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Introduction

Narratives .::rf Crime in Interwar Britain

Itis...the busines of the detecdve tale w prm-'idr us first of all widh
mmcrhing that is not in the least like a death and follow it up with
mmcrhing that does not rf:murrl}-' resemble life.’

He had done his dur'l.-' E‘l.-' a ||.u:|w series of circumstances he had been
EI.[IEI{.EI to the m|uuun uF the mystery — but he felt no eladon, no
l:rlumph no satisfaction. Murdu was a]| rlEI‘II.‘ in books and p|aw, but
in real life it was a sorrowful, :ul"ﬁ.nng business.

Never again did he want to fiind Hm.wlfcaught up in the sordid
realities of a murder case. He felt uttf:rlj.-' diSFiril’{.‘d.l

When we think about the literature of crime in the interwar period, we
think of detective fiction, a type of writing that has often been seen as a
way of confronting dark emortions and hidden anxieries ar arm’s length.
A conventional view, which evolved at the time and has to some extent
persisted, is that classic detective fiction represents crime, particularly mur-

der, in an antisepric and unsensarional way, and provides an element ot
ratiocinative exercise which tempers its escapism and grants it greater intel-
lectual respectability than other kinds of crime writing and indeed other
kinds of popular fiction. My focus in this study is on whar, if anything,
interwar detective fiction might have been trying to escape from and whether
this escape was or could ever be successful. I will bring to light some of the
varied non-fictional accounts of crime from this period, and also examine
novels thar refuse to comply with the ‘rules’ of detective fiction but which are
centrally concerned with crime and criminality, often reworking in fictional
form cases that would have been familiar to contemporary readers.

My contention throughour this book is thar it behoves us to examine
these contemporaneous narratives about, and ways of understanding,
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crime because detective fiction was not hermetically sealed from a broader,
pervasive field of representations of criminality. E. V. Knox identifies a lack
of realism as the stock-in-trade of detective novels, their ‘business’; he
maocks their conventions while admitting that he finds them an “anodyne’.”
But a more complex view of crime can sometimes be qhmpsed in the

interstices of detective novels themselves. T.-- - oo .o ™ 77 07 7%

- . ettt e AgShani D’Cruze has
argued of interwar Britain, ‘Crime, thriller, murder or mystery stories, both
fictional and factual, were widely produced and marketed in a range of
narrative styles, some highly populist, some rather more literary ... There
were . .. certain overlaps in the narrative strategies of different kinds of
crime stories, and part of the reading pleasures involved depended on the
frisson when genres touched sides.” This frisson, though, «. .2 Prorond
Lvan o varsssseaneine eomeae sy CoOUld provoke anxiety rather than being
pleasurable.

Explicit and implicit references to either historical or more recent
criminal cases within novels indicare authors’ recognition thart, although
detective hction was increasingly perceived as a discrete and codified form,
its readers could hardly avoid being exposed to other crime narratives that
were in circulation. George Orwell makes this point in his often-quoted
1946 essay ‘Decline of the English Murder’, when he describes an imagin-
ary interwar reader, cosy by the fire, being drawn to accounts of famous
murders, those ‘whose story is known in ... general outline to almost
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everyone and which have been made into novels and rehashed over and
over again by the Sunday papers’.® This is a type of context, a shared
canon of ‘classic’ crimes, that is less readily available to present-day readers
of interwar ficrion; similarly, forays by novelists including Dorothy
L. Sayers into factual crime writing are not now widely known bur, like
the ongoing debates about the narure of detective fiction during this
period, can enrich our understanding of interwar crime culrure. Orwell
dates the ‘great period in murder’ to ‘berween roughly 1850 and 1925°,” and
Victorian and Edwardian crimes and their representations are important
reference points for post—First World War writers. Crime is not just of
interest as a topic in itself but as a means of exposing, and, potentially,
critiquing both historical and contemporary sociocultural actitudes.



In the interwar period (and indeed beyond), the varied discourses about
crime thar are the subject of this study continued to express the kinds of
concerns that V. A. C. Garrell identifies in his discussion of the impacrt of
developments in social organisation and the criminal law in the early
nineteenth century: ‘Crime was becoming a vehicle for articulating mount-
ing anxieties about issues which really had nc-tlung to do with crime at all:
social change and the stability of social hierarchy.”® Adrian Bingham has
shown that reports of court proceedings were one of the few ways in which
the interwar public could find our what happened in other people’s
marriages, and the glimpses they were offered, often in ‘evasive and
euphemistic styles’, were for the most part of relationships gone wrong.”
More specifically, Lucy Bland sees concerns abourt female emancipartion,
exemplified by the figure of the Happer, being expressed in newspaper
reporting of trials in the early 1920s: ‘In making the private world of
domesticity, sexual relationships, and marriage shndungl}f puhln:,
accounts [of trials] generated ... public debare.™ 1 4

