. and
H. Heron’, were actually authored by Hesketh Prichard and his mother
Katherine. In the first episode, Low is presented as an alias under which
‘many are sure to recognise one of the leading scientists of the day, with
whose works on Psychology and kindred subjects they are familiar’. He is
described as the ‘first’ researcher who, breaking free from conventional
methods, approached ‘the elucidation of so-called supernatural problems
on the lines of natural law’.60 Low’s adventures rest on the belief that the
advancement of rational knowledge will dispel the supernatural aura of
many events. To explain ghostly apparitions and related phenomena Low
relies on ‘psychology’, which is defined as ‘a lost science of the ancients’.61

Having thus provided psychology with a suitable pedigree, the author
introduces Low’s first case as an abstract from a paper he gave at the
Psychical Research Society as a contribution to the development of science
in the exploration of the unknown.

Low’s adventures are often concerned with murder. ‘The Story of the
Spaniards, Hammersmith’, where the hero makes his appearance, pivots
on a grotesque supernatural criminal – the ghost of a leper who was origin-
ally guilty of killing his own wife and who now haunts a certain room,
ready to replicate his evil deed. The entities which Low confronts are usu-
ally associated with interiors, and their annihilation is often possible only
at the expense of the mansion they haunt.

In a way all these stories capitalise on the latent anxiety that the imper-
ial experience evoked in the Victorian public, on fears of the possible
forms of contamination that accompanied the early stages of globalisa-
tion. Travelling and living in foreign lands, as well as importing goods or
receiving people from non-European territories, were perceived as poten-
tially dangerous. Victorians felt that the national identity of Britain was
somehow endangered by the empire. In the ‘Story of the Spaniards’, the
man who built the haunted house also owned sugar plantations in
Trinidad. Travelling for leisure can likewise result in dangerous encounters,
as in ‘The Story of Baelbrow’, where the proprietor of a Scottish mansion
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brings home a bulky souvenir from Egypt for his private museum, precipi-
tating the death of a maid and endangering his own son. Interestingly,
however, in this story the nefariousness of an ‘illegal immigrant’ is the
result of local agency, since the house stands ‘on a barrow or burying
place’.62

In ‘The Story of Konnor Old House’, Low is invited to investigate the
mystery of another Scottish house whose last inhabitant – Sir James
Mackian – ‘had been a merchant of sorts in Sierra Leone’.63 Was Sir James
involved in the slave trade or in other shady business? No answer is pro-
vided in the text, but Sir James’s daughter apparently killed herself by tak-
ing an overdose of sleeping draught, to escape from the persecution of
Jake, the black servant Sir James brought with him to England, claiming
that he had saved his life. In all these stories the evil that ripens on British
soil is rooted in the uncanny practices, rituals or beliefs of faraway lands.
Even in ‘The Story of Yand Manor House’, where no travelling is men-
tioned, other forms of cultural exchange contribute to the supernatural
mystery, for in the past one of the owners of the house ‘was deeply read in
ancient necromancy, Eastern magic, mesmerism, and subjects of a kindred
nature’.64

As in mainstream detective fiction, in these stories past events must be
reconstructed in order to solve a present mystery, which can be either 
a murder or a minor disturbance. Unknown agencies are involved in these
‘crimes’ and the only way to penetrate their misdeeds is through an inves-
tigation into the past of the victim(s) and/or the place.

A similar pattern recurs in the collection of stories Algernon
Blackwood published in 1908, John Silence – Physician Extraordinary.65

Once again the structure of the professional case is combined with
occult phenomena, and Silence, in his role as ‘Psychic Doctor’, tackles
investigations that ‘no ordinary professional could deal with’.66

A Watson-like figure – Mr Hubbard – assists Silence in some of the stories
and also narrates them. Thus, as in Holmes’s stories, readers cannot enter
the doctor’s mind, which remains enveloped in a superior aura of mystery.
Indeed, Silence is closer to Holmes than either Low or Carnacki, and
Julia Briggs rightly claims that ‘the shadow of Baker Street seems to fall
heavily’ over some of his stories.67

The mysteries that Silence investigates often concern an individual and
a place that are haunted by evil entities. Danger usually resurfaces from the
past, but it can also be associated with foreign lands, as in ‘The Nemesis
of Fire’, where ancient Egypt is the source of the malediction that threatens
to annihilate Colonel Wragge’s manor house and family. Readers are told
that the colonel’s elder brother, who died mysteriously in the grounds of
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the house twenty years before, ‘was a great traveller, and filled the house
with stuff he brought home from all over the world’.68 Blackwood skilfully
refrains from offering us any further explanation concerning the dead
man’s collections, but we are led to believe that danger may lurk in the
house due to the cultural exchanges that travelling unwittingly triggered.
The empire also plays an interesting role in this story, for the colonel
served as a soldier in exotic lands and the unsystematic knowledge he
acquired while he was in touch with ‘other’ cultures helps him bridge the
gap between the rational and the irrational.69

Silence’s stories often rely on the paradigm of supernatural invasion,
which needs to be fought by using the right kind of weapons and know-
ledge. The colonel’s house is described as being ‘in a state of siege; as though
a concealed enemy were encamped about us’.70 Red herrings are used to
mislead the readers: the little wood where strange events take place con-
ceals ‘a sort of mound where there is a circle of large boulders – old Druid
stones’,71 but local magic here is not disruptive, while danger comes
from abroad.

In ‘A Psychical Invasion’, on the other hand, the forces that haunt the
house of Felix Pender have a more local origin. After taking stock of the
powerful and dark entities that roam the place at night, Silence makes
the following discovery:

I have been able to check certain information obtained in the hypnotic
trance by a ‘sensitive’ who helps me in such cases. The former occupant
who haunted you appears to have been a woman of singularly atro-
cious life and character who finally suffered death by hanging, after 
a series of crimes that appalled the whole of England and only came to
light by the merest chance. She came to her end in the year 1798.72

The ending of the story reveals its close ties to crime fiction. As if by
‘magic’, Silence is able to show Pender a pencil drawing of the female
figure who haunted him, but there is nothing hocus-pocus about this
revelation:

Dr. Silence then produced from his pocket-book an old-fashioned
woodcut of the same person which his secretary had unearthed from
the records of the Newgate Calendar. The woodcut and the pencil
drawing were two different aspects of the same dreadful visage.73

Other aspects of Silence’s investigations link him to nineteenth-century
detectives. Like Holmes, Silence occasionally alludes to previous cases74



and also indulges in spectacular demonstrations of mind-reading, although
his technique differs from those of his predecessors, ‘ “It’s only that you
are thinking very vividly,” the doctor said quietly, “and your thoughts
form pictures in my mind before you utter them. It’s merely a little elem-
entary thought-reading.” ’75 Clues are often discussed and the element
of adventure is also strong, for Silence is often involved in risky oper-
ations whose aim is firstly to reconnoitre the ground and then to face the
usually invisible enemies that are preying on their victims. Last but not
least, like his two confrères, Silence is not moved by money, but by the
desire to help people in distress and by his erudite curiosity concerning
weird phenomena. In this respect, Silence mirrors Blackwood’s genuine
interest in the occult, which led him not only to take part in séances and
to study Oriental religions, but also to join the Hermetic Order of the
Golden Dawn in 1900.

Carnacki’s six adventures were originally published by W.H. Hodgson
in The Idler and The New Magazine between 1910 and 1912, and were col-
lected in Carnacki: the Ghost Finder in 1913. Unlike the two previous
‘psychic detectives’ Carnacki does not emphasise the dangers of foreign
travel and the imperial adventure. Most of the stories are set in peripheral
areas of the British Isles, such as Ireland, where old superstitions are evoked
and occasionally a touch of local colour is added, thanks to the language
of certain characters.

These formulaic stories are presented within a framing narrative: 
a group of friends assemble for dinner at Carnacki’s and after a good meal
he recounts his latest adventure. Most of the mysteries that this ‘psychic
detective’ tackles prove not to be genuinely supernatural, but curiously
those cases where a ‘ghost play’76 is staged by human agents – or where
natural and supernatural plots intertwine – are the least convincing.
Hodgson spends too much energy on evoking an uncanny atmosphere
of terror simply to dissipate his spell by referring to a few mechanical
tricks or by declaring that certain occurrences remain shrouded in mystery.
After grotesque masques of evil have been staged against the sinister
backdrop of remote manor houses and castles – or even of ordinary ter-
raced houses – a series of contrived and totally unconvincing rational
explanations tend to result in a disappointing anticlimax.

As regards Carnacki’s strategies of detection, sources of esoteric know-
ledge – such as the Sigsand MS. and the Saamaaa Ritual – are often men-
tioned or employed. Moreover, to ward off evil entities, Carnacki repeatedly
draws chalk circles, spreads or wears garlic, or makes use of lighted candles
and human hair. Modern technology also plays a major role in his inves-
tigations as he avails himself of an ‘Electric Pentacle’ as a ‘ “Defence”
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against certain manifestations’.77 The neon light of the pentacle feebly
illuminates with a blue glare the scene of many a frightful apparition. 
A camera and a flashlight also prove helpful in detecting a supernatural
presence, since ‘Sometimes the camera sees things that would seem very
strange to normal human eyesight.’78 In ‘The Whistling Room’ Carnacki
even tries ‘to get a phonographic record’ of the mysterious whistling that
haunts Iastrae Castle, ‘but it simply produced no impression on the wax at
all’.79 Magnifying glasses and other instruments are used by Carnacki to
inspect the scene of a crime in order to detect any possible clues pointing
to a natural or supernatural explanation of the events. Moreover, like John
Silence – whose ‘A Psychical Invasion’ is a masterpiece in this respect –
Carnacki occasionally avails himself of animals to detect supernatural
agencies, for their sensitivity to these entities far exceeds that of humans.
Finally, he is sometimes assisted in his investigation by bewildered repre-
sentatives of the local police, who act as a foil to the superior knowledge
of the ‘psychic detective’.

Other stories of supernatural detection were published in the following
years, such as those written by Sax Rohmer (the pseudonym of A.H.S. Ward)
for The New Magazine in 1913–14 and collected in The Dream-Detective in
1920. The protagonist of this saga is Moris Klaw, who is assisted by 
a Watson figure – Mr Searles – and also boasts a beautiful daughter, Isis.
Although most of the mysteries Klaw investigates actually reveal a human
agent, Klaw’s techniques of investigation include uncanny tools, such as an
‘odically sterilised’80 cushion that enables him to intercept the thoughts
of criminals or to picture the scene of a crime in the form of dreams.

To understand this prodigy of pseudo-science one should remember
that the German chemist Karl Ludwig von Reichenbach (1788–1869), who
discovered paraffin and phenol, also developed an interest in ‘sensitives’
and sleepwalkers. Drawing on (pseudo)-scientific discoveries in the fields
of magnetism and electricity, von Reichenbach tried to explain these
phenomena in physical terms and claimed to have identified an energy he
called ‘od’ (from the Northern god Odin), which acted as an irritant on
particularly sensitive people. Von Reichenbach believed that the ‘odic’
force could be absorbed by metals and that it could enable certain indi-
viduals to perceive other people’s thoughts. The scientist created special
darkrooms which enabled him to experiment with ‘sensitives’, who were
asked to describe the luminous quality of objects and people, that is, their
aura. This luminosity could even be photographed and the resulting image
was called an ‘odograph’.81

These pseudo-scientific theories underlie Rohmer’s eccentric stories.
In Klaw’s first adventure – ‘The Case of the Tragedies in the Greek 



Room’ – the dream-detective asks to be allowed to sleep at the scene of 
a murder, in order to be permeated by the odic force of the place, so as to
imprint it on his mind. Klaw’s ultimate objective is that of reproducing
a ‘psychic photograph’82 of the criminal, who is – characteristically – 
a somnambulist. Time after time, Klaw’s pseudo-scientific investigations
reveal the human agency behind incomprehensible crimes, often pivoting
on Egyptian and Indian artefacts, while the last episode of the series –
‘The Case of the Veil of Isis’ – confronts us with genuinely supernatural
events.

These borderline texts, which combine detection with pseudo-science
and the occult agencies which are typical of weird tales, defied classifica-
tion either under the label of gothic or of detective fiction. H.P. Lovecraft
included both Carnacki and Silence in his Supernatural Horror in Literature
(1927), but he regarded their adventures as ‘marred by traces of the popu-
lar and conventional detective-story atmosphere…’83 On the other
hand, the uncomfortable proximity between these stories of ‘impossible
crime’84 and mainstream stories of detection was perceived as a danger
by those practitioners and critics of detective fiction who placed increasing
emphasis on the strictly rational basis of this genre so as to ‘detach’ it
from the neighbouring forms of sensation fiction and the ghost story. At
the end of the 1920s theoreticians of detective fiction such as S.S. Van Dine
and Ronald Knox made great efforts to define the conventions of the
genre, and Knox’s ‘Detective Story Decalogue’ (1929) includes this liter-
ary precept: ‘All supernatural or preternatural agencies are ruled out as a
matter of course.’85 The ‘golden age’ of detective fiction saw the triumph
of fair play, where readers should be able to solve the crime themselves,
thanks to the clues they have been offered by the text.

Fabricated apparitions

As we have seen, the ‘psychic detectives’ dealt not only with authentic
ghosts, but also with fake ones. We should remember that false appar-
itions ‘legitimately’ played a large role in sensation and detective fiction,
representing attempts at concealing crime by clothing it with ghostly
attributes. Thus even the most rational nineteenth-century detectives –
Holmes comes to mind – repeatedly face mysteries of purportedly super-
natural import. The extent to which Doyle relied on irrational ingredients
to concoct his narrative recipes is demonstrated by The Hound of the
Baskervilles (1902), where the tension between natural and supernatural
is exploited in order to enmesh the readers in mystery, rousing their
emotions and setting the ground for a final explanation. In this novel
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the criminal acts like a sinister conjuror, performing deadly tricks that
satisfy the public’s aesthetics of evil.

Interestingly, in late nineteenth-century stories fake apparitions are
often presented as the result of extreme ingenuity and the deviant use of
technology. A case in point is a story from the popular series by 
L.T. Meade and Clifford Halifax published in the Strand – ‘Stories from the
Diary of a Doctor’. In ‘The Horror of Studley Grange’ (1894) Lady Studley
implores the doctor to pay a visit to the country house where she lives
with her husband in order to enquire into the causes of his shattered
nerves, but when the physician is introduced to Sir Henry he realises
that the man is in turn worried about the health of his wife, who is con-
sumptive. Sir Henry is also troubled by the nightly appearance of a ghost
in the bedroom where he sleeps alone, due to his wife’s condition:

In a certain spot of the room, always in the same spot, a bright light
suddenly flashes; out of its midst there gleams a preternaturally large
eye, which looks fixedly at me with a diabolical expression. As time
goes, it does not remain long; but as agony counts, it seems to take years
of my life away with it.86

Without telling the other inmates of the house, the doctor takes the
place of Sir Henry and has the opportunity to witness the apparition,
which occurs just in front of the blue glass doors of a large wardrobe.
The next day, the doctor takes a closer look at the quaint piece of furni-
ture – which is inset in a mullion – and realises that it harbours a secret
passage, leading to Lady Studley’s adjoining room. Setting a trap, the
doctor is able to frame the culprit, the dying Lady Studley, whose motive
is jealousy. Fearing that her husband might remarry after her death, she has
tried to disrupt his health in the hope that he may follow or even antici-
pate her destiny. The technological innovation on which this plan is
based is explained as follows:

I attached the mirror of a laryngoscope to my forehead in such a man-
ner as to enable it to throw a strong reflection into one of my eyes. In
the centre of the bright side of the laryngoscope a small electric lamp
was fitted. This was connected with a battery which I carried in my
hand. The battery was similar to those used by the ballet girls in
Drury Lane Theatre, and could be brought into force by a touch and
extinguished by the removal of the pressure. The eye which was then
brilliantly illumined looked through a lens of some power. All the rest
of the face and figure was completely covered by the black cloak.
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Thus the brightest possible light was thrown on the magnified eye,
while there was corresponding increased gloom around.87

It is technology – coupled with ingenuity – that makes it possible to
stage this sinister show, which also relies on the symbolic power the eye of
God has within Western culture, as discussed in the previous chapters.
Moreover, in spite of the rational framework of the story and the presence
of a medical man as the torch-bearer of science, the events retain their pre-
ternatural aura in the eyes of Sir Henry, for the compassionate doctor ful-
fils the Lady’s dying wish that her husband might not know of her design.
Thus after his wife’s death Sir Henry still believes that the apparition was
a message sent from heaven to announce his imminent bereavement.

To conclude, in the Victorian period religion lost part of its power to
shape collective expectations concerning justice and the afterlife. This
ideological gap was replaced not only by a positivist approach that
denied the supernatural in favour of a materialistic view of the world,
but also by pseudo-scientific paradigms that combined with past beliefs.
Nineteenth-century literature mirrors this complex cultural phase,
revealing a wide spectrum of interactions between crime, detection and the
supernatural. While in Dickens’s ‘The Trial for Murder’ and in Collins’s
‘The Haunted Hotel’ mesmerism is still functional to a providential nar-
rative, in most of the cases that Low, Silence and Carnacki investigate both
the mystery and the inquiry rest on pseudo-scientific and/or esoteric 
conceptual frameworks.

I regard it as no coincidence that at the turn of the century the outdated
belief in dreams as supernatural messages was supplanted by two diverging
paradigms. On the one hand, in 1900 Freud’s The Interpretation of Dreams
related dreams to the waking life of the subject, describing them as wish-
fulfilment mechanisms. On the other, writers revived pseudo-scientific
theories of dreams, as is shown both by Rohmer’s ‘dream detective’ and
by ‘The Leather Funnel’ (Round the Fire Stories, 1908), a sensational story
where Doyle capitalised on the idea that sleep may be influenced by the
proximity of objects that are charged with particular energies, taking us
back to the seventeenth-century trial of a notorious poisoner, the Marquise
de Brinvilliers.

Finally, we should not underestimate the role of the imperial adventure
in this significant change; as U.P. Mukherjee reminds us, the discourses
of crime and those of the empire often intertwined in Victorian fiction.88

This is shown not only by The Moonstone, where the supernatural is asso-
ciated with a basically open attitude towards ‘other’ cultures and identities,
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but also by Doyle’s minor works and by the above-mentioned stories of
‘psychic detection’, which often became the vehicle of racial fears and
prejudices. As Steven Connor claims, ‘the Other Worlds of Victorian
speculation were no mere fantasy retreats’,89 but they reflect the 
tensions and aspirations of their time and therefore offer a privileged
viewpoint from which to study the Victorian age itself.
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Part II
Sensational



6
The Language of Auguste Dupin

93

What is the language of Auguste Dupin?
Is it the American English of Edgar Allan Poe? Is it French, supposedly

the hero’s mother tongue? Or does the Chevalier speak English as well?
For instance when he addresses the narrator of the story – a character
contemporary readers presumably tended to identify with Poe himself.
These questions provide a humorous pretext to introduce a less idle matter,
since the nineteenth-century development of crime fiction can be regarded
as the product of a network of exchanges between French, British and
American cultures.

In recent years, British scholars have denounced the traditional clear-
cut view of the genesis of detective fiction as a myth. According to Martin
Kayman, for instance, twentieth-century critics saw Poe as the creator of
detective fiction because they read his work through the eyes of Conan
Doyle, although in Great Britain this genre developed a precise identity
only in the late 1880s.1 Stephen Knight likewise acknowledges that the
sources of crime fiction are varied and underlines that in England the
pattern initiated by Poe did not spread ‘until, in the late 1880s, Doyle saw
how to both dilute and localise Dupin’s power in the semi-respectable
form of Sherlock Holmes …’2 Starting from the assumption that the
1840s were an eventful decade in the development of crime fiction, in
terms both of production and of reception, I will examine some trans-
cultural dynamics that contributed to the definition and diffusion of the
genre in the second half of the century.

Narrative metamorphoses

First of all, crime stories tended to metamorphosise through various forms
with their already ambivalent status further blurring the boundaries
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between fact and fiction. Reviews like Blackwood’s played a major role in
these exchanges, publishing factional texts that were characterised by
great suspense and grotesque incidents. Blackwood’s stories not only
paved the way for the subsequent development of English sensation fic-
tion à la Collins, but they were also imported to the United States by Poe –
as we shall see in the next chapter – and exported to the continent. The
anonymous ‘Le Revenant’, which was published in the Edinburgh peri-
odical in 1827 is a case in point. In spite of its French title, the story was
set in London. This breathtakingly realistic first-person narration –
describing the sensational experiences of a man who survived hanging –
was plundered by British printers, who turned its first pages into a
broadside,3 but this process of ‘recycling’ also had a transnational
dimension, for in 1838 part of the story was reprinted in the French
Magasin pittoresque. The story – now set in the States – was entitled
‘Sensations d’un Américain pendu’ (‘Sensations of an American Who
Was Hanged’) and it was introduced by the following editorial note,
hinting at a previous French version:

An American who had been condemned to death happened not to be
entirely deprived of his life when he was detached from the scaffold.
He was taken care of, he regained his health, and, having been
solicited by several people, he tried to describe all he had thought and
suffered while he was waiting to be executed. His account was trans-
lated and published in France, under the Restoration, by a literary
journal: it made a vivid impression on the public, and it soon trig-
gered some remarkable imitations that little by little cancelled its
memory. We are reproducing it now …4

Editors and publishers freely appropriated texts whose authorship was of
marginal consideration, since they were frequently published anonymously
and/or were regarded as devoid of ‘literary’ value.

On a different plane, the act of adapting and borrowing from foreign
fiction or drama was a common literary practice. The plot of Elizabeth
Braddon’s The Trail of the Serpent (1861) – possibly the first English detect-
ive novel – has strong similarities with Charles Reade’s adaptation of the
French play Le Courier de Lyons (The Courier of Lyons, 1850), which is
mentioned in the novel.5 The detective Hawkshaw, who appeared in
Tom Taylor’s The Ticket-of-leave Man in 1863, is often referenced as the first
English detective in drama, but we are less frequently reminded that the
play was in itself an adaptation from Brisebarre and Nus’s Le Retour de
Melun (The Return from Melun), which was published in 1860 and performed



in Paris in 1862.6 We also know that Doyle borrowed the bipartite struc-
ture of his first Sherlock Holmes novels – exploring the motives for a
crime by means of a long retrospective narrative – from Émile Gaboriau.

Indeed, although the American subplot of A Study in Scarlet (1887) is a
replica of Stevenson’s ‘Story of the Destroying Angel’ in The Dynamiter
(1885),7 the time-scheme of the novel – including a long flashback to the
period in which the London murder mystery is rooted – actually derived
from a novel by Gaboriau, as Doyle implicitly acknowledged, with 
a touch of irony. We are often reminded that in his first adventure Holmes
ungracefully labels Lecoq as ‘a miserable bungler’, adding: ‘That book
made me positively ill. The question was how to identify an unknown
prisoner. I could have done it in twenty-four hours. Lecoq took six
months or so.’8 The book Holmes is referring to is not L’Affaire Lerouge
(The Lerouge Case, 1866), where Lecoq made his appearance on the literary
scene, but Monsieur Lecoq (1869), whose first part describes the failure of the
detective to ascertain the identity of a murderer, who is even allowed to
escape from prison – and followed – in the hope that he betrays his secret.
Only after a long flashback to 1815 do readers get to know the truth. In
spite of Holmes’s disparaging remarks on Lecoq, Doyle actually appro-
priated the narrative structure of Monsieur Lecoq so as to combine the story
of the investigation with the story of the crime. The result is not a seam-
less structure, but Doyle’s technique improved in his following novels.

As we know, Doyle was not the first crime writer to hint at foreign
antecedents for his work, implicitly acknowledging a debt, although
these references were usually spiced up with a bit of chauvinism. Poe
had famously mentioned Vidocq in ‘The Murders of the Rue Morgue’
(1841), while Gaboriau’s Père Tabaret had described his flair for detection –
a power he would hand down to the younger Lecoq – as rooted in books:

Reading the memories of celebrated policemen, as enticing as the
best plotted fairy tales, I became an enthusiast of those men with a
subtle scent, more elastic than silk, flexible like steel, penetrating and
sly, rich in unexpected resources, who follow crime on its track, with
the code in their hand, through the bushes of the law, like Cooper’s
savages pursuing their enemies amidst the American forests.9

As Messac reminds us, Cooper was also labelled ‘the American Walter
Scott’10 by Eugène Sue in Les Mystères de Paris (The Mysteries of Paris,
1842–43) and critics have underlined his influence on the French feuilleton,
where the parallel between the American wilderness and the European
urban space is repeatedly drawn. Paris was increasingly perceived at the
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time as a savage place, where criminals adopted the exotic names of
mohicans and apaches (Alexandre Dumas père authored a novel entitled
Les Mohicans de Paris – The Mohicans of Paris – in 1845) while detectives
focused their attention on minute environmental details, like hunters
pursuing their prey.

