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Marie Belloc Lowndes was a prolific author, pubirgh over forty
novels in addition to plays, memoirs and a largmioer of short stories
spanning the first five decades of the twentietituwey. Most of these are
now largely forgotten. Despite her obvious poptyarevidenced by a
significant number of film adaptations of her n@aydlowndes has not
yet reached the radar of literary studies. Thoughwork of Lowndes
features relatively regularly in anthologies ananpdations of criticism
of mystery and detective fiction, this rarely exdtea few sentences and
there is little scholarly work on her significanoaitside this limited
sphere. With rare exceptiohghese brief mentions of Lowndes deal
almost exclusively with her most famous novéhe Lodger(1913),
which was initially filmed by Hitchcock in 1927 dhe Lodger: A Story
of the London Fo§ The Lodgerwas subsequently filmed by Maurice
Elvey in 1932, John Brahm in 1944 and again by HEgegonese in
1953 asThe Man in the Attic2009 saw the most recent remakeToke
Lodgerin David Ondaatje’s adaptation. In this paperddd.owndes’
‘real crime’ fiction as representing the domestheye as a place of
almost supernatural uncanniness. The walls of thesén here do not
operate as armour against the outside world batadsare permeable
and seem to encourage border crossings; the pspahitioning off of
the perilous outside world, which the architectoféhe home strives to
achieve, starts to crack and subside.

! Jane Potter is one of these rare exceptions wiks lbeyondThe Lodgerin
Lowndes’ oeuvre by providing a reading @bod Old Anna(1917) inBoy in
Khaki, Girls in Print: Women's Literary Responsedtie Great War 1914-1918
(2008).

% These brief mentions include works such as Greaméh Mystery Writers:
Classic to Contemporary, ed. by Kathleen Gregorgirkl(1994) and Albert
Borowitz's, Blood & Ink: An International Guide td-act-Based Crime
Literature (2002).
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Focusing primarily on Lowndes’ novels about murdees, |
interpret law in these novels as being aligned withatriarchal moral
code; as that which functions to reprimand femabecesses of
‘dangerous’ sexuality. Law becomes not just theoex@ment of legality,
but that which exerts control over all areas o€ lih its additional
regulation and policing of morality. In their furmt as the body
empowered by the state to enforce (with legitimatstlength’ if
necessary) the set of rules and regulations tleatleemed necessary for
social order, the police and the figure of the gaian become crucial to
my argument. In Lowndes’ psychological murder tard the boundaries
of the domestic provide scant protection againstttiieat of law (often
made flesh in the form of the policeman) which seémr makes his
presence felt), in the house uninvited. Charlottiekids Gilman writes in
The Home: Its Work and Influen¢E903), that ‘[tlhe time when all men
were enemies, when out-of-doors was one promischatitefield, when
home, well fortified, was the only place on earthiene man could rest in
peace, is past, long past.” Despite this, she sldhmt ‘thefeeling that
home is more secure and protective than anywheeeiginot outgrown’
(2002: 37-8). These thoughts from turn-of-the-cen®merica can be
seen to persist throughout the following decadegdsat-war Britain.
Though the domestic can be read as a realm of aatiyasafety, it can
simultaneously and paradoxically be read as ao$ielnerability and of
danger. The boundaries between the domestic anguthiec spheres are
not as distinct as they might initially appear, amdhe fiction | examine
there are multiple instances of the conflation hidse two spheres. As
external danger creeps inside the home so toottleasery law designed
to keep these forces in check.

Lowndes’ body of work is vast and varied and is Hiy means
limited in terms of genre; Lowndes published slabories and plays as
well as romance and crime novels. Here | focus hoeet novels,The
Lodger (1913), Letty Lynton(1931) andLizzie Borden: A Study in
Conjecture(1939). All three novels are at least loosely Hase ‘real-
crime’. Though Lowndes repeatedly states that losels are works of
fiction rather than fact, they are neverthelessasgnted in a realist
mode which sees the accused subjected to judggigndiurder here is
firmly associated with the feminine. Even Tine Lodgerthe murderer
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Mr Sleuth, the Jack the Ripper character, is detydieminised; death in
Lowndes'’ fiction is centred in a very domestic sep%\c

The home as the fortress

The Lodgerunavoidably inflects itself on readings of Lowndesher
works. In large part owing to the successful fildaptations,The Lodger
has become virtually the sole representative o&itthor’'s labours and
has been assured a continued readership as ant wisit® relatively
regular republications. Th&imes Literary Supplememnéview of 1913
was indeed favourable: ‘Comparatively guilelessptes- people who
would take a pitiful teaspoon to a drowning fly ancappreciate a really
good murder. A tinge of the morbid, some sensitgsnto what is
known as “the creeps,” must be theirs’ (364). Elserg Lowndes states
that she is ‘mournfully aware that a good manyliigient people will not
read [her] books because they are afraid they @ireggo be frightened
or horrified. This is largely owing to the fame ©fie Lodgerwhich |
admit does contain some horrible passages’ (“AnswerQuestions”,
n.p.). TheTLSreview of the novel confirms this, reporting ti{ajorror
thickens into horror — probablgad nauseunfor the queasier of her
readers’ (364). Whilst by today’s standarfise Lodgeris fairly tame,
Lowndes here anticipates the reality of her futneks being dwarfed
by the reputation of this one book.

