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1 Abstract 

This thesis places P. D. James's detective navets within the hi Moricat 

and cri ti cal framework of the detective genre, and explores her pan\icular 

contributions ta it. James's awareness of the implications of a poliee 

Inveshgation, coupled wi'.h !ler strtkingly bleak and moralistlc representation 

of our contemporary world are two of the main reasons she has achieved 

such W1despread critical acclaim. Her novets also have a didactic dtmensllm 

~hat ranges tram an assertion of morally-correct modes of behaviouT in an asE' 

without religion, ta the constant reminder that, although they proVlde 

entertamment, murder mysteries must never he taken tao hghtly. These 

signature features of }ames's fiction have become more pronounced over the 

yeaTS, and reached their apotheo~is in such novels as Death pf an Expert 

Witness. A Taste for Death, and Deviees and Desires. As a result, these texts 

are the principat analytic focus of this the sis. 



1 Résumé 

Cette thèse sItue les romans pohciers de P. D. James dans le cadre 

hlstonque et critIque de la littérature poltclère, et étudie ses contnbutlons 

partIculières à ce genre. Sa conscience des imphcahons d'une enquête 

poltcière, Jomte à sa reprèsentatIon morale et remarquablement morne de 

notre monde contemporain sont les deux raIsons pnnClpêles pour lesquelles 

elle a attemt une SI grande acclamation. Ses romans ont aussI une dimenSion 

didactique qUI s'étend d'une assertion des formes d'attitudes moralement 

correctes à une époque où la croyance rehgteuse s'affalbht, a un constant 

rappel que, bien quljls foumis~ent du d1Vertlssement, les romans pohclers ne 

doivent jamais être pris à la !égère Ces traits SIgnés James sont devenus plus 

prorjoncés au courant des années, et ont attemt leur apothéosl. dans de tels 

romans que Death of an Expert Witness, A Taste for Death. et DeVIces..and 

Desires. Par conséquent, ces textes sont les points analytiques de cette thèse. 



Introduction' Murder Needs an Introd\lction 

At a wedd1l1g recephon severaJ years aga, an otd fnend and 1 compared 

our favourite "comfort books"--tattered copies of novels that go evet)'Where 

with us, reread espeClaJ1y at times when comfort is needed. When 1 told her 

that P. D James's A !aste for Death was on My list, she gaped at me and asked 

"How couJd you? She's 50 gnm and depressmg Il 

Unlikp. 50 many other detective novels, James's can weather multiple 

readings, and even contmue ta offer up new paralleJs, insights, and 

interpretanons It was around the lime that pages began falling out of my 

weJJ-wom copy of A Taste for Death that 1 decided it might make good sense 

ta devote my Masters thesls ta a study of James's work. The aim of my thesis 

IS to pJace James's detectlve novels within an historicaJ and critical 

framework, while expJonng what has always mtrigued me most about her 

noveJs--their overtJy morahsltc tenor, and their awareness of the nasty 

implications of detection. 

One of the most popuJar contemporary British detective novelists, P. D. 

James reguJarly tops bestseller lists with almost every tiew release. Her 

novels are bath well-written and well-crafted, ma king for absorbing and 

suspenseful, 'I can't put this book down' reading. She provides bath 
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1 compelhng and mtellectually stlmulatmg readmg, wlth clues laId m the 

poetry of Blake Yet thls Wldespread populanty 15 also somewhat surpnsmg, 

for her books are permeated Wlth a sense of gnm evllness only shghtly offset 

by Iromc humour and the occaslonal honourable character Indeed, mast 

James fans readdy admIt to feehng almast reheved when they fmlsh one of 

her novels 

James wntes detechve novels that provlde fétr more than mere passmg 

thnl1s lnstead, they have a dldachc dImenSIon that ranges tram an tmpltctt 

assertion of moral1y-correct modes of behavtour m an age without rehgton, to 

the constant remmder that although they provtde entertamment, murder 

mystenes must never be taken tao hghtly Indeed, James herself has 

described detecttve flctton as "the tmposmg of a moral order, where, 

apparently, there 1S none" CBakerman 56) The mtrror she holds up to the 

outside world refleds a SOCIety where people send each other pOIson pen 

letters, where lovers copulate in churches, and where fathers murder sons 

Jtls a SOCIety where people have lost Slght of God and hls teachmgs The 

result IS an almost unrelentingly brooding, seethmg atmosphere only 

somewhat tempered by those [ew good souls who pOInt the way towards a 

bettcr world What aH the good charaders In her novels have in common IS 

a sustatning falth, be it religious or a behef m the basIc goodness of 

humanktnd Jamesls preoccupation with good and evtl, sm and death, IS 

more pronounCt'!d in four of her more reeent novels, Deatb of an Expert 

Witness The Black Towet A Taste for Death, and Deviees and Desires, and 

for this reason 1 cite them frequently. 

James also applies ber moral code ta the business of detection. In 

novet after novel, she stresses the intTusive nature of a police tnvestigatton 
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which stnps ail suspects of thelr pnvacy Further, she shows how damé.~ng a 

cnmmal InvestlgatlOn can be ta Innocent lIves Thus, In arder to solve the 

mystery In Death of an Expert Wltness, detechves John Massmgham and 

Adam Dalgllesh ~re forced to destroy 16-year-old Nell Kemson's beltef ID her 

father Even 50, the pohce are !::omettmes thwarted m thelr attempt ta prove 

gUllt In such novels a!' j~d ta Murder, Adam may have leamed the 

story of the cnme by the nove1's close, but there IS no sabsfactory resoluhon 

because that story cannat be told In court with any credlbiltty As a result, Ene 

Nagle, an accesory ta murder and a blackmaller, eludes Justtce, hlS ego intact, 

and there 15 not a sIngle thing Adam can do about it. An awareness of the 

Imphcatl0ns of the criminal investigation and a stnct moral out1ook are two 

dIstInct reasons that James has achieved sueh a hlgh degree of cntical 

recognition, and 1 have chosen to devote a chapter ta each of these facets of 

her fiction These preoccupatIons coupled with her complex characterizations 

have added a greater resonance to her detective fiction and contribute to her 

bemg consldered a serious novehst who "happens to put her characters into 

mystery stonesN (N ewgate Callendar, qtd. ln Gidez 5). 

In the tirst ehapter of thlS thesis, 1 look at the social climate that 

accompanied the rise and development of the detective st ory in the 

mneteenth-century WhiJe tracIng the genealogy of the detective novel, 1 

foeus pnmarily on the contributions of four Golden Age authors who bear 

the greatest Influence on James--Agatha Christie, Dorothy L. Sayers, Ngaio 

Marsh, and Margery Alltngham. 1 look at sorne of the characteristics and 

assumphon5 of the Golden Age (1920s and 30s), and then examine rome of 

the debts James owes this era's practitioners, as welt as how she differs trom 

them 
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1 From an hl~.oncal pe:-spechve, 1 turn, 10 the second chapter, to sorne 

contemporary cnttcal approaches to the genre of detecttve nctlon For the 

most part, though, 1 follow a narratologtc approach and attempt to answer the 

question Is the secret of the cnme a narratIve secret or a conceptual secret7 

And, fmally, 1 attempt ta account for the paradox that solVlng a cnme seems 

ta depend more on leaps of fancy than on the sClentJflc, Im'!ar and logtcal 

path the genre has embraced s10ce Edgar Allan Poe's annchalr detecttve 

Auguste C Dup10 took the stage 10 1841 

The thlrd chapter dl'icusses the Impltcattons of a cnmmal 

investIgation, where the pohce are granted the power ta 10vade every aspect 

of the Îlves of Vlcttm and suspe~. Poltce acttVlty ln detecttve flctton IS also 

hnked ta the constant surveIllance that hlstonan MIchel Foucault, 10 

DIsClpl10e and Purusb, sees as the pnce pald for încreasmg penal mlldness 10 

the rtmeteenth-century What makes James mteresttng m thls respect IS that 

she caUs attennon to the mtruSlve nature of police work and demonstrates 

that even when the cnme 15 solved, no one can posslbly remam unaffected 1 

also attempt to account for a central contradlctton ln James's novels that she 

allows the cnme to be solved desplte the demonstrably hlgh pnce of 

resotution 

In the fourth and final chapter, 1 examme James's stnk10gly bJeak 

"lsion of our contempor.)T)' world. Her navets are peopled with a hast of 

thoroughly unpleasant characters who hve m messy, crumbhng, and 

decaying settings. Into thlS grim world, James mJects mtngumg dIgreSSIons 

that take the fonn of moral cameos--teachings on death, on how ta be content 

with one's lot, and on how to mamtain faith in a faithless world 
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Whlle the past decade has seen a prohferatlOn of academlc artlc1es on P. 

D James, and mdeed, on the genre ')f detechve fictIon as a whole, the 

coverage has bcen relabvely patchy (James stIll tends ta get more attentIon 

ln newspapers and magazmes, on radIO and teleVlslon) The James hterature 

ranges W1dely ln quallty There's everythmg from an tnslghtful comparison 

of A Taste for Deatb wIth T S Ehot's The Waste Land. to balf a dazen 

vtrtually Identlcal artIcles WhlCh herald her amval as the new "Queen of 

cnme" 50 far, only two books devoted enttrely to James bave been 

publtshed. Norrna Siebenbeller's 1983 text, P 0 James traces the moral and 

etblcal makeup of James's characters through each of her novels The second, 

pubhshed in 1986, and also called P. D. lames, by Richard P. Gldez, largety 

conslsts of plot summane5 wlth sorne blOgraphical detaiJs about James and a 

short dISCUSSIOn of Dorothy L Sayers and Margery Alhn gh am, two mystery 

wnters who influenced her. 

James's output has been cornparatIvely shm--only eleven navets since 

her first novel Coyer Her Face was published ln 1962 Although the quality of 

these novels 15 by no rneans unifonn, 1 have, for the most part, steered away 

from dlscussmg thelr relative strengths and weaknesses 1 dld, however, opt 

not ta conslder The 5kull Beneath the Skin and Unnatural Causes in this 

thesis because neUher navet had much ta add ta my dIscussion. As welt, the 

structures of hoth novels don't bang together parbcutarly we1l, and neither 

eastly W1thstands many rereadings 1 aIs a chose ta omit Innocent Btood, even 

though It IS one of my favourite James navets, because it IS not a detectIve 

novel. 1 do inc1ude numerous citations from Coyer Her Face and a few tram 

A Mmd ta Murder smce they serve as early exemptars of the ther"es that 

have mcreasmgly preoccupled James throughout the past thirty years. For the 
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rest, if 1 rely more heaVily on A Taste for Death. please excuse me for playmg 

favourites. 
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,1 Chapter 1: The Relevant Past 

The troop of weekend guests make their way through the windswept 

driveway ta their host's turreted old mansion. Over dinner, the guests are 

acquainted with the rules of a macabre "murder game" currently in vogue. 

But someone has taken the game one step further, and before il has even 

begun one of the guests lies sprawled with an ancient dagger sticking out 

between his shoulder blades. A quest ta discover the author of this foul deed 

15 launched. The shadow of suspicion lies upon everyone. AH the guests 

havl:: something ta hide, for few were on good terms with the recently 

deceased The victim, white living, was a cad. Enter the police detective. He 

rigorously questions guests and servants alike, and hunts through the 

grounds for dues. Using Jogie. he discovers how, and then who, committed 

the crime. Case salved. Order 1s restored and lite is retumed to nonnal. (My 

synopsis of A Man Lay Dead, Ngaio Marsh, 1934.) 
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Echoing this summaty of Marsh's "classical" detective novel, sorne 

fi ft Y years later, P. D. James states her own approach as a detectlve novehst ln 

her introduction ta Crime Times Three: 

The old conventions may still be retained. There will Le a violent 

death; a limited circle of suspects all with motives, means, and 

opportunity; taIse clues; and a tenable ending with a solution to the 

mystery which both author and reader hape will be a sahsf)lng 

consummation of suspense and excitement but WhlCh the ~dder 

could himself arrive at by a process of logical deduction trom 

revealed facts with the aid of no more luck or intuition than it lS 

reasonable ta permit to the detective himself. (qtd ln Harkness 119) 

With only these two blief descriptions to go by, readers unfamiliar with either 

Ngaio Marsh or P. D. James might think they produce virtually identical 

novels. In fact, they don'!. James writes well-plotted but bleak novels with 

camplex ch ara ct ers and complex outcames set in a contemparary Blitain 

shaped by Us crumbling moral values. The bulk of Marsh's detective fietton 

belongs to the so-called "Golden Agell of the 1920s and 30s. DespUe a 

theatrical sense of setting and sharply drawn, mteresting characters, Marsh's 

novels emphasize the genre's intellectual aspects: the puzzle, the clues, the 

solution. However, regardless of these differences, both James and Marsh 

write within a genre baund by tradition and a lengthy list of dO'S and don'ts 

Indeed, by 1928, detective navelist S. S. Van Oine (WiJJard Huntington 

Wright) had itemized no fewer than twenty rules for wliting detective st ori es. 

The ruIes stipulate that the reader have equal opportunity with the deteettve 
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• for solving the mystery (cardinal mIe #1); that "there simply must be a cotpse 

ln a detective novel, and the deader the corpse the better"; and that a setvant 

must not be chosen by the author as the culprit, ta name just a few rotes (189-

93). Although even Golden Age novelists such as Marsh violated sorne of 

these roI es, they aU adhered ta Van Dme's tirst role--the principle of ''playing 

fair." 

This seemingly static genre has Us sociological and Iiterary raots in the 

early nineteenth-century.1 The tirst detective story leads back, by way of 

Edgar Allan Poe, ta the autobiography of French detective Eugène Vidocq. 

The tirst official detective in the Western wOl'ld, Vidocq tumed ta detecting 

after leading the life of a strolling a ct or, sol di er, robber, gambIer, dealer in 

iIIicit goods, and convict. Vidocq offered his setviees as a police spy in 1809, 

and by 1811, he became the first chief of the Paris SQreté. Published in 1828, 

his Memoirs of Vidocq. Principal Agent of the French Police, provided Poe, 

William Wilkie Colllns, and Conan Doyle with a rich source of mythology 

and ca ct. Vidocq's is the tirst instder's account of bath the detedive and 

criminal world. 

The detective story as we know it dates tram 1841, with the tirst 

publication of Poe's "The Murders in the Rue Morgue." Here, we not only 

have a cnme but a detective ta solve it. Enter C Auguste Dupin, the 

progenitor of every amateur sleuth in detective fiction tram Sherlock Holmes 

on. Of iIlustrious birth, the eccentric Dupin combines imagination and a 

keen analytical mind to solve puzzling aimes. Almost thirty years later, the 

first tictional police detective makes an appearanee in Wilkie Collins's 1868 

navet The Mooostone. Described by T. S. Eliot as "the tirst, the longest and 

the best of modem English detective navets," The Moonstone features the 
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1 œlebrated Sergeant Cuff, whose appearance and mannetisms find echoes, to 

sorne degree, in his literary sucees sors. euff IS descnbed as looking like a 

parsan, or an undertaker, "or anything else you tike, except what he really 

was" (133). The sarne is true of Ngaio Marsh's detectlve Raderick Alleyn, 

who, according to a cha ra der in her first novel Aldan Lay Dead "d.d not 

resernble a plain-c1othes policeman.. . He looked like one of her Uncte 

Hubert's friends, the sort that they knew would 'do' for houseparties" (44) 

P. D. James's detective Adam Dalgliesh elicits similarly baffled 

reactions in Coyer Her Face, her tirst novet. When Eleanor Maxie first sees 

Dalglie4ih, she wunders: "Where have 1 seen that head before? Of course. 

That Dürer. In Munich was it? Portrait of an Unknown Man. Why does one 

always expect police officers to wear bowlers and raincoats?" (59). Sergeant 

Cuff's most eccenttic quirk is an unusuat and intense passion for roses 

When not off examining a footprint by the Shivenng Sand, euff can he found 

arguing with the gardener over whether the white mess rose does or daes 

not, require ta be budded on the dog rose for it to grow weIl Adam Dalgliesh 

1S a published poet as wett as a career poltce detective. This is not to say that 

writing poetry is any more eccentric than an absorbing interest in roses, but 

both are considered unusual occupations by other cha rad ers. For instance, in 

A Iaste for Deatb, Lady Ursula Berowne says to Dalgliesh: "Ta be a poet and a 

librarian, even if unusual, has a certain appropriateness, but ta he a poet and a 

policeman seems to me eccenttic, even perverse" (108). Another of Sergeant 

Cuff's practices is the habit of whistling "The Last Rose of Summer" 

whenever deep concentration is called for. This signaIs the reader that a 

significant moment has been reached, and alerts us ta the possible presem:e of 

a clue. This practice of alerting the reader is followed by Golden Age W1iters 
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Margery Alhngham and Dorothy L Sayers. Allingham's detective Albert 

Campion appears more vacant, bland and foohsh at ctitical times. Readers of 

Sayer's novets know when her detective Lord Peter Wimsey is speaking ta a 

Key charader, for his final consonants suddenly start disappeating, as is 

evident ln Stmng Poison when he says' Ml'm not a lawyer, of course, but rm 

tryin' ta be as lu cid as 1 can" (184). 