Citizens of Cosmopolis

We should also remember that nineteenth-century detectives often speak
franglais and claim a cosmopolitan status. In Britain, this phenomenon
was probably rooted in the reception of Vidocq’s Mémoires (1828–29),
which were immediately translated into English and also became the
subject of various plays that were staged in London. Moreover, soon after
its serialisation in France, Les Mystères de Paris was also translated into
English (the 1844 American edition was followed by an English edition
in 1845), Spanish, German and Russian. It was thanks to the widespread
celebrity of this novel that the vogue of ‘urban mysteries’ spread like wild-
fire all over continental Europe and in Great Britain, where it inspired
G.W.M. Reynolds to write The Mysteries of London and The Mysteries of the
Court of London (1844–56).

In the following decades, French criminals and detectives enjoyed vast
popularity in Britain. In ‘Recollections of a Police Officer’ (serialised in
1849–52 by ‘Waters’, the pseudonym of William Russell) French characters
often appear in Britain and the detective relies on his knowledge of their
language.11 The ‘Recollections’ were not only published in book form
both in the United States (Recollections of a Policeman, 1852) and in Great
Britain (Recollections of a Detective Police-officer, 1856), but due to their
success and to their French dimension, which aroused the interest of
Alexandre Dumas, they were also translated into French by Victor Perceval
(Mémoires d’un policier, 1859).12 The transnational character of mid-century
crime fiction is also demonstrated by The Experiences of a French Detective
Officer (1861), supposedly authored by Theodore Duhamel, but attrib-
uted to Russell himself, and the Autobiography of a French Detective from
1818 to 1858 (1862), which was adapted from Louis Canler’s Mémoires.13

Given this background, it comes as no surprise that even Holmes 
(a champion of Britishness) has a touch of the French in him. When the
detective is asked about the origin of his faculties of observation, he
refers to the laws of heredity, explaining that although his ancestors
were country squires, his talent may have come with his grandmother,
‘who was the sister of Vernet, the French artist’.14 The aesthetic ten-
dency that coexists in Holmes with his penchant for science would thus
be a legacy of his French blood.
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Perhaps it was under the influence of Holmes’s mixed ancestry that
Robert Barr, a friend of Doyle and a Scottish-Canadian, decided to create
a detective hero who united the attributes of Britons and Frenchmen –
Eugène Valmont. The Valmont stories were serialised in Great Britain as
well as in the United States and published in book form in both countries
in 1906. Set on both sides of the Channel, these stories involve many
French and British characters, together with an assortment of other
nationalities. The hero himself has a cosmopolitan status insofar as he is
a former member of the French police who was unjustly dismissed and
now secretly works as a private detective in London. Valmont’s situation
between two worlds provides the background for a set of stories that
enable him to make the most of his multifarious experiences:

my worldly affairs are now much more prosperous than they were in
Paris, my intimate knowledge of that city and the country of which it
is the capital bringing to me many cases with which I have dealt more
or less successfully since I established myself in London.15

American millionaires and British aristocrats, French workmen and Italian
anarchists move freely in the world of Valmont, who knows how to deal
with each and every one.

A few years later, Baroness Orczy chose a mixed lineage for her female
detective, Lady Molly of Scotland Yard. As we learn at the end of her
adventures, which also bring her to France and Italy, Lady Molly is actu-
ally the daughter of the Earl of Flintshire and a French actress, and the
misfortunes which led her to embrace the career of a detective in order
to clear the reputation of the man she loves can be ascribed to an ‘original
sin’ consequent on her mother’s profession.

Criminals proved no less proficient than detectives in switching into
different idioms and assuming different national identities. In Ponson
du Terrail’s Les Exploits de Rocambole (The Exploits of Rocambole, 1859) we
meet a young son of Albion on board a ferry. His English is almost
imperceptibly tinged with a foreign accent; but what thoughts are
whirling in his mind?

Have I really become an Englishman? A pure blooded gentleman who
is interested in Epsom’s races or in a novel by Charles Dickens, who
writes small verse in the journal of his county and dreams of marry-
ing an airy young lady, with red arms, blue eyes and carrot coloured
hair – somebody who has just returned from his third journey around
the world? No, not at all. My heart beats because tomorrow I will be
at Havre and because Le Havre is only five hours from Paris …
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And Sir Arthur pronounced this word with all the emotion of a son
who is whispering the name of his mother.16

Needless to say, Sir Arthur is Rocambole himself, who regards identity
as little more than a set of clothes to put on and off according to his
needs, ‘Luckily Sir Arthur has remembered that he was once called the
Vicomte de Cambolh, then the Marquess Don Inigo de los Montes, that
he had presided over the Club of the Knaves of Hearts, and that his
unfortunate master, Sir Williams, had foretold him a great destiny.’17

Within the saga a seemingly endless cycle of reincarnations enables
characters to transcend national and even racial barriers. At the end of
Le Club des Valets de cœur (The Club of the Jack of Hearts) the Irish Baron
Sir Williams (actually Andréa) is punished for his misdeeds by being
blinded and having his tongue cut out. Then he is set on board a vessel
heading for the Pacific, but in Les Exploits de Rocambole the devilish ruf-
fian reappears, covered with tattoos, as an Australian Aboriginal who is
exhibited as a phenomenon in a circus!

The mutability of these heroes is an apt symbol for the transnational
character of sensation and detective fiction from around the 1840s,
when texts reappeared in new languages, often by means of free transla-
tions involving the reinvention of characters and settings. It is too complex
a phenomenon to tackle in the space of a few pages, so this chapter will
tentatively focus on three authors – Poe, Collins and Gaboriau – in order
to deal with three of its aspects, that is, the choice of a foreign setting,
critical reception in a foreign country and the quality of translations.

An American and Paris

Sensational themes and atmospheres migrated from Great Britain towards
France and the United States, where Poe famously contributed to the devel-
opment of this international literary trend. Let us focus on the Dupin tril-
ogy, the mini-saga that was canonised by twentieth-century critics as the
beginning of a new genre, in order to analyse its cosmopolitan status. Why
is it that these stories are set neither in the United States nor in London,
where ‘The Man of the Crowd’ (1840) – the first story by Poe featuring 
a flâneur – takes place? According to Priestman, Poe was induced to set
his hero’s adventures in the French capital by the need to contrast the
investigative talent of Dupin with the blundering efforts of the police.18

In 1841, when Poe published ‘The Murders in the Rue Morgue’, a police
force had not yet been created either in New York – where the Day and
Night Police was founded in 1844, after the sensational murder of Mary
Rogers – or in London (where the Detective Police was formed in 1842).
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The influence of Vidocq’s Mémoires should also be taken into account,
but Stephen Knight and Heather Worthington point to another possible
source, a story entitled ‘Murder and Mystery’, which appeared in Fraser’s
Magazine – a journal with which Poe was familiar – shortly before ‘The
Murders in the Rue Morgue’ was published. ‘Murder and Mystery’ is set
in Paris and its main character is an Englishman whose morbid solitude
anticipated the condition of Dupin:

With a rashness that partook of recent fever’s wild delirium, I rushed
from the scene which had closed upon my happiness; for I had a pride
in grief that urged me to shun the observation of those who were the
authors of it, and my wounded spirit longed to ‘flee away and be at rest.’
But where might rest be found to a heart pierced and lacerated like
mine? … I found myself for the first time in Paris; alone – socially
alone – with a body worn and debilitated by suffering, and a mind
utterly incompetent to any healthful exercise. It followed that, as soon
as the haste and excitement of my journey were past, I became prostrate
in spirit, passive in action, and so abjectly wedded to my melancholy,
as to render all the gay surroundings I had sought, indifferent – nay,
hateful – to my feeling.19

Finally, one should remember that Paris is the background of E.T.A.
Hoffmann’s Das Fräulein von Scuderi (Mademoiselle de Scudéry, 1818),
where the seventeenth-century novelist Mademoiselle de Scudéry is por-
trayed in her old age and faced with a case of theft and murder. Hoffmann’s
crime story – whose gothic elements include what looks like a case of
demonic possession and a secret passage in a Paris house – might also
have contributed to Poe’s choice of a foreign setting.

In 1845 an important edition of Poe’s Tales was printed in the United
States20 and various stories were soon translated into French, usually
without acknowledging their authorship. ‘The Purloined Letter’ was
published anonymously in the Magasin pittoresque in August 1845 as
‘Une Lettre volée’. One year later, two translations of ‘The Murders in the
Rue Morgue’ followed suit. ‘Un Meurtre sans exemple dans les fastes de la
Justice (Histoire retrouvée dans les papiers d’un Américain)’ (‘A Murder
without Equals in the Annals of Justice: a story that was found in the
papers of an American’) was printed between 11 and 13 June 1846 in La
Quotidienne and signed G.B. (perhaps Gustave Brunet) while ‘Une
Sanglante énigme’ (‘A Bloody Enigma’) was published on 12 October
1846 in Le Commerce and signed O.N., that is to say Old Nick, the devil,
a pseudonym of Paul-Émile Daurand, alias Émile Forgues. While Brunet
turned Dupin into an American called Henry Bernier, who lives in Paris
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in rue de Clichy, Forgues set the story in Baltimore, Poe’s home town,
exchanging the identity of Dupin for that of an American called Jones.

The affinity between the two French versions of ‘The Murders in the
Rue Morgue’ came to light thanks to an article that appeared on 14 October
1846 in the daily paper La Presse, and Forgues was publicly denounced
as a plagiarist. The following day Forgues – who was the editor of the
Revue des deux mondes – published a long essay entitled ‘Études sur le
roman anglais et américain. Les contes d’Edgar A. Poe’ (‘Studies on the
English and the American Novel: the tales of E.A. Poe’) which analysed
‘The Murders in the Rue Morgue’. Comparison of the essay with the two
stories that had been published in France, allowed the public to recog-
nise both as plagiarism, as L’Entr’acte acknowledged on 20 October. This
scandal contributed to the celebrity of Poe in France and the author
himself soon came to learn of it.21

Whatever might have motivated Forgues’s contradictory strategy of
careless appropriation and critical celebration, his essay is of great interest.
The author of the so-called Tales of Ratiocination is described as obsessed
with the ‘power of reasoning’,22 Dupin’s exploits are compared to
Zadig’s power of divination23 and Poe is related to a literary genealogy
that is founded on mystery – ‘Clothed with the fantastic livery of
Hoffmann, or with the grave and masterful costume of Godwin,
renewed by Washington Irving or by Dickens, it is always the same com-
bination confronting Oedipus with the Sphynx.’24 Forgues did not for-
get Charles Brockden Brown, describing him as being as talented as Poe
in depicting ‘those inner tortures, those obsessions of the soul, those ill-
nesses of the spirit that offer such a wide field to observation’.25

However, Forgues’s major criticism concerns Poe’s decision to set the
story in a city he did not know, for the French were surprised to discover
that the topography of their capital had been oddly redesigned. Nor
could the critic forgive Poe for a social blunder such as having a prefect
of police seek the help of a private citizen (Dupin), and he accused 
the American author of naively applying the mores of his egalitarian
country to France.26 Yet Forgues acknowledged the value of this act of
distancing with regard to the American public insofar as ‘The marvel-
lous, and even the extraordinary, need perspective.’27 This perhaps
explains why Forgues set his translation for the French public in the
United States.

In order to neutralise the incongruities of the trilogy the translators of
Poe in the 1840s used a series of techniques that are apparent in the above-
mentioned ‘Une lettre volée’, where the French coordinates of Poe’s story
are systematically redefined. Not only is the detective renamed as Armand
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Verdier (a name which echoes that of Vidocq),28 but the action is ante-
dated to the 1780s to recreate an Ancien Régime ambience. This appears
more in accordance with the story of a theft from the queen, although
in the new text the august personage prudently becomes a princess. Was
the original version of the story too risky in terms of censorship?

The detective’s lodgings are also moved to Rue Saint-Honoré, in con-
cordance with the plan de Paris, and it is not the prefect who visits Verdier,
but a more modest ‘secretary of the chief inspector of the police’, who is
moreover a relative of his. In Poe’s text, we know only the initial of
Minister D—, but in the ‘Duke of G…’29 we no longer recognise a malig-
nant double of Dupin. Even the place the hero mentions as the site of
his previous encounter with the minister – Vienna – is revised as Dresden,
although the function of these minor changes is less easy to explain.

A clearer strategy informs other aspects of the translation. Most of Poe’s
ponderous digressions concerning Dupin’s method – often based on a
comparison with games or optics – disappear; but while Dupin’s inquiry
originally rests on a pecuniary motive, in the translation the money he
earns goes to a needy widow.30 Instead of the pantheon of authors that
Poe invoked to magnify Dupin’s talent for detection – including La
Rochefoucauld and the imaginary La Bougive – readers are offered a more
familiar literary reference: ‘There was something in him [Verdier] of
Beaumarchais: he loved intrigue in itself and because it allowed him to
exercise his imagination and his spirit.’31

These changes reduced the cultural scope of the text, normalising its
more eccentric and speculative aspects and bringing it into conformity
with the common denominator of popular literature. In addition to the
most sophisticated passages, the translator also modified those scenes
that lacked verisimilitude, such as Dupin’s visit to the minister, when
behind a protective pair of green glasses the detective’s eyes are free to
roam around the room, searching it for the letter. In the French version,
which is more aware of social differences, Verdier is provided with a rea-
son for breaching the minister’s privacy. Perhaps in order to make this
scene more credible, the translator split it into two parts, having the let-
ter retrieved by a policeman instead of Dupin. Last but not least, the
story does not end with a quotation from Crébillon’s Atrée, linking it to
the classical tradition of revenge, but with a moralising paragraph.32

Poe’s reception in France and Great Britain in turn influenced his for-
tune in America. At the end of 1846 Poe asked a journalist to publish an
article to enhance his popularity and the strategy is apparent right from
the title, ‘An Author in Europe and America’ (9 January 1847). Here the
attitude of the American public is contrasted with that of the Europeans,

The Language of Auguste Dupin 101



notably of the French, due to the wealth of translations and essays that
had recently appeared across the ocean. Poe is presented as a writer who
is ‘quite unique and apart from the rest of the literary race’,33 following
in the footsteps of an article dated October 1845 (likewise influenced, if
not actually written, by Poe) where the author is described as an invet-
erate experimenter, who is able to escape from the clutches of tradition
and is for that reason appreciated by English critics.34

Meanwhile, in France the cultural assimilation of Poe was reaching its
climax. ‘L’Assassinat de la Rue Morgue’, translated by Isabelle Meunier,
appeared on 31 January 1847 in La Démocratie pacifique, and the anony-
mous ‘La Lettre soustraite’ was serialised on 20–22 May in Le Mémorial
Bordelais, though no early translations of ‘The Mystery of Marie Rogêt’
have been detected.35 Baudelaire’s first canonical translations – ‘Facultés
divinatoires d’Auguste Dupin I. Double assassinat dans la Rue Morgue’
and ‘Facultés divinatoires d’Auguste Dupin II. La lettre volée’ – were
published in Le Pays between February and March 1855, while ‘Le
Mystère de Marie Roget’, which had less appeal to the market, appeared
only in the 1865 edition of the Histoires grotesques et sérieuses.36

Baudelaire’s translations were themselves cannibalised and in August
1864 he complained: ‘What is this Double assassinat dans la Rue Morgue
that appeared two or three months ago in the Petit Journal, without nam-
ing the translator, signed by Edgar Poe and under the column “Chronique
judiciaire”?’37 As this further example of unlawful appropriation shows,
Poe was linked by some to the ambivalent field of faction, where
chronique and littérature judiciaire mingled, but we should not forget that
‘The Mystery of Marie Rogêt’ was actually based on a real case. Baudelaire,
however, was more interested in asserting the universal status of Poe as
a romantic genius, without associating him to a specific genre, as is
shown by the essays he wrote on the American author. Baudelaire’s role
in the French and European reception of Poe was immense and his
mediation contributed to the vogue Poe enjoyed in Great Britain at the
end of the century, when the aesthetic movement regarded both writers
as illustrious antecedents.

Meanwhile, on the English shore of the Channel, Poe’s ‘The Purloined
Letter’ had been recast by Collins as a story that was first included in the
1854 Christmas number of Household Words and then republished as
‘The Lawyer’s Story of a Stolen Letter’ in After Dark (1856). Interestingly,
at the end of the text the narrator aggressively claims that what he has
related is fact, not fiction: ‘Observe the expression, will you? I said it was
a Statement before I began; and I say it’s a Statement now I’ve done. 
I defy you to prove it’s a Story!’38 One might be tempted to believe that
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here Collins (more or less unconsciously) was exorcising the ghost of
plagiarism that haunted his tale of detection, but biters are often bit and
the American magazine Harper’s pirated this story, presenting it as the
work of the better known Charles Dickens.

The strange case of Wilkie Collins and M. Forgues

British writers often turned to France in their search for new plots.
Although Edward Bulwer-Lytton based his Lucretia; or, the Children of the
Night (1846) on the life of the British serial killer Thomas Griffiths
Wainewright, he refashioned him as a villain of French origin – Gabriel
Honoré Varney. The ghost of the French Revolution hovers over this
Newgate novel, whose prologue is set in Paris during the Reign of Terror.
To prepare readers for the excesses of Varney, Bulwer depicted an episode
from his character’s childhood. In this climactic scene the perfidious
Dalibard is taking his son Gabriel to see a public execution. The wretched
victim is an English dancer whose only fault was being the mistress of a
French proscrit. When the child realises that the woman is his mother he
starts to cry, but his father’s hand grasps his arm and a voice hisses in his
hear ‘Learn how they perish who betray me!’39

The sensational turmoil of the French Revolution was subsequently
chosen by Collins as the background of powerful short stories such as
‘Nine o’clock!’ (1852), ‘Gabriel’s Marriage’ (1853) and ‘Sister Rose’,
which appeared in After Dark in 1856. It was in the same year that, trav-
elling in Paris with his friend Dickens, Collins bought a collection of
criminal cases – Maurice Méjan’s Recueil des causes célèbres (1808–14),
one of which is the source of Collins’s The Woman in White (1860). The
story of the dastardly Sir Percival Glyde, who decides to lay his hands on
the patrimony of his wife by having her confined to an asylum and pre-
tending she is dead, replicates an eighteenth-century criminal case – 
‘l’Affaire de madame de Douhault’, in which a rich widow was drugged
and imprisoned in the Salpêtrière under the name of Blainville at the
beginning of 1788, while another person was buried under her name, so
that her relatives could inherit from her. With the help of a loyal friend
Madame de Douhault gained her freedom in June 1789, but none of her
relatives would recognise her. Her struggle to regain a position in society
took place against the backdrop of the French Revolution.

Méjan’s text did not simply provide Collins with the sensational story
of a woman of rank who has lost her identity due to a criminal plot and
strives to reclaim it, but it also anticipated many other aspects of The
Woman in White. Méjan’s emphasis on documents arguably was an
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inspiration to Collins’s polyphonic narrative technique. Moreover,
Madame de Douhault provided a model for the psychological profile of
Lady Glyde, enabling Collins to create a new kind of ‘damsel in distress’ –
a woman whose mental balance is endangered by means of chemistry
and confinement. Collins stressed Lady Glyde’s inability to remember
what she had done after her arrival in London, that is, before she was
drugged by Count Fosco: ‘At this point in her sad story there was a total
blank.’40 Méjan’s treatment of Madame de Douhault’s abduction is cor-
respondingly marked by an ellipsis. After inhaling a pinch of tobacco,
the woman feels dizzy and soon falls asleep, but this is the last clear
memory she has:

Here the series of the notable facts which have been faithfully pre-
served in Madame de Douhault’s memory ends. Her intellectual 
faculties, having been altered by a forced illness, do not enable her to
shed any further light on the events that took place in Orléans.41

Méjan devoted several pages to Madame de Douhault’s psychological
state. Her amnesia is associated with a series of false beliefs, deriving from
her plans and preoccupations: ‘Her memory vainly represents to her a
visit to her brother, a dinner with Mme de Polastron, and an arrest at
Fontainebleau: these misty souvenirs are linked to the intentions she
actually had before her illness, to see her brother, to visit Mad. de Polastron,
etc.’42 Following in Méjan’s footsteps, Collins also had his protagonist
assert that after arriving in London she had spent the night under Mrs
Vesey’s roof and that Mrs Rubelle had helped her to undress, while these
‘memories’ are only the fruit of her intentions and worries.43 Many
other parallels could be drawn between the two texts. Suffice it to say that
when she is imprisoned Madame de Douhault is dressed all in white,
and that Méjan took great pains to show how the time that she spent in
the asylum compromised her mental balance and her subsequent ability
to prove her case.

Collins’s novel was translated into French in 1861, but the author had
long been known in France thanks to Émile Forgues, who published a
long essay on him in the Revue des deux mondes in November 1855, and
who had also translated The Dead Secret (1857) as Le Secret (1858), under
the usual pseudonym of Old Nick. Collins was so enthusiastic about the
translation that he dedicated The Queen of Hearts (1859) to Forgues with
these words: ‘I was by no means surprised to find my fortunate work of
fiction [The Dead Secret] – not translated, in the mechanical sense of the
word – but transformed from a novel that I had written in my language,
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to a novel that you might have written in yours.’44 The close relation-
ship between Collins and his French public is demonstrated by the preface
the author wrote for the 1861 edition of La Femme en blanc, which had also
been translated by Forgues. Collins flatteringly addressed the compatri-
ots of Balzac, Hugo, Sand, Soulié, Sue and Dumas, hoping that the trans-
lation of his novel might partly repay the debt he had incurred ‘both as a
reader and as a writer, towards French novelists’.45

In his 1855 essay Forgues was writing about a thirty-one-year-old author
of solid novels such as Basil (1852) and Hide and Seek (1854). Forgues’s
admiration of Collins rested on his disregard of moral conformity rather
than on his ability as a plot-maker, and while discussing the last pages of
Basil the critic claimed: ‘Unfortunately, they remind us of a number of
second-class works and of techniques which the feuilleton-novel has too
frequently abused, so that a real writer can only lose by using them.’46

Forgues disliked the melodramatic element in Collins’s work, while he
relished his descriptive, almost pictorial, talent – a quality he related to
the author’s background as the son of the painter William Collins.

