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Note


Two of the three final Lord Peter Wimsey stories, Striding Folly and The Haunted Policeman were previously published in Detection Medley, edited by John Rhode (Hutchinson & Co. Ltd.), in 1939. Talboys, written in 1942, has not been published before.










INTRODUCTION


I came to the wonderful detective novels of Dorothy L. Sayers in a way that would probably make that distinguished novelist spin in her grave. Years ago, actor Ian Carmichael starred in the film productions of a good chunk of them, which I eventually saw on my public television station in Huntington Beach, California. I recall the host of the show reciting the impressive, salient details of Sayers’ life and career – early female graduate of Oxford, translator of Dante, among other things – and I was much impressed. But I was even more impressed with her delightful sleuth Lord Peter Wimsey, and I soon sought out her novels.


     Because I had never been – and still am not today – a great reader of detective fiction, I had not heard of this marvellous character. I quickly became swept up in everything about him: from his foppish use of language to his family relations. In very short order, I found myself thoroughly attached to Wimsey, to his calm and omnipresent manservant Bunter, to the Dowager Duchess of Denver (was ever there a more deliciously alliterative title?), to the stuffy Duke and the unbearable Duchess of Denver, to Viscount St. George, to Charles Parker, to Lady Mary. . . . In Dorothy L. Sayers’ novels, I found the sort of main character I loved when I turned to fiction: someone with a ‘real’ life, someone who wasn’t just a hero who conveniently had no relations to mess up the workings of the novelist’s plot.


     Dorothy L. Sayers, as I discovered, had much to teach me both as a reader and as a future novelist. While many detective novelists from the Golden Age of mystery kept their plots pared down to the requisite crime, suspects, clues, and red herrings, Sayers did not limit herself to so limited a canvas in her work. She saw the crime and its ensuing investigation as merely the framework for a much larger story, the skeleton – if you will – upon which she could hang the muscles, organs, blood vessels and physical features of a much larger tale. She wrote what I like to call the tapestry novel, a book in which the setting is realised (from Oxford, to the dramatic coast of Devon, to the flat bleakness of the Fens), in which throughout both the plot and the subplots the characters serve functions surpassing that of mere actors on the stage of the criminal investigation, in which themes are explored, in which life and literary symbols are used, in which allusions to other literature abound. Sayers, in short, did what I call ‘taking no prisoners’ in her approach to the detective novel. She did not write down to her readers; rather, she assumed that her readers would rise to her expectations of them.


     I found in her novels a richness that I had not previously seen in detective fiction. I became absorbed in the careful application of detail that characterized her plots: whether she was educating me about bell ringing in The Nine Tailors, about the unusual uses of arsenic in Strong Poison, about the beauties of architectural Oxford in Gaudy Night. She wrote about everything from cryptology to vinology, making unforgettable that madcap period between wars that marked the death of an overt class system and heralded the beginning of an insidious one.


     What continues to be remarkable about Sayers’ work, however, is her willingness to explore the human condition. The passions felt by characters created eighty years ago are as real today as they were then. The motives behind people’s behavior are no more complex now than they were in 1923 when Lord Peter Wimsey took his first public bow. Times have changed, rendering Sayers’ England in so many ways unrecognizable to today’s reader. But one of the true pleasures inherent to picking up a Sayers novel now is to see how the times in which we live alter our perceptions of the world around us, while doing nothing at all to alter the core of our humanity.


     When I first began my own career as a crime novelist, I told people that I would rest content if my name was ever mentioned positively in the same sentence as that of Dorothy L. Sayers. I’m pleased to say that that occurred with the publication of my first novel. If I ever come close to offering the reader the details and delights that Sayers offered in her Wimsey novels, I shall consider myself a success indeed.


     The reissuing of a Sayers novel is an event, to be sure. As successive generations of readers welcome her into their lives, they embark upon an unforgettable journey with an even more unforgettable companion. In time of dire and immediate trouble, one might well call upon a Sherlock Holmes for a quick solution to one’s trials. But for the balm that reassures one about surviving the vicissitudes of life, one could do no better than to anchor onto a Lord Peter Wimsey.


 


Elizabeth George


Huntington Beach, California


May 27, 2003










Lord Peter Wimsey and His Creator


 