Not surpnsingly, the rise of the detective novel in Britain dldn't begin 

until after the establishment ln 1842, cf the Detective Department, the 

precursor of ScotIand Yard. As Sayers points out in her 1929 article, "The 

Omnibus of elime," detectives cannat flourish either in print or in fact, until 

the public has an idea of what constitutes proof (Sayers 55). This is not the 

so'e factor in the genre's development, however. Also necessary was the shift 

1 in public sympathy over to the side of law and order, away trom a 

glorification of the criminal outlaw. Important tao was the Tise of science, 

which reduced apparent miracles to mechanical malVels. Other factors 

inc1ude the rise of a midd1e c1ass with increasing leisure and literacy. 

Detectives such as 5ergeant Cuff and 5herlock Holmes rp.placed 

criminal-heroes in literature and popular imagination. Latter day Robin 

Hoods were to he hunted rather than glorified. 50, too, cunning and astute 

vil1ains were seen as opponents to be overcome by an omnipotent detective. 

In the place of the adventurer and the knight errant, popular i~agination 

haUed the doctor, the scientist, and the policeman as saviours and prote dors 

(Sayers 56). For instance, compare William Wilkie Collins's 1860 novel .The 

Woman in White with his 1ater novel The Maonstone. In the tonner, it is 

Count Fosco, the fat, foreign, cunning villain who emerges as the navel's 

mast exciting character. Indeed, F'-'lsCO and Marian Halcombe are the main 

1 1 



l reason the novel sustains many readers' interest Wlth the Moonstone, a 

mere eight years later, the "bad guy" Godfrey Ablewhtte is banal, ev en 10 his 

duplicitous villainy, compar~d with the entgmattc and quirky Sergeant euff. 

But if the nineteenth-c:entury public glorihed the poltce detecttve and 

the law enforcer, there IS no doubt that the pubhc was grateful for thelr 

existence. A burgeomng middle ciass (which comprised the bulk of detecttve 

novel readers) had a vested interest in preserving and protectmg its 

aCC\.lmulated wealth In Thrillers: Genesis and Structure of a Popular Genre, 

Jeny Palmer connects this desire for protection with the emergence of the 

thriller / detective hero. According to Palmer, the two main ideoiogical 

notions that shape the genre are: the fear of conspiracy and competitive 

individualism. Combining the two permits the flctitious, ideological 

resolution of the contradiction between individuality and communahty (149). 

The concept of competitive indivtdualism is built Into the theClries of Hobbes 

and Locke, which assume that the basic unit of socIety is the tndlvidual 

Palmer argues that the comerstone of Locke's system i5 the i3ssumption that 

a11 men want to accumulate ever-increasing amounts of property. Lo;:ke's 

argument, he says, is fundamental1y designed as a justifIcation of unlimited 

property rights, unrestricted by natural needs (155) The desire for 

accumulation can only lead to something akin to Hobbf!s's state of 'war 

against aU' because men exist in a state of scardty, and are incapable of 

cooperation outside the framework of justice deployed by astate controlled by 

property owners (158). Palmer's argument is that it is the mentatity of 

competitive individualism which in the ntneteenth century acquired a 

universality and central importance, that expIa ms the élppearance of the 

thriller hero (180). The fear of conspiracy is the second element that 
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l daminates the thriller. During the nineteenth century, the propertied classes 

came ta see the cIvil arder as a natural arder. And thus, attences a gain st 

praperty and arder carne ta be seen bath as affences against a natural arder 

and as public wrongs. Therefare the only dtfference between affences against 

praperty and offences again5t the persan i5 in the degree of rnaHgnancy 

invalved, and in the degree of plaur,ibUity with which it can be claimed that a 

gaven attence IS ln fact an affence against the natural arder (201). 

Smatl wonder, th en, that a charge frequently levelled against the genre 

is that il is inherently canscrvative, that il unquestianingly uphalds and 

glanfies state apparatuses of law and arder. No ather era in the histary of 

detective ftctian is as susceptible ta this charge th an the Golden Age. 

Spanning the 1920s and 30s in Britain, the period produced an abundance of 

( detective navels of manners of variable quality. What 1S particularly striking 

about novels of this period is their insularity, unreality, and class 

consciausness. The General Strike of 1926 never took place, trade unions did 

nat exist, and when sympathy was expressed for the poor it was nat for the 

unemployed but for thase struggling along on a fixed inherited incarne 

(Symans, Blaady Murder 108-09). Ta further quote Symans on this erals 

detective fiction, he says in The Detective Story in Britain: 

, . 

In a social sense the detective story expresses in an extrerne fann the 

desire of the middle and upper classes in British society for a firm, 

almast hierarchical, social arder, and for an efficient police force. 

Classical detective staries, with their strict rules, their invariable 

punishment of subtle and intelligent wrangdaers, and their 

blaodhaund policemen supplemented when necessary by private 
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1 detectives of almost superhuman mtelligence and inslght, are the 

fairy tales of Western industrial Clvihzahon (9) 

Central to the classical detective stol)' of this penod IS the assumption 

that the world IS a hmlted and ordmary place where aIl things can be known. 

The mysterious, when il does occur, IS only a temporary condition, one whlch 

will always yield to reason if only one 15 persIstent and intelligent enough 

(Hubty, "The Fonnula ChatlengedN 512) Thus, no matter how many corpses 

accumulate in the course of a Gotden Age novet, the assumphon IS that once 

the cnme has been solved, everything gocs back ta the way if was before 

Th us, the novets end with the identity of the guilty party, and the narratIve of 

the crime. The criminal jushce system with ils varying forms of pumshment 

lies outslde the book's reatm. As well, at the end of the book, we are usually 

left ta guess how the novet's characters will be affected by the knowledge that 

their fiancés, sibhngs or parents have been unveiled as murderers. For 

instance, in Ngaio Marsh's A Man Lay Dead, the novel closes with Alleyn's 

reconstructIon of Arthur Wilde's murderous achons. Wilde's trial and 

punishment, and Mrs. Wilde's life as a convict's wife are not even hmted at 

It is in these areas that P. D. James differs from earher British practitioners of 

the genre. Her closed communities are breedmg grounds for evil Innocent 

characters a11 suffer from the consequences of the murder well beyond her 

books' close. Indeed, the world of her navels is baslcally a dlsarderly and evil 

place, in which gaod, when it does oœur, is the temporary aberratlon. 

As a rule, the c1assical detective stol)' closes with the detective's seJf­

congratulatory summary of the crime--how it took place, how the detective 

pieced together the story of the crime, and how he arrived at hlS mvariably 

correct conclusion. Such neat and fonnulaic closure is noticeably absent tram 
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'1 almost aU of P D james's novels. An exception is james's hrst novel Coyer 

Her Face, where Adam Dalghesh stages a draWlng room reconstruction of the 

crime. ThIs revelation 15, however, followed by sorne very un-Golden Age 

events and reflecbons We read that Eleanor Maxie, accompanied by a 

woman pohce sergeant "went ta enjoy the corn fort of a last bath in her own 

houseU (203); that her son Stephen feels acute mi sery; and that Adam and the 

murderers daughter Deborah Riscoe will probably continue ta see each other 

on a social or perhaps even a romanttc basts. From Coyer Her Face on, 

closure in James's novels becomes increaslngly uncertain. Adam is almost 

Idlled in the final pages of The Black Tgwer. In A Taste for Deatb. Inspector 

Kate Miskin's grandmother is taken hostage and then killed by the murderer 

Dominic Swayne. The novel closes with the grandmothers funeral. In.An 

Unsujtable Job for a Waman. Cordelia Gray hides evidence from the police, 

thereby shielding the novers second murderer. And, in Shroud fpr a 

Nightingale, Adam is never able to prove Mal)' Taylors guilt, although -he 

had pursued the case as if i! were a personal vendetta" (320). 

Yet if P. D. James differs fram her detective novelist forbears, il is also 

true that she owes them a debt. And it's a debt she acknowledges. Often 

given a separate chapter in books dealing with the genre, under titles such as 

-The Four Queens," tt is Agatha Christie, Ngaio Marsh, Dorothy L. Sayers and 

Margery Alhngham, who remain James's greatest generic influences. 

Another strong influence is Jane Austen: ·l've always admired her, she's 

always been my favorite novelist, and 1 do see an influence on my writing. ... 

Her delicate irony, the detachment, the construction--those are the attractions 

for meM (Salwak 49) . 
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1 Despite the falrly ObVlOUS differences between P D James and Agatha 

Christie, many crime nehon en tics have unhesltatmgly passed Chnstle's 

crown title of "Queen of Crime" on to James.2 In mtervlews, James is 

hesitant about aeeeptmg this "han our." For example, she has sald "Dame 

Agatha IS dead, and perhaps people look around for someone ta sueeeed her .. 

. . 1 think she was pre-eminently a fabrieator of mgenious plots . But she 

can't be regarded as a serious noveJist, and the eharacters are very pasteboard-­

the same ones used over and over again, reaJJy" (Sa)wak 49) There IS no 

doubt that in the course of her etghty some-odd detectlve nove)s, Chnstte 

explored numerous htghly ingemous cnme puzzles. Il is also true that she 

proved ta be a resilient, flexible, and enduring wtiter, who has been 

consistently able to capture the attention of millions of readers And in domg 

sa, she did much to create the niche for women mystery novehsts that James 

and others have sa easily shpped into tn reeent years. Bnefly, the mam 

differences between the two novelists lie in their eharacterizatton, moral 

outlook, and sense of ctiminal motivatton In Christie's novels, eharacter is 

largely subordinated to plot and puzzle. These con trasts, however, are ln part 

due ta the different eras whleh shape their Wlitings. In "Death Deferred The 

Long LUe, Splendid Afterltfe and Mysterious Worlangs cf Agatha Chnshc," 

DaVId I. Grossvogel notes the "Innocent" world wtthtn which Chnstie wntes 

He accounts for her early popularity: "Her tirst readers read her ln arder to 

purchase, at the cost of a minor and passing disturbance, the comfort of 

knowing that the disturbance was eontained" (4). 

Many crities tend ta hnk P. D. James most c10sely wtth Dorothy L. 

Sayers.3 White there are numerous similarities, 1 do not believe them to be as 

strong as those between James and Ngaio Marsh or Margery Allingham. Yes, 
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l it 15 true that both Sayers and James are literaI)' detechve n oveli st s, with 

protagonists who can easily quote Blake, the BIble, and know thelr wines As 

weil, each has wntten a novel set in a untversttyuSayers"s Gaudy. Night, 

whlch has detective novelist Hamet Vane solVlng the mystery of a series of 

poison pen leUers at Oxford, and James"s An Unsuitable lob for a Woman, 

where pnvate detective Cordelia Gray is called upon to solve a murder in 

Cambridge. Despite these similarities, James delves far more deeply into 

character and motivation than Sayerli ever does. As with Chrishe, the biggest 

differences lie in the characters of the writers' detectives. Christie"s Hercule 

Poirot With his "Uttle grey ceUs," egg-shaped head and manicured moustache, 

cornes c10ser ta Sayers's effete, aristocratie Lord Peter Wimsey than ta the 

serious, profession al, and aloof Adam Dalgliesh. 

If Agatha Christie worked out sorne of the mast ingenious puzzle­

plots, the prize for Inventive murders certainly belongs to Marsh. A woman 

shot by a piano? ln the world of a Ngaio Marsh novel, that's not unusual. 

Along with praviding numerous readable and absorbing police detective 

novels, Marsh"s strong theatre background lends her novels a particularly 

VÎVld sense of setting that finds an echo in P. D. James's novels years later. 

The earher Marsh novets (19305) are imbued With a powerful conviction that 

il is possible, through the actions of her police detective Roderick AJleyn, to 

serve the cause of order and goodness. The solution of a rnurder and its 

associated crimes, then, leads not 50 much ta the punishment of a single 

crimim,l as ta an affirmation that it is possible ta decrease the sum of evil in 

the world (Daoley and Dooley 45-46). Later (post war) Marsh navets are less 

confIdent in the power of good ta conquer evit. In novels such as When in 

Rome or Grave Mjstake; there is little or no suggestion that A1leyn"s 
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1 detection of the murderer makes a sigmficant difference to the commumty, or 

even satlsfies him persanally (Doaley and Doaley 46) 

-.. 

One of the mast stnJang features of ]ames's navels IS the presence of 

eviI lurking beneath seemmgly orderly communitles ThIs was elther absent 

or glossed over as an aberratIon 10 many Golden Age detective novets An 

exception 15 Margery Alhngham, whose navels became mcreasmgly 

concemed with mantfestatlons of evil. espeClally after the Second World 

War. As Erik Routley asserts In The Puntan Pleasures of the DetectlYe Stoty.. 

Margery A11ingham entered more fully inta the dark mystenes of evd, unlike 

MaïSh, Sayers, and athers of their lime, for whom it is an aberratlOn (148). 

A11ingham has sald of her awn books that they were navels "of the hfe of the 

time" in which a sud den death 10 mysteriaus circumstances often served ta 

''make characters reveal themselves" (1949). This i5 especlatly true of her 1952 

navel The Tiger in the Smoke, where she elabarates her awn conceptions of 

good and evil, while at the same time calling attention ta what she saw as an 

urgent contemporary Issue: how do yau rechannel the human propenslty 

for Violence during war, once the fight10g is over (Martin 182). The novel, 

which makes for a far more frightening read than earher Alltngham books, 

centres on the Violent character Jack Havoc. An ex-Borstal boy with a record 

of savage Vlolence, a commando hero, army deserter and multiple murderer, 

"ki1ling recklessly and a11 for nothIng," Havoc terronzes all of London. The 

one persan immune ta Havoc's villainy is Canon Avril, the good man of the 

navel. He's described as: "an impossible persan in many ways, with an 

approach ta life which was clear-sighted yet off-centre Il IneVltably, the two 

meet in the novers mast compelling scene.4 And yet, this 15 not Just another 

rehashing of the perennial struggle between goad and evil As A1hngham 
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1 notes m her 1953 artIcle "My Family Thought It Stlly Ta Stop Wnhng," she 

attempts to tackle "the etemal problem of why Good 1S good and why Evil is 

evil" Cqtd m Martm 186) 

Alhngham wasn't the only Golden Age writer to become increasingly 

preoccupted with evH and decay. In post-war years, Marsh and even Christie 

novels began ta darken, becoming a Uttle less insouciant and a Httle more 

senous For mstance, Hercule Poirat was starting ta express Christie's 

growmg sense of dlsmay at the assernon and vulganty of new money. Several 

late Marsh novels transmit a sense of a global web of criminality through 

repeated references to an international drug trade. Alhngham's 1945 navet 

.fearls Betore Swme (pubhshed as ,Coroners Pidgin in Bntain), is set in 

London duting the last devastating stages of the war Albert Campion retums 

ta London after three years on two warring conttnents "employed on a 

mission for the Govemment 50 secret that he had never found out quite 

what il was" (8). But th~ London he retums to is void of familiar landmarks, 

replaced instead by neatly tidled bombed-out avenues. 

The war, as Robin W Wtnks writes in his introduction ta Detectiye 

.Eictlon A Collection ot Cntical Essay.s. enhanced our sense of the evit people 

do, and ln domg so tumed the detective novel more toward violence than 

reason, more toward personality than plot (8). Certainly, P. D. James was 

personally affected by the war, for her husband retumed from it in a state of 

mental collapse trom which he never recuperated. Thus, if P. D. James's 

work marks a departure tram the earlier, navet of manners form of detective 

flctton, It IS in large part because the genre functions as a mirror of society. 

And, if Dorothy L Sayers wrote of a world where people thought nothing of 

betng antt-semitic or racist, it is because her navets are historical 

1 
19 



1 manifestations of a time past, when the upper classes were the model ta 

which the middle classes aspired and when the emplle was mtact (Heilbrun 

280). "Detecttve fiction, then, continues ta mitTor socIety, not ont y in ils 

concem, Us moral awareness, and lts language It also helps tell us who and 

where we are, as indlvlduals" (Winks 9). 
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l Chapter 2. Sorne Narrative Impbcations Of The Genre 

In her 1929 article "The Omnibus of Crime," Dorothy L. Sayers, writing 

as bath cnme novelist and enlie, asked: -How can we at the same lime show 

the reader evetything and yet legitimately obfuscate him as to its reading?" 

(73). The answer ta this paradoxical question 1S one that both literary critiC's 

and detective fiction wtiters have spent the intervenfng years mulling over. 

The genre, founded as it is on ? paradox, is rife with contradictions, 

culminating in thp. assertion that a pure narrative of detection cannot exist. 

There are many theoretical paths applicable to an analysis of the detective 

genre. 1 have opted to follow in the wake of Tzvetan Todorov, Uri 

Eisenzweig, and Donna Bennett, who argue most persuasively for a 

narratologie approaeh. As a starting point, these enlies delineate the genre's 

dual narrative structure, wher~ the story of the investigation only exists 

because the story of the crime is hidden. The implications of the genre's 

particular narrative structure provides a useful framework for my discussion 

of James's work which follows in the next two chapters . 
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Sayers's answer ta her question in "The Omnibus of Crime" dlsplays a 

greater regard for obfuscation than for legttimacy. One solution, she says, 

occurs when "he detectlve, white displaytng his c1ues openly, will keep up 

his sleeve sorne bit of special 1cnowtedge which the reader does not possess" 

(73). Another optton is ta deliberately mislead the reader by telltng what the 

detective has observt:d and dcduced, "but to make the observatIons and 

deductions tum out ta be incorrect, thus leading up ta a carefutly 

manufactured sutprise-packet in the last chapter" (73) Such admIssions on 

the part of a detective novelist œrtainly render doubtful the genre's daIm to a 

logicat, rattonal and scientific method of deduction. White Sayers's 

statements would surely disappoint mystery novel fans who dehght in 

puzzling out the story of the cnme, they only confonn ta Un Eisenzwelg's 

conclusion in his 1983 artide "Présentation du genre,· that a pure narrative of 

detection cannot exist. 

