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[bookmark: _r0tthrog9zrf]Course Overview
Welcome to the mysteries course. Our lives abound with mysteries, from “Who called?” to “Where are we going and when will we get there?” to “Why are you standing in the rain?” to the really big, ever-present mysteries of “Who created life?” and “How was it created?” and “Why aren’t we immortal?” and “Where and when will I find inner peace?” and “What is the meaning of life?” Mysteries surround us. No wonder most of us enjoy reading mysteries, ones that have definitive answers, so we can have the satisfaction of knowing there are mysteries to which we can bring closure. We like having an event or situation that has relatively quick and easy answers.
One place to find quick and easy answers is a mystery story or novel. There is the commission of a crime and to solve that crime, you focus on the “who, what, where, when, why, to whom, and how” of the crime committed. You get the satisfaction of asking the questions and then having enough information to put all the pieces together, solve the puzzle, and keep up with the author and his or her detective, who expects to be the only one who can solve the mystery. And once you’ve solved one, or come close to solving it, you keep wanting to read more so you can solve more.
Having elected to take this course, you have elected to read a variety of mysteries and do a variety of thinking, writing, and creative activities—all of which are directly related to your understanding and enjoyment of answering questions, of solving mysteries, of being one step ahead of the author and the detective.
In lesson 1 you will read four mystery stories from The Best American Mystery Stories of the Century, a collection of short stories spanning the twentieth century. You will also read a brief history of mystery fiction.
Lesson 2 looks more closely at the older of two types of mystery fiction, the suspense story. After a brief orientation to the elements of the suspense story, you will meet a twentieth-century version of a suspense story in Daphne du Maurier’s Rebecca.
Lesson 3 features the second major type of mystery fiction, the detective story. In this type of story a crime has been committed and clues are given for the detective (and you) to attempt to figure out who committed the crime and why. This lesson introduces you to one of the greatest fictional detectives ever created, Mr. Hercule Poirot, through The A.B.C. Murders by the grand dame of mysteries, Agatha Christie.
Lesson 4 continues our introduction to detectives. In contrast to Poirot, you will meet a more modern detective in Middle America—Koko, who just happens to be a Siamese cat! Koko’s master, Jim Qwilleran, says his cat solves all the mysteries. Koko not only solves murders, he also talks to ghosts in Lilian Jackson Braun’s The Cat Who Talked to Ghosts from her The Cat Who . . . series. This lesson will allow you to talk about detectives and their “sidekicks,” and compare detectives and styles of detecting.
Lesson 5 Instructor, please inform students of any exam information here.
Lesson 6 starts us on a travel tour of mysteries in different places and times. In this lesson you will travel to Victorian England, a place and time that has captured the hearts of many mystery lovers. It’s the time and place of a strong queen, Victoria, who dearly loved her husband Albert (a fairy-tale type story), and of Jack the Ripper, the name given to the man who perpetrated horrendous murders upon young women and who was never caught. The case of Jack the Ripper is reminiscent of modern-day serial murders, which are often unsolved. The book for this lesson is Death at Bishop’s Keep by Robin Paige. It takes us into the British countryside, the home of the landed gentry, into which an American woman intrudes and solves a murder mystery. Even though the story is set in the 1800s, you will recognize a “thoroughly modern Millie” and a nobleman who is ahead of his time because he uses forensic science.
Lesson 7 takes us back to America, this time to Navajo country in the American Southwest. A Thief of Time introduces you to one of our most famous living mystery writers, the man who edited your short story book, Tony Hillerman. In this story detective Joe Leaphorn and his assistant Jim Chee deal with archeological digs at Anasazi dwellings, precious pottery and, of course, a murder or two.
Lesson 8 takes us to Botswana, a country in Africa. In The No. 1 Ladies’ Detective Agency by Alexander McCall Smith, Mma Ramotswe runs a detective agency. She takes on cases that are unusual but maybe more true to what a real detective agency might take for bread-and-butter. Like the Navajos’ way of life is at a different pace than that of many Americans, so is the Botswanan way of life at a different pace. Does that mean she gets her job done?
A little time traveling never hurts anyone or does it? In lesson 9 The Eyre Affair by Jasper Fforde takes us back to “merry ole England,” but is it so merry or old? This lesson introduces you to the “caper” through a-fun-to-read science-fiction mystery. Full of literary allusions, the novel will allow you to become aware of other literary works and the way the mystery novel intersects with other types of fiction, while taking a madcap ride with Thursday Next as she tracks the down the dreadful villain who kidnaps characters from literary works.
Lesson 10 asks you to complete a final project instead of taking a traditional exam. For this project you will choose either to write your own mystery or to read another short story or book and create a new lesson for this course.
By the end of the course, you will have encountered a variety of writing styles, mystery types, and lines of story development. You also will have become a world traveler, going back and forth several times from the United States of America to England to Botswana to outer space—quite a journey! Hopefully, it will be a journey you enjoy and one that also encourages you to travel farther into the world of mysteries.
[bookmark: _w8j8yuo58cty]Preparing a Lesson
Follow these steps to complete each lesson:
1. Read the objectives, discussion and assignment before reading the assigned stories or novel.
2. Do the reading assignment. Most lessons ask you to create and fill in a characterization chart. While reading the stories or novel, you should create and fill in your chart.
3. After doing the reading assignment, answer the questions in the lesson’s assignment. These questions will encourage you to use both the left and right sides of your brain. In other words, the assignment requires both critical and creative thinking. The assignments vary in length and type—some contain a larger number of creative projects, others require you to make more use of your analytical skills, and in some cases you get to play detective by investigating a topic and providing a report. Here are some guidelines:

