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This dissertation revisits the Lesbian private
investigator in mystery fiction and focuses on gender
implications and genre expectations that affect her
narrative and the effect of her narrative on the field.
Highlighting the Lesbian detective’s use of humor as a tool
of inversion and subversion that works by “polluting” the
genre’s traditional discourse, this dissertation offers
evidence as to how she effectively creates oppositional and
resistant dialogues. In terms of her characterizations,
structures, and themes, the Lesbian PI frames, defines, and
enacts new gender implications while ratifying, supporting,
and representing new genre expectations. This dissertation
proves that humor is the means by which the Lesbian PI
validates her coming-Out and her being-Out; reveals her

characterization as a modern, hero myth of “being”; and

v
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transforms the position of the traditional heterosexual
white male image of power to that of an icon of weakness.

This analysis therefore focuses on gender implications
and genre expectations circumvented, contravened, and
exploited by Lesbian mystery fiction. Further, it
emphasizes how these novels subvert patriarchal structures
in order to stage, perform, and thereby produce their own
validation. As well, it demonstrates that by polluting the
traditional discourses of mystery fiction with satire and
parody, Lesbian narratives create oppositional and
resistant discourses in their characterizations,
structures, and themes.

The texts under study are mystery novels written by
self-identified Lesbian authors who began their publication
history with Lesbian protagonists at independent feminist
presses after the time of the Stonewall Riots. Because the
mystery genre 1is often split between private investigators
and police officers, I choose to reflect only on examples
from novels featuring private investigators. The
consequence of this study is the revelation of the
importance behind the inclusion of Lesbian PIs as integral
elements in the mystery genre and not merely as incidental

appearances of a ghettoized minority or as a supplemental
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sub-genre. The novels herein are examples of Lesbian self-
determination, illustrating the competence and capability

of an undervalued community.
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INTRODUCTION:

OVERVIEW AND PURPOSE

Demonstrating that mystery fiction provided fertile
ground for innovative creation and growth early on, shifts
from conservative to liberal appearances of homosexuality
were inevitable. Initially existing as miserable
characters, homosexuals were referred to in a verbally
abusive manner, endured physical assaults, and experienced
insensitive treatment. Golden Age and hard-boiled era
authors used homosexual characters as the means through
which to present didactic messages professing the
wickedness of homosexuality. Writing homosexual characters
as pretentious social climbers without the financial
strength to back up their pursuits, many Golden Age and
hard-boiled era authors presented Gays and Lesbians with
predispositions for abnormality and inappropriate romantic
attachments.

Specifically, Lesbian episodes of violence were
typically related to spurned love or egotistical self-
preservation. Sometimes curious and quaint, other
appearances presented them as peculiar with predilections

for pedophilia. Another stereotype for Lesbian women was
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that they evidenced an abnormal athletic ability and were
manly in appearance. Regardless of gender, the
homosexuals’ end was usually miserable. Sadly, the
exploitation of stereotyped performance served to
trivialize the lives of homosexuals, making them amusing
departures from the norm and marks for evoking contemptuous
laughter. Because homosexuality did not fit the fiercely
heterosexual pro-male orientation of the early hard-boiled
dicks, in those texts, Gays and Lesbians were vulnerable to
persecution. Often the homosexuals’ appearance served to
reinforce individual responsibility to avoid the predatory
trappings of perversity and to guard against passages
highlighting the rightness of heterosexuality.

When investigators from marginalized populations
appeared, the genre shifted. Specifically, when feminist
women began to write gender inclusivity and multicultural
diversity, they socially-polluted the narrative by
thematizing women’s concerns and testing traditional
characterizations of the investigator. With the changes,
murder was no longer the primary concern even though
violence still tipped the scale of criminal behavior.
However, offenses against women and minorities began to

gain notoriety.
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Then Lou Rand disrupted the status quo and designed a
new community that featured playful and positive images of
Queer characters. Following Rand, Joseph Hansen “fathered”
the Gay inspector and his contributions promoted
homosexuals into positions of prestige in the genre.
Forging unique normative disruptions, Lesbian authors
publishing with feminist presses produced a steady wave of
Lesbian mystery fiction.

The first to do so was M. F. Beal who emerged
confrontationally: her contribution demanded inclusion and
forced Lesbians into the genre. Increasing the genre by
way of cross-pollinated narratives, relationships,
romances, and sexual encounters were laden with feminist
themes. And, each Lesbian mystery text tested traditional
genre expectations. Contextualized social examinations
showed more precisely the cruelty and oppression endured by
the homosexual. Early Lesbian detectives forced
psychological studies of homophobia and the‘effects it had
on the mental, physical, emotional, spiritual,
professional, and financial status of their communities.
Remarkably, these works also fostered optimism and

resilience in upheaval.
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Since her literary inception in 1977, until the
beginning of this project in 1999, only three doctoral
researchers referred to the Lesbian private investigator,
police detective, or amateur sleuth in mystery fiction; by
the close of 2004, five new dissertations referencing this
topic appeared. Of the eight, only six specifically
addressed Lesbians in mystery fiction.' Adding to critical
contributions in the field, this study first revisits
homosexuality in early mystery fiction. Then, it traces
the development of the homosexual characters in the genre
and referentially relates the Lesbian PI to early female
investigators. Next it focuses on the gender implications,
plus the genre expectations, influencing the Lesbian PI’'s
narrative and how she revolts against them. Finally this
study shows how the Lesbian PI rewrites the position of the
male.

