Miles Jupp in a Locked Room             BBC Radio 4      May 21, 2012 at 4.00 p.m.
R: Reader; MJ = Miles Jupp; MA = Mike Ashley; PD = Paul Doherty; RA = Robert Adey; CF = Christopher Fowler; JF = Jasper Fforde; PH = Paul Halter; JP = John Pugmire; SS = Soji Shimada; DM: Denise Mina; LB: Little, Brown (Daniel Mallory) 
(Introductory music fades into the background)

R: Here is your box, with one door and one window and solid walls… “The corpse is still warm!”… “But the tomb has been sealed for a thousand years!”… “‘I will now lecture,’ said Dr. Fell, ‘on the general mechanics and development of the situation which is known in detective fiction as the hermetically sealed chamber. All those opposing can skip this chapter’”… “But there’s no way anyone could have escaped from this hotel room…. None!”  

(Music swells then fades again.)
MJ: I’ve recently moved house. And—along with investigating the standards of local schools, the proximity to public transport, and whether my new home was on the flight path to Gatwick—I formed a desire to find out just what threats to my safety my new address might pose. A quick look at the interactive on-line map of crime statistics for England and Wales revealed that, although there were a few crime hotspots in the neighbourhood, none of them was right over the spare bedroom, and—provided that I avoided certain late-night eateries, football clubs at chucking-out time, and some of the more avant-garde rooms at the Tate Modern—I should be fine.  Sometimes the thought of, frankly, just how dangerous it is out there is enough to make you seek refuge in a locked room. But that could, it turns out, be a fatal mistake….

Because today I’m investigating a genre of novels and stories in which the locked room—far from being a snug domestic nook where you could put your feet up, drink a cup of tea, and have a short nap before supper—is a place in which you’re likely to be bludgeoned, pummelled, poisoned, drowned, decapitated, rifled, or stabbed to death. In other words, nearly impossible to relax in. 
Mike Ashley is the editor of The Mammoth Book of Locked Room Mysteries and Impossible Crimes….

MA: Well, the locked room mystery has been around for a lot longer than people probably think. It goes back to some of the days of the Gothic novels and so on, but in those novels a lot of it was all to do with secret corridors and hidden panels and all those sorts of things. And, when the locked room mystery became a bit more sophisticated, the idea of secret panels was a bit of a cheat and other ideas came about. Edgar Allan Poe was one of the first to come up with a much more original idea in The Murders in the Rue Morgue, where the room appears to be a genuinely locked room but in fact there’s actually a false window, which is slightly different from a secret panel.    

MJ: You think that a panel like that is acceptable: it’s not as ungentlemanly….

MA: Well, no, because you have to fathom out that it is a false window. And there are other ideas that developed beyond that. Conan Doyle, for instance, in his Sherlock Holmes story The Adventure of the Speckled Band had a man who is scared to death in a locked room. Holmes of course soon fathoms out what it is, but Conan Doyle has a very original idea in that. But also, the one that really got it going was a novel by Israel Zangwill which was called The Big Bow Mystery. It was serialised in a newspaper, so that got everybody  fascinated by how someone could have had there throat cut in a locked room. People were writing in with their own ideas and suggesting things. And this sort of idea, encouraging people to react, was one of the things that really got the locked room mystery going. 

MJ: If you were speaking to someone who had no experience of the locked room mystery, and you wanted to set them off on a path of joyous readership, is there a particular book or author that you would recommend?
MA: Well, I think you have to start with John Dickson Carr’s The Hollow Man because it is the classic novel.

R: From The Hollow Man by John Dickson Carr: “He drew on a pair of gloves, braced himself, and threw the door inward. It flapped back against the wall with a crash that shook tinglings from the chandelier inside. Nothing came out, although something was trying to come out. Something on which Rampole saw a good deal of blood was painfully trying to drag itself on hands and knees across the black carpet. It choked, rolled over on its side, and lay still.”    