For some questions I’ve provided minimum length requirements, but your essay may be as long as you need to fully answer the question.

Be sure to support your ideas with specific examples from the relevant short stories or novels. When you refer to a specific part of a text, use quotation marks to designate an exact quotation. Putting a page number in parentheses after the reference is an acceptable way to designate the page on which the quotation or example appears. Here’s a sample question and answer:
Question: Identify the rules of mystery fiction as they are followed in Dorothy Sayers’s short mystery “The Fountain Plays.”
Answer: “The Fountain Plays” follows a number of the rules for mystery fiction. First, the story reveals that there is just one murder victim, Mr. Gooch, and just one murderer, Mr. Spiller, with no gang or underworld involvement and no guilt-based confession to the crime by the murderer. There is no detective in this mystery. A murder weapon does exist—it is actually a combination of two items: Mr. Spiller’s fist (201) and the corner of a brass fireplace screen (201). No evidence is hidden from the reader; in fact, the complete commission of the crime and the cover-up that follows are clearly presented on page 201 and following. This story also follows the rule that the murderer plays more than a bit part in the story. The murderer, Mr. Spiller, appears in speech, thought, or action on every page. Also conforming to the rules of mystery fiction, the victim, Mr. Gooch, did not die by natural causes or accident. As revealed on page 201, Mr. Gooch died as a result of being struck by Mr. Spiller. Finally, “The Fountain Plays” closely follows the rules of mystery by portraying a crime that is not pinned on a murderer “look-alike,” and the story contains no romance or love interest.
[bookmark: _ahpem4m1zno0]Grading Policy
Instructor, please inform students of your grading policies here.
[bookmark: _g4qelqyn3gfv]Before You Begin
I will be referring to this information throughout the course, and you will need to know these things to complete your assignments. Though you may be tempted to skip this section, don’t do it! You will be held responsible for this material.
[bookmark: _mfc43zfn3nqw]Six Elements of Mystery Fiction
There are six elements common to short stories and novels: plot, tone, style, setting, characterization, and theme. In mysteries, these elements appear in a special way, so it is important that you learn all the elements and think about how they apply to mysteries. You will be encountering these terms throughout the course.
1. Plot. The plot of a story simply is what happens in the story. It is the events of a story in the order in which they take place. In a mystery, there is always the main plot—usually a matter of who committed what crime and how. There may be subplots, other minor mysteries surrounding the big mystery or other related plot lines involving politics, history, romance, economics, household matters, or other side issues that affect the characters.

