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Editor’s Note





Veronica Guerin’s murder. The end of the thirty-year ‘Troubles’ in Northern Ireland. The economic boom of the Celtic Tiger, with its attendant greed and corruption. A country awash in cash and drugs. The rise and rise of criminal gangs, and soaring gangland murders. The declining reputations of the Church and the political, legal and financial institutions.


There have been many reasons mooted for the current explosion in Irish crime fiction. A more practical reason, and one offered in these pages by John Connolly, is the work of authors such as Maeve Binchy, Roddy Doyle and Marian Keyes, writers who stepped out of the long shadow cast by the Irish literary tradition of Joyce, Beckett, Wilde et al, to prove that an appetite existed for stories that were more relevant to the day-to-day concerns of a whole new generation of readers.


It’s true, of course, that Irish novelists have always engaged with the crime genre, from Gerald Griffin to Liam O’Flaherty, Flann O’Brien to Brian Moore, and on to John Banville (there are even some, including Supreme Court Justice Adrian Hardiman, who argue that a murder mystery lies at the heart of James Joyce’s Ulysses). There have also been pioneers, in the years prior to the current upsurge in crime writing, who wrote dedicated crime and mystery fiction, among them Patrick McGinley, T. S. O’Rourke, Jim Lusby, Seamus Smyth, John Brady, Philip Davison, Rory McCormac, Hugo Hamilton and – last but by no means least – Vincent Banville.


The generation of crime writers contributing to Down These Green Streets have for the most part been published since the mid-1990s. Eoin McNamee’s Resurrection Man appeared in 1994; Colin Bateman published Divorcing Jack in 1995; Ken Bruen’s Rilke on Black appeared in 1996; Paul Charles’s I Love the Sound of Breaking Glass was published in 1997; Julie Parsons’s Mary Mary appeared in 1998; and John Connolly’s Every Dead Thing was published in 1999. All of these writers have continued to both set the standard and expand the parameters of what is now the established sub-genre of Irish crime writing, and in their wake came Tana French, Declan Hughes, Alex Barclay, Adrian McKinty, Alan Glynn, Ingrid Black, Gene Kerrigan, Arlene Hunt, Benjamin Black, and many more. The roll-call expands by the year: notable additions in the last couple of years alone include Stuart Neville, Niamh O’Connor, Conor Fitzgerald, Kevin McCarthy, Rob Kitchin, William Ryan, Ava McCarthy, Gerard O’Donovan and Gerry O’Carroll.


It may be stretching the point to suggest that they are prophets without honour in their own country, but for the most part Irish crime writers are more celebrated outside of Ireland than they are at home. That’s a little bit odd, given that the Irish public appears to have a healthy appetite for crime writing, albeit of the US, UK and Scandinavian variety; it’s also not a little unfortunate, given that Irish crime writers are more than capable of holding their own on the international stage, not least when it comes to awards season. Further, as Fintan O’Toole notes in the afterword, reprinted from his original article in the Irish Times, which was published in November 2009, ‘Irish-set crime writing has not merely begun to blossom but has become arguably the nearest thing we have to a realist literature adequate to capturing the nature of contemporary society.’


It is hoped that the publication of Down These Green Streets: Irish Crime Writing in the 21st Century will go some way to alerting the Irish public to the quality of the indigenous crime writers. Not all of the writers in this collection set their novels in Ireland; not all of them are concerned with engaging with contemporary criminality and its consequences; few are concerned with directly addressing issues of national identity. Indeed, there is very little that is homogenous about the current crop of Irish crime writers, and the sheer diversity of the kinds of stories told, the styles and approaches employed, is arguably the most potent charm of a group that can only be loosely described as a body of Irish crime writers. This collection incorporates offerings – essays, interviews, short stories – from writers who variously write hard-boiled crime, comic capers, police procedurals, historical mysteries and urban noir, and who bring a distinctly Irish flavour to private eye tales, high-concept thrillers, psychological studies, serial killers, playful meta-fiction and genre-blending. Taken as a whole, it can at times be a bewildering brew; but it is rarely less than satisfying, and is as often as not exhilarating.


Success, they say, has many fathers, but in this case it has at least one mother: Green Streets would never have got off the ground were it not for the support and encouragement of Sarah Bannan at the Irish Arts Council, to whom I’m deeply grateful. Heartfelt thanks are also due to the peerless Jonathan Williams, who provided the necessary grace under pressure. I’d also like to thank all of the writers who committed so comprehensively to the collection, without whom this would have been a very slim volume indeed; and Seán O’Keeffe at Liberties Press, who had the vision to bring the project to fruition, and in such elegant fashion.


Last, but by no means least, I’d like to express my gratitude to my family, Aileen and Lily, for somehow managing to put up with me and my frequent absences, or more accurately my infrequent appearances, throughout the process.


This book is dedicated to Michael Gallagher, former owner of the crime and mystery fiction bookstore Murder Ink on Dawson Street in Dublin, who was for many years a patron and supporter of Irish crime writers, long before such was fashionable or profitable.


Declan Burke, January 2011
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Declan Burke was born in Sligo, Ireland, in 1969. He is the author of four novels: Eightball Boogie (2003), The Big O (2007), Crime Always Pays (2009) and Absolute Zero Cool (2011). He hosts an online resource dedicated to Irish crime fiction called Crime Always Pays.






















Foreword


by Michael Connelly





At first I thought I didn’t belong here. My name got me the invite but the truth was that I didn’t belong. I am a full and direct descendant of Ireland all right. My grandparents were Scahan, McEvoy, McGrath and Connelly, but still, what did I know of the true Irish experience? I’d been to Dublin and Belfast, quaffed a Guinness at the place on the river where it’s made and drank another pint at Davy Byrnes in an effort to conjure the ghost and inspiration of Joyce. But it hardly qualified me to introduce this book.


But then I started reading the stories and the essays and I came to realise there is a universal language in the crime story. What Tana French does in Dublin I try to do in Los Angeles. What John Connolly (spelling not withstanding) hopes to say with Charlie Parker is what I want to say with Harry Bosch. Same goes with Black, Bateman, Burke, and any of the other writers whose work is contained herein. We’re all in this together and there is only the language of storytelling.


Great storytelling knows no boundaries such as oceans or borders. It is universal and it is in embedded in the twisting helix of our DNA. It is arguable that the Irish DNA is indeed different, that it has extra chromosomes for metaphor, legend and wit. For such a relatively small place, it’s impact on and contribution to the world of literature has been disproportionately huge.


So, too, now in the shorter field of crime fiction. What you have in this book is the acknowledgement of some of the finest writers in the world in the understanding of the crime story’s important place in literature. These writers know the secret. That the examination of a crime is an examination of society. The form is simply the doorway we go through as we enter lives and worlds as fully realised as any in fiction, as we examine issues and societies and moral dilemmas that are important to all of us. I am drawn to these stories as an outsider with this inside information. As someone who knows the power and importance of what these pages hold.




*





Michael Connelly is the best-selling and award-winning author of the Harry Bosch and Mickey Haller series of novels. He served as President of the Mystery Writers of America 2003-04. His latest novel is The Fifth Witness.






















Introduction


by Professor Ian Campbell Ross





Crime fiction has a long history. Whether that history goes back nearly two centuries or three thousand years depends, though, on how we choose to consider what exactly constitutes that body of writing. To take the longer perspective is to be aware that the literary treatment of themes of crime, investigation, judgment and punishment has a very extended history indeed. The second, more narrowly focused approach takes us back to the emergence of a distinctive form of prose fiction that began in the 1840s, so literary historians usually agree, with Edgar Allan Poe’s three ‘tales of ratiocination’: ‘The Murders in the Rue Morgue’, ‘The Mystery of Marie Rogêt’, and ‘The Purloined Letter’. Any account of Irish crime writing, past and present, should consider both approaches. Beginning with the broader definition, we find crime – or detective – writing to have exceptionally ancient origins. Pre-eminent in the pre-history of detective fiction is Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex, written in Athens around 500 BC. Oedipus is solver of the riddle of the Sphinx – ‘what walks on four legs in the morning, two legs at noon, and three legs in the evening?’ – literature’s first great puzzle and a forerunner of those puzzles which literary detectives seek to solve. More importantly, and having been warned that he will shed the blood of his father and sleep with his mother, Oedipus commits the very transgressions the Oracle at Delphi has predicted. Investigating the identity of the man he has slain at the crossroads, Oedipus discovers himself to be guilty of the crimes of murder and incest, leading him to try to assuage his guilt by blinding himself. The detective who investigates a crime only to discover that the culprit is, literally or metaphorically, himself is one of the most frequently used tropes in the history of crime writing.


