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Introduction by Martin Edwards: afterword by Mauro Piccinini.

Nick Kimber

In 1927 the avant-garde American composer George Antheil premiered his piece Ballet Mécanique at Carnegie Hall.  It was such a disaster that he fled to Europe in disgrace, his career in ruins.  Two years later he decided to murder everyone he held responsible for this fiasco, not in real life but as characters in his one and only detective novel Death in the Dark as by Stacey Bishop.  This makes it the only detective novel written as an act of revenge, and the only one to have the involvement of three Nobel Prize winners in its creation.  It’s probably also the only one in which the detective sums up his thoughts on the crimes in the form of a poem lasting over six pages.
As the late Bob Adey wrote in his bibliography Locked Room Murders and other Impossible Crimes this book combines “the worst and best elements of the thirties.”  The worst elements here are a tendency to verbosity at times and some scientific mumbo jumbo, the best element is the story’s fantastic ingenuity which offers up three impossible crimes for the reader to puzzle over.
After a party at his New York apartment the concert manager Dave Denny is murdered.  The last of his guests to leave was Howard Wayson, the public prosecutor, who left in the company of Dave’s half brother Aaron.  Remaining in the apartment were Denny, his wife Gertrude, his mother, two house guests John and Frieda Alvinson, and Dr Leo Stein, the family physician.  Just before he left Wayson and Denny searched the apartment for Wayson’s hat and as he left, Wayson heard Denny lock the door.  That key is still in the lock twenty minutes later when Wayson returns to investigate Dave Denny’s murder which occurred under seemingly impossible circumstances.  Dave had gone to his bedroom with a headache, his mother was asleep in her room and the other four were together in the living room.  Suddenly the lights go out and as they turn to see what’s happening they hear a gunshot and see the muzzle flash coming from the passage outside the room; reaching the light switch they find a smoking gun thrown at their feet.  In the bedroom Dave is dead with a look of surprise on his face and a bullet hole neatly in the middle of his forehead.  But how could he see his killer in the pitch dark, and how could the killer pull off such a difficult shot in the same conditions?  No one could have left through the locked door and no one else is in the apartment.  
Wayson decides to enlist the help of the amateur criminologist Stephan Bayard who initially believes that the so-called murder was in fact suicide but is forced to change his mind when another person is killed in the same apartment while all the suspects and the police are together in the same room.  Again the victim is shot neatly through the head and while all are held in the room and searched no gun is found.  The third victim is also shot through the forehead, this time while alone in a police cell.
Stephan Bayard is clearly based on S.S. van Dine’s Philo Vance, and as with van Dine the story is narrated by the detective’s friend, in this case one Stacey Bishop.  Bayard is twenty eight but looks much younger, has a “fair brownish complexion, clean skin, almost beardless, and delicate artistic hands.”  At one point he’s had his nose broken.  A keen bibliophile and lover of modern art and music (he once spent a whole day with Strawinsky (sic)) he can play Satie and Milhaud on the piano.  Once he abandons his suicide theory Bayard states that this crime had been planned for a long time, yet was committed spontaneously; that it was fiendishly clever yet absurdly simple and obvious.
The third murder is indeed obvious and Bayard solves it almost immediately, as does the reader but the other two are much harder to work out.  Bishop gives a nice impression of the New York of the day and the whole thing zips along fairly smoothly (apart from the occasional verbosity).  Bayard is an engaging detective I’d have liked to have seen in further tales; alas there are none.  For lovers of impossible crime stories, S.S. van Dine, and early Ellery Queen this is a very enjoyable must read.   It’s a shame that Stacey Bishop has been unjustly neglected for so many years until now but much of George Antheil’s music is still available, as I write this I’m listening to Ballet Mécanique in the American Classics series on the Naxos label; it’s brilliant, although you do miss the aeroplane propellers. 