MJ: John Dickson Carr, who also sometimes wrote under the ingenious nom de plume Carter Dickson, was a genius of the locked room mystery: a man able to wring mind-bending riddles out of four walls, a ceiling, a floor, and a bloodied corpse. In novels like The Crooked Hinge, The Hollow Man, and Castle Skull, readers thrilled to tales of men shot to death in closed elevators, strangled to death in locked huts, and abducted from railway carriages under constant surveillance. His novel The Hollow Man was selected in 1981 as the best locked room mystery of all time by a panel of seventeen mystery authors and reviewers. At least, there were seventeen when they went into the room….
One of Carr’s novels, The Mad Hatter Mystery, hinges on the discovery of a body in the Tower of London. And that was why, at an hour when most tourists have not yet shaken themselves awake from the drowsy pillows of their Travelodge, I travelled across the misty Thames, kicked aside a few pesky ravens, and entered the Tower of London. 
(Sound of heavy door closing)

MJ: I’ve now been locked in a room. Luckily, I’m not alone: I have the history mystery writer Paul Doherty with me. Paul, you’ve written many historical novels, many of them employing a locked room device. Is this a good place for a body to be found?

PD: This would be ideal because, if you look at the windows, they’re basically arrow-slit. They’re for archers to loose from, they’re for the prisoner to get some fresh air, as well as look out. The door itself is heavily fortified; there could be a guard outside. You could, for example, smear poison on the door or on a table and it’s ideal because what you’re going to do there, you’re going to have someone poisoned, the physician’s called—and they had a pretty good idea about the effects of poison—they’d say yes, poison. They’d start looking for the most obvious things, namely the food, the wine, the decanter: it’s not there. And I, if I were the murderer, would arrange to have something poisoned in here, but when the victim’s found, to remove that or replace it. There are possibilities: I mean, for example, the very narrow arrow-slit windows: if you fire—you loose an arrow from inside, it’s quite possible to loose an arrow from outside the chamber.
MJ: What, you think that could happen?

PD: It’s possible. Why not? Or, again, if you look at the door here, there’s usually a latch on the doorway, a small grill which you could pull down. The person could be stabbed, the person could be shot….As a writer I’d say yes, there are possibilities to create a murder here.

MJ: And is that—in some of the novels that you do, is that something that you sometimes  have to make sure you shake out of your head. I dunno, you’re invited to a party and something like that and you meet somebody that seems very nice and whose children are doing awfully well, but meantime you’re thinking: “Goodness, if I were let alone with this man for a moment, there’s a possibility I could probably reach the curtain and wrap it around his neck and throttle him, whatever…Your head is constantly filled with sort of macabre possibilities  

PD: I take great comfort in P.D. James famous saying that thankfully most crime writers are actually law-abiding people. But then I remember what Freud said: we’re all murderers in our thoughts. So I think there’s a possibility there.

MJ: Now, you’ve written something in the region of ninety novels. Is the locked room mystery something that you continue to persevere with?

PD: Very much so. In my latest novel, Bloodstone, which is based in mediaeval London, the novel opens with a merchant, a very powerful merchant, being poisoned in his own chamber and a very famous jewel being stolen. But the windows are locked and barred, and the doors are locked and barred from the inside. He has definitely been poisoned, but they can’t find the source of the poison, and the added mystery is they can’t understand how the jewel was taken and its casket also disappeared. I enjoyed writing it and I think the solution’s fairly original. 

MJ: Any locked room mystery writers, or indeed would-be murderers, looking for ideas could do a lot worse than pick up Robert Adey’s Locked Room Murders. Inside, they won’t just find a list of every locked room novel or story ever written, they’ll also find the solutions…. 

(Melodramatic violin music)  

R: A pigeon had been trained to turn on the gas tap…. Her mother had died of a night of bubonic plague…. The victim was stabbed by an arrow through the cabin’s logs, and his wig, of which no one had known, was withdrawn  with the arrow….The murderer had his own key. 
(Music rises then fades)
RA: As a simple soul, and someone without any great technical expertise, I’ve always thought one of the big features for me is that it’s a fairly easy—although ingenious—puzzle to understand. You have a dead body in a locked room, locked from the inside perhaps, and the question is how on earth could they be in that position with no one else available to have committed the crime. That’s it, really, in a nutshell.  