% Mr Sleuth is described as ‘a strange, queer lapkigure of a man’ who ‘was
not like other gentlemen’ (1996: 33; 34). He isaatedly described as eccentric
and exudes a sense of otherness. Whilst | do refit M Sleuth’s vegetarianism
to become a proof of his effeminacy it is a poiwtrtlt noting in the construction
of his apartness: ‘The perceived strangeness ataggnism allowed authors to
indicate the otherness of characters, as with Ritdgygard’s terrible Ayesha in
his bestsellingShe; or the serial killer Sleuth, based on Jack thepRipin
Belloc Lowndes’ Edwardian chilleThe Lodger (Gregory 2007: 26). As Mr
Sleuth says to his landlady on being offered mdasausage? No, | fear that
will hardly do. | never touch flesh meat, [...] itaslong, long time since | tasted
a sausage, Mrs. Bunting’ (1996: 20). Sleuth’s m@ec of Mrs Bunting’s
domestic services such as cooking and cleaning si@in to a sense of his
own domesticity: | shouldn't want anything of tisatt done for me [...] | prefer
looking after my own clothes. | am used to waittmgmyself’ (18).
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The Lodgers, as Chris Steinbrunner and Otto Penzler desdtibe
‘[a] psychological suspense thriller rather thatale of detection, [...]
more a “why-done-it” than a “who-done-it” (197652). Though the
novel, which was initially conceived as a shortgtavas inspired by real
crime, Lowndes made it clear that she did not ité&nas a factual
account. She states that ‘[b]efore writing eitlex long or short version
of The Lodgerl avoided reading the contemporary records of lhek
Ripper’s activities. When his crimes startled andrified London | was
not only very young, | was actually living abroa | only knew the
story in a vague outline’ (“The Novelist's Creati%ind”, n.p). The
story is centred around the London home of Mr and Bunting. In the
novel, the Buntings, who are in financial crisemtrout their spare rooms
to a mysterious but gentlemanly stranger, Mr Sleutho knocks on
their door in search of lodgings where he migho alarry out what he
claims are to be scientific experiments. Basedlendase of Jack the
Ripper, Lowndes’ novel tells the tale of Mr and MBanting’s gradual
suspicion that their house-guest is in fact tharimdus murderer. Both
husband and wife are apprehensive about Mr Sleuththiey do not
comprehend that they are both harbouring the samease until they
realise that Daisy, Mr Bunting’s daughter from ayous marriage, has
been left alone in the house with their lodger. Shene that concludes
the novel is one of the few incidents that takes@loutside of the house,
in Madame Tussauds. Confronted with a party ofceofien (upholders
of the patriarchal law), who are being shown aroth museum, Mr
Sleuth believes that Ellen Bunting has tipped o# police about his
identity as murderer and escapes through a sideoeitie museum and
fails to return to his lodgings; the reader is lgith the assumption that
Mr Sleuth is indeed the serial-killer known as ‘mmnger’."'

The Lodgeris a London-based novel set in large part wittia t
domestic sphere of the Buntings’ home. Whilst theué of the action in
the novel is always brought back to the privateesphiThe Lodgeris
concerned with the continual breaching of the daimdsy the public
world outside the house. As Laura Marcus assert§hé Lodger|tlhe

* It is interesting to note that Sleuth’s name (ishé meaning spy or detective)
places him in the time honoured tradition that egsidhe figure of the criminal
with that of the detective. Both detective and @nih are, in some respects,
outside of the law.
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action is thus divided almost entirely betweenhbase and the sites of
law, policing, and criminality — the Black Museumith its “relics” of
infamous nineteenth-century murderers, the CorsneZourt, and
Madame Tussaud’ (1996: xiii). This breaching of adety of the home
is something that Marcus emphasises:

The traditional role of the butler is to guard theeshold of the house and to protect
the inner sanctum, but for the ex-servants whinl&tdgers the boundaries between
inside and outside are no longer secured but aldss¢ Mrs Bunting’s response to
such transgressions of boundaries and spacesaisetopt to ‘lock in’, and thus to
both guard and make safe, the danger that hasdrftem outside. (xii)

In The Lodgerclass becomes a major concern in setting out the
boundaries of the domestic. The feminised domesttm is associated
with the lower class whilst the lodger, whose stakmains unknown but
who is apparently a gentleman, penetrates the uilihgof the home.
Daisy's suitor, the detective Joe Chandler, who lbeen placed on the
Avenger case, represents the public sphere baiy amnbodiment of the
legal system, denotes the antithesis of the Ave%@sr Marcus affirms,
Chandler ‘also represents a Law that comes knockingd, like the
lodger, cannot be kept out’ (xiii). Both become $giic of the breaking
or the enactment of justice and law; notions that fthemselves
manifested in the newspapers which document theldement of the
Avenger case, the newspaper itself becoming anotlasr in which
public sphere manifests itself.

Initially, it seems that Mr Bunting at least welcesnthe intrusion of
the public into the private, even if Mrs Buntingedanot agree. When the
Buntings have to give up their newspaper in a mesaayng effort Mr
Bunting feels that ‘[ijt's a shame — damned shamihat he shouldn’t
know what was happening in the world outside! Quriyninals are kept
from hearing news of what is going on beyond thmison walls’
(Lowndes1996: 7). For him it is a distraction from his owaubles. Mrs
Bunting is less keen to have these harbingers dfreavs brought into
her home. Whilst the husband feels a sense of pnéat within the
domestic, the wife is keen to guard her home agaesencroachment

® Perhaps also, as the embodiment of what | latemgio discuss as an upholder
of a patriarchal law, Chandler is Sleuth’s invelse virtue of his supposed
manliness.
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of the outside world. It is only when Ellen Buntisguspicions about the
identity of their lodger begin to weigh heavily dwer mind that she
actively seeks out news of the Avenger: ‘Oddly egigishe was the first
to wake the next morning; odder still, it was shet Bunting, who

jumped out of bed, and going out into the passggeked up the

newspaper which had just been pushed through tteg-kox’ (47). It is

Ellen Bunting who has the initial inklings about Mleuth and it is she
who takes on the role of defender of the domesgtiere.