To make a mystery plot interesting, the author tries to draw you in, to make you feel as if you are right there, to make the story real so you will want to continue reading. But no reader has a heart strong enough or a mind controlled enough to be kept in intense suspense or horror for pages and pages! Authors balance really tense moments with opportunities for you, the reader, to relax and take a breath before beginning another tense incident. The continual and progressive building of suspense to its final climax (the moment when the tension is greatest) is followed by what is called the resolution, where the author explains why the events happened as they did. In detective stories, the resolution is the unraveling of how the detective figured out “whodunnit.” Resolutions leave you satisfied, since all the details about the crime are presented and you finally know as much as the detective.

Mystery authors also give you clues or hints about what will happen later, as the story progresses. This technique of giving hints is called foreshadowing. The hint may be a comment one of the characters makes to another, or it may be an actual object, like a drawing or a piece of jewelry. Because many of the hints are nearly hidden as you read a story, you may easily miss them as you read through it for the first time. But after you get further into the plot, you can look back and understand why that hint or clue was placed where it was. Foreshadowing is important to the plot’s development and the suspense of a good mystery story.
2. Tone. The tone is the atmosphere or mood that permeates the story. Sometimes a story’s tone is hard to determine, but that’s not the case in mystery fiction. The name “mystery” gives it away because the tone of mystery and suspense is really what the whole story is about!

To figure out the story’s tone, ask yourself how you are responding or feeling as you read the story. Do you feel relaxed? happy? tense? worried? romantic? curious? frightened? The two broad types of mystery fiction—suspense stories and detective stories—are designed to get you to respond in different ways. Generally suspense stories try to get you emotionally involved—frightened, tense, on the edge of your seat. Detective stories try to get you involved intellectually. You follow the detective with a curiosity about how things are going to work out. You are concerned for the safety of the detective, but usually the holding power of detective stories is based on logic and reason, not on how scared the author can make you feel. The tone of a detective story is often more relaxed and objective than that of a suspense story.
3. Style. This element is a tough one to explain; my students always have trouble with it until I give this comparison. Say you hear the same joke told by two different people. Although the plot line is the same in both jokes, one may seem interesting while the other version seems dull and lifeless. The difference is in the way the joke is told—the style a person has for making the joke appealing. Maybe it is the tone of voice, the facial expression, or crucial pauses. Maybe it is the actual words chosen to tell the particular joke. Take this comparison and apply it to mystery fiction. Style is the way the story is told. However, since a mystery is written rather than spoken, the author has to rely on word choices to create interest and build tension.

One clearly recognizable aspect of style is an author’s choice of words, often particularly noticeable in the context of suspense. Verbs are very easy to fill with suspense, yet they are often overlooked when you are writing your own compositions. Other parts of speech that can be suspense-packed are the modifiers—adjectives and adverbs.