MJ: Now your book was published in 1991. If you were to update it today, how big a job would that be?

RA: Fairly massive. I do keep a card index and I keep adding to my cards, and I must have several hundred more now since 1991. It would be, I would think, half as big again as the book you have before you.
MJ: Oh, right, so it’s still—people are still prolific.

RA: It’s fashionable. Very fashionable, Miles. Very fashionable indeed.
MJ: And are you aware of examples of people using you as a resource: perhaps a tired-minded crime novelist?  

RA: Oh, yes. An American author—Ed Hoch, who became a very good friend of mine—said that I’d suggested one or two plot lines that hadn’t occurred to him and he was a voluminous writer, particularly of short stories. He was glad to have a little bit of outside input that he could use to create some more stories. 

MJ: The idea of a locked room mystery may seem fairly finite—the possibilities may seem fairly finite—and yet, at the back of your book, there’s an incredible list of solutions; she died of poison injected into her by a cat; the witness had, in fact, been looking through a keyhole into a small black box containing the scene in miniature perspective…The back of your book is almost like a set of miniature novels in and of them selves.

RA: Well, that’s true. There aren’t really any new ways of solving the puzzle, but people do put a twist on the old ways. I think possibly it’s the variety of problems that changes. A disappearance that took place on the London Eye: I heard it described as a new wrinkle on the old walnut, which I thought was quite apt. 

MJ: Contemporary author Christopher Fowler’s detectives Bryant and May are Golden Age sleuths in a modern world. His latest novel The Invisible Code takes them under Fleet Street in the heart of the City of London.

(Sound of church bells in the background and creaking door opening)

MJ: So here we are. 

CF: Yes, St. Bride’s is a journalists’ church. Samuel Pepys was born here. Unfortunately it was bombed flat during the war, but in the process they uncovered a very old crypt filled with coffins of plague victims. I write the Bryant and May mysteries which are set in different locations around London, and this time I’m using churches, specifically St. Bride’s church—partly because it’s a very beautiful church because it’s got the wedding-cake spire that inspired a baker to create the shape for wedding cakes with the multi-tiers—and it’s the site of a locked room mystery effectively, when a woman is found in the church with no one near her. She sits by herself for an hour and just dies. Then it’s down to my elderly detectives to discover how she died. 

MJ: You use real places: the balcony in Trafalgar Square, for instance. What’s the….  

CF: Yes, that’s absolutely real. And there was another locked room mystery where a child was defenestrated from a top floor Trafalgar Square apartment. The apartment is real, because it belongs to a friend of mine. She’d just moved in, and it’s a penthouse overlooking Northumberland Avenue and Trafalgar Square, and she got locked out on the balcony. She shut the door behind her, and she was there for hours and very nearly suffered hypothermia. It was the middle of winter and she was in a T-shirt. She’d gone out for a smoke and I thought: this is really strange, we’re in the centre of London and yet you can lock yourself into a strange situation. And the firemen had to break down four doors to get to her.

MJ: You couldn’t really get a better illustration of the idea that London at times really couldn’t be a more lonely place, and so there she could be, I mean how frustrating to be dangling above what she knows is a sort of Mecca for so many people…

CF: I’m always looking for lonely spots in the centre of very busy cities. People always say London has lost all of its alley-ways, it’s lost its nooks and crannies in the city. I don’t really think that’s true. I think they’re just harder to find now.

R: “So, who’s the victim?” asked Detective Inspector Jack Spratt, shaking his overcoat of the cold winter rain as he entered Usher Towers. “It’s the Locked Room Mystery,” explained his sidekick, Detective Sergeant Mary Mary. “He was found dead at 7.30 p.m. But get this: the library had been locked from the inside.” “Locked Room? Killed inside a locked room, eh?” muttered Spratt. “What was that tired old plot device doing out here anyway? I thought he was at the end-of-the-day retirement home for washed-up old clichés.”