A few years later Forgues returned to sensation fiction – first in
‘Littérature anglaise. Dégénérescence du roman’ (‘English literature:
decay of the novel’, 1862), an article in which he briefly discussed Ellen
Wood’s East Lynne (1861);47 then more extensively in ‘Le roman anglais
contemporain. Miss M.E. Braddon et le roman à sensation’ (‘The English
Contemporary Novel: Miss M.E. Braddon and the sensation novel’,
1863). The latter essay focuses on twenty-six-year-old Elizabeth Braddon,
whose Lady Audley’s Secret (1862) and Aurora Floyd (1863) pivot on the
theme of bigamy, as does Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847), although
Braddon – to make this theme even more sensational – had the fault lie
with the heroine. Forgues was fiercely critical of Braddon’s plots, which
he regarded as teeming with incongruities and vulgar coincidences,
briefly with ‘all the elements of the drama they manufacture for the
masses’. The contrast between these shortcomings and Braddon’s talent
at characterisation produced in her books the effect of ‘a bad play inter-
preted by intelligent actors’.48

Setting Braddon against the backdrop of the sensation vogue, Forgues
claimed that her success was ‘of the same order of that of Woman in
White and No Name’,49 although he regarded Collins as a superior author
and did not include him in this disparaging verdict:

With the compatriots of Ann Radcliffe, a returning vogue has made
the fortune of the sensation novel, as they say – the novel with a secret,
the riddle novel, whose main element of interest, whose invariable
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means of seduction is an imbroglio that is already obscure in itself and
that is made even darker, so complex that readers are kept in suspense
till the very end, for the ending is unpredictable. Miserable in every
other respect, these narratives should be approached from the end,
since by reading the last page you would be luckily dispensed from
going through the previous ones.50

Forgues regarded sensation fiction as a byproduct of a democratic society
that addressed the lowest stratum of the reading public – ‘simple-minded
readers, easy to please, whose credulity is boundless, whose leniency
admits no exceptions’.51

M. Gaboriau and the ‘unknown public’

In 1858 Collins had devoted an essay to what he had defined as ‘The
Unknown Public’, the numerous readers of ‘penny-novel-journals’,52

cheap illustrated periodicals in small print, featuring a miscellany of
serialised novels, short stories, curiosities and poetry. Collins remarked
that a valuable work would never be accepted in these magazines, whose
standard – in obedience to the principles of mass production – was
homogenised to the extent of offering ‘A combination of fierce melo-
drama and meek domestic sentiment.’53 With a streak of didacticism,
Collins wondered whether it would not be possible to educate this
‘monster audience’54 – which he estimated including three million read-
ers. The attempts to publish Dumas’s and Sue’s feuilletons in these infer-
ior British magazines had been unsuccessful precisely because of the
inability of readers to locate these works in their cultural context:

The mere references in ‘Monte Christo,’ ‘The Mysteries of Paris,’ and
‘White Lies’ (the scene of this last English fiction having been laid on
French ground), to foreign names, titles, manners, and customs, puz-
zled the Unknown Public on the threshold. Look back at the answers
to correspondents, and they say, out of fifty subscribers to a penny
journal, how many are likely to know, for example, that mademois-
elle means miss?55

Collins’s remarks shed an interesting light on the difficulty of translating
popular culture in the nineteenth century, that of the problems its read-
ership had in grasping the cultural references implicit in foreign texts. This
helps us understand the unashamed creative freedom – bordering on
betrayal and appropriation – of many nineteenth-century translations.
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The romans judiciaires of the French writer Émile Gaboriau are a case in
point, for shortly after publication they appeared in the Sunday supple-
ments of American newspapers with captivating, often alliterative, titles
such as Crimson Crime (L’Affaire Lerouge, 1866) and Dark Deeds (Le crime
d’Orcival, 1867). However, we should regard these texts as acts of plagiarism
rather than translations, since the originals were shortened, the action
was set in the United States and the names of author and detective were
changed. Thus Les Esclaves de Paris (1868) became Manhattan Unmasked
and Le dossier No. 113 (1867) was restyled as The Steel Safe; or the stains
and splendours of New York Life (1868). The author of this rewriting was
indicated as Henry L. Williams, while Lecoq was renamed Clayton
Newlife and the book was refashioned right from the beginning:

Whoever read the New York evening papers on the 28th of February,
186–, would have found the following item under big-type heading
that any night-editor would have envied:

IMMENSE ROBBERY
UPWARD OF $100,000 STOLEN.

ARREST OF A CLERK.

‘There was great excitement in Wall Street, and everywhere in the
shadow of Trinity to-day, in consequence of a most gigantic burglary
having been committed in the banking establishment of Mr. Andrew
Van Kieft, lately located in the splendid new “Prince Albert stone”
building on Broadway near Liberty street.’56

The first official American translation of Gaboriau appeared in Boston in
1870, while in Great Britain in 1881 the publisher Henry Vizetelly launched
a series of translations entitled Gaboriau’s Sensational Novels, a definition
which was regarded as the closest equivalent of the French roman judici-
aire. It was probably the Vizetelly edition of Gaboriau that inspired the
Melbourne writer Fergus Hume to write his best-selling The Mystery of a
Hansom Cab. A Sensational Novel (1886), which in turn contributed to
inducing Doyle to invest his time in Sherlock Holmes.57

A metropolitan genesis

In conclusion, my contention is that translation and other transnational
forms of intertextuality played a major role in the nineteenth-century
development of crime fiction, although they often amounted to acts of
appropriation. To understand this phenomenon, we should regard popular
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literature not as a uniform territory, but as including a wide range of
social and cultural layers, where trite commercial formulas coexisted
with works that were far from devoid of value. The translations that
appeared in popular magazines often applied all too literally the principle
Poe himself advocated – with a very different intent – while discussing
C.H. Town’s inferior translation of Les Mystères de Paris, ‘We should so
render the original that The version should impress the people for whom it
was intended, just as the original impresses the people for whom it (the original)
is intended.’58 While in the best translation this implied (and still
implies) extreme accuracy in choice of words as well as a deep know-
ledge of the cultural background of the source text, it allows for flexibil-
ity in popular translations which sometimes simply obliterated most or
all references to foreign settings and cultures, catering to the needs of an
audience that apparently proved incapable of projecting itself imagina-
tively into different places and ways of life. Of course, this technique
also made it easier for magazines to eschew the problem of copyright.

Leaving aside the most unscrupulous acts of plagiarism, foreign litera-
tures were perceived by mid-century crime writers as a reservoir of stories
and settings that could foster inspiration. These fertile acts of hybridisation
not only enabled various literary traditions to interact, but also laid the
ground for the literary representation of the new – and mainly urban –
experience of cosmopolitanism. With few exceptions – the most notable
are Melbourne (where The Mystery of a Hansom Cab is set and was first
published),59 Philadelphia, Dublin and Edinburgh – it was mainly Paris,
London and New York that participated in the formation of the new
genre, both as literary backdrops and as centres of production/diffusion.
While Great Britain, the United States and France were involved in this
process of cross-fertilisation, other countries were simply receptive,
without actively contributing to the evolution of these new forms.

In Italy, for instance, detective and sensation novels, as well as the
French romans judiciaires, were widely published in translation at the end
of the nineteenth century, but a true body of local crime writing 
developed only at a later stage and did not achieve any immediate popu-
larity abroad. Domenico Giuriati’s Memorie di un vecchio avvocato (Memories
of an Old Lawyer, 1888) can be regarded as one of the earliest Italian
examples of what Heather Worthington terms ‘professional anecdote’ –
a kind of fiction that had already achieved popularity in Great Britain
thanks to works like ‘The Experiences of a Barrister’ (1849–50) and ‘The
Confessions of an Attorney’ (1850–52). Interestingly, one of the cases that
features in Giuriati’s book is entitled ‘Un pagamento a Londra’ (‘A Payment
in London’).60 The story exploits both the attraction of the London 
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metropolitan background, which had recently been explored by the
Italian writer Edmondo De Amicis in his popular travelogue Ricordi di
Londra (Memories of London, 1874), and the efficiency of the London police,
which was regarded as a model in the newly created Kingdom of Italy.

As we can see, the nineteenth-century growth of crime fiction was
closely associated with increasing urbanisation and the perceived need
for social control, as well as the image of the city as an unending spectacle.
After all, this was the century of the flâneur, half artist and half surveillant,
a by-product of the metropolis, as Pierre Larousse acknowledged in his
Grand Dictionnaire universel du XIXe siècle (1866–76), where he classified
this human type, claiming that ‘It is only in Paris that we find flâneurs.’61

Crime fiction capitalised on hidden threats, the colourful ambience
and the wealth of clues the urban space provided. As G.K. Chesterton
famously wrote in 1902, the detective story was the only form of popu-
lar literature which expressed ‘the poetry of modern life’. By combining
the main elements of romance – the hero and adventure – with an urban
setting, the detective story turned this background into a huge hiero-
glyph: ‘there is no stone in the street and no brick in the wall that is not
actually a deliberate symbol – a message from some man, as much as if
it were a telegram or a post-card’.62

Although we can claim that the urban environment – where social
anomie coexisted with the omnipresence of human artefacts and traces –
strongly contributed to the development of crime fiction, it was thanks
to its ability to adapt, like a literary virus, to different climates and cul-
tures that this genre subsequently acquired such an aggressive vitality,
disseminating all over the world.

The Language of Auguste Dupin 109
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7
On the Sensational in Literature

One can hardly study the development of nineteenth-century crime fic-
tion without giving sensation fiction its due. After reaching its climax in
the 1860s and 1870s, the sensation vogue lost momentum at the end of the
century, precisely when detective fiction was asserting itself as a literary
phenomenon. At its peak, however, sensationalism not only enjoyed a
vast success in terms of sales, enthralling the reading public, but was also
at the heart of a heated critical debate, which included several long essays
in literary magazines such as Blackwood’s, The Argosy and Belgravia where
the aesthetic and ethical import of the movement as a whole was placed
under discussion. As Lyn Pykett claims, ‘the sensation genre was a jour-
nalistic construct, a label attached by reviewers to novels whose plots
centred on criminal deeds, or social transgressions and illicit passions’.1

What makes the case of sensation fiction so interesting is precisely the
close interaction between literary and critical works, that is to say the
battle engaged in by opposite factions either in favour of or against a liter-
ary movement that thrived on scandal.

Between romance and journalism

As early as 1800 William Wordsworth complained that a ‘multitude of
causes unknown to former times’ were contributing ‘to blunt the discrim-
inating powers of the mind’. As an example of this cultural regression,
Wordsworth mentioned his contemporaries’ appetite for lurid news and
stories, describing it as a side-effect of both historical factors (the after-
math of the French Revolution) and social factors, such as ‘the encreasing
accumulation of men in cities, where the uniformity of their occupation
produces a craving for extraordinary incident which the rapid communi-
cation of intelligence hourly gratifies’. As a result of these changes, the
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British poetical tradition was endangered by the growth of a new gothic
sub-culture: ‘The invaluable works of our eldest writers, I had almost said
the works of Shakespear and Milton, are driven into neglect by frantic
novels, sickly and stupid German Tragedies, and deluges of idle and extrava-
gant stories in verse.’2 This controversial cultural transition can be regarded
as the prelude to the growth of sensationalism, a phenomenon that was
related – as Wordsworth insightfully acknowledged, despite his misgiv-
ings – to modernity, journalism and the urban environment.

Sensation fiction inherited from the gothic the theme of the double
(twins and impersonators abound in these novels), the ambiguous pres-
ence of supernatural elements (which either were ultimately rationalised
or coexisted with a rational approach) and paradigmatic figures such as the
persecuted heroine and the villain, while the sly and redoubtable vil-
lainess is a typical product of the age of sensation, with its new emphasis
on women as the agents of crime. Yet to understand the origins of this
literary phenomenon one cannot simply revert to the uncanny myster-
ies of Udolpho, where Ann Radcliffe’s Emily is immured by the devilish
Montoni. In reality sensationalism was rooted in a wide range of dis-
courses, both literary and non-literary, including the gothic, melodrama,
the Newgate novels, the street literature of broadsides and the nascent
mass medium of journalism.

In the first half of the century, newspapers paid close attention to the
supposed increase in crime and the development of police methods;
rationally enough in view of the many changes that accompanied the
creation of the Metropolitan Police in 1829 and of the Detective Police
in 1842. Such reports had a seminal role in the evolutionary process of
crime fiction around the middle of the century. According to G.K. Craik,
writing in 1843 ‘A police reporter, indeed (or penny-a-liner, as he is some-
times, with too much levity, styled), is the truest historian of his age’, and
his province is ‘the most important as well as attractive department of
modern literature’.3

The development of journalism fostered a first wave of sensationalism,
which was indebted to criminal reports and marked by a morbid interest
in catastrophe as well as the nightmarish aspects of modern urban life:

My greatest pleasure, through life, has been the perusal of any extraor-
dinary narrative of fact. An account of a shipwreck in which hun-
dreds have perished; of a plague which has depopulated towns or cities;
anecdotes and inquiries connected with the regulation of prisons, hos-
pitals, or lunatic receptacles; nay, the very police reports of a common
newspaper – as relative to matters of reality; have always excited a



degree of interest in my mind which cannot be produced by the best
invented tale of fiction.4

This passage from Henry Thomson’s ‘Le Revenant’ (Blackwood’s, 1827)
could be chosen as a manifesto for the late gothic tales that were pub-
lished in the Edinburgh review between 1817 and 1832. Its narrative for-
mula was imported to the United States by Poe, a master of extreme
sensations, a conjuror of morbid and hallucinatory states where madness
and degeneration combine to evoke sinister patterns of heredity. The stor-
ies in which Poe explored the theme of premature burial are a case in
point, for they were inspired by John Galt’s ‘The Buried Alive’ (Blackwood’s,
1821). The American author openly acknowledged his debt to the review
in a parody he entitled ‘How to Write a Blackwood Article’ (1838), where
an aspiring female novelist is offered this precious advice: ‘Sensations
are the great things after all. Should you ever be drowned or hung, be sure
and make a note of your sensations – they will be worth to you ten guineas
a sheet.’5 In the 1830s, sensations – be they claustrophobic or dynamic –
had already gained value in the publishing market as capable of inducing
accelerated heartbeats and women novelists had become particularly
associated with this mode of writing. This was the beginning of a phe-
nomenon that attained its full scope in the 1860s and 1870s – the sen-
sational decades par excellence.

A fundamental ingredient in the recipe for sensation is the ambiguity
of stories that are presented as real, but stretch the boundaries of what
we might call reality to the utmost, so as to make room for the deepest
terrors of the public. Blackwood’s tales achieved their sensational effect
through their confessional form, which triggered the reader’s emotional
identification with the first-person narrator, justifying the melodramatic
quality of his/her memoirs. Poe, on the other hand, chose to present
notorious hoaxes under the guise of scientific reports, introducing an
observer and stressing reliability through detachment. ‘The Facts in the
Case of M. Valdemar’ (1845) – the story of a man who is mesmerised on
the verge of death and is suspended in that condition for six months,
until he decomposes in a few instants – provoked an international con-
troversy since, due to the pseudo-scientific halo of mesmerism, the text
was read in Great Britain as a serious report.

Newgate novelists likewise took advantage of the appeal of faction – a
blend of fact and fiction that enabled them to capitalise on widespread
fears and curiosity, uncannily combining gruesome details from the chron-
icles of crime and melodrama. When in 1846 Edward Bulwer-Lytton
published his Lucretia; or, the Children of the Night the author underlined
the documentary ‘truth’ of the novel, ‘Incredible as it may seem, the crimes
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herein related took place within the last seventeen years. There has been
no exaggeration as to their extent, no great departure from their details.’6

Bulwer-Lytton was the first in a long series of writers who helped turn
the ‘exemplary life’ of the serial killer Thomas Griffiths Wainewright into
an icon of evil – a process of criminal ‘canonisation’ that culminated in
Oscar Wilde’s famous essay ‘Pen, Pencil and Poison’ (1889).

A renowned artist and dandy, Wainewright, who turned out to be a
forger as well as a poisoner, was arrested in 1837 and transported to Van
Diemen’s Land, where he died in 1847.7 As proof of the lasting impact of
Wainewright on the imaginary of crime novelists, he can be regarded as
the source of several of Dickens’s poisoners, from Jonas Chuzzlewit in
Martin Chuzzlewit (1843–44) to Rigaud in Little Dorrit (1855–57)8 and
Julius Slinkton in ‘Hunted Down’ (1859). This short story, which was
commissioned by the American periodical New York Ledger for the enor-
mous sum of £1000, also owes part of its sinister charm to the sensa-
tional case of William Palmer, the so-called ‘prince of poisoners’, a doctor
who used his medical knowledge to murder his wife and children, among
others, and was executed in 1856. Both murderers were motivated by
money and hoped to gain from insurance policies taken out on the lives
of family members and/or friends.

In his proto-sensational Lucretia, Bulwer-Lytton relied on the sensational
resonance of a real criminal case, magnifying it so as to exploit all its
melodramatic potential. The poisoner whose deeds are the subject of
this epic of crime is called Gabriel Honoré Varney and recalls a preter-
naturally evil literary figure, the eponymous hero of Varney the Vampyre;
or, the Feast of Blood, which was published in penny instalments between
1845 and 1847. Following a literary recipe that was unashamedly based on
excess, Bulwer-Lytton chose to create a female counterpart of Varney –
Lucretia Clavering, a villainess whose main instrument of death is also poi-
son and who is aptly named after the she-devil of the Italian Renaissance,
Lucrezia Borgia. To increase the horror of readers even further, Bulwer-
Lytton’s two young villains are at one and the same time the adepts, the
victims and the murderers of the arch-villain Dalibard, a man of French ori-
gin, ‘with some Italian blood in his veins’,9 who is the father of Varney and
the tutor of Lucretia. Dalibard – who at the time of the French Revolution
sympathised with Jacobins but who is ready to betray any cause for
power and money – acts as a foil to his two pupils, showing their evil
bent as a consequence of his nefarious influence on their early life.

Although Lucretia embodied many aspects which were to become seen
as typical of sensation, another novel from the 1840s was more usually
regarded by sensation novelists and critics as the main antecedent of the
movement – Charlotte Brontë’s Jane Eyre (1847). The dark mysteries of



Thornfield, the country house where Jane Eyre works as a governess,
provided a perfect transition from the world of the gothic to that of sen-
sation, inaugurating a tradition that H.L. Mansel described as ‘Bigamy
Novels’.10 Several critics have pointed out the seminal role that Jane Eyre
played in the development of the sensation vogue, but G.A. Sala inter-
estingly contrasted it with both the early nineteenth-century sentimental
tradition and the romantic character of most Newgate novels:

Do I intend to maintain that the modern, the contemporary novel of
life and character and adventure – the outspoken, realistic, moving,
breathing fiction, which mirrors the passions of the age for which it
is written, is preferable to the silly sentimentalities of Lady Blessington
and Mrs. Gore, to the aristocratic highwaymen and intellectual assas-
sins of Paul Clifford and Eugene Aram, – or to the dead thieves, bullies,
doxies, and turnkeys who were galvanised by Mr. Harrison Ainsworth?
Unhesitatingly I say that I do. Jane Eyre was to all intents and pur-
poses a ‘sensational’ novel, and some fastidious parents might forbid
their daughters to read a book in which there is a deliberate attempt at
bigamy; in which there is a mad wife who tries to burn her husband’s
house; in which the flogging of a girl at school is minutely described;
and in which an impulsive little governess sits on a blind gentleman’s
knee, and pulls his beautiful dark hair about – likening it to the hair of
Samson.11

Sala dismissed the Newgate novel as an antecedent of sensation fiction
because of Bulwer-Lytton’s and Ainsworth’s romanticised vision of the vil-
lain and their historical interest in eighteenth-century crime, while per-
ceiving that it was in the female tradition of the Brontës – bringing mystery,
crime and madness into the contemporary age, and incorporating the
right blend of realism and romanticism – that sensation writers mirrored
themselves.

The sensation recipe

The innovative character of sensation fiction – resulting from the juxta-
position of everyday reality and the horrors that gothic fiction used to set
against the exotic backgrounds of faraway countries and times – was per-
ceived in 1865 by Henry James, who credited Collins with ‘having intro-
duced into fiction those most mysterious of mysteries, the mysteries which
are at our own doors’.12 Sinister and impregnable castles in the Apennines
as well as ruined abbeys surrounded by labyrinthine forests – those
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improbable icons of fear – were superseded as scenes of crime by the orderly
Victorian country house and the modern London lodgings. Topicality is a
fundamental attribute of sensation fiction, as Mansel had noted in 1863:

Proximity is, indeed, one great element of sensation. It is necessary to
be near a mine to be blown up by its explosion; and a tale which aims
at electrifying the nerves of the reader is never thoroughly effective
unless the scene be laid in our own days and among the people we are
in the habit of meeting.13

Mansel also regarded personality as a sensational correlative of proxim-
ity, claiming that ‘If a scandal of more than usual piquancy occurs in
high life, or a crime of extraordinary horror figures among our causes
célèbres, the sensationalist is immediately at hand to weave the incident
into a thrilling tale.’14 The Glasgow Poisoning (the story of Madeleine
Smith, who was accused to murdering her lover, Emile L’Angelier, in 1857)
and the Road Murder (the story of Constance Kent, who killed her four-
year-old half-brother in 1860) attracted the attention of journalists and
novelists alike. Both cases were fictionalised in Such Things Are (1862) –
a novel Mansel analysed in his article, while Collins’s use of the Road
Murder in The Moonstone is further proof of the sensationalists’ readiness
to translate real crime into fiction in their relentless hunt for a good plot.

Although Mansel – who was a clergyman and taught moral philosophy
at Oxford – openly condemned the writers who gathered ‘fresh stimulants
from the last assizes’, he defended those who recognised the ‘romantic
interest’ of a ‘memorable crime of bygone days’. The critic regarded the
relation between ‘the criminal variety of the Newspaper Novel’ and ‘the
genuine historical novel’15 as no closer than that which opposes the police
reports of The Times to the pages of Thucydides, but his criticism was not
focused exclusively on the link between sensation novels and the vilest
aspects of reality (a reproach that was commonly directed at naturalist
writers). On the one hand, Mansel stigmatised the commercial motives
of sensation writers, who were spurred by ‘the market-law of demand and
supply’.16 On the other he observed that this fiction engendered a per-
nicious variety of reading, which was aimed at arousing ‘Excitement,
and excitement alone’.17

This accusation is far from groundless, for sensationalists usually wrote
with serialisation in mind, employing a technique which is similar to the
devices which soap opera screenwriters utilise today. To engender addiction
in their readers, to induce them to subscribe to a review or to buy the
monthly instalments of a book, authors elaborated narrative strategies that
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pivoted on suspense, creating cliff-hangers at the end of each episode –
final moments of unexplained mystery or imminent danger. The titillation of
curiosity, the postponement and the pleasure of revelation are the three
stages in the reading of a serial. Interweaving ‘circuits of knowledge’ are
opened and closed one after the other with a chain-like effect in order to
set the story to the right rhythm, to create a powerful machine for produ-
cing intense and ephemeral thrills, to engulf readers in the twists of the plot.

In his study of ‘popular reading’, Clive Bloom remarks that ‘Novelty
dominated Victorian literature; the literary arts were firmly rooted in,
indeed one condition of, the Victorian entrepreneurial business spirit.’18

Used as we nowadays are to taking the economic and social role of com-
mercial literature for granted, we find it difficult to understand the scope
of the battle Mansel and other critics fought against sensation fiction.
We should keep in mind that the success of this popular genre was due
to an efficient network of distribution, involving serialisation in maga-
zines, publication in multi-volume book form to serve the needs of the
circulating libraries and production of cheap editions to be sold in the
kiosks of railway stations, since ‘passengers could now read in a train com-
partment whereas before the coach was simply too shaky’.19 Nor should
we forget the entrepreneurial genius of women writers such as Elizabeth
Braddon and Ellen Wood, who respectively edited the sensational mag-
azines Belgravia and Argosy.

Writing in 1865, William Fraser Rae complained that Braddon ‘had tem-
porarily succeeded in making the literature of the Kitchen the favourite
reading of the Drawing room’. While in the past ‘stories of blood and lust,
of atrocious crimes and hardened criminals’ excited the interest of readers
of low social status and education, thanks to the literary efforts of writers
like Braddon these stories were now ‘published in three volumes in place
of issuing them in penny numbers’.20 Sensationalists had subverted the
rules of the literary market, breaking the boundaries between low and
high literature and creating a new public for crime literature, which now
spoke a respectable English and enjoyed the privilege of hard bindings.

Women as sensation writers and readers

Readers of the August 1863 issue of Blackwood’s were treated to the fol-
lowing comment: ‘Out of the mild female undergrowth, variety demands
the frequent production of a sensational monster to stimulate the languid
life.’21 This decade indeed saw an unprecedented output of sensation
novels by women – Wood’s East Lynne was published in 1861, while in
1862 Braddon explored the scandal of bigamy in Lady Audley’s Secret,
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which was followed one year later by Aurora Floyd, yet another variation
on the theme of the double menage. It is, therefore, no surprise that in the
1860s this genre was identified as feminine, often in a condescending tone.

Sensation novels did not abide by the tacit agreement whereby British
authors abstained from dealing with subjects regarded as unsuitable for
the young. This voluntary form of preventive censorship – a pact James
was to describe as ‘the convention’22 – had allowed novels to circulate freely
in every respectable household, but sensation fiction put the Victorians
in mind of licentious French novels. Public opinion was particularly dis-
turbed by the role of young women within this literary circuit of produc-
tion and consumption, given the important function that novels had
traditionally had in their education:

To a French girl fresh from her convent the novels of her own language
are rigorously tabooed; whereas we are all aware that they are the
favourite reading of her contemporary in this country, and are not
unfrequently even the production, with all their unseemly references
and exhibitions of forbidden knowledge, of young women …23

Sensation fiction was deemed capable of having nefarious effects both
on the nerves – due to the physical condition of quivering tension it
induced – and on the character. These alluring novels were seen as reposi-
tories of corruption, confronting female readers with villains and villain-
esses who were capable of any mischief – from bigamy to blackmail and
murder – and yet who presented an appearance of beauty, dignity and
goodness. In spite of their inevitable punishment, the consummate dupli-
city of these characters, their ability to penetrate every layer of society and
to gain the confidence of honest unsuspecting people, offered insidious
role models and ventured into areas of knowledge that were precluded
to young women, whose ‘innocence’ was a fundamental pre-marital requis-
ite. The world of crime, madness and passion entered Victorian houses
unhindered and threatened to pervert the young, causing them to stray
from the righteous path.

