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Introduction

The writing career of Dorothy L. Sayers can broadly speaking be divided into two parts
~ detective fiction and exphicitly theological writing. This thesis examinges the detective
fiction in the light of the concerns of the theological writing. My argument 1s not that
Dorothy .. Sayers’ detective fiction should be read in terms of religious parable, rather,
that one can discern a two-fold religious dimension to her detective fiction. Most
obviously, on the level of setting character and plot, the Church - 1ts representatives,
rituals and calendar - provides a pervasive backdrop to many of Sayers’ stories.
Moreover, on the level of moral, intellectual and emotional engagement, her stories can
be seen to deal with the problem of evil, with the moral ramifications of cnime and
punishment and the problematic relationship between individual and legal, human and
divine judgement, embodied 1n the figure of the private detective.

To a certain extent, this is also true of the wider genre; inherent within all detective
tiction are the themes of guilt and innocence, crime and punishment and good versus
cvil. In many examplces, there are also a significant number of obvious references to the
Church in terms of character and setting and one of the functions of these references 1s
to draw attention to these themes. This phenomenon is particularly evident in the
detection fiction of the Golden Age between 1918 and 1939.' What is interesting

however, is that several critics identity the emergence in the nineteenth century of

detective fiction as a genre with an increasing secularisation of society and this can, to
some extent, be borne out by an analysis of Victonian detective fiction which presents a

world 1n which science and logic replace faith and miracles. While moral considerations
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are still mherent within these narratives, they are dealt with from a less overtly
theological perspective,

It 1s my aim to consider briefly the differences between Victorian and Golden-Age
detective fiction with regard to their presentation of religious, moral and ethical themes,
and to consider the contnibuting factors to the marked shift in focus that can be 1dentified
in Golden-Age detective fiction with its explicitly Christian perspective. Throughout the
thesis these 1ssues will be discussed wath a focus on Dorothy L. Sayers as a writer and
critic of detective fiction who was fully cognizant of thc potentially thcological
dimension to her chosen genre, something which will be examined through a close
reading of her works.

Chapter One tocuses on the wider writing career of Sayers, from her early poetry to her
later theological works, placing her detective fiction within this wider context and
demonstrating the way in which her religious upbringing, personally beliefs and
academic interest in theology all influence her writing. 1t is not my intention to suggest
that Savers’ detective fiction 1s an extension of her religious writing that somehow forms
part of an overarching proselytizing or evangelical agenda. Rather, the argument is that
the two sides of Sayers’ output can be compared in terms of a concern with the problem
of evil, with morality in society, and with different forms of judgement. Furthermore,
that the tensions or contradictions embodied in both the detective fiction and the
theological writing are both charactenised and accommodated in each case by Sayers’
particular qualities as a writer: the nuanced modulation between pragmatism and
enthusiasm.

Chapter Two explores the wider genre of detective fiction in relation to the theological

thcmcs that it presents: guilt and innocence, good and evil, crime and punishment, and
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the way that these are raised at various stages during the formulaic detective narrative. |
will also consider how the structure of these narratives also highlights these themes by
providing a dialectic between guilt and innocence. It is not just the structure and themes
ot detective fiction that are pertinent to a discussion of the genre in relation to religion,
however, and Chapter T'hree focuses on how the changing role of rehgion in society in
both the Victorian and inter-war eras had an influence on the evolution of detective
fiction.

Chapter Four concentrates closely on the Golden Age considering the defimng features
of detective fiction n this era, in particular the emphasis on rules and “fair play” which
factlitated reader involvement in the process of detection, and the repeated use of an
idyllic rural setting with its ubiquitous country house murders and hmited cast of
rccognisable characters. This milicu, with its cmphasis on tradition and order, had an
appeal to the inter-war readership as it provided a form of escapism, and a means of
achteving vicarious participation in the restoration of order through their involvement 1in
the process of detection. The significant presence of the Established Church, 1 will
argue, 15 pertinent in reintorcing the ordered world of the Golden-Age narrative, and also
in highhghting the moral and theological themes that become evident in the explicitly
Chrnistian milieu of this genre.

From this point, the thesis focuses more specitically on Dorothy L. Sayers. Chapter Five
considers her ecclesiastical characters, presented initially though a standard stereotype
which tulhills the requirements of Golden-Age characters - easily recognised and placed
within a traditional rural hierarchy - and their subsequent development beyond this
stereotype as a vehicle for moral and theological themes. The development beyond the

stereotype 1s facilitated by their interaction with the character of Lord Peter Wimscey,



Savers™ detective, and this raises several significant points about the ethical implications
of the process of detection. Chapter Six explores the ethical problems encountered by
Wimsey, which are related to the difficulties he perceives in his involvement 1n the
process of achieving justice, as well as considering the detective as an emussary of both a
human and divine justice system.

Chapters Seven and Eight provide close readings of two of Sayers’ most pertinent texts
in terms of the issues raised in this thesis: The Documents in the Case and The Nine
Tailors, both of which cngage closely with theological wdeas. In The Documents in the
Cuse, Sayers moves away [rom the traditional rural setting of the Golden Age and
instead makes suburbia her milieu. This change marks a number of other deviations
from her usual style, not least the fact that this is a collaborative work with Dr. Robert
Eustace Barton, who provided the scientific clement of the text. In this novcel, instead ot
a thematic progression from detective narrative to theology, Sayers chooses to utilise the
detective narrative to explore the particular theological focus of the antagonism between
science and the Church, which results in probably her least successtul detective story.
The tensions between the literary aspirations of genre fiction and its successtul
adherence to its tormulae are widely recognized, and have been observed in Sayers’
work in particular.” In 7he Documents in the Case, the modulation between pragmatism
and enthusiasm in Sayers’ writing 1s at its most discordant, unlike in 7he Nine Tailors
which demonstrates her ability to combine her literary aspirations with the caretul
management ol the formulaic requirements of the detective story, which, for the most
part, characterises her wnting n this genre. Sayers successful combination of the two
clements in [he Nine Tailors could be attributed to the fact that the theological themes

arc intrinsic to both setting and plot, as it 1s sct in the closed environment of the country



village of Fenchurch St Paul, and focuses specitically on the church, its incumbent and
congregation. 1115 also possible that, in the tour years between the two texts, Sayers was
developing her capacity 1o present the two elements 1o her writing in a more balanced

style.

L Bk e’

' For further discussion of the term ‘Golden Age’ see Chapter Four below

* Tsvetan Todorov's discussion of this is dealt with in Chapter Two, p 56, and Chapter Four, p. 115,
below, and Raymond Chandler’s specific criticisms of Sayers in this capacity are discussed mn Chapter
Four, p. 113, below,



Chapter One

Dorothy L. Sayers, Detective Fiction Writer and Theologian

Many people arc aware of Dorothy L. Sayers (1893--1957) as a wrnter of detective
fiction, and it is as such that she first came to public notice. In the inter-war years, the
majority of her literary output was detective fiction: between 1923 and 1939 she
published twelve detective novels and two collections of short stories, as well as various
collaborative works by the Detection Club.' Her detective, Lord Peter Wimsey, became
as well-known as Savers herself. Sayers also wrote criticism on the genre, including the
article, “The Present Status of the Mystery Story’, published n /e [.ondon Mecrcury
(November 1930) and the introduction to Great Short Stories of Detection Mystery and
Horror (1928), which provided a brief summary of the history of detective fiction as

well as some critical discussion of elements of form and style.

However, most of her reading public are probably unaware that this only accounts for a
small proportion of her literary output. Before her first detective novel, Whose Body?,
was published 1n 1923". Sayers concentrated mostly on writing verse. In addition to her
letters, poetry makes up a substantial proportion of her juvenilia, with examples extant
trom her life at home betfore she went to school at fifteen, and from the Godolphin
School magazine, 7The Godolphin Gazzette. She continued to write verse whilst at
Somerville College, Oxford; her first collection of poems, Op [, was published in 1916,
and a second, Catholic Tules and Christian Songs, was published in 1918." As the title
of the second volume indicates, much of Sayers™ poetry was centered around religion, in

terms both of an abstract 1dea and also her own personal faith, which was a fundamental



part of her upbringing and a mextricable element of her adult life, and which was to
influcnce many aspects of it, including her writing.  As Mitzi Brunsdale argues in her
biography of Sayers: ‘nearly everything she wrote centered upon the conflict of Good
and Evil, seen from the standpoint of the traditional Christian beliet which she

uncompromisingly professed and practiced’.’

The brographical details of Dorothy L. Sayers™ life are, by now, fairly well documented.”
The various biographies, as well as the letters and fragments of autobiographical writing
left by Sayers, clearly demonstrate that when considering her, both as an individual and
a writer, the significance of her faith should not be ignored, an i1dea conveniently
summarised by Brunsdale:

[...] all her life [Sayers] adhered to the Christian taith in which her
father had baptized her at Christ Church Cathedral. Her childhood was
steeped tn the magnificent imagery and rhythms of the King James
Bible and the Book of Common Prayer, two of the most powerful
influences on her style. Her twenty-four poems in the 1918 collection
Catholic Tules and Christian Songs reveal a spiritual innocence and
imtimacy with Chnist that her reviewer in the 7ime Literary
Supplement found “characteristic of the Middle Ages™ (Hone, p. 30.)
They also toreshadow Sayers’s treatment of Christ-as-Man in her
radio dramas. Her co-workers at Blackwell’s had noticed that she was
“religlous™ because she kept a crucifix on her desk and habitually

made the sign of the cross before meals (Brabazon, p.67.), and for

most ot her hife she went alone to early communion services at St
Thomas’s Church, Regent Street, London, and at All Souls’ Church at
Witham. (Dale, p. 103.) Whatever choices she made - and lived with
and suffered for - in her personal life, she remained a deeply devout

woman of an Anglo Catholic persuasion.’



All of this underlines the way in which faith and worship were an intrinsic part of
Sayers’ life, both in terms ot work and personal routine, and which most probably came
about as a result of her upbringing. Sayers™ father, Henry, came from a Church family:
his father was the Reverend Robert Sayers of Tittleshall, Nortolk, and he himself was
ordained in 1880. When his only child, Dorothy Leigh, was born in 1893, he was the
headmaster of the Chnist Church Choir School, Oxford, and when Sayers was four the
family moved to Bluntisham-cum-Eanth in Huntingdonshire, where Henry Sayers had
been offered the li\zin;'__lg.8 Consequently, Sayers had a religious upbringing, with prayers
and worship as part of her daily routine, as “the family gathered in the dining-room at
eight-fifteen in the morning, the servants entered and the rector said prayers’. In addition
to this, divinity was part of her education, which she received entirely at home, from an

Y
early age.

This rehigious upbringing i1s evident in much of her poetry, even in her very early efforts,
such as ‘The Gargoyle’, written ¢. 1908, which, whilst not engaging in depth with any
spiritual or theological 1deas, demonstrates the way in which Sayers’ immediate

environment was dominated by churches, and church-going:

The Gargoyle takes his giddy perch
On a cathedral or a church.

There, mid ecclesiastic style

He smiles an early Gothic smile

And while the parson, full of pride,
Spouts at his weary flock inside,
The Gargoyle, from his lofty seat,
Spouts at the people in the street;

And like the parson, seems to say,
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[n accents doleful, *Let us pray’.

[ like the Gargoyle best. He plays

So cheertully on rainy days -

While parsons, no one can deny,

Are awful dampers when they’re dry. "

Considering the youthful age of its writer, this poem demonstrates a witty detachment
from 1ts subject matter and a clever use of visual metaphor in the parallel between the
rain-spilling gargoyle and the sermon-spilling parson. Despite the apparent simplicity
and hight-hearted tone of this poem, the ‘weary flock’, the parson’s “doleful accents™ and
‘dryness’ are all significant in highlighting a particular element to Sayers’ faith that
becomes more evident in her later poems, particularly those in Catholic Tules and
Christian Songs, which was her feeling that an engagement with faith had to be
wholehearted and passionate. What these later verses of Sayers demonstrate is that, as
well as an intellectual or theological significance, the Anglican faith had a poetic and
spintual appeal for her. In Barbara Reynolds’ preface to the collection, Poetry of
Dorothy L. Sayers, she describes how:

In her later years Dorothy L. Sayers asserted that her only approach to
religious beliet was via her intellect. Her poetry shows that this had
not always been the case and perhaps was never entirely so. A sense of

joy and wonder is the starting point of several of her religious poems,
notably in Catholic Tales and Christian Songs (p. xii).