Despite her horror at the realisation that her éodg liable to be a
serial killer, Mrs Bunting’'s abhorrence is outwedghby her compulsion
to guard her house-guest against the force ofale ‘To her sharpened
suffering senses her house had become a citadethwimust be
defended; aye, even if the besiegers were a migiitgte with right on
their side.And she was always expecting that first singlewhg would
herald the battalion against whom her only weapasulév be her
woman’s wit and cunning’ (Lowndes 1996: 77). Thenings' home,
though only a modest abode, is their castle antl neside their wards.
Mrs Bunting’s feeling of duty towards her lodgertweighs her sense of
obedience to the law. The Buntings see their home &phere that
should be protected from the infiltration of lawdathe public world.
Lowndes’ narrator describes Mrs Bunting's fear luf taw: ‘Again and
again the poor soul had agonized and trembled eattltbught of her
house being invaded by the police, but that way bektause she had
always credited the police with supernatural povedrdetection’ (175).
To the Buntings, the law is a source of fear andlarost mystical force.
Mr Bunting echoes his wife’s sentiments: ‘Buntirigge Mrs Bunting,
credited the police with almost supernatural poiwdra?). The police in
The Lodgerare very real but in the minds of the Buntings rthpgiwer
remains something of a mystery and with this latkunderstanding
comes a sense of anxiety. As Lowndes’ narratociddies, ‘Londoners
of Bunting’s class [the class of ex-servants] hakmeuneasy fear of the
law. To his mind it would be ruin for him and foisiEllen to be mixed
up publicly in such a terrible affair’ (182). Whitee Buntings’ dread of
the law is based in part on a very real and pralctsense that any
dealings with it could lead to a loss of respeditgbithese concerns are
engulfed by a more intuitive trepidation.

The workings of the law are, to the Buntings, mémaby virtue of
their appearance as part of some huge and almasitroas machinery.
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When Daisy’s suitor, Joe Chandler, takes her fatfverthe Black
Museum, the ‘regular Chamber of ‘Orrors’ (the plasbere murder
weapons and objects associated with crimes aredteptotland Yard),
Daisy senses this impression of the law as an alomgovernable and
autonomous entity: ‘The moment she passed throluglgreat arched
door which admits the stranger to that portion @wNScotland Yard
where throbs the heart of that great organism whglits the forces of
civilized crime, Daisy Bunting felt that she hadléed become free of
the Kingdom of Romance’ (Lowndes 1996: 63). Theldwgs at
Scotland Yard are the physical manifestation of ttiieature’, this living
being with its own beating heart. Mr and Mrs Bugthview of the law
as a kind of machinery which operates independesftligs individual
actors makes it a menacing spectre which mightpciet® their house
unnoticed at any given moment. On hearing a taghetdoor to their
house the Buntings wonder whether it was ‘possibiat, in their
agitation, they had left the front door open, ahdt someonesome
merciless myrmidon of the law, had crept in betimem?’ (191). These
‘myrmidons’, the brave warriors who are the loyahants of law in
Lowndes’ novel, are held in the tide of this superforce. Even
Chandler, though a family friend and the future daml of Daisy, is
seen, to a degree, as part of this inauspiciouthamésm. When Chandler
goes to Mr Bunting asking for his daughter’'s hamdnarriage Bunting
fears he is about to confront him about their ladg¢hen he realises that
this is not the case he is overcome with reliefriritertheless senses the
potential threat that Chandler symbolizes: ‘Andigad, the relief was so
great that the room swam round as he stared aetohs daughter’s
lover, that lover who was also the embodiment af ttow awful thing to
him, the law’ (184). Chandler’s position is probkio for the Buntings
because his presence in their lives is twofoldishat one and the same
time an impersonal representative of the thing theyst fear and a
personal friend who they are ready to welcome ihiir home and
family. Chandler, being representative of bothghblic and the private,
makes the boundaries of their home less secure.

The Lodgettreats the law unsympathetically as a force todaeefd.
While it in no way condones the crimes of the Avang nevertheless
expresses sympathy with the criminal hunted by dghéster power. Part
of this stems from the notion that whilst the criadimight take lives, the
law exerts a similar power over life and death. king at the relics in
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Scotland Yard's Black Museum, Daisy ‘guessed thadsé strange,
pathetic, staring faces were the death masks aketimoen and women
who had fulfilled the awful law which ordains titae murderer shall be,
in his turn, done to death’ (Lowndes 1996: 65). Tdw is represented
rather ambiguously ifhe Lodgercapital punishment is not portrayed as
essentially unjust, but the novel expresses a ajlgiconservative sense
that perhaps justice in itself is terrible. Thex@isense that human nature
can be atrocious and that therefore justice has equally appalling.

Murder in the Wendy House

Letty Lynton published eighteen years aft€éhe Lodger,is a further
novel loosely based on a real-life murder. It waslenfamous by a 1932
film adaptation starring Joan Crawford and diredigdClarence BrowA.
In the foreword to the novel Lowndes writes tha]lthough many
readers will realise that the two chief characwfrdetty Lyntonwere
suggested by a famous Scottish murder trial, tHeemwishes to make
clear that this story is fiction’ (1931: n.p.). Dri;mg on the Madeleine
Smith case, which has provided inspiration for ptherks of fiction and
film including Wilkie Collins’ novelThe Law and the Lad{875) and
Dorothy L. Sayers’'Strong Poison(1929), Lowndes’ aim was not to
provide an accurate account of the actual eventgdiher to make a
study of the motivations that might lead to murdehe writes in the
foreword:

Every memorable murder trial opens a window througtich can be surveyed a
section of a human ant-hill, suddenly isolated erposed. Of all these people two,
the victim and his supposed murderer, stand out wiiairtling clearness; but the
writer has always felt particularly interested fe tsubordinate, what may be called
the accessory characters, who remain to the ontdmkedim and shadowy figures.
And yet, some of them, at least, may be far moodopindly affected in their lives
than even the chief actors in a drama, and thisesitkem, from the creative point
of view, of absorbing interest to the novelist (h.p

® Lowndes was not impressed with the filmLaftty Lynton.As she writes in a
letter to Alexander Woollcott, ‘It seems so strarigat the only novel of mine
made into a real talking picture wake Lodgerl do not count.etty Lynton for

I am convinced (secretly) that that was only boufginta blind, for nothing
could be more unlike the novel than the film thaswcalled by this name’
(Marie Belloc Lowndes to Alexander Woollcott, 1935)
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Lowndes repeats this sentiment in a letter to Aleea Woollcott in
which she responds to praise of her novel, stdatiag‘character is what
interests me, not plot or environment’ (LowndesWoollcott, 1930)7.
Though Lowndes claims that she is not interesteginwironment, as in
The Lodger the very domestic setting of the murder would gasg
otherwise. My discussion ofetty Lyntonhere will focus on the
movement of the site of murder to within the doneesphere. Whereas
The Lodgerrepresents the beginnings of the border-crossetwéden
public and privatel_etty Lyntonsees this threshold effectively dissolved.
The eponymous protagonist bétty Lyntonembodies a dangerous and
deadly femininity. Transgressing the bounds ofdbmestic serves as a
moral rejoinder in this conservative popular work fiction; such
offenses are shown to be highly perilous for thgpgteator.

