ENGLISH EXTENSION

How useful is it to understand texts in terms of genre? Are texts more engaging when they
conform to the conventions, or when they challenge and play with the conventions?

Genre sets a framework of conventions.

How useful is it to understand texts in terms of genre? Are texts more engaging when they
conform to the conventions, or when they challenge and play with the conventions?

In your answer, draw on your knowledge of at least two of the prescribed texts from your
elective, as well as other texts from your own choosing.

“For readers, genres are sets of conventions and expectations: knowing whether we are reading a
detective story, or a romance, a lyric poem or a tragedy, we are on the lookout for different things
and make assumptions about what will be significant” writes Jonathan Culler (Literary Theory,
1997). Culler highlights a vital aspect of genre; that the audience will be able to make assumptions
about the outcomes of a text of a particular genre because of the conventions and expectations in
which the text abides by. When texts under a specific genre are subject to subversion, however, the
text becomes increasingly engaging as the audience’s knowledge of the genre is challenged and
the conventions are manipulated - ensuring the audience is left in a state uncertainty. Crime Writing
is no exception to genre subversion. Perhaps more prominent in contemporary crime writing,
subversion is a vital aspect that ensures crime texts are engaging and not repetitive. This essay will
discuss how various texts, in particular ‘Murder is Easy’ by Agatha Christie, ‘L.A Confidential’
directed by Curtis Hanson, ‘The Skull Beneath the Skin’ by P.D James and ‘The Real Inspector
Hound’ by Tom Stoppard, subvert and conform to the genre of crime writing and whether or not they
are engaging or repetitive because of this.

The intuitionist subgenre of crime writing has been subject to heavy criticism, primarily because of
its ‘purely conventional’ and ‘repetitive’ formula (Knight). Agatha Christie is arguably one of the most
famous and prominent crime writing authors in the intuitionist school and has set a precedent for
numerous crime writing texts through her strict use of the typical formulaic conventions. This is
clearly evident in her novel ‘Murder is Easy’ (1939), where ex-policeman Luke Fitzwilliam travels to
a secluded country village to privately investigate a series of suspicious deaths. Within the first
chapter we are introduced to the detective, victim, suspects, motives and archetypal crime fiction
characters such as the reverend, suspicious doctor, affluent business man or seductive woman. Not
to mention the typical closed circle setting - the small, secluded country village of Wychwood-under-
Ashe, a setting which conveniently ensures the isolation of the characters from society. The novels
detective, Fitzwilliam, is an ex-policeman, but Christie assures her audience that he is a capable
detective from early on in the text when he proclaims ‘once a policeman, always a policeman’.
Christie includes references such as these to establish her strict adherence to the genre’s
conventions. Because of this, the audience is able to identify from early on the framework of the
storyline and the roles of the character. Christie also outlines, as the title suggest, the easy task of
committing murder. Lavinia, before her death, argues with Fitzwilliam, claiming ‘No, no, my dear
boy, that’s where you’re wrong. It’s very easy to kill — so long as no one suspects you!’ ‘Murder is
easy’ is a dominant theme throughout the text and is an important aspect as it allows Christie to use
a convention of crime writing, a crime, to be easily committed and even more easily dismissed, in
effect clearing the way to construct a highly conventional text. It soon becomes clear that, like many
of her texts, ‘Murder is Easy’ quickly aligns to the repetitive formula of the intuitionist crime and the
audience is left predicting the outcomes of the plot with greater ease.

Whilst Christie’s work is heavily criticised for doing this, the formulaic, conventional crime writing text

still seems to have survived into today’s contemporary world. British television production ‘Inspector
Lewis’ (2006) is a prime example of this, as it stems from the typical British Intuitionist subgenre and
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is a highly conventional text. Written seventy years after Christies published works; the text proves
that the conventional text still exists in the contemporary world of crime writing, despite being
criticised for similar reasons as Christies. Journalist Sian Brewis slams the series as ‘predictable’
and its characters ‘idiculous’, reasoning that the show is just a repetition of archetypal crime writing
already seen in works such as Christie’'s. The framework and structure of plot that exists within
Inspector Lewis is just a repetition of Christie’s works — works that contain a structure used
numerous times and known well by its audience. The repeated framework in conventional crime
writing such as ‘Murder is Easy’ therefore suggests that the conventional text is not as engaging to
the audience because of its predictability and repetition of ideas, plots and character types.