MJ: So, novelist Jasper Fforde: Tired old plot device? Hoary old cliché? What do you really think of the locked room mystery?  
JF: People have been writing it for a very, very long time. And most of the tropes have been covered so many times that they’re now very old and very tired. I was just here having fun with the notion that clichés eventually have to be retired, and if Locked Room was going to be murdered, then he would be murdered inside a locked room. There is a reason why they call it the Golden Age, because it was new and fresh and wonderful and all these ideas had never been tried before. So I think it is a slightly tired genre, but yet we still love it. 

MJ: Despite Jasper Fforde’s reservations, the locked room mystery continues to boom. Not here, maybe, but in France. Paul Halter has written more than thirty novels, each of which tells a different, fiendish, locked room mystery. 

R: From The Seven Wonders of Crime, by Paul Halter:  Even before the murder, the lighthouse had been inaccessible during that same afternoon. According to all the witnesses, the sea had been so rough that no human being could have swum or taken the path. In other words, for eight hours before and after Maxwell’s death, nobody, absolutely nobody, could have entered or left the scene of the crime.    
MJ: Bonjour.

PH: Bonjour. 

MJ: Ca va assez bien?

PH: Oui, oui.

MJ: Bien. That’s…c’est tout mon française. Paul, could you introduce us briefly to your detectives. 

PH: Oui. Yes. Il y en a deux: d’abord le docteur Alan Twist (fade to background as translated version takes over)… Doctor Alan Twist solved my very first puzzle Barbarossa’s Curse. The original version featured Dr. Fell, one of John Dickson Carr’s series detectives, but I soon discovered that wasn’t allowed. So Dr. Fell became Dr. Twist, his physical opposite: several inches taller and considerably more than seventy pounds lighter. Twist is tall and very thin, but with a gargantuan appetite. He’s discreet and amiable with exceptional gifts of deduction. He’s not particularly original, but I like him: he’s an agreeable literary companion. 
MJ: Can you tell me about your love of Dickson Carr, your first reading experience, and what, therefore, the devotion is about? 

PH: J’ai decouvert John Dickson Carr beaucoup plus tard, pour la bonne raison que (fade to background as translated version takes overl) I discovered John Dickson Carr quite late, for the simple reason his books were very rare in France. I was twenty-four or twenty-five years old. Reading He Who Whispers was a revelation. The quality of the story was very impressive, but what really excited me was that the author’s biography said he had written over seventy stories just like that one! From then on, I only had one objective: to acquire them all. That was easier said than done, because most of them hadn’t even been translated then. Now they’re all available, thank goodness. 

Reading Carr made me realise that the ‘impossible crime’was my favourite form of literature. Because that genre wasn’t much in vogue in the mid-eighties, I decided to make it my personal crusade, and Barbarossa’s Curse was the result. Having won a regional prize at my first attempt, I wrote a second book, The Fourth Door, which won the Prix Cognac the next year, 1987. At that point I realised that, for me at least, crime did pay.

JP: Everybody loves a puzzle, it’s basic human nature, and if you can frame a puzzle in a suspenseful setting, you’ve got a great formula for entertainment.

MJ: John Pugmire is Paul Halter’s translator. What do you think is the single most ingenious solution you’ve come across?

JP: Would you mind if I answered that at the end?

MJ: Not at all.

JP: It’s just that I’m still thinking about it. I’ve jotted down…

MJ: Oh, I see. Right, that’s fine. I imagined some tremendously clever thing where you’ve done something to me: I’m locked in a studio and somehow, when I turned round, you would have done something to me. 

JP:  (laughing). That’s great.

MJ: …or my wallet or trousers, or the clock had suddenly gone forward four hours, or I’ve been injected by a cat.  What about, though, other than the example I’ve just speculated, do you feel a line can be crossed and some solutions can be too ingenious?
JP: When writers employ narrative tricks I get a bit impatient. For example, there’s a Japanese short story, told in the first person, who describes an absolutely mind-boggling escape from a locked room at the top of a tower, but it turns out the narrator is a fly, which I think is not just far-fetched, it’s not fair play.  

MJ: The fly wouldn’t be able to type, of course. 

JP: (laughing) Exactly right! 

MJ: Too many impossibilities. How on earth would a fly get hold of a literary agent? 