Letty Lyntonnarrates the story of ‘Lovely’ Letty Lynton, anpegy-
middle class eighteen-year-old girl who, findingdedf restricted by the
limitations of her privileged but dull home lifendarks on various trysts
with men who, invariably, fall in love with her arttksire her hand in
marriage. The first of these is one of her fatherisployees, Maclean.
He is followed by the Swede, Axel Ekebon, who idirat perceived by
Letty to be a ‘splendid looking, fair young man,.][.a true hero of
romance in her eyes’, and then finally by Lord &gel (Lowndes 1931:
49). Letty murders Ekebon by poisoning him with #rgenic that she
obtains from her father's chemical works when tee@ threatens to
hold her to her prior agreement to marry him whssé is engaged to
Tintagel. She is let off the crime on the verdittret proven’, but the
reputation of her family is left in tatters by tbentroversy caused by the
court proceedings. Maclean, her initial suitor (dine only character in

" Lowndes goes on to write that ‘[tjhe enigmatic retiter of Madeleine Smith
has always puzzled me, and always | have meantite @& story about her. |
have been a good deal in Scotland, and at varimestl have met people who
knew members of her family. The young woman, | teernember her name as
| have carefully avoided reading any record of ttial, who certainly loved
Angelier, did go to the Smiths’ house the day afftisr death, and undoubtedly
told Madeleine what had happened. That was why Méate rushed off in a
foolish aimless way to the Smiths’ country housemde she was brought back
to the unfortunate Minoch, to whom she was engaghbdt fact has never been
published, but was told me by someone who knewS3imiths’ (Lowndes to
Woollcott, 1930).
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the novel who has definitive proof of her guiltgrees to marry Letty
and emigrate with her at the novel’s conclusionlikénThe Lodgerin
which the protagonist’s guilt is only (albeit stghy) implied, the reader
is left in no doubt as to Letty’s culpability as w@ectly witness her
crime. Whilst Letty might appear to most of her @igtances to be the
model of innocent wholesomeness, we, the readew khis to be a
falsehood. In aTimes Literary Supplemeneview from 1931Letty
Lyntonis described as ‘painful not because Mrs Belloc hdes, who
has told it admirably, is among those who take suea in emphasizing
what is painful, but because in her very willinghés distinguish human
weakness from depravity she makes it clear thaisatiot well with a
world which visits one and the other with the sapemalty’ (114). |
recognise this lack of distinction in the punishineeted out for Letty’'s
crime of murder, which turns out to be a merenghoff for her social
digressions rather than punishment through law.

Letty, in her deceitful virtuousness, is represeras otherworldly:
‘Though it was a hot early September day, thereweelsat on her pretty
little head, and, as she moved among the rose busta in a flesh-
coloured cotton frock, she looked like a beautifymph whom neither
age nor trouble could touch — much less destroyw(idies1931: 11).
Physically, Letty epitomises an ideal of femininitysuch a degree that
‘a connoisseur in feminine beauty would have agrded all Letty
Lynton’s “points” were perfect’ (15). Being thisieggme of the feminine,
Letty apparently exerts an almost supernaturalefayger those who
surround her. Even at the outset of the novel Lettaware of this
influence; she ‘had learnt something of the almwmsgtaculous power
exceptional beauty confers on its fortunate fengrpoessessor. Not only
did she attract almost every man she met; womenvege softened and
subjugated’ (15). Letty appears almost ethereadlyacimeless beauty,
‘[s]o different [...] from those bold, cocktail-aking young minxes one
hears so much about!" (15) Seemingly unpollutedhgysupposedly lax
morals of her contemporaries, Letty is in all henwentionally good and
innocent guile, at first, an unlikely candidate hourderess.

In the TLSreview of the novel it is noted that, ‘[h]ad [Lodes] not
dwelt on the commonplace routine of a sheltereel liér catastrophe
would have been less poignant’ (1931: 114). Iths tfocus on the
guotidian which makes Letty’s actions exaggeratatibconcerting and
provide them with an added strangeness. Paralleliatly’s overt
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femininity, the murder irLetty Lyntontakes place in a rather playfully
exaggerated and almost uncanny sphere of domegstiilst in The
Lodgermurder takes place both outside the home andchefptge, and
we only hear the crimes reported after they ocitut,etty Lynton.the
‘home’ becomes the site of the crime.letty Lynton the barn, also the
scene of the previous secret meetings of the lpverswhich the
murderess administers the fatal dose of arseniguidisd in hot
chocolate, has been assembled so that it resemblasiniature, the
essence of domesticity. The barn which ‘had beeettyL and her
brother’s] playroom in summer weather’ is describsdstill retain[ing],
inside, something of a nursery character (41). whdes' narrator
describes the building:

About the centre of the barn, to the left, theoodta small cooking stove and, hung
on to a board close to the stove, a row of tinyisigi pots and pans. This miniature
kitchen was shut off from the door side of the blayna high six-leaved screen on
which were pasted, and varnished over, all kind&iofy pictures, engravings, and
photographs. [...] The farther side of the barntaimed a queer medley of sofas,
easy chairs, and heavy tables — all things whichbeen banished from Lee Stoke
Place last year by the London decorator, and wMch Lynton had thought too
good to give away. (41)

The mismatched household articles and various teglegtems of
furniture give the barn something of the eerie atietrworldly presence
that Letty herself embodies. There is somethinfperatartificial and
conceited about the doll's house world in which tyzetonducts her
relationship with Ekebon, and Letty has a doll-liggeality within this
world. Susan Stewart’s description of the secréhatcentre of the doll's
house illustrates well the sensation the readethe$e novels gets on
encountering the domestic sphere: ‘[o]ccupying @cep within an
enclosed space, the doll-house’s aptest analaipe ikbcket or the secret
recess of the heart: center within center, withithiw within. The
dollhouse is a materialized secret’ (1993: 61). &bion within the barn
too has the quality of a game; it has a fantastcal almost dream-like
feeling. Running to her old nurse (still known tetty by the childhood
nickname of Squelchy), who is still in the servafethe household, and
holding tea parties, Letty is portrayed as a chilll inhabiting a child’s
world.