In arder to understand how Eisenzweig arrives at this conclusion, il is 

first necessary ta analyze in greater depth the structure of detective fiction. Ta 

begin with, crime only has meaning in a detective navet when il IS 

surrounded by mystery, a mystery which entails an investtgation and a search 

for a solution. One of the main reasons the crime is usuaUy murder, is that 

the witnes~ (the victim) cannat testify, which makes the investigation ail the 

more challenging. Another important reason why murder is usually chosen 

by a mystery n oveli st, is that there is a general consensus that murder ts a 

heinous crime, one for which there ts no reparation. 

In the past fi ft Y some-odd years, several critical approaches to the 

analysis of detective fiction have emerged.S These inetude a historieal 

approach which concentrates on creating a genealogy of detective fiction that 
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l has roots in the 5tories of crime and sin in the Bible, Greek tragedies, and 

even Chaur.er's Canterbury Tales Another approach is sociological in nature, 

viewing detective fiction through the optic of social and cultural change 

resulting trom the Tise of capitatism. This approach, which Eisenzweig caUs 

"pretextuaJ,· is exemplified by the writings of marxist aities Stephen Knight 

and Ernest Mandel. For instance, Mandel sees the clash of wits between 

detective and criminal as a competition between lIabstract intelligences,· a 

competition that ts 'ike that of the market place, where what is involved i5 a 

struggle over cast-priees and sales-priees, and not between complex human 

beings· (211). As we)), there arc the psychological analyses, byauthors such as 

Charles Rycroft and Geraldine Pedersen-Krag, who apply Freud to the 

detective novet. An example of their conclusions Is Pederson-Krag's 

assertion that murder is a symbolic representation of parental intercourse, 

and 

the victim is the parent for whom the reader (the child) had 

negative oedipal feelings. The clues in the story, disconneded, 

inexp1icabte, and trtfling, represent the child's growing awareness of 

details il had never understood, such as the family sleeping 

arrangements, noctumal sounds, stains, Incomprehensible aduJt 

jokes and remaries .... (qtd. in Rycroft 229) 

The criUcal path 1 intend to pursue in this chapter, follows an analysts of the 

genre's properties and narrative structure. 1 find Eisenzweig's argument for a 

narrato]ogic analysis particularly persuasive. The answers to the questions-­

who killed? how? why?--can only he narTative in nature (Eisenzweig 9). For, 

as Robert Champigny Writes in What Will Haye Happened. ~he mystery in a 
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) mystery stol}' is a narrative secret, not a conceptual mystery" (ChampIgny 13). 

Thus, a mystety is only mystetious sa long as its narration is missing 

The comerstone of current generic and narratologic analyses of 

detective fiction rests upon a recognition of the genre's dual narrative 

structure. It is taken as a given that there are not one but two narratives 

coexisting within the novel's framework. The narrative we read i5 only the 

account of the se arch for the hidden narrative which tells the story of the 

crime and reveals the identity of the criminal. This fundamental concept wa5 

tirst articulated in Michel Butor's 1948 detective novel Passing Iime 

(L'Emploi du temps). In the novel, George Burton, the author of many 

murder my5teries, explains to the narrator that -a11 detective ftction is based 

on two murders of which the ftrst, committed by the murderer, i5 merely the 

occasion for the second, in which he is the victirn of the pure and 

unpunishable murderer, the detective," and that "the narrative . . . 

superimposes two temporal series: the days of the investigation which begin 

with the crime, and the days of the drama whieh lead up to it" (qtd. in 

Todorov 44). 

In "The Typology of Detective Fiction," Tzvetan Todorov picks up on 

Butor's innovative sugg~stion that there are two staries that unfold in 

opposite directions. The study of such generic fiction as detective novets is 

particularly suited to Todorov's own project of viewing individual works as 

examples of literary conventions and techniques, in arder ta tind underlying 

structures. Genre is treated as a set of nonns or conventions which makes the 

production of meaning possible, and the search is therefore for a principle 

operative in a number of texts, rather than for what is specifie about each of 

them. He thus isolates the basie structure of the detective novel in order ta 
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J broaden his system of classification to include such sub-genres as the hard­

boiled nove) and the t hti lier. 

In his exploration of the dual nature of the whoduntt, l'odorov insists 

on the coexistence of the two separate stories--the story of the crime and the 

story of the investigation. IIThe former, which ends before the second begins, 

never confesses Us literaI}' nature, while the latter not only takes the reality of 

the book mto ac.count, it is also precisely the story of that very book" (44-45). 

Or, as Donna Bennett further elaborates a decade later, 

the fonn is always buitt out of two largely separate narratives, one 

seen, the other unseen. The unseen narrative is the account of the 

commission of the crime. ft is never visible to the reader in any full 

fonn, but it is more important than the narrative the reader does 

see, because il justifies all the action Withtn the text. The second 

narrative is devoted to the reconstruction of the other, h;dden 

narrative. (239) 

Therefore, the tirst story, that of the crime, ends before the second 

begins, and it ts this second stOty, the story of the investigation, that we read. 

Not much happens in this second story, for the characters, and especially the 

investigator, do not actually do anything; they leam. The hundred and fifty 

pages which separate the discovery of the crime trom the revelation of the 

killer6 are devoted ta a slow apprenliceship, as bath detective and reader 

examine clue after clue, lead after lead, in order to piece together that first and 

hidden sto1)' (45). Thus, when Adam Dalgliesh begins tnvestigattng a case, he 

moves "as jf by a conscious act of Will, into a world in which lime was 

precisely measured, details obsesstvely noticed, the senses pretematurally 
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1 alert ta sounds, smell, sight, the flick of an eyelid, the timbre of a vOtee" CIaste 

17). The tirst story, that of the cnme, 15 in fact the story of an absence, for it 

cannat be immediately present in the book. If it were, instead of the corpse on 

page one, there would be an account of who murdered and how and why. 

There would no longer be a mystel)', for the narrative of the murder would 

no longer be hidden.1 Because the stol)' of the crime must he hidden from the 

reader, the narrator of the sto1)' of the investigahon (the stol)' we read), can 

neither transmit directly the conversations of the characters who are 

implicated in the crime, nor describe their actions. To do sa would be to give 

away the secret. Instead, the narrator must employ the lntermediary of a 

charader who win report the words heard or the actions observed in the 

second story, and who selVes as a mediator between the reader and the flrst 

stol)', that of the crime. "These two stories, of which one i5 present and the 

other absent, coexist in the continuity of the narrative" (45-46). Todorov does 

not go further, though, in considertng the implications of the dual structure 

of detective novels. Instead, he employs the duality of absence and presence 

of nalTatives ta account for his typology of detective sub-genres (hard-boiled 

and thriller). It is left ta such critics as Donna Bennett and Uri Eisenzweig ta 

take up where he leaves off. 

Eisenzweig explores a number of implications that follow from this 

particularity of the genre. While 1 do not intend ta deal with all of them here, 

there are a couple that are relevant to my own discussion of the genre, and in 

tum ta P. D. James's novels. For instance, he notes that il is the absence of the 

narrative of the crime (that is, the mystery) that pennits the unfolding of the 

natTative of the investigation, that is, that one narrative only exists because of 

the other's absence, or unnarratibility. This absence, Eisenzweig inststs, 
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1 implies that the detective navet is founded upon the impossibility of 

narrating. 

., 
'/ , 
"" 

The second (or read) narrative is wh ott Y concerned with the 

reconstruction of the other, hidden narrative, and this means that the 

criminat is the quany who is pUTSued in the narrative we read. As such, the 

criminal functions as the product of the read narrative. At the same time, 

though, the criminal is also the otiginator of the hidden narrative, and the 

raison d'être of the read narrative. The text thus poses the identity of the 

criminal as constituting the ongin of the narrative, rather than its product 

(Eisenzweig 13). It is the crtminal who ttiggers the events, without 

experiencing thetr impact except, of course, after being discovered by the 

detedive, at the end of the narrative . 

The central paradox of the genre, however, Tests in the detective 

novelist's Imperative to fumish the elements of a solution that is at the same 

time difficult and surptising. For, if the c1ues really are obviously present in 

the narrative of the investigation, there would he no mystery for an attentive 

re ad er. And yet if they are not fuUy present, the results of the investigation 

can only be arbitraty, With no relation ta true detedion. Thus, the depth of 

the mystety can only be achieved at the expense of the narraltvels Iogie. 

There is an incompatibility, then, between enigma and textual coherence. .. A 

pure narrative of detection cannot exist" (my translation, Eisenzweig 14). 

This paradox is also embedded in the complex relationship between 

the author, reader, detective and ctiminal. It is also the subject of Donna 

Bennett's excellent article, '7he Detective St ory: Toward a Definition of 

Genre." She writes that since the mystery is of the author's making, just as 
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l the story of the crime is authored by the cnm tna 1, the relationship between 

author and reader is analogous to that of the crimmal and the detecbve··one 

is responsible for the problem and seeks not to get caught, and the other 

desires a solutlOn and pursues il throughout the text. As a result of thlS 

pairing. the reader identifies with the detecttve, and Nfiguratively moves into 

the text, in order to solve the mystery" (238). At the same tim~, however, the 

detective remains the author's creation, and his or her actions and openness 

with the reader are ltmited by the author's needs ta delay the reader's 

comprehension Instances where detectives hide their conclusions trom the 

reader, and even tram their fellow police officers, abound in mystery novets. 

Take, for example, this conversation between Detective-Inspectar John 

Massingham and Adam Dalgliesh in Deatb of an Expert Witness: "We know 

now who kiJ1ed Lonimer,· Massingham says to Dalgliesh. The latter replies: 

"We th:nk we know who and how. We may even think we know why. But 

we haven't a scintilla of proof and without evidence we can't move another 

step. At present, we haven't even enough tacts ta justify apptying for a search 

warrant" (288). The navet is 352 pages tong, the answer to the question 

whodunit? is stiJl very much a mystery ta the reader, and the detecttves are 

œrtainly not sharing their deductions with their MaUy,· the reader. Even after 

having read this navet al teast haIt a dozen times, 1 am still unable ta figure 

out who kitled Lorrimer and how, by the lime Massingham and Oalgliesh do. 

Thus, as Bennett writes: "author, detective and text ... aU play a dual rote: 

ostensibty their purpose 15 ta enlighten readers, ta hetp them discover the 

answers they seek. In reality, though, a11 three are bent on delaying 

understanding" (238-39). 
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1 In her analysls, Donna Bennett employs the tenns histoire, discours. 

and scionarratiye. She defines histoire as the narrated universe, similar ta 

that of 'real life' and independent of artistic shaping, hence medium-free; 

dIScours as the artistic construction into which the histoire is molded with 

the help of such deviœ5 as point-of-view, temporal defonnation, digression, 

and analogies. The detective story, because of its use of narrative that exists 

largely outside of the.disw~ has an histoire that consistently diverges from 

its discours more than most narrative genres tend ta. The histoire con tains 

the events of the crlminal's narrative, followed by the events of the 

detective's nalTative, which almast always cornes into existence only after the 

aime. The discours basically contains only the second of these narratives. 

Bennett caUs the narrative of the crime a scionalTative, a narrative which 

while not stridly within the text nevertheless has a fuUy discemible existence. 

Discours and scionarraUve run in opposite directions (240-41). 

If readers were able ta read the scionarrative then there would be no 

mystery. As such it is imperative that the reader be unable to piece together 

the scionalTatiye fragments that do appear in the text. In arder ta delay the 

reader's understanding, the mystery novetist employs perspective ta 

modulate the reader's perceptions. The use of limited perspective is 

important because it makes the exclusion of the criminal's activities trom the 

discours a natural consequence. Just as detectives hide their deducttons from 

the reader, omniscient né'rrators, such as the one employed by James, only 

selectively recount characters' thoughts and actions. The result ts that the 

reader t5 given teasing fragments of careful1y-edited thoughts, reactians, and 

feelings, which frequently leads ta false conclusions. While il is true that the 

detective is not privy ta al1 the characters' private reflections either, it is also 
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1 true that he i5n't distracted by any such partial reveJations. This narrative 

shieldtng is espectally relevant when the cnminal drifts into the narrative's 

focal centre. Ail instance where the narrative selectively transmits a 

murderer's thoughts occurs in the opentng pages of }ames's Coyer Her Face 

Here, Eleanor Maxie's memories of the murder about ta occur at Martingale 

House, are the centre of the narrative's consciousness. She 15 Jooktng back 

"years later, when the trial was a half-forgotten scandaI and the headhnes 

were yellowing on the newspaper Iimng of cupboard drawers" (Coyer 5). 

However, a crucial fact is conveniently omitted: Eleanor Maxie was the direct 

cause of those newspaper headtines, for she had ki11ed Sally lupp. The 

omniscient narrator shields that particular reflection trom us, though, and 

readers must wade through sorne 200 pages in order ta discover her guitt. As 

weil, because the novel opens wtth Eleanor Maxte's 'untainted' reconeclions, 

the reader is Jess likely ta suspect her. White she is the narrative focalizer, 

the reader instinctively trusts her, for she is invested with narrative 

authority. 

,". 

Another device for delaying the reader's understanding of the mystery, 

1s the "red herring," or taise clue. Overheard arguments, unexplained 

absences, fragments of Jetters--all are imbued With sinister import, and result 

in the reader's pinning guitt on tirst one, and then another ch ara ct er, during 

the course of a detective novet. As a result, perfectly ordinary abjects and 

traces (footprints or smudges), acquire new and potentially frightening 

meanings. For instance, the presence of an ordinal'}' golden button, in the 

realm of the mystery nove1, could be responsible for proving a criminal's 

identity. This 1S true in A Iaste for Deatb where a button, tom trom 

Dominic Swayne's jac.ket, and subsequently found at the scene of the crime, 
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hnks hlm with the murders of Sir Paul Berowne and the tramp.8 A clue, 

then, funchons as a sort of sign, a sign, moreover, which is severed from 

what it signifIes dunng the course of the detective navet. Clues become 

redundant once the crime is solved, and objects regatn their familiar 

connotatIons. Thus, "once the crime is solved, sinister abjects recover their 

banalitYr just as secret subjects resume their in consequence" (Miller 42). The 

final explanation, then, not only discloses the criminal's story and provides 

the hlstOry of the detectïve's detection, but also "closes the meamng of bath 

texts, stabihzing the meaning of a1l signs" (Hühn 458) 

If the author, detective, and text a11 play dual roles, seeking at once te 

delude and enlighten us, il is true too that the reader is prepared for such 

duplicity even before cracking open a detective novet. From the way in 

l which a mystery novel is promoted, the reader knows from the outset to .. 
expect sinister events and ta distrust appearances. Think of all those jacket 

covers, featuring a pair of sdssors dtipping with blood, or a black revolver, or 

a sinister shadow looming over a lifeless body with blood trickling tram its 

mouth. Senses are alert ta nameless fears, ta su spi don and guitt. Readers of 

detective novels are thus on the look-out for c1ues--for signs of who will be 

killed, of who will km, and how. Consider, for exampIe, the opening 

paragraph of Shroud for a Nightingale: 

On the morning of the tirst murder Miss Muriel Beale, Inspecter of 

Nurse Training Schools to the General Nursing Council .... 

Already sbe had half registered the tirst familiar sounds of a new 

day: Angela's alarm silenœd ... the agreeably anticipatory tinldings 

of early tea in preparations. She forœd open ber eyetids, resisting 
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1 an insidious urge to wriggle down into the enveloping wannth of 

the bed .... (1) 

Here, phrases such as "Angela's alarm silenced,H "insidious urge" and 

lIenveloping wannth" have sinister connotations that heighten expectations 

of bloody deeds La ter, when we read that· "Fallon's pale and tndiVldual face, 

blank eyes (were] stil1 ftxed on the television set as if unaware that the screen 

was dead" CShroud 38), we realize that Nurse Fallon ts likely ta be the next 

murdered. Il is the context that causes the reader to add extra and sinister 

meanings to the language of a mystery novel, turning a blank TV screen into 

a metaphor for impending mu rd er. 

Given the dual roles that author, detechve, and text ail play, how does 

the detective actual1y solve the crime and what are sorne of the implications 

that arise tram this resolution? 1 intend ta consider the detective's methods 

tram narrative, structural and ideological pOints-of-view. In IIThe DetectIve 

as Reader: Narrativity and Reading Concepts tn Detective Fiction," Peter 

Hühn considers that the initial crime functions as an uninterpretable sign, 

one that resists integration into the established meaning system of the 

community in which it occurs. As a result, it becomes vital for the 

community ta uncover the hidden meaning and--by reintegrahng the sign--to 

defuse it. The second story, the story of the investigation, therefore 

constitutes an attempt ta ascribe rneaning ta the sign. The attempt to read the 

mystety in this way presupposes the existence of a tex!. In arder ta prevent 

detection, the criminal writes the secret story of his crime into everyday 

reality in such a form that Us text is partly hidden, partly distorted and 

,""l<- misleading. But sorne signs escape and inadvertently express their true 
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1 meamng, altowmg the criminal ta be detected (454). This textual 

indetenninacy, though, IS' 

only a temporary illusion caused by the lack of pertinent 

infonnabon on the detective's part. His ta~k consists in delimiting 

the text by separating the relevant signs trom the mass of 

nonrelevant facts around it, until he tS finally able to reduce the 

polyvalence to the one true meaning, the true story of the crime. 