Noting this, author Steve Neale writes “genres are instances of repetition and difference... difference
is absolutely essential to the economy of genre”. Certainly, in contemporary crime writing texts,
there is a strong need for composers to subvert the conventions of the genre in order to maintain a
high level of interest from the audience. As Neale argues, such ‘differences’ are essential to the
survival of the genre as they ensure the that the text appeals to the audience and is not a ‘repetition’
of a previous text of the same genre. A prime example of this is ‘The Real Inspector Hound’, a
satirical play written by absurdist playwright Tom Stoppard in 1967. The subversion of character in
Stoppard’s play is used to engage the audience through their perceived ideas of what a
conventional character should be. Cynthia, for example, is a mockery of stereotypical characters
seen in intuitional texts. She enters wearing ‘a cocktail dress, formally coiffured’ but is also absurdly
carrying a tennis racket. Her melodramatic delivery of lines — such as ‘ruthless- so strong, so cruel’
over exaggerates the archetypal crime writing character and in effect makes the text more engaging
through its use of comedy. Through its use of exaggeration, two dimensional characters, play on
words, play within a play technique and absurdist theatre concepts, Stoppard manipulates the
conventions of crime writing in order to make the point that a text is more engaging if it doesn’t
conform to a particular framework of conventions. Not only this, but by using the standard
conventions of crime writing, Stoppard is able to use the audiences knowledge of the genre to
provoke a comedic reaction, satirising the genres framework. A prime example of this throughout
the text is when the characters f the play within a play exchange death threats through over-
exaggeration. Not only does Stoppard set a melodramatic tone, but he uses the character Mrs
Drudge to conveniently enter at inconvenient times to overhear certain death threats. ‘Cynthia: “If |
find that you have been untrue to me — if | find that you have falsely seduced me from my dear
husband Albert — | will kill you, Simon Gascoyne!” (Mrs. Drudge has entered silently to witness this.
On this tableau, pregnant with significance, the cat ends, the body still undiscovered. Perfunctory
applause)’ In such a dramatic situation, Stoppard uses the conventions of character and plot to
satirise the overdramatic situations that are often apparent in early, conventional crime writing texts.
Hence, not only does Stoppard present a satirical comedy, but he also constructs an unpredictable
ending by subverting conventions and leaves the audience in a state of confusion, thereby creating
an engaging text.

Not only does Stoppard attempt to prove that subversion is more engaging then embracing the
conventional framework of a genre, but he attempts to parody individual texts like Agatha Christie’s
‘The Mousetrap’. Stoppard makes a clear attempt to emphasize the ridiculousness of the repetition
of typical formulaic conventions in texts such as “Murder Is Easy”, and in ‘The Mousetrap’. In a
satirical manner; Stoppard highlights his belief that crime writing is shallow and can either be
predictable or just simply, unbelievable. The text parodies archetypal intuitionist texts such as
Christies work. Stoppard subverts the conventions or creates ‘differences’ in order to differentiate
from the archetypal, intuitional crime writing text purely by mocking them. This is first evidently seen
through the setting of the play-within-a-play, where the Muldoon Manor is used to satirise the closed
circle, isolated setting that is so commonly used by intuitionist writers to cut off their characters from
the rest of society and to limit the danger to a confined area. Described as a “strangely inaccessible
house”, the Muldoon Manor mocks Christies work in texts such as ‘Murder is Easy’ and also points
out that the repetition of the same settings in archetypal intuitional crime texts become overused
and at times, geographically unbelievable. Stoppard successfully satirises typical conventional texts
through his use of exaggeration of the convention of setting.
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Similarly, other composers of the crime fiction genre have manipulated and subverted the
conventions in order to challenge the audience’s perceived idea of the genres formula. ‘L.A
Confidential’ is a 1997 film directed by Curtis Hanson which highlights the corruption of the Los
Angeles Police Department and the organised crime existent in LA during 1953. It is a prime
example of the manipulation or subversion of conventions that crime composers use to appeal to
their audience, and uses the typical hardboiled style to illustrate this. After a bloody massacre
occurs at a local coffee shop, the audience witnesses an investigation where the conventional crime
formula emerges — the detectives, the suspects, the motives, weapons, victims, and setting.
Evidently, the audience is lead to believe that the film is governed by the conventions of crime
writing and is not subverted in any way. That is until towards the end of the film when a major twist
occurs. The audience are suddenly presented with a complete role reversal, where the film’s
detectives discover that the criminal exists within the law-abiding LA Police Department and the
character that is predominantly depicted a lawful, moral and righteous officer is revealed to be
behind the massacre and, on a wider scale, in leagues with a major organised crime syndicate. The
technique of subverting and manipulating the convention of character has been specifically used to
trick the audience and to challenge our idea of conventional crime. By doing this, Hanson effectively
makes the film more engaging as he unexpectedly takes the audience by surprise and leaves his
viewers in suspense.