Sensationalism, degeneration and modernity

The climate of suspicion surrounding sensationalist writing fostered
repeated attacks against it and also evoked the spectre of degeneration.
In his famous ‘Fiction, Fair and Foul’ (1880), John Ruskin examined
works such as Dickens’s Bleak House (1852–53), Collins’s Poor Miss Finch
(1871–72), Sue’s Les Mystères de Paris and Gaboriau’s Le Crime d’Orcival
(1866–67), including them under the heading of ‘literature of the 
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Prison-house’. By this term Ruskin meant ‘not only the cell of Newgate,
but also and even more definitely the cell of the Hôtel-Dieu, the Hôpital
des Fous, and the great corridor with the dripping slabs of the Morgue’.24

Half a century earlier, Thomson had regarded the prison, the hospital,
the asylum and the mortuary as capable of producing a degree of inter-
est exceeding that of fiction. A century later, the same institutions were
to attract the attention of the French philosopher Michel Foucault (Folie
et déraison [Madness and Civilisation], 1961; Naissance de la clinique [The
Birth of the Clinic], 1963; Surveiller et punir [Discipline and Punish], 1975)
as the tools of disciplinary power. For Ruskin they were the settings of
literary works that revealed a morbid fascination with death, as is shown
by his analysis of Bleak House, highlighting the violent deaths of the
majority of the characters.

To Ruskin, such literature was the expression of a debased urban envir-
onment, where the individual, deprived of a beneficent contact with
nature and art, turned to sensationalism to revive his/her emotional life:

The monotony of life in the central streets of any great modern city,
but especially in those of London, where every emotion intended to
be derived by men from the sight of nature, or the sense of art, is for-
bidden forever, leaves the craving of the heart for a sincere, yet change-
ful, interest, to be fed from one source only.25

As we know, at the turn of the century the concept of degeneration –
the obverse of Darwin’s evolutionism – exerted a strong fascination on
thinkers, who regarded urbanisation not as a road to progress but as a
regression, for which evidence could be adduced in the appalling condi-
tions of life in London’s East End.

Sensational canons

In order to counteract the repeated attempts to undermine the literary
status of the genre, sensationalists wrote critical essays that reveal a high
degree of self-awareness, reasserting their dignity by means of a genealogy
of sensation that includes the greatest authors of the past. This strategy
of appropriation and legitimisation is already apparent in ‘A Word to the
Public’, an essay Bulwer-Lytton published in January 1847 to reassert the
moral value of his much discussed Lucretia – a novel that can be regarded
as proto-sensational due to its domestic criminal plot, its attraction towards
the horrors of the French Revolution and the theme of female madness,
which anticipates the destiny of Lady Audley.
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Twenty years after De Quincey’s seminal essay on the aesthetics of mur-
der, ‘A Word to the Public’ offered a genealogy of crime literature that
included Greek classics, French theatre and even Shakespeare, for crime
was regarded by Bulwer-Lytton as ‘the essential material of the Tragic
Drama’.26 Ready to claim for the novelist the rights of the playwright, the
author asserted that ‘What is free to the imagination, if put into five
acts, does not become reprehensible, if employed in three volumes.’ After
offering Shakespeare as the ancestor of the genre, Bulwer-Lytton presented
a list of works that conformed to the literary tradition of ‘the tragic prose
romance’,27 among them Fielding’s Jonathan Wild, Richardson’s Clarissa
Harlowe, Mackenzie’s Julia de Roubigné (involving murder by poison and
a suicide), Moore’s Zeluco, Godwin’s Caleb Williams and Scott’s The Bride
of Lammermoor.

Reverting to the sources of inspiration of contemporary writers, Bulwer-
Lytton also refuted the notion that modern crime did not lend itself to
literary treatment:

All crimes now, if detected, must obtain the notoriety of the Old Bailey,
or reap their desert in Newgate; and to contend that Newgate and the
Old Bailey unfit them for the uses of the writer of fiction, is virtually
to deprive him of the use of all crimes punished by modern law and
enacted in the modern day … as if there were no terror in the con-
demned cell, no tragedy at the foot of the gallows!28

Crime is part and parcel of life and authors are therefore entitled to
represent it. Moreover this element is present in the imaginative works
of every epoch and in order to ‘exclude from the mind the dark certainties
of guilt’ you must ‘silence the long succession of poets’ from Shakespeare
to the present.29 Furthermore, unlike the graphic descriptions of crime
and punishment offered by newspapers, fiction analyses the criminal’s
psychology, thus providing a deep moral lesson. Bulwer-Lytton even
called upon Burke to testify in his favour, quoting various passages from
his Enquiry to assert that ‘the association of power with destruction is one
of the most obvious sources of the sublime’.30

Bulwer-Lytton’s defence of crime fiction anticipated many aspects of
the critical debate that was to take place in the 1860s, as is apparent in the
review James devoted in 1865 to Collins and Braddon, where the terms
of the problem are ironically reversed:

Crime, indeed, has always been a theme for dramatic poets; but with
the old poets its dramatic interest lay in the fact that it compromised the
criminal’s moral repose. Whence else is the interest of Orestes and
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Macbeth? With Mr. Collins and Miss Braddon (our modern Euripides
and Shakespeare) the interest of crime is in the fact that it comprom-
ises the criminal’s personal safety.31

With a benevolent smile, James drove home his poisoned arrows, hint-
ing at the fact that the torment of guilt, rather than the fear of detection,
had been at the heart of ancient tragedies (in 1866 Dostoevski’s Crime
and Punishment was to achieve a similar effect), but similar attacks did not
prevent sensation writers from using genealogy as a means to legitimate
their ultimately commercial motives, although even the official organs
of the movement published ambiguous accounts of its origin.

A case in point is an unsigned review entitled ‘Past “Sensationalists” ’ that
appeared in The Argosy in December 1867. Lamenting the fact that nobody
had written a history of the English novel, in spite of its growing import-
ance, the author defended the importance of the novelist, who ‘has gen-
erally proved himself the social historian of his times’.32 Starting from
Fielding and Smollett, the essay touches upon gothic authors like Walpole,
Beckford, Radcliffe, Godwin, Shelley, Lewis and Maturin. Introducing a
distinction which is still regarded as primary, the critic underlined the
difference between Lewis’s novels – which are marked by ‘supernatural,
libidinous, and impious components’ – and the rationalised gothic of
Radcliffe, who attains her goal by means of ‘certain apparent supernatural
agencies, which she subsequently falsifies’.33 While Maturin is regarded
as the only disciple of Lewis’s outdated school of romance, Radcliffe is
defined as ‘the first poetess of romantic fiction’ and considered as a figure
playing an important role within a nobler tradition of melodrama:

The various elements that interpenetrate her conceptions, indeed, of
which her conceptions are composed, render her, as they render
Shakespeare, Scott, Lytton, Hugo, intensely melodramatic. A wide sur-
vey of life invariably entails the melodramatic spirit. Life itself is a
melodrama. The common-place yields to the romantic, the romantic
to the ridiculous, the ridiculous to the sublime.34

In the critic’s eyes, eclecticism is the key to understanding this attitude
to life. Godwin also deserves a place among the melodramatists and the
critic perceptively highlighted the strange fate of Caleb Williams, which
had been intended as a ‘vehicle for the expression of particular opinions’35

and survived because of its narrative merits, over and above the ideas it
conveyed. The article ends with a discussion of the controversial role of
melodrama in contemporary literature, contrasting its most ‘vulgar,
improbable, or foolish’ dimension with its ‘genuine spirit’, and extending
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this criticism to sensationalists, who ‘still copiously colour; still freely
exaggerate; still travestie human nature’.36

A few months later – in the February 1868 issue of Belgravia – G.A. Sala
published ‘On the “Sensational” in Literature and Art’, which adopted a
different strategy and drew a parallel between the current debate on sen-
sationalism and that on romanticism in early nineteenth-century France.
Sala regarded Dickens as the greatest sensationalist of his time, but he
located the origin of the movement right at the heart of the English canon:

The late Mr. William Shakespeare was an arrant sensational writer. He
wrote the play of ‘Macbeth,’ which is founded mainly on murder and
witchcraft. He wrote ‘Hamlet,’ in which there are many murders, a sui-
cide, a suspicion of madness, and a ghost.37

Sala’s extended analysis of Shakespeare’s plays is part of his aim to
present sensationalism as a multifaceted cultural phenomenon that had
illustrious precedents in every art and science, as well as in history. He
includes in his genealogy painters like Millais and Holman Hunt, art critics
like Ruskin, scientists like Darwin, patriots like Garibaldi and soldiers like
General Grant. With a powerful rhetorical strategy, those who criticise
sensationalism are ridiculed as blindly opposed to modernity:

no more sensation novels, no more sensation leading-articles, no more
sensation pictures … Let the Bishop of London, in a wig like a bird’s
nest, preach a sermon in St. Paul’s against photography and the Electric
Telegraph. Don’t let us move, don’t let us travel, don’t let us hear or see
anything; but let us write sonnets to Chloe, and play madrigals on
the spinet, and dance minuets, and pray to Heaven against Sen-
sationalism, the Pope, the Devil, and the Pretender; and then let
Dulness reign triumphant, and Universal Darkness cover all.38

Sala’s vigorous defence of the sensational as the emblem of the nine-
teenth century, however, did not suffice to quench the debate and in the
August 1874 issue of The Argosy, Braddon dealt again with the status of
this genre in ‘The Sensation Novel’. By describing the public’s thirst for
sensations as a healthy compensation for the ever increasing time
Victorians devoted to intellectual exertion, she legitimated this source of
entertainment, acknowledging its important social function:

It cannot be denied, I think … that the present is an age of sensation. It
is at the same time an age of reading desks and writing desks: this
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implies that it is also an age of thought … Perhaps it may be the very
thoughtfulness of the age which leads people to seek relaxation in
what appears light and almost childish amusements.39

To dignify the sensational, Braddon underlined its genealogical link to
romance, defining Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto as ‘the first sensation
novel’, studying the works of Radcliffe, highlighting the importance of
Jane Eyre as a model for the latest generation of sensationalists and coming
to the conclusion that ‘What gives success to the novelist to-day is the
same as brings audiences to the theatre – sensation.’40

In their attempts to ennoble the genre of which they regarded them-
selves as practitioners, sensationalists pursued a double strategy, claiming
to be the descendants of a literary lineage they proudly described as rooted
in Shakespeare and pronouncing the blatantly sensational character of
the nineteenth century in all its artistic and social facets, tracing an equiva-
lence between sensationalism and modernity. Critics thus provided his-
torical and theoretical foundations for the poetics of sensation that Collins
had already expounded in his pioneering 1852 ‘Dedication’ to Basil, where
he described the novel and the play as ‘twin sisters in the Family of fic-
tion’, declaring that ‘all the strong and deep emotions which the Play-
writer is privileged to excite, the Novel-writer is privileged to excite also’.
The charm of sensationalism resides precisely in its hybrid character, com-
bining realism with melodrama, detection with the designs of providence,
according to a pattern that ultimately locates conflict in the opposition
between the absolute principles of good and evil. The fortune of sensation
fiction, however, rested on a transitional cultural phase.

A prophecy

As we have seen, due to the indifference – if not hostility – of some sec-
tors of public opinion, sensationalists developed a self-reflexive interest
in their writing at a time when popular fiction was not regarded as worthy
of much critical effort. They also tended to see sensationalism as the aes-
thetic paradigm of the nineteenth century. As early as 1863 an anonymous
critic referred to crime and detection as ingredients that were fundamental
not only to the sensational recipe, but to all the literature of the time:

We turn with a national instinct rather to the brutalities than to the
subtleties of crime. Murder is our cheval de bataille … Sometimes the
entire story is conceived in the spirit of circumstantial evidence, and
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the detective officer, more or less skilfully disguised, is the hero of 
the piece; and in most cases the plot culminates in a trial where 
somebody is finally brought to justice, and some other innocent person
vindicated. Murder, conspiracy, robbery, fraud, are the strong colours
upon the national palette … The charm of killing somebody, of bring-
ing an innocent person under suspicion of the deed, and gradually,
by elaborate processes of detectivism, hunting out the real criminal,
seems to possess an attraction which scarcely any English novelist
can resist.41

To justify the British attraction to crime, and to counter the inevitable
accusation of bloodthirstiness, the critic observed that this curiosity sprang

from a lively appreciation of the advantages of a good police, min-
gled with certain conceptions of the picturesque, as exemplified in
the conduct and position of a man who finds himself or his friend
unjustly suspected, and who makes it the object of his life to bring
the criminal to justice.42

Thanks to the freedom of the British press, which provided the forum
for an outspoken debate on public institutions, police forces were regarded
from the outset as two-sided – on the one hand a reliable tool of law and
order, on the other a potential source of individual wrongs, because of
the possibility that evidence could be manipulated so as to frame the
innocent and save the criminal. The accusation in fiction that unjustly
weighs on an innocent person, threatening to stain his/her reputation
for ever, could not fail to involve readers in the main characters’ plight.
What is at stake in The Moonstone is Franklin Blake’s reputation – and the
outcome of his love for Rachel Verinder – rather than the diamond in
itself. Similarly in The Law and the Lady (1875) the heroine undertakes
her investigation to prove the innocence of her husband. Incidentally,
‘the woman-saves-her-man formula’43 – as Patricia Craig and Mary
Cadogan label it – is the main reason for women becoming detectives in
crime fiction at the turn of the century.

In this unsigned 1863 article, however, the fictional resources deployed
by sensationalists to bring the real culprits to justice are condemned as
immoral because they entail a biased view of the modern police system:
‘Murder has become, with a quaint realisation of De Quincey’s brilliant
maunderings, a fine art; and the science of the detective – which is by no
means founded on truth-telling – one of the most largely appreciated of
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modern sciences.’44 Clues, not witnesses, are the main element in modern
detection, as various nineteenth-century novelists well understood, and
this element above all others would come to characterise detective fiction.

Even when the plots of sensation novelists did not hinge on the sorrow-
ful predicament of a fallen woman or on female madness, but rather on
a genuinely criminal case, they often entertained an ambiguous rela-
tionship with the supernatural, as discussed in chapters 4 and 5. Let us
remember the importance of premonitory dreams in The Woman in White
and Armadale, or the non-scientific forms of enquiry that compete with
‘detectivism’ in The Moonstone, where the Brahmins repeatedly rely on
clairvoyance to locate the diamond. These choices certainly did not 
represent modernity and in May 1862 Margaret Oliphant recognised
that a great realism would reassert itself with the imminent confluence
of sensation into detective fiction: ‘We have already had specimens, as
many as are desirable, of what the detective policeman can do for the
enlivenment of literature: and it is into the hands of the literary Detective
that this school of story-telling must inevitably fall at last.’45

From amateur to professional detective

This transition towards detective fiction resulted from the sensation novel-
ists’ attempts to adjust to the changing demands of the market, but the
increasing importance that professional detectives and clues acquired in
the world of sensation – to the detriment of amateur investigation and
preternatural coincidences – was a far from linear process, as can be seen
in the literary career of Mary Elizabeth Braddon, whose works have recently
been reassessed thanks to a wealth of new editions and critical studies.
Focusing on the relationship between the class element of Braddon’s
novels and her use of the detective, Jennifer Carnell claims that after
relying on professional investigating agents in her early works, which were
aimed at a lower-class audience, Braddon ‘became reluctant to introduce
policemen as central characters in middle-class fiction’.46

To understand Carnell’s argument we should keep in mind that in
Collins’s foundational The Woman in White the mystery is solved through
the acumen and efforts of the amateur detective Walter Hartright. Collins
utilised this formula over and over again – sometimes with gender vari-
ations, as in The Law and the Lady – while his few professional detectives
play subordinate roles. Thus in The Moonstone Superintendent Seegrave
embodies the inefficient methods of the local police, while Sergeant
Cuff – in spite of his superior intellect – is still unable to solve a mystery
that rests on a psychological paradox, that is, a case of split personality.
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Braddon’s best-known novels – Lady Audley’s Secret (1862) and Aurora
Floyd (1863) – follow the same pattern. In the former the investigation is
carried out by a young barrister – Robert Audley, who is part of the family –
while in the latter Scotland Yard detective Joseph Grimstone is privately
hired to investigate a case that involves, among other suspects, the mis-
tress of the house. As in The Moonstone – where Sergeant Cuff is disem-
powered by his dependence on the authority of Lady Verinder, who has
employed him to inquire into the loss of the diamond – Grimstone has no
freedom to act. The social element plays a major role in both novels,
where the position of police officers acting in a private capacity is
ambiguous. A higher-class detective would be required to pry into the
secrets of the rich and noble, while these police agents are perceived as
intruders in the world of their betters.

As Carnell points out, however, Braddon’s earlier The Trail of the Serpent
(1861) – originally published in penny parts as Three Times Dead (1860)
‘and aimed at a lower class audience’47 – features an unusual detective in
the person of Joe Peters, a working-class policeman who is also dumb.
While Peters capitalises on his dumbness – people also think him deaf and
therefore speak freely before him – his marginal corporeal status also
reflects his marginality in the social order. The police suspect the wrong
person of murder and it is thanks only to this atypical detective – who
reminds us of Collins’s physically handicapped characters, like the dumb
heroine of Hide and Seek (1854) – that justice is done. The police likewise
play a major role in Braddon’s The Black Band; or, The Mysteries of Midnight
(1861–62), which appeared anonymously in a lower-class magazine.

Professional detectives feature in many of Braddon’s subsequent novels,
although their degree of importance varies according to the social milieu
of the story, but to understand the growing relevance of the professional
investigating agent in Braddon’s works, I will concentrate on her later
creation, the detective John Faunce, who is at the heart of both Rough
Justice (1898) and His Darling Sin (1899). To appreciate the nature of these
texts, we should keep in mind two elements. First, that unlike Braddon’s
own early sensation novels each was published in a single volume. Instead
of an imposing three-decker, readers were offered more compact stories.
Second, that they were the fruit of Braddon’s untiring versatility, although
in her effort to keep up with changing literary vogues Braddon sometimes
ran the risk of self-parody.

The stories which Braddon created in this late stage of her career still fea-
ture melodramatic elements such as murder, blackmail, revenge, doubles,
aliases and a tendency to rely on coincidences, but they also point to
detection as a new science and demonstrate the author’s growing interest
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in the professional detective and his expertise. Yet, in her effort to be
‘modern’, Braddon relied more on the detective element of sensation fic-
tion (as well as the roman judiciaire) than on Doyle’s works, as is shown
by the kind of books Faunce mentions as his favourite reading:

It is only natural, perhaps, that a man of my calling should take a keener
interest in stories of crime than in any other form of fiction; and I am
not ashamed to confess a liking for those novels in which some mys-
tery of guilt is woven and unravelled by the romancer. I have read, I
believe, all the criminal stories of Gaboriau and Boisgobey. I have hung
spell-bound over Bulwer’s ‘Lucretia,’ over ‘Armadale,’ and ‘The Woman
in White,’ over ‘Martin Chuzzlewit,’ ‘Bleak House,’ and the unsolved
problem of ‘Edwin Drood’ …48

The absence of The Moonstone from this list is probably due to the fact
that Sergeant Cuff is the closest antecedent of Faunce, since both of them
focus their suspicions on the wrong person and retire from the police in
the course of the story. Braddon goes so far as to parody Cuff’s passion
for roses, for after his retirement Faunce is warmly invited by his wife to
tend his garden; however, the still active detective does not intend to
restrict his view of the world to the domestic precincts and the garden
imagery recurs in the novel as a metaphor for boredom.

His Darling Sin testifies to the growing status of the policeman and also
acknowledges Braddon’s debt to The Moonstone. Having been introduced to
Faunce, Susan Rodney – who is the bosom friend of the heroine, Lady Perival –
exclaims, ‘I have always wanted to know a detective, like Bucket, the beloved
of my childhood; or Mr. Cuff, the idol of my riper years. You must invite
Mr. Faunce to a quiet little luncheon some day. There is no question of class
distinction with a clever man like that.’49 Because of his talent for detection,
Faunce is even regarded by a female criminal with a form of preternatural
awe, as the agent of a superior justice, ‘She looked at him as if a spirit of
supernatural omniscience, a Nemesis in human form, were before her.’50

Allusions to contemporary literature (from Zola to France and
D’Annunzio), social phenomena (the New Woman, Fenians and socialists),
and technology (typewriters, electric light and photography) contribute
to the sense of topicality that Braddon wished to achieve. Yet, these con-
stant references to cultural icons of every sort are responsible for a
slightly artificial tone, as if Braddon were a twentieth-century author
writing a pastiche of fin-de-siècle literature. Furthermore, although the
question of personal identity – a mainstay of sensation fiction – remains
at the core of the plot, much emphasis is placed on clues, often of a rather
predictable form – photographs, sheets of blotting paper, newspaper cut-
tings – and these are used by Braddon in a rather trite way.
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The rise of forensic science is the subject of a recent study in which
Ronald R. Thomas examines the new techniques or technologies used by
nineteenth- and twentieth-century literary detectives to discover the truth
and define identity. Thanks to this know-how the body of criminal and
victim alike becomes a text, but this act of interpretation also has a political
dimension,51 which is apparent in Braddon’s novels, where deviancy is
regarded by Faunce as an inborn trait: ‘There are born murderers as well
as born poets; indeed, I incline to believe that the murderer is born, not
made. He is not the victim of circumstances, the creature of environment,
that we are disposed to think him.’52 Over and over again, characters are
described on the ground of their family history, or rather of their ‘race’.
This is how the nature of Colonel Rannock – a gentleman of doubtful
conduct – is discussed in His Darling Sin: ‘Who said he was ill-born?
Surely, you know that there are good races and bad. Who can tell when
the bad blood came in, and the character of the race began to degenerate?
Under the Plantagenets perhaps … A man’s family history is the man.’53

In her late novels Braddon utilised the increasingly popular pseudo-
scientific concepts of race and degeneration as causal models, presenting
them as sufficient to explain the behaviour of people.

By conflating different formulas, Braddon created hybrid texts whose
status is atypical, as is apparent in Rough Justice, where the tension of the
inquiry is broken by a long digression devoted to the murderer’s biography
and inner life, revealing the author’s interest in the dynamics of motive
and guilt. This section of the novel reminds one of Dostoevski rather than
Doyle, because of the tragic status of Braddon’s criminal – a philanthropist,
who killed what he regarded as a social nonentity in order to inherit a large
amount of money that would enable him to implement his enlightened
schemes for social improvement. In conclusion, Braddon’s late works offer
an interesting blend of sensation and detective elements and although
one should not peruse these books hoping to find innovative ideas con-
cerning the detection of crime, they represent a sort of litmus test, a sign
of the times, pointing to the growing importance of clues and detectives,
but also to the persistent power of sensational ingredients.

Parodies and adaptations

The rise and fall of sensation fiction covered less than half a century, but by
the 1860s this hugely popular genre had already attained a solid literary
identity in the eyes of the public. This was due not only to the sales figures
that sensation novels achieved and the critical debate that they triggered,
but also to the wide range of parodies and adaptations they fostered. The
early ‘Mokeanna; Or, The White Witness’ – which was serialised in Punch
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in 1863, following the success of Collins’s The Woman in White (1860)54 –
testifies to the immediate and resounding cultural impact of sensation-
alism. Combining a vertiginous sequence of incidents with pretentious
and incongruous details, an awkward rhetoric and blatant errors in the
rendering of reality, this concise and rather contrived parody gleefully
explores the comic potential of textual elements such as titles, quotations
and footnotes.

Moreover, each episode was accompanied by a large illustration so as to
underline the importance of pictures in popular literature. Renowned
visual artists were asked to contribute pastiches of their previous works and
George Du Maurier decided to create an ironic version of the engravings he
had made to accompany The Notting Hill Mystery, which had been serialised
in Once a Week in 1862–63.55 The sensational character of Du Maurier’s
earlier images is caricatured in this self-parody, which underlines the stereo-
typical ingredients of the genre. The raven hair of the female figure becomes
impossibly long, the contrast between darkness and light is polarised
thanks to the moonlight and a flash of lightning. The clock predictably
strikes midnight and a curtain is waving as if a gust of wind had just swept
into the room. The hub of this infernal turmoil is poor Mokeanna, the don-
key that can be seen through the window and whose prosaic presence
deflates the whole visual construction, turning melodrama into bathos.