(455) 

Hühn's conclusion, cited above, is virtuaUy reiterated in the concluding pages 

of P. D James's The Black Iower, when the story of the crime finally slips 

into focus for Adam Dalgliesh. At this juncture, Adam refleds that Nit was 

the neglected, uninteresting small segment which, slotted into place, 

suddenly made sense of 50 many other discarded pieces. Delustve eotours, 

amorphous and ambiguous shapes came together as now to reveal the first 

recognizable outline of the finished picturell (258). 

This continuaI rearrangement and reinterpretation of dues is the basie 

method of reading and understandmg unfamiliar texts, the IIhermeneutic 

circle." Accordmg to Hühn, the detective's eventual suecess in unravetling 

the mystery depends on his ability ta question "preconceived notions" (Hühn 

455). On the other hand, Kathleen Gregory Klein and Joseph Keller view the 

detective's success more as a matter of intuition than any ability to think 

rationally OT break through preeonceived notions. Lil(e Hühn, they view the 

criminal's actions as generating a fiction, or al1egory whose key is hidden. 

However, they go on to state that the detective's method results in an 

interpretation of this fiction, lia hermeneutie, the application of a hypothesis 
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1 whose initial impetus is a conjecture not entirely explamable by any rahonal 

process. At the beginning the criminal's and detectlve's understandmg of 

the case are pales apart. At the end, fiction and henneneutic coinc1de" (Klein 

and Keller 162). 

According to Klein and Keller, deductive detechve fiction does not 

exist. This st atement, certainly borne out by the methodology of detectlves 

tram Sherlock Holmes ta Adam Dalg1iesh, IS not a new one. Regis Messac, 

the tirst ta thoroughly examine the genre's reliance on SClence and scientific 

method, pointed out in 1929, that writers of detective ftction have been 

confused about what constitutes deduction since Edgar Allan Poe. In his 

introduction ta "The Murders in the Rue Morgue," Poe used the ward 

deduction etToneously ta desctibe the ratiocmations of his detedive, Dupin. 

Dupin salves the murders by thmking about c1ues rather than by reasoning 

tram a premise. He thus reasons by induction, rather than deductlon (Klem 

and Keller 155). In the past decade, semiologists such as Umberto Eco have 

proposed that fictional detectives like Holmes and Dupin are abductive rather 

than deductive. That IS, that detectives, '1ike doctors and cryptanalysts, fonn 

hypotheses not by thinking about obsetved facts exc1uslVely . . . but by 

imagining conjecturing, or discovering a plausible explanation suggested by 

the facts which might explain the puzzling case" (157). 

Thus, il is primarily the detective's imagination, rather than any 

dedudive capability, that points ta the truth. Certainly, this is true of P. 0 

]ames's detedives Cordelia Gray and Adam Dalg1iesh, both of whom solve 

their cases through a mixture of intuition and creative intelligence. Consider, 

for instance, Adam's moment of tnsight in Shroud for a Nightingale: 
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he felt again that spring of excitement and anticipation, the 

mtuitlVe sense that something important had been said. It was 

more than a hunch; it was, as always, a certainty. It might happen 

severa1 limes duting a case if he were lucky, or not at all. He 

couldn't will it ta happen and he was afraid to examine ils roots too 

closely since he suspected that il was a plant easily withered by logie. 

(180) 

This use of intuition is also evident in The Black Towet where Adam has no 

reason ta believe that someone has been murdered. And yet, only 60 pages 

into the book. Adam feels "the frisson of excitement along the blood ... the 

quany wasn't yet in sight nor his spore detectable, yet he was there. He tried 

to reject this unwelcome surge of tension but it was as elemental and 

i involuntary as the toueh of fear" (60). Such intuitions, then, enable flctional 
... 

deteclives ta solve crimes even in the absence of an the facts. "In this respect, 

they are more like amsts than logicians or sdentists" (Klein and Keller 160). 

P. D. James takes this discussion of the nature of detective work and 

incorporates it in fictional discourse during one scene in Death of an Expert 

Witness Here we have the characters Brel1da Pridmore and Dr. Howarth 

attemptmg ta place the police investigation into a recognizable context. The 

enthusiastic Brenda. eagerly embracing science says "detection must be Uke 

science. The detecttve fonnulates a theory, then tests it. If th.e facts he 

discovers fit, then the theoty holds. If they don't, then he has ta find another 

theory, another suspect." Howarth qualifies his agreement, saying "but the 

temptation ta select the tight tacts is probabty greater. And the detective ts 

experimenting with human beings. Their properties are complex and not 

susceptlble to accurate analysis" (247). This response is akin ta Klein and 
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1 Keller's assertion that the detective's creative guesswork "works only if the 

initial analoS)' fits the fads of the case, and only if the guess 1S not distorted by 

the kind of conscious idlosyncrasy or unconscious bias WhlCh inevitably 

slants the reasoning process" (158). 

On the naJTative level, then, the detective solves the mystery by 

reading. by piecing together fragments of the hidden narrative unttl he 

arrives at the truth. On a structural level, the genre succeeds because it 

appears to reflect a dominant cultural myth. "Deductive detedlve fietton, like 

its milieu, 1S male, linear, scientific, and objective in Us self-representation 

although not in reality" (Klein and Kener 165). And, on an ideological level, 

resolution in the detective novel can also be seen as a metaphoric tr1umph of 

logie, law and order, over the aberrant or mysterious. This is a conclusion 

popular amongst such cnlics as Mark Freiman, Peter Hühn and Ernest 

Mandel Freiman concludes that the deteclive's ability to restore social 

hannony by discovering the identity of the criminal through the exlusive use 

of logic can, symbolicatly, be seen as "a question about the abiltty of existing 

institutions to deal with challenges ta the status quo" (61-66). Hühn states 

that by reintegrating the aberrant event (the crime), the narrative 

reconstruction "restores the disrupted social order and reaffirms the valldity 

of the system of norms" (452). Frederic }ameson, in "Reiftcation and Ut opta 

in Mass Culture," has notOO that a primary function of deteclive fiction as 

popular literature, is ta contain our more archaic fears, fantasies, and desires 

by tirst arousing them and then, through skitlful "management," laying them 

to rest. The detective's successful unravelling of the mystery appeases threats 

to personal safety, to family and friends, and the archaic fear of death, aroused 

by the detective novel 
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• Yet if social nonns are being upheld and protected in the detective 

nove), it is also !rue that the reader's sympathies are engaged in this task. For, 

mystery nove) readers are drawn into the sleuth's hunt for the criminal. 

They become al1ted with the forces of law and order that a police 

investigation entails, and hence the ideology upheld by the detective's 

success. Th us, if the reader succeeds in solving the mystery created by the 

author, the reader then confinns the c1aim that reason can solve the kinds of 

problems that are being posed. "Even if the reader fa il s, the fact that the 

contest has been, at least superficiany, govemed by the rules of 'fair play,' 

demonstrates that the solution is at least possible for the reader ta deduce­

(Freiman 64). 

The reader's sympathies are engaged not only beca\.'se he is drawn tnto 

( a battte of wits with the detedive, but aIse because the detedive is frequently 

the focus of the narrativels consciousness. As Donna Bennett has note d, 

when the perspective ts that of the detective, "the reader ts tnvited ta place a 

much greater degree of confidence in the viewpoint character" (Bennett 250-

51 ). In P. D James's navets, the narrative shifts from charader to character, 

observing them in tum and recounting, to a certain extent, their thoughts 

and feelings. For the most part, though, the narrative focuses on Adam 

Dalgliesh, his investigation, his ch aracter, and what the others think about 

him. In An Unsuitable Job for a Woman and The Skun Beneath..Jh,~..skin. 

Cordelia Gray is the detective, and il is she who is at the centre of the 

omniscient narrative during the course of the navet. As a resutt, the 

detective's perspective ts tnvested with more authority than that of any other 

character. For, as Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan writes in Narrative Fiction' 

Contemporary Po eti cs, "the ideotogy of the narrator·focalizer is usually taken 

1 
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1 as authoritative, and an other ideologies in the text are evaluated from this 

higher position" (Rimmon-Kenan 81). And, if we gain pleasure from 

obseTVing the mastermind's work because our moral sympathles are cngaged 

by his task, then the detective story is about the "ethical and eristic conflict 

between gaod and evil" (Auden 16). Further, jf a -mystery is construed and 

enjoyed by the reader as mysterious and threatening beca\.~se he adopts the 

perspective of the hero--the desirabiltty of a solution" (Palmer 96). 
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l Chapter 3: The Police Investigation: A Very Nosy Business 

Ali detective navels tend ta share the same story Une and sequence of 

,. events--a mysterious crime followed bya search ta unravel the mystery, and 

an eventual solution. Detective novels are read because of their capaetty to 

remain faithful ta the genre's tradition and at the same time ta reinvent il in 

unexpected ways. NaveIl)' is thus ta be found not in the nove)'s action, but 

in digressions such as social commentary, minutiae of daily lives and detailed 

settings (Porter, The Pursyit of Crime 55). At teast half of P. D. James's navets 

nm ta sorne four hundred pages in length. Much of that space is fil1ed with 

her characters' reflections, their commentanes on contemporary life and 

questions about faith, love and trust. She spins moral truths into the lives 

and communities that inhabit her navets. It 1s with such digressions that 

James has made her mark as a "senous" detective novElist. These digressions 

will be discussed in detail in the following two chapters . 

. , 
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1 This chapter will examine her preoccupation with polIce methods in 

criminal investigations. The story of the crime is tnscribed in everyday 

reality, and in arder to read that story, the police must sift through a11 the 

private and hidden facts that make up the ltves of vichm and suspects But 

the police's reading activities are only achieved at a high price--the price of 

ptivacy. James repeatedly caUs attention "0 the price tag that accompames the 

reconstruction of the hidden narrative. In domg sa, she appears ta be 

criticizmg the investigahon that is the very staple of her fIction. James begins 

stressing the less than salutory effects of a criminal investigation in her very 

first novel, Coyer Her face. However, it is with the publtcation of such later 

novels as Death of an Expert Witness and A Iaste for Deatl}, that the police 

investigation itselr becomes a theme. For this reason, 1 chlefly focus on these 

texts. 

The police, in detective fiction, function bath as rcpresentatives of an 

ideological arder and as interlopers. As detectives seeking ta unravel the 

mystery, the police confer and exlract meaning tram the morass of relevant 

and irrelevant detail surrounding the crime. They function as the agents of a 

total gaze, and are granted the power of interrogation. Yet, what an aH-seeing, 

al1-infonned police force implies is a system of total, even totalitarian power 

(Miller 40). However, in the detective navet (and James is no exception), 

their use of this power is justified because they ultimately solve the crime. 

What makes James interesting is her c1early-stated awareness of the intrusive 

nature of police work. She indicates that if ''murder is the first destroyer of 

privacy" cr.aste 30), then the police force is the second. Her novels repeatedty 

indicate the moral ambivalence of police-work which assumes the power ta 

invade every aspect of the suspects' lives. White her police superintendent 
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t Adam DaJgliesh stands outside the community's social arder, he is 

nevertheless given the authority ta rupture that arder, just as the murderer 

did. Despite this, however, his presence is necessary if the murderer is ta he 

identified and punished. Justification for the presence of detectives such as 

Adam DaJghesh and Cordelia Gray is also provided by the exempta!)', ethical 

and upright lives they lead, in marked contrast ta the frequently messy and 

sordid lives of the suspeds that can he found in a11 James's navets. 

The intrusive nature of police work is noted in charaders' priva te 

refledions that are transmitted by the omniscient narrator, and in the course 

of spoken dialogue between various characters. It is remarked upon by Adam 

Dalgliesh just as he steps in ta investigate Josephine Fallon's murder in 

Shroud for a Nightingale, that thts is the "ftrst confrontation of the « protagontsts in a murder case with the outsider, the alien expert in violent 

death who has come among them, an unwetcome guest, to demonstrate his 

invidious talents" (65). Right from the beginning, then, the very presence of 

the police constitutes an intrusion As weil, during the course of their 

investtgation, they engage in further intrusions which range from post 

mortem examinations ta interrogations. They are al1 to varying degrees 

justified in the text, for without them, the case would not be solved. 

Once the police have been cal1ed in, James presents in harsh, grotesque 

detail, the forensic team's virtual assault on the vidims' "stil1-warm" dead 

bodies. We have the description of: "Kerrison's gtoved fingers, sleek as eels, 

busying themsetves at the body's orifices. Explaining, demonstrating, 

disgarding" CDeath 54); of a cotpse "systematical1y dismembered in the cause 

of justice, or science, or curiosity, or what yeu will" CShroud 51); and instances 

where the cotpse woutd be an exhibit "tagged, documented, dehumanized, 
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invoking only interest, curiosity or disgust (!as1e. 34). With only one 

exception, it is Adam Dalgliesh who observes and reflects on the pathologists' 

procedures. It is he who transmits a sense of the indignity of this first step in 

a murder investigation. For Dalgliesh, it is not the post mortem examination 

that upsets him, rather it is "this impersonal exalmination of the still wann 

femate body which he couldn't stomach. A few short hours aga she would 

have been entitled ta sorne modesty, to her own choice of doctor, free ta reject 

those unnatural1y white and eagerly probing fil'1gers" (Shroug 51). This 

feeling of indignation recurs in A laste fpr Deatb~ white he watches 

pathologist Miles Kynaston's examination of Sir Paul Berowne and the tramp 

Harry Mack, -this violation of the body's orific,'!s, preliminaries ta the 

scientific brutality to follow, had always make him feel uncomfortably like a 

voyeur' (76). And yet, what is Adam, if not a voyeur?' 

The central tenet of Adam Dalg1iesh's philosphy of detechon is "Get ta 

know the de ad persan. Nothing about him is tao trivial, tao unimportant. 

Dead men can talk. They can lead directly ta their murderer" CUnsuitable 35) 

Thus, in James's tirst novel, Coyer Her Face, the natTaltor notes that "SaUy's 

room was kept locked. Only Dalgliesh held the key and he gave no 

explanation for his frequent visits there nor of what he had fa und or hoped 

ta find" (106). For, Sally and her room hold the key that Adam believes will 

unlock the mystery. As the investigator, Adam has assumed the right ta 

enter her 10cked room at will, and penetrate its mysteties And yet, were she 

alive, Sal1y JuPP would no more allow Adam into her room than Josephine 

Fallon would al10w Miles Kynaston to poke about in her body's orifices. This 

image of the detective entering the body, mind and lite o\f the victim recurs 

throughout Jamesls novels: "There was a click, an explosion of light, and the 

42 



( 

-

image of the dead girl leapt up at them and lay suspended in air, bumtng 

jtself on Dalgliesh's retina" (Sbroud 49). And then there i::; the more graphie 

description of Adam trying ta resuscitate Maggie Hewson (The Black Iower), 

murdered by hanging When he discovers Maggie's still-wann body, he 

"pumped his breath into her, fighting an atavistic repugnance. It was too like 

raping the dead" (222) This method af detectian is handed down to Cordelia 

Gray via Bernie Pryde, and, in An Unsuitable Job for a Waman,. results in her 

Hving in the rented gardener's hut that Mark Callendar inhabited before his 

murder, cooldng with the same cooking utensils, sleeping in his bed, wearing 

his clot he s, and even faJUng in love with him. 

Getting ta knaw the victims entails a tharough examinatian of every 

sordid or even banal detail of their private lives. Thus Adam, in Deatb of an 

Expert Wltness, is characterized in the narrative as a man lIaccustomed ta 

perusing the private pomagraphy of murdered lives" (189). This image of 

Adam "readingll the victim's life, is yet another instance where the detective 

is shown piecing together scionarrative fragments which appear in the text. 

Uke the naTTator, Adam is aware that he is rooting out private facts that the 

victim would never have revealed white living. For instance, while reading 

LoTTimers emotional and sentiment;.! letters ta Domenica Schofield, he says 

ta Massingham: "Given the choiœ, Lorrimer would probably have preferred 

his murder to ~o unavenged than for any eyes but his ta have seen these 

letters" (Death 190). This awareness reaches ils pinnacle in A Iaste for Death 

though, when Adam is called in ta investigate the murder of Sir Paul 

Berowne, a man wham he'd knovm and liked. Adam is faced with the 

realization that for the tirst tirne he witt be discovering facets of Sir Paul's 

private 1i1e that would nat have been revealed ta him under nonnat 
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1 circumstances. And further, lIit st.~emed ta Dalgliesh an ironie tWIst of fate 

that it should be he, whom Berowne had shawn a disposition ta trust, who 

should now be travelling ta begm that inexorable process of Violation- (30). 

This situation forces Adam ta face up ta some of the implicatIons of his job, 

more sa here than in any of the previous Adam Dalgtiesh novels. As a 

result, the novel is liberally peppered with passages detailing how murder, 

and the resulting police investigation, shatters any illusion of privacy. 

