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ABSTRACT , o
This 20-week course in mystery fiction for high
school students is designed to provide experiences in logical
thinking, reasoned written prasentation, the nature of literary
analysis via the crime story, and the tools of research. Students
should be able to (1) use their language well, (2) read critically
vith attention to detail, and (3) meet and successfully challenge the
generalization, slanting, equivocation, and other logical fallacies.
The Introduction Unit consists of Dorothy Sayer's essay "aristotle on
Detective Fiction' and a record and filmstrip set on logical
‘thinking. It also preseuts a variety of class exercises which include
problems in logic built from hypothetical murder cases, vocabulary
drills, and wocrking with such concepts as truth, falsity, validity,
invalidity, the probable, the possible, and the major concept of
mystery fiction: paralogism, the art of telling the truth in such a
~way that the reader is induced into coming to a false conclusion. The
subsequent readiny units consider plot, characterization, and setting
and atmosphere. A reviev of the structural elements is the next unit,
using in-class discussion of short stories. In the final unit, the
students read, study, and prepare critical essays for each of two
novels, (T0) L | ~ ' '
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An Approach to Mystery Fiction as a Literature Elective ™"
by Stephan R Clarke

It has long been a contention of mine that most peopls don't know
how to think. Today's high school or college graduate may be exposed 4
to more material, have a greater say in what he will study, even have a
say in how material is to be taught, but he is not necessarily more learned
or knowledgeable than his predecessors of 20 or 200 years ago.

‘Yo illvstrate my point, Just review the success of the mass media
propagandistse. Whether we deal with litler, Goebbels, and Qoehring or
that equally reputable firm of Batton, Barton, Durstin, and Osbourne, we
are forced to concede that the product of medern educational institutions
is not as sikillful as he or she should be at sifting faot from opinion,
and the proven from the plausible,

The sentiments expressed here are entirely my own, but the idea is

not at all a new one, I am drawing from an essay by Dorothy L. Sayers,

~ published posthumously in 1963, entdtled "‘he Loatv “ools of Learniug,"

In that essay she theorizes that the medieval trivium and quadrivium are
& possible source of an answer to the prbble.m at hand. Her theory is
based on the ideas that we often come aocross people for whom all of imowe
ledgoe 1is compartinented into subjye'cts, ‘each one forever separate and dige

tmct from the next; and the equally disquieting group who know what 'ahey

| .'have Learned, but have entirely forgotten how t.hey learned 1t. . Quite S

{ & smply, we have sncceded m ,teaching "sub;lecta," but. have failéd lam-:
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6xcept the art of learning. These young scholars ot ours ocan recite
vast quantities of material on demand, but cannot apply even the most
general of these concepts to some other distinot but similar prodblem.

What we commonly knoﬁ as the "solentifio method," a basio logical
procedure taught somewhere in junior high school, could be suggested to
sern.or high‘ school students as the model {xpon which they could build &
highly successful criticgl essay-=the tools of the soientist and the
tools of the critioc being one and the same, at least on the elementary
level, However, attempts at application generally lead to. frustration
and confusion gimply because this particular tool of learning ié the
scientific method, and therefore has no business b?ing a part of the
English curriculum, Only atter continued érilling does the connection
between the two areas of knowledge §ventua11y begin to oclarify,

Neither Miss Sayers ncr I propose a purely medieval approach as a
practical solution to this problem of conpartmentalization, put serioua;
consideration of" it offers some truly 1nterea£ing points of departure |
which can be readily utilized today. ‘the medievai approach was two-fold.
First, 1ucky youngsters chosen for any schobling at ali would be taught
to déal with aubjects before thbse subjects were ever spéoificaliy;con-

ksidered. An Ancient'student's tirsv problem was to learn aylanguage--
' everything irom aardvark to zymurgy, and precisely how it was struotured.f‘a

Secondly, he learned how to make acourate statements, construot argumants  ,'

o and find errore in logio-.his and anybody else's. Lgs@ly;,hg lggrngg«tg ;*5,;
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second part of his-educatioﬁ, the quadrivium. ‘Yhe quadrivium consisted,
in large part, of essays and debates on a multitude of topics drawn from
theology, ethics, history, math, sciences, the arts, eto., and woe be ﬁnto
him who could not hold his'own againat the stringent challenges of his
protessor and olassmates.