In his essay ‘The Uncanny’ (1919), Freud discudkeslinguistic
particulars of the German terdas Unheimlichgthe uncanny) and its
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peculiar conflation with its opposite. According tereud, heimlich
‘merges with its antonymanheimlich: ‘The uncanny das Unheimliche,
“the unhomely”) is a species of the familiadaé Heimliche,“the
homely”)’ (Freud 2003: 134)Freud writes that the wordheimlich
‘belongs to two sets of ideas, which are not miyuabntradictory, but
very different from each other — the one relateaviat is familiar and
comfortable, the other to what is concealed and kigfnlen’ (132). Julia
Kristeva elucidates this phenomenon when she wiitat ‘in the very
word heimlich,the familiar and intimate are reversed into tlopposites,
brought together with the contrary meaning of “umoa strangeness”
harboured inunheimlich (1991: 182). In the uncanny, the strange is
harboured in a position of interiority to the faiail The imitation of
domesticity which the barn ibetty Lyntonexemplifies can be perceived
as an instance of the uncanny; it is at once familin that it is
apparently made up of the components of a homeuafailiar, in that
there is something askew with its presentation. féhéasy world of this
space is one that in childhood may have appeamdypland entirely
commonplace, but it recurs in adulthood with asd@eri aspect. In her
analysis Kristeva explores the uncanny in termsit®ftemporality,
writing ‘that whichis strangely uncanny would be that whialas (the
past tense important) familiar and, under certaimd@ions (which
ones?), emerges’ (183). It is in very much thisssethat both the barn
and Letty herself seem to be almost out of placnimadult world, and it
is in this sense that we see an element of thei&Gothep intoLetty
Lynton.

However, Letty’s defence against the outside waslchot water-
tight. In fact, the barn in which she has constddier play-like world is
literally porous. Her imaginary world is breachedrieality when a gap
in the wood of the barn allows an outside onlodkemwitness one of
Letty and Ekebon’s meetings. This onlooker happenbe another of
Ekebon’s lovers, the daughter of his landlady apibla Street. On
suspecting Ekebon of unfaithfulness, Kate Roketofed him one
evening to the barn:

Putting out her hand, Kate found that there wamallshole or chink between two of
the planks. Though she could see nothing, for tre vas in darkness, by pressing
one side of her head towards the aperture, shal dmdr plainly all that the two
standing in the barn, a few feet from where shediestood outside, were saying.
(Lowndes 1931: 81)



Law and the domestic in Belloc Lowndes’ populahgot 67

When later testifying in court to what could be aal evidence in the
murder trial, Kate’s account is undermined becausthe intervening
time the crack in the barn wall has been repaDespite her culpability,
it seems that forces are still at work to proteetty. from a guilty
sentence.

Although there is not enough evidence to convidtyLef the crime,
there is a sense that Letty gets her just desiftis: the trauma of the
court proceedings, Letty finds her own and her Fgmireputation
irrevocably broken; her engagement to Lord Tintagddroken off and
the novel ends with her marriage to Maclean immtinketty finds that
the tables of power have turned on her. She hasrrmen physically
attracted to Maclean; ‘[w]hat had enchanted herbeeh the exercise of
her power over a man who had always appeared tootte cold and
extremely reserved’ (Lowndes 1931: 20). By the efidhe novel,
however, Letty finds that her only possible cous§action is to submit
to him. Though ‘Letty was a child of nature, andune is predatory’
(110), she finds herself ultimately ensnared

The reversal of the gendered power dynamics thairechere is the
culmination of a broader theme that runs througtioeiinovel, pitting the
masculine against the feminine in a kind of batifethe sexes. For
instance, although Ekebon is under the power diyL &k still seeks to
prove his dominance over his other lover, Kate. mhgator describes
how in relation to this other woman ‘[tlhere swa&per him a violent,
irrational wish to prove his mastery anew over heart and senses’
(Lowndes 1931: 46). Ekebon has a vehement ancefigsire to conquer
Kate in a way that he is unable to do with LettkeBon has a ‘brutal
desire to tame her, to bend her to his will' (8&hich seems to be a
reaction to his impotence in relation to his otfmrer. There is the
suggestion throughoutetty Lyntonthat Ekebon’s demise might be in
part due to his effeminacy. lpetty Lyntonit is the masculine which is
aligned with the law and ultimately comes out trrant having put
feminine guile in its ‘proper’ place. lpetty LyntonLetty is not punished
by law, she is not convicted of murder, but, newadss, it is the legal
and courtroom proceedings which provide justicehier moral ‘crimes’
aside and distinct from the crucial act of murdbe fact that she was
behaving in what was seen to be an improper mamnereeting men by
moonlight seems to be her more serious offencat ¢éeast the offense
for which she is punished. Nevertheless it is timacement of the
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courtroom process that sentences Letty to soctghasm. As Letty is
shepherded into the courtroom there is a sensadttisags a social and
sexual deviant rather than the murderess sheitruly

A storing double-line of police men still form aulel hedge between which Letty and
her escort have just hurried up the wide row gbstehich lead to the high doors of
the State Building. But by now those high doors arg and bolted, and it needs but
one uniformed man to shepherd the miserable liftteip along the broad passage
broken by fluted columns. (204)