JP: Exactly. Exactly. You’ve put your finger on it.

MJ: I mean, when you think of the number of perfectly decent humans struggling to get hold of…Very hard to see him from the back if he was appearing at literary festivals. The whole thing would be completely…

JP: (still laughing) Exactly right.

MJ: Now, the locked room mystery, is it something you’re interested in as a genre of fiction, or are you interested in real-life examples?

JP: Well, there are quite a few real-life examples. One of the most famous was the assassination of the Empress Elizabeth of Austria in 1898. She was stabbed by an anarchist as she was about to board a steamboat on Lake Geneva. The blade was so thin she didn’t realize she’d been hurt, and her corset was so tight that it kept the blood from gushing out. So she walked back to her room, she was seen by witnesses walking back to her room apparently normally, shut the door and was found inside dying with no weapon. When her corset was loosened, she died. 

MJ: That’s absolutely fantastic. And that’s what did it. Now I wonder, have you thought of the single most ingenious solution?

JP: Well, I don’t know whether Paul is still there, but I just finished translating The Demon of Dartmoor in which there are five murders, all apparently committed by an invisible man. Eye witnesses observe the victims being pushed from the tops of stairs, high windows, cliff edges, but no one can see anyone near the victim when it happens. And it’s a completely original solution, never been done before. 

MJ: Would you care to reveal it? Or is that not…

JP: I don’t think you should broadcast it!

MJ: Yes, not fair. 

JP: (laughing) Off the record I’ll tell you.

MJ:  Yes, I’d love to hear it. Yes, it certainly won’t be…

JP: Well… (fades to background)

MJ: Paul Halter’s fertile Gallic imagination has driven a revival of the locked room mystery or la chambre ferme, as only I call it. Could the genre take off all around the world? German locked raum mysteries, Italian stanza bloccatas. Perhaps. But to have a locked room mystery, you require a room that can be locked. In Japan, where traditional houses had paper walls and sliding doors, the locked room mystery came late. But it has enjoyed a renaissance in the hands of Soji Shimada, whose The Tokyo Zodiac Murders came complete with charts and crime scene maps. One hundred novels later, Soji Shimada recorded his first broadcast interview in English—with me.
(Rhythmic banging of bass drums)

R: Of course, the six young women will have to die. Their bodies will be cut into three pieces—into two in the cases of  Tokiku and Tomoko. Asoth will be constituted from the selected pieces and the rest of the bodies properly disposed of. The young women will die, but their body parts will live on forever in Asoth. If only they could know why they must die, I’m sure they would be satisfied with their fate. 
(Banging drums reach crescendo, then fade)
SS: (Brief sentence in Japanese then fades to background*)  The locked room that appears at the start of The Tokyo Zodiac Murders isn’t the selling point of the work. There is also  trickery involving footprints in the snow, but that is also not the highlight of the book. Neither are the dismembered bodies, nor the grotesque eroticism that emerges from the death of six young virgins. In the story, a strange painter shares his dying wish of cutting up the body parts of six virgins blessed by the heavens to create the ideal woman. Soon after, six women are missing and each of their severed remains are found buried throughout Japan. However, this finished masterpiece—this ideal woman—is nowhere to be found. For forty years, the people of Japan are unable to discover the pieces of the woman who was made of the cut-offs of the six women. The answer is quite simple, and not impossible to solve with just a bit of deduction, and also the explanation is logical and comprehensible, without excuses or lingering questions. 
The puzzle has just one simple vision: it is the artist’s delusion that he can create the ideal female body. The imagery is very impactful and beautiful and brings to mind that of the Venus de Milo.
MJ: Is it true that the locked room mystery was slow to catch on in Japan because, for a long time, rooms simply could not be locked?    
SS: (Brief sentence in Japanese then fades to background)  I’d say that’s pretty accurate. The first Japanese locked room novels include Murder on D Street by Edogawa Rampo and The Case of the Honjin Murder by Seishi Yokomizo, but both took place in traditional Japanese houses with sliding wooden doors and paper windows, and were not authentic locked room mysteries that we are familiar with today. In The Honjin Murder the crime site was a building surrounded by a bed of snow without any footprints. This is the recipe for his version of a locked room. Genuine locked rooms appear in Japanese literature when the Western-style houses and hotels begin to emerge throughout Japan. 