Oedipus kills his father. In the Judaeo-Christian version of history, Adam’s son Cain kills his brother (Genesis, 4.8). Murder, then, is both the archetypal crime and the first committed in the fallen world. Cain, though, cannot escape detection, for ‘the LORD said unto Cain, where is Abel thy brother?’, before cursing Cain and making him a ‘fugitive and vagabond’. An omniscient God perhaps has unfair advantages as a detective – especially given the limited number of suspects in the case of Abel’s murder. The Bible also provides influential examples of human detection of guilt in the interest of the restoration of justice. With his god-like wisdom, Solomon discovers the real mother of the child, contested by two women who have just given birth, by offering to resolve the dispute by having the infant cut in two, leading the birth mother to intervene to save her child’s life (1 Kings 3:16-28). Already, here, we are on the way to the Great Detective – Poe’s Dupin, Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes or Agatha Christie’s Hercule Poirot – blessed with more than ordinary powers of insight and judgement. A more ordinary but very determined biblical detective is Ioachim, in the story of Susanna and the Elders (Daniel 13:1-64), who traps the old men who attempted to rape his wife by means of a contradiction between their stories – a trope that is a staple in any number of modern police procedural novels. This renders Ioachim the forerunner of the ordinary detective, whom criminals often overlook to their later regret: Baroness Orczy’s ‘The Old Man in the Corner’, G. K. Chesterton’s Father Brown, or Agatha Christie’s Miss Marple. Leaping forward two thousand years from Old Testament times to the Renaissance, we find Elizabethan and Jacobean drama anticipating many characteristic features of modern crime fiction, from the use of clues, through re-enactment of the crime, to plot structure. Of all such plays, the most famous is Hamlet and it is unsurprising that Shakespeare’s play has influenced crime writing directly. Hamlet is a play about murder and Hamlet himself a forerunner of many other investigators who will attempt to confirm his suspicions of the murderer’s guilt by watching his reactions when faced by a re-enactment of his crime: in this case, when Claudius is part of the audience for the play within the play. As Hamlet declares, in an aside: ‘The play’s the thing/Wherein I’ll catch the conscience of the king’ (Hamlet: 2.2. 605-6). The title of the work the players act is ‘The Mousetrap’, from which Agatha Christie would take the title of her own best-known work for the stage: a play that began in London’s West End in 1952 and is still running.


Changing times result in changing methods of uncovering the truth. In the eighteenth century, Enlightenment, faith in the power of reason, led Voltaire, in chapter 3 of his satirical fiction Zadig – ‘The dog and the horse’ – to anticipate the acute powers of reason of Dupin, Holmes and a host of later literary detectives, describing accurately two animals he has never seen and of whose very existence he was unaware. This is the passage Umberto Eco so brilliantly evokes at the opening of The Name of the Rose, when his detective figure, the Franciscan William of Baskerville, performs a similar feat of deduction.


If the eighteenth century was an ‘Age of Reason’, however, then that same century also saw the rise of a quite different form of writing: Gothic fiction. Characteristically offering tales of horror involving extreme, and often extremely perverse, passions – set in such sinister, unfamiliar locations as medieval castles and ruined abbeys – Gothic fiction describes a world where the forces of night seem more powerful than those of the day, as the obscurantist forces of a dark past return to challenge Enlightenment’s optimistic rationalism. Influenced by Edmund Burke’s Enquiry into the Origin of our Ideas of the Sublime and the Beautiful (1757), Gothic fiction counts the Irish historian Thomas Leland’s Longsword (1762) as well as Horace Walpole’s The Castle of Otranto (1764) among early exemplars.


The eighteenth century was an age preoccupied by crime in many forms – a period when the number of capital offences rose in England from fifty in 1700 to two hundred in 1800 – and which produced many works of true and fictional crime writing, from the real-life Newgate Calendar to Daniel Defoe’s psychological thriller, Roxana (1724). It was only at the very end of the century, however, that the eighteenth century’s innovative and predominantly realistic fiction merged with the Gothic romance of Horace Walpole or Ann Radcliffe. And it was at the height of the Terror that followed the French Revolution of 1789 that the English radical William Godwin created, in Caleb Williams (1794), a novel in which the protagonist sets out to investigate a murder committed by his master, convinced that reason and justice will triumph, only to find himself accused of the crime, becoming an outcast like Cain, the pursued not the pursuer, and who ends, in the tale’s gripping climax, convinced like Oedipus of his own guilt.


The entwined influence of Enlightenment rationalism and the Gothic is perhaps nowhere more obvious in crime fiction than in those short stories that are most often thought of as the founding texts of crime writing as more narrowly conceived – Edgar Allan Poe’s tales of ratiocination, featuring the Chevalier C. Auguste Dupin: ‘The Murders in the Rue Morgue’ (1841), ‘The Mystery of Marie Rogêt’ (1842), and ‘The Purloined Letter’ (1845). A master of inductive reasoning, Dupin is also a down-at-heel aristocrat in bourgeois Paris, who lives in a decaying mansion, emerging onto the streets only by night. A contradictory personality, Poe’s ‘double Dupin’ is both mathematician and poet. Poe’s stories are distinctively different from one another, but this doubleness is a feature common to all three and one that would prove highly influential in the later history of crime writing.


Doubling is not confined to detective (or crime) fiction but it is certainly characteristic of a great deal of it. Historically, the line between those who committed crimes and those charged with investigating it was a thin one. In eighteenth-century England, two notorious thieves and thief-takers, Jack Shepherd and Jonathan Wild, who finished their lives on the gallows, were both remembered by William Harrison Ainsworth in his novel Jack Sheppard (1839). In early nineteenth-century France, Eugène Vidocq, formerly a thief, became the first head of the Paris police force, the Sûreté and author of a renowned volume of autobiography, Mémoires (1829-30). It was also the formation of the forerunners of modern police forces, in the early decades of the nineteenth century, which gave further impetus to the development of crime fiction. In England, the Metropolitan police force was formed in 1829 while, in New York, police reform was a major issue of concern in the 1830s and 1840s. Still more significant was the foundation, in 1842, of the first detective police in England, though this was initially a tiny and generally despised force.


The rising fame of these new enforcers of law and order owed a good deal to Charles Dickens, who wrote about them in his journal Household Words in 1850. Dickens, for whom crime was a major social concern, also wrote at least two novels that can usefully be thought of as detective fiction: Bleak House (1852-3), which features one of the first fictional policemen, Inspector Bucket, and The Mystery of Edwin Drood (1870), unfinished at his death. By then, Dickens’s friend and brother-in-law, Wilkie Collins, had written what the poet T. S. Eliot considered ‘the best of modern English detective novels’, The Moonstone (1868-9), which mixes amateur detectives with the police detective, Sergeant Cuff, and which was based on a notorious recent murder, theRode Case.


Modern readers know Bleak House and The Moonstone as novels in book form but both started life as magazine serialisations in popular periodicals founded by Dickens: Household Words and All the Year Round. In the later nineteenth century, detective fiction figured importantly in the magazines that appeared with increasing frequency. One the best known of these cheap periodicals – typically priced at 2d or even 1d – was The Strand, which ran Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes stories. Holmes first appeared in a short novel, A Study in Scarlet, published in Beeton’s Christmas Annual for 1887. It was in the magazines that crime writing really thrived, however. Even The Hound of the Baskervilles was initially published as a serialisation in The Strand. Although the most enduringly popular writer of the new detective fiction, Conan Doyle had many rivals among writers of late nineteenth and early twentieth-century detective novels and stories, including Grant Allen, Fergus Hume, Arthur Morrison, and G. K. Chesterton, whose Father Brown retains his popularity. Notable female authors, who often used crime writing to explore women’s social and political issues in popular fiction, included Mary Elizabeth Braddon, Ellen Wood (or Mrs Henry Wood as she was better known), and Baroness Orczy.




*





Ireland and Irish writers rarely feature prominently in accounts of early crime fiction. If this is so, however, the reasons may lie in the ways in which the critical codification of the genre took place in Britain and Ireland. In the 1920s and ’30s, influential writers such as Dorothy L. Sayers (of Irish stock herself) subordinated many elements of crime writing’s pre-history, not least its links with the Gothic, in order to privilege the rational and scientific detection that the ‘Golden Age’ writers valued above all else. In the same period, in newly independent Ireland, much eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Anglo-Irish writing across all genres was neglected, as nationalist critics sought to define a more narrowly ‘authentic’, nationalist tradition of Irish writing in English and Irish. Looked at from the pluralist perspective of the twenty-first century, however, the importance of Irish authors in early crime writing was far from negligible.