~ Now, I have said earlier that a direct application of the medieval
approach would be a bit difficult today for such‘reagona as irate parenia
and an angered Supreme Court. But, there is absolutely no reason why at
least some ot the precepts of a medieval education cannot be advantageously
vapplied to today's educational system, and it was with this thought in
mind that I developed & twenty week course called Mystery Fiotion, Mystery
Fiotion is designed to provide experiences in logical thinking, reasoned
written presentation, the nature of literary analysis via the crime story,
and the tools of resesarch. |

Remember that the trivium dealt with the tools of learning more thsn

with any given subjeot matter, and it was with that in mind that I first
get out a list of prioritdes--"objecidves" in "ed biz"yjargon. These
priorities included my belief that students should be able to use their
language wel), Vocabulary and usage should bé relatively consistent with
grade level éxpeotations; uriting should demonstrate céreful prior plan-
ning3 all work should be logically sequential, and should be free from

‘digressions, incoherent construction, and fallacious argnmantation. It »

|  13 also expeoted that appropriate grammatical standards uill be rigorously ;__§,1595

first obJective 1t 1a 1mperat1ve tha% the »
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student bé able to read critically and with attention to detail, retaining
that detail for at least the duration of the story. Such oriteria are

essential because the processes of literary oriticism presume the critic's

" familarity with the story in all of its detail, not to mention the basio

structural elements of literature and their funotions,

The thard, and pramary, objectLVe 18 based on the first two. If the
student can read oritiocally and’write logically, then he is better prepéred
to meet ahd successfully challenge the generalization, slanting, equivocation,
aud other logical fallacies invariably encountered and generally mishandled
in 1ife. We wouldn't think of sending someone to fight a tank with a tooth-
pick, and 1 don't think we should leave our children at the mercy of the
printed word, films, or the broadcast media with the kind of intellectual
armor often provided,

‘The,priorities 1isted here for Mystery Fiction could apply to almost
auy course of study, but I find that the literature of detection and mys=-
tery is particularly well suited to these obaectivaa‘for a variety of rea-
sons, Among these réasons ares ‘

1, there is a great variety or material available on reading levels
from grade school to severely academio,

2. the material enjoys great popularity in the free world among all‘
classes of people, and is commonly printed at low cost,

3. frequent opportunittes for matching wits with the author are pro=-
vided, espeoially in the puzzle and whodunit forms which depend
eavily on careful log1ca1 construction for their success,

‘k;fhn ;there 19 no limit on the material available to be studied in.
o on with the story 1tse1f. One need not be restricte@**f
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S. Lastly, parents love the course., Junior brings home the book
to finish a reading assignment and his parents commandeer the
text before the student can do his work., I have enjoyed several
instances when a student has sigaed out two coples of a book
Jusv so he could have one to read while the parents have read
the other and passed it on to other members of the family. IV
should be noted that students enjoy the books too, and often
develop strong attachments to the works of one author or ancthers
Trying to second-guess students reactions to books is a dangerous
game, When choosing titles to use for the course I wanted works which
would be of genuine interest to students, but which would also meet the
course reoquirements. Remembering my own reading habits from high school
I dismissed the Sherlock Holmes canon as too familiar, a judgment which
might bhave beer a bit hasty, and began to look elsewheres At the same
tame I had particular units of study to construct. Putting both problaﬂa'
into ¢ne basket brought about an interesving results several umits of
‘study burlt around appropriate reading assignments drawn from the liter=
ature of crime,
The lntroduction Umt is multi-faceted. Ilts foundation 1s bOrothy
Sayers' essay "Aristotle on Detective Ficvion," which uses the Poetics
to explain the mystery story. Miss Sayers' tongue-in-cheek theory is the
Aristotle 1eally wanted detectivé stories to write about, but lived some
) © e . -
2500 years too soon and had to gettle for ", . no better mysteries than
the sordid 6omp11cations of the Agamemhonffamily, no more scientific mure
der methods than the poisbned arrow of rhiloctctes or the somqwhatvimprgbef
 able medical properties of Medea's cauldrons o » o ‘fhe remainder of the