Highlighting humor, this study makes evident the
manner that Lesbian mystery novels copy the tradition in
comical ways, effectively parodying the elemental building
blocks that comprise basic and essential characteristics of
the genre employed by conventional male and female writers.

The novels also parody the early feminist-styled
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contributions, constructing newer and more daring
narratives than their foremothers. Furthermore, they
launch scathingly witty and ironic criticisms against the
failings and defects of male conduct, they reveal the
thoughtlessness and recklessness with which men approach
minorities and minority’s issues: here specifically, women
and Lesbians.

Such attacks, by Lesbian PIs against the tradition,
are satirical volleys that collide with the central
controls and dominating influences created and supported by
heterosexual white males to the exclusion of all who do not
appear the same. Hegemonic structures and hierarchical
group behaviors portrayed within traditional mystery
fiction, parodied by Lesbians authoring Lesbian PIs,
demonstrate the flaws and insincerity of a patriarchal
politic in a diverse society. Employing parody and satire
as tools of subversion, these narratives work by
“polluting” the genre’s traditional discourse. Undermining
long-established beliefs and providing evidence that
Lesbian investigators function effectively, this study
finds that they are creating both oppositional and

resistant texts.
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"Sapphisticated Satire and Perverted Parody" intends a
reading of Lesbian PIs in mystery fiction as modern,
carnivalized heroes, meaning that while Lesbian private
investigators, police detectives, and amateur sleuths first
appeared in compliance with established genre norms, they
evolved into mythic models of homosexuality and the
Gayborhood community. Eventually setting patterns and
standards for present day Lesbian PI narratives that bring
contemporary tastes, attitudes, and standards to the field,
they also made a way for triumphantly celebratory existence
marked by laughter and pageantry.

Previously, critics have identified the coming-Out
story, the socially alert re/definition of gender, and the
socially conscious re/awakening of sexuality as dominant
themes in the narratives of Lesbian PIs. ? More boldly
oppositional and defiant than their feminist precursors,
the Lesbian PIs going-into community theme serves to
effectively destabilize, deflate, and debunk traditions
favoring heterosexual-male dominant literatures. In the
mystery genre, specifically in the hard-boiled sub-genre,
depictions of the street-wise, world-hardened, tough-guy

PI, with a pragmatic and pessimistic view of humanity, are
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disrupted and dethroned first by the Dyke-dick’s existence
and then by the narrative tools she employs. Further
disrupting the genre’s tradition are the Lesbian PI’'s
sexual orientation, physical experience, and sense of
intimacy.

Lesbian-authored mystery novels currently present the
Lesbian PI as a hardened tough-gal with an often-comedic
view. In terms of her characterizations, structures, and
themes, the Dyke-dick frames, defines, and enacts new
gender implications while ratifying, supporting, and
representing new genre expectations. Demonstrated here is
the powerful humor by which the Lesbian PI validates her
own coming-Out and her own being-Out. Subsequently, the
Dyke~dick’s characterization as a modern, mythical hero of
“Being” in the genre is revealed as well. Notably, all of
the authors selected for this work were born prior to the
Stonewall Riots® and all of them were then under the age of
twenty-one when the uprising occurred. It may be inferred
that all of the authors were at least inadvertently
affected by the political climate of their era and
definitely subject to the social tides that forced cultural

change.
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This analysis will therefore focus on the gender
implications and genre expectations circumvented,
contravened, and exploited by Lesbian PIs in mystery texts.
Emphasis is placed on the manner in which the Dyke-dick’s
narrative subverts patriarchal structures in order to
stage, perform, and thereby produce their own validation.
Demonstrated here, as well, are the means through which the
Lesbian PI “pollutes” the traditional discourses of mystery
fiction with humor. Creating oppositional and resistant
discourses in their characterizations, the Dyke-dick
reforms, habilitates, and improves traditional structures
and themes. Important to this study, also, is the way in
which humor works subversively against the patriarchal
norms.

The mainstream texts under study are carefully
selected mystery novels from the 1920s through the latter
portion of the 1970s which create the backdrop for
homosexuals in the genre prior to the effects of the Equal
Rights Movement or Feminism and the momentum of Gay Rights
after Stonewall, or Lesbian-Feminism. The Lesbian PI texts
under study are the products of self-identified Lesbian-
authors writing individually and not as a team with a

shared pseudonym. They feature licensed investigators who
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operate their own agencies and are located within the
United States. Also, all of them began their publication
histories with independent feminist-presses after 1969 and
end by 1999 or transfer to a mainstream publisher
thereafter. Included is a wide-range survey of novels that
were identified and comprised the canon of Lesbian
mysteries; the primary focus is given to three Lesbian-
authored Lesbian PIs following hard-boiled tradition:
Phyllis Knight is the creator of the Lillian “Lil” Ritchie
series; the second is J. M. Redmann’s Michele “Micky”
Knight who appears in four installments—two of which are
used here; and, Elizabeth Pincus writer of the Nell Fury
novels—all of which are included in this study.