Comments such as "murder destroyed privacy, laid bare wtth brutal 

thoroughness aU the petty contrivances of the dead lifell (290) abound And 

we even ftnd Adam wondering why "a man morbidly sensitive about his 

own privacy should have chosen a job that required him to invade almost 

daily the privacy of others" (240-41). Significantly, it's a question he never 

does answer, for it is inexorabty bound up with the question as to why James 

herself chooses to write detective novels. James aBows her mysteries ta be 

solved and yet at the same time demonstrates the high cost of resolutton--for 

the victim, the people around them, and even for Adam himsetf, as he seems 

almost ta hate himself at the end of the more recent navets. 

Murder in the detective navet can neither be hidden nor disguised 

within a closed communtty. Murder necessitates calling in the police, 

society's enforœrs of law and arder. They are called on the scene after the 

crime, in response ta an already demonstrated need for them. Thus, in bath 

senses of the ward, ~hey go 'atter' the criminal (Miller 31). But often, though 

the pattee may be needed, they are not wanted. Throughout her navets, 

James takes care ta point out that the police represent an alma st alien, and 

certainty unwanted, presence. At Sally Jupp's funeral in Caver Her Face, 

"police and suspects faced each other across the open grave" (122). In A Mjnd 
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,1 ta Murder, the police are described as bringing "with them the paraphemalia 

and skil1s of an alien warld" (31). They make the Steen Chnic staff "feel that 

their familiar ground had been taken over by strangers and that they were 

caught up in the inexorable machine!)' of justice and being ground f01Ward ta 

Gad knew what embatTassments and disasters· (31-32). 

In the limited-suspect type of murder mystery, such as James's, the 

assumption the police make, is that anyone can be guilly of the crime. Thus 

tainted by suspicion, a11 the characters' private lives become subjeds for police 

scrutiny. Outraged suspects refled what "thorough littte scavengers the police 

are· CShmud 155), and that '~t was pointless ta try ta keep everythtng private 

tram them" (Shroud 166). Adam would probably agree with Sister Brumfett, 

whose outraged thaughts were quoted above. He always does manage to 

-1 leam most of the interesting tidbits about his suspects' private lives. His 
l\ 

readians ta such discoveries is sometimes self-satisfied and smug. However, 

especially in more recent navets, he has become more cynicat and even 

disgusted Wlth the image of himsetf ferreting around in other peoptes' lives. 

In Deviees and Desires he even gets a taste of his own medecine, and is for 

once himself interrogated, an experience he little enjoys: "this sense of 

privacy violated, of virtuous outrage which the mast innocent of suspects 

must feel when faced with police interrogation" (196). And in A Taste for 

Death, Adam refleds that: 

The victim's privacy was the tirst ta go, but no one intimately 

concemed with murder was left unscathed .... But for the living, to 

be part of a murder investigation was ta be contaminated by a 

process which woutd leave few of their lives unchanged. But at 
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least, he thought, ft had the ment of democracy. Murder remained 

the unique crime. Peer and pauper stood equal before it. (290-91) 

Adam's finding salace in the thought that murder ts at least democratic, 

strikes a singutarty cynicat note. It also stnkes a false note, for Adam's actions 

have a certain c1ass-consdousness that undennine hts assertion that peer and 

pauper suffer to the same degree. Consider the two murders in A Taste for 

Death. The tramp Harry Mack and the Baronet Sir Paul Berowne, are 

murdered together, each with their throats slashed. And yet, the 

investigation is wholly concemed with Sir Paul's murder. Indeed, Adam is 

only called in because of Sir Paul's important stature in society. lt is difficutt 

to imagine Adam, with his new ·serious crimes squadM paying such 

attention, and at tax-payers' expense, to a tramp. Al sa, the attitudes of bath 

Adam and the rest of his squad differ markedly when they question Lady 

Ursula Berowne from when they interrogate Dominic Swayne's lover Mattie, 

the Berowne's servant. It would he difficult ta imagine Chief Inspector 

Massingham scomfully saying to Lady Ursula (Sir Paul's mother) what he 

says ta Mattie: MIs that how he paid you, a quick half hour on your bed 

between his bath and his supper? He was getting il cheap, wasn't he, his alibi 

for murder" (458). 

In James's first novel Cover Her Face, when Adam and his Detective­

Sergeant arrive at Martingale House ta investigate Sally JupP's murder, 

Adam says MI'11 see the body firs1. The living will keep" (49). This brief 

sentence is indicative of Adam's investigative methods and his very raison 

d'être at Martingale House. Further, not only is his first step to establish a 

relationship with the victim, but also il puts the suspects at a disadvantage. 

The Maxies, their two guests and servant, under strict injunction not ta leave 
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1 the house, wait amaously for the police ta finish with the body. When Adam 

does appear, he announces his intention ta "interview" them one by one, and 

even forbids them ta go ta the washroom unaUended by a constable. 

Shocked, frightened, and perhaps even grieving over the murder, these 

characters have, in the space of a few short hauTS, lost a11 rights ta their 

privacy, where every intimate detail of their lives can be construed as 

relevant ta the poUce investigation. 

'" 

The chief function of the police in a murder investigation, since they 

are operating after the fact, i5 interrogation. They leam by sitting through the 

mass of relevant and irrelevant detaUs gleaned tram a11 the suspects' 

inteITogations--they're usual1y, hut not al ways, called "interviews." The 

police also leam much through intimidation and manipulation. Adam is 

,~ quite trank about his methods. For instance, in ShrQud for a Nightingale, 
'" 

with ca1culated cruelty, he chooses ta interrogate the young nursing students 

in the demonstration room where they had watched their colteague Nurse 

Pearce die a honible death that very moming. His ration ale? "If any of them 

were ready ta be unnerved, this might do it" (59). In Caver Her Face, when 

Steven Maxie fhppantly asks if the police would like a photo of the scratch on 

his cheek, Adam replies, "We've had something rather more serious ta 

photograph upstairs" (65). Subsequently, he smugly avows ta himself that 

"white he was in charge of this case none of his suspects need think that they 

could retreat into private worlds of detachment or cynicism" (65). Through 

Adam, we get a glimpse of the ldnd of power the police wield. Indeed, he says 

to Kate Miskin in A Iaste for Dealh, ''no one joins the police without getting 

sorne enjoyment out of exercising powet' (213). And, later in the same 

novel, white interrogating Berowne's mistress Carole Washbum, he reflects 
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that "exploitation was at the heart of successful detection ... you exploited the 

suspect's fear, his vanity, his need ta confide" (294-95) 

DetectIves thus occupy a pnvileged position in the detectlve navet. 

They have the power to interrogate, ta intimidate. Further. they are the 

privileged ones who know exactly what was said at each suspect mterview,9 

what the pathology lab results are, and the identity of, say, that seenllngly 

insignincant object Darren Wilkes picks up in the opening chapter of A Taste 

for Death. They are thus the agents of a total gaze, what D. A Miller caUs Ma 

panoptical surveillance extending from the gross fact of murder to the 

minute evidence of a matchstick ll (40). 

A successful detective such as Adam Dalgliesh i5 all-seeing. As such, 

he fits into Bentham's Panppticon, the architectural figure that arranges 

spatial unities ta make it possible to "see constantly and recogntze 

immediately" (Foucault 200). Adam occupies the posinon of the unseen seer 

who stands "at the centre of the sOCIal Panopticon and employs hlS 'science' 

ta make all things VIsible on behalf of the forces of arder" (Porter, nle Pursuit 

of Crime 124). The result, as Foucault emphasizes in DiscipllOe and Punish. 

is that we enter a realm of supetvision that "seeks ideally ta reach the mast 

elementary partic1e, the most passing phenomenon of the social body" (213-

14). The implication of an al1-seeir g, all-lOfonned police force, 15, Miller 

writes, "a system of disciphnary power so total, even totalitarian, that the 

autonomie~ dear ta the liberal state--the indlvidual, the famtly, civil sodety-­

would find themselves practically abalished" (41-42). And yet, in the 

detective novet, the assumption appears ta be that police sUTVei11ance is anly 

a temporary state-of-affairs ta be borne with forbearance. The corol1ary would 
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1 be the perceptlon that everyday life is outside the network of policing power 

(Miller 43) 

. , 

Faueault's central thesis is that such surveillance is the price paid for 

the new penal mildness. Like punitive practice in the nineteenth cent ury, 

the deteehve stary from Poe on canfronted the atrocity of crime with the 

gentleness of reason The relatively new science of criminal investigation 

was based on bureaucratie technIques of description supported by a 

develaping technalogy, that eventually included statistical analysis and 

forensic medicine (Porter, The Pursuit pf Crime 124). The result was "ta put 

as much dIstance as possible between the 'serene' search for tlllth and the 

violence that cannat he entirely effaced from punishment" (Foucault 56). Of 

the three ritual pradices of the law, which are investigation, trial, and 

punishment, the nmeteenth-century detective stol}' usuaUy retains only the 

hrst.10 Thus It refleds the refonned le gal system of its lime to the extent that 

il, toa, reversed a previous state of affairs by making the investigation public 

and hlding punishment and execulion (Porter, The Pursuit Qf Crime 123). 

Although P. D. James focuses her novels exctusively on the police 

investigation, on the pursuit of the hidden narrative of the crime, her 

solutions, or lack thereof, sometimes appear ta question the very efficacy of 

that investigation. In her navels, il 1S not unusual for her criminals to go scot 

free, because the burden of proof is insufficent. And even if they are arrested 

and charged, the emotional cost to their innocent triends and famtly are 

st aggering Although the ruthless Eric Nagle is exposed as an accessory to 

murder, an attempted murderer, and a ruthless blackmailer by the end of A 

Miod to Murder we also know that he will neither stand trial nor be 

punished because the love-struck Jenny Pridmore is steadfastly lying to cover 
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1 for him. Itls interesting that ln this case, Adam was able ta Jeanl the story of 

the crime and tell it in the novel's narrative, but that he could not tell il in 

court as grounds for conViction ThIs twist of justice thwarted recurs in .A 

Shroud for a Nigbhngale. Once again, Adam leams the story of the two 

murders, and even confronts the murderer Mary Taylor. By the last few 

pages of the navet, he has successful1y determined who killed Nurse Pearce 

and Josephine Fallon, how, and even why. And yet he faits, for he cannat 

prove what he knows ta be true. Mary Taylor is never brought to tnat, never 

subjeded ta the glating eye of public disapprobation, and she never suffers the 

indignities of a wamen1s prison cell. Adam fails, but certamly not for lack of 

trying. Indeed, he had pursued Mary Taylor -as if it were a personat vendetta, 

hating himself and her. And she had admitted nothing nat for one moment 

had she been in any danger of panicking- (319-20). In the end, Adam's only 

scrap of proof is her suicide note, and by then she was weil beyond the grasp 

of the police, courts, and prison, with only the afterlife ta contend with. 

In representing ctime and its punishment, whether evoked or 

anticipated, detective navets tend ta reflect a social arder and the implied 

value system that help sustain it. Only rarely do detective novels question 

the penal code--the law Use1f is usually accepted as a given (Porter, .The 

Pursuit of Crime 121). P. D. James is one murder mystery writer who does at 

Jeast raise sorne interesting questions about judicial and police procedures. If 

the investigation can he ruthless, invasive and even wrong, th en sa can 

justice. That justice is far from being hxed or objective is demonstrated in.An 

UnsuitabJe lob for a Waman. In arder ta best serve her own concept of 

justice, Cordelia Gray is actually an accessory to murder after the fact, and she 

commits perjury. What's especially interesting here, is that readers tend ta 
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1 for him. It's interesting that ln thlS case. Adam was able ta leam the story of 

the crime and tell it ln the novel's narrative, but that he could not tell it in 

court as grounds for conviction. This twist of justice thwarted recurs in .A 

Shroud for a Nlghtingale. Once again, Adam leams the stol)' of the two 

murders, and even confronts the murderer Mary Taylor. By the last few 

pages (If the navet, he has successfutly determined who killed Nurse Pearce 

and Josephine Fallon, how, and even why. And yet he fails, for he cannat 

prove what he knows ta be true. Mat)' Taylor is never brought ta trial, never 

subjected ta the glaring eye of public disapprobation, and she never suffers the 

indignities of a women's prison œil. Adam faUs, but certainly not for lack of 

ttying. Indeed, he had pursued Mat)' Taylor -as if it were a personal vendetta, 

hating himself and her. And she had admitted nothing not for one moment 

had she been in any danger of panicldng" (319-20). In the end, Adam's only 

scrap of proof is her suicide note, and by then she was weil beyond the grasp 

of the police, courts, and prison, with only the afterlife ta contend with. 

In representing crime and ils punishment, whether evoked or 

anticipated, detective novels tend ta reflect a social arder and the implied 

value system that help sustain it. Only rarely do detective navets question 

the penal code--the taw itself is usual1y accepted as a given (Porter, .Iœ 

Pursuit of Crime 121). P. D. James is one murder mystery writer who does at 

least ralse sorne interesting questions about judicial and police procedures. If 

the investigation can be ruthless, invasive and even wrong, then sa can 

justice. That justice is far tram being tixed or objective is demonstrated in .An 

Unsuitable Job for a Woman. In arder ta best selVe her own concept of 

justice, Cordelia Gray is actuany an acœssot)' ta murder after the fad, and she 

commits pel"}ury. What's especially interesting here, is that readers tend ta 
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J side with Cordelia. For, wasn't Sir Ronatd Callendar a monstrous human 

being, and wasn't Etiza Leaming justified in kilhng thlS man who had 

murdered their son? Here, both readers and Cordelia are alhed against Adam 

Dalgliesh who cans justice lia very dangerous concept" (196), and who seeks ta 

know exact1y how Sir Ronald Callendar d~~·d. He can't, though, because 

Cordelia "wouldn't tatk. and in England there was no way ln which he could 

make her" (196). Also, as CardeHa's mentor Bernie Pryde had tald her, he'd 

"seen the most unHkely defence succeed simply because the accused stuck to 

his story. After aU, it's only someone else's word against yours; wtth a 

competent counsel that's half-way ta a reasonable doubt" (200). 

P. D. James's navels thus go wel1 beyond the era when tidily arranged 

endings used to he the nonn, where the poUce investigator--Polrot, AHeyn, or 

Campion--neatty sums up the who and wherefore of the murder and then 

exits, leaving the characters to settle back into their familiar routmes The 

criminals are, of course, apprehended and subsequentty punished--a 

succession of events that does not always occur in P. D. James's novets. In 

addition, )ames's detectives do not always escape her novets unscathed. 

Adam only barely escapes with his life at the end of The Black Iower and 

Kate Miskin almost meets the same btoody end as her grandmothpî' in A 

Taste for Deatb. But, more than anything else, James shows the human cost 

of a criminal investigation, a cost which extends well beyond the solutlOn of 

the crime. The lives of the suspects in James's novels are irre'vocably 

shattered even when the taint of suspicion is finatly removed. For, as the 

Controller of the Forensic Science Service, Dr. Charles Freeborn says ta 

Dalgliesh in Death of an Expert Witness, -Murder is like that, a 
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contaminating cnme. Oh, yeu'} soive it, 1 know. You always do. But Jlm 

wondenng at what cast" (90). 

The toll exacted by the crime's solution is evident from ]ames's very 

first nove' Coyer Her face. Here, Adam and h1s team enter Martingale 

House, the heart of the Maxie famUy's privacy. They leave only once they 

have fmgered the guilty paa"ty, Eleanor Maxie, the famUy's matriarch. The 

narrator gives us a particularly poignant description of Eleanor takins her last 

bath in her own home. And then, in the novet's last few pages, Adam meets 

Deborah Ri seo e, Eleanor Maxie's daughter, ttying valiantly to cany on at the 

family home, keeping up appearances and strugg1ing with her grief and 

shame. 

But it's really with Oeath of an Expert Witness, and later with A Iaste 

for Oeath that James demonstrates the havoc wreaked ta the living in a 

murder investigation. Take Nell Kerrison, 16, who has just broken her 

father's alibi. IISuddenly [Nel1) gave a high despairing wai11ike an animal tn 

tonnent, and yet sa human and 50 adult that Dalgliesh felt his blood run cold. 

'Daddyl Daddy! Oh no!'11 (339). Ta break Doc Kenison's alibi, it was first 

necessary ta break Nell, ta destroy her belief in her father's love. Jt's a double 

triumph for Adam, for Kenison freely confesses thus clearing the way for a 

successful prosecution And yet, there's no satisfaction in it, neither for the 

reader nor for Adam. White the reader is left wondering what will become of 

Nell and her three year-old brother Wiltiam, Adam is filled witlt a sense of 

bittemess and self-disgust, for he recognizes that though he broke the case lIit 

was neveT the case that broke, only the people" (345). 
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In a typical Golden Age novel, the sense of evil that the crime 

engenders only lasts unttl the crime is solved In P. 0 James's novels, the 

effect is frequently not of evil contained, but of evt1 only temporarily 

contained, as though it 1S merely waitmg to burst out aga in. For Instance, in 

A Iaste for Death, though Dominic Swayne is successfully capture d, the 

success is hollow, for he kms Inspector Kate Miskin's grandmother, and 

seems oddty triumphant as he's led away, as though he is the real VIctor. He 

stares at Kate, his blue eyes ''blazing, tnumphant" (500). ThIs Sl'nse of evil 

merely temporarily obscured is agaln eVldent at the end of james's latest 

novel Deyiees and Desires The novers c10sing image is of the Larksoken 

nuclear power plant "screaming its terrible message over the headland" (503). 