Parody joins hands with satire in the pages of The Doctor’s Wife (1864),
where Braddon – adopting a self-reflexive strategy – created a fictional
alter ego to give vent to her ideas on sensation literature:

Mr. Sigismund Smith was a sensation author. That bitter term of
reproach, ‘sensation,’ had not been invented for the terror of romancers
in the fifty-second year of this present century; but the thing existed
nevertheless in divers forms, and people wrote sensation novels as
unconsciously as Monsieur Jourdain talked prose. Sigismund Smith
was the author of about half a dozen highly-spiced fictions, which
enjoyed an immense popularity amongst the classes who like their
literature as they like their tobacco – very strong.56

Smith’s prosaic lifestyle openly contrasts with his wild imagination and
his rhetorical flourishes. Catering for a public ‘that bought its literature in
the same manner as its pudding – in penny slices’,57 he is an indefatigable
weaver of murky stories whose basic ingredients he describes as follows:
‘What the penny public want is plot, and plenty of it; surprises, and
plenty of’ em; mystery, as thick as a November fog.’58 To underline the
interplay between high and low literature, Braddon has her sensation
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author appropriate every sort of literary material. The playful Smith even
plans to rewrite The Vicar of Wakefield ‘in the detective pre-Raphaelite
style’,59 spicing it up with a murder and its inevitable detection.

Braddon’s tongue-in-cheek account of Smith’s authorial pragmatism,
resulting in commercial success rather than in posthumous fame, simul-
taneously celebrated and criticised the sensation formula, which was
becoming popular on both shores of the Atlantic, as is shown by Louisa
May Alcott’s sensational output. ‘A Whisper in the Dark’ was published
anonymously in 1863, while A Modern Mephistopheles followed – also
anonymously – in 1877. Even the American writer Bret Harte paid tribute
to this genre in a series of parodies he first published in The Californian (the
weekly newspaper he edited from 1864 to 1865) and later collected in
Condensed Novels (1867), an assortment of tasty appetizers where one
can read ‘Miss Mix’ by Ch-l-tte Br-nte, ‘No Title’ by W-lk-e C-ll-ns as well
as ‘Selina Sedilia’ by Miss M.E. B-dd-n and Mrs. H-n-y W-d – two writers
whose profiles were closely connected in the eyes of the public.60

Meanwhile, in Great Britain, Reverend Frederick Paget published Lucretia,
or the Heroine of the Nineteenth Century (1868), a delightful epistolary novel
with a moralising afterword. The story of Lucretia Beverley – an orphaned
girl whose real but unfashionable name is Lucky Frummage – recalls
Charlotte Lennox’s The Female Quixote and Jane Austen’s Northanger Abbey.
Like the misguided heroines of those novels, Lucretia ‘rewrites’ her 
surrounding world according to the books she has read, consequently
getting herself into an endless series of scrapes. After marrying her uncle’s
cowman, who claims to be an aristocrat called Marmion de Mowbray
living under an assumed name in order to escape the persecution of his
evil stepmother, Lucretia discovers that he is actually a cracksman and 
a bigamist whose many aliases fill half a page. When her uncle locks her
in a garret, hoping that in solitude she may recover her reason, Lucretia
feels like the imprisoned heroine of a sensation novel, feigns madness 
(a virtuoso piece!) and finally manages to escape, although her walk on
the roof ends with a broken leg. Dissatisfied with her lot, Lucretia all but
falls into the snares of a fortune hunter and is saved once again by her
cousin John Benbow, an attorney who champions the causes of common
sense, honesty and propriety.

Fast-paced and hilarious, the novel is a catalogue of sensation characters
and accidents, which are despoiled of their charm and shown as vulgar,
shallow or grotesque, instead of being ‘aristocratically sensational and
elegantly embarrassing, as is universally the case in the novels that are
most read, and therefore, of course, the truest to nature’.61 Yet, the con-
tinuous references betray a deep knowledge of the genre and – what is
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more – great relish in portraying its conventions. No short excerpt from
this text can render either its brisk and witty tone or Paget’s ability in
building up the heroine’s sensational expectations and in deflating them.
By contrast, the afterword gives vent to the author’s indignation and tragic
foreboding; for a country that relies on sensation novels for the education
of its young women and lower classes is doomed: ‘If our humbler classes
only read in order to be sensualized, there is only one possible result.
France is not the only country in the annals of the world in which a reign
of lust has been followed by a reign of terror.’62

While Lucretia was aimed at showing the unprofitable character of
sensation fiction, genuine entertainment is the goal pursued by A
Sensation Novel (1871). This comic opera was the joint effort of the writer
W.S. Gilbert and the musician German Reed (Gilbert’s collaboration
with Sullivan started later that year). At the beginning of the opera a
hack writer of sensation fiction is stuck in the middle of a three-decker
novel, the ebullient sources of his inspiration having momentarily dried
up, and in order to fulfil the terms of the contract that binds him to his
publisher (‘50 three-volumed novels per annum’), he evokes the Demon
of Romance. The enchantment is wrought by throwing into a cauldron
these basic ingredients of sensation fiction:

Take of best quill pens a score,
Take of ink a pint or more,
Take of foolscap half a ream,
Take, oh take, a convict’s dream,
Lynch pin, fallen from a carriage,
Forged certificate of marriage,
Money wrongly won at whist,
Finger of a bigamist,
Cobweb from mysterious vaults,
Arsenic sold as Epsom Salts,
Pocket-knife with blood-stained blade,
Telegram, some weeks delayed,
Parliamentary committee,
Joint stock panic in the city,
Trial at Old Bailey bar,
Take a Newgate Calendar,
Take a common jury’s finding,
Take a most attractive binding,
Hold the saucepan by the handle,
Boil it on a penny candle.63
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What the author discovers after securing the spirit’s help is that the
characters featuring in his novel are real people, who have been pun-
ished in the afterlife by compelling them to personate ‘those stock char-
acters of the sensation novelist which are most opposed to their
individual tastes and inclinations’.64 Thus we learn that the hero, a
Sunday school teacher, is not in love with the heroine, but with
Rockalda, a villainess whose main guilt was her over-indulgence as a
mother. On the other hand the heroine is in love with the villain, Sir
Ruthven. These characters come to life at the end of each volume to dis-
cuss the development of the novel, which predictably does not corres-
pond to their desires. The conventions of sensation fiction are ridiculed
by means of this strategy, which contrasts the expectations of the public
with the inner feelings of the characters, creating a comic counterpoint.

Gilbert’s opera was written at the height of the sensation vogue and
arguably contributed to the dissemination/regeneration of the sensation for-
mula, but even at a later stage – when the phenomenon had lost its creative
drive – parodies kept flowering, signalling the enduring popularity of the
genre. An exchange of letters between Monsieur Lecoq, Inspector Bucket,
Count Fosco and Mr Pickwick is included in Andrew Lang’s Old Friends:
Essays in Epistolary Parody (1890).65 In this delightful apocryphal piece, the
French policeman asks his British colleague to help him arrest the dangerous
Italian count, who appears to be involved in an international plot, but the
count manages to have poor Pickwick apprehended in his stead.

Yet another symptom of the immense popularity that sensation novels
achieved is their migration from the shelf to the stage. Given the great
success of The Woman in White, it comes as no surprise that by November
1860 an unauthorised version was already on stage in London. However,
Collins did not write his own adaptation of the novel until 1871. The play
was produced at the Olympic Theatre in October that year, had a run of
nineteen weeks and was followed by an extended run in the provinces.
The success of the play probably induced Collins to strengthen his links
with the theatre, but we must remember that Collins had started work on
theatrical versions of Man and Wife and The New Magdalen before writing
these novels. While Man and Wife was published in book form in 1870 and
performed as a play at the Prince of Wales Theatre only in April 1873,
The New Magdalen was published and performed as a play at the Olympic
Theatre at the same time, in May 1873.66 Interestingly, after the success
of this theatrical season Collins decided to embark for the States on a
lecture tour (September 1873–March 1874), following in the footsteps of
Dickens. On this occasion, Collins revised stories such as ‘The Dream
Woman’, expanding them so as to take up two hours of public reading.67
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Collins’s interest in stage melodrama, however, should not be simplis-
tically regarded as parasitical on his fiction, for his inspiration was trig-
gered both by prose and by drama. His first play – The Lighthouse – is a
case in point. Originally performed by Dickens’s theatrical company in
1855, The Lighthouse was produced at the Olympic Theatre (and printed)
in 1866. It was subsequently used by the author during his American
tour and it was finally ‘novelised’ as The Frozen Deep in October 1874.68

Even Collins’s stage version of The Woman in White differs substantially
from the novel and in a note the writer explained that he had ‘endeav-
oured to produce a work which shall appeal the audience purely on its
own merits as a play’.69 Not only was the action moved forward from
the 1840s to March 1862, but the plot was substantially altered and the
most celebrated scene of the novel – the encounter between Walter and
Anne at a moonlit crossroads – was completely reshaped.

While the theatre held a strong appeal for Collins, whose talent repeatedly
crossed the border between page and stage, his interest was not exceptional.
Braddon had a short career as an actress under the name of Mary Seaton and
it was this that underpinned her knowledge and conception of literature. In
her novels, Braddon both thematised the theatre and utilised it as a source
of inspiration. Unsurprisingly, Lady Audley’s Secret (1862) was repeatedly
dramatised in the years following its publication and four film versions were
made before 1915. The melodramatic impact of the play, however, elicited
mixed responses and the London stage adaptation of 1863 was stigmatised
by a contemporary reviewer as ‘an appeal to that low taste for criminal hor-
rors which is sufficiently catered for by the Old Bailey reports, without enlist-
ing the arts of the novelist or the dramatist for its prurient gratification’.70

Other sensation novelists had a less direct involvement with the theatre,
but one should not forget that Wood’s East Lynne (1861) generated – well
into the twentieth century – a long sequence of pirated and authorised
melodramatic versions, both serious and farcical, including T.A. Palmer’s
celebrated East Lynne (1874), Ned Albert’s East Lynne (1941) – a comic
adaptation of what is described as ‘the daddy of all the old-fashioned
meller drammers, the most talked of play ever written’71 – and a musical
by Brian Burton, East Lynne, or Never Called Me Mother! (1984). The vital-
ity of these novels in their transmogrified forms is a sign of the commu-
nicative power which sensation novelists were able to achieve by
combining the ingredients of popular literature and theatre with a new
conception of the plot.
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The archetypal opposition between holy city and sin city is rooted in the
Bible, where Jerusalem, the seat of the Temple, is contrasted with nests
of wickedness such as Babel, whose punishment for the erection of its
tower – an emblem of impious pride – is a relapse into a primordial chaos
of languages, or Sodom and Gomorrah, which are destroyed by ‘brimstone
and fire’ (Genesis, 19: 24). Western culture is imbued with this rhetoric
of the urban space, pivoting on the contrast between holiness and sin or
between the metaphors of light and darkness. London has often been
described as embodying these contradictory terms, that is to say as a beacon
of civilisation and a harbour of vice, two dimensions that have also been
regarded as coinciding with the diurnal and nocturnal faces of the city.

As early as 1608 Thomas Dekker published The Belman of London.
Bringing to light the most notorious villainies that are now practised in the
KINGDOME,1 whose title page included an engraving featuring a watchman
carrying a pole, a lamp and a bell. Here, the darkness of the night and of
the London underworld are conflated and contrasted with two kinds of
surveillance. On a practical level, the London streets are policed by the
watchman on his beat, while on a literary level the text itself anatomises
the mysteries of crime, ‘bringing them to light’ and thereby preventing
further mischief.2

In the second half of the nineteenth century a wide range of texts
highlighted the contrast between the West End and the East End, focusing
on the dark face of London, an unexplored and virtually impenetrable
world of crime and poverty, that coexisted side by side with the throb-
bing heart of modernity. Unsurprisingly, given the positivist climate of
Victorian culture, the metaphors of light and darkness were no longer
restricted to the moral sphere, but also became the emblem of a different
and no less powerful struggle – that between civilisation and the primitive,
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which paradoxically came into conflict along an urban frontier at the
very heart of the empire.

This binary view of London is already apparent in G.W.M. Reynolds’s
prologue to his seminal urban saga The Mysteries of London (1844–48).
According to Reynolds, ‘There are but two words in the moral alphabet of
this great city; for all virtues are summed up in the one, and all vices in the
other: and those words are WEALTH/POVERTY.’3 After claiming that civil-
isation and vice ‘go hand-in-hand’,4 Reynolds observed that the crim-
inal side of London materialised in the darkness of its polluted sky, another
side-effect of urban life: ‘And, as if to hide all its infamy from the face of
heaven, this city wears upon its brow an everlasting cloud, which even
the fresh fan of the morning fails to disperse for a single hour each day!’5

Setting aside Friedrich Engels’s The Condition of the Working Class in
England (which was published in Germany in 1845 and translated into
English in 1887), a long list of titles bridges the temporal span between
Reynolds’s imposing gothic saga and George Sims’s The Mysteries of Modern
London (1906), a belated version of the ‘urban mystery’ cycle. These pub-
lications, which simultaneously denounced the degradation of London’s
East End and drew on its picturesque qualities, present a variety of rhet-
orical strategies. Contrast is often the keynote of these works right from
the title – be it the contrast between darkness and light that marks 
J.E. Ritchie’s The Night Side of London (1857) and G.A. Sala’s Gaslight and
Daylight (1859) or that between ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’, as in D.J. Kirwan’s
Palace and Hovel (1870) and Helen Bosanquet’s Rich and Poor (1896).
‘Estrangement’ is another common strategy, as is demonstrated by James
Greenwood’s The Wilds of London (1874) and Mrs. H.M. Stanley’s London
Street Arabs (1890), which emphasise the savage and exotic character of
London, while a more homely (if less than wholeheartedly human)
metaphor is at the heart of Thomas Beames’s The Rookeries of London
(1850), for the term ‘rookeries’ was commonly used to indicate those
slums where a huge population crowded in a narrow urban space:

Other birds are broken up into separate families – occupy separate
nests; rooks seem to know no such distinction. So it is with the class
whose dwellings we are to describe. We must speak of the dwellings
of the poor in crowded cities, where large masses of men are brought
together; where, by the unwritten laws of competition, rents rise and
room is economised in proportion … Are not these colonies Rookeries,
if the description given by the naturalist be correct?6

Although most of these works cannot be included even under the
widest definition of crime literature – being rather the outcome of recent



disciplines such as anthropology and sociology or the reports of jour-
nalists and ‘missionaries’ – their sensational character is apparent, insofar
as they represented virtual guided tours of those realms of horror that were
unfamiliar to the middle and upper classes. We can regard this type of lit-
erature as the result of various forces, such as a frivolous curiosity as to the
sensational details of underclass life or a philanthropic desire to regener-
ate the poorest sections of society, but we can hardly deny that it helped
arouse the public interest in crime, also drawing attention to the link
between crime and empire that marks so much late nineteenth-century
crime fiction, notably the Sherlock Holmes saga.

Exotic colonies

In a wide range of nineteenth-century texts – variously combining a sen-
sational and an ethnographic approach to low-life – the London slums
are depicted in turn as primitive, barbaric and exotic, both catering for the
taste of the public and revealing imperialist ideological assumptions. And
such discourses were by no means limited to Britain. In his Della polizia
in Inghilterra, in Francia e in Italia (Of Police in England, in France and in Italy),
a volume that was published in Italy in 1868, Augusto Aglebert suggested
that some areas of London ‘form, so to speak, exotic colonies’,7 as is argued
in the following passage:

There are neighbourhoods that, compared to others, may seem foreign.
Whoever, for instance, travels from Haymarket to the picturesque
regions of Wapping and Bethnal Green passes in certain respects from
civilisation to barbarism. Above all, there is a narrow district that is
feared by passengers in night time and that was given by the English
themselves the sinister name of Tiger-Bay, for it is the Bengal of London,
but a humid and frightening Bengal, where men take the place of tigers.8

According to the description of ‘Tiger Bay’ that Thomas Archer offered
in The Pauper, the Thief and the Convict (1865), the real danger of this dis-
trict lay in the presence of brothels rather than of murderers and thieves:
‘The tigers are, for the most part, quiet in their lairs; slinking, watchful,
crouching, cruel beasts, who wait there, sharpening their claws, and
looking with hungry eyes for the prey that their treacherous she-cats
bring down.’9 Interestingly, after claiming that here ‘poverty and crime
lie cheek by jowl’, Archer went on to describe the hybrid population of
this neighbourhood, where one could meet not only Lascars and
Chinese, who are stereotypically presented as stupefied by drugs, but also
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‘dark-skinned, snakelike Hindoos (beggars and tract-sellers by day) [who]
live with English and Irish women as their wives’.10 Ethnic and cultural
borders were easily crossed in the East End, a medley of races where even
‘miscegenation’ was far from exceptional. Joseph Salter’s The East in the
West, or, Work among the Asiatics and Africans in London (1896) is another
case in point, for in this book distant geographic and cultural coordin-
ates intertwine so as to create a ‘dis-orienting’ amalgam of peoples and
customs.11

Local colour and exoticism also mingle in London. A Pilgrimage (1872),
where the texts of Blanchard Jerrold and the illustrations of Gustave Doré
depict the East End in terms that forcefully underline its ‘otherness’: ‘We
dismiss our cab: it would be useless in the strange, dark byeways: byeways
the natives of which will look upon us as the Japanese looked upon the
first European travellers in the streets of Jeddo.’12 Only thanks to their
police escort could the two visitors penetrate that labyrinth of alleys,
whose material and moral darkness was provisionally lightened by the
‘bull’s eye’ lantern policemen used to patrol the area.13 The exotic element
also marks Jerrold and Doré’s visit to an opium den in Whitechapel, where
a Lascar is lost in the artificial paradise of drugs. Curiously enough, on this
occasion reality and fiction nonchalantly intermingle both in the text
and in the accompanying illustration, for the intensity of the urban trav-
ellers’ impressions is spiced up by a literary reference to Dickens’s unfin-
ished The Mystery of Edwin Drood (1870), which famously opens in an
opium den. Indeed, we should not forget how often in Victorian works –
such as Doyle’s ‘The Man with the Twisted Lip’ – the East End is presented
as a domesticated replica of the Orient in an attempt to evoke a flight from
reality into the alluring and dangerous realm of dreams and sensual orgies.

The very use of the term ‘city Arabs’ or ‘street Arabs’, which recurs in
the Sherlock Holmes saga to define the street children of Victorian London
(the urchins Holmes employs as the ‘Baker Street Irregulars’), chauvinis-
tically evokes an exotic scenery, drawing a parallel between the lowest
social strata of the metropolis and non-European populations. To many
Victorians, although city Arabs lived in an urban environment, they shared
the characteristics of members of more primitive societies; they were
thought able to resist hunger and cold, and to be indolent and intolerant
of any constriction related to education or work, as an 1852 enquiry on
juvenile delinquency claimed.14

To understand the full import of this, one should remember the major
role that the pseudo-scientific concepts of atavism and degeneration
played in the late nineteenth-century, when ‘deviant’ behaviour (such as
crime, prostitution and madness) was often explained either as regression
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to or a resurfacing of the primitive. For example, in Cesare Lombroso’s
L’uomo delinquente (Criminal Man, 1876), the criminal anthropologist drew
a parallel between European delinquents and the ‘savages’ that peopled
other continents in a manner that today would be interpreted as an
intensely distorted usage of anthropological categories as ideological
tools in the service of racist thought. However, while the paradigms of
atavism and degeneration will be analysed in Chapter 8, let us now
focus on the ways in which external observers related to the East End. Of
the many texts that constitute my field of enquiry, I have singled out three
different approaches to the poorer districts of London. They are embodied
respectively by the explorer, the ethnologist and the missionary.

The explorer

The first approach I intend to highlight is the journey of exploration,
which entails confrontation with the unknown and a (real or imagined)
degree of danger. In the second half of the nineteenth century various
writers, journalists and artists decided to see with their own eyes the
conditions of life in the East End in order to expose the painful – and
highly sensational – conditions they expected to find. The London
slums were often visited under the protection of the police, as we see in
Dickens’s ‘On Duty with Inspector Field’ (1851). Instead of focusing
directly on his journey into the night, Dickens devoted the first part of
his article to the figure of Field, whose character is developed through
his association with both the Great Exhibition of 1851 (where he spoke
‘French all day to foreigners’) and the British Museum, of which he is
depicted as the ‘guardian genius’.15 The two faces of London – the 
imperial capital and the urban inferno – are thus implicitly contrasted
and the ability of the police to cross the border between them is stressed.
Thanks to his broad cultural associations, Field takes on a quasi-
mythological status, for when readers first meet him at the police station
they are told that

[He] has come fast from the ores and metals of the deep mines of the
earth, and from the Parrot Gods of the South Sea Islands, and from the
birds and beetles of the tropics, and from the Arts of Greece and Rome,
and from the Sculptures of Nineveh, and from the traces of an elder
world, when these were not.16

As a result of this rhetorical strategy, the commercial, globalised and highly
cultured face of the metropolis – whose apt symbol is Paxton’s Crystal
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Palace, with its huge sheets of transparent glass enabling light to pour
freely into the temple of universal knowledge and peace – is contrasted
with its murky heart.

Another Great Exhibition – that of 1862 – attracted the French traveller
Louis Laurent Simonin to London. The result of this visit, however, is not
a eulogy to progress, but the account of his excursion into the poorest
neighbourhoods of the city. The pictures that accompany this volume
highlight a stark contrast between light and darkness. Once again, it is
thanks to a policeman’s lantern that the squalor of the slums and the
degradation of their inhabitants is made visible. Incidentally, the visit to
the East End was by definition nocturnal, whether in search of forbidden
pleasures – as is often the case in Victorian fiction – or in pursuit of painful
knowledge. Characteristically, when Simonin and his travelling compan-
ions ventured – in full day – into Seven Dials they discovered that the
streets were deserted and were told that the local people worked at night
and slept during the day.17

The curious inversion of night and day that marked certain places and
social strata of London was also underlined by other writers. In How the
Poor Live (1883)18 George R. Sims depicts a neighbourhood inhabited by
‘thieves and highway cheats’ as a ‘colony’ whose inhabitants sleep in
full daylight for ‘they reap their harvest in the hours of darkness’.19

Sims’s entire ‘exploration’ of the East End rests on an extended analogy
between this area – which he labelled as ‘a dark continent’ – and the
primitive, as is shown by the following passage:

This continent will, I hope, be found as interesting as any of those
newly-explored lands which engage the attention of the Royal
Geographical Society – the wild races who inhabit it will, I trust, gain
public sympathy as easily as those savage tribes for whose benefit the
Missionary Societies never cease to appeal for funds.20

Interestingly, Sims pointed to the ‘theory of the survival of the fittest’21 –
in other words, to social Darwinism – as well as to progress, which widened
the gap between rich and poor, as the causes of the degradation of the poor.

Political engagement also plays a major role in The People of the Abyss,
the volume the American writer Jack London published in 1903, after
spending a period of around seven weeks in the East End, often sleeping,
eating and working – in appalling conditions – in the London work-
houses.22 London, whose humanitarianism rested on his socialist creed,
refused to avail himself of the mediation of the police, and to organise
his journey to the East End he approached the famous travel agency that
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Thomas Cook had created in mid-century. Cook’s refusal to help the
writer organise his journey takes on a symbolic value, enabling London
to emphasise the incommensurable distance that separated the East End
from the rest of the capital:

But O Cook, O Thomas Cook & Son, pathfinders and trail-clearers,
living sign-posts to all the world, and bestowers of first aid to bewil-
dered travellers – unhesitatingly and instantly, with ease and celerity,
could you send me to Darkest Africa or Innermost Thibet, but to the
East End of London, barely a stone’s throw distant from Ludgate Circus,
you know not the way!23

While the central section of the volume depicts London’s descent into
the ‘abyss’, according to the metaphor he used right from the title, the last
chapter of his enquiry opens with a harshly provocative question: ‘Has
Civilization bettered the lot of the average man?’24 To provide his readers
with an answer, the American writer compared the East Enders with the
Innuits, a primitive population of Alaska, whose living conditions he
claimed to be better than those of the metropolitan underclass.

