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Course Description  
 
 
 

Crime Classics Weekend 
 

 

Dates Saturday 21 and Sunday 22 January 2017 

Times Saturday 11.00–16.00; Sunday 11.00–15.30  

Location Harry M Weinrebe Learning Centre 

Level All levels  

Class size Maximum 16 participants 

 
 

Course description 

The British Library’s immensely successful Crime Classics series has become a modern publishing 

phenomenon. The popularity of the books, many of them out of print and forgotten for more than half 

a century, reflects a remarkable resurgence of enthusiasm for traditional British mysteries – the kind 

that enjoyed huge sales during the ‘Golden Age of Murder’ between the two world wars.  
 

Join us for a special weekend of unexpected twists, turns, murder and mystery, with award-winning 

crime novelist Martin Edwards. Author of The Golden Age of Murder, consultant to the Library’s Crime 

Classics series and President of the legendary Detection Club, Martin will lead an in-depth exploration 

of the classic whodunit, its origins and its offshoots. You’ll learn how British crime writing developed, 

discover its key authors and landmark publications, and analyse what makes them so unputdownable.  
 

You’ll also have the opportunity to see rare publications and manuscript material from the Library’s 

collections with curator Kathryn Johnson, including Arthur Conan Doyle’s manuscript of the Sherlock 

Holmes story ‘The Adventure of the Retired Colourman’ and John Gielgud’s annotated script for the 

film Murder on the Orient Express.  

 

Saturday: The Rise of the Whodunit 

We’ll start at the beginning: the origins of British crime fiction in the 18th and 19th centuries. 

Influential writers from home and abroad, including William Godwin, Edgar Allan Poe, Émile Gaboriau, 

Wilkie Collins and Charles Dickens, will come under the microscope, and we’ll assess their impact on 

the early development of the genre. We’ll discuss The Notting Hill Mystery and The Female Detective 

– two early landmarks in the story of British crime fiction, before shifting focus to  Conan Doyle’s ‘Great 

Detective’, Sherlock Holmes. We’ll discuss his impact on the genre along with some of his rivals, 

including G K Chesterton’s Father Brown. 
 

We’ll also look at 20th-century developments, starting with the mould-breaking Trent’s Last Case, 

and the impact of the First World War. Our Crime Classics weekend wouldn’t be complete without 

investigating the most influential literary phenomenon in crime writing, Agatha Christie, and we’ll 

spend much of the afternoon analysing her success. We’ll also look more generally at the detective 
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novel of the 1920s, playing games with the genre and explore the infamous Detection Club and its 

enduring influence.  
 

We’ll be joined by British Library curator Kathryn Johnson, who curated the Library’s popular 2013 

exhibition Murder in the Library: An A-Z of Crime Fiction, Kathryn will lead a viewing of rare 

collection materials, and share her insight with the group. 

 

Sunday: Making Sense of Murder  

Our second day will introduce you to some of the forgotten authors of the classic crime genre, 

including John Bude and J Jefferson Farjeon, before we focus on a more theoretical exploration – this 

will help us to understand how crime writers came increasingly to focus on the psychology of crime, 

as well as sometimes providing the reader with a puzzle to solve. We’ll look at the development of 

the psychological crime novel in the Golden Age, how the shadow of war impacted on the genre, and 

consider notions of justice and ‘altruistic crimes’.  
 

We’ll also consider when (if at all) the Golden Age came to an end, and discuss its influence and 

legacy. We’ll use a case study to help in this: The Floating Admiral (first published 1931) and The 

Sinking Admiral (first published 2016). Our weekend will round-off with a discussion on what the 

future might hold for classic crime fiction. 

 
 

Tutors 

Our course is led by Martin Edwards, with contributions from British Library curator Kathryn Johnson.  

Martin has published 18 crime novels, edited 30 anthologies and is author of The Golden Age of 

Murder, of which The Times said "Few, if any, books about crime fiction have provided so much 

information and insight and, for the reader, so enjoyably... No other work mixes genre history, literary 

analysis and fascinating author biographies with such relish.” He has won numerous national and 

international awards for his crime writing, both fact and fiction, is currently the Vice Chair of the 

Crime Writers’ Association and President of the Detection Club. 

 

Previous skills, knowledge or experience 

None required. This course is suitable for beginners or those with some knowledge of classic crime fiction. 

 

Suggested reading 

Anthony Berkeley, The Poisoned Chocolates Case (British Library) 

Martin Edwards, The Golden Age of Murder (Harper Collins) 

The Detection Club, The Floating Admiral (Harper Collins) 

The Detection Club, The Sinking Admiral (Harper Collins) 

 

Facilities and Refreshments 

Please note that the Learning Centre will open to participants 15 minutes before the stated start time. 

Tea, coffee and biscuits will be provided in the morning and afternoon; participants should make their 

own arrangements for lunch. 


