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The Non-Dead in
John Dickson Carr's
The  Burning  Court

J o e  R .  C h r i s t o p h e r

I en jo y ed  The Burning Court b y  John  D ic k so n  Carr m ore  
th a n  th e  n o v e ls  o f  [D oroth y  L. Sayers, N g a io  M arsh, an d  

M argery  A llin g h a m ]. T here is a t in g e  o f  b lack  m a g ic  that 

g iv e s  it a little  o f  th e  in terest o f  a horror story, an d  the  

auth or h a s a v ir tu o sity  at p la y in g  w ith  a lternative  
h y p o th e se s  th at m a k es  th is  trick o f  d e tectiv e  fic tio n  m ore  

a m u s in g  th a n  [d e tec tiv e  fiction ] u su a lly  is.
—E d m u n d  W ilso n

J o h n  D i c k s o n  C a r r  i s  k n o w n  f o r  h a v in g  w r it te n  c le v er  

p u z z le -p lo t t e d  m y s te r y  n o v e ls ,  m a in ly  in  th e  1 9 3 0 s, '4 0 s , a n d  

'5 0 s — m o r e  p r e c ise ly , fr o m  1930  to  1972 . A  n u m b e r  o f  th e s e  n o v e ls ,  p a r tic u la r ly  

th o s e  w ith  D r. G id e o n  F e ll a s  d e te c t iv e , in v o k e  th e  su p e r n a tu r a l o n ly  to  d is p e l  it 

in  a n a tu r a l ( if  o f te n  h ig h ly  u n u s u a l)  so lu t io n . F or e x a m p le , t w o  o f  th e  G id e o n  

F e ll n o v e l s  p la y  w ith  th e  s u g g e s t io n  o f  v a m p ir e s , th e  u n d e a d  a s  th e y  are  o fte n  

c a l le d — The Three Coffins (1935) a n d  He Who Whispers (1946). In  th e s e  m y s te r ie s '  

n a tu r a l r e s o lu t io n s , th e y  b e lo n g  to  th e  tr a d it io n  o f  A n n  R a d c lif fe  a m o n g  th e  

G o th ic  n o v e l is t s .

B u t o n e  o f  C a rr 's  n o v e ls  h a s  th e  su p e r n a tu r a l a s  cen tra l to  th e  p lo t  a n d  

d o e s  n o t  e x p la in  it  a w a y . In  w r it in g  th is , I a m  p r e s e n t in g  w h a t  is  u s u a l ly  c a lle d  a 

SP O IL E R  in  d e te c t iv e - f ic t io n  cr it ic ism , b u t  o n e  c a n  h a r d ly  d is c u s s  a n o v e l  

w ith o u t  m e n t io n in g  a c en tra l e le m e n t . T o  s ta te  th e  f in a l t w is t  a t th e  b e g in n in g  

p r e p a r e s  o n e  to  a c tu a lly  a n a ly z e  w h a t  th e  f ic t io n  sa y s .

In  th is  e s sa y , first, I w a n t  to  d is c u s s  The Burning Court a s  a d e te c t iv e  

story ; s e c o n d , I w a n t  to  c o n s id e r  in  o n e  in s ta n c e  h o w  th e  p lo t t in g  a ffec ts  th e  

ch a r a c te r iz a tio n ; a n d  f in a l ly  I w a n t  to  d is c u s s  The Burning Court a s  a G o th ic  n o v e l  

o f  th e  su p e r n a tu r a l k in d , w ith  a c lo s in g  s u g g e s t io n  o f  its  m e a n in g .

T o  start, th en : The Burning Court is  a d e te c t iv e  n o v e l — m o r e  p a r ticu la r ly ,  

a p u z z le -p lo t t e d  m y s te r y . F o u r  p u z z le s  are p r e s e n te d  to  th e  rea d er , th e  f irs t th ree  

t ie d  to  s e e m in g ly  su p e r n a tu r a l e v e n ts . I u s e  th e  w o r d  seemingly b e c a u se , in  a 

c o n s id e r a t io n  o f  th e  b o o k  a s  d e te c t iv e  f ic t io n , a cr itic  h a s  to  ig n o r e  th e  f in a l
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reversa l in  th e  E pilogue. T hese are  th e  th ree  m ain  puzzles: first, a w om an , w ho  in 
an  ancien t costum e is seen ad m in is te rin g  a po ison  to a sick m an , thereafte r is 
seen w alk ing  o u t of th e  room  th ro u g h  a doo r in  a do o rw ay  th a t h a s  b een  b ricked  
u p  for tw o  h u n d re d  years; second, the  b o d y  of th e  p o iso n ed  m a n  van ishes from  a 
th o ro u g h ly  sea led  u n d e rg ro u n d  tom b; and , th ird , th e  b o d y  is thereafte r seen in  a 
rock ing  chair rock ing  a n d  ra is in g  its h an d  to  a v is ito r as if to  shake  his h an d . The 
fo u rth  p u zz le  has to  do  w ith  h ow  a second  po ison  is ad m in is te red , b u t it does 
n o t affect th e  seem ing ly  su p e rn a tu ra l events.

T he th ird  of the  th ree  p u zz le s  rests  on th e  d escrip tion  of one person  
and , if he  is believed , on  th e  question  of h o w  the  d ead  m a n 's  ap pearance  w as 
g im m icked . T he first of the  th ree  is m ore  e labora te  an d  m ore  elabora te ly  
developed . I w ill n o t go in to  the  question  of th e  costum e, w ith  m em bers  of the 
p o iso n ed  m a n 's  fam ily  go ing  to  a costum e ball, etc., b u t th e  w alk ing  th ro u g h  a 
sea led  do o rw ay  is obv iously  a va rian t of th e  locked -room  p u z z le  for w h ich  C arr 
is fam ous. T he o th er doors to th e  room  w ere  k n o w n  to be  locked, of course. The 
am a teu r detec tive of th e  novel, an  e lderly  true-crim e w rite r n am ed  G au d an  
C ross, exp la ins it w ith  a h ig h ly  u n lik e ly  b u t possib le  u se  of a m irro r a n d  one of 
th e  su p p o sed ly  locked  doors, b u t on ly  after a hole has b een  knocked  th ro u g h  the 
w alled -u p  door, to show  th e re  is no  secret passagew ay .