Whilst the police are there to protect the pargnfrthe baying crowds,
the single policeman who steers them into the coapresents a
symbolic show of authority. The mob from which tipelice are
protecting Letty represents the social order wiiak condemned Letty's
behaviour and which is endorsed by the apparattisedaiw. Though the
building in which the proceedings take place isrétly a centre of the
law in that it is a tangible architectural manifggin of the
concept—the inquest is to take place in a huge hall, {ita skylight,
situated in the centre of the State Building, andvkn by its old name of
Court-House’ (Lowndes 1931: 204)the building retains something of
the domestic. The fact that the law has becomdatenfinLetty Lynton
with social norms is further illustrated by the telynappearance of the
court-room:

[Letty] realises with a pitiful sense of relief atthe scene, that the scene round her
is very different from that which she remembersihgwitnessed in the Assize
Court. There is no grim judge in long red robes grey-white wig, sitting up aloft
ready to put on a black square of cloth which mehascoming of a horrible death.
Instead of a judge, Dr. Powell, the coroner of district, with whom Lady Lynton
and her daughter have always had a bowing acquamtas sitting in an ordinary
arm-chair, with a table before him. (205)

Letty, the murderess, gets an embarrassing telbfigrather than a

criminal conviction or death sentence. Rather tham entering the

sphere of the domestic it seems that the domeasieehtered the sphere
of law; either way, as inThe Lodger,the two are most definitely
conflated.
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The doors are bolted but still the law seeps in

Lowndes’ 1939 novelizzie Borden: A Study in Conjectui® written
along a similar premise toetty Lynton providing a possible account of
the actions and motives of the infamous 1892 Fa#R Massachusetts
murder case in which Lizzie plays the role of kegect in the murder
of her father and stepmother. For Lowndes, thegqeoof writingLizzie
Bordenwas a foray ‘[ijnto the dark secrets of motive fthanly surmise
can penetrate’ (1939: \ﬁ)WhiIst Lowndes'Lizzie Borderdid not repeat
the success ofhe Lodgerit still enjoyed a good reception. In a letter
Flora Mervill wrote to Lowndes praising her workdaglaiming that ‘[a]
friend of mine who lives at London Terrace told that the lending
library there had eight copies of “Lizzie” and thde book was so
popular she had quite a time getting it' (Mervillltowndes, n.d.).

Lizzie, though certainly beautiful, is not the erdboent of female
perfection that Letty is; nevertheless there amace features of these
protagonists which mean that we can read them a@sgwus. Although,
at thirty-one, Lizzie is over ten years older thaeity, her story shares
the backdrop of an overly restrictive domestic &xise which means she
is largely cut off from the broader society of hmzers. Unlike Letty's
loving father, Mr Borden is a tyrant in his homEvén his attachment to
her, his wife, was a tyrannical attachment. [...] ¢ié not often quote
the scripture, but when he did so, invariably wtbkay were alone
together, it was always some verse concerning thg df a wife to
submit to her husband’ (Lowndes 1939: 131). Howewdespite this,
Lowndes’ Lizzie believes it is her stepmother whatds sway over the
family. In the novel Lizzie's crimes are motivatled her attachment and

® Like other authors who have been attracted toBieen case, for instance
Elizabeth Engstrom ihizzie Borden(1990), Evan Hunter irLizzie: A Novel
(1984) and Sharon Pollock in her plBjood Relationg1980), Lowndes does
not seek to solve the crime but she does seek ffer ‘a possible, even a
probable solution’ 1939: vi). Lowndes continues to write that ‘[t]his study
conjecture tries to relieve, by offering a credibtdution, the staring that arises
when the incredible has happened, and no reasobhecéund for it. For on the
fourth of August, 1892, the incredible did happas.was so powerfully pressed
in the closing Argument for the Commonwealth, ‘lsva terrible crime. It was
an impossible crime. But it was committed...Set amynan being you ever
heard of at the bar, and say to them, “You did thieg,” and it would seem
incredible. And Yet it was done. It was done’ (vi).
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secret engagement to a man she believes herdmifitolove with. In an
uncharacteristic decision, Mr Borden sends his deargaway to Europe
with a party of women. On this trip she meets aits fin love with the
rather pathetic and dour Hiram Barrison. She reglihowever, that her
father will never let her marry this man who, litkee man her sister was
engaged to long before and was forbidden to masyin a rather
unfavourable financial situation.

In a remarkably similar style toetty Lynton Barrison meets Lizzie
secretly in a barn which is a very short distamoenfthe house. It is here
that the future weapon of murder is revealed taiBam with a distinct
sense of the Gothic as ‘he noticed the glint of @onbeam on what
looked like an oddly shaped knife. But, as he stalewn at it, he told
himself it was the steel belonging to a handless @xowndes 1939:
106). Lizzie's stepmother is witness to Barrisamy ¢hen Lizzie, leaving
the barn. She confronts Lizzie and threatens fohisl father for, as
Lowndes’ narrator reveals, ‘Abby Borden had notdivfor sixty-five
years in this strange, and so called civilised,leyowithout becoming
aware, even if unwillingly so, of certain curiousidasinister facts
concerning the part sex plays in the hidden liviesany women’ (136).
It is this idea of a potentially promiscuous sekydhat is at the heart of
Lowndes’ fiction; it is this that ultimately constts the ‘dangerous’
femininity which must be curbed. The day after iezand Barrison’s
secret meeting, when her stepmother reveals tlakisbws about this
man, Lizzie violently kills both Mr and Mrs Borden the house they
share, using an axe from the barn. This is no ‘tmiglve’ poisoning but
a bloodthirsty attack which Lowndes depicts in aase and measured
yet gruesome manner. Though we never gain acceshetoinner
workings of Lizzie’'s mind and motives are only inegl, there is a clear
link between the murders and the restrictions ofzie's home and
family life.

