
 
 

A Brief History of the  

Mystery Novel 
 

 
 First mystery stories appeared in the mid nineteenth century when Edgar Allan Poe introduced mystery’s first fictional 

detective  Auguste C. Dupin in his 1841 story “The Murders in the Rue Morgue.” 
 It was typical of a mystery style known as the locked room where a murder victim is found inside an apparently sealed room 

and the detective must discover how the murderer did it 
 Poe was the first to delve into the criminal mind 
 Poe was influenced by Charles Dickens, whose stories often contained elements of mystery and suspense, and by Wilkie 

Collins, whose novels The Moonstone and The Woman in White, were the first true English detective novels 
 Victorian era signalled rising literacy rates as well as disposable income and leisure time; previously books were only 

available for the rich, who were the only ones who could read, and reading was considered an educational rather than 
entertainment activity 

 1878 Anna Katherine Green became the first woman to write a myster novel, publishing The Leavenworth Case 
 Sir Arthur Conan Doyle introduced Shelock Holmes in 1887 in A Study in Scarlet 
 Doyle’s style was marked by deducing clues in a very methodical and logical way, Sherlock Holmes being a very intelligent 

character who used science to solve crimes 
 By the 1920s British mysteries were very popular 
 Often had a small village setting, aristocratic families, a plethora of red herrings, and a tendency to commit a murder with a 

sterling letter opener 
 1920s referred to the Golden Age of the mystery novel, really because of the writing style that had emerged; a format that 

was strictly adhered to with little or no variation 
 Agatha Christie comes from this era; probably the best known mystery writer 
 Christie’s detectives include Hercule Poirot and Jane Marple 
 Christie perfected a somewhat cozy style of mystery writing 
 1923 Dorothy L. Sayers introduced Lord Peter Wimsey 
 1935 the London published Allen Lane came up with an idea to make mysteries more available to the masses and invented 

the paperback; became known as Penguins 
 American detective fiction reached its zenith in the 1930s and 1940s 
 Ellery queen, pseudonym for two American cousins Manfred Lee and Frederic Dannay, wrote The Roman Hat Mystery in 

1929 
 Also in the 1920s was the appearance of Black Mask or Hard Boiled fiction, a little more edgy; reflected real life in America, 

hard edged men who were tough guys and lived by a strict code of honor 
 Writers like Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler represented this type of mystery 
 1930s introduced some more quirky detective sleuths of unusual, or eccentric personality such as Charlie Chan 
 1933 Earle Stanley Gardner created Perry Mason, 1947 Mickey Spillane created Mike Hammer 
 1940 radio mysteries like The Shadow 
 Mysteries have been popular on television; Perry Mason, Simon Templar as “The Saint”, Columbo, the Rockford Files, 

Murder She Wrote 
 1940s, coinciding with television, was the police procedural; realistic portrayal of police methods, gritty and realistic style; 
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 Precinct books, Dragnet, Hawaii 5-0, Hill Street Blues 
 Some new arrivals in the mystery scene are: Sur Grafton’s Kinsey Millhone, Robert B. Parker’s Adam Dagliesh and writers 

P.D. James and Dick Francis 

 

 

 

 