This is not to say that there were no indigenous reasons why Irish crime writing was not immediately perceived as a distinct and distinctive body of work. In the nineteenth century Irish writers might either address themselves predominantly to an English audience, as did Gerald Griffin in The Collegians (1829), or draw on elements of Irish life and legend that had no place in an ‘English’ tradition. So, Samuel Lover’s ‘The Priest’s Story’ (1831), for instance, tells of a Roman Catholic priest who learns the identity of his brother’s murderer under the seal of the confessional. Here, the criminal is eventually brought to justice by human agency but elsewhere crimes might be detected by magic, as in ‘The Holy Well and the Murderer’, retold by Lady William Wilde in Ancient Legends, Mystic Charms, and the Superstitions of Ireland (1887).


The continuing importance of indigenous explanations of ‘crime’ in nineteenth-century Ireland is illuminatingly discussed in Angela Bourke’s fine study, The Burning of Bridget Cleary (1999). In the same decade that saw Sherlock Holmes solving two dozen mysteries, each in the space of a few pages, a far more perplexing case occupied the attention of newspaper readers in Ireland and England. In 1895, the burned body of Bridget Cleary, the young wife of Michael Cleary, was found in a shallow grave outside Clonmel. She had been sick. The local priest was called and folk-remedies attempted, one of which resulted in her death. By the time the case was investigated, Michael Cleary seemed convinced that his wife had been taken by the fairies and that the body he acknowledged burning had been that of a changeling. Following a trial that brought withering though deeply-rooted Irish folk beliefs in conflict with English law, Michael Cleary was convicted of manslaughter, a verdict that satisfied neither his detractors nor his supporters.


Irish suspicion of nineteenth-century English law enforcement, even among the respectable middle classes, did not end with such extreme cases. In his short story, ‘The Keening Woman’, the barrister and schoolteacher Patrick Pearse, later executed after the 1916 Easter Rising, related a tale of crime and its consequences that might easily have been told very differently. Here, though, sympathy lies with the naïve country boy, framed by a shadowy government agent and a perjured ‘peeler’, who dies in prison the victim of an oppressive colonial power that pays no heed to the petitions of his mother, the keening woman of the title.


Old belief systems and modern nationalist politics both worked against an easy acceptance – at least among part of the population – of crime fiction as it was developing in the neighbouring island. Yet Pearse’s ‘The Keening Woman’ points to a different problem for the Irish writer. Pearse originally wrote the story in Irish, as ‘An Bhean Chaointe’, as part of his project to revitalise the language. In the event, his stories quickly became as well, or better known in an English translation by the poet Joseph Campbell. Attempts at crime fiction in Irish have generally foundered, despite the efforts of short story writers such as Micheál Ó Gríobhtha, author of Lorgaireacht (1927), or those publishing in periodicals, like Father Seoirse Mac Clúin, Art Ó Riain, and Father Gearóid Ó Nualláin, uncle of Brian O’Nolan (Flann O’Brien) and of Ciarán Ua Nualláin, whose Oidhche i nGleann na nGealt (1939) was the first full-length crime fiction in the language. Noteworthy too are Seoirse Mac Liam’s An Doras do Plabadh (1940), Pól Ó Muirí’s Dlithe an Nádúir (2001), featuring Bangarda Paloma Pettigrew, and Seán Ó Dúrois’s Crann Smola (2001) and Rí na gCearrbhach (2003), both set in the North of Ireland in the 1860s, along with Eilís Ní Dhuibhne’s Dúnmharú sa Daingean (2000) and Dún an Airgid (2008), whose central characters are the amateur detective Saoirse Ní Ghallchóir and Garda Máirtín Ó Flaithearta. Most prolific was the English-born Cathal Ó Sándair, whose Réics Carló series, written between the 1950s and 70s, was published by the state-sponsored Irish-language publisher An Gúm.


The realities of the market-place offer a simpler but equally pressing reason for the perceived failure of crime fiction to take root in nineteenth-century Ireland: the lack of a sufficiently large readership to sustain a local popular culture comparable to that of late nineteenth-century England. The much larger and more literate population of Britain, coupled with the rise of railway travel, and commuting by Underground in London, helped foster a literary culture in which cheap magazines formed an important part of what English men and women read. In Ireland, the market for such popular literature was much smaller, where it existed at all. The result was to persuade even such convinced patriots as M. McDonnell Bodkin, a lawyer and nationalist politician, to publish in England. Equally importantly, and despite the fact that he was author of a fictional life of Lord Edward Fitzgerald and of other Irish historical novels, Bodkin set his detective fiction predominantly in England, a practice followed by many of his contemporaries.


Yet while such circumstances need to be taken into account, it remains equally true that the role of Irish authors in the history of crime writing, more broadly considered, is a significant one. If Gothic fiction is acknowledged as an important precursor of modern crime writing, then nineteenth-century authors such as Charles Robert Maturin and Sheridan Le Fanu were exceptional Irish exponents of the genre. Maturin’s most famous novel, Melmoth the Wanderer (1820), is constructed in a manner that prefigures later detective fiction, as the hero John Melmoth obsessively investigates the mysterious figure of his ancestor, the Wanderer himself. The supernatural elements employed by Maturin touch but do not define the varied fiction of Sheridan Le Fanu, which includes Uncle Silas, The Wyvern Mystery (1867), and In a Glass Darkly (1872), a collection including the lesbian vampire story ‘Carmilla’.


Uncle Silas first appeared, entitled ‘Maud Ruthyn and Uncle Silas’, as a serialisation in the Dublin University Review in 1864, being published in novel form in London later that same year. Introducing Le Fanu’s novel in 1947, Elizabeth Bowen remarked that ‘Uncle Silas has always struck me as being an Irish story transposed to an English setting’. Bowen’s intuition has subsequently been confirmed. Le Fanu’s novel originated in a short story ‘A Passage in the Secret History of an Irish Countess’, set in Ireland and published as early as 1838, giving the tale good claim to the first ‘locked-room’ mystery, written three years before Poe’s more celebrated ‘The Murders in the Rue Morgue’. When republished, as ‘The Murdered Cousin’ in Ghost Stories and Tales of Mystery (1851), the story retained its Irish setting and it was at his publisher’s insistence that Le Fanu relocated his tale to Derbyshire, when incorporating it into Uncle Silas.


By the end of the nineteenth century, detective stories were among the most widely read genre of popular fiction, along with science fiction, ghost stories, and romance. Unsurprisingly, even authors not usually associated with the form were alert to its popularity. So, Oscar Wilde published Lord Arthur Savile’s Crime and Other Stories in 1891: the volume including tales that had already appeared in magazines and which offered in the title story a comically oblique version of crime writing, as ‘The Canterville Ghost’ does of the ghost story. That Wilde should have written ‘Lord Arthur Savile’s Crime’ seems appropriate, too, since Conan Doyle’s characterisation of Sherlock Holmes – part energetic man of science, part violin-playing, cocaine-taking aesthete – owed something not only to the example of Dr Joseph Bell, who lectured Doyle when the latter was a medical student at the University of Edinburgh, but also to Oscar Wilde, whom Doyle met at a dinner in 1889, during which the two writers were invited to contribute to Lippincott’s Magazine, Wilde subsequently writing The Picture of Dorian Gray and Doyle The Sign of the Four.


Prominent among the contemporaries of Wilde and Doyle, and among the best-known writers of crime and mystery fiction in the nineteenth century, was L. T. Meade – the most frequently used pen-name of Elizabeth Thomasina Meade Smith – born in Bandon, County Cork. Astoundingly prolific – author of some three hundred volumes published between 1875 and 1915 – Meade was celebrated as a writer of children’s literature. She was also author, along with Robert Eustace, of crime and mystery stories which appeared in Harmsworth Magazine and The Strand, among others. It was to the former that Meade and Eustace contributed a series of tales detailing the ‘detections’ and ‘adventures’ of Miss Cusack, one of a number of female, or ‘lady’, detectives to appear in fiction after the 1860s. In 1910, under her own name, she published another collection: Micah Faraday, Adventurer. Meade’s crime novels, variously set in Ireland, England, and continental Europe, include The Voice of the Charmer (1895), The Home of Silence (1907), and The Fountain of Beauty (1909). Collections of crime fiction included the two series of Stories from the Diary of a Doctor (1894; 1896), co-authored with Edgar Beaumont, and The Sorceress of the Strand (1903), with Robert Eustace. Silenced (1904), The Oracle of Maddox Street (1904), Twenty-four Hours: A Novel of To-day (1911) and Ruffles (1911) followed. A number of Meade’s works were illustrated by Sidney Paget, famous for his definitive illustrations of Sherlock Holmes in The Strand. Given that Meade was perhaps best known for her writing for girls – she was editor of the progressive girls’ magazine, Atalanta, for some years – it is worth noticing that she not only included female detectives and criminals, including the evil Madame Koluchy in The Brotherhood of the Seven Kings (1899), in her fiction, but attempted to suggest a particular role for women in criminal investigation and crime writing. This aim, shared by many of her female contemporaries, notably anticipated the different waves of feminist crime writing of the past half century.