M ore elaborate , an d  p e rh a p s  even  m ore  un like ly , is the van ish ing  
corpse. T he fam ily  vau lt on  the  estate  is u n d e r  g ro u n d , w ith  th e  en tran ce  to  the 
v au lt d u g  u p  before  each  in te rm en t a n d  b u rie d  again  afterw ards. The p a th  w ith  
cem en ted  stones is rem o v ed  an d  rep laced  each tim e since it ru n s  over the 
en trance. T h a t en trance  to  th e  v au lt h a s  a stone slab, w eig h in g  "over h a lf  a ton ," 
on  it, w h ich  has to  be  m oved , after a th in  covering  of g ravel an d  soil u n d e r  the 
cem en ted  stones is also rem oved . C arr h a s  a footnote, c iting  an  ac tua l v au lt like 
th is in  Scotland (Ch. 6). O ne of th e  characters, w h en  fou r of th em  reo p en  the 
v au lt after the  b u ria l of th e  p o isoned  m a n  a n d  find  n o  b o d y  in  th e  coffin, 
iden tifies th e  s itua tion  as a locked room  w ith  fou r possib le  so lu tions: (1) th e  b o d y  
w as rem oved  th ro u g h  a secret passage; (2) th e  b o d y  w as still in  th e  crypt; (3) the 
en trance  w as d u g  o p en  after th e  bu rial; o r (4) th e  b o d y  w as nev er in  th e  coffin 
(Ch. 7). A ll of these  seem  to be elim inated , a lth o u g h  th e  characters la ter 
conjecture ab o u t possib ilities th ree  an d  fou r (Ch. 10). G au d an  C ross 's  so lu tion  
n e a r th e  e n d  is an  e labora te  fo rm  of the  second  (Ch. 21).

I am  n o t exp la in ing  these  in  detail, b u t one notices th a t C arr is 
de libera te ly  lead in g  h is readers, w ith  h is charac te rs ' conjectures ab o u t 
possib ilities th ree  an d  four, n o t to  focus on  one an d  tw o. In  fact, w h en  th e  four 
possib ilities w ere  g iven, th e  character en u m era tin g  th em  says, "Tw o of these 
possib ilities w e can d iscard ; subject, of course, to  th e  exam ination  of an  architect. 
W e can p re tty  w ell decide  th a t th ere  is no  secret passage, a n d  th e  b o d y  is n o t 
n o w  in  th e  cry p t"  (Ch. 7). The arch itect m ig h t be able to  decide ab o u t a secret
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p a s s a g e — a lth o u g h  w ith  g r a n ite  w a l ls  (C h . 7) a se c re t  p a s s a g e  d o e s  n o t  s e e m  

l ik e ly  a n y w a y —b u t  a n  a r ch ite c t  s u r e ly  is  n o t  a n  a u th o r ity  o n  b o d ie s  in  to m b s .  

H o w e v e r ,  th e  r ea d er  h a s  b e e n  d ir e c te d  a w a y  fr o m  th e  f irs t tw o  p o s s ib il it ie s .

A s  an  e n te r ta in m e n t, a ll o f  th is  w o r k s  w e l l .  T h e  a u th o r  is  p la y in g  a 

g a m e  w ith  th e  rea d er . W h e n  o n e  o f  th e  ch a r a c te rs  a n n o u n c e s  th e  c r y p t to  b e  a 

lo c k e d  r o o m , h e  is  a s s u m in g  a d e te c t iv e - s to r y  c u ltu r e . L ater, a n  e ld e r ly  m o r tic ia n  

w h o  h a s  th e  h a b it  o f  t y in g  k n o ts  in  p ie c e s  o f  s tr in g  is  c o m p a r e d  to  a n  a m a teu r  

d e te c t iv e  in  B a r o n e ss  O r c z y 's  se r ie s  o f  sh o r t  s to r ie s  c o lle c te d  a s  The Old Man in 
the Corner (1909), w h o  h a s  a s im ila r  h a b it  (C h . 17, se t  u p  in  C h . 10). A g a in , a 

d e te c t iv e -s to r y  c u ltu r e  is  a s s u m e d .

A  tr u ism  o f  lite r a r y  c r it ic ism  is  th a t h e a v i ly  p lo t te d  f ic t io n  s e ld o m  h a s  

m u c h  d e p th  in  c h a r a c te r iz a tio n . A t le a s t , it  w o u ld  ta k e  a v e r y  lo n g  n o v e l  to  h a v e  

b o th  a n  e la b o r a te  p lo t  a n d  ch a ra cter  c o m p le x ity . B a r o n e ss  O r c z y  n o  d o u b t  w a s  

tr y in g  to  g iv e  an  a d d it io n a l p e r s o n a l i ty  tra it to  h e r  n a m e le s s  d e te c t iv e  w ith  h is  

k n o t  ty in g . H e  a lso  u n t ie d  th e  k n o ts , w h ic h  m a y  r e f le c t  sy m b o lic a lly  h is  a b ility  as  

a n  " a rm ch a ir  d e te c t iv e "  to  s o lv e  p r o b le m s . In  C arr's  n o v e l  a g o o d  c a se  c a n  b e  

m a d e  th a t th e  m a n  w h o  is  p o i s o n e d —M ile s  D e s p a r d — is  m o r e  s h a p e d  b y  th e  

p lo t  th a n  d e v e lo p e d  fo r  h im se lf .  A d m it t e d ly  h e  is  d e a d  at th e  sta rt o f  th e  b o o k  (at 

le a s t , so  to  sp e a k ) , so  h e  c a n n o t  b e  e x p e c te d  to  r ea c t to  e v e n ts ;  b u t  w h a t  is  sa id  

a b o u t  h im  is  c u r io u s ly  lim ite d . H e  w a s  w e a lth y , a n d  h e  h a d  l iv e d  a b r o a d  a s  a 

rep ro b a te . H is  s to m a c h , s u f fe r in g  g a s tr o -e n te r it is , le d  h im  to w a r d  d e a th , a n d  h is  

p o o r  h e a lth  b r o u g h t  h im  b a c k  to  th e  fa m ily  h o m e  in  a P h ila d e lp h ia  su b u rb  (C h . 