This “joy and wonder’ to be found in religious belief seems to be. for Sayers, bound up
with the lyrical poeticism of High Church worship. Poetic language always held an
appeal ftor her: “she loved the incantation of rthyme; she experimented with metre:; she

played with unusual words; she practised the fixed forms, sonnet, ballade, triolet, finding

them a liberation rather than a restraint [...]."' The sense of passionate expression found
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in the language of poetry is equated for Sayers in the liturgy of the Church and the ritual
of the Anglican sacrament in which she seems to find a poetic and almost musical
resonance, and simultaneously within with the fervent teelings that this produces. This
can be seen in her poem ‘TIANTAX EAKYZQE", from Catholic Tales in which she
describes how ‘I hear Thy trumpets in the breaking morn / I hear them restless in the
resonant night / Or sounding down the long winds over the corn’.'* The ‘trumpets’
evoke exultant feeling of the awareness of God’s omnipresence, which Sayers feels In

all of the minutiac of her mortal life and beyond:

They blow aloud between love’s hips and mine,
Sing to my feasting in the minstrel’s stead,
Ring from the cup where 1 would pour the wine,

Rouse the uneasy echoes about my bed . ..

They will blow through my grave when | am dead (1. 31-35).
The “blowing’ of the trumpets, repeated in the first and last lines of this verse, coupled
with Sayers’ lexical choice of ‘sing’, ‘ring’ and ‘rouse’ help to emphasise the

onomatopoeic sound of the trumpets, but also the surge of feeling that they evoke.

Even as a schoolgirl, Sayers recognised the way in which the language of worship was
linked to the emotions it produced, and Barbara Reynolds quotes briefly from Sayers’
unfinished autobiographical account of this time, Cat O Mary, detailing how: ‘[Sayers}
seems to have sensed that there were two kinds of Chrnistianity, the sentimental, which

made her feel uncomfortable, and the Christianity she glimpsed in the lovely language of
the scriptures and in the great churches, where the name of god was surrounded “with
scarlet and blue and gold and strange birds and flowers in painted missals[...]”"."" Both

Reynolds and Brunsdale have suggested that this distinction between the “two kinds of
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Christianity” i1s what gave Sayers her distaste for the form of worship at Godolphin,
which she describes in Car O Mary, through the description of her Confirmation,
arranged through the school: *Dorothy felt uncomfortable with Godolphin's Low Church
approach to religion, a puritanical pietism which crept furtively around “Gawd™ and
seemed to drain all the vigorous glory that she loved out of Christianity.”" This feeling
was sustained into Catholic Tales and is clearly evident in the fifth verse of the poem,
Sacrament against Ecclesiasts’: “What is this bitter sin of thine / So little to have
understood / To find Me in the bread and wine / And find me not in flesh and blood’."
This verse simultaneously refers to the different behiefs concerning transubstantiation in
Communion held by High and Low denominations, but also the difference between
professing faith and following its rituals, ‘the bread and wine’, and having an active
teeling of behet inherent in one’s *flesh and blood.” Hone argues that this poem “shows
what unChnisthike attitudes and behaviour may obtain when Christianity becomes so

institutionalized — so hardened 1n abstract liturgical form (“in the letter”™) — that it is so

blinded to true implications (“the spirit™)’ (p. 91).

The emphasis that Sayers places on a personal and heartfelt faith is one that is evident in
many of her later writings; despite her assertion that her approach to belief was an
intellectual one, there is always the sense of her wholehearted conviction in her

theological 1deas, and a desire to make these as real and accessible to others as she could

through her work. Although Sayers had no further collections of poetry published, she
continued to write verse, and her poetic tendencies can be seen in her later works. This is

evident 1n her detective fiction in a number of ways; most obviously in verses such as
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the love sonnet composed by Wimsey and Harriet in Gaudy Night, which summarises
the sense of intellectual and emotional peace that they find in returning to Oxford:

Here then at home, by no more storms distrest,
Folding laborious hands we sit, wings furled:;

Here in close perfume hes the rose-leat curled,
Here the sun stands and knows not east nor west .

This peace, demonstrated in the first quatrain, which utilises the religious imagery of
angels to emphasise the magnitude of their feeling, allows Wimsey and Harriet to
achieve a basis for their relationship, in which passion 1s tempered by intellectual
equality. This idea 1s presented in the sonnet through the metaphor of a pertectly
balanced spinning top, which embodies the paradox of eternal motion in 1ts spinning and
simultaneous stillness in the rigidity of its axis: ‘Lay on the whips, O love, that me
upright / Posed on the perilous point [...]". This image also seems to represent the two

elements to Sayers™ theological writing, in terms of the balance between the intellectual

and the emotional.

There are other, more hght-hearted examples of Sayers’ poetic talents in her detective
fiction, such the advertising “jingles’ 1n Murder Must Advertise, which she also wrote in
real hife in her position as copy-editor at S.H. Benson’s from 1922 — 1929 It can also be
scen more subtly in the Iyrical moments of descriptive prose that are found in all of her
novels, such as the following passage, also from Gauwdy Night

There, eastward, within a stone’s throw, stood the twin towers of All
Soul’s, tantastic, unreal as a house of cards, clear-cut in the sunshine,
the drenched oval in the quad beneath, brilliant as an emerald in the

bezel ot a ring {...] and Queen’s with her dome of green copper; and,
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as the eye turned southward, Magdalen, yellow and slender, the tall
lily of towers [...] (p. 434).

This description 1s typical of Sayers, and 1t echoes the celebratory tone of much of her
poetry, achieved through the images of light and bnlliance. Once again, there is an
evocation of the heavens, provided by the perspective of looking down over Oxford and
the sense of soaring space in the long vowel sounds in "dome’™ and “green’. The use of
alliteration and assonance helps to create rhythm, such as that in the hine “yellow and
slender, the tall lily of towers’, and the poetic feehing 1s compounded by the use of

figurative language such as the metaphors of the “lily tower” and the “emerald ring

Sayers' love of poetic language is also evident in the theological dramas that she wrote,
along with the sustained desire to portray religious beliefs and theological 1deas in a way
that was passionate, yet reasoned and accessible. In 1937, as well as producing her final
detective novel, Busman's Honeymoon, based on a play written in collaboration with
Muriel St Clare Byme (1895-1983), she wrote the play 7The Zeal of Thy House, her first
theological drama'’. This was written at the invitation of the Friends of Canterbury
Cathedral, for performance at the Canterbury Festival in 1937, After this, aside from a
collection of short stories, /n The Teeth of the Evidence (1939), and “Talboys’, published
posthumously in Striding Folly in 1973, she did not return to detective fiction.® From
this point on, she concentrated entirely on dramatic and non-fiction texts. most of which
have a theological basis. She wrote other religious dramas, for both radio and stage,
including 7he Just Vengeance (1946), for the Lichfield Festival and 7The FEmperor

Constantine (1951), for the Colchester Festival."” The former is, in Sayers’ words, ‘a
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miracle-play of Man’s sufficiency and God’s redemptive act, set against the
background of contemporary crisis’ (p. 9):

The whole action takes place in the moment of the death of an Airman
shot down during the late war. In that moment, his spirit finds itself
drawn 1nto the tellowship of his native city of Lichtield; there, being
shown in an 1image the meaning of Atonement, he accepts the Cross,

and passes, 1n that act of choice, from the image to the reahity (pp. 9-
10).
Although Sayers chose to locate the action of the play in the First World War, it would

have had a clear resonance for its contemporary audience, with its references to the city
in war time: “Blood in the bodiless voice from the loud-speaker / Blood 1n the siren-song
and the drone of the bombers™ (p. 15). This utilisation of a contemporary, recognisable

setting tor the exploration of the theological concept of Atonement is typical of her

approach to such themes in her writing.

One of Sayers™ concerns in all ot her texts was to present Christianity and its teachings
in a way that was accessible. 7he Mun Born to be King (1941-1942) a series of radio
plays on the life of Chnist, intended tor an audience of children, sparked controversy

because of Sayers” insistence that the plays “must be in modern speech’™ and that:

[... ] nobody, not even Jesus, must be allowed to “talk Bible” [...] we
shall get a good many complaints that 1 have not preserved the beauty
and elegance of the authorised version, and that Jesus has been made
to say things which don’t appear in the sacred original. It seems to me
frighttully important that the thing should be made to appear as real as

possible, and above all, that Jesus should be presented as a human
being [...]. *'
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This approach is evident 1n fhe Just Vengeance, with the Airman providing a very
"human’ and therefore accessible voice in his desire to understand the justification for
his death and thercby obtain the answers to complicated theological questions: *1 want to
know what i1t 1s all about / And whether the thing makes sense. [ have lived; I have died;
/ 1 have a right to know’ (p. 28). In the same way that the character of Jesus in 7he Man
Born to be King s not allowed to “talk bible’ and ‘says things which don’t appear in the
sacred original’, Sayers presents a number of Biblical figures in 7The Just Vengeance.
Amongst these are Adam and Eve, who become ‘real” human beings through their
speech, such as Adam’s address to Eve: ‘Oh, there you are! Well now this time / 1 think
you’ll say I've really earned my dinner’ (p. 33). This clearly demonstrates the other,
more pragmatic approach in Sayers’ writing. Whilst expressions of faith, could, and did,
move her to passionate lyricism in her work, when she needed to present ideas clearly
and in an accessible way, she was capable of an entirely more down-to-earth tone, which
given the often complicated or reverent nature of the subject matter, 1s appealing tn its
rejection of pretenston, but still suited to the dramatic genre 1n tts tone — ‘everyday’ does
not have to mean ‘dry’ or “doletul’. Sayers’ techniques ensure that her ideas are
accessible and interesting 1n their exposition, and the inclusion of the war made the
action of the play pertinent to her contemporary audience. This combination of
theological and contemporary issues was something that Sayers concentrated on in a
number of works during the Second World War. She wrote a number of articles and
addresses dealing with the 1ssues of faith and war, beginning with an article 1n the
Sunday Times, "What Do We Believe?’ ( o™ September 1939) and including Begin Here
(1940), a Christmas message to the nation, and 7he Other Six Deadly Sins, an address to

the Public Morality Council given in 1943.%° All of these works demonstrate the familiar
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sense of her driven and passtonate engagement with her subject matter, but also, in her

expression, a desire to ensure that her 1deas are accessible.

The mextricable relationship between herself as a writer, her subject matter and her faith
1s the focus for her 1941 thesis, The Mind of the AMuker, \1n which she illustrates the
doctrine of the Trinity through the analogy of the creative writer.*’ This analogy is based
on the idea that the one attribute that humanity shares with God is the ability to create:
“In the beginning God created |...] and He created man in His own image; in the image

of God created He him; male and female created He them. Thus far the author of
(1CRnesIN’

But had the author of (;enesis anything particular in his mind when he
wrote? It is observable that in the passage leading up to the statement
about man, he has given no detailed information about God. L.ooking
at man, he sees him as something essentially divine, but when we turn
back to see what he says about the original upon which the “tmage™ of
God was modelled, we find only the single assertion, “God created”™
The charactenistic common to God and man s apparently that: the
desire and the ability to make things (p. 17).

The creative process is described by Sayers in terms of the trinity: God the Father is the

Creative Idea, God the Son 1s the Creative Energy and God the Holy Spirit the Creative
Power, an argument summansed by Brunsdale:

[n terms of the creation of a book, the writer’s “idea” is an entity in his
mind that allows him to recognize and use the right word, phrase,
character, twist of plot, and so forth, so that the finished work has a
unity 1n itself. The “energy™ i1s the whole process that produces the

book in tangible form. The “power” is the means by which the author
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reads his own book, speaks to others and engenders their response (p.
156).
Sayers proceeds to utilise her analogy of the process of writing to discuss a number of

theological 1ssues through “a metaphor that the reader may understand and apply’ (p.

34)

Sayers’ characteristic accessibility of style is evident in The Mind of the Maker, in which
she combines a layman’s vocabulary, domestic analogies and humour to convey
complicated theological arguments. For example, in Chapter [I, “The Image of God’,
Sayers explains how there are several analogies, based on our expenence, that man
repeatedly uses to interpret God. The two most frequently used, Sayers argues, are those
of *God as a king” and ‘God as a father’. In seeking to explore these metaphors, Sayers
wishes to show their lmitations. She argues that when we use these expressions:

we know pertectly well that they are metaphors and analogies; what 1s
more, we know pertectly well where the metaphor begins and ends.
We do not suppose tor one moment that God procreates children in the
same manner as a human father.. still less, that «// the activities of a
human father may be attributed to God, such as earning money for the
support of the family, or demanding first use of the bathroom in the
morning. (pp. 19 —20)

This 1s typical of Sayers™ ability to convey quite complicated theological notions in a
way that makes them clear and interesting to those without a theological or academic

background.

