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The Repose 
Of Very Delicate Balance Postulants 

A nd C elebrants O f The Sacram ent O f 
Marriage In The Detective Fiction Of

Dorothy L. Sayers

B y W illiam  R . E pperson
W alker P e r c y , in h is e s s a y  "The L oss o f  th e  C r e a tu r e ," 1 

p e r su a d e s  us o f  th e  d if f ic u lty  o f  tr u ly  se e in g  th a t w h ich  has  
been  d u lled  to  ou r  s e n s e s  b y  a preform ed "sym bolic com plex ."  
T h e G rand C a n y o n , in h is ex am p le, e x is t s  so  s tr o n g ly  as a 
m ental im age c re a ted  b y  th e  v isu a liza t io n s  o f  tr a v e l b u rea u  
fo ld e r s ,  p o st c a r d s ,  panoram ic p o s te r s ,  and o u r  n e ig h b o rs'  
descriptions, that it is  n ea r ly  im p ossib le  for  u s a n y  lo n g er  to  
e x p e r ie n c e  f r e s h ly ,  to  e n c o u n te r , th e  C anyon as th e  phenom e
non w h ich  would form , ra th er  th an  be form ed b y ,  ou r  
c a te g o r y  o f  th e  awesome.

P ercy  s u g g e s t s  v a r io u s s tr a te g ie s  b y  w h ich  we m ight 
r ec o v er  o u r  " so v ere ig n ty "  o v e r  th e  c r e a tu r e s  o f  o u r  p er
c e p t io n , w ays o f  s id in g  up to  w hat has b een  made common, 
w hat has been  red u ced  to  c lic h e s  fo r  b ea u ty  o r  g r a n d e u r ,  
tr a p p in g  it in a n ew , uncommon p e r s p e c t iv e ,  so  th a t we 
m ight rec o v er  ou r  s ig h t ,  ou r  w on d er  at th e  flow o f  phenom ena.

T h e  su b je c t o f  m arriage is  q u ite  d if fe r e n t  from P ercy 's  
exam ple o f  th e  G rand C a n y o n , b u t th a t we h a v e  been  sim ilarly  
robbed  o f  ou r  s e e in g  it  as it i s ,  o r  can  b e , is  c le a r . Mar
r ia g e  is  so  com mon, so  well k n o w n , th a t it  is no lo n g er  
known a t a ll. S o c io lo g ica l, p sy c h o lo g ic a l, and b io log ica l 
s tu d ie s  ha v e  illum inated p a r ts  o f  w hat m arriage c o n ta in s ,  
but m im etic, fiction a l p o r tra y a ls  w h ich  attem pt to sum  th e  
p a r ts ,  to  show  th e  w h o le , o f  th is  dynam ic r e la tio n sh ip  are  
r a re . T h e  d is in teg r a tio n  o f  th e  r e la tio n sh ip  is  norm ally  
v iew ed  as a m ore in te r e s t in g  dram atic p r o c e s s ,  and th u s  has 
r ec e iv e d  m ore a tten tio n  in m odern fic t io n .

C . S . Lewis and D orothy L. S a y e r s  e a c h , in ra th er  
c o n tr a s t in g  im a g es , in d ica tin g  d iffe r in g  v a lu e s ,  e v id en ce d  
a b e lie f  th a t th e  e x is te n c e  and g ro w th  o f  a good is  in fact  
in h e r e n tly  m ore in te r e s t in g  th an  d is in te g r a tio n  o f  th e  sam e. 
T h eir  C h ristia n  fa ith  r e in fo r ce s  th is  te n d e n c y  tow ard  
affirm a tio n , and t h e y ,  in their1 f ic t io n , p o rtra y  m arriage as a 
human r e la tio n sh ip  w h ich  has a p o ten tia l for g o o d , fo r  human 
g r o w th , in d iv id u a tio n , m u tu a lity , and lo v e . B u t, as P er cy 's  
v is ito r s  to  th e  G rand C anyon m ust in v e n t new w a y s to  en 
c o u n te r  J t ,  Lewis and S a y e r s ,  a s  a u th o r s , m ust em ploy  
s tr a te g ie s  b y  w h ich  rea d ers  may b e  su rp r ise d  in to  p er 
c e iv in g  th e  v a lu e s  p o s s ib le  w ith in  m arriage. S tr a te g ie s ,  
th e r e fo r e , w e h a v e . Lewis g lid e s  in to  in s ig h ts  on m arriage, 
and on  much e ls e ,  b y  w ay o f  sc ie n c e  f ic tio n ; and S a y e r s  
re lie s  on th e  w orn , bu t n e v e r  r u s t y ,  v e h ic le  o f  th e  E n g lish  
d e te c t iv e  s to r y :  a r u se  o f  m urder to  c o v e r  som e h ig h ly  
se n s ib le  notion s abou t w hat s h e ,  in h er  final m y ste ry  n o v e l, 
rea lly  w an ts to ta lk  about — th e  good m arriage.

