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[bookmark: _imowx7e9vuv]Objectives and Reading Assignment
[bookmark: _xv7bojwdzcr]Objectives
When you have successfully completed this lesson, you will be able to

briefly recount the history of mystery fiction,
recognize puzzle-plot mysteries,
compare characters from this lesson’s stories,
discuss the importance of setting,
identify instances of foreshadowing, tone, style, and theme,
create your own list of rules for good mysteries,
write a recommendation for a story,
create a puzzle.
[bookmark: _7olh0a6ispr8]Reading Assignment
In the course introduction:

Read the introduction, and be sure to read “Before You Begin”!

In The Best American Mystery Stories of the Century:

Jacques Futrelle, “The Problem of Cell 13”
James Thurber, “The Catbird Seat”
Ellery Queen, “The Adventures of the President's Half Disme”
Stephen King, “Quitters, Inc.”
[bookmark: _4fmz3z84vt0x]Overview - Introduction
A mystery is something that is unknown. There are many types of mystery stories, but the most popular and easiest to define is the detective story. Detective stories contain an investigator who is assigned to solve a crime. Usually the crime is a murder, but it could be robbery, kidnapping, or some other major crime. After the crime occurs, the story follows the detective, revealing how the detective finds and analyzes the clues to determine who the criminal is.
The other main type of mystery fiction is the suspense story. Instead of giving you the crime at the beginning of the story, as in detective mysteries, the “foul deed” usually happens later in the plot. The author creates suspense by making you uncertain of exactly what horrible thing is going to happen and when it will happen.
Both types of mystery fiction are quite old. People from all ages and all walks of life seem to be emotionally attracted by the suspense of ghosts or monsters and intellectually challenged by puzzles and riddles. To satisfy these needs, mystery fiction was created.
[bookmark: _etldn3h4cn33]A Brief History of Mystery Fiction
Even though stories of mystery are ancient, mystery fiction as a legitimate genre (classification) is only about 240 years old. Horace Walpole’s suspense/horror novel The Castle of Otranto was published in 1764. It belongs to a group of writings popular at that time and still written today called Gothic romances. The typical characteristics of the Gothic romance include a romantic encounter of some sort, a mansion or castle that usually is haunted, and a frightening, mysterious, or supernatural element. Mary Shelley’s famous Gothic thriller Frankenstein appeared in 1818. In addition to horror and suspense, readers discovered a new type of main character in the monster created by Dr. Frankenstein. Bram Stoker’s Dracula, another horror/suspense story, appeared in 1897. All of these tales were immensely popular.
The detective branch of mystery fiction is even younger than the suspense/horror story. Detective fiction is only about 160 years old. The American writer Edgar Allan Poe began the tradition in 1841 with his creation of detective C. Auguste Dupin. Instead of holding the reader’s attention through emotion and suspense, Poe offered his readers an unexplained crime to challenge their powers of logic and reason. He called these stories “tales of ratiocination,” meaning stories of reasoning, to distinguish them from his tales of suspense and horror.
In the first detective story, “The Murders in the Rue Morgue,” Poe’s detective has to figure out how a murderer got into a room, and out again, and locked the door from the inside! This is the earliest example of the locked-room mystery. Detective Dupin later returns to solve the mystery of a stolen letter in “The Purloined Letter” (1845). Interestingly, the mystery took off in England as writers there imitated Poe. At the turn of the century, American authors started imitating the British, who were copying Poe.
[bookmark: _7xhskxaqtlbe]This Lesson’s Stories
How exciting to be able to look back at an entire century and cull from it the best writings! Tony Hillerman, editor of The Best American Mystery Stories of the Century, has been a writer and reader for over three quarters of the twentieth century; therefore, you will find that he selected excellent stories to represent the best of each year. Don’t worry though. You will only read four stories, which I hope will whet your appetite for reading more stories and novels in the mystery genre.
Two of the stories are written by authors whose names may be familiar to you from other stories and novels you’ve read or movies you’ve seen—James Thurber and Stephen King. The other two authors may not be familiar—Jacques Futrelle and Ellery Queen—but you should enjoy their puzzlers every bit as much.
Our first story, Jacques Futrelle’s “The Problem of Cell 13” (1905) is a puzzle-plot mystery in the strictest sense of the term. The puzzle-plot mystery is an early type of mystery designed for the leisure class who had the luxury of time to read the story and stop and try to figure out the puzzle before the author gave the answer. If you’ve read or seen any Sherlock Holmes mysteries, you might think of Professor Augustus S. F. X. Van Dusen, “The Thinking Machine,” as being like Holmes. Then again, you might be the Master Puzzle Solver! When you read this story, stop at the break on page 49 and write down how you think Van Dusen was able to solve the puzzle. Hint: Make a chart of what the Professor does and what others do each day.
Next, read James Thurber’s “The Catbird Seat” (1942). Remember Thurber’s “The Secret Life of Walter Mitty”? Well, “The Catbird Seat” is a mystery by a man who is usually lauded for his humor. The “catbird seat” is a pretty special place to be, and Mr. Martin finally got to sit there, but how? What were his obstacles? What did he have to do to get there? Here’s a hint—don’t ever make Mr. Martin upset, especially not about his job.
Our third story, “The Adventures of the President’s Half Disme” (1947) by Ellery Queen, was written only five years after “The Catbird Seat,” but it looks back to the beginning of the United States. The story revolves around President George Washington and oak trees. I know it should be cherry trees, or should it? In case you’re wondering, a disme is a 10-cent coin minted in the United States in 1792, so a half disme would be 5 cents. “Ellery Queen” was really the pen-name of two cousins, Frederic Dannay and Manfred B. Lee, who wrote mysteries together. They created the detective character Ellery Queen, who, in this story, matches wits with George Washington.
Last, but not least, Stephen King has written a short story that’s better than a nicotine patch for helping smokers to quit and for deterring the rest of us from ever taking a puff. Watch out for the little twist and turns. This little gem is titled “Quitters, Inc.” (1978). There’s a movie version of it in the film Cat’s Eye (1985), a collection of King’s short stories adapted for film. How about making this story required reading in junior high school?
I don’t know how I did it, but I managed to assign four mysteries with no murders—just puzzle plots! Starting with lesson 2, you will read murder mysteries, but nothing gruesome, I promise.