Throughout the novel, the plant serves as a patent symbol of literaI and 

metaphorical pollution of the surrounding environment and the sCtenttsts it 

employs. Larksoken is a symbol too "of the inte)]ectual and spIritual 

atTogance which had led Alice to murder" (503). And, in this same fmal 

paragraph is the suggestion, even the probability, that i1's only a matter of 

time before other seriaI murderers W111 take the Whlstler's place: "evil dldn't 

end with the death of one evildoer. Somewhere at this moment a new 

'Whistler could be planning hlS dreadful revenge against a world in which he 

had never been at home" (503). 

P. D. James writes novels which seem to question the very efficacy of 

the criminal investigation--the bedrock of a detective novel. Her novets 

often result ln irreparably damaged hves, in criminals going scot free, and 

with the sense that solving a crime is merely a temporary bandaid, a sop ta 

momentarily appease outraged sensibilities, but which IS ln the long run, 

ineffedive. This obviously begs the question why write detective navels in 
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1 the ftrst place?l1 There ca n, of course, he no definitlve single answer ta this 

question It 15 possIble, though, ta locate sorne explanation in James's 

aspirabons as a novelist, and ln her moral stance--a stance echoed by Adam 

Dalgliesh, whom she has described as having rnany of the quaUties that she 

hersetf admIres ln men (Cooper-Oark 29). 

James's detecttves, in particular Adam and Cordelia are endowed with 

many laudable character traits. This is not to say that either is perfect; 

however, bath are portrayed as caTins, dedicated and sensitive individuals. 

As "models of nght conduct" (Porter, ·Detection and Ethics" 17), these 

detectives mitigate the havoc wreaked in the course of a murde~­

investigation. For If, as James demonstrates, il isn't possible to do police work 

without gtvlng pain, at least one can do it honestlyas Adam and Cordelia do. 

,f 50, if a police investigahon is necessal)'. then let it be someone like Adam .. 

.. 

who once worked "eighteen hours a day for a month until the case was 

solved. And his next book of poems had contained that extraordinal)' one 

about a murdered child" (Death 178). 

In Interviews, James has always sald that when she tumed to writing 

professionaJty, in her late thirties, she chose the detective genre because it 

would serve as a "malVellous apprenticeship" (James 6) for eventually 

wnting ·serious" navets. Il was only after writing several detective novels, 

though, that she realized il was possib1e ta be a "serious" noveUst within the 

genre Uself. Indeed, she now says: ·1 like the constraints of the genre. . . . But 

1 am trying, 1 think, within those constraints, to write a book which has 

daims ta be regarded as a serious novel" (Salwak 37). James's deviations (and 

perhaps inadvertent questiontng> of her adopted genre may therefore stem 

from her attempts to in je ct a greater degree of the realism and cornplex 
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1 psychotogy she seems to assodate with so-catted "serious" nOVl!ts This coutd 

certainty account for James's avoldance of neat c10sure She has atso made a 

point of setting her novets in a contemporary world where f,alth m divme 

order has been lost along with any assurance that the pattern will tum out 

right in the end. In such a wortd, c10sure itself is incompatible. But then it's 

also true that ctosure is slmply out of fashlon these days 

There seems to be something essentiatty tragic about )ames's detective 

novets, a sense that once the detectmg machine is set ln motton, the 

charaders are powerless to stop the forces of law and order, desplte the havoc 

they wreak. Indeed, right from the Qutset of his investigations Adam 

frequently reftects that by the lime he's through no hves will rernain 

untainted by the process Why, th en, attow Adam ta destroy the lives of the 

two Kerrison children in Death of an Expert Witness? In a rather tame 

response, James has said of the havoc wreaked upon the Kerrison farnily: 

"the problerns are sotved, Dalgliesh is successful, but. ... Things are not the 

same afterwards. It isn't as simple as that ta solve the problem, the' problern 

may he solved but other problems are teft unsolved, because these are 

problems of the human heart and problems about WhlCh perhaps nothmg can 

be done" (Cooper-Oark 19). 1 believe, though, that a closer answe'r to this 

question lies in James's rigid beltef in morality and retribution, in hl~r credo 

that "'murder ts uniquely wrong because human life ts sacred" (James 9); and 

that however unpt ea sant, evil, or disagreeabte a person may be, "he still has 

the right ta live his life to the tast naturat moment" (Cooper-aark 19). Such 

a deeply-rooted outtook infarms the whole moral tenet of J ames's navels, 

and is frequently echoed in Adam Dalgliesh's private reflections and 

discussions with athers. Cansider, for exampte, Adam's debate with Netl 
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l Kemson on CTlme and its punishment. For NeU, having the murderer go to 

jan is "silly," for it "won't put things right," and "it won't bring Dr. Lommer 

back" CDeatb 251). Altbough Dalgliesh agrees that imprisoning the murderer 

for life won't necessanly right a wrong, he argues that it is necessary because 

lOUfe is precious .... No-one bas a right to take it away" (252). El se wh ere, 

Adam a150 Taises the notion that the "process of detection dignified the 

indlvidual death, even the death of the least attractive, the most unworthy" 

(DeYlces 188). Yet, in the very 5ame paTagraph wheTe Adam affirms that 

detection dignifles the individual death, he gees on ta say that aU detection 

ever really does is to provide: "a comforting illusion of a moral universe in 

which innocence cou Id be avenged, tight vindicated, order restored. 8ut 

nothing was restored, certainly not lite, and the only justice vindicated was 

the un certain justIce of men" <Deviees 188). 

But although James does appear ta be questioning the efflcacy of the 

penal code, she nevertheless ends up affirming and upholding it. James may 

Taise cnticisms about our forces of law and arder, but she goes no further. 

Ultimately, like Adam, James believes that: "An these pToblems are easier for 

people who believe in Gad," but "those of us who don't or can't have ta do 

the best we cano That's what the law is, the best we can do. Human justice is 

imperfect, but it's the only justice we have" CDeath 252). 
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Chapter 4: Murder and Morality 

1 have known a much gentler and more umted 
country in the sense of a more homogeneous 
country . . . it's obviously a more violent society. 
which 1 find displeasing. Jt·s dirtier too; weye 
messier th an we used to be, and these things are 
bad. (Stewart 182) 

Readers familiar with P. D. James's novels would find little to be 

surprised at in the above passage. Indeed, even a quick l'ead of her books 

merely to figure out who done it' does not fail ta reveal either the messiness 

of contemporary society, or James's displeasure with il. Her settings 

emphasize the crumbling of an aIder arder whose passing she laments For 

example, the community living on a remote Norfolk headland in Deviees 

and Desires 1S overshadowed by a 100ming atom1C power plant, white, ta the 

south lie the ruins of a Benedictine abbey. Whether set ln a deconsecrated 

chapel or an isolated home for the disabled, James peoples her novels with 

characters who have a propensity for evU. This evil 1S manifest bath ln her 

characters' ability ta murder and in their indifference ta others--they scam 

love and charity. Thus, Sir Ronald Canendar in An Unsuitable lob for a 

Woman is capable of murdering his son Mark ta further his awn career and 

the advancement of science. On the other hand, James's sympathetic 

ct:aracters, such as Meg Dennison, Cordelia Gray and Adam Dalghesh ail 

share a faith in charitable love and sacrifice of self. It is in such 'goad' 

characters as these that James seems to place any falth for our future. lt is true 

tao that in ftnalty providing an expIa nation for the story of the crime, 
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l detectlve novels reafftnn a moral arder that was initially eclipsed by the 

crime For these reasons, 1 argue, in this ch apter, that James has not only a 

moralistic, but also a didactic bent ta her wtitings. Her navets have become 

increasingly nghteous over the years, which is why 1 have centred my 

discussion on her navets pubhshed since Unnatural Causes. 1 have also 

found articles by Erlene Hublyand Dennis Porter ta be particularly useful in 

this context. 

The English detective novel of manners, with its sense of c1ass 

proprieties and rigid hi erarchy, reflected how EngUsh readers wanted to 

perceive their society in the Golden Age of detective fiction. Today, however, 

P. D. James, John le Carré, and those who depict a society of cynics, an EngJand 

bereft of empire, are as reflective of our times as were the mysteries of the 

'1 ·blood-stained tea cosies· of thejrs (Winks 7). Small wonder then that 
" 

James's novels frequently provide more a frisson of recognition than an 

escapist read, depicting as they do, a sordid, rootless society where a faith in 

science has replaced a faith in God. 

Although J ames's novels c1early belong to and reflect contemporary 

Britain, she nevertheless focuses primarily on what remains of the old arder 

inherent in the Golden Age of detective fiction. For instance, white Adam 

DalgJiesh is not of the same dass as Marsh's Roderick Alleyn or A11ingham's 

Albert Campi on, he is nonetheless a member of the educated upper middle 

class. Crimes either take place in, or are investigated in, households that can 

afford live-in setvants, such as Martingale House in Coyer Her Face and the 

Berownes' Camden Hill Square home in A Taste for Death. As well, titles are 

stm inherited, such as Sir Paul Berowne's baronetcy which came to him after 

his brother Hugo's death at the hands of the IRA. Despite what seems Iike 
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1 nostalgia, or perhaps a reluctance to part with the upper middle ctass, James 

does depict a fair amount of social mobihty in her novels. Thus, Just as she 

herself rose ta the top of the British Clvil seMce, a man such as Str Ronald 

Callendar in An Unsuitable lob fur a Weman could beeome one of Britam's 

most renowned scientists despite his humble beginnings as a gardener's son 

Then there's Inspector Kate Miskin, 27, who achieves her rank on the 

strength of her courage, intelligence and ambition. That Miskin is 

illegitimate and a woman to boot tioes not bar her from a rapidly nsing career 

in the metropolitan Criminal Investigation Department (CID). And yet, one 

change in contemporary Engtand which is strangely absent from James's 

nevels, is the presence of immigrants. Ail her characters, even the most 

humble, can daim a wholly British pedigree probably stretching baek for 

centuries. 

In most of her eleven navets, James uses setting ta signify the 

degradatien of English values and traditions. For instance, in Death of an 

Expert W!tness, a three-storey brick mansion, an "excellent example" of lale 

seventeenth-century domestic architecture, houses not a country squire, but 

Hoggatt's t'arensie Laboratory. It seems only fttting, therefore, that sueh an 

environment dedicated ta the analysis of death through sealed bottles of 

stomach contents and carefully dlssected pieces of liver and intestmes, should 

he the site of a vengefut murder. Even the sea in The Black Ipwer is ugly and 

threatening, "sluggish and opaque, its sloping waves pitted with rain and 

awash With shifting patterns of floating foam (107-8). There is also the 

Larksoken nuctear power plant, which dominates the Norfolk community 

depicted in Deviees and Desires. The potency of the atomic power plant, with 

its IIgreat, grey bulk" is repeatedly contrasted ta the ruined Benedictine abbey 

i 
59 



, 

,1 nearby. Standmg on the shore, characters can tum "simultaneously from 

contemplating the glittenng hghts and look south ta the decaying symbol of a 

very different powe~ (Deviees 102). Here, the plant cornes ta represent, not 

onlya blight on the shoreline, but bath a hteral and metaphorical polluter of 

the surrounding environment and of the scientists it employs. Larksoken's 

director Alex Mair, chooses not ta reveal experimental results showing 

Inadequate safety precautions, an act that tirst leads to the suicide of the guilt­

ridden briltiant young scientist Toby Gledhitl, and then ta bla ckm ail, and 

tinal1y ta murder. 

.. 

What is also striking about setting in a James novel is the uses her 

characters find for churches. Especial1y in her more recent novels, churches 

no longer serve as sacrosanct places of worship. Instead, in James's hands, 

they can just as easily serve as convenient sites for brutal murder or micit sex. 

Given the complex raIes which reUgion and faith play in virtually ail of 

James's most recent novels, we are meant ta be jolted if not shocked by the 

thought of the Wren chapelon Hoggatt's grounds being used for Domenica 

Schofield's baisons in Death of an Expert Witness. If our sensibilities aren~ 

offended by the thought of sex in a chapel, then we should at least he put off 

by this example of yet another offense against seventeenth-century 

architecture. Readers tend ta identify (and 1 believe they are meant to) with 

Adam Dalgliesh's perspective on the chapel, which 1S described as looking 

"purely secular, unconsecrated," and enshrining "man, not Gad; reason, not 

mystery" (299-300). Attempting ta fathom the attraction for Domenica and 

her lover Dr. Lonimer having sex in a chapel, Dalgliesh wonders: "whether 

she had dragged the velvet cushions ta the sanctuary, whether it had added ta 
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1 the exciternent to make love ta Lonimer in front of that denuded altar, the 

new passion triumphing over the old" (301). 

In keepmg with such external symptoms of decay, il is nat surpnsing 

that James peoples these setttngs \:'Jith characters whose power struggles and 

jealousies inevitably result in murder. Ali of her novels portray c10sed 

communities, where a small group of people etther ltve together m an 

isolated area, or are forced upon each other in a working enVIronment. 

According to James, this praVides her not only With a c10sed ctrcle of suspects, 

but also with an opportunity ta examine a microcosrn of human mteractions 

She has said: "1 think the interaction of human heings in a c10sed SOClety 15 

absolutely fascinating the power struggles, the attempt to establish and retain 

one's own identity, the way in which people group defensive or offensive 

alliances, particularly against strangers" (Bakerman 56) White this 

interactIon is a feature of a11 James's novels, it is particularly stnking in some. 

Take, for example, the community of student nurses and their matron­

teachers living in Nightingale House in Shroud fer a Nigbhngale During 

the course of Dalg1iesh's intetviews with an the suspects, what becomes dear 

is "the stultifying lack of privacy, and of the small pettinesses and subterfuges 

with which people bving in unwelcome proximity tl)' to preserve thelr own 

privacy or invade that of others" (Shroud 128). But it is the microcosm James 

creates in .The Blaçk Tower that is the most stultifying and vicious Here, she 

provides a striking instance of what can go wrong when a smal1 group of 

people stricken with progressive paralysis is tucked away from slght m a 

chant y home (Taynton Grange) on a remote headland. Adam Dalghesh 

describes the cammunity as a: "claustrophobic, self-regardmg community 

dedicated ta love and self-fulfilment through suffering, where people sent 
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l each other pOIson pen letters, played at childish and ma1iClous prdnks or got 

tlred of wamng for death and hurled themselves into annihilation" (166). 

The only wonder ln this novel is that it is not one of the inmates who IS the 

murderer 

From cloistered commumties with a liberal sprinkling of unpleasant, 

if not downright evil or ruthless ch ara ders, it's a short step to the grisly 

corpse James is wett aware of how nasty the people she's creating are. 

Indeed, she has admitted ta in~elVlewers that: "My dear departed marna used 

to say, 'Oh, darhng, why can't you write a nice book about ntee, happy 

people?'" (Stewart 180). James explains that: "If people are generous and 

pleasant and eourageous and likable, they are seldom surrounded by a group 

of people with strong reasons for getting rid of them. 50 nearly always the 

victim 1S diffleult, to put tt mndly" (Salwak 47-48). James's victims are killed 

because they threaten others, either through blae1cmail, or merely by the 

dangerous knowledge they are thought ta possess. There's Nurse Pearce in 

Shroud for a NIghtingale who sought out the weaknesses and vices of her 

fellow student nurses, and used her discovenes ta exercise power over them. 

A typical descnption of Pearce's behaviour that emerges during the 

investIgation mto her death runs along these Unes: "Pearce liked to exercise 

power; but even more she enjoyed indulging in moral rectitude" (303). To 

create the suspense of 'who done tt', James surrounds the victim with people 

who had good reason ta feel threatened by the victim. She says: "the circ1e of 

suspects must be people whom the writer feels would possibly be capable of 

that cnme. They are unlikely ta he happy, well-adjusted, or living together in 

a very peaeeful way" (Stewart 180). What is astonishing is that there are 

characters who are portrayed by the omniscient narrator and other eharacters 
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1 1 as being gaad, hanest and upright Not surpnsingly, the few likable or 

hanourable characters in a P. D James navet shtne like beacans of hope and 

charity in a moral wasteland. 

In vtrtual1y all af James's navets, the V1ctims are unpleasant characters, 

samehmes ta the extent that haVlng them murdered almast seems perfectly 

inevitable. This makes the deaths by suffocation of Grace Wllhson and 

Father Baddeley (whom Adam Dalgliesh had known as a child) in ~Black 

Iower a11 the more surprising, for they are portrayed as hannless, genUe and 

accepting characters. Their murder is very dlfferent tram the others in 

James's detective navels Usually, we stumble on an already dead body just as 

unwittingly as do the suspects and police. The exceptton is nasty Nurse 

Pearce's murder by a gastric feed fil1ed with corrosive pOIson in Shroud fpr a 

Nightingale Here, the reader, along with Pearce's fellow students and 

severa} of the sisters, actually witness her shockmgly VIOlent and graphic 

death: 

One second she was lying immobile, propped against her mound 

of pillows, the next she was out of bed, teetenng forward on 

arched teet in a parody of a ballet dancer, and clutchmg 

ineffectual1y at the air as if in franbc search of the tubmg. And 

aU the hme she screamed, perpetually screamed, lIke a stuck 

whistle. (19-20) 

What makes Grace Willison's end unusual is that unlike Pearce's, 

there is a shift in narrative point-of-view, sa that rather than betng detached 

spectators, we are almost experiencing her death wtth her. This shlft ta her 

viewpoint is evident in the fol1owing passage' "Unreslsting, since that was 
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her nature and how could she resist, she dld not die ungently, feeling at the 

last through the th in veil of plastic only the strong, warrrl, oddly comforting 

hneaments of a human hand" (Black Tower 188). The contrasts in thetr ways 

of dymg are as striktng as the lives they led, for the deeply reltgious Grace 

WJl1Json seems as accepttng of death as she was of her lot in lite. The 

suggestion seems ta he that although murder is cJearly death by human hand, 

if one has a strong spiritual communion with Gad, death is quietly accepted. 