Let’s see how you might develop suspense in your writing through word choice. We’ll start with the rather plain sentence: “John went toward the body.” The word “went” doesn’t give much action to the scene. You could change the verb to: “John moved toward the body.” But there still is little action or excitement. You could add an adverb to tell how he moved: “John moved rapidly toward the body.” Adding “rapidly” speeds up the action, but still the verb “moved” is rather dull. Try substituting a verb that means “moved rapidly” like: “John hurried toward the body” or “John rushed toward the body.” This is getting better. Now look at the word “body.” It’s a common and general word. Try to think of something less common and more specific. What word is synonymous with (the same as) “dead body”? Why not use the word “corpse”? Now you have: “John hurried toward the corpse.” Some interest and action is coming into the sentence. But how about describing the corpse? Was it any certain color? Was it mangled, bruised, torn? “John hurried toward the bloody, mangled corpse.” Finally, we have a sentence in the true mystery tradition—specific and suspense-filled.
4. Setting. The story’s setting is not only the place or location of the story (like a castle) but also the time at which a story takes place. The time can be present, past, or future; it can be morning, noon, or night; it can happen on a certain date, such as Friday the 13th. In horror or suspense novels the setting is extremely important in establishing the tone of the whole story. The place may be a damp, dark, eerie castle, or in more modern books, an old house. Usually the weather is rainy and cold. The time, of course, might be the past; the specific time of day would be night. Everything that tells us about the time and place of the story is part of the setting. Often the author will start out by describing the setting since it is the easiest way an author has to create tone. Remember, tone means atmosphere or mood.
5. Characterization is another element of the story. Characterization means how the people or characters in the story are presented and developed. What do they look like? How do they act? You can easily apply the information in the section on style to characterization to see how authors create mysterious effects by describing the way their characters look and act.
6. Theme is the meaning or message an author is trying to convey to you, the reader. Sometimes the message of a mystery is “Crime doesn’t pay.” Sometimes in horror or science-fiction stories the author’s message is “Don’t tamper with science too much” or “Don’t try to reach beyond the limits of human knowledge or capability.” Sometimes a story may not have a message. The author may simply be writing it for you to enjoy. Because mysteries are concerned with solving a crime, they often focus on the themes of guilt, innocence, good, or evil. Mysteries may explore such thematic questions as “What makes a person guilty or innocent?” or “What defines good or evil, in actions, thoughts, or deeds?” Mysteries may touch on these “big picture” issues as the detective tries to solve the crime. Mystery and suspense stories are also written to provide an escape, to satisfy your problem-solving needs, and to entertain you.
You’ve now seen the six structural elements of fiction and how they apply to mysteries. In the written assignments, I’ll ask you to identify elements of characterization, plot, style, setting, tone and theme for the stories you read.
[bookmark: _3qw0v855y32m]Rules for Good Mystery Fiction
S. S. Van Dine, a noted 1920s mystery writer, decided to set standards for mystery stories so that writers would have ideas about how to develop “good” mystery plots. He set down these rules for mystery writing and proposed that they be used by all writers who wanted to create “good” mysteries. Here are some of them:
1. There may be many victims, but only one murderer.
2. The murder(s) must not be committed by a gang or underworld organization.
3. The murderer must not confess just because he or she feels guilty.
4. There can be only one main detective. This person may have a helper, like Sherlock Holmes’ Dr. Watson, but only one person may direct the investigation.
5. The murder weapon must exist. The murder can’t be committed by zapping someone with mental telepathy or some other supernatural power.
6. It is unfair to play tricks on or hide evidence from the reader.
7. The murderer can’t have a bit part in the story. It has to be someone the reader has become acquainted with and who has appeared several times in the story.
8. Victims can’t turn out to have died through natural causes or by accident.
9. The crime can’t be pinned on someone who just happens to look like the real murderer.
10. Romance or love interest does not belong in a “good” mystery. It clouds the events of the plot and distracts the reader and the detective from the business at hand.
This last rule certainly isn’t followed today, either in mystery novels or on TV. In fact, hardly anyone ever followed it, except Van Dine himself. It seems rather humorous that he would even consider dictating such a rule to his fellow mystery writers. Actually, several of these rules have been disregarded by famous writers. For example, Agatha Christie’s Murder on the Orient Express and her Murder of Roger Ackroyd violate several of these rules—to tell you which ones would spoil your pleasure if you haven’t read them! And several writers use two detectives, as we will see.
With this introduction to the elements and rules of mystery fiction, you’re ready to begin the course. Enjoy!