The ethnologist

As we have seen, the aim of ‘metropolitan explorers’ was to obtain a
knowledge they could share with the public. In order to penetrate the
darkness of the East End a light was necessary. This light could be provided
by the police, with their ‘disciplinary’ knowledge, but also by other figures.
Sims, for instance, availed himself of a ‘local’ guide, while London finally
sought the assistance of a private detective who had been active in the East
End for thirty years.25 Yet, the explorer, the policeman and the detective
are not the only late nineteenth-century figures who were vested with the
power to sound the unknown and to map a ‘foreign’ territory. We should
not forget that the Ethnological Society was founded in London in 1842.
And it is significant that the notion that ethnologists should work in the
field – basing their activity on a disciplinary method – instead of relying
on the accounts of travellers and missionaries became common in the
second half of the century.

A scientific paradigm underlies some important Victorian texts that
aimed at classifying the population of the East End, whose ways of life
were practically unknown to the luckier inhabitants of the other half 
of London. Henry Mayhew’s London Labour and the London Poor (1851–62)
is a case in point. In this monumental four-volume work, the many 
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categories of sellers, beggars and criminals who crowded the London
streets were classified with meticulous attention. The goal of this encyclo-
paedic enterprise was avowedly ethnological, that is, to provide informa-
tion ‘concerning a large body of persons, of whom the public had less
knowledge than of the most distant tribes of the earth’.26

While the approach of the ‘urban explorers’ that we have seen so far
was impressionistic, Mayhew’s theoretical premises derived from the new
disciplines. Characteristically, the author divided humanity into ‘two
distinct and broadly marked races, viz. the wanderers and the settlers – the
vagabond and the citizen, the nomadic and the civilized tribes’,27 acknow-
ledging the existence of a third social group, standing half-way between
the hunters and manufacturers, that is to say the herdsmen. According to
Mayhew, each of these social groups is marked by particular physical
traits. Thus while hunters have prognathous (that is, protruding) jaws,
civilised peoples tend to develop their skull, due to the growth of their
brain. Starting from this debatable premise, Mayhew presented his ‘dis-
covery’, that is to say the idea that nomad and civil social groups are not
necessarily confined to distant territories, but often live only a short dis-
tance apart, the former preying parasitically on the latter. Thus in London
beggars and criminals – the metropolitan wanderers – lived off the more
industrious share of the population and were recognisable not only
thanks to the shape of their jaws, but also by their use of a jargon, their
indifference to pain and deprivation, their revengeful disposition, their
immorality and other similar traits.

Needless to say, not all contemporary thinkers explained the condition
of the London poor by referring to the presumed ‘laws’ of physical anthro-
pology; with more insight, some of them studied the environmental 
factors that helped shape the behaviour and appearance of the socially
disadvantaged. Nonetheless, despite its questionable pseudo-scientific
basis, Mayhew’s study had a noble target, for this ‘traveller in the undis-
covered country of the poor’28 believed that only a scientific presentation
of his findings could convince the public that action should be taken to
remedy what he described as ‘a national disgrace’.29

The missionary

Given the fact that in 1903 Jack London still felt the need to denounce
the conditions of life in the East End, we can surmise that there was a lack
of either willingness or ability to take the step from the knowledge these
works provided to the action they were supposed to inspire. However,
the period was not one of total inactivity. In 1865 the Salvation Army
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began working in the poorest areas of London, and in 1890 the founder
of the movement – General William Booth – authored his influential In
Darkest England. The book opens with a reflection on its title, which echoes
that of In Darkest Africa (1890), the account that Henry Morton Stanley had
published a few months earlier:

As there is a darkest Africa is there not a darkest England? Civilisation,
which can breed its own barbarians, does it not also breed its own
pygmies? May we not find a parallel at our own doors and discover
within a stone’s throw of our cathedrals and palaces similar horrors to
those which Stanley had found existing in the great Equatorial forest?30

The metaphor of darkness (and that of the abyss) enabled Booth to
expose the illness of the social body more convincingly, denouncing the
extreme poverty from which three million people – as much as a tenth of
the country’s population – suffered in the British slums. Other metaphors
enabled him to propose a cure. The Salvation Army, for instance, is
clearly structured as a military organisation with the aim of fighting social
evils rather than foreign powers. Likewise, the economic solution that
Booth devised to solve the problems of unemployment and criminality is
based on the logic of colonialism, for Booth aimed to create three kinds
of social structures,

1. The City Colony.
2. The Farm Colony.
3. The Over-Sea Colony.31

The city colony would provide the homeless with a necessary refuge,
answering their immediate needs and preparing them to relocate provi-
sionally to a farm colony, so as to reverse the increasing urbanisation that
was the source of so many problems in Britain. The last stage of this regen-
erative process entailed the creation of overseas colonies to enable this
sector of the population to earn their own living without external support.
This scheme clearly implied a rejection of industrial progress and the
return to a rural economy.

The city disease

To understand Booth’s position one should bear in mind the fact that in
the late nineteenth century urban life was regarded by several physicians,
scientists and thinkers as a hotbed of physical and mental degeneration,
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as a lecture Sir James Cantlie gave at the Parkes Museum of Hygiene in
January 1885 – ‘Degeneration amongst Londoners’ – makes clear. Being
conscious of the increasing tendency of Britons to gather in towns and
cities, Cantlie focused his attention on a phenomenon he chose to call
‘ “urbomorbus” or “city disease” ’ ,32 that is, a gradual degeneration of the
population – notably of the poorer classes – due mainly to want of exercise
and the poor quality of the air. The East End was indeed teeming with
infection from open sewers and inadequate urban graveyards and was
also polluted by the coal smoke from factories and houses. London was
described by Cantlie as ‘the region where sunburning is unknown’,
because of both the lack of ozone and the coal smoke that darkened 
the sky.33

The presence of smog in the London sky helps us understand the rele-
vance that the metaphor of darkness gained in works such as ‘The
Storm-Cloud of the Nineteenth Century’ (1884), where John Ruskin
stigmatised smog as the symbol of the moral degeneracy of a country
that was enslaved to the materialist cult of money. Similar concerns were
also voiced by Ruskin in his celebrated ‘Fiction, Fair and Foul’ (1880), an
essay in which the art critic focused on a cultural, rather than physio-
logical, form of degeneration, describing the thirst of the Victorian pub-
lic for sensational plots – pivoting on murder, illness and madness – as
the result of a life devoid of the healthy stimuli of nature. According to
Ruskin, the ‘hot fermentation and unwholesome secrecy of the popula-
tion crowded into large cities’ came to produce a ‘smoking mass of
decay’.34

In the second half of the nineteenth century the city was repeatedly
likened to a rubbish dump or a dung heap (rubbish, for instance, plays a
major role in Our Mutual Friend, 1864–65) and the moral/social problems
connected to urbanisation were often described through metaphors that
referred back to the significant hygiene problems of London, such as the
inadequacy of the sewage system. In A Study in Scarlet (1887) London
was famously depicted as ‘that great cesspool into which all the loungers
and idlers of the Empire are irresistibly drained’.35 An article of 1862
adopted similar figurative language:

It is clear that we have not yet found out what to do with our criminals.
We neither reform them, nor hang them, nor keep them under lock
and key, nor ship them off to the Antipodes. Our moral sewage is nei-
ther deodorised nor floated out to sea, but remains in the midst of us
polluting and poisoning our air.36
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Before the apocalypse

This itinerary testifies to the disquieting contradictions of the Victorian
age, when London was characterised not only as a place of darkness but
also as a modern Babylon or Babel, a confusion of languages and the
expression of a venal man-made might that defied divine justice. The sense
of imminent apocalypse was strong at the end of the century, as is shown
by the penultimate image of London: a Pilgrimage, where a New Zealander
is portrayed on the shore of the Thames, in the act of painting the ruins of
London on the opposite shore.37 This view of the imperial capital can be
regarded as both a warning and an act of exorcism, but more interestingly
the spectator who observes a metropolis that has fallen back into a primi-
tive obscurity comes from the remotest British colony, New Zealand – a
territory that is at the farthest margin of the empire, but that is also at
the antipodes of Great Britain and can therefore be regarded as its double.

Similarly, an uncanny parallel between the River Congo and the Thames
is drawn by Joseph Conrad right from the start of Heart of Darkness
(1899), whose central metaphor is associated not only with the depths
of ‘darkest Africa’, but also with the core of the British Empire. In the
novella, Marlow is introduced while talking with some friends on board
a small boat in the vicinity of London, against the backdrop of a sunset
whose symbolic value is apparent: ‘The air was dark above Gravesend,
and farther back still seemed condensed into a mournful gloom, brooding
motionless over the biggest, and the greatest, town of earth.’38 Inspired
by this landscape, Marlow meditates that even London ‘ “has been one of
the dark places of the earth” ’,39 that is to say a ‘wilderness’ and a colony of
faraway Rome, but in Conrad’s eyes a primitive darkness still reigned over
the powerful metropolis, and in his preface to The Secret Agent (1907)
London is described as follows: ‘There was room enough there to place any
story … darkness enough to bury five millions of lives.’40

In his seminal volume on the late nineteenth-century urban imagin-
ation – Writing the Urban Jungle (2000) – Joseph McLaughlin comes to the
conclusion that ‘metropolitan London and Londoners, far from being
the antithesis of those colonial and imperial places and peoples that
comprised the British Empire, were actually their curious doubles’.41

This is certainly true for the East End, which was made into the object of
the discourses of empire, like the remotest colonial territories. The result
was what the critic labels as ‘the rhetoric of the urban jungle’.42 This
rhetoric rested on categories such as obscurity, savagery and mystery,
inviting efforts at classification, colonisation and mission so as to reclaim
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those who had fallen into the abyss of a new primitive age, a shameful
anachronism at the core of the empire. Thus London took on the para-
doxical position of centre and frontier of the empire – the seat of an eco-
nomic and political power that played a major role in the process of
globalisation, subjugating its ‘others’ and commodifying the exotic, but
also a ‘contact zone’,43 a place of uncanny hybridisation, where modernity
was haunted by the ghost of the primitive.
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9
The Rhetoric of Atavism and
Degeneration

145

The dream of being able to read the mind through the body – thus making
‘evil’ legible – has a long history. Physiognomy boasts an ancient lineage
that can be traced back to Aristotle, but it was in the eighteenth century
that the belief in the correspondence between the outer and inner
nature of human beings acquired the status of a pseudo-science and came
to play a major role in the European imagination. When the Swiss pastor
and theologian Johann Kaspar Lavater authored the influential
Physiognomische Fragmente (Essays on Physiognomy, 1775–78), physiog-
nomy was regarded by many as a benign fruit of the Enlightenment despite
its racist and anti-Semitic implications. Georg Christoph Lichtenberg,
however, reacted against Lavater’s attempt to force the Jewish philosopher
Moses Mendelssohn to convert to Christianity and he also spoke out
against Lavater’s conviction that the fixed features of the face may be
read as a mirror of the soul. In a pamphlet published in 1778 Lichtenberg
famously wrote: ‘If physiognomy becomes what Lavater expects it to
become then children will be hanged before they have committed the
deeds which deserve the gallows.’1 Physiognomists, in fact, claimed to
be able to detect evil tendencies before they had been translated into
crime, and this preventive universal judgement – as Lavater and others
understood all too well – did not bode well for the future of civilisation.

Another attempt at establishing a correspondence between the physical
appearance and the psychological profile of an individual was made in
the following decades by the Viennese doctor Franz-Joseph Gall, the
founder of phrenology. This discipline focused its attention on the shape
of the skull, which was believed to reveal the underlying structure of the
brain. According to a simplistic view of human physiology, Gall aimed
at circumscribing those areas of the brain – he called these the ‘organs’ –
that corresponded to the various ‘faculties’ of a person. In particular,
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strong emphasis was put on identifying the ‘organs’ (or rather the
bumps) that presided over murder and theft, research Gall and his 
followers pursued by studying the inmates of prisons and asylums.

Both physiognomy and phrenology turned the body into a signifier of
crime and posited the possibility of preventing deviant behaviour on
the basis of purely physical clues. Although the status of physiognomy
was soon contested, both disciplines contributed to the misty amalgam of
pseudo-scientific beliefs that marked the second half of the nineteenth
century, when – and in relation to the development of anthropology –
positivism also offered new models for explaining and stigmatising
deviance in terms of biological inheritance. By postulating the continu-
ity between animals and humans, Darwinism, which was mainly inter-
ested in evolution, opened up the disquieting possibility of regression,
and this biological paradigm came to be regarded as a powerful instru-
ment of social analysis.

The Victorian faith in progress coexisted with a widespread fear of
decline, which fostered a climate of anxiety and helped engender a cul-
ture of decadence. Fin-de-siècle fiction was haunted by the resurfacing of
primeval instincts that had been exorcised thanks to the long march of
civilisation. Victorian gothic, in particular, readily absorbed the new
rhetoric of atavism and degeneration. Sinister creations such as Mr Hyde
and Count Dracula embody the dark side of positivism. Hyde is pre-
sented as a ‘pale and dwarfish’ creature, who gave ‘an impression of
deformity without any nameable malformation’,2 he is the diminutive
simian double of Dr Jekyll. On the other hand Dracula is described as 
‘a criminal and of criminal type. Nordau and Lombroso would so classify
him, and qua criminal is of an imperfectly formed mind.’3 Far from per-
taining to a separate and timeless realm of gothic horrors, these preter-
natural villains are the object of pseudo-scientific scrutiny, as Oscar
Wilde pithily acknowledged when he wrote that ‘the transformation of
Dr. Jekyll reads dangerously like an experiment out of the Lancet’.4 This
should not come as a surprise, since late nineteenth-century culture obses-
sively investigated the borderlines between natural and preter/supernat-
ural, sanity and insanity, or even animal and human. Suffice it to think
of H.G. Wells’s The Island of Dr. Moreau (1896), whose terrified hero, after
many conjectures, awakes to this awful truth: ‘The creatures I had seen
were not men, had never been men. They were animals – humanized
animals – triumphs of vivisection.’5

As Charles Baudelaire wrote, ‘although it is not uncommon to see the
same cause engender two contrary effects, I am always intrigued 
and alarmed by this’.6 This poetic intuition provides us with a key to



understanding the pseudo-scientific discourses that flourished around
atavism and degeneration, which soon came to be regarded as all-
encompassing hermeneutic paradigms and were utilised to explain
apparently opposed phenomena by tracing them to a common root.
Criminal anthropologists suprisingly dealt at one and the same time
with forms of behaviour as different as anarchism and mysticism, crime
and artistic talent, presenting them as related forms of ‘deviance’.

To analyse this controversial conceptual field let us first briefly focus on
the definitions of atavism – which is associated with Cesare Lombroso,
the founder of criminal anthropology – and degeneration, the pivot of
Max Nordau’s thought. Lombroso studied the presence in some individ-
uals of latent physiological characteristics which resurface when the
psychic centres are affected by what he called an arrest of development.
Nordau, on the other hand, described degeneration in terms of heredity,
insofar as the debilitating effect of cigarettes, alcohol, drugs, unhealthy
food, illnesses or simply a degraded metropolitan environment is passed
on to one’s offspring and increases until it causes the disappearance of
the sub-species.7

Using atavism as an interpretative category Lombroso drew a danger-
ous parallel between those who are affected by epilepsy and hysteria
(two nervous diseases the scholar often detected at the root of criminal
identity) and uncivilised people: ‘We have seen that many of the char-
acters of savages, of coloured races, recur very often in born delinquents
too.’8 Thus, the paradigm of atavism accounts both for those deviant
groups who are marginalised within Western society and for those popu-
lations who belong to non-European undeveloped territories.

To grasp the complexity of this conceptual area, one should recall that
Lombroso – who aimed at a global classification of human phenomena –
freely combined the analysis of physical, psychological and socio-
cultural factors, as is shown in the following passage describing the
atavistic analogies between criminals and savages:

The paucity of body hair, the small capacity of the skull, the receding
forehead, the well developed breasts … the darker skin, the thicker
and curlier hair, the big ears … the great agility, the tactile numbness
and the indifference to pain, the acute sight … the scarce propensity to
affections, the precocious tendency to venereal pleasures and wine, and
the exaggerated passion for the aforementioned … the passion for gam-
bling, alcohol and its surrogates … the custom of tattooing, the often
cruel games … even a special literature which reminds one of those
heroic times, as Vico used to call them, when murder was praised.9
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Lombroso’s anarchists and saints

In the specific study that Lombroso devoted to anarchists, Gli anarchici (The
Anarchists, 1894), the ideological foundation of anarchism is regarded pre-
cisely as the symptom of a relapse into the primitive: ‘Nowadays, when the
machine of government tends to become more and more complex, one
cannot but consider a theory such as anarchism, which hints at a return to
prehistory, before the emergence of the paterfamilias, like an enormous
regression.’10 Refusing the principle of authority which is embodied in
the father – the pivot of the family from the beginning of civilisation –
is uncompromisingly seen as a reversion to a pre-historical condition.

After ambiguously defining the regressive character of the anarchist
ideal, Lombroso studied the atavism of anarchists themselves – a cat-
egory of people he regarded as ‘mostly either criminals or mad, or some-
times both’.11 Yet while to Lombroso regicides, Fenians and anarchists
constituted ‘a complete criminal type’, true revolutionaries (like Charlotte
Corday) and many nihilists (like Vera Zassoulich, the anti-tsarist muse
who inspired Oscar Wilde’s Vera, or the Nihilists, 1883) presented ‘a per-
fectly normal type, even more beautiful than the average’.12 While
Lombroso implicitly described the Fenian cause for the liberation of
Ireland from British rule as a criminal enterprise, he dignified revolutions
as ‘the historical expression of evolution’13 and classified nihilists as
offenders whose actions were rooted in a rightful passion.

To provide his theory of anarchism with a scientific basis, Lombroso
relied on the method he had already applied to the definition of a crim-
inal type in L’uomo delinquente (Criminal Man, 1876),14 in other words he
drew on categories pertaining both to physical and cultural anthropology.
Thus he analysed the anarchists’ use of a criminal jargon similar to the
French argot; their custom of tattooing (in Lombroso’s eyes a definite
mark of regression, being popular not only among criminals and anarch-
ists, but also among ‘savages’);15 their lack of ethical sense, since anarchists
do not abstain from stealing and murdering; and finally their habit of
composing jargon songs.

Although Gli anarchici opens with an unconvincing and at times
grotesque set of arguments, in the last part of the volume Lombroso
abandoned his more or less ingenuous explanations of the anarchist
phenomenon to tackle its social components, with the result that the
monster turns into a martyr:

But here the psychiatrist and the socialist are faced with a strange
problem. Why is it that in these people, who are almost all mad,
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criminal and neurotic, and also prey to passions, one discovers such
a great altruism? Why is it that this faculty in them is much more
developed than in common people and even more so than in mad-
men and criminals, who are afflicted by the saddest form of egoism?16

The following pages contain a wealth of episodes proving the quasi-
sanctity of anarchists, although elsewhere Lombroso did not hesitate to
describe sanctity as a pathology in itself: ‘Moral insanity can be found
even in those rare instances of altruism who are the geniuses of goodness
and who are called saints.’17 This comment highlights a major charac-
teristic not only of Lombroso’s thought, in whose classification of
pathologies opposites often coincide, but also of criminal anthropology
more widely. In the same period, Ettore Sernicoli remarked that anarchist
theories ‘get easily rooted in souls that are inclined to mysticism’,18 and
Nordau himself declared that mystical thought, emotional eroticism,
fraternal love and a mania for regenerating the world are present in all
degenerates at a latent stage.19

Between genius and madness

As a symptom of this attitude, one may cite Genio e follia (Genius and
Insanity), which was first published in 1864 and was repeatedly revised
until its reissue in 1888 as L’uomo di genio (The Man of Genius, 1891).20

While the former title emphasised the ambivalent relationship between
genius and madness in Lombroso’s thought, the latter can be seen as the
counterpart of another study which he published in 1876 and likewise
repeatedly revised – L’uomo delinquente (Criminal Man). Interestingly, the
title of The Man of Genius changed once more to Genio e degenerazione
(Genius and Degeneration) in 1897, so as to include a term which had
become a keyword in the scientific debate after the publication of Max
Nordau’s Entartung (Degeneration, 1892), which begins with a long dedi-
cation to Cesare Lombroso. The artist and the insane, the genius and the
criminal, the saint and the anarchist are all included in Lombroso’s
geometry of pathologies and can be combined in various polar couples
as well as in aggregates of the same sign (artist � genius � saint versus
criminal � insane � anarchist).

Following the typical Lombrosian method, The Man of Genius is
marked by an encyclopaedic and experimental attitude in an attempt to
infer a human type from the observation of a certain number of actual
people, by analysing their physical aspect, their hereditary and formative
influences, their life, works, anecdotes, aphorisms and so forth. The
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underlying model of Lombroso’s enquiries is biography, but he did not
refrain from employing potentially unreliable sources.21 Moreover,
although where possible Lombroso drew directly on confessional writings
such as diaries and letters, novels and essays, his approach to literary
self-revelation cannot be described as very subtle.

Lombroso’s view of the relationship between art and atavism is fairly
complex. First, however, one should remark that in his enquiry Lombroso
dealt mainly with poets and writers, musicians and philosophers, scientists
and politicians (suffice it to mention Baudelaire, Schumann, Schopenhauer
and Cavour), but not with painters. Some of the most interesting pages
that he devoted to the figurative arts are to be found not in his chapters on
the pathology of genius, but in those on the artistic expression of madness.

Yet, as a criminal anthropologist, Lombroso did not regard the link
between genius and madness as an ideological instrument to deprive the
artist of a social role, as is shown by his ambivalent response to Nordau’s
thought. In 1894 Lombroso devoted a chapter of The Man of Genius to
Nordau, defining him as ‘one of the most beautiful minds of our time’,22

but also accusing him of carrying his theories to extremes. In particular,
Nordau was guilty of deconstructing the concept of genius, which
should conversely preserve its exceptional value. Lombroso pursued his
polemic against Nordau both in a book review he published in the
United States in 1895, when the English and American editions of
Degeneration appeared,23 and in Genius and Degeneration, where he described
Nordau as ‘an enemy of art’.24

The shady apostle of degeneration

Indeed, Degeneration was conceived as a massive attack against contem-
porary art, as Nordau stated right from the dedication of the volume to
Lombroso:

Degenerates are not always criminals, prostitutes, anarchists, and pro-
nounced lunatics; they are often authors and artists. These, however,
manifest the same mental characteristics, and for the most part the same
somatic features, as the members of the above-mentioned anthropo-
logical family, who satisfy their unhealthy impulses with the knife of the
assassin or the bomb of the dynamiter, instead of with pen and pencil.25

This disquieting book groups under the heading of degenerates the
Pre-Raphaelite movement, Symbolism, Tolstoy, Wagner, Parnassian and
diabolist poets, decadents and aesthetes, Ibsen and Nietzsche, Zola and
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Naturalism. Even the idea that artists may gather in ‘schools’ is regarded
by Nordau as a sign of degeneration in itself and reminds the anthro-
pologist of despicable parties such as criminal gangs and religious sects,
since in his eyes artists are individualists by definition.26 As a matter of
fact, at the core of Nordau’s distrust is a deep aversion for all art, con-
sidered as an expression of the emotional and instinctual dimension and
contrasted with the rational world of science, which is conceived of by
Nordau as the utmost attainment of humankind – ‘The aberrations of
art have no future. They will disappear when civilised humanity shall
have triumphed over its exhausted condition.’27

After describing fin-de-siècle culture as a symptom of degeneration and
hysteria so serious as to endanger the future of civilisation itself, Nordau
proposed the advent of a society where every form of art that betrays
‘anti-social’ elements (in other words that does not conform to his stand-
ard of normality) must be regarded as a criminal act: ‘When such 
a society … should after serious investigation and in the consciousness 
of a heavy responsibility, say of a man, “He is a criminal!” and of a work,
“It is a disgrace to our nation!” work and man would be annihilated.’28

Using a rhetorical strategy which is indifferent to logic but which
exerts – at least at first sight – a strong emotional appeal, Nordau linked
the world of art to that of organised violence by attacking the thematic
and ideological choices of novelists and poets: ‘they extol crime, deny
morality, raise altars to instinct, scoff at science, and hold up loafing aes-
theticism as the sole aim of life’.29 These words reveal Nordau’s strong
fear of the ‘other’ within us and within society, as well as the inflexibil-
ity of the argumentative instruments he used to demonise artists, turn-
ing them into ‘public enemies’ simply to be annihilated. As an example
of this degenerate attitude Nordau arbitrarily showed Count Mouffat –
in Zola’s novel Nana – in the act of miming a dog and bringing back the
handkerchief of his mistress, the redoubtable Nana herself. Without
contextualising this scene or studying the authorial perspective, Nordau
designated this literary character as the emblem of fin-de-siècle artists,
associating the artists with the degenerate genus of anarchists:

That is the liberty of one who is ‘emancipated’ in the sense of the
degenerates! He may be a dog, if his crazed instinct commands him
to be a dog! And if the ‘emancipated’ one is named Ravachol, and his
instinct commands him to perpetrate the crime of blowing up 
a house with dynamite, the peaceable citizen sleeping in this house is
free to fly into air, and fall again to the ground in a bloody rain of
shreds of flesh and splinters of bone.30
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Decadent detectives

The stories that M.P. Shiel published in Prince Zaleski (1895) offer an
example of the bizarre literary fruits this cultural climate engendered.
Degeneration provides the typical conceptual frame of the enigmas
which Zaleski is called upon to solve, in spite of the fact that the Prince
himself could be regarded as a degenerate according to the standards of
the time. He is certainly the epitome of the decadent detective, a ‘creature
of death’, as is shown by his ruined abode, a grotesque version of Poe’s
wildest gothic fancies:

I could not but wonder at the saturnine fancy that had led this way-
ward man to select a brooding-place so desolate for the passage of his
days. I regarded it as a vast tomb of Mausolus in which lay deep sep-
ulchered how much genius, culture, brilliancy, power! The hall was
constructed in the manner of a Roman atrium, and from the oblong
pool of turgid water in the center a troop of fat and otiose rats fled
weakly squealing at my approach.31

Exoticism and eclecticism à la Huysmans mingle with every form of
excess in the long description of the crumbling but luxurious mansion
which provides this idle genius of detection with an appropriate setting.