Though the genre is comprised of private
investigators, police officers, and amateur-sleuths the
attitudes observed here are those of Golden Age sleuths
toward homosexuals and then those of private investigators
who appeared during the hard-boiled explosion. Police
detectives are omitted from this study because, at their
root, police departments are founded on models of military
institutions and therefore highly patriarchal in structure
and operation. The concern here is not primarily

organizational attitudes toward homosexuals but rather
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social attitudes and the manner in which they have changed.
Also of concern is the Lesbian PI’s ability to function
freely in her field, effecting transformations in gender
implications and genre expectations.

Lesbian PIs are featured here because they are not
paycheck-bound to a male-dominant department or driven by a
formal hierarchy. By virtue of their professional and
subsequent financial disassociation from male-administered
institutions, Dyke-dicks shirk the associated
responsibilities in ways that Lesbian officers on police
forces, and those who work in private industry, cannot.
Lesbian PIs escape all trimmings and trappings that are
unavoidable for the Lesbian police detective who works in a
traditional boy’s-club setting. Moreover, Dyke-dicks are
free in a manner not available to or possible for amateur
sleuths whose time for case management and money for
investigative expenditures are restricted by virtue of
their primary professional obligation to a private-industry
employer. Further, Lesbian PIs have more comic freedom in
that episodes of discrimination, sexism, and homophobia are
easier to interpret since they are not bound by the
seriousness of supervisory reports for job stability or

financial security in a fiercely male environment that does
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not welcome them as professionals. Thus the works selected
and referred to as “Gayborhood stories,”* survey
installments only in Lesbian PI series.

The methodology used for this study is a blend of
Feminist and Queer theories. Using both to interpret
interactions between dominant hegemonies and subversive
discourses, feminism offers the methodology for the Lesbian
PI’s carnival deconstruction and reconstruction while Queer
theory informs the argument that identity is a transitional
continuum and not a fixed binary. Queer theory also
informs the reading of latent, potential, and Closeted
identities in the representational dynamics and dilemmas
presented within the Lesbian PI’s narrative. Both easily
allow readers to observe the Lesbian PI’s techniques for
de-centering, destabilizing, and modernizing what is
traditionally a male-dominant hegemony.

The following is the order in which each is presented
and approached during the course of this study. Chapter
One 1s titled “Historicizing Inclusion, Validating
Recognition: Images of Homosexuals in Early Mystery
Fiction.” Though this is not a proposal to perform an

extensive survey demonstrating the emergence of Lesbian
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mystery fiction, a brief historical review is important at
the beginning of this study. This chapter also traces the
roots of the homosexual in mystery fiction, their initial
appearances in mainstream mystery fiction, and their
development as PIs in the genre. After historicizing the
characterizations and expressions that identify the Lesbian
PI in the long-established customs of the genre, this
chapter relates the Dyke-dick to the hard-boiled tradition.

Chapter Two is “Genre Incarnation and Transcendence:
Emergence of Lesbians as Hard-Boiled Private Investigators
in Mystery Fiction.” Again, referentially relating the
Lesbian PI to the mystery genre’s literary tradition, the
roots of the female PIs are traced and then the emergence
of the Lesbian private investigator is discussed.
Historicizing the characterizations and expressions of
both, the Dyke-dick’s identity is thereby validated as a
legitimate, evolutionary element in mystery fiction.

Chapter Three is “Criminal Males and Villainous
Hierarchies versus Sovereign Warriors and Tyrannical
Saints.” The manner which the Dyke-dick aggressively
employs gender inversions and genre subversions as

disruptive tools, in the inquiry for and presentation of
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evidence implicating the heterosexual white male as
criminal and villain, is reviewed.

Chapter Four is “Performance Anxiety: Dyke-dicks in
Love and Dyke-dick Lovers.” The categorization of female
bodies and the Lesbian PI’'s sexual performances are
examined. Because the female body is typically restricted
by patriarchal social and physical expectations, the manner
in which the Dyke-dick dismantles the restrictions and
practices her own physical potential is discussed. Again
humor, specifically satire and parody, is a laughter-
evoking element in the space between patriarchal imposition
and defiant Lesbian practice. It also serves to negotiate
new perspectives concerning our assessments and perceptions
of sexual categories, masculinity, femininity, and the
flexibility of the human body.