BY JANET HITCHMAN


A man might say it is strange that the best detective books of this century should have been written by women. In these ‘women’s lib’ days when there is supposed to be no difference between the sexes no woman dare say it. And, in fact, there is nothing strange about it at all. Given education, and inborn ability, the mind of a woman – and here I risk being tarred and feathered as a traitor to my sex – is more convoluted than a man’s, less side-tracked and better able to accept the impossible. I should qualify this by saying that women were only able to use their minds fully when they became generally accepted, early in this century, as worthy of education and as writers doing ‘their own thing’. Less than a hundred years before the birth of Dorothy L. Sayers the Brontës and Mary Ann Evans had to publish their works under male sounding names (Currer, Ellis and Acton Bell, and George Eliot), in order to gain acceptance as serious writers. It was all right for women to write homely religious tales, belles-lettres and pretty poetry, but to acknowledge the authorship of anything which smacked of real life, of deep passions or sex, was considered extremely bad form. Society was horrified when it discovered that the author of Frankenstein was a woman, Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley, wife of the poet. Society had to be considered since it was the only section of the community which could read and therefore buy books. After the universal Education Act of 1870 however, reading was within reach of all, and by 1900 most of the population was literate. And they were not asking for pious homilies, but for books which held their interest: adventure, romance, and for the kind of book pioneered by Wilkie Collins and Conan Doyle – detection. So one may say that the world was waiting for Dorothy L. Sayers, Agatha Christie and Ngaio Marsh.


     Dorothy Leigh Sayers was born in 1893. Her father was a clergyman and a classical scholar. From him she inherited her love of literature, the classics, and her knowledge of high Anglican procedure. One of her father’s parishes had been at Wisbech and it was there she came to love the fens, with their loneliness, beauty and latent terror, which made such a marvellous setting for The Nine Tailors. She was a Gilchrist scholar of Somerville College, Oxford, that nursery of learned ladies, from 1912 to 1915, where she gained Honours in Modern Languages. At that time, although women were able to study for the courses and pass them with honours, the University of Oxford refused to confer degrees on the so-called ‘weaker sex’, so she had to wait until 1920 before receiving her M.A. She was not rich, and going to Oxford even with scholarships had cost money, so it was imperative that she should earn her own living. Like so many educated women of her time, she found very little open to her. Science or medicine would have taken further years of study and, anyway, her gifts did not seem to lie in these directions. The law always fascinated her, but here again, the cost and lack of influence blocked any road to the King’s Bench. The obvious career was school teaching which she tried for a year at Hull Grammar School but she found teaching not only soulless but extremely ill-paid. Like so many women of high intelligence she never found it easy to cope with the less mentally well-endowed, into which category all children fall. She has been called a snob, and it is evident that intellectually she was, although it is possible she was quite unaware of it. She returned to Oxford for a time and tried publishing but, as her employer said ‘she was merry, talkative and argumentative, clearly not designed by nature for the routine work of a publisher’s office’. This same publisher brought out her first two works, slim volumes of verse entitled OP I and Catholic Tales. There are glimpses of her at Oxford at this time. She always had strange fancies as to dress – as do the female characters in her books – and a fellow writer, Doreen Wallace, remembers drawing for her a large Tudor rose in red material for Miss Sayers to applique to her home-made black dress. Miss Wallace also recollects an embarrassing walk with her down the High, which Miss Sayers took in great loping strides rendering, meanwhile, Bach in loud and not particularly melodious voice to the astonishment of the townsmen.


     Then, strangely as it may seem to us today, this learned, somewhat eccentric lady became a copywriter in the firm of Messrs S. H. Benson Ltd. She stayed with them from 1923–31, by which time her creation, Lord Peter Wimsey, had given her financial security.


     She was an extremely complex character. She loathed all the publicity which a popular novelist is bound to attract, often giving offence by refusing to open fetes, sign autographs, etc. Yet by her eccentricities and outspokenness she could not fail to attract attention. There is a story told of her that when she was dining with her equally famous contemporary she said in a voice so loud it echoed round the crowded room ‘God, I’m sick of Wimsey. Aren’t you sick of Poirot, Agatha?’ Miss Christie’s reply has not been recorded but she, of course, has more than one detective on her list. Dorothy L. Sayers did invent another, Montague Egg, a commercial traveller, who appears in quite a number of short stories. The stories are good and the character drawn to life – she must have come across many such while at Benson’s – but he never caught the imagination of the public as did Wimsey.


     It is difficult, as Conan Doyle found, to discard a character once invented and adored by the public – he becomes an alter ego and dogs one’s footsteps through life. Even marriage, much more fatal to a romantic character – and Wimsey was as romantic as any – than death failed to finish him off as the stories in this volume testify. He lives today, sixteen years after his creator’s death as strongly as ever. Indeed he has lately taken on a new lease of life, on television and radio, but more than ever in the form in which he first began, between book covers. Apart from short stories he has not appeared in any new work since 1938, and that was in the novel version of a play, written in collaboration with Muriel St. Clare Byrne in 1936. It was Miss St. Clare Byrne who introduced Miss Sayers to the theatre; a milieu in which she had hitherto relentlessly refused to place Wimsey. But once there she fell ‘like Lucifer, never to rise again’, for most of her work after that was concerned with drama. She wrote the Zeal of Thy House, still popular, and added new dimensions to radio with her religious sequence of plays The Man Born to be King. When she died in 1957 she was at work on a new translation of Dante’s Divine Comedy. So Wimsey had fulfilled himself. He had done that which every author dreams of – enabled his creator to cast him off and to please herself as to what and when she wrote. But what of Wimsey, the unquenchable – practically disowned by his maker but not by his public?