Even when Lizzie is away from home on another ceami, her
American home continues to haunt her. Lizzie hasfbgune told in
Paris by Madame Pythagora (who reveals to Lizzie hwore
commonplace name of Ann Hopkins). Though the fatteiler never
divulges the fact to Lizzie, she sees a futurestisabefalling her. Thus,
it is the fortune-teller’s house which, in its unog similarity to Lizzie's
own, strikes dread into her heart. Lowndes’ narradlls of how, ‘[w]ith
hesitating steps Lizzie followed the English-womario a plainly
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furnished bedroom which, oddly enough, remindedondrer own home’
(1939: 52). Here ‘Lizzie suddenly felt frighteneghe longed to escape
from this commonplace bedroom, and from this conplemse woman’
(53). Though there is an ocean between this roatrhan own there is a
sense of trepidation with which Lizzie unconscigusbntemplates the
home she is has temporarily left and is soon tarmeb.Lizzie Bordens,
like bothLetty Lyntonand the earlieThe Lodgervery much concerned
with the boundaries of the private sphere. As Mawtites:

The most striking aspect afzzie Borden: A Study in Conjectugenot, in fact, the
portrait of Lizzie, but the depiction of domestigase in the novel. The unhappy
family members — and the asymmetry of father, stether, and daughter repeats
that inThe Lodger -turn themselves or are turned into prisoners ingiéeg home.
Belloc Lowndes gives us a house in which entranceb @nnecting doors are
locked, but in which family secrets make themselveard through the walls. (1996:
X)

Gina Wisker, in describing the Gothic, writes tH&tnowing what we
fear, we know what we desire: safety, mother, fi&erOur worst fears
arise from dangerous domestic disillusionment [..HeTremoval or
undercutting of the dependable domestic is thef stuhorror’ (2004:
106-7). The house, as it is described in the gaabes of the novel, has
something of the uncanniness that the barn possésdestty Lynton
Initially there is nothing peculiar about the hougestood on the east
side of the street, and was separated from thevaldeonly by wooden
fence, in which there were two gates’ (LowndE339: 9). The first
indication that the reader gets as to the slightite$ of the house is
when Lizzie, approaching the door, ‘proceeded ke taut a steel ring on
which were four keys, out of the pocket of her fgrpink dress’ (9).

Though the house she grew up in is normalised in dwen
mind—[tJo Lizzie Borden there appeared nothing stramgthe fact that
number Ninety-Two Second Street, while looking elyaltke the other
houses clustered round aboutithe house contains peculiarities which
make it the ideal Gothic setting (9):

There were three outside doors, and as to that thas nothing strange or unusual.
But what to most people who were aware of it seeveed strange was that on each
of these doors had been fixed an outside lock efilzstantial make, and on the
inside, a spring latch, and also a strong bolt. Evén the doors to the barn and the
cellar, where there was nothing of any value, vkexg locked all day, as well as all

night. (Lowndes 1939: 9)
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As the Bordens’ servant, Bridget Sullivan, ponderderself, ‘What a
constant, unending source of trouble were all tHosks and bolts and
bars! Why couldn't the Bordens go on like otherkfil (169). Kate
Ferguson Ellis writes that the eighteenth-centupthi@ novel ‘can be
distinguished by the presence of houses in whidpleeare locked in
and locked out. They are concerned with the videdane to familial
bonds that is frequently directed against womef8@t 3). With its vast
quantity of locks and bolts, the Borden houseks & prison. There are
locks on both sides of the doors as if the Bordemstrying to shore up
the domestic from the public, but this also seriestop the interior
seeping through the doors and escaping into tredauvorld.

Mr Borden had not only sought to exclude the oetsidrld from his
home, but also to manage and have control oveintbenal workings of
his house by segmenting its interior. ‘Even morargje, in some ways’,
than the locked and bolted doors, ‘was a fact &nlywn to the inmates’
close friends. This was that the second floor eftibuse was practically
divided into two parts, each part having its owhfestairs’ (Lowndes
1939: 10). This home is not a home but a prisowhich inmates have
their own set of keys but are segregated from amshar. It is not
through force that the inmates of this prison camfdout fear that makes
them self-regulate their own behaviour. Lowndegesrthat ‘[tlhere was
a door between the listener’s [Lizzie’s] room ahdit room, but it was
locked and barred. Locked on [Mr and Mrs Bordemigle, bolted on
hers’ (17). Lizzie too, though shut out of the otb@le of the house, is
complicit in this division. Despite all attempts bgth parties to shut out
the other, noise could still pass between the roonte door between
her room and theirs might be locked and bolted,dmat could not but
overhear a good deal the couple said to one anofR6). The
boundaries that have been set up within the hom@emmeable in much
the same way as the house is porous to the outside. Though Mr
Borden has attempted to make his home secure agagnsutside world,
parts of it creep in. Just as Lizzie hears thegpin from her father and
stepmother’s side of the divided house, soundsrti@or the process in
The Lodgerare capable of penetrating the walls. Having kilsed her
victims, Lizzie hears joyous voices from outsideiskh‘seemed to
belong to another planet from that on which she m@as living. Theirs
was a simple, normal, everyday world, remote frdva world where
deeds of darkness and of secret cruelty might bamitied without
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remorse or even fear of discoveryl86). The world that Lizzie now
inhabits, and arguably has always inhabited, isréanoved from this
place that exists on the other side of her fromtrdo

The police and the law are one aspect of publiddMoom which Mr
Borden is seeking to shield his home. Though, aadave are aware, Mr
Borden is no criminal, he sees the police as aathte his own
sovereignty over the home. When some money goesingisrom his
desk, the police are called in but dismissed witheuesolution: ‘he
intimated to the City Marshal that he did not wite matter to be
pursued further’ (Lowndes 1939: 59-60). The pobdefly feature at the
end of the novel in the aftermath of the murdeus,dther than on these
occasions mention of the law is largely absent ftbm novel. Just as
Lizzie thinks only of her father's wrath, consid@éras of the law seem
to be entirely missing from the page. This absesemms all the more
glaring in light of the high-profile nature of thBorden case and
Lowndes’ focus on legal proceedings in other nav&lsough in both
The LodgerandLetty Lyntonthe notion of law is cast ambiguously, it is
central to the plot in both instances.Lizzie Bordenlaw is notably left
out and the figure of the father, arguably the figwho has sought to
exclude a more public law from his home, comeseiar linstead.