1). (A r se n ic  h u r r ie d  th e  d e a th ly  p r o c e s s .)  H e  is  d e sc r ib e d  b r ie f ly , th e  p r e v io u s  

su m m e r , a s  h a v in g  " p u n c t ilio u s  b e a r in g , h is  s c r a w n y  n e c k  e m e r g in g  fr o m  s h in y  

w h ite  k n iv e s  o f  c o lla r s  [; h e  h a d  a] c u r le d  g r e y  m o u s ta c h e  a n d  air o f  fa r -o ff  

h ila r ity "  (C h . 1). T h a t is  fa ir ly  e x ter n a l, a n d  th e  h ila r ity  is  n o t  a p p a r e n t  e ls e w h e r e  

in  th e  b o o k . W h e n  h e  r e tu r n e d  to  A m e r ic a , h e  w a s  a b stra c ted , n o t  a s  g e n ia l  a s  h e  

h a d  b e e n . A b o u t  t w o  y e a r s  b e fo r e  h i s  d e a th  h e  b e g a n  k e e p in g  " b y  h im s e l f  in  h is  

o w n  r o o m  [in  th e  a f te r n o o n s  a n d  e v e n in g s ]  a n d  w o u ld n ' t  le t  a n y b o d y  g o  in to  it 

[ . . . ] .  H e  e v e n  h a d  h is  m e a ls  s e n t  u p  to  h im "  (C h . 1; th e  d a t in g  fr o m  C h . 4). H e  

s t ill  c a m e  o u t  fo r  b r e a k fa st  a n d  for  s o m e  w a lk in g  in  th e  m o r n in g , b u t  fr o m  n o o n  

o n , h e  r e tr ea te d . W h a t d id  h e  d o  in  h is  r o o m ?  H e  m a y  h a v e  sp e n t  h is  t im e  

lo o k in g  o u t  th e  w in d o w ;  h e  m a y  h a v e  s p e n t  t im e  c h a n g in g  h is  c lo t h e s —h e  h a d  

a n  e x te n s iv e  w a r d r o b e  (C h . 4 ). T h e  la tter  im p lie s  h e  a d m ir e d  h im s e l f  in  a m irror. 

T h e  w a r d r o b e  tr y -o u ts  are  la ter  a s s u m e d  to  b e  tru e .

I a m  le a d in g  u p  to  s o m e th in g .  A  la ter  d e sc r ip t io n  o f  th e  r o o m  s a y s  th a t  

th e  b u r e a u  w ith  a m irro r  w a s  in  su c h  a p o s it io n  th a t it  r e c e iv e d  " little  l ig h t  fr o m  

th e  w in d o w s  in  d a y t im e , a n d  n o n e  at a ll fr o m  th e  tw o  e le c tr ic  b u lb s  b y  n ig h t."  

T h u s , w h e n  D e sp a r d  w a n te d  to  s e e  h im s e l f  in  h is  c lo th e s , h e  r o lle d  th e  b u r e a u  to  

a p o s it io n  u n d e r  o n e  l ig h t  (C h . 20 ). N o w  I f in d  it  d if f ic u lt  to  b e l ie v e  th a t a m a n  

w h o  w a s  s o m e th in g  o f  a r o g u e  w o u ld n ' t  w a n t  to  s h o w  o f f  h is  c lo th e s  to  o th e r s .
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B u t, b e  th a t a s  it  m a y , I f in d  it h a r d e r  to  b e l ie v e  th a t a w e a l th y  m a n  w o u ld  n o t  

p a y  to  h a v e  h is  b e d r o o m  f ix e d  w ith  b e tter  l ig h t in g  a n d /o r  w ith  a m irro r  so  h e  d id  

n o t  h a v e  to  m o v e  a b u r e a u  b a c k  a n d  fo r th  d a ily . T h e  w h o le  r a t io n a le  o f  th e  r o o m  

a n d  th e  d e s ir e  to  tr y  o n  h i s  c lo th e s  b y  h im s e l f  s e e m s  to  b e  in v e n te d  to  se t  u p  th e  

p u z z le  o f  th e  w o m a n  w h o  s e e m e d  to  w a lk  th r o u g h  a w a ll.

I h a v e  p ic k e d  th e  m u r d e r e e  fo r  th is  a n a ly s is  b e c a u se  it  is  fa ir ly  s tr a ig h t­

fo r w a rd ; th e  ch a ra cter  h a s  b e e n  p a r t ly  s h a p e d  to  f it  th e  p lo t . O th e r  ch a ra cters  in  

th e  n o v e l  w o u ld  ta k e  fu lle r  d is c u s s io n s ,  b u t  to  a le s s e r  d e g r e e  I b e l ie v e  th e  sa m e  

is  true: in  s o m e  c a se s  th e ir  r e s p o n s e s  to  e v e n t s  are  in te n d e d  to  su p p o r t  or  

in tr o d u c e  p lo t  p o in ts ,  n o t  to  p lu m b  th e ir  p s y c h e s .

T h e se  c o m m e n ts  are  n o t  n e c e s s a r i ly  n e g a t iv e . C arr's  r e a d e r s  c a m e  to  h is  

b o o k s  to  e n jo y  d r a m a t iz e d  p u z z le s ,  n o t  fo r  G a b r ie l C o n r o y 's  f e e l in g  th a t s n o w ­

m e a n in g  d e a t h — is  c o m m o n  a ll o v e r  Ir e la n d , n o t  fo r  a ly r ic a l n o v e l  in  w h ic h  th e  

m a in  th in g  th a t h a p p e n s  is  th a t M rs . D a l lo w a y  g iv e s  a p a r ty . I p ity  th e  r ea d er  

w h o  c a n 't  r ea d  e a c h  k in d  o f  f ic t io n  fo r  its  in d iv id u a l  m e r its , b u t  th e  w o r ld  o f  

f ic t io n  is  w id e  a n d  ta s te s  d o  d iffer .