At the end of the written analysis is an Afterward
which is subtitled “Lesbian Mystery Series Titles and Non-
series Contributions to the Lesbian Mystery Canon.” It
contains a personal description of the process that I
followed to identify and locate the titles of almost 500
Lesbian mystery fiction novels published over a period of
thirty-five years following the Stonewall Riots. Mentioned

in the text is the bibliography of Lesbian mystery series
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and one-shot novels, or books that were written without
intentions for follow-up, which I include as Appendix I and
Appendix II respectively. ® It is important to note that no
other list such as the one included in either Appendix and
that the work performed, in the course of creating this
collection, was like that of a full-scale “investigation.”
Many of the novels, published by small presses, are now out
of print and difficult to find. Furthermore, references to
their existence were often fleeting, at best. Therefore,
it took some persistence to determine whether they truly
belonged on the list, and it is with great satisfaction

that I include them here.
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CHAPTER 1
HISTORICIZING INCLUSION, VALIDATING RECOGNITION:

IMAGES OF HOMOSEXUALS IN EARLY MYSTERY FICTION

A brief historical review demonstrating the emergence
of both humor and homosexuality in mystery fiction is
important at the beginning of this study. This chapter
reveals the roots of humor and then presents extensive
examples of homosexual characters in early mystery fiction.
Then, after historicizing the characterizations and
expressions that identify the homosexual, the Lesbian PI 1is
presented as a practitioner of the long-established customs
of the genre and relates the Dyke-dick to the hard-boiled
tradition.

Therefore, a succinct genealogy of mystery fiction
charts American Edgar Allan Poe as the father of the first
detective story in 1841.° Named the father of the
prototypical detective as well, Poe was followed by
Englishman Wilkie Collins who wrote the first full-length
detective novel in 1868; then soon thereafter, Scottish-
born Sir Arthur Conan Doyle wrote the first installment of

the first detective series in 1887.7 1In American literary
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history, Anna Katherine Green is credited with the first
“best-selling” detective novel in 1878.%° Green is dually
recognized as the mother of both the prototypical spinster
sleuth (1897) and the prototypical girl sleuth (1915).°
Intriguingly, John Kennedy Melling’s genealogy of the
detective story-parody places Wilkie Collins as the father
of the first spoof in 1859, followed by Poe who, in 1844,
satirized crime novelists in a short story (12).'° And,
Anthony Slide reports that Doyle wrote the earliest
inclusion of a homosexual in a short mystery dated 1909
(49) . Very quickly after its birth, the genre adapted,
modified, and offered a place in which authors could mock
the tradition, demonstrating that mystery fiction rests on
attractive ground for experimental building and
development.

Studies that outline the growth and expansion of
detective fiction do so not only by claiming firsts but
also by charting its conventions.!* Many historians observe
that early mysteries focused on the apprehension of a
murderer from a clue-laden closed stage. Perpetrators,
singled-out from a finite group of suspects, typically

expressed focused purpose and intent; detectives relied on
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orderly deductive methods to discover the identities of
criminals. With crimes decoded, mysteries solved,
criminals apprehended, the detective personified reason and
convention. Characterized as morally upright, unmarried,
eccentric, and an outsider-intellectual, the male detective
was both scientific and artistic in his inquiries and
worked with absolute freedom to his end. Themes upheld
order over disorder, loyalty over betrayal, and
preservation over manipulation. Elements of the pastoral
and features of the nostalgic established setting and mood.

Through the development of detective stories,
homosexual characters existed mainly as deserving victims
or as decadent villains.' Anthony Slide points out that
Gays and Lesbians were traditionally referred to as
“pansy,” “poof,” and “nancy” (1); further, his research
supports the conclusion that the abuse of homosexuals was
accéptable because they were portrayed as deviant.
Harbingers of moral decay who deserved punishment for
attempting to spread their sickness, homosexuals were
assaulted in early detective novels because they were
visible and sometimes they were convenient targets.

Further, intolerant detectives, who verbally and physically
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bashed homosexuals, even latent ones, solved the mysteries
of their deaths and the motives of their crimes without
sensitivity for their humanity.

Critic dependent, the Golden Age ran loosely from WWI
to WWII: or from Agatha Christie’s first detective novel,
published in 1920, to Dorothy Sayer’s last mystery book,

published in 1939.'* Anthony Slide’s work, Gay and Lesbian

Characters and Themes in Mystery Novels: A Critical Guide

to Over 500 Works in English (1993), pfoved invaluable in

the compilation of the following examples from four leading
authors of the Golden Age who included homosexual
characters in their mystery novels. Margery Allingham,
Agatha Christie, Ngaio Marsh, and Dorothy L. Sayers
demonstrate the use of homosexual characters as icons of
depravity or as auxiliary props. More importantly, they
always existed as the means through which authors built
didactic passages and political statements concerning the
rightness of heterosexuality.'® Though many descriptors of
homosexuality are blatant, Slide’s work supports latent
readings of several characters included here.