In her pretace to fhe Mind of the Muaker, Sayers states that the thesis 1s not "an

expression of personal religious belief [but] a commentary, in the light of specialised
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knowledge, on a particular set of statements made in the Christian creeds and their claim
to be statements of fact’ (p. 1). Whilst the content of Sayers’ work was not always a
deliberate personal statement of faith, and she clearly states that 7he Mind of the Maker
ts no such thing, it could be argued that the act of wnting it was. As Brunsdale argues:
‘even though The Mind of the Muaker is a theoretical work resting solidly upon
Christianity’s established dogma, Dorothy Sayers still put the essence of herselt into it
(p. 156). Whilst Sayers could write about theological matters in a purely detached and
intetlectual way, “the light of specialised knowledge’ that she lends to them is that of her
inherent personal beliefs as well as her understanding of Christian doctrine on a purely
intellectual level. The idea, clearly demonstrated in her poetry, that faith should be
personally engaged with, not “dry’ or “doleful’ like that of the parson in “The Gargoyle’,
is what she brings to her presentations of theology, whether these are fictional or
academic. Sayers can separate theology, that is, her intellectual consideration of
religious matters, from her faith, her personal engagement with religion, and she can
write about the former without constantly asserting the latter, but they are inextnicably
linked. Indeed, this personal and consuming interest in theological matters that informs

and illuminates her work was evident throughout her life.

This can be seen in the way that Sayers’ response to her upbringing was not one of a
passive acceptance or mere adherence to social conditioning. Even when she was quite
young, she seems to have demonstrated an understanding of and interest in matters of
theology that was beyond her years. In 7he Mind of the Maker she discusses her
response ‘1n [her] childhood’, to a verse of the Quincunque Vult™: 1 remember feeling

that this verse formed a serious blot upon a fascinating and majestic mystery. It was |



19

felt, quite unnecessary to warn anybody that there was “one Father, not three fathers:
one Son, not three sons; one Holy Ghost, not three holy ghosts.” The suggestion seemed
quite foolish. It was dithicult enough to imagine a God who was Three and yet One; did
anybody exist so demented as to conceive of a ninefold deity?’ (p. 120). Sayers does not
specity her age in this anecdote, but her child-self seems to have been familiar with and

interested 1n the Athanasian Creed in a way that Brunsdale describes as ‘unusual for a

youngster, even one who grew up in a rectory’ (p. 29).

Sayers’ youthful letters demonstrate a similar desire to discuss such issues. In a letter to
her cousin, Ivy Shrimpton, written when she was fourteen, Sayers asks Ivy if she
remembers ‘a talk we once had in the garden? 1 said people — poor people — ought to be
enlightened about the creation, and not think the earth was made in a week etc, etc.
Well, to-day (Septuagesima Sunday) Daddy preached a very nice sermon, on that very
point [...]".”> Whilst the tone of this letter is somewhat “priggish’, a term Sayers used
later to describe herself as a child (Reynolds, Her Life and Soul p. 26), it does
demonstrate an unusual interest in theological matters for a fourteen-year-old girl. Ivy
Shrimpton seems to have been on the receiving end of Dorothy’s ‘priggish’ lecturing on

more than one occasion. In a letter dated 28" February 1908, Sayers writes:

[ think you are a little apt to say in effect: ‘what this man did was an
otfence against morality, it was therefore wrong and inexcusable. I do
not care what excuse this person had. He did wrong; therefore he is a
wicked person, and there is an end of it.” Dear old girl, get out of the
way of thinking that. It is terribly closely allied to Pharisaism. which.
you know, is the one thing Our Lord was always so down upon. |...] I

shouldn’t like to feel, Ivy, that supposing some time I sinned a great
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sin, that | should be atraid to come to you tor help, only, unless you
would try to make allowances for me, I’'m afraid 1 should [... 11 think
one phase of chanty 1s making allowances for other people’s
mistakes.*

Several biographers27 have pointed out the 1rony of this letter: when Sayers came to “sin
a great sin” in conceiving and bearing her son, John Anthony, outside of wedlock n
1924, an event in her life that was described by Sayers as God punmishing her “bitterly’
for committing the “bitter sin” of sex outside of marriage, (Reynolds, Her Life and Soul,
p. 167), it was to Ivy Shrimpton that she turned, and it was Ivy who undertook the task

of raising Sayers’ child.

The existence of Sayers’ 1llegitimate child has prompted some adverse critical comment,
particularly in relation to her faith and her role in later life as an expounder of Christian
doctrine: ‘'much has been made of the burden ot guilt which Dorothy [.. Sayers, the
celebrated detective novelist and pillar of the Church, supposedly carries because of her
ilegitimate son’ (Reynolds, Her Life and Soul, p. 167). James Brabazon, for example,
suggests that Savers “was deeply aware of a personal sinfulness’, and suggests that this
1s one of the reasons for her refusal of a Lambeth Degree in 1943 (p. 215). Both
Reynolds and Brunsdale, however, put forward interesting responses to the seeming
tensions between Sayers’ clearly-expressed beliefs and her actions. Both critics
responses deal, in different ways, with Sayers’ understanding of the nature of sin and
humanity, and their arguments are nteresting in terms of the light that they shed on
Sayers as both a Chnistian and a wniter, and the inherent link between these two elements

of her lite.



Reynolds argues that to make much of Sayers™ “guilt’ 1s "to disregard the fact that she
was an Anglo-Catholic and that, as it has been shown, 1t was her practice to go to

contession’:

Whenever 1t was that she entered into a state of repentance, her
recourse then was to make confession and seck absolution. When she
did so, the burden of guilt was lifted. There remained, however, the
question of reparation. She may have asked for spiritual counselling
about this. She may also have required it for any residue of
psychological guilt which stll troubled her. In any event, as an
instructed Catholic, she would know that she must individually take

responsibility for what had occurred (p. 167).

There are several significant issues raised here. The first is the identification ot the
difference between ‘psychological’ guilt, the feelings of remorse and culpability that
accompany an act of “wrongdoing’, and ‘guilt’ in terms of its more precise theological
meaning, that is, the breaking of the relationship with God for which there 1s a personal
or corporeal responsibility. The second idea raised is that of taking responsibility and
making reparation for the sin, an 1dea that Savers explains carefully and
characteristically in a lecture entitled “The Meaning of Purgatory’ (1948), cited by
Reynolds to clarnity this point. Sayers asks us to “suppose that in a fit of anger or
resentment or merely sheer wicked carelessness” we have broken a “valuable teapot’
belonging to a friend. The next step, assuming that we are ‘overcome with shame and
horror at what [we] have done, and want to put matters night’, is to go to the friend and
‘confess [our] sinful feehing and the guilty act to which 1t led”, a point which
interestingly places emphasis not just on the act, but the feeling that prompted it. We ask
our friend to forgive us, and “promise that [we] will try to make 1t up to her in future.

That is, {[wc] make an act of penitence: confession, contrition and atoncment.” Because
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of this {[we] are now released at once trom the guilt of what [we| did: in technical terms

[we] have purged the culpa.” However, the atonement 1s not complete, unless:

[Wel make an act of compensation, and the technical term for that 1s
purging the reatus . . . and 1f the sinner 1s truly penitent, he will be
eager to purge 1t in any way God may appoint . . . 1t we are ever to be
happy 1n his presence again, 1t 1s something 1in us that has to be
altered.™

Here, the emphasis 1s on the individual taking responsibihity for the act ot compensation
for their sin. In Sayers” case, Reynolds argues, this was achieved through providing for
John Anthony: ‘what remained for [Sayers] was a burden of responsibility. In practical
terms, this meant supporting and educating John Anthony and providing him, as best she
could, with maternal love and concern for his welfare’ (p. 169). Sayers met this
responsibility throughout her life, financing her son’s upbringing and education, which
she managed in part through her income from writing detective fiction. Sayers knew
that there was a market for detective fiction if she could wrnte 1t, and this financial
consideration, which was increased in 1924 by the need to provide for John Anthony,
was certainly a factor in her departure from the initial serious “literary’ work that she had
begun with her poetry. In 1919, she told a friend, Enc Whelpton, that “she and some
Oxford friends were thinking of forming a syndicate to write detective stories, for which
they beheved they could create a market [...] she invited Whelpton to join with them
and make his fortune”.”” Her letters from 1921 demonstrate how badly she 1s 1n need of
finding a job, but also how she feels that “there 1s a market for detective literature if one
can get 1n and |[Lord Peter Wimsey| might go some way towards providing bread and
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cheese .



Whilst Reynolds™ arguments in response to the “problem’ of Sayers’ illegitimate child
focus on the response to having sinned, Brunsdale concentrates more on the impetus to
sin in the first place, exploring Sayers™ “essentially medieval Pauline position on sin and
redemption , that 1s, “that while Chnist perfectly redeemed mankind, man’s tendency
toward sin remains, and so man must share in Christ’s suftering before joining with him
tin the Resurrection’ (p. 3). The innate sinfulness of man and his consequential suffering
1S a theme that occupies a number of Sayers’ religious texts, and as she explores these
idcas she places emphasis on the choices and responsibilitics of the individual. In 7he
Just Vengeance, the dead Airman is called upon by the Recorder, the Angel of the City
ot Lichtield, to give his “claim to citizenship’. The Airman’s reply focuses on how little
he has had time to do in hife ‘except to be killed — and to kill.” The Recorder responds:

What matters here is not so much what you did

As why you did it; the choice behind the action;
The deed 1s the letter; what you beheve 1s the spirit.
Except a man believe rightly he cannot be saved.
Not even by suffering. (p. 24.)

This question of “why’ man acts the way he does, of how it is *not so much what you did
/'As why you did 1t,” 1s one which occupies Sayers in her writing and Brunsdale argues
that, 1n part, it 1s Sayers’ attempts to see herself and her own actions in terms of these

theological problems that act as a stimulus to her writing:

Faced with such calamities [...] most human beings would ask Job’s
everlasting “why?” Only a few could roll up their sleeves and make
the best of the situation as effectively as Dorothy Sayers did, and she
did 1t by hinking religious faith to her creative impulse in her concept
of the sacramental nature of work. The combination led her throughout

her life to undertake successively more challenging artistic attempts at



solving the “question of questions” 1in human existence, which she

called the “mystery of wickedness.” (p. 2)

Sayers uses this expression “the mystery of wickedness™ in The Devil to Pay (1939), her
second play for the Canterbury Cathedral, in alluding to the most complex theological
issue that she deals with in all of her work, that of the justification of the ways of God to
man, or, as she describes it, ‘the putrefying sore at the heart of creation’.”’ This problem
1s outlined by Sayers in her introduction to the play:

For at the basc of [the legend of Faustus] lics the question of all
questions: the nature of Evil and its place in the universe. Symbolise
Fvil. and call it the Devil. and then ask how the Devil comes to be. Is
he, as the Manichees taught. a powerful co-equal with and opposed to
God? Or, if God is all-powerful, did He make the Devil, and if so.
why, and with what justification? Is the Dcvil a positive torce, or
merely a negation, the absence of God? In what kind of sense can a
man be said to sell his soul to the Devil? What kind of man might do
so, and, above all, for what kind of inducement? (p. 25).

In the play, this conflict 1s summed up in the following exchange between

Mephistopheles and Faustus:

Mephistopheles: Evil 1s one of my names
Faustus: Tell me, then, thou Evil, who made thee?
Mephistopheles: He that made all things.
Faustus: What? did God make thee? Was all the evil in the world
made by God? Beware what thou sayest; 1 know thee for a false and
lying spirit (p. 29).
In chapter V1l of The Mind of the Maker, “Maker of All Things, Maker of IH Things’,

Sayers sets out her theory through the sustained analogy of creator / writer: “we may



25

|... | see whether we can tind in our hiterary analogy anything at all which may throw
light on the nature of Evil” (p. 77). In keeping with the artistic or literary analogy, the
"Ewvil” under discussion 1s not, in this instance “moral evil®, but ““bad art™, as Sayers
puts 1t: “in the choice of words for example, the “right™ word will not be the morally
edityimg word, but the word which nightly embodies [the artist's] Idea [...] we must not,
that 1s, confuse our minds by allowing our analogy to extrude itself outside its terms of
reference’ (p. 78). This need to adhere to the terms of the analogy demonstrates Sayers’
desire to express her ideas clearly, but like the need to understand that God 1s not
“tather’ in the human sense of the word, she is anxious that her reader recognise the
limitations to metaphors and utilise them only as a means to understanding something of

far greater theological import.

dayers goes on to elaborate this argument through a discussion of the concepts of
‘Being” and “Not-Being’, and how, ‘Being (simply Ay being) creates Not-Being,” for
example, “““before” light, there was neither light nor darkness; darkness is not darkness
until hight has made the concept ot darkness possible’ (p. 78). In terms of the writer /

creator analogy, Sayers explains that:

Shakespeare writes Hamlet. That act of creation enriches the world
with a new category of Being, namely: Humler. But simultaneously it

enriches the world with a new category of Not-Being, namely: Not
Hamlct. (p. 82).