H o w e v e r ,  C arr, a s  h a s  b e e n  sa id , is  a lso  p la y in g  a g a m e  w ith  h is  

r e a d e r s ' r a t io n a lis t ic  e x p e c ta t io n s — e x p e c ta t io n s  th a t are  s p e l le d  o u t  in  th e  g e n r e .  

Sir A r th u r  C o n a n  D o y le ,  in  "T he A d v e n tu r e  o f  th e  S u s s e x  V a m p ire ,"  h a s  S h er lo ck  

H o lm e s  e x c la im : " T h is a g e n c y  s ta n d s  f la t - fo o te d  u p o n  th e  g r o u n d , a n d  th e r e  it  

m u s t  r e m a in . T h e  w o r ld  is  b ig  e n o u g h  for  u s . N o  g h o s t s  n e e d  a p p ly "  (1215). 

L ater  h e  c o m m e n ts , "T he id e a  o f  a v a m p ir e  w a s  to  m e  a b su r d . S u c h  th in g s  d o  n o t  

h a p p e n  in  c r im in a l p r a c tic e  in  E n g la n d "  (1229). T h e r e fo r e , C arr's r e a d e r sh ip  

e x p e c te d  th e  su p e r n a tu r a l to  b e  e x p la in e d  a w a y .

B u t in  th e  " E p ilo g u e"  to  th e  n o v e l ,  m a in ly  f o l lo w in g  th e  th o u g h ts  o f  

M a rie  S te v e n s , it  tu r n s  o u t  th a t th e  su p e r n a tu r a l e x p la n a t io n  is  th e  tr u e  o n e .  

M ile s  D e sp a r d , p o is o n e d  b y  a r se n ic  a d m itte d ly , h a d  jo in e d  th e  n o n - d e a d — r ise n  

fr o m  h is  co ffin , p a s s e d  th r o u g h  th e  ea rth  fr o m  th e  u n d e r g r o u n d  to m b , a n d  r e a lly  

w a s  s e e n  in  th e  r o c k in g  chair. N o n e  o f  th is  is  s ta te d  in  d e ta il  in  th e  e p i lo g u e .  

M a rie  ju s t  th in k s  a b o u t  G a u d a n  C r o ss , "It w a s  c le v e r  o f  h im  to  p lu c k  a p h y s ic a l  

e x p la n a tio n , a th in g  o f  s iz e s  a n d  d im e n s io n s  a n d  s to n e  w a lls ,  o u t  o f  a ll th o s e  

th in g s  w h ic h  h a d  n o  e x p la n a t io n  I w a s  p r e p a r e d  to  g iv e  [ .. .] ."  G a u d a n  C r o ss , o f  

c o u r se , w a s  a n o th e r  m e m b e r  o f  th e  n o n -d e a d , o f fe r in g  a n  e x p la n a t io n  o f  th e  

su p e r n a tu r a l in  n a tu r a l te r m s a n d  a c c u s in g  t w o  o th e r  p e o p le  o f  m u r d e r ,  

p r o te c t in g  M a r ie  S te v e n s , w h o  a c tu a lly  h a d  d o n e  th e  p o is o n in g .  W h e th e r  sh e  le ft  

th r o u g h  th e  b r ic k e d -u p  d o o r w a y  or  th r o u g h  a s u p p o s e d ly  lo c k e d  d o o r , r e f le c te d  

in  th e  m irror, is  n e v e r  c la r ified .

W h a t  d o e s  C arr m e a n  b y  th e  " n o n -d e a d "  a n d  w h a t  so r ts  o f  p o w e r s  d o  

th e y  h a v e ?  T h e y  are  im m o r ta l w itc h e s .  In  C h a p te r  16, C arr h a s  a se r ie s  o f  n in e  

fo o tn o te s  su p p o r t in g  a le n g th y  d is c u s s io n  o f  w itc h c r a ft  a n d  p o is o n in g  b e in g  

in te r r e la te d  in  E u r o p e  in  th e  s e v e n te e n th  c en tu r y . T h e  t it le  o f  h i s  b o o k  c o m e s
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fr o m  w h a t  is  d e sc r ib e d  a s  th e  B u r n in g  C o u rt in  F ra n ce , se t  u p  to  try  w it c h e s  a n d  

to  b u r n  th e m  at th e  sta k e .

E v id e n t ly , fr o m  th e  im p lic a t io n  o f  th e  te x t, w itc h c r a ft  g iv e s  im m o r ta lity , 

a lth o u g h  it  is  n o t  c lea r  if  th is  r e a lly  in v o lv e s  p a c ts  w ith  th e  d e v il,  a s  th e  C h u r ch  

in  M e d ie v a l a n d  R e a n is s a n c e  t im e s  b e l ie v e d . C e r ta in ly  M a r ie 's  th o u g h ts  d o  n o t  

in tr o d u c e  th e  d e v i l  in to  th e  d is c u s s io n .  A lso , d e a th  b y  p o is o n in g  d o e s  n o t  s e e m  

to  b e  n e c e s s a r y  to  g a in  th is  im m o r ta l ity — th a t s e e m s  ju s t  to  b e  a sa d is t ic  p le a su r e  

fo r  th e  w itc h e s .  F or e x a m p le , M a r ie  th in k s  o f  h e r  h u sb a n d , "I lo v e  h im , I lo v e  

h im ; h e  w i l l  b e  o n e  o f  u s  p r e se n t ly , i f  I ca n  tr a n sfo r m  h im  w ith o u t  p a in . O r to o  

m u c h  p a in "  (E p ilo g u e ) . D o u g la s  G . G r e e n e , in  h is  b io g r a p h y  o f  C arr, p o in ts  o u t  

th a t th e  h u s b a n d  r e c e iv e s  a p a s s in g  m e n t io n  in  C arr's Panic in Box C, p u b lis h e d  

in  1966 , w h ic h  (h e  th in k s) p r o v e s  th e  h u s b a n d  h a s  n o t  s u c c u m b e d  to  p o is o n  

th ir ty -s ix  y e a r s  la ter  (462). H e  d o e s  n o t  c o n s id e r  th e  p o s s ib i l it y  th a t th e  h u s b a n d  

h a s , a n d  h e  is  n o w  o n e  o f  th e  n o n -d e a d .

