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Introduction

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

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

Whatever one’s personal beliefs and sympathies, it has to be acknow-
ledged that the vast container of imagination we call literature has always
been marked by a wide range of approaches to the human condition and
its predicaments, Realism is only one of the sets of conventions that
have contributed to the development of literature, while the realm of
fantasy has enabled writers to catalyse and express psychic energies that
could hardly find an outlet within the boundaries of verisimilitude. In
her seminal volume on fantasy, Rosemary Jackson underlines the com-
plementary nature of realism and fantasy, which exists only ‘in a para-
sitical or symbiotic relation to the real’.? Jackson also associates fantasy
with the increasing secularisation of society, and subscribes to Tzvetan

X



Introduction xi

Todorov’s claim that the literature of the fantastic is ‘the uneasy conscience
of the positivist nineteenth century’.# Needless to say, the nineteenth
century was also the time when crime fiction gave origin to what came
to be regarded as detective fiction. Starting from such a premise, I will
explore the centuries-long process leading up to this transition, and so
highlight the interaction between realism and fantasy in the development
of this genre.

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

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

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

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

This flexibility is linked to another aspect of our approach to culture,
that is the tendency to regard ‘canonicity’ not as an essential property of
literary texts, authors or genres, but rather as the result of a cultural
process, and therefore as an object of study in itself. Like every other literary
canon, that of ‘detective fiction’ has been increasingly subjected to crit-
ical scrutiny in order to make its assumptions explicit and to explore the
circumstances of its formation. In the so-called ‘golden age’ of detective
fiction, bodily fluids were ‘washed away’ from the pages of ‘clue-puzzie’
novels and crime was increasingly represented — by writers and critics
alike - as an aseptic riddle to be solved by the detached mind of an
investigating agent. Yet, in the following decades the popularity of sub-
genres as diverse as the ‘hard-boiled’, the ‘crime novels’ 4 la Highsmith,
‘police procedurals’, ‘thrillers’ and ‘psychothrillers’ — whose main ingre-
dients are the materiality of the victim’s body, the physical, emotionat
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and legal vulnerability of the detective and the psychology of the criminal -
helped trigger a sweeping change of critical and historical perspective.
As a consequence, the early twentieth-century prescriptive view of detec-
tive fiction as rooted in pre-modern enigma stories, implying that rationality
was the guiding light of the genre, was radically revised by late twentieth-
century critics, who conversely emphasised its debt to the early-modern
traditions of picaresque novels, criminal biographies and broadsides.

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

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

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

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

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

Revising the Canon of Crime and
Detection

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

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

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

1



2 A Counter-History of Crime Fiction

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

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

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

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

the Detective Story sets a stirring mental exercise, with just enough of
the complex background of life to distinguish it from a problem in
mathematics. Whatever thrills of horror are excited come by way of
the intellect, never starting directly in the emotions.3

The critic was well aware of the fact that detective fiction stimulates
a competitive spirit in its readers and her words seem to anticipate those
metaphors of detective fiction as crosswords or a game of chess that, in
the next decade, were to become critical commonplaces, conforming
to an increasingly mechanical view of the act of reading as well as to an
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increasing emphasis on ‘fair play’, that is on offering readers all the elem-
ents to solve the mystery autonomously:

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

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

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