L ew is.and  S a y e r s  ea ch  p r e se n t  fic tio n a l s itu a tio n s  by  
w h ich  th e ir  c h a r a c te rs  p ro ceed  th r o u g h  e d u c a tiv e  s ta g e s ,  
a d v a n c in g  from p o s tu la n ts  to c e le b r a n ts  o f  m arriage. T he  
notion  o f  a h iera rch y  o f  b e in g , in c lu d in g  a h iera rch y  o f  ro les

p layed  b y  th e  m ascu line  and fem in ine w ithin  a fundam ental 
human e q u a lity , is  em phasized  fa r  m ore b y  Lewis than  by  
S a y e r s . T h e se  a u th o rs a g r e e ,  h o w ev e r , on th e  pr incip al 
aims o f  m arriage, aims w h ich  a re  sta te d  e x p lic it ly  by L ew is, 
p a r ticu la r ly  in som e o f  th e  m ore d id a c tic  p a s sa g e s  o f  Pere- 
landra and That Hideous Strength. T h e  m ystica l u n itie s  
so u g h t w ith  God and w ith  o n e 's  m ate m ust p ro ceed  from a 
se n s e  o f  s e lfn e s s  and lead tow ard an e v e n  g r e a te r  in d iv id u a 
tio n . W ithout th is  g r o w th , lo v e  becom es p o s se s s io n , th e  
r e la tio n sh ip  p a r a s it ica l, th e  s e l f  p o iso n ed . A p r o to ty p e  o f  
un fa llen  wom an, th e  G reen Lady o f  P ere la n d ra , is  in th e  
p r o c e s s  o f  su ch  g row th :

C erta in ly  it m ust b e  part o f  th e  D iv in e  plan th a t  
th is  hap py c re a tu r e  sh ou ld  m atu re, sh o u ld  becom e more 
and m ore a c r e a tu r e  o f  fr ee  c h o ic e , sh ou ld  becom e, in 
a s e n s e ,  more d is t in c t  from God and from h er  h u sb an d  
in o rd er  th e r eb y  to b e  at o n e  w ith  them  in a r ich er  
f a s h io n .2

O ne problem  o f  th e  m arriage o f  Mark and Jane S tu d d o ck ,  
in That Hideous Strength, is  th a t Jane had n e v e r  en tered  
th e  D iv ine-hum an  e n co u n ter  w h ich  w ould d eep en  h er  s e n s e  o f  
s e l f n e s s :

T h e  nam e me w as th e  name o f  a b e in g  w h ose  e x is te n c e  
sh e  had n e v e r  su s p e c te d , a b e in g  th a t d id  not y e t  
fu lly  e x is t  b u t w h ich  w as dem and ed . It w as a p erso n  
(n o t th e  p erso n  sh e  had th o u g h t ) ,  y e t  a lso  a th in g ,  
a m ade th in g , made to  p lea se  A n o th er  and in Him to  
p lea se  all o th e r s ,  a th in g  b e in g  made at th is  v e r y  
mom ent. 2

T hat Mark had e x p lo ited  h er  is  th u s  u n d e rsta n d a b le .
His own lea rn in g  to  r e v e r e n c e  h er  a s "other" ra th er  than as  
an o b jec t conform able to  h is  p le a su r e  is  a major s te p  in 
tra n sfo rm in g  th e ir  re la tio n sh ip  from an u n sa t is fy in g  ju x ta -  
p o s it in g  o f  iso la ted  in d iv id u a ls  to  a union p rom ising  joy in 
and r e v e r e n c e  o f  each  o th e r .