Many early mystery writers wrote puzzle-plot mysteries for the wealthy, educated leisure class because it was this group who had the ability to read, the time to read, and the money to buy the stories (Hillerman, xv). You’ll get a firsthand taste of a classic puzzle-plot mystery when you read Jacques Futrelle’s “The Problem of Cell 13” for this lesson.
In the late 1800s “penny dreadfuls” started being published. These were sensationally written stories with vividly colored covers in a variety of genres, including detective/mystery stories. As their name suggests, they sold for a penny. At the end of the nineteenth century, when newspapers began publishing sensational news to boost their sales, they also published mystery stories. By the 1920s, there were magazines solely devoted to mystery stories. These were called “pulp magazines” because they were first printed on newspaper pulp, not the glossy, slick, magazine paper we are used to. They were inexpensive, available at newsstands, and popular through the 1950s. They brought the mystery story to the “average Joe,” thus giving birth to a new kind of mystery. In these stories the victims were no longer just those who belonged to the upper crust of society. Another invention of these mystery stories was the “hard-boiled detective,” a tough man often with a soft spot in his heart.
In the 1940s, Raymond Chandler, who is considered one of the great American mystery writers, in an article in the Atlantic Monthly, criticized American authors for copying the British detective story which was to present a puzzle without regard to any other aspect of the story. Chandler promoted character development and realistic settings and situations. In other words, he believed mystery writers should write stories that included all the same elements that allowed novels to be considered “literature of expression.” He also believed the mystery story was a place to provide commentary on the social situations in all levels of society. His critique helped expand the notion of what a mystery could be and opened the way to the creation of the mystery novel and to the legitimacy of the mystery as literature.
The mystery is no longer limited to being a tale of ratiocination, a puzzle, or an amusement for people with the time and desire to solve puzzles. It has risen to the ranks of “literature of expression,” especially for those of us who enjoy all that a short story or novel can offer as well as the solving of a puzzle along with our favorite characters. My hope is that from among the group of books presented in this course, you will discover your own favorite and, at the very least, be encouraged to search for other authors and characters that you love to cozy up to for a good read.