Echoing turn-of-the-century sentiments concerning

homosexuality, Sayers was the earliest of the five to deal
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with Queer characters. Her 1927 novel, Unnatural Death,'®

features spinster Miss Alexandra Katherine Climpson as a
sleuth. Offering a rationale for her marital status, Miss
Climpson professes to be a “spinster made and not born” for
she is “a perfectly womanly woman” (Sayers 167). In this
she indicates that her femaleness, her femininity, and her
heterosexuality are in tact and that she is not a spinster
because of a flawed biology but owing to circumstance. As
such she fits the social definition of “woman” and the
implications associated with her gender. That her
rationale exists in due course within her dialogue offers
evidence of a prejudice existent against unmarried women
and proof that spinsterhood was indicative of Lesbianism.
Clearly, Miss Climpson maintains privileges reserved for
those who are heterosexuals. Again, her words indicate
that she views herself as a casualty of circumstance, not
empowered; this seems incongruent since she is the lead
protagonist and element through which order is restored.
It is Miss Climpson who detects Lesbian Nurse Mary
Whittaker and proves her guilty of murder.!’” About Nurse
Whittakers’ rel;tionship with her love interest, Miss Vera

Findlater, Miss Climpson declares: “It is natural for a
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school-girl to be schwarmerisch—in a young woman of twenty-
two it is thoroughly undesirable” (Sayers 166). Of course,
she means that Miss Findlater can afford to be intimate
friends with Nurse Whittaker so long as their intimacy
eventuates in a heterosexual role for adulthood (Sayers
166-172). Miss Climpson’s simple statement rings ironic
when the Lesbian murderess kills her girlfriend. Nurse
Whittaker’s violence stems from the oppressive and sickly
sweet love of Miss Findlater.'®

In 1936, Margery Allingham wrote Flowers for the Judge

and used a character who is, according to Anthony Slide, an
interpretably Gay charactér (12). Used as an auxiliary
prop to obstruct Detective Albert Campion’s'’ murder
investigation, Allingham’s Peter Riggett is a disturbing
working-class character with a passion for “self-
aggrandizement” (200). He is a sneaky, eavesdropping,
effeminate gossip with a flair for drama (Allingham 204,
209, 210, 278). Riggett demonstrates no interest in
establishing romantic attachments with women since he both
remains single well into his middle age and lives in his
parents’ home (Allingham 302). He is a pretentious social

climber with a lack of financial strength and a
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predisposition toward deviant behavior. Today the
descriptors that identify Riggett as a Gay maie seem vague
and absurd; but, when Allingham wrote them, they manifested
the homosexual’s character. As such, Riggett’s whole
characterization hints at homosexuality; and, according to
Slide, Detective Campion’s physical beating of him seems a
veiled display of Gay-bashing (12). Mentioned earlier, the
abuse of homosexuals was publicly acceptable and seems
standard reactionary behavior for detectives whose sole
purpose was to maintain the traditional heterosexual
hegemony and to restore social order when jeopardized.

The third and most frequently published of these women
was Agatha Christie who, Gillian Gill asserts, wrote
homosexuals into smaller parts than those of her
contemporaries (197).?° Homosexual characters are
interpretable in at least three of her novels. 1In The

Moving Finger (1942) “[a] middle-aged spinster” with “an

abnormally female streak” appears (Christie 120, 135).
Evaluating his description, Gill points out that “the
retired antiquarian Mr. Pye seems a stereotypical Gay man”
(197). Much like Allingham’s Peter Riggett, Agatha

Christie’s Mr. Pye was most frequently described negatively
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as a “dilettante” and “a born gossip” (Moving Finger 3); he

was Queer. Renowned for his lack of scruples, Mr. Pye is
known to “repeat a meaningless bit of information” (Moving
Finger 106) for its gossip value. Moreover, other
characters perceive him to be “not an ordinary man—but a

certain kind of man” (Moving Finger 106), implying that his

presence is unsettlingly abnormal and fails to fit gender
implications associated with his maleness.

In Christie’s Murder is Announced (1950) two Lesbian

couples appear. The first is Miss Hinchcliff and her
partner Miss Murgatroyd. The second is an interpretable
Lesbian couple, Miss Charlotte Blacklock and Miss Dora
Bunner. While Misses “Hinch” and Murgatroyd fit well with
their social scene, demonstrating a positive and caring
devotion for each other, Blacklock and Bunner do not. The

former couple shares a “cottage” (Murder is Announced 8)

and Murgatroyd assumes all of the household chores. The
latter shares a house and Bunner assumes all of the duties
prescribed to women.

Wearing her hair in a “manlike crop” (Murder is
Announced 8), Hinchcliff is “as tall as a man” (187).

Giving a “formidable handshake” (Murder is Announced 27)

and taking an observably “manly stance” (58), Hinchcliff’s
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“stentorian voice” and manner of “short bark” styled
laughter (77-80) are characteristics that mark her a
masculine Lesbian: a stereotypical Butch. When Murgatroyd
is murdered, her relationship with Hinchcliff is resolved
according to the genre’s standard and made neutral. Their
relationship is no longer a threat to hetero-normative
expectations once Murgatroyd is dead and the couple is
destroyed. Worse is that none of the other characters
“offered Miss Hinchcliff sympathy or mentioned Miss
Murgatroyd’s death” despite their witness to her “ravaged

face” (Murder is Announced 233) and her expression of

grief. The pain that she felt for the loss of her partner
went ignored and was thereby invalidated.