L earn in g  o b e d ie n c e  and h u m ility , Mark and Jane ta k e  
th e ir  p la ces in th e  h iera rch y  o f  ro les p layed  by th e ir  
in ca rn a tio n s o f  th e  m ascu line and th e  fem in ine p r in c ip le s ,  
th e ir  m arriage becom es a p art o f  th e  g rea t d an ce  o f  c re a tio n . 
That Hideous Strength e n d s  w ith  Mark and Jane b e in g  
se p a r a te ly  p rep a red  to  join th e  o r g y  o f  in n o cen ce  r e s to r e d ,  
w h er e , as in M ilton's E den , e le p h a n ts  and sm aller b e a sts  
gam bol to  th e  d e lig h t o f  th e  human lo v e r s ,  all to  th e  d e lig h t  
o f  th e  h ea v e n ly  L over.

Busman's Honeymoon, 4 th e  la st o f  th e  P eter  Wimsey 
n o v e ls  w r itte n -b y  D orothy L. S a y e r s ,  i s ,  as adum brated by  
it s  s u b t it le ,  "A Love S to ry  w ith  D e tec tiv e  In terru p tio n s ,"
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predom inately  a novel w h ich  c e leb ra te s  th e  m arriage o f  
two h ig h ly  in te llig en t and in d ep en d en t p e r so n s — Wimsey 
and H arriet V an e. T he m arriage o f  su c h  a co u p le  w as not 
lig h tly  en tered  in to . T h e ir  c o u r tsh ip  e x ten d e d  o v e r  f iv e  
and a h a lf y e a r s  — b etw een  W im sey's sa v in g  H arriet in th e  
novel Strong Poison and his form al, L atinate  e a s in g  her  
in to  an a ccep ta n ce  o f  h is  proposa l o f  m arriage in Gaudy 
Night:

"Placetne, magistra?"
"Placet."®

T h eir  m arriage, as a ccu ra te ly  p red ic ted  b y  M iss d e  V ine  
in that sam e n o v e l, would b e  a "repose o f  v e r y  d e lic a te  
b a la n ce ."  (I b i d p . 460) Busman’s H oneym oon co n tin u es  
th e  love  s to r y ,  d e lin ea tin g  th e  m otions o f  th e  b alan ce w ith  
S a y ers' c h a r a c te r is t ic  s u b t le ty ,  in te ll ig e n c e , and w it.

S a y e r s ' ch a ra cters  a re  o f  q u ite  a d iffe r e n t  o rd er  o f  
s e n s it iv i ty  to  o n e  a n o th er  th an  are Mark and Jane S tu d d o ck . 
From th e  b e g in n in g  o f  th e ir  a cq u a in ta n ce , th e y  ha v e  been  
re lu cta n t to e n te r  a m arriage on th e  b a s is  o f  th e  w ron g  so r t o f  
su b o rd in a tio n . H arriet V ane ow es her life  to  W im sey, an 
a d v a n ta g e  he r e fu se s  to  p r e s s  as he woos h e r , and a d eb t  
sh e  w ise ly  r e fu se s  to  rep ay  b y  m atrim ony. T h eir  m utual 
r esp e c t is  g u a ra n tee  a g a in st  em otional p ro stitu tio n :

"I h a v e  b een  fa c in g  one fact for  som e tim e,"  
sa id  H arriet, s ta r in g  o u t w ith  u n se e in g  e y e s  in to  
th e  q u a d , "and th a t i s ,  th a t i f  I o n ce  g a v e  w ay  
to  P e te r , I sh ou ld  go up lik e stra w ."

"T hat,"  sa id  M iss d e  V in e , d r ily ,  "is m oderately  
o b v io u s . How o ften  has he u sed  th a t weapon a g a in st  
you?"

" N ever,"  sa id  H arriet, rem em bering th e  moments 
«  w hen he m ight ha v e  used  it . "N ever."  {Ibid., p . 459)

H arriet com es c lo s e ,  h o w ev er , to adm itting  w hat Lewis 
ca lled  in That Hideous Strength, th e  "erotic n e c ess ity "  o f  
som e so r t o f  su b o rd in a tio n  fu r th e r  in th is  co n v ersa tio n  
w hen sh e  s a y s ,

"I alm ost w ish  he had in te r fe r e d , in stea d  o f  
b e in g  so  h o rrib ly  in te ll ig e n t . It w ould be q u ite  
a r e lie f  to  b e  r id den  o v e r  ro u g h -sh o d  for a c h a n g e ."