Among L. T. Meade’s Irish contemporaries, the Clonmel-born Richard Dowling (1846–1898) is little known today yet he was an author popular as a writer of romance, mystery, and of crime fiction with English or Irish settings, including A Baffling Quest (1891), featuring the London private investigator, George Tufnell, and Old Corcoran’s Money (1897), set in what is most likely a fictionalised Waterford. Less known still is Kathleen O’Meara (1839–1888), whose eccentric oeuvre includes, alongside religious fiction such as The Bells of the Sanctuary (1871), a thriller entitled Narka, the Nihilist (1887), involving intrigue and murder, which concludes with its noble heroine’s triumph at La Scala opera house, singing the title-role of Bellini’s Norma.


Better remembered is M. McDonnell Bodkin, another prominent writer of crime fiction. Born in Tuam, he was educated by the Jesuits and at the Catholic University in Dublin, becoming a lawyer (later a judge) and Nationalist MP for North Roscommon. From the late 1880s until the 1920s, Bodkin managed to combine his legal and political work with the writing of historical novels and Irish-based short stories, as well as frequently extravagant detective fiction, featuring ‘impossible’ crimes. Beginning with Paul Beck: The Rule of Thumb Detective (1898), Bodkin introduced a female counterpart in Dora Myrl, Lady Detective (1900), before pitting the one against the other in The Capture of Paul Beck (1909), in which the pair are married. Not content with anticipating similar couples in crime fiction – Christie’s Tommy and Tuppence, or Nick and Nora in Dashiell Hammett’s The Thin Man (and subsequent movies), to say nothing of such modern-day counterparts as Arlene Hunt’s John Quigley and Sarah Kenny of QuicK Investigation in False Intentions (2005) and Undertow (2008) – Bodkin moved on to the next generation with a sequel, Young Beck: A Chip off the Old Block (1911), featuring the son of Paul and Dora.


Since Bodkin was a staunch nationalist and author of several Irish historical novels, it is the more striking that Dora Myrl is the daughter of a Cambridge don who, at eighteen, misses her chance to study medicine when her father dies, leaving her to a life initially composed of such humdrum jobs as telegraph and telephone girl, before setting up as a ‘Lady Detective’. Though Bodkin disclaimed feminist views on his heroine’s behalf, recent critics have found Dora Myrl to be the very personification of the New Woman: independent, athletic and (in her case) handy with a ‘six-shooter’. Yet Dora Myrl also follows in the path of female detectives like C. L. Pirkis’s Loveday Brooke, who solve their cases by a combination of intuition and attention to the kind of domestic detail their duller and more impatient male counterparts often overlook. While she outwits Paul Beck in crime and courtship – Ellery Queen ungallantly suggested that she would do anything to get her man, ‘be he criminal or husband’ – marriage persuades Dora to abandon detection in favour of domesticity. It was a problem common enough for women in crime fiction in the first half of the twentieth century. A more elaborate variation on the inequalities of sexual and romantic liaisons in the first half of the twentieth century is to be found in the relationship between Dorothy L. Sayers’s Lord Peter Wimsey and Harriet Vane. A detective novelist herself, Harriet Vane enters an Oxford college, in Gaudy Night, under the pretext of researching the work of Sheridan Le Fanu. Lord Peter and Harriet will eventually outdo Paul and Dora by having three children – though none of these will become the ‘chip off the old block’ by turning their hand to detection, like Young Beck.


McDonnell Bodkin set his detective fiction in England, as did his more influential contemporary, Freeman Wills Crofts – though Ireland is the location for Sir John Magill’s Last Journey (1930) and Fatal Venture (1939). Born in Dublin and brought up in the North of Ireland, Crofts long worked as an engineer on the Belfast and Northern Counties railways, writing a number of railway crime fictions. He came to prominence in 1920, the same year as Agatha Christie, eventually becoming, like her and Sayers, a member of the influential Golden Age ‘Detection Club’. His debut novel, The Cask (1920), is also one of his best books, an ingenious narrative set in Paris and London. Perhaps Crofts’s greatest contribution to crime writing was to make a police detective, Inspector (later Superintendent) French of Scotland Yard, the hero of his fiction. Early crime fiction had featured policemen but rarely as the heroes of the narrative. It is the amateur detective, Dupin, who outwits the Prefect of Police in ‘The Purloined Letter’, while Dickens’s Inspector Bucket comes belatedly on the solution to the mystery he investigates, and social pressures force Wilkie Collins’s Sergeant Cuff off the case of the missing moonstone altogether. Sherlock Holmes invariably defeated his habitual antagonist, Inspector Lestrade, and did much to establish the vogue for the consulting or private detective.


Freeman Wills Crofts’s creation of a sympathetic police detective in fiction was a notable achievement, then, and the more so since Inspector French is a model of the determined but undemonstrative investigator. Other police detectives followed in crime series. In England, Ngaio Marsh began to write about the aristocratic Superintendent Roderick Alleyn in 1934, and John Creasey created Inspector West in 1940. French, Alleyn and West are all forerunners not only of more recent notable police detectives, such as Colin Dexter’s Inspector Morse or Ian Rankin’s D.I. John Rebus, but also of their Irish counterparts, including Eugene McEldowney’s Superintendent Cecil McGarry, Brian McGilloway’s Inspector Ben Devlin, and Detective Superintendent Jo Birmingham in Niamh O’Connor’s debut, If I Never See You Again (2010).


Among the next generation of Irish writers, arguably the most important was Nicholas Blake, pen-name of the poet (and eventual Poet Laureate), Cecil Day-Lewis, most of whose twenty crime novels – from A Question of Proof (1935) to The Morning after Death (1966) – featured a detective, Nigel Strangeways, supposedly based on W. H. Auden. Among the most notable is The Beast Must Die (1938), which, three decades later, Claude Chabrol turned into one of his best films, Que la Bête Meure (1969). Blake also wrote four stand-alone novels, of which the last and most personal is The Private Wound (1968), which offers a carefully framed story that explores a theme of belonging and alienation, characteristic of much Irish fiction of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. (Day-Lewis lived his earliest years in Queen’s County – now County Laois – the son of a Church of Ireland clergyman.)


Had Day-Lewis written the book under his own name, instead of that of Nicholas Blake, The Private Wound would certainly have received more serious critical attention. But prejudice against crime fiction is deep-rooted. It was in response to a crime novel by Eilís Dillon – a younger contemporary of Day-Lewis, from a very different background – that an Irish Times reviewer wrote in 1954: ‘I cannot help feeling that, if Miss Dillon is so good a writer, perhaps she should be encouraged to launch in the wider seas of the real novelist’. The occasion of the Irish Times reviewer’s faint praise was the first of three crime fictions by Dillon. Author of many novels for adult and young readers, Dillon wrote fiction with Irish settings: Death at Crane’s Court (1953) and Sent to His Account (1954), located in counties Galway and Wicklow, and Death in the Quadrangle (1956), whose action takes place in a Dublin university where motives for murder abound. Other admired Irish writers include Sheila Pim, whose Irish village mysteries share a common thread indicated by the title of the first of the four novels she wrote between 1945 and 1952: Common or Garden Crime economically indicating their shared gardening theme. Nigel Fitzgerald, whose Suffer a Witch (1958) was chosen as a classic of crime fiction of the third quarter of the twentieth century, was author of over a dozen novels. Fitzgerald set his fiction mainly in Ireland and created, as series characters, Inspector Duffy and the actor-manager Alan Russell. More recently, Gemma O’Connor’s best works, including Sins of Omission (1995), Falls the Shadow (1996) and Following the Wake (2002), evoke the 1940s and 1950s.