The mysteries which Zaleski unravels reflect the late nineteenth-
century obsession with hereditary insanity, suicide and degeneration. In
‘The Race of Orven’, for instance, the death of Lord Pharanx is related to
the dark history of his family – the House of Orven, whose members die
suddenly before reaching the age of fifty. What Zaleski discovers is that
through the centuries a bloody compact has united the Orvens. Each
firstborn son of the Orven family is required to kill his own father in order
to prevent ‘the heritage of madness’ from becoming apparent. Hereditary
insanity is ‘the guilty secret’ behind a series of ‘ritual’ murders whose
ultimate motives were ‘the pride and the selfishness of race’.32 These
words acquire a clearer meaning if we focus on the term Zaleski uses to
define Lord Pharanx’s syndrome, for the ‘General Paralysis of the Insane’33

is caused by syphilis.
In ‘The S.S.’, whose title sets the tone for anticipation of an ominous

future, Zaleski investigates an apparent epidemic of suicides that turns
out to be a series of murders orchestrated by a secret society whose aim
is to prevent the decay of European peoples due to an excess of medical
care. The Society of Sparta fulfils the debatable mission of acting as 
a scourge, eliminating those degenerate individuals whose very existence
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and ability to procreate are seen as a threat to the future of society as 
a whole. The tone of the story is increasingly sinister and one is tempted
to imagine the author approving the founding principles of the society
he has invented. They certainly coincide with Zaleski’s views, as he openly
claims, in spite of the fact that he thinks their methods ‘too rash, too
harsh, too premature’.34 This proviso is no less disquieting than the
statement it is meant to soften.

Degeneration also plays a major role in ‘The Siamese Twin of a Bomb
Thrower’, a lurid story included by Robert Barr in The Triumphs of Eugène
Valmont (1906). Adolphe Simard, who was unfairly dismissed by the
French government after working as a policeman, has embraced the
anarchist creed and has also sunk into an addiction to absinthe, which
has turned him into a sort of Jekyll and Hyde figure. The parallel is
apparent in a scene where the detective Valmont – in disguise – observes
his former subordinate while he drinks four glasses of absinthe one after
the other, triggering a transformation in which, paradoxically, the civilised
and rational nature of the former policeman prevails over the brute
instincts of the terrorist:

Here before my eyes was enacted a more wonderful change than the
gradual transformation of transparent absinthe into an opaque
opalescent liquid. Simard, under the influence of the drink, was
slowly becoming the Simard I had known ten years before.
Remarkable! Absinthe having in earlier years made a beast of the man
was now forming a man out of the beast.35

At the end of the story, thanks to Valmont, Simard is redeemed; he
rejects the two ‘A’s which have marked his transitory ruin – ‘anarchy and
absinthe’;36 but there is something sinister in this supposedly happy
ending. As Valmont proudly remarks, ‘Simard will need no purgatory in
the next world. I kept him on bread and water for a month in my strong
room.’37 Valmont’s London flat hides a prison with no windows that the
detective had built to correct the excessive mildness of the British system:
‘I have brought many a scoundrel to reason within the impregnable
walls of that small room.’38 Here the word degeneration fits the detect-
ive rather than the anarchist, since Valmont is desirous to bring the law
back to a former evolutionary stage and regards the respect of the crim-
inal’s rights as a contemptible sign of weakness:

When I began to succeed as a private detective in London, and had
accumulated money enough for my project, I determined not to be
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hampered by this unexplainable softness of the English toward an
accused person. I therefore reconstructed my flat, and placed in the
centre of it a dark room strong as any Bastille cell.39

New forms of degeneration lay in wait at the turn of the century,
ready to strike at the apparatus of power. World War I and Nazi-Fascism
were rooted in those years and as Daniel Pick makes clear: ‘it is perhaps
now impossible to read nineteenth-century texts on racial degeneration
without an implicit teleology’.40

As the turn-of-the-century debate on atavism and degeneration – and
its fictional echoes – show, conceptualising a social phenomenon implies
an interpretative strategy which partly constructs the phenomenon itself
and influences the institutional response to it. In L’anarchia e gli anar-
chici (Anarchy and Anarchists, 1894) Sernicoli initiated a polemic against
Lombroso, who opposed the death penalty for anarchists and argued in
favour of their imprisonment in lunatic asylums because their under-
lying altruism offered the promise of their eventual reinstatement in civil
society. Sernicoli disapproved of this stance since in his eyes anarchists
had to be suppressed – ‘to prevent them from committing new crimes
and in homage to that principle of selection which should not applied
only to thoroughbred horses and to silkworms’.41

These lines seem to be inspired by eugenics, the new science created
by Francis Galton at the end of the century in order to turn the scientific
control of heredity into the cornerstone of a healthier society. Galton
himself took part in the debate on criminal anthropology and in a
review of Havelock Ellis’s The Criminal (1890) he wrote:

The hope of the criminal anthropologist is to increase the power of
discriminating between the natural and accidental criminal. He aims
at being able to say with well-founded confidence of certain men that
it is impossible to make them safe members of a safe society by any
reasonable amount of discipline, instruction, and watchfulness, and
that they must be locked up wholly out of the way.42

As physiognomists and phrenologists had done before, criminal
anthropologists dreamt of reinstating a pattern of omniscience. In the
course of the modern age, the eye of God had been progressively super-
seded by the ‘unfailing’ power of science, but dangerous prejudices 
now came to be regarded as scientific truths. Physiology – rather than
psychology – was considered as the key to the human mystery, and the
body was invested with the status of a stable locus of meaning, which
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could therefore be deciphered. The new belief in biological predestina-
tion promised to offer a much more efficient tool for the prevention of
crime than the ancient threat of eternal punishment, even though it
rested on shaky theoretical and empirical foundations. The time was not
yet ripe for the horrors of racial cleansing and genocide, but the mentality
that was to make these obscure attainments possible had already found
its voice. By a bitter irony of history, the idea that society was degener-
ate actually contributed to its degeneration, although in an unforeseen
direction.
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Conclusion: the Age of Formula
Fiction

In my attempt to write a counter-history of crime fiction I have touched
on a variety of sub-genres, including the ghost story, adventures of psychic
detection, sensation fiction, the ‘literature’ of London and anarchist fic-
tion, so as to shed light on the variety of discourses that intertwined in
nineteenth-century ‘criminography’. To conclude my survey, I need to
focus on the important changes that took place within crime fiction itself
at the turn of the century, for it was these changes that set the ground
for the formation of a detective canon. Thus I will first consider the rele-
vance that the Sherlock Holmes saga acquired as a complex cultural phe-
nomenon and the ideological framework underlying the Father Brown
stories. Then I will briefly sketch the early development of the new sub-
genre of spy fiction, and finally I will go on to explain why the burgeon-
ing comprehensive tradition of crime criticism discussed in Chapter 1 was
progressively marginalised and a more restrictive tradition of detective
criticism became dominant.

The Sherlock Holmes ‘myth’

As we have seen, while in the second half of the nineteenth century sen-
sation fiction was undergoing a complex process of self-fashioning, it
took longer for detective fiction to be recognised as a genre. In the 1840s,
Poe’s Tales of Ratiocination – as he called the Dupin trilogy and ‘The Gold
Bug’ – were regarded as an isolated phenomenon and were not associ-
ated with the crime and detective stories that were being published in
British, American and Australian magazines at the time.1 Contemporary
critics traced some connections between Poe and Godwin, Brown 
or Vidocq, but these references did not build up the sense of any real
continuity.2
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Half a century later, however, parody became a symptom of the growing
popularity that detective fiction had acquired thanks to the mythical
figure of Sherlock Holmes. The first novel of the Holmes saga – A Study
in Scarlet – appeared in 1887 and by 1892 Robert Barr had published ‘The
Adventures of Sherlaw Kombs’.3 In 1893 J.M. Barrie wrote two other 
parodies – ‘The Adventure of the Two Collaborators’ and ‘The Late
Sherlock Holmes’4 – while in 1899 the American Bret Harte included in his
Condensed Novels a celebrated Holmesian parody, ‘The Stolen Cigar Case’.5

The process of adaptation for the theatre also contributed to the canon-
isation of Holmes. In 1897 Doyle had contemplated the idea of writing
a play about the detective, but nothing came of it. This led, however, to
repeated contacts between Doyle and the American actor William Gillette,
who eventually wrote a play himself, basing it on ‘A Scandal in Bohemia’
and ‘The Final Problem’. Sherlock Holmes: a Drama in Four Acts opened in
Buffalo in October 1899, and then ran in New York from November 1899
to June 1900. After a tour in the United States, Gillette sailed for Great
Britain in 1901, where the play was staged in Liverpool and London.6 It
was Gillette who made some basic elements of the Holmes icon popular,
such as the deerstalker cap (originally introduced by Sidney Paget in the
1890s), the cloak and the curved pipe.7 Actually, ‘Gillette did become the
living embodiment of Sherlock Holmes’,8 at least for the American public,
since when Frederic Dorr Steele was asked to illustrate The Return of Sherlock
Holmes for Collier’s Weekly – one of the largest selling magazines in the
United States – he chose Gillette as his model.9

One can safely claim that this widespread interest in Holmes con-
tributed to Doyle’s decision to revive his hero after his presumed death
on the Reichenbach Falls. The publication of The Hound of the Baskervilles
(1901–02) and of Holmes’s following adventures made the sleuth even
more popular and this sweeping cultural phenomenon, revolving around
a single literary figure, helped to consolidate the formulaic character of
detective fiction.

Moreover, by the dawn of the century Holmes was the subject of vari-
ous critical works, the best-known of which is Monsignor Ronald A. Knox’s
‘Studies in the Literature of Sherlock Holmes’ (1911).10 Mixing irony with
the keen eye of a biblical scholar, Knox compared all the Holmes stories
that had been written at that date, punctiliously pointing out their incon-
sistencies. Yet, by refusing to believe that Doyle was the real author of
the Holmes cycle, he ascribed these inconsistencies to Watson himself,
hypothesising that Holmes’s faithful companion, who was notoriously
short of money, had been obliged to add some invented cases to the genu-
ine ones he had witnessed. This interpretation ironically subverted the



fictional status of the saga, reducing Doyle to the role of Watson’s liter-
ary agent and playfully acknowledging the ‘real-life’ quality Holmes had
achieved in the eyes of the public. Knox’s essay inaugurated the ‘higher
criticism’ tradition, which is at the origin of the ‘Grand Game’ that
Holmesian/Sherlockian associations (the adjective varies depending on
their British or American origin) continue to play – with great relish and
imagination – all over the world.

What I wish to emphasise is the pseudo-religious dimension of this
phenomenon. In itself, the term higher criticism corresponds to a branch
of biblical criticism. Moreover, the Holmes saga is defined by Holmesians/
Sherlockians as the canon or the sacred writings, while the huge number
of Holmes stories that have been written after the death of Doyle are
labelled as apocrypha. It is my contention that religion had much to do
with the development of the detective canon, which somehow came to
replace the traditional biblical canon within a society that was increasingly
secularised. At a time when traditional values – concerning both meta-
physics and the human being – were questioned, detective fiction reinstated
truth and justice as the basic coordinates of its system of meaning.

I regard it as no coincidence that in the first decades of the twentieth
century various religious-minded people took a strong interest in this
genre. Monsignor Knox combined his activity as a detective novelist and
critic (in 1929 he authored the famous ‘ten commandments’ of detection)
with his religious calling. Having been ordained an Anglican priest, he
then converted and became a Catholic priest in 1919. In 1936 he even
served as domestic prelate to the Pope and in the last years of his life he
worked on a new translation of the Vulgate.

Another case in point is that of G.K. Chesterton, who was a fervent
apologist of religion, converted to Catholicism in 1922 and also played
a rather ambivalent role in the canonisation of detective fiction, for in
the atypical saga of Father Brown he both curbed the irrational tendencies
of late nineteenth-century crime fiction and exalted its imaginative free-
dom. In the first part of his life Chesterton wrote primarily works of social
and literary criticism, while after his conversion he authored books such
as St Francis of Assisi (1923), The Catholic Church and Conversion (1926) and
St Thomas Aquinas (1933).

Similarly, Dorothy Sayers was not only a detective novelist and critic,
but also a medieval scholar and a noted Christian writer.11 In addition to
her translation of Dante’s Divine Comedy (a work she left unfinished),
Sayers authored various religious plays, including The Zeal of Thy House
(1937), The Devil to Pay (1939), In the Mind of the Maker (1941) and The Man
Born to Be King, a cycle of radio plays on the life of Jesus that was broadcast
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in 1941–42. Incidentally, the London Detection Club was founded in 1928
precisely by Knox, Chesterton (who was its first president) and Sayers,
together with Anthony Berkeley Cox and Agatha Christie.

Nightmares and orthodoxy

In ‘A Defence of Detective Stories’ (1902) Chesterton identified the sen-
sational components of detective fiction as the source of the prejudice
that surrounded it, pointing out the social stigma that was still attached
to the representation of crime, since ‘To write a story about a burglary is’ –
in the eyes of many – ‘a sort of spiritual manner of committing it.’12

According to Chesterton, however, detective fiction should be regarded as
the modern equivalent of epic literature and the detective as knight-errant
actually embodies a principle of order.

In Chesterton’s ‘heroic poems in prose’ detectives and policemen form
a benevolent conspiracy to support civilisation against the disruptive
activities of criminals, who subscribe to a primitive code of behaviour. The
‘romance of police activity’ – as Chesterton wrote – ‘tends to remind us
that we live in an armed camp, making war with a chaotic world, and that
the criminals, the children of chaos, are nothing but the traitors within
our gates.’13 To understand the full import of these words, we should keep
in mind the author’s own terror of chaos, as is demonstrated in the dis-
turbingly comic The Man Who Was Thursday: a Nightmare (1908), a fan-
tasy of crime, anarchy and detection where the agents of ‘good’ and ‘evil’
swap roles with disquieting nonchalance. As Chesterton explained in
his dedication to E.C. Bentley, the novel was actually written in response
to the cultural climate of the fin de siècle – a time that was precariously
suspended between the opposite poles of decadence and positivism:

When we were boys together,
Science announced nonentity
And art admired decay; …
This is a tale of those old fears,
Even of those emptied hells …14

In 1936 the author reiterated his message by claiming that the book ‘was
intended to describe the world of wild doubt and despair which the pes-
simists were generally describing at that date’.15 The Man Who Was
Thursday can therefore be interpreted as a paradoxical act of exorcism,
ritualising the death of the old century and announcing – at the very end
of the story – the dawn of a new age.16
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Consistent with this world-view, Chesterton’s saga of Father Brown
helped ‘normalise’ detective fiction by severing its links with the super-
natural. In spite of their apparent emphasis on the metaphysical, Father
Brown’s stories actually combine detection with an orthodox view of
religion, refuting every ‘irrational’ approach to reality as a form of supersti-
tion. Drawing inspiration from Poe’s Dupin, Chesterton endowed his hero
with a flair for paradoxes, but the author of Orthodoxy (1908) knew all
too well where to draw the line between licit and illicit knowledge. Thus
although Father Brown claims: ‘The most incredible thing about miracles
is that they happen’, the word miracle should be taken to indicate ‘an elem-
ent of elfin coincidence which people reckoning on the prosaic may per-
petually miss’17 – that is to say an event that contradicts the laws of
probability rather than those of science. Likewise when Chesterton
started a crusade to defend magic,18 he was actually fighting to preserve
a tension towards transcendence and the claims of imagination against the
levelling action of materialism.

On the other hand, in Father Brown’s stories crime is typically presented
at first as the result of supernatural agencies, but this transitory explanation
is soon deconstructed by the humble religious hero. Far from pursuing the
nineteenth-century tradition of melodrama (with its emphasis on premon-
itory/revelatory dreams) or ‘psychic detection’ (which was grounded on
pseudo-sciences and/or the occult), Chesterton’s stories actually decon-
struct it, for they present bizarre cases which are solved by means of an
utterly rational investigation. They border on fantasy and the grotesque, but
always keep on the safe side. Having exorcised the twin demons of super-
stition and anarchy, thanks to miraculous intuitions that could be better
described as abductions, Father Brown can re-establish the realm of reason.

Reason itself, however, can become a tool of destruction in these stories
when, instead of being subservient to faith, it becomes an all-explaining
principle. This is apparent right from the beginning of the saga. In ‘The
Blue Cross’ – the first episode of The Innocence of Father Brown (1911) –
Father Brown actually faces two opponents: the international criminal
Flambeau and the head of the Paris police, Valentin, who is presented not
only as a famous investigator, but also as a sceptic. Father Brown’s victory
over Flambeau – who is won over to the cause of good and will eventually
become Father Brown’s assistant – is complete and it also coincides with
the victory of ‘Christian reason’ over Flambeau’s heretical claim that
‘there may well be wonderful universes above us where reason is utterly
unreasonable’.19

On the other hand, Father Brown’s victory over Valentin becomes appar-
ent in the second episode of the saga – ‘The Secret Garden’ – where the
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policeman turns criminal for ideological motives, that is to prevent 
a rich man from leaving all his money to the Church of France. The
obsessively anti-clerical Valentin embodies the dangers inherent in atheism.
His fate also sheds a sinister light on positivist detection, which is else-
where described by Chesterton as follows:

Science is a grand thing … But what do these men mean, nine times
out of ten, when they use it nowadays? When they say detection is 
a science? They mean getting outside a man and studying him as if he
were a gigantic insect: in what they would call a dry impartial light, in
what I should call a dead and dehumanized light. They mean getting
a long way off him, as if he were a distant prehistoric monster; staring
at the shape of his ‘criminal skull’ as if it were a sort of eerie growth,
like the horn on a rhinoceros’s nose … I don’t try to get outside the
man. I try to get inside the murderer.20

Chesterton’s suspicion of positivist detection (with its potentially atheistic
connotations) led him to bypass the tradition of Holmes and revert to
Dupin’s more psychological method, through which he solved the case of
the purloined letter by identifying with the mind of his opponent.

Britain under threat

As we have seen, in early twentieth-century Britain the detective story
provided authors and their public with a discursive space that enabled
them to share a common fund of certainties. Chesterton put the problem
in a nutshell when in an essay on Sherlock Holmes he claimed: ‘I would
rather have the man who devotes a short story to saying that he can solve
the problem of a murder in Margate than the man who devotes a whole
book to saying that he cannot solve the problem of things in general.’21

In the age of Nietzsche and Freud, philosophy and psychoanalysis were
undermining the certainties of Western societies. Disquieting vistas and
frightening abysses were opening up in the perception of the absolute and
of the psyche. Even the possibility of grasping external reality in its con-
crete consistency seemed to become more remote after Walter Pater – the
arch-priest of aestheticism – had written that experience ‘is ringed round
for each one of us by that thick wall of personality through which no real
voice has ever pierced on its way to us, or from us to that which we can
only conjecture to be without’.22

To obtain a better understanding of the cultural climate in which the
detective story acquired its canonical status we must plunge into this
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world of crumbling certainties and of increasing complexity. The last
decades of the nineteenth century had seen widespread terrorist cam-
paigns take place all over Europe. In Britain this phenomenon was due
mainly to the activity of Fenians, who were fighting to achieve the inde-
pendence of Ireland, but those novelists who chose to deal with terror-
ism often obscured its Fenian matrix by vaguely referring to anarchist or
nihilist plots which deflected the attention of the public from the real
causes of the bombings, reshaping the terrorist conflict as an episode in
the endless fight between the opposing principles of order and chaos,
civilisation and anarchy. Chesterton’s nightmarish vision of God – the
ultimate source of power and knowledge – as an entity who presides at
one and the same time over the anarchist and the police organisations
speaks volumes about the anxieties of the British public at the time.

The development of the spy novel can be regarded as another side effect
of this climate of fear, which was due both to the internal threat of social
unrest and to the external threat of military conflict. People became
increasingly conscious of the fragility of the enormous British empire,
notably of the vulnerability of the British Isles to a foreign invasion, due to
factors as diverse as the development of naval technology, the shifting
European alliances and a series of international crises. In the late Victorian
and Edwardian ages, Britain was still a world power, but public confi-
dence was rapidly declining and this condition of uncertainty fostered
the development of the so-called ‘invasion novel’, starting with George
Chesney’s The Battle of Dorking (1871), a formula that was successfully
exploited by William Le Queux, the author of best-selling invasion novels
such as The Great War in England in 1897 (1894), dramatising the dangers
of a Franco-Russian alliance. Novelists, of course, responded quickly 
to changing geopolitical conditions and after the signing of the entente
cordiale between France and Britain in 1904 Germany became the number-
one enemy, as is shown by Le Queux’s The Invasion of 1910 (1906) and Spies
of the Kaiser (1909).

While some novels dealt specifically with the act of invasion, others
alerted the public to the dangers inherent in those spy networks that
represented a prerequisite to any invasion. E. Phillips Oppenheim’s The
Mysterious Mr Sabin (1898) is a case in point, together with Headon Hill’s
The Spies of the Wight (1899). In these thrillers we typically meet shady
cosmopolitan characters whose mysterious political allegiance is the
source of much suspense and foul play, while international secret societies
occasionally play a role in the unravelling of the action (Collins had used
that strategy to punish Count Fosco in The Woman in White). Needless to
say, turn-of-the-century spy novels betray a barely disguised xenophobia,
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which is directed both towards foreign powers and towards foreign indi-
viduals living on British soil, the ‘aliens’.