Sayers 18, therefore, presenting us with the argument that evil exists as the ‘Not-Being’
to good: the existence of good necessarily creates the existence of evil: ‘In this sense.
therefore, God, Creator of all things, creates Evil as well as Good, because the creation

of a catcgory of Good nccessarily crcates a catcgory of Not-Good™ (p. 81). This, Sayers
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argues, only becomes problematic when the Not-Good ceases to be negative or inactive,
that 1s, ceases to be merely an opposing state to Good. lllustrating this through the

Hamlet analogy, she explains:

1f Not-Hamlet becomes associated with consciousness and will, we get
something which 1s not merely Not-Hamlet: we get Anti-Hamlet.
Some one has become aware of his Not Hamletness, and this
awareness becomes a centre of will and of activity. The creative wall,
free and active like God, is able to will Not-Being into Being, and thus
produce an evil that i1s no longer negative, but posttive. (p. 82).

Once again, we sce Sayers place emphasis on free will and “the choice behind the
action’, the decision by humans to turn the Not-Good into the Anti-Good, or in terms of
the analogy, the Not-Hamlet into the Anti-Hamlet. In terms of Hamlet, Sayers
demonstrates how these Anti-Hamlets can range from a minor misquote, such as
““caviare to the multitude™ as opposed to ‘“caviare to the general™’, which “does
comparatively little harm to Hamlet” | 10 “behav[ing] like David Garrick and re-writfing
tt] with the express purpose of improving it.” This willtul act, Sayers argues is a “kind of

grasping at equality with God [which] really does untold damage’ (p. 85).

[t 1s this “grasping at equality with God’ that is at the root of the human capacity for evil:

Men |...| desired to be “as gods, knowing good and evil.” God,
according to St. Thomas Aquinas, knows Evil “by simple intelligence™
— that 1s, in the category of Not-Being. But men, not being pure
intelhigences, but created within a space-time framework. could not
“know™ Ewvil as Not-Being — they could only “know” it by experience;
that 1s, by associating their wills with 1t and so calling it into active
being. Thus the Fall has been described as the “fall into self-

consctousness ', and also the “fall into self-will™ (p. 82).
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In /he Devil to Pay, Mephistopheles describes the Fall in these terms, placing emphasis
on the human desire to "know’ as God knows: “1 sat by Eve’s shoulder in the shadow of
the forbidden tree. “Eat,” said I, “and you shall become like God.”™ She and her silly
husband ate, and 1t was so” (p. 30). This 1dea 1s one that Sayers returns to repeatedly in
her theological work, as she works through man’s capacity tor evil, or the “mystery of
wickedness’. In The Mind of the Muaker, Sayers attempts to ofter “solutions’ to the
existence of the Anti-Good, responses that the individual can make to its presence and
the propensity in themselves, and others, to act upon 1t. Firstly, she suggests that we can
"check the evil and prevent it from doing harm in the future, though 1ts record of past

evil remains’, or:

We can redeem it. That 1s to say, it i1s possible to take its evil Power
and turn 1t into active good. We can, for example, enjoy a good laugh
at David Garrick. In doing so we, as 1t were, absorb the Evil in the
Anti-Hamlet and transmute it into an entirely new form of Good. This
1s a creative act, and 1t 1s the only kind that will actually turn positive
Evil into positive good (p. 86).

[t 1s this insistence on the ‘creative act’ as an act of faith that both Reynolds and
Brunsdale identify 1in Sayers™ work: “she felt the obligation of the Christian artist, whose
gifts should enable him to recognise truth more clearly than could his fellows, to tell

them so, and she did 1t 1n no uncertain terms’ (p. 3).

Both critics establish a link between Sayers™ faith and her theological writings. Whether
this is a matter of her reflecting on her personal beliefs, working through ‘problems’ of
her own personal experience or an intelligent, religious woman attempting the analysis

and presentation of some of the more complicated points of theology, such as theodicy,
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sin and atonement and their refationship to the beliefs and actions of the individual. the
link is clearly there. Sayers' interest in the essential weakness of humanity, including
herself, 1s there from her early letters to Ivy, which, as Brunsdale says show that
"Dorothy at fifteen frankly acknowledged her capacity for wrongdoing™ (p. 31). This,
and other 1ssues, are explored and developed, through her plays and her thesis, formats

she chose deliberately to directly handle this subject matter.

But what of Sayers’ dctective fiction? Whilst many critics, including Reynolds and
Brunsdale, acknowledge and explore the links between the difterent genres of her
writing, a distinct line tends to be drawn between them, and Sayers is often viewed as a
detective novelist who went on to write theology. In her introduction to 7he Mind of the
Muker, Susan Howatch describes how:

Using the brand of fiction which enjoyed enormous popularity in the
inter-war years - the detective puzzle which was solved by an amateur
sleuth — [Sayers] developed her skills as a novelist, but just when she
was reaching the point where she could jettison the formula and write
novels which were unencumbered by dead bodies, she was captured
by the cannier clergymen of the Church of England who realized that
this hiterate Anghcan laywoman had the talent to bring Christianity to
a huge audience amongst the unchurched masses (p. viit).

Sayers herself was aware of this tendency, illustrated by Howatch, to effect a complete
separation between her detective fiction and her theological writings and would often
relate an anecdote about a schoolboy who had wnitten that *“Miss Dorothy Savers [...}

turned trom a lite of crime to join the Church Of England’ (Brunsdale, p. 12).
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1o some degree, the separation ot the two phases of her work seems reasonable: after
all, popular tiction has little in common with academic theses or theological dramas. But
it should not be overlooked that all of these texts were, of course, written by the same
woman. In her biography of Sayers, Reynolds asserts that *[...] all [Sayers’] writings —
novels, plays, poems, theological articles, translations and literary criticism — are deeply
and consistently personal’ (p. 167). It stands to reason, therefore, that there will be
elements common to both areas of Sayers’ writing, generated by the ‘consistently
pcrsonal’ naturc of their creation. This “personal’ clement need not be Sayers’ own
beliets, although, as has been suggested, these can be said to have influenced her works,
but could equally be her role as theologian. Sayers’ interest in theology did not appear
suddenly 1n the late 1930s: her letters and early poetry show that it occupied her interest
from an early age. In his introduction to Poerry of Dorothy L. Sayers, Ralph E. Hone
gives an extract from a letter from Sayers to C. S. Lewis, dated 8" August, 1955, which
makes this clear:

Only a few people take my verse-making seriously. | am pigeon-holed
as a mystery-monger who 1n old age has taken to tinkering in an
amatcur way with rcligion and rhyme. I'm not really supposed to
know anything about 1t. Which shows that one should always go on as
one began — otherwise nobody will believe one began that way (p. 1).

[t might make more sense, therefore, to consider Sayers® works collectively, and to read

Sayers’™ detective stories not as the works of a detective novelist who became a

theologian, but of a theologian who wrote detective novels.

Sayers’ religious upbringing and hfestyle, as well as her theological knowledge, are

immediately evident 1n her detective stories in the form of obvious textual presences,
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such as her innumerable bibhcal reterences and quotations, and the number of
ccclesiastical characters and settings of which she makes use. The biblical references are
frequent, forming an ntrinsic part of Sayers’ narrative style. She makes use of
quotations as chapter headings, tfor example, in /he Nine Tailors, when the tenth chapter
of the second part of the book begins with the following quotation from 1 Kings: “and he
set the cherubims within the inner house: and they stretched forth the wings of the
cherubims (1 Kings 6. 27) / And above were costly stones (1 Kings 7. ”)_33 This
quotation scrves as a potential “clue’ to the reader: it 1s pertinent to the action of the text,
as it i1s in this chapter that the hiding place of the stolen emeralds 1s located, among the
carved cherubim in the church roof. Sayers also uses biblical reterences as part of her
descriptive technique, as in Murder Must Advertise, when Mr Copley feels “the inward
exultation of the Jeremiah whose prophecies have come true’ (p. 105) or later in the
same text when she describes how Wimsey, the detective, hits a cricket ball, "as Saul
smote the Philistines’ (p. 261).”" Both these examples demonstrate that Savers’ use of
biblical references 1s often quite hight-hearted and occasionally humorous, such as when
Mr Ingleby advises Wimsey / Bredon against using religion in his copy for
"Dairytield’s “Green Pastures”™ Margarine’: “keep Psalm 23 out of it. Blasphemous’ (p.
15)." Usually, the biblical references are to be found in the speeches of Wimsey, who
seems to have been endowed by his creator with her own habit of peppering her
conversation and writings with eclectic literary references, ranging from Alice in
Wonderlund 10 the Bible. Wimsey's relerences, as with the previously-mentioned
chapter heading, are always pertinent to the action of the text, as when he tells

Detective-Inspector Parker in The Unpleasantness at the Bellona Club that he will not

tell him what 1s on his mind for ‘thirty picces of silver’, as it would involve the betrayal
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of a friend.” ‘T'hese references are numerous and clearly ullustrate Sayers’ biblical
knowledge, but more clearly illustrative of her religious background are the number of
ecclesiastical characters that she includes, which will be discussed 1n detail in Chapter
Five. Seven of her twelve novels contain a significant ecclesiastical character, and there
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1s only one in which no mention at all 1s made to a local cleric or church.

As well as these obvious textual presences, several more abstract religious and
theological presences arc evident in Saycers” detective fiction. Thesce arc all ideas that she
highlights specifically in her theological works, such as the problem of evil, and the
concept of free will. One example of this concerns the arguments regarding the Fall and
the 1nnate sinfulness of man in relation to his desire to be as God, 1in terms of
"knowledge’, that Sayers dealt with in The Devil to Pay and in The Mind of the Muaker.
An episode 1n her detective novel Strong Poison (1930) demonstrates that Sayers was
already exploring these ideas in her writing, albeit in a more oblique way, within the
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framework of the detective narrative (p. 15)."" Her detective, Lord Peter Wimsey and

his sidekick on this occasion, Miss Climpson, enter into a discussion on the motives for

murder, and Wimsey remarks that:

"But 1t must be tun, in one sense, to feel that you can control the issues

of life and death, don’t you know’

“That 1s an infringement on the prerogative of the Creator,” said Miss
Chmpson.

"But rather jolly to know yourself divine, so to speak. Up above the
world so high, like a tea-tray 1n the sky’ (p. 48).

The 1dea that 1t 1s "not so much what you did / As why vou did it’, which is directly

addressed 1in The Just Vengeance (p. 24), 1s raised 1n this conversation, which will be



discussed in greater detail in the next chapter. In addition to this, the notion that
controlling matters of life and death puts the murderer in a “divine” position foreshadows
Sayers’ later argument in /he Mind of the Maker that 1t 1s man’s “grasping at equality
with God |[which] does untold damage’ (p. 85). This briet example shows that in her
detective fiction, and within the framework of references raised by the detective
narrative, such as the motive for crime, Sayers sustained the tocus on the theological
ideas which interested her all of her life. In part, the scope for the exploration of these
issucs is a potential factor in Sayers’ choice of detective fiction as a genre. After all,
detective fiction, not just that of Sayers, concerns itself with issues of morahty such as
right and wrong and crime and punishment, which in turn have the potential to become

the focus of theological speculation, making it an attractive genre to the theologian.

Although Sayers’ reasons for writing detective fiction were, in large part, financial, this
consideration is not entirely unrelated to the potential ‘moral’ appeal of detective fiction.
The reason behind Savers’ confidence in its being a money-maker was a ‘boom’ in the
sales of detective novels, which saw a massive increase in populanty in the inter-war
vears. In Murder for Pleasure: The Life and Times of the Detective Story, Howard
Haycraft discusses this rise in sales, and cites the Book Review Digest as evidence: “In
1914, the year of the outbreak of the First World War, this publication included reviews
of only twelve books of a mystery-detective nature [...]. For the year 1925, the mid-
point of the post war decade, ninety-seven such volumes were histed. And in 1939, the
year that saw the start of the Second World War, the number was 217! [...] These
figpures are necessarily incomplete, but there 1s every reason to suppose that they are

rclative and representative.” Saycers as a theologian, was drawn to the “moral’ clements
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of detective fiction, that 1s, the exploration of moral issues, the emphasis on the
responsibility of the individual, and the reinforcement of a moral and social order based
in part on traditional social institutions such as the Church. These might also be seen as
factors that appeal to its increasing readership in post World War One Britain, an

argument which will be discussed in detail in Chapter Four.

It seems significant that Sayers was not the only detective fiction writer of the inter-war
to have a theological or religious background. C. Day Lewis, for example, who wrote
under the pseudonym ‘Nicholas Blake” was the son of a Church of Ireland minister, and
Ronald Knox, author of six detective novels including 7he Viaduct Murder (1925) and
The I'ootsteps at the Lock (1929), was the Reverend Monsignor Knox, and, like Sayers,
also wrote a number of theological works. In addition to this, the religious presences
identified so far, such as biblical references and ecclesiastical characters and settings, are
not hhmited to Sayers’ stories, or other detective works of the inter-war period and are a
popular element of many detective stories throughout the history of the genre. This
thesis will consider the form and origins of detective fiction in relation to religion, and
then address the populanty of detective fiction during the inter-war period, and suggest
some possible reasons for the number of religious presences in these works at this
particular time. In doing so, it should become clear that the religious dimension of
Sayers  detective fiction 1s, to some extent, an inherent element of the genre that she
chose, and, more particularly, a product of the time at which it was written. Savers
responds to the possibilities oftered by detective fiction for an engagement with
complicated moral 1ssues 1n a more thorough-going way than most of her

contcmporarics.
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' The Detection Club was established in 1928 by Anthony Berkeley (pseudonym Frances Iles) with G K
Chesterton as president. Members included Agatha Christie, Freeman Wills Croft, E.C. Bentley, John
Dickson Carr and Dorothy L. Sayers. The Club met at premises in Gerrard Street for dinners and
discussion, and financed themselves partly through their collaborative works, including 7he [loating
Admiral (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1931).