(Discordant waltz music --- Khachaturian?)

MJ: I’m now standing on the stage of the Britannia Panopticon Music Hall in Glasgow in Glasgow’s Trongate which, I have to say, is an incredibly atmospheric building. I’m with Denise Mina….Tell me, then, about the locked room murder mystery.   
DM: I’m really interested in those old forms. I was working in a nursing home with old people and I realised: this is a closed house setting, and I set a story there because all those old houses where people would have country parties and they’d all get knocked off one by one—those Agatha Christie moments—they’re all nursing homes now, or embassies, or giant houses of entrepreneurs, and very few people live in them. Just like this: there are all these disused, almost unusable, spaces. So, I became very interested in it. 

MJ: Do you think that could be where the inspiration for a sort of modern take on this style of detective fiction might work, in terms of revisiting, as you say, for instance a big old house no longer used as a family house, it’s an old people’s home. Likewise, vicarages that have been turned into spa hotels, these sorts of things. One could have murder mysteries that take place in traditional settings, except the settings them selves have been—just the updating of the setting itself would be enough to update the whole—

DM: It does, though. But, I mean, I think the thing is that people feel they already know the closed room mystery because it depends on certain tricks. So what the writer has to do is make it relevant to now, so it somehow resonates with the reader. In comics, you can do that, because they haven’t really seen it that much. It’s a very difficult—it’s much easier to do in prose than it is to do visually, so it hasn’t been done to date in cinema and if you do it in comics, immediately it’s a bit more immediate because comics are something that most people are unfamiliar with. And people who are reading closed room mysteries in comics are not going to be the people who read Spiderman and Swamp Thing. They’re going to be people who are coming to comics for that type of story.

MJ: Where do you see crime fiction going from where we are now?

DM: Well, I think this is very timely, because crime fiction at the moment is predominantly talking about current affairs; it’s predominantly urban noir; it’s predominantly about state of the nation and state of the economy. Now, when that dies down and people get sick of that, they’re going to back to Golden Age closed house, closed room, puzzle type form, and I think they’re going to be much more attracted to that because you do reach saturation point. 

MJ: Well, I’m now at the offices of publishers Little, Brown, where it would not be possible to carry out the locked room mystery, as it’s a very modern environment. It’s completely open plan, but I’m with Daniel Mallory. Now, as a sort of contemporary publisher of crime fiction, would you be surprised—I mean I don’t know if things land on your doormat in envelopes now, or in your inbox—if someone said I’ve got a contemporary locked room mystery, what would be your gut instinct?

LB: My gut instinct would be to read it, because I’m actually quite a locked room enthusiast—mostly because I’m slow and can never actually figure out how it’s been done. As a publisher, I would be quite leery. The locked room mysteries being written today—and there are some being written today—set in today’s world belong to the tradition we call ‘cozies,’ which are usually quite anodyne and quite tidy. I would struggle to see them catching on in a big way, not least because today’s audiences are accustomed to films with frenzied, MTV-style editing and books, like those of Lee Child or Stieg Larsson, that tend to range in geography wildly from one scene to the next. In light of that, I’m not sure we could successfully anticipate a return to the past, just like the bleak times. What I am seeing is this reaching out towards the imagined, or indeed to the future. 

MJ: So, the dream really would be a locked room thriller set in outer space?
LB: That is ideal. Please write one. Yes.

MJ: Right. I’m on it. 

(Repeat of melodramatic introductory music)

MJ: It’s hard to believe now that  I ever thought a locked room could be a place of safety, what with the snakes, the daggers made of ice, the invisible ethers, or unseen electrical currents. A sealed room with four walls, a ceiling and a floor could be the place you meet your end…..

Right. Well, there we go. Oh, I don’t believe it (thumps on the door) I can’t get the—Hello! …Hello! …                  

________________________________________________________________________

*English translation by Yuko Shimada