Like that of Eilís Dillon, Pim’s achievement as a writer of crime fiction is happily not entirely forgotten. The detective fiction, featuring Chief Inspector Ellis McKay of Scotland Yard, by the prolific L. A. G. Strong has been so completely ignored as not even to receive mention in the author’s Oxford Dictionary of National Biography entry. A poet and biographer of, among others, Thomas Moore and John McCormack, Strong was born in England of an Irish father and half-Irish mother. He spent part of his childhood in Ireland, however, with the result that the country featured largely in his life and fiction, with novels set both in Dublin and the west. Like others before him, though, Strong looked to a bigger market in setting his detective fiction – from Slocombe Dies (1942) to Treason in the Egg (1958), published shortly before his premature death – in England. The Irish-born Ruth Dudley Edwards, an immensely versatile writer, also uses English settings, though her Robert Amiss series, running from Corridors of Death (1981) to Murdering Americans (2007), does not overlook Ireland, offering characteristic political satire in The Anglo-Irish Murders (2000). Another Irish-born author, Jane Casey, has recently set two psychological thrillers in England, including The Burning (2010), featuring the London Metropolitan Police detective Maeve Kerrigan.


Among earlier Irish authors whose work included some element of crime, mystery or espionage writing, Edward Plunkett, Lord Dunsany, deserves mention. A vastly prolific writer in many genres, Dunsany was author of an early crime mystery drama, The Murderers (1919), and among his short stories, featuring Mr Linley, the much anthologised ‘Two Bottles of Relish’ (1932) has been included in many collections, such as The Fifty Greatest Mysteries of All Time. As was the case with many authors, crime writing formed only a small part of Dunsany’s extensive output. This included thrillers and spy stories, genres with which crime fiction shares occasionally ill-defined boundaries. So ‘How Ryan got out of Russia’ (1934) has been anthologised, by Michael Cox, in The Oxford Book of Spy Stories – but Dunsany’s antecedents and successors in such forms of writing include Erskine Childers, author of the classic The Riddle of the Sands (1913), Liam O’Flaherty with The Informer (1925) and Frank O’Connor with ‘Guests of the Nation’ (1931). In the second half of the twentieth century, Brian Moore who, sometimes under the pen-names of Bernard Mara or Michael Bryan, began his career with luridly-entitled works such as Wreath for a Redhead (1951) and A Bullet for My Lady (1955), also wrote, among quite different kinds of fiction, highly praised works that bear strong resemblance to Graham Greene’s ‘entertainments’, including The Colour of Blood (1987) and Lies of Silence (1990).


In Lies of Silence, Moore engaged with the Troubles that had dominated Irish life since the late 1960s. Few of his contemporaries dared address such matters in the form of crime fiction or, perhaps, thought it appropriate to do so. Yet the Troubles did produce works that might be characterised as crime fiction, including Eoin McNamee’s chilling Resurrection Man (1994), based on the notorious Shankhill Butcher murders, and The Ultras (2004); McNamee also returned to an earlier moment in Northern Ireland’s past with Orchid Blue (2010), a remorseless anatomy of the circumstances surrounding another real murder investigation, this time in Newry in 1961. An unblinking approach to the aftermath of the Troubles characterises Stuart Neville’s compelling debut novel, The Twelve (2009), whose central character, Gerry Fegan, is haunted by the victims of his own murderous past, while his fellow paramilitaries divide between political respectability and republican dissidence. A very different response to the Troubles is to be found in Mohammed Maguire (2001), a funny, satirical and decidedly irreverent work by the prolific Colin Bateman. Author between 1995 and 2005 of seven Dan Starkey novels, featuring an investigative journalist, Bateman has also created Detective Jimmy Murphy and, most recently, the eponymous (and anonymous) hero of Mystery Man (2008), a Belfast crime fiction bookshop owner who has already featured in two subsequent novels. Some of Bateman’s work has been written for children, the principal audience for Derek Landy’s series, featuring the skeletal detective Skulduggery Pleasant, which reached its fifth title with Mortal Coil (2010). Also successful in blending crime writing with humour for a wide audience has been Pauline McLynn, author of three Leo Street novels. Humour of a very much darker kind characterises Hugo Hamilton’s Headbanger (1996) and Sad Bastard (1998), featuring the Garda Pat Coyne, the eponymous headbanging sad bastard, as well as Declan Burke’s The Big O (2007) and its sequel Crime Always Pays (2009).


As Hamilton’s work suggests, not all police detectives created by Irish writers are as basically decent and principled as the quiet, conservative Protestant Inspector French or Brian McGilloway’s mass- and confession-going family man Inspector Benedict Devlin. Among contemporary variations on the police detective are Ken Bruen’s tormented, alcoholic, drug-addicted former Garda, Jack Taylor, introduced in The Guards (2001) and most recently featured in The Devil (2010), and the endlessly malevolent London policeman, Inspector Brant, central character of seven novels, from A White Arrest (1998) to Ammunition (2008).


Like many of his contemporaries, Bruen has been much influenced by American crime writing, and Declan Burke’s first novel, Eightball Boogie (2003), is a daring homage to Chandler that can stand the comparison. Such writing lies at the opposite end of the crime writing spectrum from the ‘cosy’ – the kind of book in which, at their most complacent, authors play with their readers as the great detective plays with the suspects until he gathers them together to expose the guilty and restore order to a society only temporarily disrupted by crime. The great change in crime fiction between the puzzle and hard-boiled mystery was largely the creation of the American pulp fiction writers of the 1920s and ’30s, of whom Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler are the most widely admired.


Instead of flamboyant detectives such as Sherlock Holmes or S. S. Van Dine’s Philo Vance, readers discovered investigators enmired in altogether dirtier worlds. As Chandler famously wrote in ‘The Simple Art of Murder’ (1950), ‘Hammett took murder out of the Venetian vase and dropped it into the alley’. In the Continental Op, Hammett created a (literally) anonymous character who works – for the Continental Detective Agency – as anyone might work at any job, only the Op’s job is to solve crime. Sam Spade, the ‘blond Satan’ who is Hammett’s most famous creation, appears only slightly more engaged in the rights and wrongs of crime, declaring of his intention to solve the murder of his partner Archer (with whose wife he has been conducting an affair): ‘it happens we were in the detective business. Well, when one of your organisation gets killed, it’s bad business to let the killer get away with it’ (The Maltese Falcon). Despite the vividly metaphorical wisecracking, Raymond Chandler’s Philip Marlowe is an altogether more chivalric figure, introduced on the opening page of Chandler’s first novel, The Big Sleep (1939), as a kind of knight-errant. The seedy Los Angeles of the 1940s in which he operates, though, is for the most part very much at odds with the alluring images of the Golden State or Hollywood’s silver screen. Likewise, the third of the great California detectives, Ross Macdonald’s Lew Archer (named for Spade’s murdered partner), works his way through a series of cases haunted by tragically dysfunctional families anxious to conceal murderous secrets.


These three great writers have continued to exercise an influence on their successors both in the United States and beyond. Among contemporary Irish writers openly influenced by Macdonald is one of the most admired and successful, Declan Hughes. In a series of novels, from The Wrong Kind of Blood (2006) to City of Dead Girls (2010), the south Dublin-born Ed Loy returns to his native city from the States, following a failed marriage and decline into near alcoholism, to find a country very different from the one he had left. The Dublin he observes is a capital initially marked both by the Celtic Tiger’s material affluence and the disintegration of the stable, conservative, Catholic world he had left. It is an Ireland of violent, often drug-related crime, facing up to a past tainted by religious hypocrisy and the long-concealed physical, sexual and emotional abuse of children. Like many contemporary detectives, Loy must battle personal demons as he struggles to expose – and understand – the new Ireland: a materialistic society facing catastrophic economic decline. Other Irish crime writers have anticipated, as much as chronicled, the collapse of the Celtic Tiger, as Alan Glynn shows in his second novel, Winterland (2009), set against the background of property speculation in an economically imploding Dublin, or Gene Kerrigan’s unsettling account of gang warfare in the Irish capital in his aptly titled Dark Times in the City (2010).


Such fictions probe the metropolitan heart of modern Ireland, as, variously, do works by Paul Carson, beginning with Scalpel (1997), K. T. McCaffrey, in eight novels written between 1999 and 2010, and Cormac Millar, whose civil servant hero, Séamus Joyce, finds himself suddenly in charge of drug-related crime, in An Irish Solution (2004). Prominent among writers who have worked variations on this theme is Benjamin Black – alter ego of the Booker Prize-winning novelist John Banville – who, like a Victorian novelist, has chosen to recess his crime fiction in time, writing of the 1950s from the vantage point of the twenty-first century, laying bare the underbelly of the conservative Ireland of half a century previously. Unflinching rational enquiry conducted in worlds still clinging on to older images of themselves characterised Banville’s early novels Dr Copernicus (1976) and Kepler (1981), while crime and its aesthetic responses to it formed the matter of The Book of Evidence (1989). In works from Christine Falls (2006) to Elegy for April (2010), the pathologist Quirke anatomises the Ireland of the 1950s, as he does its victims, Black casting a retrospective eye on a country described in its day by precursors like Edna O’Brien or John McGahern.