Although Father Baddeley IS already dead by the lime Adam reaches Toynton 

Grange, Juhus Court gives us an account of Baddeley's death. "1 think he 

knew about two minutes after 1 entered that 1 would kill him There wasn't 

even a flicker of surprise when 1 pressed the plastic against his face" (226). 

This account is similar ta SIr Paul Berowne's murder in .A Iaste for Oeath 

after his mysterious spiritual experience in the vestry of St. Matthew's 

church As the murderer Dominic Swayne describes it, Sir Paul: "didn~ even 

look surprised. He was supposed ta he tenified. He was supposed to prevent 

il happening. But he knew what l'd come for. He Just looked at me as if he 

were saying 'Sa it's you How strange that it has to be you' If (497). 

It IS dlfhcult ta beheve that James has created a hast of nasty prindpal 

characters slmply because it's easier ta peg them as suspects. Sorne patterns 

emerge in the course of James's novels--of incest, of the lack of love between 

parent and child, and of the absence of religion as a unifying force in 

contemporary society--that, coupled With James's views on contemporal)' 

sOCIety, make it obvious that her characterizations go far beyond convenient 

plot devlces. Short of an exhaustive catalogue of each charaders merits and 

detrachons, 1 prefer to loosely group a number of the principal characters into 

three categones for the purposes of my discussion: the murderers; those who 
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1 indirectly cause the cnme by fuehng the commumty's tensions and 

jealousies; and the few characters generally presented ln a favourable hght 

Throughout her novels, and ln her mteMews, James makes It clear 

that murder is an unacceptable act "murder 1 regard as the ult1mate cnme, 

the one for which you can never make reparahon- (SaJwak 31) ln many of 

her navets, the murders are mgenious and carefully premedltated The 

motives James provides for her murderers vary, trom greed to fear, ta a Wl5h 

for power--the power ta glve or take hfe, whlch DomInIC Swayne sa 

exultantJy cIal ms for hlmself in ft. Iaste for Death DespJte thls strong feeling 

that such violence is totally reprehensible, James does not shnnk tram 

provtding sorne of her murderers with strong and understandable, if not 

morally laudable, motives. In explaining thlS, she has satd "Wlth the 

modem detective story and Wlth mine, you do want the reader to feel sorne 

sympathy, ta teel at the end of the book that, gtven the ClTCumstance, the 

charact er, the tempt ab on, '1 can see that they did it and 1 myself mlght have 

been tempted' " (Stewart 180) But even when armed wlth a strong motIve, 

the murderers are never allowed to escape justice This IS true ev en in .An 

.llnsuitable Job for a Woman where Eliza Leammg 15 not tned for her murder 

of Sir Ronald CalJendar, the man who killed their son Mark in cold blood 

Cordelia Gray, an accessory to murder here, protects MISS Leaming by Jymg ta 

the poltce. But Cordeha cannat proteet her from the author, who klns EJiza 

Leaming off in an extra-narrative car crash at the very end of the book 

Along with her murderers, James portrays a number of people who, 

either through an excess of moral rectitude, or complete mdifference to 

others, indirectly cause the murder. Such characters also fuel the day-to-day 

pettines:" misery and evil that charactenze 50 many of James's c10sed settmgs 
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... 
-'\ There's Jennie Pettlgrew who wntes twlsted poison pen letters to the other 

" mmates at Toynton Grange There's Stephen Lampart, a doctor who i1legal1y 

aborts female foetuses for his wealthy cbenteJe There's Ivor Garrod, head of 

an \lnderground communist ceU who stoops at nothmg to further his cause 

And then there are Barbara Berowne (A Taste for Death) and Domentca 

Schofield CDeath of an Expert Witness)--both women are distractingly , 
beautiful, but tota11)' unscrupulous where private, sexual gratification is 

concemed. Barbara gets her "kicks" by "watching masked and gowned, while 

(her lover's) hands eut mto another woman's body. The erotic charge of the 

medical priesthood" (203) Domenica takes her sex lite one step further, and 

makes a habit of meeting her lovers in a chapet. The two women are also 

portrayed as cartng httle for ~nyone else but themselves. Thus, Domenica's 

tirst gaze upon Dalg1iesh is llremote yet speculativell (208). And Domenica's 

response, when handed Lorrimer's tortured, unsent love letters, is merely ta 

say. "it's extraordmary how unattractive misery tsll (210). Why did she 

break off Wlth Lorrimer? She coony says. ''l'm not sure there was a l'Cason ... 

. tet's say 1 was tired of himll (211). wt",e not directly responsible for her 

former lover's fate, il was her break-up \Vith Lonimer and brand new affair 

wtth Dr. Kerrison that ultimately led ta Lorrimer's death. Yet, under 

questiontng by Adam Dalgliesh, Domentca says: "lm not responsible. Even 

if he ki11ed himself 1 shouldn't feel that it was my tault. As il 15, 1 don't 

believe his death had anything ta do with mell (213). While not as intelligent 

as Domenica, Barbara Berowne shares her complete self-absorption and 

detachment trom the ramifications of her own actions. The following 

physicat description doubles as a moral and spiritual description as well: 
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l Barbara Berowne tumed her remarkable vlolet-blue eyes on 

Dalghesh . After the tirst fleehng ghmmer of cunoslty the gtance 

was deadened, almost hfeless, as if he were Joolong mte coloured 

contact tenses Perhaps aftcr a hfettme of seetng the effect of her 

gaze she no longer needed to animate it with any expression other 

than a casual mterest cras.œ 118) 

Alex and Ahce Mair, Domenica Schofleld and Maxim Howarth, 

Barbara Berowne and DomInic Swayne--each pair represents a brother-slster 

relationship with mcestuous overtones. Alice Malr loBs ta protect her 

brother in DeVlces and DeSIres It's a death she daIms she "owes hlm." 

When they were teenagers, Alex watched thelr father bleed to death W1thout 

hfting a linger to help, in arder to avenge the unwantcd sexual acts thelr 

father was forcing on Abce. Dommic Swayne msists that one day he'n teil hls 

slster "Barble" how he Idlled her husband Sir Paul for her ln the meantlme, 

for the better part of A Iaste for Death, Dommlc sleeps ln SIr Pau)'s bed, wears 

his dressmg gown, eats his food, bathes ln his bath and fawns over Barbara 

Maxim Howarth and Domemca Schofield dIffer from the other paIrs of 

brothers and sisters, m that neither actually murders But their complete 

emotional detachment tram eveT}'one else is portrayed as bemg almost 

criminally neghgent. ThIS is eVld~nt in Howarth's sole comment on Stella 

Mawson's death by hanging in the Wren chapet "1 wonder where she lcnew 

how to find the coret And why choose here?" CDeath 305) The only tlme 

Howarth is roused to any sort of passionate feeling is when he thmks about 

hts stster's relationship with Lorrimer: "the thought of Lorrimer ln hlS 

sister's bed had been intolerable" (22). 
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The nucJear family does not fare well in James's noveJs. AU too 

frequently. her noveJs teature chilracters who are orphans, iIlegitimate, or 

negJected and abused chiJdren, raised by foster parents, nuns, or grandparents 

Cordelia Gray was raised by a succession of toster parents. Adam Dalgltesh 

Jost his wife and newbom son, an event that protoundly marked him and 

accounts for much of his aloofness Dominic Swayne's father rejected him 

and questioned hts patemity. The illegitimate Kate Mtsktn, whose mother 

died in childbirth, was raised by a re sen tful grandmother. Even when an 

entire family is depicted, tnstead of kinship, we hnd distrust and enmity. 

This is true of the bereaved Berowne family in the afte, nath of Sir Pau)'s 

death. Meeting the family for the tirst time, Dalgliesh notices their aUenation 

from each other and wonders. "whether they were 50 used to living their 

lives under one roof but apart that even in a moment of hlgh tragedy neither 

could cross the psychological banier represented by that caged lift, those two 

floors- (Taste 118). The Maxie family in Cover Hcr Face is an exception, for 

Eleanor MaX1e and her children Deborah Riscoe and ~tephen Maxie farrn a 

close-knit, and caTing family. And yet, it is in order to maintain the famiJy's 

status quo that Eleanor Maxte ki11s Sally Jupp. the outsider who threatens 

their unity, In novels such as Shroud for a Nightingale and The Black Tower, 

where characters are forced by circumstance and geography to live together in 

a communal arrangement, the results are disastrous. The inmates of 

Toynton Grange in The Black Iower. have been abandoned there by their 

own famtlies. Grange owner Wilfred Anstey tries ta create a 'famil}' out of 

his disabJed charity cases, and presides over them much as a benevolent but 

inflexible paterfamiUas would. But what he creates instead ts a taIse family. 

where closeness and fnendship are repJaced by brooding seething disJtke. 
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• There i5 certainly nothmg new about portraying the dismtegrahon of 

the family ln contemporary fiction. But what IS novel here, 1S the lcngth ta 

which James goes m depicting the consquences of thls breakdown For 

instance, in Deatb of an Expert Witness, the chalO of events culmlOatlOg in 

Lorrimer's murder begins wtth Dr. Kerrison's divorce proceedings and bitter 

baUle with his ex-wife for custody of thelr two children In other James 

novels, an absenCf' of familial love frequentty results 10 murder Consider 

An Un5ujtable Job for a Woman. where thls absence, coupled with an ov.~r­

weaning ambition make Sir Ronald Callendar into the monster who c.:," 

murder his only son Mark. The confrontation between Str Ronald and 

Cordelia Gray itlustrates how cut off from emotion and feeling he ts. Cordelia 

asb Sir Ronald how he could km Mark, and "what is the use of maktng the 

world more beautiful tf the people who live in it can't love one anotheri,1I 

(162), to which Callendar replies. 

'What do you mean by love? That human beings must Jeam to 

live together with a decent concem for each other's welfare? Th.~ 

law enforees that The greatest good of the greatest number. BesidE~ 

that fundamental dec1aration of common sense ail other 

philosophies are metaphysical abstractions. Or do you defme love 

in the c..ntishan sense, carttas? Read history, MISS Gray See to what 

horroTS, ta what violence, hatred and repressl0n the religion of love 

has led mankind .... ' (162). 

Cordetia's angutshed reply is also the potential remedy for what ails an the 

spiritual orphans and broken people who tnhabit the world of a P. D. James 

nove1: "1 mean love, as a parent loves a child" (162). 



,. '. 

( 

Yet if James takes care to show us societys ms resulting in such a 

disastrous cnme as murder, she nevertheless shows that tndividuals who 

resort to murder bear personal responsibl1ity for their own actions. Thus, for 

every Dominic Swayne tuming towards a lite of violence, there is a Cordelia 

Gray, hving her life ln order to help others. Rejected by his parents as a child, 

Dommic Swayne grows up to be an emotional1y and intellectual1y 

impoverished aduJt. HIs chUdhood proves to be a breeding ground for his 

murderous tendencies. In a fJashback to her youth, Barbara Berowne reealls 

her parents argutng about her brother Dominic, because neither wanted 

custody of hlm She remembers her father saying: Mlf thcre was anything of 

me in that boy rd have recognized it. He's grotesque" CTaste 182) This is 

what Adam reahzes when he recognizes Dominic Swayne for what he is: "a 

man who has felt desptsed and tnferior aU his life but who will never feel 

inferior again" lIaste 411). For, as Auden writes in ""'e Guilty Vicarage," 

"murder is negative creation, and every murderer is therefore the rebel who 

daims the right to be omnipotent. HIS pathos Is his refusaI to suffer" (19). 

But if Dominic Swayne had a deprived childhood, Cordelia Gray did 

not fare much better. Cordelia's life growtng up is described as a "succession 

of toster mothers, the unexplained incomprehensible moves tram house to 

house, the changes of schools, the concemed faces of local Authority Welfare 

Officers and school teachers desperately wondering what ta do with her in the 

holidays" (UnsuitabJe 27). And yet, "Gradual1y out of a childhood of 

deprivation she had evolved a philosophy of compensation" (19). In other 

words, by being content with her lot, Cordelia has become an emotionally 

mature woman with sound instincts for doing good. Similarly, Millicent 

Gentle, the old-fashioned romantic novelist in A Taste for Death, makes the 
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best of what she has Camparing Milhcent Gentle ta her own grandmother, 

Kate Misktn says "I know an old lady who, 10 her place, would say 'No one 

wants my books, lm poor, l'rn lame, and 1 bve ln a damp cottage W1th only a 

dog for company.' [Mi11icent) says. 'l've got my health, my pension, my 

home, Makepeace for company, and 1 go on wtittngM (410) 

A propenstty for eVil, or at least an lndlfference ta others, charactenzes 

th~ Mbad" characters in James's novels. It is therr lack of feeling towards the 

rest of humanity that crea tes a c1imate ripe for murder, If not the murder 

ftself. The Barbara Berownes and Abee Mairs are judged and found wantmg 

by such laudable characters as Adam Dalghesh and Meg Dennison. Slmtlarly, 

those who are good in a James novel, are he Id ta he 50 largely because they 

stand up ta scrutiny. Their shoeked reactions to manifestations of evil are 

documented, as are their aets of faith Thus, ChIef Inspector Terri Rickards in 

Deyiees and DeSIres, described by Dalgliesh as a "conScIenttous and 

incorruptible detectivell (72), ts in tum just as pleased with Meg Denmson 

"Rickards approved bath of her appearance and of the distress. This was how 

he expected a woman to look and behave after a particularly brutal murder" 

(262). As welt, Rickards wauld probably approve of MISS Emily Wharton in A 

!aste for Deatb, when she expresses the fun horror of the two corpses she 

disco vers in the vestry of St. Matthews church. 

Thetr throats had been cut and they lay like butchered animaIs in a 

waste of blood. . . . She saw again the severed vessels, sticktng tike 

corrugated pipes through the c10tted blood. .. Thus mutilated, lt 

seemed to her everything human had drained away fram them 

with their blood; life, identity, dignity. They no longer loaked like 

men. And the blood was everywhere. (10) 
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Good characters in james's novels conslstently serve as foils to the 

malevolence of others. They funetton as beacons of hope in a landscape of 

despair and decay. They are the sympathetic characters ln whom faith in our 

future is pJaced A horrifted reactton to a brutally butchered corpse is just one 

indicator of correct behaviour in a James nove!. Laudable characters also see~ 

truth, have a falth in and love for others, and can distinguish between right 

and wrong. As such, upright characters serve as a locus for the moral tenor of 

P. D. james's novels. For instance, Meg Dennison (DeViees and Oestres), uses 

and understands the word sin. In contrast, Meg's friend Alice Mair, cannot: 

"Meg, you continue to astonish me. You use words which are no longer in 

the general vocabulary, not even in the Church's. The implications of that 

simple little ward are outside my comprehension" (479). It is Alice Mair who 

commits murder; Meg does not. 

The most sympathetic characters in james's fiction tend ta share, to 

sorne degree, the attitudes of Cordelia Gray, who is diagnosed as "incurably 

agnosttc but prone to unpredictable relapses into falth" (Unsuitable 177).12 

Dennis Porter writes in ·Detection and Ethics: the Case of P. D. James,· that 

in a world without Gad and the rewards and constraints of a retigiously 

grounded morality, one is left with a "fonn of caritas. of Christ W1thout 

Christianity. The only salvation for a11 th ose teeming, lost souls that P. D. 

