Ten French Impossible Crime Stories in English

(by authors not named Leroux or Halter)

When French locked-room expert Roland Lacourbe convened a panel in 2007 to vote on the top 100 novels to be selected for a hypothetical Locked Room Library, forty percent of the books chosen were by French authors (and not just because the majority of panellists were French,) yet precious few of them were available in English. Here are 10 stories that are: 

  1     The Tube, by Pierre Boileau and Thomas Narcejac (original title L’Ingenieur aimait trop les chiffres) Pretty good plot and pacing, with an ingenious variation on a hoary method, but falls short of their best, collectively or separately. B&N, even when not at their best, are still better than most. Boileau was the Fred Dannay of the team, creating the plot structure, and Narcejac was the Manfred Lee, providing the atmosphere and characterisation. They met at an award dinner for Narcejac in 1948 which was attended by Boileau as a previous winner.
 2      The Sleeping Beauty, by Pierre Boileau and Thomas Narcejac (Au bois dormant). This novella follows the traditional story of a beautiful heroine, apparently dead but brought back to life. Needless to say, she is the victim of a dastardly plot but this time there is no wicked fairy involved: a wicked human is responsible for the apparent miracle, and he has a very down-to-earth motive. B&N weave their stylish magic and deliver a satisfying solution. 
3 The Sleeping Bacchus is by Pierre Boileau, even though Hilary St. G. Saunders put his name on the cover and claimed it was adapted from Boileau’s Le Repos de Bacchus. (That’s “adapted,” as in lifted lock stock and barrel, even down to the solution to the third crime, which doesn’t actually work). Even though Boileau won a Prix du Roman d’Aventures for it in 1938, this story of an art theft is nowhere near his best, the masterpiece Six crimes sans assassin, never published in English.
4 The Red Orchid by Thomas Narcejac. Narcejac, who won the Prix in 1948 for La mort est du voyage (Death on Board),  showed his talent in Usurpation d’identite (Identity Theft) , a collection of  21 pastiches of notable mystery writers from Chesterton to Van Dine. Three of the short stories were impossible crimes, including this one, featuring Rex Stout. The mystery itself (a poisoning) is pretty unsurprising, but still a better locked room than Stout ever wrote. And, in any case, that wasn’t the point. English translation appeared in EQMM January 1961 
5 Thérèse and Germaine (Thérèse et Germaine);The Eight  Strokes of the Clock*. At one time, Maurice Leblanc enjoyed the same success in the French-speaking world as did Arthur Conan Doyle in the Anglosphere. Although the central puzzle – a body in a bathing hut surrounded by virgin sand, save for the victim’s footprint – is clearly inspired by the central puzzle of Gaston Leroux’s Le Mystere de la chambre jaune, Leblanc’s short story is also a convincing portrait of obsessive jealousy.
6 The Footprints in the Snow (Des pas dans la neige); The Eight Strokes of the Clock*. Although superficially similar in theme to Thérèse and Germaine, this less well-known short story by the same author offers up a number of surprises. There is less emphasis here on character and more on puzzle-plot and, it must be said, it works very well. 
7 The Phantom Violin (Le violon fantôme) by Jean Joseph-Renaud. Chambres Closes et Crimes Impossibles, by Michel Soupart et al (known as “the French Adey”) describes Joseph-Renaud as being directly in the line of descent from Boileau, and certainly the complex and ingenious locked-room method is worthy of the man known in France as “The Watchmaker.” The situation is rather luridly set up – the victim strangled by a cord from the violin of a man he sent to the guillotine – but the detection and clueing are solid. Definitely worth seeking out.

8 Six Dead Men (Six hommes morts), by Stanlislas-André Steeman, which won the Prix for him in 1931. The third of six murders, occurring in chapter 12, takes place in an elevator. X is seen going in, the elevator obviously didn’t stop on the way down, yet X is dead on arrival, as the saying goes. As a puzzle it is competent enough, but not in the same league as Alan Thomas’s earlier The Death of Laurence Vining or William Krohn’s later short story The Impossible Murder of Dr. Satanus. 
9 The Night of the 12th-13th (La nuit du 12 au 13) also by Steeman. Two men are found shot in a locked room, one dead, the other still alive. The solution is utterly predictable, but the book is interesting for its setting: Shanghai in the 1930s, the original den of Oriental iniquity. Steeman was almost as prolific a writer as his fellow Belgian, Georges Simenon, and for a while, almost as popular. He wrote a handful of impossible crime stories, none remarkable for their ingenuity, but all full of the gusto that marked his writing. Steeman was never boring.
10 The Riddle of Monte Verita (L’enigme du Monte Verita) is the first novel of Jean-Paul Török, a writer/cineaste honoured by both the Acadamie Française and the Cannes Film Festival, and it shows in the elegant and erudite style. It is by way of a homage to John Dickson Carr. At its heart is a spectacular impossible crime committed in full view of witnesses, but it is also a fascinating portrait of the cultural life of Europe on the eve of World War II. It has recently been made available in English by Locked Room International. (Full disclosure: c’est moi!)
*Available at: http://gutenberg.net.au/