Crime writing with more distant historical settings ranges from the work of such established writers as Peter Tremayne (Peter Berresford Ellis), author of over twenty Sister Fidelma mysteries set in seventh-century Ireland, to that of newcomers like Kevin McCarthy, the action of whose Peeler (2010) takes place in 1920 during the War of Independence. Irish writers, however, have more usually preferred to attempt the constant regeneration genre fiction demands by the use of geographical shift. In the United States, Californian crime fiction has a special place, thanks to the way in which it fed, from the 1920s onwards, on potent American literary myths, including Eldorado and the frontier. When that frontier, pushing westwards, met the Pacific, it had nowhere left to go, leaving crime writers like Hammett and Chandler among the earliest to question the contemporary understanding of the American Dream, as articulated in 1931 by James Truslow Adams. Contemporary writers as different as Walter Moseley, Sue Grafton, Michael Connelly, Robert Crais, Faye Kellerman and James Ellroy have variously turned back to the world first described by the early writers of pulp fiction, but American crime writing is now remarkable for geographical diversity. New York was always important, with older writers like Chester Himes or Ed McBain making use of the city’s ethnic diversity. The writing of recent decades has left few parts of the States untouched by crime writing. Chicago has Sarah Paretsky and Robert Campbell; Boston, Robert B. Parker and Dennis Lehane; New Orleans, James Lee Burke; the Twin Cities John Sanford; Washington, George Pelecanos; while Detroit and south Florida alike have their criminal laureate in Elmore Leonard.


Strikingly, given the relative sizes of the two countries, Irish writing too is increasingly marked by decentralisation (less evident elsewhere in contemporary Ireland). Dublin remains the preferred setting for crime writing – including the Ken Bruen-edited short-story collection, Dublin Noir (2006) – but recent fiction has learned lessons from quite different kinds of popular writers – Maeve Binchy or Roddy Doyle, for instance – as to ways of using and often exposing the social and geographical differences of Ireland’s capital. Declan Hughes initially focused on the south Dublin coastal strip before moving his hero into the heart of the city, while Tana French, in her powerful, unsettling debut novel, In the Woods (2007), featuring two Gardaí, Rob Ryan and Cassie Maddox, made original use of the south Dublin suburbs. Outside of the capital, the North of Ireland figures strongly in the work of McEldowney, Bateman, McNamee and Neville; Galway in Ken Bruen’s Jack Taylor series; Sligo in Declan Burke’s dark Eightball Boogie, with the fiercely memorable PI, Harry Rigby.


Most recently, Brian McGilloway has taken the border between the Republic and the North of Ireland as the location for his fiction. Crime writing has often been understood in terms of borders – between good and evil, right and wrong, justice and injustice. It is precisely this borderland that much good crime writing, past and present, occupies, with detectives and investigators frequently straying from one side of the border to the other. McGilloway moves this notion of liminality – of an indeterminate state of being – away from the metaphorical to the literal, locating the Garda detective hero of four novels, Borderlands (2007) to The Rising (2010), in Lifford in County Donegal, on the left bank of the River Foyle, facing Strabane in County Tyrone, in Northern Ireland. Here, this troubled political border also marks a line between past and present – the novels subtly evoking rather than engaging directly with the area’s recent history – and between Roman Catholics and Protestants, variously united and divided by a shared past. Inspector Benedict Devlin, meanwhile, finds a sympathetic counterpart in Inspector Hendry of the Police Service of Northern Ireland, the PSNI, suggestive of very different relationships that existed until recently between the Garda Síochána and the Royal Ulster Constabulary.


The quiet confidence of McGilloway’s handling of this central conceit in his fiction also points to another of the ways in which recent Irish crime fiction has developed new directions for itself. The fact that the market in Great Britain was for long so important for writers of different kinds undoubtedly influenced the settings and characterisations of Irish crime writing. In the global market of the twenty-first century, the United Kingdom, while remaining important – Ken Bruen and Paul Charles, creator of D.I. Christy Kennedy, are among Irish writers to set fiction in London – no longer looms quite so large for Irish authors. The legacy of American crime writing being so strong, it is not surprising that elements of American plotting and prose style are variously evident in the work of writers like Bruen, Burke and Hughes. Some Irish writers have gone further, locating their fiction in the United States. (Only occasionally is the reverse true, though American authors such as Bartholomew Gill (1943–2002), whose Peter McGarr series includes The Death of a Joyce Scholar (1989) and, more recently, Erin Hart, have written fiction set in Ireland.) One such writer is Adrian McKinty, in three novels featuring the Irish fugitive Michael Forsythe, beginning with the stunning Dead I Well May Be (2003), besides equally accomplished stand-alone novels, including Fifty Grand (2009). Another is Alex Barclay, whose New York detective Joe Lucchesi is first encountered, in Darkhouse (2005), in Ireland but who returns to home ground in The Caller (2006), while Barclay’s Blood Runs Cold (2008) and Time of Death (2010) feature the female FBI agent, Ren Bryce. Ingrid Black (pen name of Eilís O’Hanlon and Ian McConnell) has imported a female former FBI agent turned crime novelist, Saxon, into Ireland, alongside her partner, the Dublin policewoman Detective Superintendent Grace Fitzgerald, in a series beginning with The Dead (2003). More recently, American Skin (2006) was marketed as Ken Bruen’s long-awaited ‘American’ novel, Benjamin Black’s short fiction, The Lemur (2008), is set in New York, where Stuart Neville’s Gerry Fegan is also to be found in Collusion (2010), while Ireland and the United States meet in Bruen’s Once Were Cops (2008).


Most determined in his relocation of Irish crime writing is certainly John Connolly. Born, educated and living in Ireland, Connolly may have seemed to make a strange decision to set his Charlie Parker novels in Maine, a state well known to readers of Stephen King’s fiction. The series now includes nine novels and a novella, from Every Dead Thing (1998) to The Whisperers (2010), this last evoking the experience of veterans returning from the second Iraq war. Each work features the PI Charlie Parker, an ex-NYC cop haunted by the knowledge that he could not prevent the deaths of his own wife and young daughter, accompanied by a memorable couple of gay hit men, Angel and Louis, who provide much of the books’ black humour. More, perhaps, than any of his contemporaries, Connolly recognises the importance of the borderland to crime fiction. Maine is the most northerly of the continental United States, confined not only by Canada but also by the Atlantic Ocean, leaving its coast heavily indented – a feature of the landscape that also marks the compelling stand-alone novel, Bad Men (2003). Maine is border country in more ways than two, however, for its sparse population is gathered mainly in the coastal cities and towns, leaving the interior a frontier area, where nature and civilisation co-exist uneasily. Yet to describe Connolly’s fiction only in these terms is to miss what is perhaps its most distinctive feature: its deployment of Gothic modes and tropes. Though books like The White Road (2002), partly set in the deep south, insistently recall William Faulkner’s much quoted ‘The past is never dead. It’s not even past’, Connolly’s fiction could never simply be termed American Gothic. Rather, in its obsessive, murderous search for answers buried in competing religious and racial histories that the present seeks unsuccessfully to forget, his fiction reveals itself as inescapably linked to the much broader tradition of Irish writing in English, not least the displacement of Irish Gothic to other locations, seen in Sheridan Le Fanu. ‘This is a honeycomb world’: the opening words of The Killing Kind (2001) offer one metaphor for the interpenetration of different realities in Connolly’s fiction. Here, as in his elision of past and present, of natural and supernatural, Connolly more particularly returns Irish crime writing to its early nineteenth-century origins, prompting readers to remember the often-forgotten Irish crime fiction of the past, which waits patiently in the shadows for its historian.