While early spy novels depicted cosmopolitans – often of Jewish origin –
as hybrid and/or dangerous, the writers’ patriotic enthusiasm supported
a Manichean distinction between the honourable defenders of Britain and
its dastardly opponents, which led to the dichotomy secret agents vs spies.
Although espionage was a rough and dirty game, Britons could take part
in it without forgetting the rules of fair play. What is more, the spying
game could help regenerate a society that was betraying signs of decline,
as is shown by the immensely popular novel Erskine Childers wrote in
1903, The Riddle of the Sands, whose first lines clearly evoke the stagnant
atmosphere of fin-de-siècle London:

I have read of men who, when forced by their calling to live for long
periods in utter solitude – save for a few black faces – have made it a rule
to dress regularly for dinner in order to maintain their self-respect and
prevent a relapse into barbarism. It was in some such spirit, with an
added touch of self-consciousness, that, at seven o’clock in the evening
of September 23 in a recent year, I was making my evening toilet in
my chambers in Pall Mall. I thought the date and the place justified the
parallel; to my advantage even; for the obscure Burmese administrator
might well be a man of blunted sensibilities and coarse fibre, and at
least he is alone with nature, while I – well, a young man of condition
and fashion, who knows the right people, belongs to the right clubs,
has a safe, possibly a brilliant, future in the Foreign Office – may be
excused for a sense of complacent martyrdom, when, with his keen
appreciation of the social calendar, he is doomed to the outer solitude
of London in September.23

Although these words – which are spoken by Carruthers, the protagonist
and first-person narrator of the story – have, right from the beginning,
an ironic undertone, the novel is presented as an antidote to the danger
of ‘going native’, to the condition of ‘degeneration’ Conrad chose to
stigmatise in Kurtz in Heart of Darkness (1899). However, the setting of
the protagonist’s meditation is not the jungle, but rather the heart of the
civilised world. Carruthers’s life in the London clubs is presented as 
a series of sterile social rituals, while his yachting holiday with his friend
Davies will be conducive to a personal regeneration, as well as to the
defusing of a German invasion. The safety and future of Britain lie in the
power and initiative of the individual, who must escape the unhealthy
influence of city life and recover his thirst for adventure.
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A disparaging view of London also marks the beginning of another cel-
ebrated spy novel – John Buchan’s The Thirty-nine Steps (1915), whose
hero, like Carruthers, turns secret agent by chance:

I returned from the City about three o’clock on that May afternoon
pretty well disgusted with life. I had been three months in the Old
Country and was fed up with it … The weather made me liverish, the
talk of the ordinary Englishman made me sick, I couldn’t get enough
exercise, and the amusements of London seemed as flat as soda-water
that has been standing in the sun.24

Thus speaks Richard Hannay (another protagonist and first-person
narrator), who – after spending most of his life in South Africa – finds
England exceedingly disappointing. Like Carruthers, he is the individual
the British nation/empire needs to safeguard its borders and to ensure its
survival: ‘Here was I, a very ordinary fellow, with no particular brains, and
yet I was convinced that somehow I was needed to help this business
through – that without me it would all go to blazes.’25

Hannay is regarded by critics as the typical ‘clubland hero’,26 whose
potential for daring exploits can be fully revealed under the appropriate
conditions of danger. Although Carruthers declares: ‘I’m not cut out for
a Sherlock Holmes’,27 secret agents and detectives actually share many
characteristics – from their powers of observation to their physical
prowess and mastery of foreign languages. Moreover, both detectives and
secret agents tend to become serial heroes. Hannay, for instance, features
also in Greenmantle (1916), Mr Standfast (1919) and other adventures. On
the other hand, Sherlock Holmes deals with state secrets and spies in stor-
ies such as ‘The Naval Treaty’ and ‘The Bruce-Partington Plans’.

Of course, tracing a history of spy fiction exceeds the scope of this
book, but I wish to underline that spy fiction variously intertwined with
detective fiction. The gothic theme of persecution that had already fil-
tered into crime fiction by the end of the eighteenth century, thanks to
Godwin’s Caleb Williams, is at the heart of detective, terrorist and spy 
novels alike. We are all familiar with the predicament of the literary
character who finds him/herself falsely accused of a crime and has to
prove his/her innocence, while evading the police. Likewise, in terrorist
novels the main character is often persecuted by the mysterious under-
ground anarchist organisations to which he had recklessly vowed alle-
giance, and in spy novels the hero is usually pursued by the omnipresent
and invisible spy network he threatens with disclosure. The Thirty-nine
Steps owes its swift-paced rhythm and its thrilling appeal precisely to
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this gothic theme of flight and pursuit. As the narrator remarks, ‘I reckoned
that two sets of people would be looking for me – Scudder’s enemies to
put me out of existence, and the police who would want me for Scudder’s
murder.’28 Secret agents typically experience the condition of living in a
‘no man’s land’ where their identity becomes a source of mortal danger
and survival depends on concealment or disguise.

Spy and detective novels thrived on the same market laws, responded
to similar kinds of anxiety and promoted analogous ideological stances.
Many spy novels were conceived as mass products and contributed to the
growth of formula fiction: Oppenheim is credited with having written 115
novels and 39 collections of short stories, while Le Queux was scarcely
less prolific.29 Moreover, both genres reflected social, political and insti-
tutional changes, although the development of detective fiction followed
the creation of the police, while that of spy fiction partly anticipated the
creation of secret services.30 Like much detective fiction, the spy-thriller
formula was based on the claims of faction: maps, faked photographs and
documents were repeatedly included in these novels to simulate their
truth-value. On the other hand, while the nineteenth-century tradition
of crime fiction embraced complexity (consider The Moonstone, where 
a diamond is stolen by a man in an unconscious state), the ‘clubland’
tradition – with its nationalist emphasis on heroism and a good cause –
supported a black-and-white contrast between ‘us and them’ or the agents
of order and chaos, mirroring the parallel development of detective fiction.

Towards a conservative view of detection

Having summarily mapped the development of spy fiction at the turn of
the century, let us focus once again on mainstream detective fiction and
criticism, which were becoming increasingly ‘conservative’ in those years.
Critics were also developing a sharper interest in form, as is proved by the
importance that the term ‘mystery’ acquired in their vocabulary. Carolyn
Wells’s The Technique of the Mystery Story was published in 1913, only two
years after The Innocence of Father Brown. As we saw in Chapter 1, the range
of sub-genres analysed by Wells, with the aim of shedding light on
their interrelation, does not include forms of ‘criminography’ such as
picaresque novels or criminal biographies. On the other hand, Wells’s
umbrella definition of Mystery Story comprises ghost stories, riddle stories
and detective stories – three fictional types that imply a question and an
answer, for Wells identified the foundational elements of the genre as
mystery and its correlative, that is, curiosity or inquisitiveness. The inclu-
sion of ghost stories within the scope of Wells’s analysis testifies to the
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fact that detective fiction had not yet asserted its identity as a separate
genre, but was still regarded as part of a larger cluster of popular genres.
It was the search for form – to the detriment of other concerns, such as
subject matter and ideological assumptions – that progressively helped
foster a narrow critical perspective, which restrictively identified the new
genre, tracing its borders with increasing fastidiousness. Characteristically,
while the first chapters of Wells’s study offer a classification of related sub-
genres and a historical account of their respective developments, the bulk
of the volume focuses on the structural elements of detective fiction proper.

The apex of this normative trend coincided with works such as ‘The
Professor and the Detective’ (1929), by the American scholar Marjorie
Nicholson. As this semi-humourous essay shows, the identity of the new
genre was being contrasted not only with popular literature, but also
with the latest developments of ‘high’ literature. Nicholson regarded the
academics’ interest in detective fiction as an antidote to the subjectivity
of modernist novels and to ‘the “stream of consciousness” which threatens
to engulf us in its Lethean monotony’.31 Being the product of lucid rati-
ocination, a process akin to the method philosophers and scientists apply to
their fields of scholarship, detective fiction gives readers an intellectual
pleasure that is reassuringly unemotional:

We seek our chamber of horrors with no adolescent or morbid desire to
be shocked, startled, horrified. We handle the instruments of the crime
with scientific detachment. It is for us an enthralling game, which
must be played with skill and science, in which the pieces possess no
more real personality than do the knights and bishops and pawns of
chess, the kings and queens of bridge.32

A stern advocate of ‘fair play’,33 Nicholson regarded with suspicion both
popular literature and modernist works, and contrasted the selectivity of
detective fiction – where every element is functional to the denouement –
with the ‘all-inclusiveness’ of Ulysses.34 Giving vent to her reactionary
spirit, Nicholson described detective fiction as a form of ‘neo-Calvinistic
justice’,35 reasserting the value of moral choice and human agency against
‘a smart and easy pessimism, which interprets the universe in terms of
relativity and purposelessness’.36

Nicholson’s position – which reminds us of Chesterton’s emphasis on
Catholic orthodoxy – was both anti-melodramatic and anti-modernist,
although not all the theorists of the 1920s were affected by these preju-
dices. Perhaps as a reaction to the increasing tendency of ‘golden-age’
authors and scholars to disparage every ‘irrational’ element, T.S. Eliot
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felt the need to tackle the opium-related mystery that is at the heart of
Collins’s The Moonstone, reassessing its melodramatic impact and its import-
ance as an antecedent of modern detective fiction. ‘Wilkie Collins and
Dickens’ (1927) opens with the hope that ‘a critic of the present generation
may be inspired to write a book on the history and aesthetics of melo-
drama’.37 In Eliot’s eyes, while in the early twentieth century highbrow
fiction was regarded as opposed to thrillers and detective fiction, the
intellectual and the sensational dimensions had actually coexisted in
the best novels of the nineteenth century, The Moonstone being a case in
point. Due to its reliance on ‘the intangible human element’, Collins’s
book was described by Eliot as ‘the first and greatest of English detective
novels’, in contrast with the American tradition inaugurated by Poe’s tril-
ogy, which offers ‘a pure detective interest’.38 Of course, Eliot’s attempt
to identify two intertwining national traditions of detection did not cor-
respond to the mainstream historical accounts of the genre, which nor-
matively highlighted only the Poe tradition, but Eliot was evidently
aware of the possibility of writing a counter-history of crime fiction.

The role of anthologies

A central role in the canonisation of detective fiction was also played by
the anthologies that were published in the late 1920s, both in Great
Britain and in the United States. Anthologies helped shape the public view
of the genre not only through the selection of representative texts but
also by means of the editor’s introductory essay. E.M. Wrong’s Crime and
Detection (1926) is a case in point. Voicing a common prejudice, Wrong
traced the history of a genre that – in his eyes – had appeared at an embry-
onic stage in ancient times, had hibernated for centuries and had been
resurrected thanks to the catalysing genius of Poe. According to the critic,
the apex of this phenomenon coincided with Doyle’s creation of Sherlock
Holmes – such a powerful figure that we ‘tend to think of the pre-Holmes
detectives as of the pre-Shakespearian drama; to call them precursors
only’.39 Most of the texts Wrong collected are grouped under the heading
‘Crime and detection’, while he significantly decided to offer only one
example of ‘Crime without detection’ and two of ‘Detection without crime’.

It was in 1927 that Willard Huntington Wright (Van Dine’s real name)
edited The Great Detective Stories. The literary territory that Wright mapped
in his introductory essay is the so-called ‘popular’ or ‘light’ novel, which
he divided into four areas – the romantic novel, the novel of adventures,
the mystery novel and the detective novel.40 Like most of his predecessors,
Wright defined the specificity of this genre by underlining the active
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role readers play in unravelling ‘a complicated and extended puzzle cast
in fictional form’,41 but his words indicate that by now detective fiction
had achieved a clear consciousness of its own status:

Because of this singularity of appeal the detective novel has gone its
own way irrespective of the progressus of all other fictional types. It has
set its own standards, drawn up its own rules, adhered to its own heri-
tages, advanced along its own narrow-gage track, and created its own
ingredients as well as its own form and technic.42

A sense of verisimilitude, a rather neutral characterisation, a plain style
and a ‘unity of mood’43 – since no emotional interference should be
allowed to distract readers from their intellectual pursuit – are the elements
that comprise this literary recipe. In his attempt to establish the genre on
a purely intellectual basis, Wright even claimed that the detective story
‘is the only type of fiction that cannot be filmed’, unless one chooses to
reduce ‘the actual detective elements to a minimum’, emphasising ‘all
manner of irrelevant dramatic and adventurous factors’.44

Significantly, while normative critics refused to recognise the variety
of ingredients that contributed to the detective fiction recipe, the enter-
tainment industry was fast appropriating the character of Holmes. The
first silent film featuring Holmes – Sherlock Holmes Baffled – dates back to
the year 1900.45 In the following decades dozens of films about Holmes
were made both in France and in Great Britain by various companies. In
September 1921 a dinner was organised by Stoll Film Productions to cele-
brate the release of their sixteenth Holmes film, The Hound of the
Baskervilles. In the speech he gave at the convention dinner, Doyle
acknowledged the debt he owed to ‘those gentlemen who have, apart
from myself, associated themselves with [Holmes]’.46 The list included
Sidney Paget, who created the Holmes type with his illustrations, and
three actors – William Gillette, H.A. Saintsbury and Eille Norwood – who
had played Holmes in the Stoll films. Of course this speech had been
written for a particular occasion and Doyle certainly wished to be polite,
but seemingly he was also highly aware of the multifaceted character of
the cultural process that had ensured the celebrity of Holmes – a process
involving serial publication in the Strand and Collier’s, publication in book
form, accompanying illustrations, not to mention the theatrical and film
versions of the Holmes stories.

This survey of the main detective fiction anthologies that were pub-
lished in the 1920s would not be complete without a mention of Dorothy
Sayers’s celebrated Great Short Stories of Detection, Mystery and Horror (1928).
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Although the book appeared in the United States as The Omnibus of Crime
(1929), the original title is better suited to the contents, for Sayers –
following Wells’s approach – actually detached detection from the sphere
of crime and related it to other kinds of ‘mystery fiction’. As the table of
contents of the book shows, Sayers identified two intertwining macro-
categories – ‘Detection and Mystery’ and ‘Mystery and Horror’ – which
she divided into a number of categories and sub-categories. This complex
scheme represents a brave attempt to map both the historical development
of detective fiction and its present wealth of forms, so as to underline its
proximity to the twin genre of supernatural fiction within the overarching
category of ‘mystery’.

Sayers’s introduction supports this canonical vision of the detective
story, tracing its origin to ‘the Jewish Apocrypha, Herodotus, and the
Æneid’, and claiming that after ‘a spasmodic history’ the genre ‘suddenly
burst into magnificent flower in the middle of the last century’.47 Sayers
also offered an original interpretation of Poe’s role as the ancestor of 
a legitimate and illegitimate progeny. In Sayers’s eyes the least celebrated
story of the Dupin trilogy – ‘The Mystery of Marie Rogêt’ (1842–43) – is
the prototype of the intellectual (or classic) branch of detective fiction,
while ‘The Gold Bug’ (1843) is at the root of the sensational (or romantic)
branch. Although the theme of the two stories (the brutal murder of
a young girl on the one hand, the interpretation of a cryptogram on the
other) might lead to opposite conclusions, Sayers convincingly argued
that in the first case the newspaper accounts of the murder offer all the
elements we need to inquire by ourselves, while in the second text ‘the
reader is led on from bewilderment to bewilderment till everything is
explained in a lump in the last chapter’.48 It is therefore the role of the
reader which determines the character of a story, creating a polarity of
genres that was still alive in the 1920s, when the sensational had been
replaced by the thriller, while detective fiction had fully developed its
intellectual calling thanks to the fair play principle.

I will conclude this survey by mentioning The Mystery Book, an anthol-
ogy H. Douglas Thomson edited in 1934, a few years after publishing 
a book-length study of the genre – Masters of Mystery: a Study of the Detective
Story (1931). In 1946 Howard Haycraft would not only include a large
section of this volume in his seminal collection The Art of the Mystery
Story (1946), but he would even describe Thomson as ‘the first major his-
torian anywhere of the contemporary police romance as living litera-
ture’.49 In Masters of Mystery Thomson took time to meditate on the
nature of criticism, which he regarded as based at bottom on personal
feelings. In his opinion, to avoid this subjective element, a critic should
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develop ‘a code of rules to which the work under consideration must in
general conform’. The following conclusion – relating specifically to
detective fiction – follows from this general premise:

Now it is a fair submission that the stricter the rules and the more
stringently they are enforced, the higher will be the standard of the
play. If we admit this – as presumably we must – it will not be difficult
to show that the detective story has a just claim to be a work of art.50

When Thomson wrote this passage, normative criticism dominated the
cultural arena and the label of ‘mystery’ was the umbrella term which
mainstream critics commonly adopted in analysis of detective fiction and
its neighbouring genres. Coherent with this view, Thomson’s anthology
The Mystery Book includes fifty stories under three sections: ‘Stories of
Mystery and Adventure’, ‘Stories of Crime and Detection’ and ‘Stories of
the Supernatural’. As Thomson explained, in the first group of stories,
‘the mystery lies for the most part in the unexpected train of events
recorded’, the second group of stories contains ‘the statement and solution
of a problem’, and in the third group the explanations of supernatural
phenomena ‘are left to the readers’ imagination’.51

Like Wrong, Wright and Sayers before him, Thomson combined a theo-
retical and a historical approach, simultaneously drawing the boundaries
of detective fiction as a genre (within the larger territory of ‘mystery’)
and grounding this view of the genre on a genealogical enquiry which
leads back to ancient literature.52 Needless to say, in their quest for the
origin of a form they conceived as pivoting on a riddle, these scholars
were oblivious to what Chandler had already described as the family tree
of detective fiction – revenge tragedies, the picaresque, criminal biog-
raphies and gothic novels.

Detection and modernism

As Sayers wrote, ‘In its severest form, the mystery-story is a pure analytical
exercise, and, as such, may be a highly finished work of art, within its
highly artificial limits.’53 Although she was conscious of the psychological
shortcomings of a genre that was constitutionally forbidden from entering
into the mind of the criminal, Sayers was also proud of the technical skill
involved in writing a detective story, with its ‘Aristotelian perfection of
beginning, middle, and end’.54

The normative character that mainstream detective criticism acquired in
the 1920s mirrored the formalist concerns of modernist literature, with its
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emphasis on technique and on the rendering of time. The modernists’
interest in detective fiction was likewise linked to its formal aspects and
therefore helped confirm a clear-cut profile which focused on the core of
the enquiry. Ford Madox Ford, for example, repeatedly drew convincing
parallels between detective and impressionist novels, claiming that ‘The
best technical work that is being done in the novel to-day is, perforce,
being put into the romance of mystery.’55 Not only did Ford compare the
structural coherency of detective fiction to the progression d’effet of the
impressionist novel, but he also likened the flashbacks in detective fiction
(insofar as it actually tells two stories – that of murder and that of inves-
tigation) to the modernist time-shift.56

Detective fiction – with its emphasis on plot and narrative technique –
came to be considered as a sign of the times. High literature was experi-
encing a similar tension between experimentation and systematisation,
and several theoretical studies on the novel – from Percy Lubbock’s The
Craft of Fiction (1921) to E.M. Forster’s Aspects of the Novel (1927) – were
published in the 1920s. Incidentally, although Forster claimed to be too
priggish to enjoy Doyle, he also stated that ‘Mystery is essential to a plot’57

and devoted several pages of his volume to the relation between a story,
curiosity, memory and intelligence.

Acknowledging this special connection between detective and mod-
ernist fiction, Clive Bloom regards the detective story as ‘a very special
link in the emergence of the full theoretically based modernism of the
early years of the twentieth century’, since ‘Its self-absorption abolished
subject matter in favour of form.’58 We should not forget that the cultural
phase in which detective fiction acquired a sense of its own identity was
also marked by the advent of structuralism in the Soviet Union.
Interestingly, Victor Šklovskij’s O teorii prozy (Theory of Prose, 1925) includes
an essay on detective fiction where the critic dissects Doyle’s stories in
order to identify the elements which contributed to their serial success.
Šklovskij goes on to trace a genealogy, showing that Doyle’s formula 
represents the evolution of the scheme Poe had created in his stories,
particularly in ‘The Gold Bug’.59

While impressionist and modernist writers – ranging from James and
Ford to Mansfield, Woolf and Joyce – were experimenting with narrative
techniques, detective novelists were working in the same direction, as is
shown by Agatha Christie’s The Murder of Roger Ackroyd (1926), a book
that stirred a scandal. Choosing to tell her story of crime and detection by
means of an ‘unreliable narrator’ (who is moreover a physician, that is, the
quintessentially reliable figure of Victorian literature), Christie broke the
traditional alliance between the Watson-type narrator (another doctor!)
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and its readers.60 After acknowledging his double crime – that is to say,
his actual crime and his narrative dissembling of it – Dr Sheppard may
be ashamed of his failure as a murderer but he actually calls the readers’
attention to the passages where he deliberately misled them, commenting:
‘I am rather pleased with myself as a writer.’61 Christie’s deft use of the
point of view in The Murder of Roger Ackroyd highlights the occasionally
subversive quality of her fundamentally conservative novels.

Moreover, although the canonical tradition of detective fiction that
Christie came to embody as the ‘queen of crime’ emphatically relied on
rational investigation, it never completely detached itself from the super-
natural dimension that characterised the counter-canon of crime fiction.
Like Doyle and Chesterton before her, Christie reduced the supernatural
to the subsidiary role of transitory explanation, but at the same time she
also exploited it to conjure up an ominous atmosphere of mystery that
lures the public into reading and is progressively cleared away by the
investigation.

As Charles Osborne claims, Christie ‘was interested in the supernatural,
and indeed was to write some of her finest short stories on supernatural
subjects’.62 The Sittaford Mystery (1931) opens with a séance, during the
course of which the table dutifully begins to rock, informing those present
that Captain Trevelyan has been murdered. Only the Captain lives six
miles away and all the roads are blocked because of the snow… In
Endless Night (1967) Michael Rogers falls in love with Ellie Goodman,
who turns out to be a rich American heiress, and they decide to have their
house built on a piece of land called Gypsy’s Acre, in spite of the fact
that the land is believed to be cursed and that a local gypsy even urges
them to leave the place for she foresees death in their futures. The mystery
at the heart of Sleeping Murder (1976), the last Christie novel featuring Miss
Marple, also revolves around a house. A newlywed couple from New
Zealand settles in a Victorian villa, but due to a series of déjà vu experi-
ences the girl starts to believe that the house is haunted. The discovery
that the protagonist had actually lived in the villa as a child is far from
reassuring, for the place is linked to the disquieting memory of a murder
that took place eighteen years before. As we can see, Christie brilliantly
condensed the two strands of crime and detective fiction in her appar-
ently rational but actually gothic mysteries.

Reading in the age of Cultural Studies

Only in the second half of the twentieth century did scholars defini-
tively widen their field of inquiry, reassessing the relationship between



detective fiction proper and crime literature, and thus breaking down all
those generic boundaries that had been carefully erected in the previous
decades. Aiming to recover those hybrid aspects of detective fiction that the
‘golden age’ had removed, Julian Symons refreshingly wrote in 1972:

The detective story pure and complex, the book that has no interest
whatever except the solution of a puzzle, does not exist, and if it did
exist would be unreadable. The truth is that the detective story, along
with the police story, the spy story and the thriller, all of them
immensely popular in the past twenty years, makes up part of the
hybrid creature we call sensational literature.63

While half a century earlier the genre was asserting its own literary status
against its sensational antecedents, since the 1970s the canon of detec-
tion has come under scrutiny in an attempt to circumvent precisely the
defensive attitude that influenced its formation. This deconstructive
approach mirrors the contemporary tendency to regard genre as a set of
rules that are productive as long as they are transgressed. It also mirrors
the theoretical framework that marks the age of Cultural Studies, when
literature is no longer regarded as an independent domain of words, 
a ‘power-free’ zone which is ruled by the laws of aesthetics, but rather as
part of a wider network of cultural phenomena that unceasingly interact
with market laws and ideological issues.

Following these trends in contemporary theory, the present book has
tried to reassess the development of detective fiction as part of a larger and
more complex ‘plot’. Instead of choosing intellectual enigmas and rational
detection as my guiding lights, I have followed some of those circuitous
and at times unkempt paths that early twentieth-century normative criti-
cism either overlooked or stigmatised as ‘deviant’. Along those dark lanes
I have met exotic figures, faced bizarre mysteries, seen extreme poverty
and pondered over discarded beliefs and (pseudo)scientific theories – the
‘waste-products’ of the nineteenth-century collective imagination.

As Michel Foucault claimed in the 1970s: ‘our critical discourses of the
last fifteen years have in effect discovered their essential force in this asso-
ciation between the buried knowledges of erudition and those disqualified
from the hierarchy of knowledges and sciences’.64 This theoretical frame-
work has been conducive to new critical and historical approaches in our
collective effort to revitalise our perception of culture. It certainly helped
inspire my work. Following in the footsteps of Foucault and other scholars
I deeply admire – ranging from Julian Symons and Stephen Knight to Clive
Bloom, Martin Priestman and Martin Kayman – I realised that a prodigious
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amount of material was waiting to be analysed from an alternative view-
point, so as to trace a counter-history of crime fiction, with a comparative
and ‘cultural’ emphasis on market forces, translation, adaptation, criticism
and ideology.

The present book is the result of this critical intention. Its aim – needless
to say – is not to supersede, but rather to integrate the traditional view
of the genre so as to pave the road for other critical interpretations that
may enable us to reconsider our perception of this genre in the light of
works and issues that had been previously overlooked. A parting ques-
tion takes shape as I tap these last few words into my computer. In my
effort to reassess the profile of this genre have I played the role of 
a detective or that of a criminal? I am afraid there is no time for an
answer. The clues are all in the text and then, probably, there is a shade
of both sides in each of us…
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