(4)

The central aspect of private life addressed in this marerial is marriage,
and the ways in which relations berween men and women are addressed (or
avoided) in narratives of crime are important for this study. The majority
of authors under discussion here are women, and they rake varied stances
rowards gender issues and marriage; they are certainly not always progres-
sive in their views, and not always sympathetic towards other women, be
they victims or criminals. My focus on women writers reflects the promi-
nence of female authors in both facrual and fictional crime writing during
this period. A number of explanations have been offered for the rise of the
so-called “Queens of Crime’." John Cawelti suggests that the relatively low
status of detective hction as a literary form meant that it was ‘more open to
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women than was “serious” literature’.” At the same time, however, as
Anthea Trodd has noted, detective fiction, unlike romantic fiction, “was
addressed to a mixed audience with a strong upmarker segment, conferring
an unusual kind of status and authority on those who practised it
In Trodd's view, it was also ‘a flexible form which could be revised to
accommodate women's perspectives and interests’ while retaining its
appeal to both female and male readers.” As Rosalind Coward and Linda
Semple observe, women ‘who, in real life, are less often criminals than
victims, are clearly drawn to a genre dealing with transgression of the
law’.™ As I will show, a similar argument can be made about popular
facrual crime writing,.



[...11]

Other aspects of the wider sociocultural context are also relevant.
The interwar years saw not only legal changes thar affected women’s
place as citizens but also new kinds of involvement in the legal process
for women. Female police patrols were first seen on Britain’s streets during
the First World War; by 1940, the Metropolitan Police employed 282
female officers.” Following the passage of the Sex Disqualification
(Removal) Act of 1919, women could be called for jury service (although
only if they were property owners);"® Virginia B. Morris notes that the
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observer at other trials.’”” Female magistrates could also be appointed from
1919, and the first women were called to the Bar in 1922, but the law
remained a male-dominated profession.” This could further explain why
crime writing proved attractive to female authors; it was a means of
engaging with a field in which women had otherwise limited opportunities
to participate.

Detective novels tend not to recount the rrial of the individual whom
the investigator identifies as the guilry parry because the warterrightness of
the investigation itself acts as a substitute for the depiction of the judicial
process. An account of the trial would simply reiterate the findings of the
investigation that has formed the body of the narrative. Thus the detective
figure is a substitute for both the police and the legal system; in Robin
Woods's view, the detecrive “avenges crime, without state or community
ever having ro take responsibility for judicial homicide’, thus acting as
a ‘link berween criminal and sodety while holding them apart’.”® For
Woods, this is a means of protecting readers from the knowledge that
criminals may indeed be people like them, living in their communities.
As Woods acknowledges, however, in some instances the questioning of
the verdict of the courts can be the impetus for the plot, reinforcing the
importance of the investigative narrative over the judicial. Sayers's Strong
Poison and Allingham’s Flowers for the Judge (1936) both feature investiga-
tions that are spurred on by what are believed, and evenrually proved, to be
wrongful accusations, with imminent court proceedings providing
a deadline by which the real culprit must be found. In these examples,
detective fiction could be seen as offering a space where the potential
fallibility of the judicial process, and indeed the police, is exposed and,
simultaneously, compensated for. Accounts of real cases, by comparison,
more frequently describe court proceedings in some detail, so that both the
investigation and the construction and presentation of the case by lawyers



are subject to scrutiny. The action of detective fiction tends to remain
within the private sphere; it is the trial and accounts given of it in news-
papers that bring the accused into public view.

Jonathan Grossman notes that once capital punishment, previously
carried out in public, went behind closed doors in 1868, the tial, now
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the last occasion on which the accused appeared publicly, took on a new
importance: "As punishment moved our of sight, the long-standing public
process of the courtroom trial, itself freshly amplified as a mode of re-
telling narratives, came to occupy a newly central place both in the process
of state justice and in a marketplace that turned the materials of state justice
into print products.” Although, as Lizzie Seal points out, ‘the audience
[for capiral punishment] was no longer physically present . . . this did not
mean it had disappeared. Rather, it had transformed’.*” A much larger
audience could read about trials, and indeed executions, than could ever
have atrended either. Changes in the conduct of trials, and particularly the
role of lawyers, from the 1830s onwards meant that trials began to last for
days rather than hours, though late nineteenth- and early rwentieth-century
trials still seem remarkably speedy by present-day standards, with two or
three days being a nor uncommon length even for a murder case.

This nevertheless meant that, compared with previous pracrice, there was
‘space for courtroom drama and individualized narratives to develop’.®
The acrual trial might not have lasted longer than a few days, but it would
be preceded by an inquest that had the power to name the person believed to
be the guilty party, and by the defendant’s appearance ar the magistrates’
court, both of which would help provide read}f—macle and daily text for the

voracious, growing indusoy of newspapers’.® 77 oo e Teiend e
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