     In a book of essays Unpopular Opinions* – so called because some of them had been rejected by the people who commissioned them, one by the B.B.C. because ‘our public do not want to be admonished by a woman’ – Miss Sayers writes:


 


The game of applying methods of the ‘Higher Criticism’ to the Sherlock Holmes canon was begun many years ago by Monsignor Ronald Knox, with the aim of showing that, by those methods, one could disintegrate a modern classic, as speciously as a certain school of critics have endeavoured to disintegrate the Bible. Since then the thing has become a hobby among a select set of jesters here and in America. The rule of the game is that it must be played as solemnly as a county cricket match at Lords, the slightest touch of extravagance or burlesque ruins the atmosphere.


 


* Gollancz – 1946, p. 7.


 


Later in the same book she herself plays the game, proving with the help of Cambridge University lists and guides, which college Holmes went to, and what he read there. But although Miss Sayers played the game with Sherlock Holmes, she made every effort to prevent us doing the same with Wimsey by seeing that every facet of him was documented by her. Most of the books are prefaced by a ‘Who’s Who’ type paragraph.


 


WIMSEY, Peter Death Bredon, D.S.O., born 1890. 2nd son of Mortimer Gerald Bredon Wimsey 15th Duke of Denver, and of Honoria Lucasta daughter of Francis Delagardie of Bellingham Manor, Hants.


Educated: Eton College and Balliol College, Oxford (1st Class Honours, school of Modern History 1912), served with H.M. Forces 1914/18 (Major Rifle Brigade). Author of ‘Notes on the collecting of Incunabula’, ‘The Murderer’s Vade-Mecum’, etc.


Recreations: Criminology; bibliophily; music; cricket. Clubs:. Marlborough, Egotists. Residence 110A Piccadilly, W. Bredon Hall, Duke’s Denver, Norfolk. Arms: Sable, 3 mice courant, argent; crest: a domestic cat crouched as to spring, proper; Motto: ‘As my whimsy takes me.’*


* All books.


Later Wimsey books contain a long biographical note contributed by an unlikely sounding uncle, Paul Austin Delagardie. Although Lord Peter first sprang to prominence in 1923, this disreputable old uncle does not actually appear until 1938, most of his life, if we are to believe him, having been taken up with things French. Mr. Delagardie’s contribution to the Wimsey saga is really nothing more than a smoke screen. As Miss Sayers once said the recipe for detective fiction is the art of framing lies. To lead the reader up the garden path and make him believe lies. ‘To believe the real murderer to be innocent, to believe some harmless person to be guilty. To believe the false alibi sound, the present absent, the dead alive, the living dead.’*


* Unpopular Opinions, p. 185.


 


    Although Paul Delagardie may have had a little influence on forming Wimsey’s character – teaching him discrimination in wine and suspicion of women – he probably gives himself a great deal more credit than is his due. Miss Sayers has used him to draw so thick a smokescreen, that it is now impossible to identify Wimsey in the way that D.H. Lawrence scholars can seize on a character and cry, ‘Ah, that of course is Lady Ottoline Morrell, and this person is quite definitely Peter Warlock.’ Mrs. Farren of Five Red Herrings weaving away in her Renaissance white woollen dress, could easily be yet another sketch of poor Lady Ottoline. Scarcely any writer of the 1920’s had self control enough to leave her out, but who the prototype of Wimsey was remains a mystery. It can be said that he was entirely the writer’s creation, but this rarely happens, especially with so well drawn a character as Wimsey. He could be an amalgam of various characters, except for one point: throughout the sixteen or so books, and the many short stories in which he appears, he is absolutely consistent, he never does an un-Wimseylike thing or utters an un-Wimseylike speech. The first hint we have of him is in the first volume of verse published in 1916. It is called A Man Greatly Gifted and the subject is likened to an elusive jester. Wimsey was certainly greatly gifted.


 


He was a respectable scholar in five or six languages, a musician of some skill and more understanding, something of an expert in toxicology, a collector of rare editions, an entertaining man-about-town, and a common sensationalist . . . His passion for the unexplored led him to unravel the emotional history of Income Tax collectors and to find out where his own drains led to.*


* Clouds of Witness, p. 71.


 


He could perhaps have been the sad ghost of a lost war-time lover. Oxford, as everywhere else in the country, was filled with bereaved women, but it may have been more noticeable in university towns when a whole year’s intake could be wiped out in France in less than an hour. The jester simile of the poem is echoed throughout all the Wimsey books, becoming rather absurd in Murder Must Advertise when his lordship rushes round the countryside disguised in a harlequin costume, enticing a wanton woman to her destruction with a tune played on a whistle.
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