Reiterating themes from Unnatural Death, Christie’s

murderess, Miss Blacklock, kills her loyal girlfriend, Miss
Bunner, in a manner that implicates homosexuality as evil,
selfish, indifferent, and incapable of appropriate love.
Because Bunner is mentally flighty and loose with her words

(Murder is Announced 253), she is a potential safety risk

for Blacklock. Afraid that her Bunner will accidentally

reveal her secret identity (Murder is Announced 254) and

implicate her as the killer (256), Blacklock fears for her

own personal safety and comfort. Acting selfishly, she
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attempts to protect herself from detection by killing
Bunner. After disposing of her special friend, Blacklock
mourns saying: “[I]t just came over me. What I’ve lost.
[. . . ] Now that she’s gone I'm quite alone” (Murder is
Announced 184). Her words demonstrate that she did not
value the experience of Bunner’s affection until she threw
it away. Worse is the understanding that the woman is
capable of murder, serial murder, and is most likely so
because her orientation fosters manly method and action.
Effectively, Christie is more kind to the female
homosexual than to the Gay male until her writing of
Nemesis (1971). In this text she capitalizes on the
stereotype that defines homosexuality and predatory child
molestation with the same terms.?* According to Gillian
Gill, Christie “joins three characters together in a murder
triangle on the basis of mixed homosexual and heterosexual
desire” (197). Investigating the murder of a young woman,
Miss Marple discovers that the girl’s spinster aunt is her
killer. Evaluating the relationship between the aging aunt
and her young niece, Gillian Gill interprets it as an
emotionally incestuous relationship (197-98). Mimicking

Gay “father-son” relationships, which is a coupling between
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two men with one old enough to be the other’s father, the
spinster aunt and her young niece seem to be involved in a
“mother-daughter” relationship. Discovering the sordid
nature of the aunt’s love for her young charge, Miss Marple
makes a speech of reproach for the murderess, admonishing
the spinster for killing her niece. She states:
A different kind of love came into her life. She
fell in love with a boy, a young man. [. . . ]
she wanted to escape—to escape from the burden of
the bondage of love she was living with you. She
wanted a normal woman’s life. To live with the
man of her choice, to have children by him. She
wanted marriage and the happiness of normality.
(Nemesis 235)
Now following Allingham’s staging of homosexuality,
Christie insinuates that episodes of female violence are
related to inappropriately directed affections and selfish
love.? Just as nasty as Sayers’ insinuation that episodes
of female violence are related to the spurned love of a
“swarmerish” nature or selfish self-preservation, and
Allingham’s allusion that lower-class socio-economics and

drifting are measures of homosexuality, is Christie’s
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implication that Queers are curious and gquaint with
predilections for pedophilia.

Ngaio Marsh, described by Anthony Slide as “the most
homophobic of the classic mystery writers” (113), wrote
only one Lesbian character but included nearly a half-a-
dozen Gay males in her detective stories.?® Marsh’s lone

Lesbian, Miss Katherine Abbott, appears in Singing in the

Shrouds (1958). The first clues indicating her homosexual
orientation are found in references to her physical
prowess. Dennis, a secondary character, muses to himself

that she “Runs like a man” (Singing in the Shrouds 28).

And, in response to the fevered rush at which she races to
communicate with her female friend, he states: “Well, it

takes all sorts” (Singing in the Shrouds 28). Running like

a man and expressing grave excitement in response to the
call of a female friend are all the clues necessary to
implicate Miss Abbott as a Lesbian; yet there are more.
Indicating that she is a masculine Lesbian, a Butch,
Miss Abbott’s hands are repeatedly described as “large and

muscular” (Singing in the Shrouds 62, 91, 112); and, her

jaw is frequently detailed as both “inflexible” and harsh

(Singing in the Shrouds 62). Her general appearance is

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



27

maligned as unlikely to “release the safety catch in even
the most determined sex-monster,” and it is noted: “she

shaves” (Singing in the Shrouds 78). Miss Abbott’s manly

form makes her an unlikely victim for the murderer who only

attacks and kills pretty bodies (Singing in the Shrouds

79). Offering readers the image of a stereotypical Butch,
Miss Abbott’s athletic ability and masculine appearance are
complimented by an unreasonable penchant for emotional
flight and sentimental yearning.

During the course of Miss Marple’s murder
investigation, Miss Abbott is interrogated and must reveal
her whereabouts and activities for the time frame during
which another character was murdered. It is at this time
Miss Abbott mentions that she lives with a “friend”

(Singing in the Shrouds 90); and, when pressed for an

alibi, she hesitatingly confesses to spending the time at

issue watching a movie titled Pack Up Your Troubles (93).

Of particular interest is the plot of the movie. Not only
does Miss Abbott make her home with another woman, but the
plot of the movie she confesses to watching is one in which
a young woman struggles with the thought of “deserting her

great friend” for marriage (Singing in the Shrouds 93).

Marsh thereby hints at the reason that Miss Abbott is
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separated from her “friend” while also offering an
explanation for her constant air of mental distress and
emotional suffering.