*
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Out of the Past




























No Blacks, No Dogs, No Crime Writers: Ireland and the Mystery Genre


by John Connolly





When I was a boy, I spent my summers in my grandmother’s house near Ballylongford, County Kerry, in the southwest of Ireland. My mother came from a family of girls, four of whom became schoolteachers, and houses that produce schoolteachers tend to be houses that value books. My grandmother’s main room, where we ate and socialised, was dominated by a set of bookshelves just inside the door. Even now, a decade or more since that house was demolished, its contents dispersed or destroyed, I can still visualise some of the titles on those shelves. There was a single-volume encyclopedia, which was, in retrospect, not terribly encyclopedic, assuming as it did that the sum total of the world’s knowledge could be crammed into about four hundred pages; a book of popular science, which probably included a great deal of science that has been superseded by more recent discoveries (‘No Life On The Moon After All!’ ‘It’s 1975. Still No Sign of Jet Packs and Flying Cars!’); a copy of The Valley of the Squinting Windows by Brinsley MacNamara that I wasn’t allowed to read due to the suspect nature of its contents; a little hardback copy of Edgar Allan Poe’s collected short stories, the only book from my grandmother’s collection that I have retained; and various works of paperback fiction, including Ed McBain’s Let’s Hear It For The Deaf Man, the first crime novel that I ever read and, I suppose, the genesis of my interest in the genre.


It was a Catholic library, in every sense, but what was curious about it was the relative absence of Irish writing. There was the MacNamara novel, of course, and a John B. Keane book, I think, since John B. lived down the road in Listowel, although my grandmother might have considered his work slightly racy for the time given that it acknowledged the possibility of sexual activity between consenting adults. There might also have been a novel by Maurice Walsh, the author of The Quiet Man, as one of my aunts was interested in his work. After that, though, I’m struggling to recall much Irish literature at all on my grandmother’s shelves, a collection to which assorted members of the family contributed by adding their holiday reading when they were done. There certainly wasn’t any Irish crime fiction, of that I’m sure, mainly because there wasn’t very much Irish crime fiction about, and certainly none that might have been regarded as popular or contemporary in the way that such fiction has become in recent years. The genre fiction that did find its way on to those shelves, whether crime or fantasy or romance, came from Britain and the United States. There was H. P. Lovecraft, but no Mervyn Wall; there was Stephen King, but no Bram Stoker; there was Ed McBain, and Agatha Christie, but no …


Well, there we have it. There were no equivalents of McBain and Christie in Ireland. A little later, novelists like Jim Lusby, Vincent Banville and John Brady would attempt to make inroads into a market dominated by British and American authors, but they were only partially successful and, to their credit, a little ahead of their time. Occasionally, some lost example of Irish genre fiction would be dragged blinking into the light, like those Japanese soldiers found living in caves on Pacific islands long after the end of the World War II but, like those confused combatants, they were anomalies. Such writers and their work simply didn’t have a lasting impact upon their own national audience, regardless of impacting upon a larger readership beyond these shores. (One might add that this is still the case: Irish writers of crime fiction have yet to conquer the Irish bestseller lists in the same way that, say, their Scottish equivalents have on the other side of the Irish Sea. It is as if Irish readers are not yet entirely comfortable with the concept of Irish crime fiction, or of seeing Irish society examined in this way. That situation will undoubtedly change; in fact, it is changing, but more slowly than Irish crime writers might wish if the genre is to continue to grow here.)


Looking back, I wonder if my grandmother’s library was actually very unusual for its time in the relative paucity of Irish titles on its shelves. I suspect that it was not. If it’s not heretical to suggest it, I think that, for a very long time, Irish writing was more admired than read by the general populace. We took a certain pride in the achievements of our writers on the international stage, as long as they didn’t get above themselves, but it’s still depressing to recall that the greatest of them were forced into exile, and some of the best of those who stayed, including Patrick Kavanagh and Flann O’Brien, are remembered with greater fondness now that they’re dead than they ever were when they were alive.


The argument that Irish fiction was, until recently, far from populist by nature is perhaps one for another day, and another volume, but it does impact upon the topic under discussion. After all, how could popular fiction of any kind be expected to thrive in an environment in which literary populism was regarded as suspect? Irish literature was not, of course, unique in this way, and the tension between popular, or genre, fiction – for the two terms are frequently interchangeable – and its literary counterparts has been played out to varying degrees in every society in which the two forms coexist, but it is interesting that during a period when crime fiction was becoming a major form of popular entertainment in the United Kingdom (in the form of the Golden Age mystery, and the writers who subsequently followed) and in the United States (in its more streetwise, hard-boiled incarnation), Irish writers largely ignored such developments, and continued to do so, with certain honourable exceptions, until the twenty-first century.


It is sometimes forgotten, in our understandable desire to emphasise our history and our heritage, how young a nation Ireland really is. As a modern state, the Irish Republic has been in existence for less than a century, and a young nation is compelled to engage in a period of questioning its identity, of coming to terms with the forces that created it in an effort to determine what shape it should take for the future. Writers as much as politicians, and economists, and historians, are involved in this act of interpretation, and a very serious business it is too, so serious, in fact, that any writing that is not actively contributing to this discussion may be disregarded entirely or at best relegated to a position of irrelevance. Such an environment actively discourages experimentation with genre, unless that experimentation is perceived to be commenting upon the process in hand.


It’s worth noting, in this regard, that earlier Irish writers were not uncomfortable with genre fiction, and fantasy fiction in particular. In fact, it could be argued that Irish writers colonised gothic fiction and made it their own. After all, the great gothic novels of the nineteenth century – Melmoth the Wanderer (1820), Uncle Silas (1865), The Picture of Dorian Gray (1890), and Dracula (1897) – were all written by Irish writers: Charles Maturin, Sheridan Le Fanu, Oscar Wilde and Bram Stoker, respectively. Variously termed ‘Protestant Magic’ and ‘Protestant Gothic’, the Irish gothic novel finds itself underpinned by a very particular form of religious and social unease. In Heathcliff and The Great Hunger (1995), Terry Eagleton notes:




‘… if Irish Gothic is a specifically Protestant phenomenon, it is because nothing lent itself more to the genre than the decaying gentry in their crumbling houses, isolated and sinisterly eccentric, haunted by the sins of the past. Gothic carries with it a freight of guilt and self-torment, and these are arguably more Protestant than Catholic obsessions …’*





By the early part of the twentieth century the Irish fantasy tradition has largely died out. It’s still present in the work of Flann O’Brien, particularly in At Swim-Two-Birds (1939) and in Mervyn Wall’s two underrated Fursey books, The Unfortunate Fursey (1946) and The Return of Fursey (1948), but there is no sense of a great desire among Irish writers to perpetuate the lineage. Like Sebastian Melmoth himself, the Irish fantasy novels of the mid-twentienth century appear to be less a part of their own time and more a holdover from another era, although in the manner in which they explore, and play upon, early Irish mythology and folklore, the Fursey books are as much a part of that ongoing exploration of national identity as the more celebrated products of the earlier Celtic Revival.


Wall’s case, of course, is not helped by the presence of humour in his books which, as we shall see when we come to discuss the Northern Irish crime writer Colin Bateman, has always been confused with a lack of seriousness by a certain class of critic. One could argue, therefore, that the inability of crime fiction to make inroads into the Irish literary tradition at a time when its significance was being recognised elsewhere was part of a larger disengagement with genre on the part of Irish writers. To be mischievous about it, there might also have been a desire among Irish writers to become part of the new pantheon, to achieve a level of recognition among their peers, to join what we might subsequently term the ‘Aosdána Brigade’, and the surest way to avoid elevation to the ranks of the great and the good in the world of letters is to engage seriously and unironically with genre.


But there was also, I think, a certain expectation that Irish writers should write about the Irish experience, that it was somehow part of our patriotic duty to enter into an exploration of Irishness, and to do otherwise was to abdicate responsibility and risk opprobrium, or at best a dismissal of one’s work as inconsequential. This links to the earlier observation about our comparative youth as a nation, but it’s a view that seemed to persist until quite recently. In his interesting introduction to The Penguin Anthology of Irish Fiction (1999), Colm Tóibín suggests that ‘Irishness is not primarily a question of birth or blood or language: it is the condition of being involved in the Irish situation, and, if the candidate is a writer, often being crowned by it.’


As a young writer, I could think of few subjects with which I wanted to engage less than the nature of Irishness, or the Irish situation, and now, as a slightly older writer, that position has not changed. My decision to set my books anywhere but Ireland was as much a reaction to the worldview suggested, if not endorsed, by Tóibín as it was to the absence of any recognisable Irish models for the work that I wanted to do. For me, the choice was either to import genre conventions from the UK or the US to an Irish context, which I felt was neither appropriate nor, indeed, interesting; or to apply a European, outsider’s perspective to those conventions, to try ‘to change the system from within’, to borrow a line from Leonard Cohen.


I admit that this decision may smack of a reluctance to engage with the issue at hand on a practical level. As I try to find reasons for the reluctance of Irish writers to engage with crime fiction, I might well be accused of being part of the problem by declining to write it when I had the chance. But I genuinely didn’t want to be considered an ‘Irish writer’ in the very narrow sense in which I felt that description was being used. Had I set my first novel, Every Dead Thing (1999) in Dublin it would have become, by default, an Irish novel, not a crime novel. Setting it in the United States allowed me to escape that label to a degree.