And M iss d e  V ine a n sw e r s ,

"He will n e v e r  do th a t . T h a t's his w e a k n ess .
He'll n e v e r  make up  y o u r  mind fo r  y o u . Y ou'll h a v e  
to  make y o u r  own d e c is io n s . You n eed n 't be a fra id  
o f  lo s in g  y o u r  in d ep en d en ce; he will a lw ays fo rce  it 
back on y o u . If y o u  e v e r  find an y  kind o f  rep ose  
w ith him , it can o n ly  b e  th e  r e p o se  o f  v e r y  
d e lic a te  b a la n ce ."  {Ibid., p . 460)

M iss d e  V ine c o n c lu d es th a t th e  problem  req u ires  
H arriet to  "b ring a sch o la r 's  mind to th e  problem  and h a v e  
d o n e  w ith  i t ,"  and s o ,  w ith  a sch o la r ly  f lo u r ish , S a y e r s  p re
fa ces  th e  co n c lu d in g  ch a p te r  o f  Gaudy Night w ith  o n e  o f  
R obert B u rto n 's rem edies a g a in st  m elancholy — a form o f  
w hich has a fflic ted  Wimsey d r e a d fu lly  s in c e  h is war e x p e r i
e n c e s  — th e  rem edy , to  w it , "that a L over have  h is d e s ir e ."  
{Ibid., p . 462) Wimsey and H arriet d e lic a te ly  ex p lo re  
th e ir  p o s itio n s  w ith  m etaphors sim ilar to , y e t  s ig n if ica n tly  
d iffe r e n t  from , Lewis' u se  o f  m usic to  e x p r e s s  th e  human 
a n a lo g u es o f  D iv in e  L ov in g . A tten d in g  a co n cer t o f  B ach's  
Concerto in D Minor, P eter  fin d s  in th e  m usic an e sca p e  from  
w hat he c o n s id e r s  th e  o n e  s in ,  jo y le s s n e s s ;  th e  m usic b r id g e s  
th e  im posed b lo ck in g  o f  th e ir  r e la tio n sh ip , s u g g e s t in g  th a t  
th e y  too can fr e e ly  e n te r  th e  person a l stream  o f  c re a tiv e  
m usic by p ro v id in g  each  o th e r  not w ith  harm ony, but w ith  
c o u n te r p o in t:

P e te r , sh e  fe lt  s u r e ,  cou ld  hear th e  w hole in tr ica te  
p a tte rn , e v e r y  part se p a r a te ly  and s im u lta n eo u s ly , 
each  in d ep en d en t and e q u a l, sep a ra te  b u t in se p a r a b le ,  
m oving o v e r  and u n d er  and th r o u g h , r a v is h in g  heart  
and mind to g e th e r .

S h e  w aited till th e  la st m ovem ent had en d ed  and  
th e  packed  hall was r e la x in g  its a tten tio n  in a p p la u se .

"P eter — what d id  y o u  mean w hen y o u  said  th at a n y 
bod y could  h a v e  th e  harm ony if  th e y  w ould lea v e  u s th e  
counterpoin t?"

"W hy," sa id  h e , sh a k in g  h is h e a d , "that 1 lik e  my 
m usic p o ly p h o n ic . If y o u  th in k  I m eant a n y th in g  e ls e ,  
y o u  know w hat I m ean."

"P olyphonic m usic ta k es  a lot o f  p la y in g . Y ou 've  
got to  b e  more than a f id d le r . It n e e d s  a m usician ."

"In th is  c a s e ,  two fid d le r s  — b o th  m u sic ia n s."
"I'm not much o f  a m u sic ia n , P ete r ."
"As th e y  used  to sa y  in my y o u th :  'All g ir ls  

sh ou ld  learn a litt le  m usic — en o u g h  to  p lay a sim ple  
accom panim ent.' I adm it th at B ach isn 't  a m atter o f  
an a u to cra tic  v ir tu o so  and a m eek accom p anist. But 
do y o u  w ant to  do e ither?" {Ibid., p .  468)