© Gireat Short stories of Detection, Mystery and Horror, ed. by Dorothy [. Sayers (L.ondon' Gollancz.
[928: repr. 1939)
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' Dorothy L. Sayers, (Jp /, (Oxtord: Blackwell, 1916); Catholic lales and Christian Songs, (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1918).

* Mitzi Brunsdale, Dorothy 1. Sayers: Solving the Mystery of Wickedness (Oxford: Berg, 1990), pp. 2-3.

* Despite Sayers expressing a wish that no account of her life be written until at least fifty years after her
death, (see Ralph E. Hone, Dorothy .. Savers: A Literary Biography, p. X) many accounts of her lite have
been published. The first biography of Sayers was the ‘unauthorised’ Such A Strange Lady: An
Introduction to Dorothy 1. Savers (1893-1957), by Jlanet Hitchman, (L.ondon: New English Library,
1975), which revealed the existence of Sayers’ illegitimate son, [John] Anthony Fleming (Hitchman, p
64). This, in part, provoked James Brabazon’s ‘authorised’ Dorothy L. Sayers: 1he Life of a Courageous
Woman, (London: Gollancz, 1981), written with the permission of Anthony Fleming, and with ftull access
to Sayers’ private papers, although no information was given regarding the circumstances ot Sayers son’s
birth. Several other biographies have been produced, both authonsed and unauthorised, since Hitchman,
and those most often cited by critics and researchers on Sayers arc: Alzina Stone Dale, Maker and
Craftsman: The Story of Dorothy 1. Sayers (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdman, 1979); Ralph E. Hone,
Dorothy L. Savers: A Literary Biography (Kent, Ohio: Kent State Umversity Press, 1979), Mitz
Brunsdale, Dorothy 1. Savers: Solving the Mystery of Wickedness (Oxtord: Berg, 1990), and David
Coombes. Doraothy 1. Savers: A Careless Rage for Life (Oxford: Lion, 1992). The two latter texts deal mn
particular with presenting Sayers’ life from the perspective of her faith. The most recent and
comprehensive Sayers biography, however, 1s Barbara Reynolds’ Dorothy L. Savers: Her life and Sonl,
2™ edn. (London. Hodder & Stoughton, 1998), which presents the truth about John Anthony’s father for
the first time. Reynolds wrntes from personal knowledge of Sayers, as well as trom the most detailed
reading of Sayers’ letters and writings to date.

" Brunsdale, Solving The Mystery of Wickedness, p 13.

® Reynolds, Her Life and Soul, pp. 13-14.

" Her Life and Soul, pp. 26-29

'Y Poetry of Dorothy 1. Sayers, ed. by Ralph E. Hone (Dorothy L Sayers Society in association with the
Marion E. Wade Centre, 1996), p. 24

' Poetry of Dorothy 1. Sayers, p. Xl

"2 Poetry of Dorothy 1. Sayers, p. 85, 1126-28. A footnote to the poem explains that the title 1s "a phrase
from the Greek text of St. John's Gospel. Xn.32: efw; xayw eav vywbw gk md ynd Hovtas £Axvow [1pod
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" Reynolds, Dorothy 1. Sayers: Her fife and Soul p 5T

" Brunsdale, Solving the Mystery of Wickedness, p. 34

" Poetry of Dorothy .. Savers, p. 91

' Dorothy L. Sayers, Gaudy Night (London: Gollancz, 1935; repr. Hodder and Stoughton, 1970), p. 346
' Dorothy L. Sayers, Busman's Honeymoon (l.ondon: Gollancz, 1937, repr. Hodder and Stoughton,
1977), the Leal of thy House (London: Gollancz, [937)

' Dorothy L. Savers. In the Teeth of the Fvidence (London: Gollancz, 1939 repr. London: Hodder and
Stoughton, 1975); Striding 'olly (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1972). Sayers lett notes for another
detective novel, [firones, Dominations, which deals with Wimsey and Harriet’s life after their marriage
and which was completed by Jill Paton Walsh in 1998 (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1998). Sayers
also used the characters of the Wimsey tamily to write the *Wimsey Papers’, a series of letters concerning,
the Second World War, which appeared in /he Speciator from November 19390 to January 1940 These
have been used as a basis for a second novel by Paton Walsh, A4 Presumption of Death (London: Hodder
and Stoughton, 2002)

" Dorothy L. Sayers, The Just Vengeance (London: Gollancz, 1946). {he lsmperor Constantine (London:
Gollancz. 1951).
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" The Letters of Dorothy I Savers Volume Two, 1937-1943: from novelist to playwright, ed. by Barbara
Reynolds (London: The Dorothy L. Sayers Society, 1997), p. 282.
" Dorothy L. Sayers, Begin Here (London Gollancz, 1940). The Other Six Deadly Sins (London:
Methuen, 1943).
“ Dorothy 1. Sayers, The Mind of the Maker (1. ondon Methuen, 1941). rev edn ed by Susan Howatch
(Mowbray, 1994)
“ The Quincungue Vull (whoever wishes [to be saved]) is the English translation of the Athanasian Creed,
tound i the Book of Common Prayer. The verse in question is "So there 1s one Father, not three tathers,
one Son. not three sons. one Holv Ghost, not three holy ghosts.” (The Mind of the Maker, p. 86)
2 The Letters of Dorothy 1. Sayers Volume One, [899-1936: [he Making of a Detective Novelist, ed by
Barbam Reynolds (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1995), p. 5
1 etters, Volume One, p. 10,
" See Brabazon, The /. ife of a Courageous Woman, p. 29, Brunsdale, Solving the Mystery of Wickedness,
34, and Reynolds, Dorothy 1. Savers: Her life and Soul p. 39
Reynolds., Her Life and Soul p. 168
Reynolda Her Life and Soul p. 115,
' Letters, Volume One, p. 181. See also Brabazon, The Life of a Courageous Woman, p. 82, and
Brunsdale Solving the Mystery of Wickedness, p 8.

Dorothy L. Sayers, The Devil to Pay (London: Gollancz, 1939), p.
* Dorothy L. Sayers, The Nine Tailors (London: Gollancz, 1934; rupr lloddcf and Stoughton, 1959), p.
214
‘” Dorothy L. Sayers, Murder Must Advertise (London: Gollancz, 1933; repr. Hodder and Stoughton,
1978)

Psalms 23.2: *He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters’

* Dorothy L. Sayers, The Unpleasaminess at the Bellona Club (London. Benn, 1928, repr. Hodder and
btoughtorm, 1977), p. 200. See Matthew 26.15
 Murder Must Advertise. The reason for this may be that, within the two opposing settings for the
narrative, an advertising agency and the underground world of drugs and ‘bright young things’, there 15 no
placc for an ecclesiastical character, although the advertising agency is to some extent morally policed by
one of their chients, the aptiy named “Brotherhoods’, with its connotations of a brotherhood of monks, who
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" Dorothy L. Sayers, Strong Poison (London: Gollancz, 1930; repr. Hodder and Stoughton, 1977)
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Chapter Two

Religion and Detective Fiction: Structure and Themes

A search through any detective fiction' bookshelf is enough to reveal the popularity of a
religious dimension i this genre: 7he Murder at the Vicarage, Holy Disorders, Original
Sin, Death in loly Orders, Service of all the Dead, Daughters of Cuin and Killing
Orders arc just a few cxamples of the many titles produced over the last century which
illustrate its prominence.” Whole serics of detective storics have been set in and around
places of worship, or have had ecclesiastical characters as their main protagonists,
including G.K. Chesterton’s Father Brown series, Ellis Peters” Cadfael books, Candace
Robb’s Owen Archer stories and Ralph Mclnery’s Father Dowling Mysteries. Even
when the title is not immediately suggestive of religious content, there are countless
examples of a religious setting being used, or a religious character being involved. In
Agatha Christie’s Three Act Tragedy, the first victim 1s the Reverend Stephen
Babbington; Ngaio Marsh’s Singing in the Shrouds teatures Father Jourdain as one of 1ts
cast of characters, and the Reverend Matthews 1s a brief but significant witness tn
Minette Walters® 7he Scold’s Bridle.” The list of these minor ecclesiastical characters is
endless, as are the numbers of references to religious settings in detective fiction, such as

churches, chapels, graveyards, vicarages, convents and monasteries.

As one would expect, these religious presences are, for the most part, Judeo-Christian.
Lhe Oxford Companion to Crime and Mystery Writing suggests a tew exceptions such as

the: ‘Hinduism, portrayed by Wilkie Collins 1n The Moonstone [...] Zen Buddhism,
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basic to the outlook of the detective Comissaris in Janwillem van de Wetering’s novels
[...] and the Native American spiritual beliefs that permeate Tony Hillerman’s novels
featuring policeman and apprentice Shaman Jim Chee.™ But the exceptions are few and
far between, although authors who normally utilise Judeo-Chrnistian milieu or characters
do make occasional use of belief systems that are “alternative’ to thewr standard. In Death
in I'estasy and Spinsters in Jeopardy, for example, Ngaio Marsh uses alternative “cults’
as the focus for her narratives.” Dorothy L. Sayers makes usc of Spiritualism in Strong
PPoison, as docs Agatha Christic in more than one novcl, such as The Sutaford Mystery
and The Pale Horse” In all of these examples, however, the beliefs explored are
presented as either unwholesome or deviant or, in the case of spiritualism, fraudulent

and risible.

Specitically Chnistian religious presences, though, appear frequently in both British and
American detective fiction, and can be found in stories throughout the history of the
genre, although they are more prominent 1n some eras than others. The detective fiction
of Britain between the two world wars, the “Golden Age’ of the genre. has a higher
number of these references than that of any other time or type. The reasons for this,
which include the shifting role of the Church in society between the Victorian and inter-
war eras and the presence of a postwar nostaigia for an arguably non-existent pastoral
past, will be discussed later in this thesis. Dorothy L. Sayers, as a popular writer of
detective fiction in the inter-war penod, 1s significant to this discussion in a number of
ways. ['irstly, unlike a number of her contemporanes such as Agatha Christie, Margery
Allingham and Ngaio Marsh, who continucd writing detective narratives after World

War Two, Saycrs only wrote detective fiction 1n the inter-war period; her first novel
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Whose Body? was published 1n 1923, and her last pieces of detective tiction, a collection
of short stories, /n the Teeth of the Ividence, was published in 1939. Thus, all of her
works can be discussed within the context of that particular ime and can be used to
examine the impact of the experience of one war and the imminent approach of another
as a possible influence on the content of detective fiction n this era, including religious

presences.

A sccond, biographical, factor which makes her most pertinent to this discussion 1s
Sayers’ personal faith; as shown in the previous chapter, her Anglican background
shaped much of her life and is evident in all of her writings, both fictional and
theological. There are innumerable religious presences to be found in her detective
fiction, such as ecclesiastical characters and settings, and biblical references and
quotations, many of which draw on her own experiences and knowledge. As has been
indicated, these are prevalent in many works in this genre at this time, but what makes
Sayers interesting and different is that, whilst she writes within the generic conventions
of the time 1n a way that makes her comparable to her contemporaries, she is unusual in
her attempts to challenge these conventions and to take her detective writing beyond the
boundanes of ‘popular’ fiction, with its limitations on narrative structure, theme and
character. Her challenge to, or expansion of, the genre usually takes the form of an
introduction of a more philosophical or theological element into the processes of

detection, apprehension and punishment.

Before concentrating specifically on the Golden Age and the dctective fiction of

Dorothy L. Saycrs, however, 1t 1s important to consider the wider issucs of dctective
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fiction and 1ts recurrent religious presences. The combination of detective fiction and
religion 1s not so unlikely when the genre 1s considered from the perspective of its main
themes - law and order, justice, guilt and innocence, crime and punishment, individual
responsibility and the concepts of good and evil - all of which have been central to the
teachings of the Christian faith and in theological discussions throughout history. The
inclusion of the Established Church and its representatives in detective fiction arguably
scrves to emphasise the potentially theological dimension to its themes; at the very least,
these textual presences act as a signifier to the rcader that religion 1s an element of the
social milieu of the story and its characters. But whilst not all stories within the genre
contain this pointed signposting to the potentially moral or theological nature of their
content, the themes of law and order, guilt and innocence, crime and punishment and
good and evil are fundamental to the genre and can be identified in most detective
narratives. These themes can be identified through an analysis of various traditional
generic features, including the presence of a cnme and cniminals, a mystery or puzzle,
the detective, the process of investigation, clues, ‘red herrings’, the solution and so on.
and their arrangement within a relatively formulaic narrative structure. Each stage in the
detective narrative raises ditterent moral issues, such as why man commits crime and

whose responsibility 1t is to judge and punish the criminal, amongst many others.