passes a record and filmstrip set on logloal thinkng, and &

 varlety of class exercises which inolude
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as truth, falsity, validity, invalidity, the‘probable, the possible,
and the major concept of mystery fictioit paralogism,

Miss Sayers discusses paralogism at some length, and raghtly so, for
paralogism i8 the art of traming lies in the right way, the art of telling
the truth in such a way that the reader is induced, or more Bluntly, duped,
into oom:.ng to a false conclusion, Oreat fun can be had when paralogism is
skillfully and honestly used for the reader cau euter into a battle of wits
with. the author and, if the clues are fairly distributed, be on an equal |
footing with the detective., Encouraging students to enter. into such a bate
tls can bring Surprlsxng results for all involved, and give a real sense of
acoomplishment to the student, |

Once the intreductory material is complete, the first resding unit is
confronted. Using the Sayaro/Arisbotle essay as a guide, plot is considered
of primafy importance and is dealt with first. Worksheets, vocabulary words
taken from reading aoslgnment.s » and discussions of plot aooompany Agatha .

Chrastie!s novsl A’nd Then Thore Wers None, This classio an éuspense i3 teche

nically a ﬁhodumt, so’ chances of discovering the vi.llam before the author
ivant.s ham discovered are slim. However, t.he students unanmously seem to
1ike the book and the plot. devices are 80 readily observable that discuszsion
is sasy to generate, and problems are willingly tackled. SRR
The emphasis throughout a vhodunit is, oddly enough, on t.hé howdunit and o
" the whydun:i.t.; the whodumt aspect always comng at t.he end when reader and ‘
‘ suspeots. an equany baffled, am gatnered togethor for ,a_etnmning denouomentl

the taunting,
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whodunit characters tend to be rather shallow, but the budding sociologist
can easily set up a sociogram £o determine what can be learned from the
various interactions obgervabls in the novel,
he consideration of characverization is basically inseparable from
the conaideration of plot, buﬁgacademic discussion requires this artificial
div1sion for 1nvas£igatory purposes, ‘he second unit therefore deals with
~characterization, Originally, I haa chosen Daphe DuMaurier's Rebecca for
this unit, but its length and the unfounded fear that many students would
have read it caused me to look elsewhere, Vera Cawpary's outstanding novel
Laura finally havang been chosen. 9Yhe advantages of Laura are legion, but
of real importance to high school readers are the believability and consige
tency of the characters, a very readable style, an American setting, a very
maéculane hero, a very feminine heroine, an appallingly gory murder, and a
villain they love to hatee
I like the novel for those reasons too, but as a prospectiva teacher of

that novel, there were other facets equally 1nteraéting tb‘me. Alnmost any
paragraph can be'examined for a wealth of inferential maﬁerial. Mss Caspary'a‘
styie is also notewortny in that the book is divided into three major parts,
each part told by a major characters This vould not be signzficqnﬁ were it
not for_the fhct that each of these segmenys is done in théfdelivery atylg'
of the person parrating that segment, Fat and fussy Waldo Lydecker spreads

his fatuous vocabularic acoretiony across the pages in one section, while

the masculine, abrupt cop, Mark MoPhorson, curtly details his material in
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Agé1n, vocabulary drills, work sheets, 'aund class discugsions are &
part of thas umt as they are in the third uuit which deals with setting
arnd atmosphere, I had originally antended to use A. A. Milne's The Red

Housu Mystery because or its tun qualities., It has underground passages,

' mysterious relatives from Australia, etce., but it was temporarily out of
prant just at the time I had to make the purchases, A mad scramble through

several other titles eventually leit me back with Agatha Christie and her

novel Murder in the Calais Coach.