M utu a lity , th o u g h  not to  th e  ex c lu s io n  o f  all h iera rch y , 
will d e lin ea te  th e ir  re la tio n sh ip . When Wimsey p o ses  his 
cru cia l q u estio n  to H arriet again  sh e  resp o n d s b y  a llow ing  
him to subm it to h e r , r ev ea lin g  S a y ers' in s ig h t  th a t any  
h ierarch ic  o r d e r in g  o f  human rela tin g  m ust b e  tem pered  
by th e  rhythm s o f  th e  P auline injunction  o f  "subm itting  
y o u r se lv e s  on e  to another" :

"I prom ise y o u  th a t th is  tim e I will accep t  
y o u r  a n sw e r . H arriet; y o u  know th at I lo v e  you :  
will y o u  m arry me?"

. . . t h e  sh adow s o f  New C ollege w alls had 
sw allow ed them  up b e fo re  sh e  sp o k e .

"Tell me one th in g , P eter . Will it make you  
d e sp e r a te ly  un hap py i f  I sa y  No?"

" D esp era te ly  ? . .  .My d e a r , I will not in su lt  
e ith er  y o u  o r  m y se lf w ith  a word like th a t . I can  
o n ly  te ll y o u  th at i f  y o u  will m arry me it will g iv e  
me v e r y  g r ea t h a p p in e ss ."

S h e  stood  s till;  and he sto p p ed  p er fo rc e  and
turned towards her. She laid both hands upon the 
fr o n ts  o f  h is gow n , look ing  in to  h is face  w h ile  sh e  
sea rch ed  for  th e  word th at sh ou ld  c a rr y  her  o v er  th e  
la st d iff icu lt  b rea ch .

it  w as he who foun d  it for  h er . With a g e s tu r e  
o f  su bm ission  he bared  his head and stood  g r a v e ly ,  
th e  sq u a re  cap  d a n g lin g  in h is hand.

"Placetne, magistra?"
"Placet." (Ibid., p . 469)

"It is  p le a s in g ."  Gaudy Night is  o v e r ;  jo y le s sn e s s  
a v o id ed , joy and ero s may b e  r e lea sed .

Busman's Honeymoon, a book d iv id ed  into  "Prothalamion" 
and "Epithalam ion," o p en s in th e  ep isto la ry  m anner w ith  
com m ents, bo th  a s tu te  and o b tu se ,  from acq u a in ta n ces o f  
th e  co u p le . T h e  C o u n tess  o f  S e v e rn  w r ites  to th e  D ow ager  
D u ch ess  o f  D en v er , P eter 's  m other, th a t , "P eter w ants more 
than  a d ev o ted  adm irer to  hold h is hand and r ec ite  v e r s e s
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to h im ."6 T he D ow ager D u ch ess h e r se lf ,  not su r p r is in g ly ,  
ta k es n ote  o f  th e  m utuality d isp la y ed  by P eter  and H arriet 
as sh e  reca lls how th ey  delib erated  on th e  w orking o f  th e  
m arriage cerem ony:

. . .H e le n  got up and left th e  h o u se , lea v in g  P. and  
H arriet to w rangle  o v e r  th e  word "obey."  P. said  
he would co n sid er  it a b reach  o f  m anners to g iv e  
o rd ers to h is w ife , and H. sa id , "Oh, no — he'd  
g iv e  o rd ers fa st enou gh  i f  th e  p lace was on fire  or  
a tr e e  fa llin g  down and he w anted her to stand  
c lea r . P. sa id , in th a t c a se  th e y  o u g h t both  to say  
"obey,"  but it would be too much jam for th e  
r ep o r te rs . Left them to fig h t it o u t . When I 
came back , found P eter  had con sen ted  to be  
ob ey ed  on cond ition  he m ight "endow" and now "share"  
his w orldly g o o d s . (Ibid., p . 21)

In th e ir  d ia lo g u e  at th e  c lo s in g  o f  Gaudy Night,
H arriet and P eter  h ave d isca rd ed  th e  fa lse  notion  o f  pay in g  
in "base coin for a m a rr ia g e-p o rtio n ." 7 H arriet's obligation  
to Peter is no more to b e  repaid by co n tract than g r a ce  is 
to be repaid by se r v itu d e . G race g iv e n  free ly  co n fers  
s e lfn e s s ,  and th is  is what H arriet h a s , d u rin g  th e  ex ten d ed  
courtship period, discovered:

"It isn 't  on ly  th at I have found a va lue  for m y self.
B ut when I made y o u  th e  o f fe r ,  it meant noth in g  to  
me — now it would mean som eth ing ."