In his 1948 essay, "The Guilty Vicarage’, in which he sets out to define and establish the
key features of the detective story, W. H. Auden presents the following formula for the
structure of its narrative:

Pcacctul statc beforc murder

]

False clucs, secondary murder, ctc.
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|

Solution

l

Arrest of murderer
|
Peaceful state after arrest.’
This movement from order to disorder and back to order again i1s one of the most
fundamental structural features of the detective narrative, as Ernest Mandel observes 1n
Delightful Murder: A social history of the crime story, they are all about, “disorder being
brought into order |...| rationality restored after irrational upheavals’.® Emphasis is
placed on the state of order at the beginning of many detective stonies, in terms of the
lives of the individual characters and the societies that they inhabit. The beginning of
Ngaio Marsh’s Scales of Justice, for example, details the village of “Swevenings , which
1s 1dyllic in its beauty, and without any disorder, even in its prospect: ‘Not a faux-pus,
architectural or horticultural, marred the seemliness of its prospect.”” Seen through the
eyes ol Nurse Kettle, 1t 1s given the appearance of an “illustrated map’, a metaphor
which neatly emphasises the ordered and unchanging nature of the village, with its
‘orderly pattern of hedge, field and stream’ On to this map, Nurse Kettle imposes
‘curling labels’ and ‘naive figures’, that show the precision with which the lives of the
inhabitants can be predicted: “On the far side of the valley on the private golf course at
Nunspardon Manor there would be Mr. George Lacklander, doing a solitary round [...].

Lacklander’s son, Dr. Mark would be shown with a black bag in his hand and a stork,

perhaps, quaintly flying overhead’ (pp. 9 -10).

This order 1s then interrupted by a criminal act, 1in this instance the murder of Colonel

Carterette, and the subsequent disorder can be seen through the behaviour of the
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characters, as their routines are broken, relationships are altered, and the ordered running,
of their society 1s interrupted by questions about the crime on the part of themselves and
the investigating force, either the police or a pnivate detective. These questions usually
centre on the 1dentity of the criminal, and the realisation that 1t 1s, in fact, a seemingly
innocent member of the society, as the following conversation between two characters in
Scales of Justice 1llustrates:

“Mark, he doesn’t think it was a tramp.”

“Alleyn?”

“Yes. he thinks it was - one of us. | know he does.”

“What, exactly, darling, do you mean by ‘one ot us 7"

Rose made a little faint circling movement of her hand.

“Someone that knew him. A neighbour. Or one of his own family™ (p.
198).

In Scales of Justice, Marsh emphasises the disordered society though pathetic tallacy. In
the same way that the order at the beginning of this story is signified by the natural
world, so 1s the subsequent disorder; as the body 1s found and the investigation begins, a
storm breaks, with the rain and mud obscuring the clarity of the investigation, and the
neat, casily-read map-like quality of the village: “as they crossed [the bridge], they could
hear the ram beating on the surface of the stream On the far side their feet sank into
mud. They turned left on the rough path [...] “Hell of a thing to happen, this bloody

rain,” said thc Chicf Constable. “Ruin the terrain™ (p. 83).

Unlike the course of events suggested 1in Auden’s formula, there 1s no secondary murder
in this particular example, but there are plenty of clues, false and genuine, such as the

smell of fish on a cat’s breath, three cut daisy heads and a painting rag.'’ Through the



investigations of Chiet Inspector Alleyn, these clues are untangled and we reach the
solution, the arrest of the murderer and, as Auden suggests, the peacetul state after the
arrest. This state is emphasised by a return to the image of a map, which at the end of the
book becomes a reality rather than a metaphor, painted for one character by another:

[Nurse Kettle] unrolled it, peering at it in the dusk. “Oh,” she cned n
an ecstasy, ~“how lovely! How Lovely! It’s my picture map! Oh, /ook!
There’s 1.ady l.acklander, sketching in the Bottom Meadow. And the
doctor with a stork over his head [...]” (p. 256).

This moment of the illusory becoming an actuality cements the sensc of order at the end
of the book, as does the establishment of a romantic relationship between the pater ot
the map and Nurse Kettle: ‘Commander Syce said [...] “Will You?” Nurse Kettle

assured him that she would™ (p. 256).

All of this makes for pleasant light reading. A puzzle has been unraveled, and a sense of
order has been restored at the end of the book with a return to the social norms and
patterns of behaviour, and the unitication of two of the characters. We can, it we wish,
read detective fiction solely from this perspective, a pure puzzle story that 1s worked
through to 1its logical conclusion, focusing our interest on the issue of “whodunit’, and
considering the clues, suspects and solution in that hght, and regarding the crime as
merely a necessary element to the puzzle, as Raymond Chandler describes it: ‘murder
[...] just to provide a corpse’.'' To consider the detective story from this perspective
only, however, 1s to 1gnore the potential depths to the genre, and the 1ssues and themes
that are raised at every stage of the namrative - law and order, justice, guilt and
innoccnce, crime and punishment, individual responsibility and the concepts of good and

evil
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One of these themes becomes the focus for Auden’s essay, as, alongside the first

diagram shown earlier, he places another:

False innocence

!

Revelation of presence of guiit

!

[-alse location of guilt

J

Location of rcal guilt

|

Catharsis

|

True innocence (p. 10).
This illustrates his argument that the detective story is about more than just the

progression of this simple narrative framework, but that, it 1s in fact about “the dialectic

of innocence and guilt’, where ‘the interest in the study of a murderer 1s the observation,

by the innocent many, of the sutlerings of the guilty one” (p. 10).

The state of order at the beginning of the detective narrative 1s not real, Auden argues,
because 1t 1S a state of “false innocence’. Although the society appears to live in: “a state
of grace, 1.¢., a society where there 1s no need of the law, no contradiction between the
aesthetic individual and the ethical universal [...] where murder, therefore, is the
unheard-of act which precipitates a cnsis (for it reveals that some member has failen and
1s no longer 1n a state of grace)’, this 1s not the case (p. 18). This i1s because, within this
society of “apparently innocent’” individuals, there 1s a character, the murderer, whose
aesthetic interest as an individual conflicts with his/ her ‘ethical obligations to the
universal’. Not only this, but for there to be sustained interest in the detective narrative,

there have to be a number of suspects. or the reader loses interest and. theretore, there
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has to be a number of characters in whom the aesthetic and the ethic are potentially in

conflict:

The murder 1s the act ot disruption by which innocence is lost, and the
individual and the law become opposed to each other. In the case of
the murderer, this opposition 1s completely real [... ] in the case of the
suspects it 1s mostly apparent (p. 20).

Auden then goes on to catagorise the possible ‘causes of gullt’ for the suspects,
including ‘th¢ wish or cven the intention to murder’ and ‘illicit amours, which the
suspect 1s afraid or ashamed to reveal’. This is certainly truc of the characters 1n Scales
of Justice, in which there are a number of characters who would have murdered Colonel
Carterette out of dislike, or the fear that he would reveal hidden secrets about

themselves, either concerned with adultery or previous immoral / illegal actions on their
parts, such as George Lacklander’s adulterous affair with Mrs. Kitty Carterette. The state
of idyllic innocence, presented at the beginning of the story, is false, a fact emphasised

by the name of the village, ‘Swevenings’, which, Marsh tells us, means ‘dreams’ (p. 79).

In relation to Marsh, Auden’s analysis 1s revelatory — it shows something implicit or
hidden in her narrative formulations. Sayers, however, tocuses precisely on these 1ssues
and 1n many of her stories we do not begin with even a seeming state of innocence. Five
Red Herrings, for example, begins with a brief description of the village
‘Kirkcudbright’, where there are ‘little homely studios, gay with blue and red and yellow
curtains and odd scraps of pottery, tucked away down narrow closes and adorned with
gardens, where old-fashioned tlowers riot in the rich and friendly soil.”'* However, the
text moves quickly into a dnnk-fuclled argumcnt bctween two inhabitants of

Kirkcudbright, Watcrs and Campbell, which immediately belies any sense of peace or
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innocence evoked by the briet description of the village, as “Waters |uses] even more
regrettable language than Campbell as they wrestled together among the broken glass
and sawdust (p. 9). We learn that tensions are running high between a number of

inhabitants and Campbell, especially with Hugh Farren, whose wife’s name has been

linked with Campbell’s. The “hidden’ undercurrents, such as ill-will or clandestine

relationships, that Auden identifies, and that are carefully revealed at relevant points

during Marsh’s narrative, are explicit from the start of Fve Red Herrings.

This 1s also true in Sayers’ Strong Poison, which begins with the trial of Harriet Vane
tor the murder of her lover, Philip Boyes. The state of innocence descnbed by Auden is ?
clearly not in evidence here, as the crime of murder has already taken place: society 1s
already n a state of disorder, a point which 1s further emphasised by the fact that Harriet
18, 1n fact, innocent of murder and so there has been a miscarriage of justice. Whilst she
1s not guilty of this crime, however, she is ‘guilty’ of having lived with Boyes outside of
marriage, and this 1s clearly a contributing factor in the consideration of her as a
potential suspect tor murder, as the hostile judge makes clear: *It is one thing for a man
or a woman to hive an immoral life, and quite another thing to commit murder. You may
perhaps think that one step into the path of the wrong-doing makes the next one easier
[...] (p. 8). Whilst Harriet cannot be made to stand trial in a court of law for her
“immoral” actions, she seems to be being judged as much for this as anything else, as the
judge comments: “you may feel, and quite properly, that this was a very wrong thing to
do. You may, after making all allowances for this young woman’s unprotected position,

still fcel that she was a person of unstable moral character’ (p. 8). Harrict is on trial at
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the bench of public opinion; there is a clear implication that if she is capable of immoral

acts, then she 1s capable of 1llegal ones, too.

Both ot these examples 1llustrate Auden’s assertion that the concept of ‘innocence’ is
subjective; some characters, whilst tnnocent of the crime of murder, are not innocent of
other criminal acts, such as fraud. Others are innocent of criminal behaviour, i.e. of
committing offcnces against statutory law, but they arc not innocent of moral or social
offcnees, such as adultery, or malicious feeling. Finally, there 1s a distinction between
innocence in thought and innocence in deed; ‘the wish to murder’ 1s a far more

intangible and subjective ‘guilt’ or conflict of ethics, than the actual act of murder.

Auden’s arguments and diagrams clearly illustrate the argument that detective narratives

should be considered on more than just the level of formulaic, popular narratives. His
discussion of the dialectic between guilt and innocence shows that, when we consider
crime not just as a focus for a puzzle, but as an act that separates one from many, and
creates the states of “innocence’ and “guilt’ in relation to itself] it raises the potential for
the basic detective story to become a far more complex, theologically focused narrative.
It we consider various elements of the detective story in turn, beginning with the crime
and then considering the victim and criminal and finally the apprehension and

judgement / punishment of this character, we can see this complexity and the way in

which the rehigious themes are raised.

Crime 1s central to nearly all detective stories, and has been considered as a defining

clement of the genre by many critics, including Julian Symons:



47

First of all, what 1s a detective story? What does an intelligent reader
look for when he opens a book which 1s called by that name? He
expects to find a situation in which a crime has been commuitted, and in
which there is doubt about the means, the motive and the criminal. The
crime may be of any kind, but in nine cases out of ten it is murder."’

It should be noted that there are exceptions to this; there are dctective stories that contain
no crime, that deal with hidden treasure or missing people or objects, tor example
Sayers” “The Fascinating Problem of Uncle Meleager's Will", which focuses on the
search for a hidden fortune, or Christie’s ‘The Arcadian Deer’, in which Hercule Poirot
tracks down a lady’s maid who is missing.'” There are not many examples of these,
however, and they tend to be short stories, probably because there is not enough at stake

in them to sustain a novel-length narrative.

These exceptions would perhaps suggest that it 1s the presence of a mystery or puzzle,
rather than a cnime, that 1s the defining element of Golden Age detective fiction. They
also suggest the possibility that, even when the mystery centres around a criminal act,
the “crime’ and the "mystery’ are two separate elements in the narrative. This argument
1s put torward by Michael Cohen in Murder Most Iair: The Appeal of Mystery Fiction:

The mystery 1tself 1s the most evident feature — the hidden secrets of

unsolved crime that every mystery story contains. The crime is the
other feature — the wrongful act, frequently murder that is sometimcs
depicted but 1s always part of the story. When we ask why mysteries
appeal, we are really asking two questions: why does the crime
element appeal? And why does the mysteriousness appeal?'’