I sa id  th a t p o is o n in g  w a s  n o t  a n e c e s s a r y  p a r t o f  th e  p r o c e s s , b u t  

p e r h a p s  a v io le n t  d e a th  o f  s o m e  ty p e  is . M a r ie  D 'A u b r a y  S te v e n s  (C arr's b o o k  

c a p ita liz e s  th e  D ) h a s  s u r v iv e d  at le a s t  tw o  p r e v io u s  l iv e s , b o th  w ith  th e  sa m e  

m a id e n  n a m e  a n d , a t le a s t  in  th e  s e c o n d  c a se , th e  sa m e  a p p e a r a n c e . S h e  w a s  

m a r r ie d  in  th e  s e v e n te e n th  c e n tu r y , b e c o m in g  th e  M a r q u ise  d e  B r in v illie r s . I f  I 

m a y  r e m o v e  m y s e l f  fro m  m y  a r g u m e n t  fo r  a m o m e n t, I m ig h t  m e n t io n  th a t th is  

p e r s o n —M a r ie -M a d e le in e -M a r g a r ite  d 'A u b r a y — is  h is to r ic a l. S h e  l iv e d  from  

163 0  to  1 6 76 , p o is o n in g  h e r  fa th er , b r o th er , a n d  tw o  s is te r s  in  o r d e r  to  in h e r it  

th e ir  p r o p e r ty ; sh e  a lso  w a s  r u m o r e d  to  h a v e  p o is o n e d  p e o p le  d u r in g  h e r  v is i t s  

to  h o s p ita ls .  P r e v io u s  f ic t io n  a b o u t  h e r  in c lu d e s  "T h e L e a th e r  F u n n e l"  b y  Sir  

A r th u r  C o n a n  D o y le  a n d  th e  f ic t io n a l iz e d  "T h e M a r q u ise  d e  B r in v illie r s"  b y  

A le x a n d r e  D u m a s , p e r e . S h e  w a s  b e h e a d e d  a n d  th e n  b u r n e d . (S e e  C h . 2.)

In  C arr's n o v e l  th e  n e x t  M a r ie  D 'A u b r a y  l iv e d  in  th e  n in e te e n th  c en tu r y , 

w a s  a lso  a p o iso n e r , a n d  w a s  g u i l lo t in e d  in  1861 (C h s 1 -2). T h e  cu r re n t M a r ie  w a s  

b o r n  a n d  g r e w  u p , n o t  b e in g  a w a r e  o f  h e r  p r e v io u s  l iv e s .  In  th e  e p i lo g u e ,  sh e  

th in k s , "It is  w e l l  th a t I a m  b e g in n in g  to  rem e m b e r ."

B y  th e  e n d  o f  th e  n o v e l ,  G a u d a n  C r o ss  h a s  b e e n  p o is o n e d  b y  M a rie  

b e c a u s e  h e  w a n te d  to  b e  h e r  lo v e r  a s  p a y m e n t  for  p r e s e n t in g  th e  r a tio n a l  

e x p la n a t io n  o f  e v e n ts . S h e  th in k s , " [ . .. ]  G a u d in  [sic] w a s  f le s h  a n d  b o n e , u n t il  th e  

o in tm e n t  [I a s s u m e  s h e  m e a n s  th e  c y a n id e ]  w a s  u s e d . H e  w i l l  r e tu rn  to  f le s h  a n d  

b o n e  p r e se n t ly , b u t  I h a v e  th e  b e tter  o f  h im  n o w "  (E p ilo g u e ) . A s  a n o th er  

ch a ra cter  s a y s  ea rlier , " [Y ]ou  c a n  c o n s tr u c t  a w h o le  c y c le  o f  th e  n o n -d e a d , a n d  a 

r etu rn  fo r  e v e r  o f  th e  s la y e r s  a n d  th e  sla in "  (C h . 9). 1

1 Editor's note: G audan Cross's nam e in  an earlier "cycle o f the non-dead" w a s G audin St. 
Croix.
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S o  th e  w it c h e s  a n d  w a r lo c k s  ca n  b e  r e in c a rn a ted . T h e  e x a m p le  o f  M ile s  

D e s p a r d  c e r ta in ly  s e e m s  to  s u g g e s t  a d if fe r e n t  m e a n s  o f  jo in in g  th e  n o n -d e a d . H e  

is  p o is o n e d  b u t  c o m e s  b a c k  to  s o m e  so r t  o f  life . L e t m e  s u g g e s t  th a t h is  e x a m p le  

s e e m s  to  b e  a w itc h e s '  m o c k e r y  o f  C h r is t ia n  b e lie f .  (I d o  n o t  c la im  th a t C arr w a s  

c o n s c io u s  o f  th is .)  B o th  J e su s  a n d  M ile s  D e s p a r d  d ie d  p a in fu lly . In  th e  p r o c e s s  o f  

d y in g ,  D e s p a r d  c r ied  th a t h e  c o u ld n 't  s ta n d  th e  p a in ; J e su s  c r ied  o u t, a s k in g  G o d  

th e  F a th er  w h y  H e  h a d  a b a n d o n e d  H im . T h e y  b o th  w e r e  la id  in  s to n e  to m b s , 

w ith  la r g e  s to n e s  a c ro ss  th e  d o o r w a y s . W h e n  th e  to m b s  w e r e  o p e n e d , th e y  w e r e  

e m p ty  (a t le a s t  a t first, in  th r e e  o f  th e  G o sp e l a c c o u n ts) . L ater  J e su s  a n d  M ile s  

D e s p a r d  a p p e a r e d  to  in d iv id u a ls  w h o  k n e w  th e m  a n d  c o u ld  t e s t i fy  to  th e ir  

r e su r r e c t io n s . S in c e  th e  B la ck  M a ss , m e n t io n e d  a f e w  t im e s  in  The Burning Court 
(e .g ., C h s. 16, 18, E p ilo g u e ) , is  a p a r o d y  o f  th e  C h r is t ia n  m a ss , th e n  it  is  

a p p r o p r ia te  th a t o n e  m e a n s  o f  j o in in g  th e  n o n -d e a d  is  a p a r o d y  o f  th e  C h r is t ia n  

m y s te r y  o f  th e  R e su rr ec tio n .