"If y o u  h ave found y o u r  own v a lu e ,"  he sa id , 
"that is  im m easurably th e  g r ea te s t  t h i n g . . . I t  has 
taken  me a long tim e to learn my le s so n , H arriet. I 
ha v e  had to pull dow n , br ick  by b r ick , th e  b a rriers  
I had bu ilt up by my own se lf is h n e s s  and fo lly .
(Ibid., p . 1165)

H aving made th e se  d is c o v e r ie s , th e y  are now ready  
to take on th e  ro les req u ired  in the in terd ep en d en ce  o f  
m utuality . By m erit o f  h is  lo v in g , P eter  ta k es  h is p lace  
as H arriet's "Lord"; by m erit o f  her  su p p o rtiv e  love sh e  
becom es, in fact as well as t it le , "Lady":

"What did you  call me?"
"My lo r d !"
"The last two w ords in th e  langu age I e v e r  e x 

p ected  to g e t a k ick  out o f . O ne n e v e r  v a lu es  a 
th in g  till o n e 's  earned  it ,  d o es one? L isten , h eart's  
lady — b efore  I've don e I mean to be k in g  and 
em p ero r ." 8

T h is "Lord and Lady" h ierarch y  i s ,  in its  c o n te x t,  
referr in g  e x p lic it ly  to th e ir  sex u a l r e la tin g . T h e  recogn i
tion o f  h ierarch y  in th is  situ ation  d o es  not d eg en era te  into  
a d im in ish in g  o f  freedom  and in d iv id u a lity , for both  P eter  
and H arriet con tin u e  to help each  o th e r  in th e  p u rsu it  
o f  th e ir  sep a ra te  v o c a tio n s , e x ten d in g  th e  image o f  th e ir  „ 
rela tin g  as a "polyphony" rather  than  a sim ple "harm ony."
But th e  m utual r esp e ct dem anded from each  is p u t to t e s t  as 
the d e te c t iv e  a sp ect o f  Busman’s Honeymoon p ro v id es th e  
c r is is  w h ich  ev o k e s  P eter 's  m elancholy. B u n ter , th e  faithfu l 
serv a n t who in itia lly  se r v ed  to b r in g  healin g  to P ete r , has 
learned well th e  "delicate balance" o f  se r v in g  w ithin  a 
h ierarch ic  str u c tu r e  w hile g r a ce fu lly  rec e iv in g  th e  resp ect  
and love  d u e  him as a p erson  va lued  as fr iend  and companion  
— equally  hum an. A s H arriet su p e r s e d e s , w ithout su p p lan t
ing to ta lly , B u n ter 's ro le , sh e  m ust ex ten d  to P eter  th e  
freedom  to ch oose  her as h is c e n te r , the s tr a ig h t  leg  o f  
th e  com pass w h ich , in D onne's famous m etaphor, allow s the  
c irc le  o f  man's a c tiv ity  to run tr u e .

P eter 's  vocation  dem ands h is a tten tion  away from his 
bride as th e  evil sh ade o f  m urder d a rk en s th e  v e r y  house  
o f  th e ir  honeym oon. H arriet is tem pted to p o s se ss io n , th e  
poison ous p erv ersio n  o f  ero s that could  dim inish  P eter's  
in d iv id u a lity  by d en y in g  him his a c t iv ity  as an ag en t o f  
ju stic e :

"B ut, P eter  — need you  in v e st ig a te  th is?  It's 
rather  rotten  for y o u ."

"No, I n e e d n 't . But I e x p e c t I sh a ll. M urders

go to my head lik e d r in k . I sim ply can 't k eep  o f f  
th e m ."

"Not ev en  now? T h ey  ca n 't e x p e c t y o u , su re ly !  
Y ou 've got a r igh t to y o u r  own life  som etim es. And 
it's  su ch  a b e a stly  little  crim e — sord id  and horrib le ."

T he d ia logue p ro ceed s toward a reso lu tion  by w hich each  
r eso lv e s  to  su p p o rt th e  o th e r  in com bating th e  ev il:

"I can 't eat lo to s , ev en  w ith y o u ,"  he sa id ,  
p a th etica lly , "with m urdered bod ies pop p ing  up all 
o v e r  th e  p lace."