The presence of a separate “mystery’ implies a greater depth to detective narratives when

we consider the word not just in terms of the puzzle that the narrative revolves around,
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but in terms of more abstract, unanswerable questions, linked to the moral and ethical
themes raised by the genre. In its religious sense, the word "mystery’ implies something
which 1s divinely known or understood but beyond human comprehension and reason,
and which can only be made known through the revelation of God. Paul’s first epistle to
Timothy asserts that, “great is the mystery of godliness’ (I Tiumothy 3. 16). In 1
Corinthians, Paul describes how this mystery is unknowable to man: "But as it 1s written,
Cyc hath not scen, nor car heard, ncither have entered into the hcart of man, the things
that God hath prepared for them that love him® (1 Corinthians 2. 9). However, through
‘evidence’, God is revealed, ‘God was manifest in the flesh, justified in the spint, seen
of angels, preached unto the gentiles, believed on in the world” (1 Tim 3. 16), and man
understood the revealed truths of the Christian religion.  The detective narrative does
not just raise the mystery of “whodunnit’ as a puzzle with a definitive answer, but, as has
been suggested and will be illustrated further, it raises a number of other, ‘mysteries’, a
series of intangible questions surrounding definitions of crime, and human motive for

criminai behaviour, to which many of the potential answers lie in the realms of theology.

For the majority of detective narratives, though, it would be true to say that the initial
focus of the mystery or puzzle is a criminal act and that, as Symons observes, this act is
usually murder. There have been a number of theories put forward as to why this
particular crime tends to be the most popular focus for detective stories; Cohen, for
example, presents two possible answers to this; firstly, that the representation of murder
in detective stories performs an atavistic function: ‘everyone has had the impulse to shed

the restraints of civilisation and politec behaviour occasionally: everyone knows what it is
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like to want to mangle, mutilate or murder someone’ (p. 14). Cohen’s second argument

1s that these representations of violence have a cathartic function:

Our fear of death is the main terror engaged by violent crnime stones,
and the fear of death probably explains why most mysteries are
murder mystenies. Such stories acknowledge that death exists by
showing us a murder, but they also find its immediate cause in the
murderer, and by eliminating that one deadly agent, they secem 1o
eliminate the threat of death itself (p. 15).

The “tear of death’ that Cohen identifies again highlights the presence of a greater
mystery within the detective narrative; death is frightening because it 1s the unknown,
and murder more so because it i1s different to natural death. Auden approaches the
reasons for murder as a choice of crime from a religious perspective, arguing that
murder is the most significant crime because: ‘There are three classes of crime: (A)
offenses against God and one’s neighbor or neighbors; (B) offenses against God and
society; (C) offenses against God. [...] Murder i1s a member and the only member of
Class B (p. 17). It is the presence of Class B that is of interest here, as it highlights the
complexities of the detective narrative, as we consider definitions of crime from a moral

as well as legal standpoint.

‘Crime’ can be defined as an act that 1s punishable by law, and most detective fiction
deals with these illegal acts: killing, theft, and blackmail, for example, but, once again,
there are exceptions. Disregarding the previously mentioned examples of stories where
no crime has been committed, where the will has merelv been hidden with no intention
to defraud, or the lady’s maid has run away because she 1s a dying dancer in disguise,

there are examples of detective stories that deal with “crimes’ that do not fit the legal
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detinition of such acts, because they are not punishable by law, that is they are moral or
social transgressions. One example of such a story is Conan Doyle’s “The Adventure of
a Case of Identity’ (1891), in which Miss Mary Sutherland employs the services of
Sherlock Holmes to find her missing fiancé, Mr. Hosmer Angel.'® Holmes discovers that
there is no such man and that it has been Mr. Windibank, Miss Sutherland’s step-father,
in disguise, with a view to preventing her marriage to anyone and retaining her tortune
for the usc of himself and his wife whilst Miss Sutherland still lives with them. Mr.
Windibank has ‘done nothing actionable from the first’” in deceiving his stepdaughter,
but he has coveted her fortune and caused her distress and therefore, as Holmes argues,
although ‘the law cannot touch [him], [...] there never was a man who deserved
punishment more’ (p. 61). This presentation of a ‘crime’ that does not fall within the
jurisdiction of the law, where there can be no legal culpability, clearly highlights that the
defimtion of crime is more than just legal, and that ‘right” and ‘wrong’ are not just
detined n terms of legality. Even when a criminal act 1s punishable by law, there 1s a
still a moral dimension to be considered; the criminal 1s breaking more than just legal
codes, but moral or social ones as well. In terms of legal cnme, law-breakers are
apprehended, judged and punished by human representatives of the legal system. The
‘crimes’ against morality, however, raise questions about who sets and enforces these

‘laws’™ and who 1s responsible tor policing society's morals.

Society 1s governed by moral and social “laws’™ as well as statutory ones, and, 1o a
greater or lesser degree throughout history, the Church and its teachings having been
rcsponsible for the ‘policing’ of socicty’s morals and providing a sct of ‘laws’ or

guidelines for its smooth running, and the Bible provides exemplary stories of what can
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happen when these are broken. The early chapters of the Old Testament, the books of
Moses, deal with the guidelines and laws delivered by God through Moses to the
[sraclites. Many of these are rules to be observed in terms of worship, such as the
ordinance of the Passover (Exodus 12. 43-50), and laws are also set out in terms of
hfestyle: Leviticus 1s concerned with presenting guidehnes for hving, including what
tood may or may not be cooked and eaten, as well as guidelines tfor personal and sexual
hygicne and hcalth. In addition to these laws, howcever, there are those governing
morality, the most obvious cxample being the Ten Commandments (Exodus 20. 1-17,
Deuteronomy 5. 6-21), which provide an ethical basis for the ordered existence of the
individual and the community, and are concerned with both sins of action, such as

murder and theft, but also of thought, such as covetousness.

[t is this last set of guidelines that is most useful in considening the religious presences in
detective fiction because, 1in addition to presenting these laws, the Bible 1s also
concerned with illustrating the penalties for transgressing them. The earliest examples of
this didactic element in the Bible are of Eve’s original sin in eating the forbidden fruit;
of which “God hath said, Ye shall not eat of 1t, neither shall ye touch it,” and the story of
Cain, the first murderer, who ‘rose up against Abel his brother, and slew him’. (Genesis
3. 3 and 4. 8) Both Eve and Cain are punished for transgressing the laws imposed on
them by effectively being expelled from society; Adam and Eve are “sent [...] forth from
the Garden of Eden” (Genesis 3. 23) and Cain s made ‘a fugitive and a vagabond [...] in
the earth’ by God (Genesis 4. 12). The fate of most criminals at the end of a detective
story 1s a similar expuision, cithcr through imprisonment or exccution. The storics of

Cain and Evc can bc simplitied structurally in the following way: an existent order 1s
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disrupted by one individual’s transgression ot the rules, the individual is identified,
apprehended, and punished and society 1s returned to order. It could be argued,
therefore, that, to some degree, detective fiction does replicate a religious sense of the
world to the extent that, with the apprehension of the cnminal, it demonstrates that “the

triumph of the wicked is short” (Job 20. 5).

This is, of coursc, an over-simplificd presentation of both the biblical storics and the
archetypal detective narrative and there arc clear limitations to the parallel. The most
obvious of these is the absence of a human detective in the story of Cain: there 1S no
discovery of the body, no questions are asked or clues uncovered. The murder 1s
"solved’ because God 1s omniscient, and knows what Cain has done: “And He said,
What hast thou done? The voice of thy brother’s blood crieth unto me from the ground’
(Genesis 4. 10). An essential feature of the detective, as will be discussed 1n chapter five,
1s that despite sometimes seeming to have powers above those of his fellow man, he 1s
fundamentally human. Aside from the consideration that it would be a very short story if
the detective’s omniscience were to tell him straight away “whodumt’, part of the
potential appeal of the detective narrative, from a moral as well as a literary perspective,
1s the process of working through the problem to a conclusion. Cohen describes how the
“1denttfication and elimination of the murderer is a kind of return to innocence’, and then
refers to Auden and his assertion that this ‘return to the garden of Eden’ appeals to the
fan of detective fiction, not in the reassurance gained by the removal of the threat of
death, but the removal of guilt by a cathartic process:

For Auden, though, the catharsis 1s not so much of fear as of guilt: he

argues that the typical detective story reader 1s “a person who suffers
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from a sense of sin”. With the identification of the one real guilty
party, the suspected guilt of all the others in the fiction 1s removed,
and so vicariously, 1s the reader’s own sense of guilt (p. 135).

This vicarious involvement of the rcader in the process of detection is significant, and

will be rcturned to in later chapters.

The complexities 1n the detective narrative raised by the difficulties in defining crime,
and distinguishing between legal and moral culpability are further compounded when we
consider, as many detectives do in the process of their investigation, not just who
committed the crime, but why they did it. In “The Adventure of a Case of Identity’, Mr.
Windibank’s wrongful act has a motive: he deceives his stepdaughter, because he wants
her money. In detective fiction, motive is often as important as the identity of the
criminal, and the question of ‘why?’ asked in addition to the question of “who?" takes
the detective narrative once again into a consideration of morality; the motive can
provide the key to the mystery, but i1t 1s also morally interesting. In Dorothy 1.. Sayers’
Strong Poison (1930), Wimsey and Miss Climpson have a discussion about “Why [...]
people kill people’ (p. 46). One of the answers to this, that is, the desire to be as God,
with power over life and death, was discussed at the end of the last chapter. However, in
the context of the demands of the detective narrative framework. this idea of a
motiveless crime 1S not a satistying answer, as Wimscy himself acknowledges: “but for
practical purposcs that thcory 1s the devil 1 beg your pardon, Miss Climpson, respect
for sacred personages | mean, 1t’s unsatistactory, because 1t would suit one person just
as well as another” (p. 46). The conventions of Golden Age detective fiction require that

there are a limited number of suspects, and that, logically, these can be eliminated until
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the guilty party is 1dentitied. It the field of suspects is unlimited, then the puzzle
framework 1s undermined. In his essay “The Typology of Detective Fiction™ Tsvetan
Todorov discusses how, in popular fiction, there 1s no “dialectic contradiction between
the work and its genre’: ‘detective fiction has its norms; to “develop” them 1s to
disappoint them: to “improve upon” detective fiction is to write hiterature, not detective
fiction” (p. 43). In this instance we can see how Sayers works within the tframework of
the detective narrative, but, in her acknowlcdgement of the boundarics and the
possibilities beyond them, her conscious presentation of the “dialectic contradiction’
discussed by Todorov, she takes, if not the text, then the themes raised by 1t, towards a

more “hiterary’ end.

Having dismissed the impossible motive, at least in terms of the genre, Wimsey and
Miss Climpson’s discussion then focuses on the alternative motives for the suspects,
simultaneously remainming within the generic conventions and developing the theme of
morality. The suggestions they put torward include, “passion [...] 1 should not like to
call 1t love, when 1t 1s so unregulated’, “jealousy’ and greed: "and now we go on to the
next motive, and that’s Money: A very good motive for murdering anybody who has
any’ (pp. 48-49). All of these motives are warned against in the Ten Commandments,
and are, as such “crimes’ in their own right or, as they would be described in theological
terms, ‘sins’. The overlap between the legal and the moral 1s emphasised when Miss
Climpson points out that 1t 1$ “so ternbly wicked” 10 murder anyone, firmly placing the
emphasis on the moral, rather than the legal, dimension to the c¢cnme (p. 47). Miss
Climpson’s commcnt shows that thc motive bchind a cnime isn’t just a physical or

tangible ong, that will rcsult purely in monctary gain, or the removal of an individual
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that 1s a nuisance in some way to the kifler, but that it has to do with a quality in the

criminal, that is, a propensity towards wrongdoing or “sinning’.

Motive takes crime beyond action and into the reaims of emotion and intention, lust,
hatred, malice or envy, and focuses on the idea expressed by the recorder in 7he Just
Vengeance, discussed in the previous chapter, that “what matters [...] i1s not so much
what you did / As why you did it: the¢ choicc bchind the action™ (p. 24). This
considcration of motive leads us to consider what it is that makes humans fecl thesc
things, and furthermore to act on them and therefore takes the detective narrative once
again into the realms of theology and morality. In Chapter One of The Mind of the
Mouaker, *The “Laws™ of Nature and Opinion’, Sayers discusses the propensity of man
towards sin, and gives an explanation of how the innate sinfulness in man comes about.
She begins by establishing the two “quite distinct” meanings of the word “law™. The first
of these is:

|...] an arbitrary regulation made by human consent in particular
circumstances for a particular purpose, and capable of being
promulgated, enforced, suspended, altered or rescinded without
tnterference with the general scheme of the universe.

