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Witchcraft and Paganism in Midcentury Women’s Detective Fiction investigates two topics which might, at first glance, seem to have absolutely nothing to do with each other.  On the one hand, the classic British Golden Age mystery, as practised by the Queens of Crime, like Agatha Christie, Ngaio Marsh, Margery Allingham and Gladys Mitchell.  And on the other hand, the burgeoning of interest in witchcraft and paganism which took place in Britain in the mid twentieth century, most famousl focusing around the repeal of the witchcraft laws and the emergence of Wicca and other forms of pagan witchcraft spirituality.
So the Element investigates the ways in which these detective novels engage with the idea of witchcraft and magic, not simply as something eerie and strange that is then explained away and tidied up at the denouement of the plot, but as something which genuinely shapes their meanings and their ethos.  In many cases, I argue, they offer a ‘witchy double vision’, in which the reader can look at the narrative and decide that everything has been explained and rationalized, or can read it in an enchanted way, in one which sort of makes magical and symbolic use of the events and the characters.  And I map that fictional rhetoric onto the way in which scholars like Sabina Magliocco and Tanya Luhrman have described the experience of participating in, and believing in, magic in the twentieth century – as if these detective novels offer a brief and fleeting insight into what it’s like to hold those world in tension, to see the world through a magical lens in the mid twentieth century.  
I also set it in the context of gender – these are, after all, novels by the Queens of Crime, writing about witchcraft.  So I set that in the context of Alison Light’s identification of reactions against imperial masculinities in the interwar period, and towards what she’s called a turn to the domestic, offering these novelist a space to explore the meaning of witchcraft and magic for women.  In many cases they’re sympathetic to ideas of enchantment and transcendence, but deeply suspicious and even hostile towards male ritual magicians making claims to power.  
So, overall, I argue that, though apparently disparate, there’s a vital link between this extremely pervasive cultural form of the detective novel and this crucial moment in the development of British ideas around magic and witchcraft.