"You sh a n 't , a n g e l, you  sh a n 't . H ave a n ice  
m outhful o f  p r ick ly  ca ctu s  in ste a d . And don 't pay  
any atten tion  to my im becile e ffo r ts  to  strew  yo u r  
path  w ith  r o se - le a v e s . It w on't be th e  f ir s t  time 
w e've  follow ed th e  fo o tp r in ts  to g e th er . Only"
— sh e  fa ltered  a moment, as an oth er  d e v a sta tin g  
matrimonial p o ss ib ility  loomed up like a nigh tm are — 
"w hatever you  d o , you'll let me tak e  a han d , w on't 
you?"

To her r e lie f , he la u g h ed .
"All r ig h t , dom ina. I prom ise you  th a t . C actus 

for both  or n e ith e r , and no lotos till we can sh a re  it ."  
(Ibid., p p . 122-23)

A t a la ter  s ta g e  o f  th is  sam e c o n flic t , H arriet again  
h elp s P eter  ch oose  to fu lfill h is v o ca tio n , so lid ify in g  th e  
fa c t th at th e ir  m utuality will not adm it o f  coercion :

"Say th e  w ord , and we'll go r igh t aw ay. We'll leave  
th is  m iserable b u s in e ss  and n ev er  m eddle again ."

"Do you  rea lly  mean that?" sh e  sa id ,  
in cred u lo u sly .

"Of co u r se  I mean it . I ha v e  said it."
His v o ice  w as th e  v o ice  o f  a beaten  man. She  

w as app alled , se e in g  what sh e  had don e.
"P eter , y o u 're  mad. N ever  dare  to s u g g e s t  

su ch  a th in g . W hatever m arriage i s ,  it isn 't  th a t."
"Isn't w h at, Harriet?"
"L etting yo u r  affection  corru p t y o u r  judgm ent.

What kind o f  life  could  we h ave i f  I knew that you  
had becom e les s  than y o u r se lf  by m arrying me?"
(Ibid., p . 291)

R ecogn izin g  th e  im portance o f  th e ir  mutual freedom ,
P eter  ex o rc ise s  " p ossession "  from th eir  relation sh ip :
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"Listen d ea r  — for God's sak e  le t's  take th at word 
'p o sse ss ' and put a brick  round its  neck  and drown it .
I will not u se  it  or  hear it used — not ev en  in the  
cru d est p h y sica l s e n s e .  It's m ean in g less. We can 't 
p o s se s s  one a n o th er . We can on ly  g iv e  and hazard all 
we h a v e ."  [Ibid., p . 306)

H aving p assed  th e se  t e s t s ,  th e  g rea ter  c r is is  com es 
when H arriet re lea ses P eter  to th e  fu r ie s  o f  h is mind as the  
m urderer, th e  v illain  o f  th e  " d etectiv e  in terru p tio n s ,"  is 
con v icted  and sen ten ced  to  a sp ee d y  e x ecu tio n . P eter  has 
retrea ted  in to  h im self, and jo y le s sn e ss  en cro a ch es upon 
th e ir  lo v in g . "Impersonal passion" an tith etica l to th e  union  
o f  m arriage, would s e r v e  P eter 's  d ise a se , and H arriet rea lizes  
that "in his p r e se n t m o o d .. .a lm ost any woman w ould have  
d o n e."  [Ibid., p . 372)

Immediately b efore  th e  ex ec u tio n , P eter  adm its his 
fa tig u e , h is w e a k n ess , to  H arriet: "It was th e  f ir s t  crack  
in th e  d e fe n se s ."  [Ibid., p . 374) It may also  b e  an ind ication  
o f  h is h ea lin g , for  th e  D ow ager D u ch ess has told H arriet 
that i f  P eter  te lls  o f  h is breakdow n a fter  th e  w ar, "then  
you'll know he's c u r ed ."  [Ibid., p . 363)

With what is d e sc r ib ed  as a "p erfect u n d ersta n d in g ,"  
th e  fa ith fu l reta in er , B u n ter , and th e  L ady, H arriet, allow 
P eter  an awful freedom , th e  ch o ice  o f  con tin u in g  to be 
haunted by h is o b s e s s iv e  m elancholy or to find relea se  w ithin  
the protection  o f  lo v e . U n co n stra in ed , P eter  retu rn s from 
his d ark  n ig h t flig h t w ith  B u n ter  to accep t from his w ife  the  
walled garden  o f  sacram ental love:

He stood  hold in g  out h is hands m echanically  
to th e  fire  till he cou ld  control the ch a tter in g  o f  
his te e th .