This choice was not the best for my purposes, or so I thought; but
time has proven me wrong. ‘1he setting in Europe's fabled and simister _
Oraent Express,'and the atmosphere, bovh literal and literary, 1s ot par;;
mount importance., Coincideutvally, the plot is almost the exact reverse of

the earlier And Then There Were None, 80 students have & haudy prior refe

erence for use in constructing essays to analyze the funotion of setting and
avmosphere in laterature. | ‘

Thus far, the course has set 1tselt 1nto a basic patterns read a novel;
do study questions, research problems, define vocabuiafy words drawn from
the novels, and a critical essay designed to evaluate some aspects of thev
novel appropriate ror the unit being considereds A review of the various

structural elements considered to this point 1s widertaken next through the

an-olass disousszon 01 the short suories conta1ned in 12 Stories ror Late

' :at Nz hb, edxted by Alxred H;tcncock. This anthology contalns uork by euch

autnors 88 HoRo James and RW Bradburyo These &!‘0 nOt detect,;ve 81’;01‘108 at, X
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storLes land themselves to equal distrabution among the three areas studied
go far in the course, so review 18 a rather painless affair.

The last unit 1s the culmnation of their work in the course. Using two

novels, Dorothy Sayers' Strong roison, and E. C. Beutley's Irent's Last Case,
the>students are lef't to their own devices to read the books, research the '
vocabuléry, and prepare geﬂeral cratical essays for each ot the novels. Be=
cause of the nature of some of the background material, both of the novels
require some assisuvance in bradging cultural gaps.

Strong Poison's hero, the dilettante detective, Lord Peter Wimsey, is
ot the Brivish aristocracy, and thav insvitution requ.res gome explanation
for American hagh school students. Fortunately, a vadeotape ot the final

gegment of Public Yelevasion's Masterplece Theatre serxallzation of an eare

~ ler Sayers novel, Clonds ot Witness, helps plug thav gap. Slides from my

own tours through the Newport "cottages'" or the Vaunderbilts help students

understand the nouveau riche of the turn of the century whose extravagant

lire st&les torm some o1 the backgroﬂnd for Trent's Last Case.

Sincé the burden or work is placed'on the students in‘the last unit,
soms tame 18 available to have tun with the material and help the épprooi—

ataon of the writers' skills at the same time. Strong Poigon, for instance,

has a delaghtful scene wherein Miss CUispson, one of Lord Pe;er‘s agenpg;‘

dupes Nurse Booth with a Ouija board, Today's raddish prebccupation with

the occult provzdes willing part;cxpants tor a blt ot experimentatmon in

’ nhe 1nteresb oi 1nnel]ectua1 expau31on.‘
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literature. My nod to that dream lies in the book report and occasional

“outside reading assignments, Howard Hayoratt's Murder for Pleasure 1s an

excellent history of the genre which provides goo& background maverial for
students' use, Short readings from that oook clarify the 1mporténce of
Edgar Allan Poe, Wilkie Collins, Sir Arthur Gonon Doyle, Freeman Wills:
Crofts, and other glants in the mwsiery fiction world whose works I rece
commend for book report efforts,

That these thinking, writing, and discussion exercises have helped
prepare any student for a bettér life as a 6itizen in a world which strives
to deny rational thought I'm not willing to say at this point, ‘The medi=
eval approach was a program which lasted ten to twelve years and encompassed
some of the most rigorous mental challenges ever.known. For me to say that
my twenty-week course can éccOmplish the same end seems to be somewhat pree
sumptuous, Nevertheless, I flaunt that presumption. I am trying to help
‘students gain at least some control of the necessar}'tools of learning, and
to be aware of the fact that a difference between plausible and proven does
exist, <the use of crime laterature helps to make'my task pleasanter, and

seems to be a happy vehicle for the students, My studies in scarlet program

has a formidable challenge, but it is one we all had better réadily accept.