If Ireland proved stony ground for the seeds of home-grown crime fiction for reasons that were as much political and social as cultural, there were other factors that may have compounded an already difficult situation.


THE RURAL DIVIDE


Despite the prevalence of a certain type of Golden Age-indebted crime fiction, largely British in origin, that uses rural landscapes as its backdrop, crime fiction functions best in urban settings. It was G. K. Chesterton who commented that crime fiction was unique in expressing ‘some sense of the poetry of modern  (which is to say urban) life’. For Chesterton, the city functioned as a text that required interpretation, a mystery in itself:




‘There is no stone in the street and no brick in the wall that is not actually a deliberate symbol – a message from some man, as much as it were a telegram or postcard. The narrowest street possesses, in every crook and twist of its intention, the soul of the man who built it, perhaps long in the grave.’ (‘A Defence of Detective Stories’, published in The Defendant, 1901).





For Chesterton, crime fiction is inextricable from, and actively concerned with, city life. It requires not only its architectural complexity and historical layering, but the energy that derives from the random collisions of people, the endless social interactions between both strangers and acquaintances. Even the village settings of Agatha Christie’s novels (the ‘Mayhem Parva school’ of writing, as Colin Watson termed it in Snobbery With Violence (1971), his critical history of the genre) require an enormous degree of interconnectedness between individuals for the plots to function. Christie’s villages are less microcosms and more enclosed spaces into which too many traumatised people have been crammed, like survivors of some dreadful natural disaster. Irish society, which was primarily rural by nature, was unlikely to accommodate the conventions of contemporary crime fiction without a struggle, despite its fascination with the secrets and foibles of others, itself the subject of the Brinsley MacNamara book that graced my grandmother’s bookshelves, the hostile reaction to which led its author to leave his home county of Westmeath and not return.


In a sense, John B. Keane’s play The Field (1965) is an example of the form that an Irish rural crime story might take, a study in which the core question is less ‘who?’ than ‘why?’, where the central mystery is the connection of a people to a landscape, so that land becomes not merely a convenient stage upon which to play out the drama but a thing inseparable from the nature of the protagonists.


Something of our national inferiority complex may well have played a part here too. Perhaps readers simply did not view Ireland as ‘interesting’ or ‘kinetic’ enough to comfortably accommodate the drama of crime fiction, however sedate the form. (A similar outlook bedevilled the development of our native film industry for many years, and it remains a battle to get Irish filmgoers to support home-grown product.) In this, we have a certain amount in common with Australia, another country that struggled to establish its own cultural identity in the aftermath of direct British rule, and suffered from a similar crisis of confidence as a consequence. It, too, now boasts a burgeoning homegrown crime tradition, and Australian crime authors, including Peter Temple and Michael Robotham, have begun to attract a readership beyond their own shores.


‘HEY JOHNNY, WHAT ARE YOU REBELLING AGAINST?


WHAT HAVE YOU GOT?’


The Golden Age of crime fiction, generally taken as the period between the two world wars, produced two very different traditions: the British tradition, often referred to, somewhat unfairly, as ‘cosy’, and the American, referred to, somewhat less unfairly, as ‘hard-boiled’. Each springs from a very distinct process of engagement with the concept of law and order and the perceived nature of society. The British tradition is motivated primarily by a trust in the Establishment; a belief that the propensity for criminal behaviour is a part of the human character but also, if acted upon, an aberration; and a desire for order as much as, if not more than, the rule of law, for the two are, of course, not the same. While there is an affection for the amateur eccentric as detective (Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes, Agatha Christie’s Hercule Poirot and Miss Marple, Dorothy L. Sayers’s Lord Peter Wimsey), such figures are only superficially outsiders while remaining essentially Establishment to their core. They may occasionally show up the police as well-meaning bumblers, but at heart they maintain a faith in those responsible for protecting society and enforcing the law. In the end, the criminal is handed over the tender care of the police in the certainty that justice, having prevailed, will now be seen to be done in a court of law.


The American tradition has no such faith. It’s no coincidence that the spiritual home of the hard-boiled crime novel is California, a state mired in corruption during the period under discussion. With the police regarded, not without justification, as being bought and paid for by the wealthy and the privileged, the poor and the vulnerable had no recourse to the law in the event that they were victimised further. In that case they required someone standing outside the established forces of law and order to act on their behalf, and so begins the private eye novel. Actually the figure of the private eye is, in turn, indebted to the lone cowboy of the western tradition, facing down oppressors because to do otherwise would make him complicit in their crimes.


The point at which those two traditions finally begin to blend into each other is probably the publication of Dashiell Hammett’s Red Harvest (1929), which is essentially a western in nice suits, although Hammett had earlier dabbled in the western with the neo-noir story ‘Corkscrew’ (1925). In Red Harvest, two rival gangs are set against each other by a lone, anonymous operative, until eventually they eliminate themselves. Red Harvest subsequently became one of the sources of inspiration for Kurosawa’s Yojimbo (1961), along with Hammett’s later novel The Glass Key (1931), which in turn influenced the Coen Brothers’ 1990 gangster movie Miller’s Crossing, Sergio Leone’s A Fistful of Dollars (1964), and Walter Hill’s Last Man Standing (1996), so Red Harvest has variously taken cinematic form as a samurai movie, a western, and a gangster film.


While police procedurals have since found purchase in the American tradition, most memorably in the form of Ed McBain’s 87th Precinct series, albeit with something of the tolerance for the maverick that is a part of the private eye tradition, the private eye novel has struggled to make a successful case for itself in the UK. While that may be due, to some degree, to the sense that gun-toting PIs don’t travel well across the Atlantic, I would suggest that it is also a consequence of a deeply held belief that the pursuit of justice is one best entrusted to the police, and an absence of the frontier spirit of the United States that places such a premium on independence and individual action. That belief may be shaken by reports of real life police corruption, brutality, and incompetence, but it seems such revelations may simply cause readers to turn to the more idealised police officers of crime fiction with renewed vigour. After all, crime fiction is less about the world as it is than the world as it should be. As William Gaddis wrote in his novel JR (1976): ‘Justice? – you get justice in the next world, in this world, you have the law.’ Crime fiction refuses to accept that this should be the case, and in doing so it reflects the desire of its readers for a more just society. Even at its darkest it is, essentially, hopeful by nature.


All of which brings us back to Ireland, and the question of which of these two opposing outlooks might best have suited an Irish crime novel. The answer, I think, is neither: the Irish police had yet to establish themselves in the mind of the populace, and after centuries of British rule our faith in the Establishment and its values was minimal. If we accept the view that crime fiction is not merely engaged with the society from which it comes but is representative of it, then the nascent Irish Republic – secretive, defensive, intensely parochial, and unforgiving of its critics – gave Irish crime fiction little with which to work. John Banville’s twenty-first century crime novels, written under the pseudonym Benjamin Black, tackle the bleak Ireland of the 1950s but are informed by revelations that have only recently been formally examined: the cruelty of the Magdalene laundries and the collusion between Church and State that allowed the systematic physical and sexual abuse of children and young women to continue for decades. Such novels would have been difficult to write as contemporary fiction, and impossible to publish.


THE PROBLEM OF VIOLENCE, PT I


Irish society was not, until recent times, a very violent place, the elephant in the room that was/is terrorist violence excepted. Homicide, that staple of crime fiction, was not something that occupied the Irish people on a daily basis, and the most notorious cases were also usually solved quickly.


I can remember, as a teenager, the discovery of the battered body of nurse Bridie Gargan in July 1982, the first victim of the killer Malcolm MacArthur, who in turn provided the inspiration for John Banville’s murderous dandy Freddie Montgomery in The Book of Evidence (1989). Bridie Gargan was left dying in a lane not far from where I lived, one in which I sometimes played football. There was a business in the lane that manufactured trophies, and I often went there to pick up items for my mother, who was involved in all sorts of community events requiring the awarding of various medals and plaques. It was, I suppose, the first crime scene of which I had some personal awareness, one that I knew intimately. As the news bulletins spoke of the circumstances of Bridie Gargan’s death, I could picture the lane, and for ever after it would have that young woman’s body associated with it. Perhaps it might seem strange to some, but I rarely went back there in the years that followed. I didn’t have any kind of ghoulish desire or curiosity to visit the scene of the crime. I wasn’t fearful of it, or superstitious; it merely seemed wrong to linger there, even to a boy of fourteen.
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