"It's dam nable for y o u , too . I'm so r r y . I'd 
fo rg o tten . T hat so u n d s id io tic . But I've alw ays  
been alone."

"Y es, o f  c o u r se , I'm like th a t , to o . I like to 
craw l away and hide in a c o m e r ."

"Well," he sa id , with a tra n sito ry  gleam o f  
him self, "you're my co rn er  and I've  come to  h id e."

"Y es, my d e a r e s t ."
(A nd the trumpets sounded for her on the other 

side.) (Ibid., p . 378)

T he trum pets sign a l v ic to r y . Polyphony has trium phed  
in th is  m arriage w herein  eq u a ls subm it to each o th er  in 
o ffer in g  th e  g ra ces o f  lo v e , r e sp e c t , freedom . Like Lewis' 
ch a ra cters Mark and Jane S tu d d o ck , Sayers' lovers p ro g ress  
from p o stu la n ts  to c e leb ra n ts o f  th e  sacram ent o f  m arriage. 
P erson s grow in rev eren ce  o f  one a n o th er , and th e  cosm ic 
d a n ce , resp on d in g  to th e  rhythm s o f  D ivine lo v e , co n tin u es  
th ro u g h  th e  realm o f  the human.

NOTES

1 . h is e ssa y  app ears as ch a p ter  2 o f  The Message in the Bottle 
(New Y ork, 1976), see  p p . 46-51.

2
C . S . L ew is, Perelandra (New Y ork , 1964), p . 133.

3
C. S . L ew is, That Hideous Strength (New Y ork , 1965), p . 319.

4
D orothy L. S a y e r s ,  Busman's Honeymoon (New Y ork , 1937). 

5D orothy L. S a y e r s , Gaudy Night (New Y ork, 1936), p . 469.

6. Busman’s Honeymoon, p . 3.

7Gaudy Night, p . 464.

8Busman's Honeymoon, p . 62. 

9
se e  "T alboys,"  in Lord Peter: A Collection of all the Lord 

Peter Wimsey Stories, com piled by James Sandoe (New  
Y ork, 1 972), p p . 431-453. N ote that Lewis also ind i
ca tes  that th e  "erotic n e c e s s ity  o f  obedience" is to be 
a demand o f  th e  "roles" p layed out in th e  realm o f  Eros:

The man does play the Sky-Father and the women the
Earth-M other; he d oes play Form, and sh e  M atter.
But we must g iv e  full va lue to th e  word play.
Outside this ritual or drama he and she are too immortal 
souls, two free-born adults, two citizens. We should
be much m istaken i f  we su p p osed  th at th o se  m arriages
where this mastery is most asserted and acknowledged
in the act of Venus were those w here the husband is

most likely  to be dom inant in th e  married life as a 
w hole; the r ev e rse  is  p erhaps more probab le. But 
w ithin  th e  t ir e  or  drama th e y  become a god and a 
g o d d ess  betw een  whom th e r e  is no eq u a lity— w hose  
relation s are asym m etrical. [The Four Loves (New Y ork, 
1960), p p . 145-146)

T he lim iting o f  th is  ac tin g  out o f th e  ce les tia l h ierarch y  
to th e  sexu a l act is  n o t, I th in k , c lea r ly  imaged in 
That Hideous Strength, a book w hich appeared nearly  
tw en ty  y ea rs p rev io u s to The Four Loves. Some modifi
cation  o f  Lewis' view  seem s ev id en t.

10 Busman's Honeymoon, p p . 121-122.
36


	The Repose of a Very Delicate Balance: Postulants and Celebrants of the Sacrament of Marriage in the Detective Fiction of Dorothy L. Sayers
	Recommended Citation
	To join the Mythopoeic Society go to: http://www.mythsoc.org/join.htm
	Mythcon 51: The Mythic, the Fantastic, and the Alien

	Abstract
	Additional Keywords

	tmp.1517336839.pdf.8nvTa