N o w  w h a t  d o e s  th is  a ll m e a n ?  Is it  ju s t  a n  e n te r ta in m e n t  fo r  th e  r ea d er  

w ith  a su r p r ise  for  h im  or  h e r  in  th e  e p i lo g u e ?  If so , th is  w o u ld  b e  a c ce p ta b le .  

M a n y  m o v ie s  a n d  m a n y  b o o k s  are  ju s t  e n te r ta in m e n ts  a n d  p o p u la r  for  th a t  

r e a so n . I h a v e  a lr e a d y  s u g g e s t e d  th a t th e  b o o k  is  n o t  to  b e  r e a d  p r im a r ily  for  

d e p th  o f  c h a r a c te r iz a tio n . B u t D o u g la s  G r e e n e  s a y s  s o m e th in g  in te r e s t in g  a b o u t  

th is  b o o k  so  far  a s  C arr h im s e l f  w a s  c o n c e r n e d . C arr w r o te  to  F re d e r ic  D a n n a y  

( th e  e d ito r  o f  Ellery Queen's Mystery Magazine a n d  h a lf  o f  th e  E lle r y  Q u e e n  

w r it in g  te a m ) a b o u t  a g h o s t  s to r y  "T h e D o o r  to  D o o m " :

[ .. .]  a form u la  o f  m in e  [is] that ev er y  ap p aren tly  su p ern atu ra l ev en t  

sh o u ld  b e  ex p la in ed , an d  y e t  [as in  "The D oor  to  D oom " ] at th e  e n d  a real 
e n ig m a  o f th e  su p ern atu ral sh o u ld  rem ain. Y ou see , Fred, I can't w r ite  a 

stra ight g h o s t  story. For m y  o w n  so u l's  com fort I m u st h a v e  an  
exp lan ation . (Q td. in  G reen e 216)

G r e e n e  c o m m e n ts ,

[Carr] n e e d e d  to  b e lie v e  th at th e  w o r ld  is  ord ered , th a t th in g s  so m e h o w  
d o  m a k e  sen se. [ . ]  It is  th is  co n sid era tio n  that m a k es The Burning Court so  

u n u su a l in  h is  o e u v r e  an d  that m a y  e x p la in  [ .. .]  w h y  h e  n ev er  w r o te  

anoth er  story  o f  th is  k in d . (217) I

I h a v e  in d ic a te d  th a t The Burning Court is  a m y s te r y  w ith  tw o  s o lu t io n s , a fa lse  

o n e  a n d  th e n  a r ea l o n e , lik e  m a n y  o f  E lle r y  Q u e e n 's  n o v e ls .  I h a v e  s u g g e s te d  

th a t th e  tru e  s o lu t io n  is  b a s e d  o n  a r e v e r sa l o f  d e te c t iv e -s to r y  c o n v e n t io n s  in  

o r d e r  to  su r p r ise  r ea d er s . B u t G r e e n e  h a s  s u g g e s t e d  a m e a n in g  b e y o n d  th is .

L e t u s  c o n s id e r  The Burning Court a s  a w o r k  w h ic h  su p p o r ts  th e  

ir r a t io n a lity  o f  th e  w o r ld , p e r h a p s  in  a v e r y  lo o s e ly  sy m b o lic  w a y . W h e n  M a rie
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S te v e n s  in s is ts  sh e  lo v e s  h e r  h u s b a n d  b u t  is  w i l l in g  to  c a u se  h im  s o m e  p a in , 

d o e s n 't  sh e  s u g g e s t  a m b iv a le n c y  in  m a r r ia g e?  O n e  ca n  lo v e  a n d  w a n t  to  h u r t  th e  

sa m e  p e r so n . W h e n  th e  c o o k  f ir s t  s e e s  M ile s  D e s p a r d  th r o u g h  th e  w in d o w  b e in g  

a p p r o a c h e d  w ith  th e  p o iso n , h is  e x p r e s s io n  is  o n e  o f  fear  (C h . 7); w h e n  sh e  lo o k s  

a g a in , le s s  th a n  f if te e n  m in u te s  la ter , h is  e x p r e s s io n  is  n e u tr a l (C h . 8). O b v io u s ly  

D e s p a r d  is  p r e p a r in g  to  " d ie ,"  so  to  sp e a k , to  b e c o m e  o n e  o f  th e  n o n -d e a d . H is  

f irs t e x p r e s s io n  is  o n e  o f  fear  o f  d e a th , or  a t le a s t  o f  a p a in fu l d e a th , e v e n  if  h e  

in te n d s  to  ta k e  th e  p o is o n . H is  s e c o n d  e x p r e s s io n  is , p e r h a p s , o n e  o f  a c c e p ta n c e  

o f  th e  p a in  in v o lv e d  in  h is  " d ea th ."  E ith er  th a t or  M a rie , in  a m a lig n  se n s e , h a s  

" b e w itc h e d "  h im . (C f. th e  h e x in g  u s e  o f  a s tr in g  w ith  n in e  k n o ts , " c a lle d  th e  

w itc h 's  la d d er ,"  a s  m e n t io n e d  in  C h . 16 .) S e v e r a l h o u r s  la ter , w h e n  h is  n e p h e w  

f in d s  h im , M ile s  D e s p a r d  sa y s , in  F re n c h , "I c a n 't  s ta n d  it  a n y  lo n g e r . I c a n 't  

s ta n d  th e  p a in  a n y  lo n g e r . I te ll  y o u  I c a n 't  s ta n d  it  a n y  lo n g e r"  (C h . 4). T h e se  

r e a c t io n s  c a n  b e  e x p la in e d , a n d  th e  th ir d  h a s  b e e n  m e n t io n e d  p r e v io u s ly ,  in  a 

d iffe r e n t  c o n te x t, b u t  is n 't  th e  d e a th  w is h  in v o lv e d  in  th e s e  e v e n ts  p a r t o f  h u m a n  

ir r a tio n a lity , c o n s id e r e d  fr o m  a th is -w o r ld ly  or  r a t io n a lis t ic  p e r sp e c tiv e ?  Is  an  

a c c e p ta n c e  o f  a p a in fu l  d e a th  v e r y  ra tio n a l, e v e n  fr o m  a su p e r n a tu r a l  

p e r sp e c tiv e ?