James's intrigues nf crime and violence uncover in contemporary society ts a 

religion of love, of devotion and sacrifice of self, the love of a parent for a 

child· (17). Thus, in the confrontation dted eartier between Sir Ronald 

Callendar and Cordelia Gray, our sympathies rematn with Cordelia and her 

impassioned plea for love. The same is true in a remarkably similar scene in 

Deviees and Desires, where the religious, old-fashioned, almost anachronistic 
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Meg Dennison discusses human nature with Alice Mair. The comerstone of 

Meg's belief is "that at the heart of the uni verse there is love" (128) It IS this 

firm belief in love that, later on in the novel, leads Meg ta her attempt ta 

comprehend Alice Maits murder of Hilary Robarts. That murder would he 

unthinkable for Mes but possible for Alice, is clear in the following passage 

We see how at odds their view of the universe is, wh en, a thtrd of the way 

through the novel, Alice states: 

'At the heart of the umverse there is cruetty. We are predators and 

are preyed upon, every living thing. Did you know that wasps lay 

their eggs in ladybirds, piercing the weak spot ln their annour' 

Then the grub grows and feeds on the living ladybtrds and eats ils 

way out, tying the ladybird's legs together. Whoever thought of 

that has, you have ta admit, a peculiar sense of humour.' (128) 

"mus, Alice Mair, SIr Ronald Callendar and other such ch ara ct ers, all share a 

world view that is a pared-down Darwinian survlval-of-the-fittest, coupled 

with a belief that ta sacrifice one for the greater gaod of all is justifted 

Characters such as Sir Ronald Callendar, Alex Mair and Ste ven 

Lampart an substltute a belief in Gad for a behef in science and reason. White 

this is certainly nothing new in our twentieth-centul)', what is interesting is 

that, in the na me of science, these sclentists dabble in question able ethics 

which are certainly danmed in ]ames's fictional world. For Instance, when 

confronted with his illegal abaTtions of female fetuses, Stephen LampaTt's 

re5pon5e i5: 

'what surprises me about those who c1aim ta have faith is that they 

seem ta think that we can find out scientific facts behind Godos back. 

i 
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'" 

That tirst myth, the Garden of Eden, is remarkably persistent. We 

aJways tee) we haven't the nght ta use il In my book we've the 

right ta do anything we can ta make human lite more agreeable, 

safer, less full of pain' (Taste 374) 

In Stephen lampart's argument, there is a distinct echo down the centuries of 

Francis Bacan's own ca11 tor scientific knowledge for human advancement. 1 

am mdmed ta believe that the critique here is of scientific pursutts stripped of 

faith. It is left ta Brenda Pri dm ore, the enthusiastic young secretary at 

Hoggatt's LaboratOly in Death of an Expert Witness. ta point out what these 

scienhsts, blinded by reason, have chosen ta ignore: "It was odd, she thought, 

that scientists sa often weren't religious when their work revealed a world sa 

vaTJously marvellous and yet sa mysteriously unified" (50). The awe she 

,,~ feels stands out in marked contrast ta the ruthless quest for science and glory .. 
that fills not only Death of an Expert Witness, but a11 }ames's ather navets. 

What becomes clear, then, is that in }ames's fiction al realm, science stripped 

of faith can and daes COrTUpt. This does not, however, mean that the subject 

15 never dealt With iranicatty or with any degree of complexity. For instance, 

there's the exall'lple, in DeViees and Desires. of Agnes Paley, bumed at the 

stake for heresy, on August 15, 1557. According to Adam, his aunt researched 

Agnes Poley's past and came up with this account: 

'She went to the stake, apparently, for an obstinate adherence ta her 

own uncompromising view of the universe. She couldn't accept 

that Christ's body could be present in the sacrament and at the same 

time physically in heaven at God's right hand. ft was, she said, 

against common sense. Perhaps Alex Mair should take her as 

patron of his power station, a quasi-saint of rationality.' (106) 

-
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l Throughout the novel, the image of Agnes Poley's fate is linked ta the 

Larksoken power plant, ta science, and ta Alice Mairs self-immolatIon for 

her own 'heresy,' murder. 

Yet if P. D. James's novels wam against living enhrely without fa1th, 

there is also her black-humoured account, in The Black Iowet of the pitfalls 

of a religious faith based on delusion. When Wilfred Anstey i5 mlracuIousIy 

cured of multiple sclerosis during a pilgnmage ta lDurdes, he fulftlls a 

bargain with Gad and devotes Toynton Grange and aIl his money to serving 

the disabled. The result 15 a smalt community of chronically ciisabled young 

men and women, ruled over by Wilfred Anstey, clad in his brown monk's 

habit. The inmates are taken on regular pilgrimages to Lourdes in the hope 

they might receive the same cure as Wilfred The three cottages on the 

grounds are called IIhope,lI Hfaith ll and "charity H Communal meals are 

conducted in silence, save for a scnptural reading careful1y chosen and 

intoned white the others swa))ow mouthfuts of who))y unappehzing food 

And, unhappiness is considered a "sin against the Holy Ghost, a sin agamst 

Wilfred" (41). That Toynton Grange 1S, in fad, a seething cauldl'on of hatred 

and evil, is hardly surprising considering that the enlire set-up is a complete 

sham, founded not upon a real miracle, but a taIse diagnosis. Wllfred never 

had multiple scIera sis, a11 he had was hystencal paralysis,13 SmaU wonder, 

then, that no was cured on the annual pilgrimage to Lourdes. Insead, il 

served as the perfect front for the ruthless Julius Court's heroin smuggling 

operation into France. And yet, ail Wilfred WolS doing was following in his 

grandfather's footsteps. It was his grandfather, who, accordmg ta Julius 

Court: "invented his own religion, based 1 understand on the book of 

Revelation. In the early autumn of 1887 he walled himself up inside the 
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tower and starved hllTlself ta death Accordtng ta the somewhat confused 

testament l\e left, he was waitmg for the second commg" (113) 

James's 15 a world ln which science has largely replaced rehgion, a 

world in whlch even the best of men, such as Adam Dalghesh, tum ta science 

and reason rather th.m religJon ta solve the nddles of mankind Adam's 

father, an Anglican mlnlster, tned ta ftght death on a theolo81ca1 level, by 

denymg Its power Adam ftghts death on a secular 1evel During moments of 

self-exammahon, It IS not unusual for Adam ta refJect: "Death One could 

ignore il, fear lt, even weI come n, but never defeat it It remained as 

obtruslve but more durable than these commemorative stones. Death' the 

same yesterday, today and forever- (Black Iower 110). Constantly 

encountenng death in the murder cases he investigates, Adam tries ta bring 

arder out of chaos, "if he cannat stop death he can at Jeast catch and punish 

those who mfhet it on others His, then, 1S an endeavour WhlCh offers 

reassurance, whlch seems ta restore arder ta an othetwise dlsorderly world" 

(Hubly, "Adam Dalgliesh Byromc Hern" 91). 

James has become more preoccupied with faith in her mo'>t recent 

navets, particularly A Iaste for Death and Deviees and DeSIres Indeed, a 

second or thlrd perusal of these navets reads more like a series of discussions 

on religton and SCIence, reason and faith, than a murder mystery. At times, 

the mystery seems not only ta he a search for the hidden narrative, but a1so a 

quest for a sustaining falth Throughout Devices and Desires, characters 

discuss thelr religious beliefs. The tenor of the se discussions ranges from 

Carohne Amphlett's impatience Wlth Jonathan Reeves's faith, ta Alex Mair's 

harsh response ta the despairing Hilary Roharts: -If you want a religion, if 

you need a religion, then find one. There are plenty ta choose from. AU light 
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1 the abbey IS ln nnns and 1 doubt whether that impotent old pnesl up at the 
j 

Dld Rectory has much on offer. "(64) SIr Paul Berowne's mystenous 

spitituat conversIon is central ta A Taste for Death There 15 a double mystery 

at the core of thls novel, for not only IS the Idenhty of SIr Paul's 1011er hlddcn, 

but 50 tao IS the nature of hlS reltglOus expenence As we1l, SIr Paul's social 

position as baronet and Member of Parhament makes Il dtfftcult for anyone 

connected with hirn ta ignore hls mysttcal expenence He IS not sorne 

crackpot myshc that people can easlly dlsmlSS That's why, whcn Father 

Barnes tells Adam that he saw stlgmata on SIr Paul's wnsts after 

communion, Adam is "shaken, almost physlcally, by an emohon far stronger 

than dlstaste .... What he was feehng was a revulslon amountmg almost to 

outrage" (Iaste 54) Indeed, neither the tnvestigahon, nor the people closest 

to SIr Paul nor the pubhc at targe can ignore the overtly rehgtous ImphcatlOns 

of his conversion. 

James is, 1 would argue, along with Erlene Hubly in "The Formula 

ChaUenged. The Novels of P. D. James," a l'eligious writer--'religlOus' m the 

s\tmse that she beheves there is an arder behtnd the Uni verse, an arder 

modem man has lost 51ght of. In The Black Tower there IS an Image that IS 

central to her world a Pre-Raphaeltte 5tained glass window portraymg the 

expulsion of Adam and Eve tram the Garden of Eden Jecorates the entrance 

hall at Toynton Grange It is an image that hovers over a11 of James's novels­

-man expelled trom Paradise. Hers 15 a world peopled Wlth mvalids and 

cripples, the dlseased and dying, where hfe Uself, as one of her characters says 

is -a progressive incurable disease" (Hubly 519) 

And yet, just as solving the mystery reaffirms one's falth that the world 

can in sorne small way be put ta tight, the ending of A l'aste for Deatb seems 
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to point a way out of the woods for those who have lost stght of God When 

MIss Emily Wharton fIrst dlscovers the muhlated bodIes m the novel's 

openmg pages, she IS unable ta pray, "strangely, the words seem ta have got 

muddled up" (13), but on the novel's very last page 

she remembered what Father Collins had once said in a sennon 

when she flrst came ta St Matthews: 'If you ftnd that you no longer 

beheve, act as if you stiJl do. If you feel that you can't pray, go on 

saymg the words' She knelt down on the hard floor, supporting 

herself wtth her hands grasping the iron grille and said the words 

with whjch she always began her private prayers: 'Lord 1 am not 

worthy that thou shouldest come under my roof, but speak but the 

ward and m)' soul shan he healed.' (512-13) 

Small wonder that after reading P. D. James's novels, Dennis Porter c1aims in 

"Detection and Ethtcs" that· "a casual reader should be wamed that ta read 

one of her navels is to risk a kjnd of conversion" (17). 
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• 
1 ConclusIon- Where the world almost goes back ta nonnat 

" 

What has contmued ta stnke me about James's navets m the hve or sa 

years since 1 hrst dlscovered her, IS the pesslmism thdt pervades her wntmgs 

Of course, any text whlch takes murder as Its subJect isn't hkely ta be full of 

boundless cheer, but James's are far grimmer than most Her resoJuhons 

instill a sense of unease rather than rehef that the mystery ts solved and the 

world can go back to nonnal Certamly, James novels such as A Taste for 

Death and The Black Iower are a far cry from the msouclance of the Golden 

Age (192Us and 19305) detechve hchon wrtters Her navels reflect her 

displeasure with a socIety where traditional mores arc rapldly dlsappeanng 

Degraded characters and the settings of her novels reflect what sh~ sees as the 

unhealthy state of the contemporaty world Thus, a Wren chap~1 tumed mto 

a lovers' den selVes ta reveal the decline bath of rehgtous fatth and of maraIs 

AIso, the seventeenth-century family mansion turned mta a forenslc 

laboratory in .Qeath of an Expert Witness itlustrates, among other things, 

scientiflc pursU!t takIng precedence over family ttes It 15 a ruthless quest for 

scientihc advanœment that leads Sir Ronald Callendar, in An Unsultable lob 

for a Woman to km hls son Mark Even when they don't murder, characters 

in James's novels are all-too-frequently self-servmg, immoral, and pE.'tty 

Character and setting conspire, then, ta produce a brooding, gnm atmosphere, 

only somewhat offset by a few dccent characters As dlscussed at length in 

chapter 4, this pessimism is largely a result of James's morahshc outtook. She 

tises her navets ta teach her readers about the consequences of the breakdawn 

of the family, and the decline of a humanizing faitb. 
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1 The poor state of contemporary maraIs may be legihmate grounds for 

pessimtsm ln James's vtew, but that's not an. Her novels also examme the 

police, and thetr methods ln a murder investIgation, under a fatrly crihcal 

hght The police are portrayed as mvaders who poke and pry into every 

aspect of the hves of victtm and suspect. Dalgliesh and certainty Massingham 

are portrayed as havtng ruthless streaks. When necessary, they do not 

hesitate ta destroy an mnocent per~on in order ta prove another's guilt As a 

result, their investigations trequently leave behind irreparably shattered lives, 

casualhes of a system whtch mvests the police with authonty to solve the 

crime The police, then, are also tarred by James's moralishc brush, although 

ta a certam degree, a successfut resolutian absolves them. In the final 

analysis, the end Justiftes the means. 

What is particularly striking about James's pessimism, though, is that 

it runs COU'1ter ta the detective genre, which celebrates the uttimate triumph 

of good over evil Closure in detective novels means bringing arder out of 

chaos, and, as demonstrated m chapter 2, stabilizing meaning. As James 

herse1f has said, detective navets "do affirm the intelligibility of the univel'3e; 

the moral norm, the sanctity of lite" (Stasio 196). However hard James may 

try ta subvert the genre with her endings--some ltves are irreparably 

destroyed, and the pahee don'! atways have the necessary praof ta make an 

arrest--invariably, by the novel's close, the reader, police, and suspects aU 

know who committed the murder. The result is, as Auden points out in 

"The Guilty Vicarage," that "a suspicion of being the guilty other has been 

expelled, a cure effected . . . by the miraculous intervention of a genius tram 

outside who removes guilt by giving knowledge of guilt" (24). 
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1 But with ]ames's detecttve navels, a sImple restaranon af arder and 

hannony IS easter sald than done The pol1ce inVestIgatIon reveals much 

more than the murderer VVhat also emerges IS an unflattenng portraIt of the 

cammunity under tnvestlgatton Almast tnvanabIy, strife, adultery, petty 

jealousles, and even blackmail, prevaU In retrospect, it IS hardly surpnstng 

that murders oœur ln these seethmg, bT'Oodtng envtronments The pohce 

may function ta Testare arder, but what the Investlgatton reveals is that there 

was never more than a superftcial arder there in the ftrst place There IS a 

contradIction, then, between the c10sure the genre requires and the 

underlying confhcts exposed during the course of the navet. lt takes a great 

teap of faith to imagIne that such confticts will really be resolved Resolution 

and textual coherence are thus ta a large degree incompatible In james's 

novels Such a contradiction has more ta do Wlth the constramts of the genre 

than with any failings on her part. Indeed, the enttre genre IS founded upon a 

central paradox: that murder gives birth to its own Investtgation 
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,( Endnotes 

1 While sorne CritlCS mc1ude cntne stories in such texts as the Bible and 

Canterbury Tales in the genre's geneology, 1 do nct. My aim in this 

discussIOn 15 ta trace the beginnmgs of the detective stol)', whlch 1 argue 

requlf'es the presence of a professlonal or amateur detective. 

2 An exception IS MicheHe Stung, a staunch Christie admirer who says that 

James doesn1 deserve the aown: -Rende)) and J~mes and their ilk. don'l 

mistake me, are certamly truty talented Wliters, but in the end, genius, like 

murder, wiJ1 out- (67) 

( 3 Sandra Pla, RIchard P. Gldez, and Nanna Siebenhelter, ta name a few. 

4 This scene is echoed towards the end of P. D. James' A laste for Death 

where the murderer Dominic Swayne and Father Bames meet in St. 

Matlhews church. But in this navet, God's representative is at best a pathetic, 

lost man. He revea)s himself ta Swayne in the misguided betief that 

evetythmg win be "taken care of," and is shot for his pains. 

5 There 15 a)so a genera) grab-bag of conclusions that defy categorization. An 

,"stance is David Lehman's assertion ln Th.e Perlect Murder; A Study of 

QetectlOJl. that the detective navet is the oTlly real1y modem novel form, for 

"a narrative fonn that restricts Uself ta the aftennath of events presumed ta 

have already taken place must indeed be t.::onsidered peculiarty modem--if a 

condition of modemity is a feeling of betatedness, of having arrived on the 
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scene at the tait end of somethmg that's ovcr and done Wlth 

26) 

.. (Lehman 

6 Wtth must of James's novets, It's more like 450 pages that separate cnme 

from revelation thiS t5 a featurc which dtstlngul5hes her tram other 

detective novehsts In part, it's as though James's complex characlers and 

plots take on a life of their own, necessitatmg longer navets 

7 Sorne mystery novehsts, such as Ruth Rendell, have wntten navels where 

the murderer will proclalm thelr culpability from the outset This doesn't 

work particularly weB, for if we know 'whodumt,' there's not much pomt ln 

cantinuing to read the novel After the opening announcement -Eumce 

Parchman killed the Coverdate family because she could not read or wntc" tA 

Judgement in Stone 7), Rendell tnes, Wlthout much success, ta bUlld and 

sustain suspense, even though the exact outcome is a foregone conclusIon 

8 In generat, though, James reltes less on abjects as clues th an her 

predecessors in the detectlve genre dld. Instead, she lai:; her clues marc in 

the compleXlty of human motivations, 50 that her detectives Aôam Dalghesh 

and Cordelia Gray must become adept at readmg human nah1re 

9 Readers aren't 50 fortunate, for the proceedmgs of many suspect 

interrogations are frequently recounted elther through Adam's or a 

character's recollectJon of the event, if at all. 

10 On rare c\ccasions, James does bring up the idea of punishment ln her 

navels. One instance is when Paul Middlemiss, the Document Examiner ln 

..Q9th of an Expert Witness, reflects that he "seldom thought of the half-
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dozen men who had been hanged dunng the twenty years of his forenslc 

experience, pnmanJy because of hts evidence, and when he dld, It was not the 

stramed but oddly anonymous faces ln the dock WhlCh he remembered, or 

thelT names, but paper and ink, the thickened downward stroke, the peculiar 

fonnahon of a Jetter" (61-62) 

11 Because James wouJd nat make herseJf avaiJabJe ta me for a personaJ 

mteTVlew ln EngJand, my attempts ta answer the question must rely on 

pubhshed mtervlews she has granted during the past decade, and on textual 

evidence 

12 While characters such as Meg Dennison and Grace Wlllison have a 

religtous faith that gaes weil beyond Cordelia Gray's lapses into faith, il 15 a 

concem for others that all three share 

13 MedIcal science lS shown ta be fallible. Wilfred Anstey's condition was 

mlsdlagnosed, and Adam Dalgiie5h had been told he was suffering tram 

leukemia, when it was only mononuc1easis. Perhaps blind faith in science is 

also a delusion? 
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