Such laws frequently prescribe that certain events shall follow upon
certain others; but the second event 1s not a necessary consequence of
the first: a connection between the two is purely formal (p. 2).

In substantiating this point, Sayers once again demonstrates her capacity to present
complicated arguments to the layman, using “cricket laws’ as an illustration of the purely

formal connection between two events. When a cricket ball “hits the wicket, the batsman
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1s “out . One event tollows upon the other, but the batsman being “out”, however, is not

a necessary consequence of the ball hitting the stumps:

There 1s, however, no inevitable connection between the impact of the
ball upon three wooden stumps and the progress of a human body
from a patch of mown grass to a pavilion. The two events are readily
separable 1n theory. If the MCC chose to alter the “law™ they could do
so mmmediately, by merely saying so, and no cataclysm of nature
would be involved’ (p. 2).

More significantly. in terms of a discussion of her detective fiction, Savers then goes on
to detine this type of law in terms of cnme, specitically bigamy. The event ot a man
marrymng ‘two wives at once’ is followed by “prison’, but, as Sayers says, “only 1f he is
found out’, as “there is no necessary causal connection between over-indulgence 1n
matrimony and curtailment of personal liberty’, although Sayers’ informal style s

tustrated again through her joking that some might argue that marrying even once ‘is 10

renounce one’s freedom’ (p. 2).

The second meaning of the word ‘law’ that Sayers identifies is ‘a generalised statement

of fact of one sort or another’:

Such “laws™ as these cannot be promulgated, altered, suspended or
broken at will; they are not “laws” at all, in the same sense that the
laws of cricket or the laws of the realm are “laws™; they are statements

of observed tacts inherent 1n the nature of the universe. (p. 3)

The fundamental difterence between these and the first set of laws that she identifies is
the fact that, in this case, one event must necessarily follow upon the other. Again, crime
1s used as an example: committing murder 1s not necessartly followed by punishment by

execution, but swallowing a “tumblerful of prussic acid’ is necessarily followed, or
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‘punishable’, as Sayers puts it, by death. The first connection between the two events,
Sayers describes as “legal or “arbitrary’, the second as “a true causal connection’, a law
of nature. Dealing first with ‘arbitrary’ law, Sayers asserts that it 1s valid and enforceable
‘provided 1t observes two conditions’ (p. 5). The first of these conditions 1s that it must
be enforced by public opinion, otherwise it cannot work and will inevitably have to be
‘rescinded or altered’. As her example, she gives the American prohibition laws. The
sccond condition is that ‘the arbitrary law shall not run counter to the law of naturc’ (p.
6). Oncc more, her illustration of this point is informal and accessible: “Thus, 1t the
MCC were to agree, in a thoughtless moment, that the ball must be so hit by the batsman
that it should never come down to earth again, cricket would become an tmposstbiiity .
The result of the enforcement of arbitrary laws in the face of the laws of nature 1s,
Sayers argues, impossible situations which will end 1n catastrophe, and “catastrophes
thus caused are the execution of universal law upon arbitrary enactments which

contravene the ftacts; they are thus properly called by theologians, judgements of God.”

T'he indescnminatory use of the word ‘law’™ by humankind, Sayers says, causes much
confusion, which 1s at 1its worst when we attempt to discuss “moral law’. This is because
we 1nevitably confuse moral /law with moral codes. Firstly, the ‘universal moral law’
consists of ‘statements of fact about the nature of man; and by behaving in conformity
with which, man enjoys his true freedom. This 1s what the Christian Church calls “the
natural law”™ (p. 7). This law 1s discovered to man ‘by experience’. Once man has
experienced, discovered and understood these moral laws, they create the ‘moral codes’
"to dircct human behaviour and prevent men, as far as possible from doing violence to

thcir own naturc.” Sayers argucs that the morc closcly that thesc man-made codes
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correspond to the natural law, “the more it makes for freedom in human behaviour.
When codes "depart’ from natural law, they “tend to enslave mankind and produce’,
again, ‘catastrophes called “judgements of God™. Sayers claims, however, that man has a
propensity to contradict or be tempted to contradict, the moral law and that it 1s this

contradiction that 1s called “sinfulness™ by the Church.

The issue of *why’, which draws our attention to the differences between crime and sin,
can further confuse our understanding of morality in the detective narrative, when the
insight into motive creates a degree of sympathy with the criminal in the detective and
also, potentially, the reader. These sympathies for the criminal often accompany the
discovery that victim wasn’t necessarily innocent, legally or morally, themselves. Like
the murderer and the potential suspects, there has been a conflict between the “aesthetic’
and the ‘ethical’ within them. Auden comments on this in “The Guilty Vicarage™: ‘the
victim has to try to satisty two contradictory requirecments. He has to involve everyone
Iin suspicion, which requires that he be a bad character: and he has to make everyone fecl
cullty, which requires that he be a good character.” (p. 19). In his essay, “The Formal
Detective Novel’, George Grella also discusses this idea in some detail, basing his
arguments on the similarities between detective fiction and the comedy of manners:
‘Because only unlikeable characters are made to suffer permanently in comedy, pains
are taken to make the vicim worthy of his fate: he must be an exceptionally murderable
man.’'’ He goes on 1o discuss three of Sayers’ victims, who, ‘under [their] attractive
exterior|s], conceal the personahity of a bounder, a rotter, a cad.” These examples are
Philip Boycs in Strong Poison, who, by “espousing free love [and] writing cxperimental

novels’, makes himselt socially unacceptable, Dennis Catheart in Clouds of Witness,
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who cheats at cards, and Paul Alexis in Have His Carcase, who “1s a gigolo who preys

on lonely, vulnerable women, a professional cad” (p. 97).'"

There are many further examples of the “guilty” victim 1n Sayers™ novels, where she
often highlights the complexity of defining who 1s “innocent . In Murder Must Advertise,
for example, the victim, Victor Dean, is a blackmailer, and, like Alexis, something of a
cad. We can find a degree of sympathy for Tallboy, Dean’s murdercer, because he shows
some feelings of regret and remorse, and because he behaves like a “gentleman” and
allows himself to be killed anonymously, by the gang he has been working for, to avoid
scandal for his wife and child. This sympathy is compounded by Wimsey’s treatment of
him, and ready appreciation of Tallboy’s motives (p. 279). All of the above examples
illustrate once again that the dialectic between guilt and innocence is not a simple one,
and that it can involve the reader in quite complicated problems of sympathy and

cngagement that make neat moral judgements aimost impossible.

Whilst Grella’s initial approach to addressing the i1dea ot the tlawed victim - a
comparison of the detective narrative with the comedy of manners - differs from that
aimed at in this argument, it highlights the point that victims in detective fiction are
rarely individuals in a state of innocence. There are generic reasons for this; if the victim
was entirely innocent; 1t would do away with potential motives for the murder. As
Auden says, his unpleasant character “involves everyone 1n suspicion, and an absence of
motive would undermine the detective narrative. A second generic reason is that the
victim’s flawed nature makes him cssentially human, and thercfore of interest to the

rcader, like the suspects “if they are completcly innocent (obedient to the cthical) they
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lose their aesthetic interest and the reader will ignore them’.'” If we lose interest in the
victim, then we cease to care about the solution to his / her murder. Finally, this
complexity of the victim’s character once again draws attention to the fact that detective
fiction presents a more complicated view of morality and justice than an imtial reading

might suggest.

In crcating the victim as flawed, this presents the potential for their murder to be a kind
of rctribution for their guilt. In Sayers’ Busman's Honeyvmoon, the victim, Noakes, 1s,
once again, a blackmailer, and his death is considered by some other characters in the
l1ight of a divine retribution:

An ancient man with long grey whiskers raised his voice for the first
time:

‘1l-gotten goods never thrive. "Tis in the scripture. Because he hath
oppressed and forsaken the poor, because he hath violently taken away
a house which he builded not — ah! And the fumniture, too — therefore
shall no man look for his goods. In the tulness of his sufficiency shall
he be in straits. {... ] He shall flee from the iron weapon — ay — but 1t
ain't no good fleein” when the "and of the Lord 1s agin the wicked man

(p. 193).
This convenient explanation, however, does not allow for the fact that the perpetrator of
“justice’, Frank Crutchley, 1s human and that in killing Noakes he, too, was committing a
Icgal and moral cnime. Neither does this perspective allow for the fact that Crutchley
was not motivated by any higher sense of justice, but out of a greedy desire for Noakes’

money. Officially, as a law-breaker, Noakes should have come up against the legal

system, and been tried and punished for his crimes. This becomes problematic, however,
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when his criminal activities go undiscovered by the law. How is justice to be done in this
instance? Even if he i1s caught, how do we decide who judges and punishes him; what
right does one man have to decide and mete out justice to another man? And how will
retribution be achieved for the moral element to the crimes that he commts, over which
the law has no junsdiction? This last question raises the point that, if there are crimes
beyond the legal system, then it is implied that there is judgement and punishment

beyond it as well.

This can be clearly seen at the end of many detective narratives, where the threads of
good and evil, guilt and innocence, crime and punishment are drawn together with the
identification, judgement and punishment of the criminal. The first point to be
considered at the end of the narrative is the ‘confession’ of the criminal, which carnes
obvious dual connotations as it can be a confession of legal culpability, but also the
process of making ‘confession’ of one’s sins, to a priest and to God. Not all criminals do
contess, 1n etther sense, and, if thev do, not all confessions are made to a policeman or a
priest. often, 1t 1s the role of the detective to listen to a criminal’s admission of
culpability, in both the legal and moral sense. There are many examples of this, such as
“The Adventure of the Veiled Lodger’ from 7he Casebook of Sherlock Holmes, in which
Holmes hears the confession of Eugenia Ronder concerning her part in the death of her
husband.”’ There is no detection at all by Holmes in this story: he simply listens to her
narrate the events of the past. Often, the detective 1s the first to hear the confession,
which 1s then dehivered to the police, although occasionally with omissions or alterations

in order to sparc some innocent person in the murderer’s life, such as the confession of
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Dr. Sheppard at the end of The Murder of Roger Ackroyd, which Poirot will see is
known to the police without Sheppard’s sister having to endure the truth:

Well, she will never know the truth. There 1s, as Poirot said, one way
out....

[ can trust him. He and inspector Raglan will manage 1t between them.

[ should not hke Caroline to know. She is fond of me, and then, too,

she is proud. ... My death will be a grief to her, but grief passes...."!

This process of histening to confession and the subsequent parallel between detective and
priest 1s clearly emphasised in another of Christie’s works Partners in Crime, when
Tommy, the detective, says to a client that: “my profession is not unlike that of a priest. |
don’t give absolution - but | listen to confessions.””” These instances illustrate the
interesting position of the detective in relation to the reinforcement of either legal or

moral laws, where he seems to move between the role of policeman or priest,

occasionally displaying traits of either, but moving freely between the two.

There are, of course, detectives whose main job is one or the other of these roles.
Marsh’s Inspector Alleyn, or Chesterton’s Father Brown, for example, but they are
arguably less flexible, and ultimately less satisfying as detectives, because they are
bound by the rules of whichever ‘law’ it is they reinforce. Most police detectives have a
‘maverick’ element to them: Alleyn will occasionally turn a blind eye, and many modern
police detectives, such as R.D. Wingfield’s “Frost’ or Colin Dexter’s *“Morse’. will break
the law themselves on occasion in order to achieve “justice’. The same can be said of
many clerical detectives; in the short story, "The Price of Light’, Cadfael turns a blind
eye to the adulterous behaviour of Lady FitzZHamon when it is uncovered during the

course of his investigations.” In Singing in the Shrouds, Alleyn contemplates this moral
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flexibility on the part ot his tetlow traveller and temporary investigator, Father Jourdain:
‘I always want to find out at what point in an intelhgent priest’s progress PC Faith
begins to direct the traffic. 1'll swear in this one there's still a smack of the jay-walker’
(p. 79). This highlights the contlict of interest between the investigation and the need tor
the pniest to follow the laws of his faith. This need to bend the rules that they themselves
reinforce, on the part of both policemen and priests, in order to achieve the solution to a
mystcry somchow undermines the validity of the laws that these individuals stand for,
and thercfore, also, their roles as dctectives. The detective that has necither of these
professions can tread a fine line between the two roles, without being bound by their
institutional codes. The position of the detective between the two 1s clearly reinforced 1n
"The Adventure of the Veiled Lodger’, as Mrs. Ronder’s landlady, Mrs. Merrlow,
details the conversation that has brought her to Sherlock Holmes:

“Mrs. Ronder,” | says, “if you have anything that’s troubling your
soul, there’s the clergy,” I says, “and there’s the police. Between them
you should get some help.” “For God’s sake, not the police!” says she,
“and the clergy can’t change what is past. And yet,” she says, “it
would ease my mind it someone knew the truth before [ died.” “Well™,
says [, “If you won’t have the regulars, there 1s this detective man
what we read about™ |... ] (p. 208).
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