Not only this; but Hanson strongly focuses his film on the devastation, horror, and violence that
accompanies a crime. The intense depiction of corruption within a supposedly lawful agency is
strongly juxtaposed to the idealistic image painted of Los Angeles in the film’'s opening scene,
effectively highlighting the presence and seriousness of crime in modern life. Because of this, a
strong sense of realism is present in the text which makes the film more engaging for the audience.
As the film commences, Los Angeles is described as ‘the garden of Eden’, and a strong collage of
sunny beaches, joyful families and happy lives is illustrated - it is made out to be a utopian society
devout of crime. By doing this, Hanson reinforces the fact that crime can come in many forms but
more importantly, can happen within the most unexpected or idealistic places. “..but there’s trouble
in paradise’ follows the idealistic representation of LA, foreshadowing the evil of crime that is to
follow in the film. In L.A Confidential, Hanson uses conventions reminiscent in original hardboiled
crime fiction, however subverts some conventions to keep the audience engaged in the storyline
and to present the film in a realistic manner.

An arguably less subverted text can be identified in renowned crime writer P.D James’ novel ‘The
Skull Beneath The Skin’ (1983). On the surface, it appears to be highly conforming to the
conventions of the genre of crime writing, stemming from the traditional intuitionist crime. However,
a further analysis of the novel would indicate that the plotline subverts and manipulates certain
aspects of the genre, suggesting that even basic conventional texts have a need to subvert in order
to maintain the audience’s interest in the novel. There is a necessity to change the audience’s
expectations so that the novel can maintain its interest and not be repetitive of other texts. This is
evident within the first chapter when James subverts the convention of character, introducing the
audience to Cordelia Gray, the female detective. Archetypically, the detective of a crime writing text
has predominantly been a tough, intelligent, often flawed male figure; however James presents us
with an amateur, female private investigator with little experience. This is particularly emphasized
during the opening chapter when James describes Cordelia’s offices in great detail, writing Topsided
as it was, it looked, despite the simplicity of its wording, both pretentious and ridiculous’. The
description of Cordelia’s office is here used to reflect her personality and ability as a detective. By
having a female detective, James effectively challenges our perception of a conventional text and
what a detective should be — and engages our attention with our desire to read more, In effect,
making a subverted text more engaging then one that strictly adheres to the genres conventions.

When reading ‘The Skull Beneath The Skin’, it is of vital importance to be able to understand the
genre of crime writing, as one has to be able to detect the conventions of the genre in order to
understand whether or not they have been subverted or manipulated in any way. Justice is a
prominent feature in many archetypal texts as it is fuelled by the human desire to see an act of
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crime justified and a criminal pay for his or her actions. In ‘The Skull Beneath The Skin’ this has
been subverted, and the reader is left feeling that Ambrose’s actions have not been justified and he
that he is not punished for his actions. His crime had ‘no validity in law’ (p377), and there is no
sense of justice. Simon’s actions seem to be avenged by his death, but again there is a strong
sense that he wasn’t properly punished and that he got out of it too easily. As Cordelia states, both
criminal acts are not recognised, let alone punished, by law. The sense of justice is only presented
through the psychological damage that it may leave on Ambrose — ‘how would he live with the
memory of what he had done?’ (p376). Whilst such neglect of justice may leave a reader unsatisfied
with the outcome, it is a useful technique used by James as it makes the text realistic. James
stresses the fact that in real life more often than criminals get away without a being punished for the
full extent of a crime committed. James’ realistic attitude is similar to L.A Confidential, as both
attempt to maintain a truthful, realistic depiction of society. In this sense, the changing of
conventions is vital in engaging an audience purely because it is easier to relate to the text that
does not have an unrealistic depiction of Justice.

When interpreting a text, it is profoundly useful to understand a text in terms of genre as this allows
us to know when a text conforms or challenges to the conventions and framework of that genre.
Crime Writing, being a genre in its own right, instantly has an application of conventions and
expectations. Whilst such conventions ensure the framework and structure of a text under the
genre, they also lead to the constant repetition of texts. Because of this, there is a strong tendency -
especially in contemporary crime writing texts — to subvert, manipulate and change archetypal
conventions of the genre. Composers choose to do this for a number of reasons, whether it is to
maintain the responder’s interest, to make a point of society, to satirise or mock another text, or to
simply present society in a realistic manner. Genre subversion has become so prominent in
contemporary crime texts that in some ways, it has in fact become a convention itself. As argued
previously, subversion is vital to the survival of the genre as it ensures the audience has a
continued interest in the genre. Thus, it is evidently clear that texts are far more engaging to an
audience when they challenge and play with the conventions.
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