Giving considerably more time tovthe homosexual
character than other women mystery writers of her time,
Marsh includes an emotionally purifying moment for the
Lesbian, Miss Abbott. Writing somewhat in a confessional
Un-closeting voice, Marsh makes Miss Abbott affirm that she

is tormented by a “personal devil” (Singing in the Shrouds

160-61). Construed as her affection for the “friend” with
whom she lives, Miss Abbott’s personal devil is her
Lesbianism. Possibly, attempting to compensate for her
weakness through religious involvement, Miss Abbot is an

“authority on church music” (Singing in the Shrouds 10).

Paired with her confession, Miss Abbott’s participation in
religious activities has all the makings of a didactic
passage: homosexuality is a lamentable activity and
redemption is an individual’s personal responsibility.

Not fostering images of immature love, as did Sayers
and Allingham, or Christie’s curious and quaint pedophiles,
Marsh’s Lesbian character seems noble in that she merely
runs away from the woman for whom she feels affection. For

whatever reason, Miss Abbott does not attack or attempt to
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physically destroy the woman she loves. Rather, she
withdraws and internalizes feelings of rejection, shame,
and suffering when the woman notifies her of her intent to
marry. Noble but abnormal, nevertheless, Miss Abbott is a
physically repulsive image with a pitiful character.

In other novels by Marsh homosexuals figure
prominently. Discernibly Gay men such as student and
manuscript illustrator, Cedric Malmsley appear in Artists
in Crime (1938). Dennis, ship steward, is evident in

Singing in the Shrouds (1958). Young actors, Peregrine Jay

and Jeremy Jones are observable in Killer Dolphin (1966).

And, Kenneth Dorne, tour participant, is interpretable in

When in Rome (1971). Finally, Anthony Slide points out

that Alleyn’s son, Roderick, Jr., “Ricky,” can be read as

Queer in Last Ditch (1977) (114). Most of Marsh’s Gay male

characters were written in a manner observed by Slide as
trendy, cross-dressing “drug addicts who meet with nasty
ends” (114). Worse than the previously mentioned popular
mystery-writing women of her time, Marsh’s exploitation of
stereotypical traits and behaviors served to minimize and
trivialize the lives of homosexuals, effectively making

them no more than a diversion or an amusement.
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Cedric Malmsley’s voice, in Artists in Crime (1938),

is negatively described as “high-pitched and rather
querulous” (Marsh 22). He moves “ostentatiously” (Artists
in Crime 30) and is “cheeky in an artsy sort of fashion”
(95); not the least dependable, his attitude is portrayed
derogatorily and he is referred to as “Mr. Highbrow” (120).
Maimsley 1is described in detail on one occasion:
Seen across the dining-room table he looked
sufficiently remarkable with his beard divided in
two. This beard was fine and straight and had
the dull pallor of an infant’s crest. [He]l wore
a crimson shirt, a black tie and a corduroy
velvet jacket. Indeed he had the uncanny
appearance of a person who had come round, full
circle, to the Victorian idea of Bohemian. He
was almost an illustration for “Trilby.” [. . .]
He wore jade rings on his, unfortunately, broad

fingers. (Artists in Crime 163)

Later, Maimsley is compared to Oscar Wilde (Artists in

Crime 164, 169), a comparison that seals his homosexual
persona much more than references to his use of drugs

(Artists in Crime 165, 166) for recreation. As such, his

character is “extremely affected and conceited” (Artists in
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Crime 188). Such details are elements that establish
Maimsley as a Queer character with the qualities of an
opportunist. He 1s a pretentious social climber without
any financial strength to do so. Of course his
predisposition to deviant behavior is apparent, as is his
utter lack of interest in heterosexual relationships or
romantic attachments with women. He spends most of his
time with male friends and even seems repulsed by the

notion of having a female mistress (Artists in Crime 165).

Dennis, a ship steward, in Singing in the Shrouds

(1958) is sadly described as “a queer little job” (Marsh

77) and is found dead while dressed in what can be

interpreted as drag:
The Spanish dress was spread out wide, falling in
black cascades [. . . . ] Its wearer lay back,
luxuriously, each gloved hand trailing [. . . . ]
The face was covered down to the tip of the nose
by part of the mantilla [. . . . ] Artificial
pearls from a broken necklace lay across the
décolletage which had been thrust a white
hyacinth. {189)

Likely mistaken for a female, Dennis was murdered by a

killer who typically targeted only pretty women (Singing in
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the Shrouds 189); only an exceptionally effeminate male

could be mistaken for a female. Critically referenced as a

“sex monster” by the ship’s captain (Singing in the Shrouds

172), the novel’s detective corrects him saying, “Not in
the sense you mean” (172). Conceivably the detective is
referring to Dennis’ homosexual orientation. Further
indicative of Dennis’ orientation is the affinity that
Lesbian character, Miss Abbott, displays for him.
Considering that her “own private, inexorable weakness” is
the affection that she feels for her female housemate,
Abbott states that Dennis too has “his own private,

inexorable weakness” (Singing in the Shrouds 211).

Amusingly his quarters are referred to as the “glory-hole”

(Singing in the Shrouds 176), slang among Gay males

significant to anal intercourse.