W h e n  M a r ie  S te v e n s  h e a r s  a r se n ic  m e n t io n e d  in  a c o n v e r s a t io n  so m e  

t im e  b e fo r e  th e  a c tu a l e v e n t s  o f  th e  n o v e l ,  s h e  b e c o m e s  e x c ite d  a n d  d e m a n d s  to  

k n o w  w h e r e  a r s e n ic — w h ic h  sh e  c a lls  G la se r 's  R e c e i p t - c a n  b e  o b ta in e d . A  

w o m a n  w h o  s e e s  h e r  a t th a t m o m e n t  s a y s  th a t sh e  lo o k e d  lik e  a w o m a n  in  se x u a l  

e x c ite m e n t  (C h s. 4 -5 ). A  d if fe r e n t  ch a ra cter  c o m m e n ts  a t a d if fe r e n t  p o in t  a b o u t  

th e  s e c o n d  M a r ie  D 'A u b r a y , " A  b a d  b u s in e s s .  V e ry  lit t le  m o t iv e  to  her v a r io u s  

b u m p in g s -o f f ,  it w o u ld  s e e m  . . . ju s t  th e  p le a su r e  o f  w a tc h in g  th e m  d ie  . . . " (C h. 

5). A  se x u a l or  s e m i- s e x u a l  p le a su r e  in  p o is o n in g  p e o p le  o b v io u s ly  l ie s  in  th is  

a rea  o f  irr a tio n a lity .

I f  o n e  w a n ts  to  b e  c la ss ica l, it  is  th e  c o n tr a st  o f  A p o llo  a n d  D io n y s u s  — 

r e a s o n  a n d  m a d n e s s .  A s  I sa id , th e  s y m b o lis m  o f  w itc h c r a ft  in  th is  n o v e l  is  n o t  

a n y th in g  l ik e  a n  a l le g o r y — b u t  e n o u g h  h in ts  e x is t  to  f in d  a p a tte rn . O n e  o f  th e  

c h a r a cte rs  s a y s  to  a p o lic e m a n , a fter  th e  h o le  a x e d  th r o u g h  th e  w a ll  s h o w s  n o  

s e c r e t  p a s sa g e , " [ . ..]  I ra th er  th in k , C a p ta in , th a t y o u 'v e  b e e n  ta k e n  b y  th e  sla ck  

o f  th e  tr o u se r s  a n d  p itc h e d  in to  b e l ie f  [in  th e  su p e r n a tu r a l, h e  m e a n s ] . W h a t p r ice  

are y o u  o f fe r in g  for  a m a te r ia l u n iv e r s e  n o w ? "  (C h . 16). A  r a tio n a l e x p la n a t io n  

a n d  th e n  a su p e r n a tu r a l o n e  are  y e t  to  c o m e , b u t  th e  la n g u a g e  s u g g e s t s  th e  

th e m e . It is  n o t  th e  a b su r d  u n iv e r s e  o f  th e  la ter  e x is te n t ia lis ts ;  it  is  a m a le v o le n t  

u n iv e r s e .  C arr c o u ld  o n ly  lo o k  at it  o n e  t im e .
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Addendum: Two Undertakers

In  th e  f ir s t  c h a p te r  o f  The Burning Court, E d w a r d  S te v e n s  (th e  h u s b a n d  

o f  M a rie ) is  o n  a c o m m u te r  tr a in  fr o m  P h ila d e lp h ia  to  th e  v i l la g e  o f  C r isp e n , a 

s to p  lo c a te d  b e tw e e n  H a v e r fo r d  a n d  B ry n  M a w r . A n  " u n d e r ta k e r 's  sh o p ,"  a 

fu n e r a l h o m e  in  m o d e r n  te rm s, o w n e d  b y  J. A tk in so n , is  lo c a te d  th e r e . A t th e  e n d  

o f  th e  s e c o n d  ch a p te r , A tk in so n  is  s e e n  lo o k in g  o u t  o f  o n e  o f  th e  fu n e r a l h o m e 's  

fr o n t  w in d o w s .

M o r e  sp e c if ic a lly , in  th e  n o v e l  t w o  u n d e r ta k e r s  are  m e n t io n e d :  J on ah  

A tk in so n  a n d  J o n a h  A tk in so n , Jr. (C h s. 10 , 17). J o n a h  A tk in so n , Sr. (so  to  s p e a k  — 

h e  is  n e v e r  g iv e n  th e  tit le ) , is  th e  o n e  w h o  t ie s  n in e  k n o ts  in  str in g s . (It is  

a p p r o p r ia te  to  e m p h a s iz e  in  th e  p r e se n t  c o n te x t  th a t h e  is  f ix a te d  o n  n in e  k n o ts  

p e r  str in g .)  O n e  su c h  s tr in g  is  f o u n d  in  th e  c o ff in  a fter  th e  " co rp se"  h a s  v a n is h e d  

(C h . 6 ). J u n io r  h a s  ta k e n  o v e r  th e  b u s in e s s  s in c e  th a t fu n e r a l (C h s. 12, 17).

