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Writers are often rather partial to 
crime fiction. Geza Ottlik for example 
was a great aficionad o of Agatha 
Christie, collected her works, read and 
re-read them with immense enthusi-
asm. This kind of love may be oae of 
the driving forces behind thE anti-
detective novel's increas ed presence in 
twentieth century literature, the ph e-
nomenon when the formal and topi cal 
elements of the detective novel are 
incorporated into the Vi7orks of high-
brow or middle-brow literature. In 
these boo ks the investigative process 
acquires a metaphysical and epistemo-
logical dimension, overburdening the 
traditional stmcture of the detective 
novel in such a way that the elements 
of the structure are bereft of function-
ality. 

Tamas Benyei's book is an inve sti-
gatio n int o this relationship betwe en 
the detective novel and the anti -
detect ive novel, aiming to shed light 
on the intricate pattern of intera c:tion 
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between the two. When Benyei begins 
his books with the ambitious list cre-
ated by detective Mike Hoolihan, the 
investigator of Martin Amis's Night 
Train, he unintentionally describes his 
own method of investigation: Mike 
Hoolihan lists all the possible motives 
for the investigated murder and tries 
to attack the problem from different 
angles, until he is absorbed into the 
unsolvable mystery of sin. Something 
similar happens in Tamas Benyei's 
book. The vast amount of material, 
the manifold nature of the problem 
J.nd the abundance of clues turn the 
investigation into an anti-detective 
c:xploration: the investigative process 
is tr ansformed into attempts of de-
scribing the probl em, like a post-
modern detecti ve attempting to gather 
enough material for indictment in an 
unsolvable case, where the investiga-
tion inevitably turns into a vast case-
descrip t ion, and the murder-book int.o 
a work of art, thus elevating the mur-
der or murders on to an artistic level. 

Tbe first chap ter describes the tra-
dition of the anti-det ective novel from 
a historical perspective, defining the 
problem of the relationship between 
the detective and the anti-detective 
novel by examinin g the tradition of 
the detect ive novel in relation with 
mode rn ism and pop:ilar culture , rely -
ing heavily on a postmoderni :,t ap-
pro ach to literary traditi on. The 
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highly self conscious and formalised 
nature of the detective novel made it 
into an ideal victim for the aspirations 
of the postmodernist literary tradition 
- and the crime ·was committed, the 
anti-detective novel evolved into be-
ing. Benyei 's analysis mirrors he first 
chapter of a detec tive (or anti-
det ective) novel: by introdu cing the 
probl em, he sets the scen e for the 
subsequent investigation, and in the 
later chapters he will attack the prob-
lem from a multitude of angles, being 
fully aware of the fact that this case 
cannot be cracked, solved and shelved, 
yet per sisting in his obsession, and in 
th e process creating an impr essive list 
of structures, pattern s and sim ilarities, 
which reads almost like a bri ef h istor y 
of literary criticism, applying one 
critical method after the other to the 
original problem. 

The list of the discussed author s is 
seemingly endless: the works of Paul 
Auster, Samuel Beckett , Alain Robbe-
Grillet, Vladimir Nabokov, Umberto 
Eco, Michel Butor, Robert Coov er , 
Martin Amis , John Fowles, Thomas 
Pynchon, John Barth, A . S. Byatt, 
Muriel Spark, Lawrenc e Norfolk, 
Peter Ackroyd (and the list is far from 
complete) are all discussed and scruti-
ni sed for elements typical of the anti-
detective novel. These typicalities 
could all be organised into another 
infinite list: repetition, reading, the 
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distortion of realism, structure, myth, 
the transform ation of the victim, the 
transformation of the detective, chi-
asmus, metamorphosis, parody , irony, 
fini te and infinite games. Like a tire-
less investigator on a routine assign-
ment , Benyei tr acks down each ele-
ment of the list, and looks for corre-
spo nding elem ents between the two : 
each category serves as a point of ori -
gin for a bri ef ana lysi ~ involving some 
names from th e first list, and in the 
process the original category is ele-
vated onto a m etaphoric level. In the 
process he is aided by a third list, the 
list of critics and the or ists containing 
such names as H artmann , Fr eud , Kris-
teva, Mo retti , Kcrmode, Foucault, 
Barthes, de Man , Fry or Gadamer. 

The repetiti ve patt ern of crim e fic-
tion implies and incorporates the 
process of reading, and on a meta-level 
it implies the process of analysis; the 
investigative p rocess is n othing more 
than the recreati on of the original 
crim e, and accordi ngly when 1-he anti -
detectiv e no vel is analysed, the 8.naly-
sis may only result in a text which 
recreates the anti-detective nov el. The 
listing of the relationship between the 
three lists is a fourth list, which is 
actually the inv estigation itself, an 
infinite and self-generating pattern 
which in a Borge sian matter emulates 
the subject o f the inve st igation. And 
indeed, for Benye i Jorge Louis Borges 



is the arch-villain and the arch creator, 
and the single handed perpetrator 
behind the whole process of anti-
detective fiction turned into postmod-
ernism, whose works are both iconic 
and typical of the whole process, con-
structing the point of origin and the 
culminating point of the anti-detective 
novel, manifesting almost all the ele-
ments from the first list, thus serving 
as an unifying thread leading the in-
vestigation. 

The investigative process is de-
fined by the field of the investigation 
and the method of the investigator, 
and when Benyei intentionally re-
strict s his own field of investigation 
to the analysis of the traditional de-
tective novel by excluding most of 
the hard-boiled crime fiction and 
modern crime fiction, where the 
mystery and the investigative process 
is no longer crucially important, he 
narrows down the problem to a more 
manage able proportion, but he also 
renounces any taking into account 
the developments within the realm of 
the modern crime fiction. This is 
regrettable, because the hard-boiled 
nov el and the modern serial-killer 
myst ery manifest many of the ele-
ments typical of the anti-detective 
novel, displaying a remarkable meta-
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physical and epistemological inclina-
tion, and also some degree of self-
conscious reflexivity . It seems that 
the reaction to the genre of tradi-
tional detective novel is not restricted 
to the field of literature: the trans-
formation which has taken place 
within the realm of the pulp mirrors 
in many way s the development of 
the anti-detective novel. The works 
of Ed McBain, Thomas Harris, James 
Ellroy and Elmore Leonard are par-
ticularly interesting from this respect. 

Success is not very typical of the 
post-modern detective, and when Be-
nyei at the end of his book realises 
th at the text he created is shot 
th rough by the influence of the anti-
detective novel in such a way that it 
has become in fact a mirror image of 
the texts he analysed, admits himself 
in the ranks of the post-modern detec-
tives: the list he has drawn up is an 
impressive and welcome attempt at 
solving a mystery, which cannot suc-
ceed, and succeeds in the gesture of 
failure. The list had to be compiled, 
and the minute and accurate descrip-
tion of the process passes for a solu-
ti on. A post-modern case cannot 
really be closed, or it can only be 
closed to be re-opened. 
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