Jay and Jones live together in Killer Dolphin (1966)

and behave in a curiously feminine manner. Both concern
themselves dramatically with the social advances of an
older man, wondering if he is “making a queer pass” (Marsh
34) at one of them. Later they surmise whether the older

man in question really is “an old queer” (Killer Dolphin

122), and unconstructively discuss the importance of such a

detail in their relationship with him.
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Kenneth Dorne is interpretable as a homosexual in

Ngaio Marsh’s When in Rome (1971). Dorne’s early formative

years were tumultuous; the son of a twice divorced Lord,

his mother was “put away” (When in Rome 40) and likely had

little to no hand in raising him. Marsh’s detective
laments Dorne’s start and feels compassion for the young
man when he meets him; Dorne is a pitiable young man.
However, for readers he immediately evidences at least two
features of homosexuality: a sense of social impermanence
and tireless giggling. Admittedly, he intends to take “The
big leap” from recreational drugs to “mainliner” drugs

(When in Rome 101), happily confessing to having an

affinity for chemical use, which is another signifier for
homosexuality. “Sacked from his school for pot parties and

sex” (When in Rome 157), Dorne’s dismissal is never defined

as is his predilection for heroin. But, having been
previously arrested three times for speeding, it seems no
surprise to any of the characters that he was also accused
of manslaughter, a situation “resulting from high jinks at

what is called a ‘gay pad’” (When in Rome 158).

In Last Ditch (1977), a young man, Sydney Jones,

seemingly accuses another young man, Ricky Alleyn, of being

a homosexual in a scene where the two are at odds: ™I
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can’'t take you crawling round after me. [. . . .1 I'm not
one of those. It’s not my scene, see? No way. See? No
way. So do me a favor and—" (Marsh 94). Of course, Alleyn

denies that he accurately understands Jones’ insinuation
and returns with: “You unspeakable— [. . . ] if I thought
you meant what you said I’'d knock your bloody little block
off. ‘Crawl round after you’ [. . . ] I'd rather crawl

after a caterpillar. You make me sick” (Last Ditch 94),

after which, Alleyn vomits. Whether he gets sick because
of Jones’ accusation or something else altogether is not
pointedly clear; however, it is possible to infer that his
reaction stems from his fear of being labeled Gay.

It is in these five novels by Marsh that the inclusion
of homosexuals as icons of depravity and as auxiliary
props, as deserving victims and as decadent villains, was
extraordinarily evident. Writing discernibly Gay men,
Marsh offered many didactic platforms on which the
rightness of heterosexuality was affirmed. Again, the
exploitation of homosexuals served to diminish and belittle
the lives of Lesbians and Gay men in Marsh’s narratives,
forcing them into positions as trite diversions and

pathetic entertainment.
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Between World Wars I and II, while many Golden Age
writers strictly adhered to design—including that set for
the treatment of homosexual characters—the genre was being
transformed by American modernism. ** According to Richard
Slotkin, the classic detective blended with the image of an
early American frontiersman (95) to create a specifically
American, hybridized detective. Thus began the hard-boiled
tradition in mystery fiction. As well, Derek Longhurst
also points out that the new American version of the
mystery novel appeared with the features of the “secular
environment of the Western” (5).

It is this hybridized version detective who appeared
in Black Mask publications with Carroll John Daly’s first
publication of Terry Mack in “Three Gun Terry” (1923).
Black Mask offered Daly the forum to write the hard-boiled
detective, or “dick,” prototype and then, Dashiell Hammett
(1929), followed by: Raymond Chandler (1939); Ross
MacDonald (1944); and Mickey Spillane (1947), led further
radical genre renovations by writing urban settings with
vast populations that gave way to undefined pools of
suspects and polyphonic narratives shaped by diverse

25

themes. Hard-boiled detectives lived moral quests
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situated in a world of violence both threatened and
misdirected by violence. Chandler best described the image

of the detective in his discussion in The Simple Art of

Murder (1972):
Down these mean streets a man must go who is not
himself mean, who is nether tarnished nor afraid.
The detective in this story must be such a man.
He’s the hero. He’s everything. He must be a
complete man and a common man, yet an unusual
man. He must be, to use a rather weathered
phrase, a man of honor. He is neither a eunuch
nor a satyr. I think he might seduce a duchess,
and I’'m guite sure he would not spoil a virgin.
If he is a man of honor in one thing, he is that
in all things. He is a relatively poor man, or
he would not be a detective at all. He is a
common man or he could not go among common
people. He has a sense of character or he would
not know his job. He will take no man’s money
dishonestly, and no man’s insolence without due
and dispassionate revenge. He is a lonely man,

and his pride is that you will treat him as a
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proud man or be very sorry you ever saw him.

(20-21)
Further, the American hard-boiled detectives of Hammett,
Chandler, Macdonald, and Spillane were not just depressed
stoics with tough driving senses of justice and courage.
Roger Bromley describes them as white and excessively
virile characters who reinforce and protect male
independence and rule (106). The genre suppor