W h a t  is  n o t  sa id  in  th e  b o o k  b u t  is  c le a r ly  im p l ie d  (I b e l ie v e )  is  th a t b o th  

are m e m b e r s  o f  th e  n o n -d e a d . F irst, a b o u t  J o n a h  S e n io r . A t o n e  p o in t, o n e  o f  th e  

c h a r a cte rs  d e sc r ib e s  th e  p r o c e s s  o f  th e  b u r ia l c e r e m o n y  o f  M ile s  D e sp a r d ; h e r e  is  

th e  f ir s t  part:

Y ou see , n o w a d a y s  th e y  d o n 't  p u t  th e  b o d y  in  th e  co ffin  an d  p u t  th e  co ffin  

in  th e  p arlor for p e o p le  to  g o  p a st an d  lo o k  a t—th e  w a y  th e y  u s e d  to. T h ey  

k eep  the  b o d y , e m b a lm ed , r igh t o n  th e  b e d  u n til it 's  tim e  to  b u ry  it; th e n  

th e y  p u t it in  th e  co ffin  an d  c lo se  it u p , an d  th e  p a ll-b earers tak e it 
d o w n sta ir s. See? T h at's w h a t th e y  d o n e  w ith  M r. M iles. (Ch. 7)

T h e  s ig n if ic a n t  w o r d  h e r e  is  embalmed. A lth o u g h  n o  d o u b t  a r ea d er  c o u ld  

im a g in e  a ll so r ts  o f  u n s ta te d  r u le s  a b o u t  th e  n o n -d e a d ,  th e  p r o c e s s  b y  w h ic h  a 

p e r s o n 's  b lo o d  is  d r a in e d  o u t  a n d  e m b a lm in g  f l u id — p r o b a b ly  f o r m a ld e h y d e — is  

su b s t itu te d  s e e m s  a s  d e a d ly  a s  a r se n ic  or c y a n id e  fo r  k i l l in g  a m e m b e r  o f  th e  

n o n -d e a d . U n lik e  M ile s  D e sp a r d , w h o  e s c a p e s  th e  g r a v e , o n e  w o u ld  e x p e c t  a 

m e m b e r  o f  th e  n o n -d e a d  w h o  w a s  f i l le d  w ith  fo r m a ld e h y d e  to  h a v e  to  b e  

r e in c a r n a te d . T h is  im p lie s  th a t J o n a h  S e n io r  n e v e r  e m b a lm e d  th e  b o d y , so  th a t  

th e  n e w  m e m b e r  o f  th e  n o n -d e a d  d id  n o t  h a v e  to  u n d e r g o  r e in c a r n a tio n  y et.

S e c o n d , a b o u t  J o n a h  S e n io r 's  h a b it  o f  t y in g  th o s e  k n o ts  in  str in g s . A t o n e  

p o in t, a ch a ra cter  s p e a k s  o f  A m e r ic a n  b e l ie f s  in  m a g ic , p a r tic u la r ly  th e  h e x e s  

p r a c t ic e d  b y  th e  P e n n sy lv a n ia  D u t c h — o n e  m ig h t  r e c a ll th a t th e  n o v e l  is  s e t  in  

192 9  (C h . 1). H e  sa y s , "I k n o w  a ll a b o u t  th a t n in e -k n o ts - in -a -s tr in g  cu r se . It's  

c a lle d  th e  w itc h 's  la d d er "  (C h . 16). T h is  is  a n  a c tu a l p a r t o f  w id e - s p r e a d  fo lk lo re . 

M o n ta g u e  S u m m e r s  m e n t io n s  m a le v o le n t  u s e s  o f  th e  w itc h 's  la d d e r  in  h is  1928  

in tr o d u c t io n  to  h is  Malleus Maleficarum tr a n s la tio n . W ith in  th e  c o n te x t  o f  C arr's  

n o v e l ,  th e  e ld e r  J o n a h  A tk in so n  s e e m s  to  h a v e  b e e n  c a s t in g  h e x e s , w h ic h  is  

a p p r o p r ia te  for  a n o n -d e a d  w a rlo ck .
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J o n a h  J u n io r  h a s  a d if fe r e n t  so r t o f  e v id e n c e  for  h is  p r o b a b le  

m e m b e r sh ip  in  th e  n o n -d e a d . L ik e  G a u d a n  C ro ss , h e  s m o o th e s  o v e r  a n d  e x p la in s  

a w a y  b o th e r so m e  e v id e n c e .  N e a r  th e  e n d  o f  th e  n o v e l ,  h e  r e tu rn s  a p h o to g r a p h  

o f  th e  n in e te e n th -c e n tu r y  M a r ie  D 'A u b r a y  to  E d w a r d  S te v e n s . S te v e n s  h a d  

th o u g h t  th a t h is  w if e  h a d  ta k e n  it  fr o m  a ty p e sc r ip t  o f  a b o o k  (C h . 3). I a m  

a ss u m in g , in  th e  w o r ld  o f  th e  n o v e l ,  sh e  d id . A tk in so n  h a s  a n  e x p la n a t io n  o f  th e  

p h o to g r a p h  b e in g  d r o p p e d  o n  th e  c o m m u te r  tr a in  a n d  th e  p r o c e s s  b y  w h ic h  h e  

w a s  a sk e d  to  r e tu rn  it  (C h . 17). H e  a lso  e x p la in s  a w a y  h is  fa th e r 's  k n o t  ty in g ,  

w ith o u t  a r e fe r e n c e  to  th e  n u m b e r  o f  th e  k n ots:

That? O h, th a t's  m y  father's w ork . [ .. .]  H e's  g e ttin g  a l i t t l e - w e l l ,  y o u  
k n o w . B ut h e 's  a lw a y s d o n e  that. H e  ta k es a p ie c e  o f  str in g  a n d  t ie s  k n ots  

in  it, th e  w a y  so m e  p e o p le  sm ok e  an d  oth ers tw is t  b u tto n s  or rattle k eys, 
to  k eep  h is  h a n d s b u sy . (Ch. 17)

A s  h e  e x p la in s  it, th e  h a b it  s e e m s  v e r y  n o r m a l.

T h e  e v id e n c e  s e e m s  to  m e  to  b e  c er ta in  a b o u t  th e  e ld e r  A tk in so n  a n d  

h ig h ly  p r o b a b le  a b o u t  th e  y o u n g e r .  C arr d o e s  n o t  m a k e  th e  s itu a t io n  u ltr a ­

o b v io u s ,  b u t  h a s  le ft  s o m e th in g  fo r  h is  r e a d e r s  to  d is c o v e r  o n  th e ir  o w n .  

H o w e v e r ,  M a r ie  S te v e n s  d o e s  th in k , in  th e  E p ilo g u e , a b o u t  th e  n o n -d e a d , th a t  

"W e m u s t  b e  v e r y  n u m e r o u s  n o w ."
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