Despite her fear of her father, in the aftermaththaf first murder
Lizzie re-enters the home which has been the sadnber brutal
murders; she unlocks the door ‘and lifting the hatwalked into the hall'.
To Lizzie, the hallway she enters remains uncharmgebthe fact ‘[t]hat
everything there looked as everything had alwaggdd there filled her
with a sense of dull surprise’. Lizzie knows, hoeewvthat ‘behind the
door of the living-room on her right everything wdifferent from what
it had always been, and in a sense presented wigat tme called an
incredible sight' (Lowndes1939: 184). Maria Tatar writes of the
uncanny house that ‘[wlhether we are dealing witle marvellous
legend, the fantastic romance, or the strange navisl knowledge that
transforms the sinister habitation of supernatpmters into the secure
haven of a home’ (1981: 182). Tatar’s sense oltieanny originates in
the mystery at the heart of the home. In Lowndésll¢rs, though a
possible explanation of events is given, it is meygen as knowledge,
only as conjecture, and for this reason the honweayd remains
unhomely. While none of the novels discussed here explicitly
supernatural, they retain their uncanniness asanystiways remains.
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As Lowndes writes of the Lizzie Borden case ingheface to her novel,
‘the more we know what happened, the deeper theemysas to why
‘Lizzie Borden killed her father and stepmotherd8®: vi). The mystery
here is essentially unfathomable. However much thgstery is
impenetrable it is important to note that, in munag her father, Lizzie
has destroyed the personification of patriarchy g struck out at the
male-dominated moral codes that weighed down on her

The impenetrability of the concealed is what gilzesindes’ fiction
its distinctively Gothic tone. Furthermore, these as Tatar affirms, an
intimate connection between the home and that wikiklept secret. This
becomes even more pertinent when considered itiarel@ the Freudian
reading of the uncanny. Tatar explains:

A house contains the familiar and congenial, buhatsame time it screens what is
familiar and congenial from view, making a mystafyit. Thus it comes as no
surprise that the German word for a sec@&heimniy derives from the word for
home Heim) and originally designated that which belongshie house. What takes
place within the four walls of a house remains atery to those shut out from it. A
secret, for the Germans in any case, literallylegas others from knowledge.
(1981: 169)

While in bothLetty Lyntonand, more exaggeratedly, inzzie Borden
we are witness to the crime, the motive always mesnaomething of a
mystery, just as the houses in which the murdecsirogppear uncanny.
However, the susceptibility of the domestic spherg¢he influences of
the outside world means that we are able to cdttbrsglimpses of the
hidden; the very nature of the Gothic house wishintdefinite threshold
necessitates this. Both Anthony Vilder, who stdbed the house in the
Gothic becomes uncanny through the fact that thisst intimate shelter
of private comfort’ is subject to ‘the terror ofvision by alien spirits’
(1987: 7) and Homi Bhabha, who writes that in theanny the ‘border
between home and world becomes confusdtitm this tendency (1992:
141). Bhabha’s claim that, ‘uncannily, the private the public become
part of each other, forcing us upon a vision tlsag$ divided as it is
disorientating’, supports this argument (141). lowlndes’ fiction,
however, the transgression of this border meartsttieathreat of law is
ever present to punish those who overstep the Isowfd proper
domesticity.
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Conclusion

In Lowndes’ fiction the Gothic is manifested in alpable way; her
novels employ many of the genre’s tropes such ggesiions of the
supernatural, madness and concealed secrets. Mdsigntly for this
present article, the theme of the haunted housenes that recurs,
implicitly but repeatedly, in Lowndes’ novels. IloWwndes, the Gothic is
tied up with notions of law and sovereignty in tiiaepresents a female
sphere saturated with repressed and dangerouslisextach attempts
to exclude the law with murderous results; theipathal law attempts to
penetrate and make safe this sexuality. Drawinguatith Walkowitz's
argument that cultural representations of the Ripraese exclude the
narrative of the female, Elyssa Warkentin argueat thuch early
narratives provided a space for moralization. Ask&atin writes, ‘the
cultural narrative or “modern myth” of the Rippecsmes developed as
a warning for women: if they transgress the margifistraditional,
domestic femininity, they risk incurring the feroas punishment meted
out by the Ripper. Thus the Ripper narrative is ow&ns of controlling
potentially subversive female behaviour’ (2010:.3B)ough Lowndes’
The Lodgerfunctions in much the same way, her later novatsserve
as moral warnings against the transgression afdheestic sphere.

With the exception of The Lodger Lowndes writes about
murderesses (and this is typical of her broadewrm@guusually upper-
middle class women who falsely envisage murderetdhe way out of
the restrictions of their class and gender. Thessdrictions usually
manifest themselves in the form of seemingly urdathble romantic
entanglements. Ultimately | argue that, in Lowndesirk, though it
exists to enforce a patriarchal moral code, law arder is privileged
over the law-breaking and destructive power of fdreale protagonist.
Lowndes’ protagonists are repeatedly engaged emgting to thwart
such domination at the hands of a repressive sysfemale authority.
Lowndes represents a rather conservative approaehelsy positively
endorsed notions of order and justice are symhbliseterms of the
masculine. The notion of law in Lowndes is artitethin terms of a
totalising system of thought in which notions oftjue are always fed
back to the legal system. In Lowndes’ fiction, thésence of a
controlling external form of law with which to gawve behaviour is
disturbing. Incapable of self-policing, the indival as represented in
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Lowndes’ fiction is an unpredictable entity whosanderous sexuality
must be curbed by an external set of rules andatguos.

Though the scope of this project was small in gbtémg to amass
three of Lowndes’ novels by recourse to a shareth#ttic concern with
the triangle of law, domesticity and sexuality, ingpe is that it will
contribute to a revival of interest in Lowndes. TNast body of fiction
that was voraciously devoured by Lowndes’ contermporreading
public has much to add to an understanding of a&@egy of the popular
gothic. Moreover, as artefacts of cultural histdrtgywndes’ novels have
a great deal to reveal about rather conservatineagiions of sexuality
and morality. In addition to her portrayal of crinamd punishment,
feasibly Lowndes intended her novels to contriliate self-regulation of
society that might control a potentially ‘unseenmpybmiscuity that was
in her mind ‘at large’.
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