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ABSTRACT 

This study seeks to examine (mis) representations of otherness in British detective fiction and focuses 
a story published in 1895 in 

Chronicles of Martin Hewitt by Arthur Morrison. In line with its objectives, the study firstly introduces 
characteristics of Victorian detective fiction and then provides a literary analysis of the crime story with a 
presumed murder victim, an exoticized crime setting, the detective figure and a foreign gypsy as the criminal 

gypsies in Victorian society and depicts misrepresentation of the figure of the outsider gypsy as the 
criminal/villain in British community for endangering their sense of security and safety in the period. The use 
of primaeval superstitions as a motive for committing a crime further demonstrates estrangement of the gypsy 
community by distancing them both culturally and temporally through implications of primitiveness and 
savageness. 
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1. INTRODUCTION  
Published in 1895 in Chronicles of Martin Hewitt 

; the bungling of dim-witted police; the 
greater powers of observation and superior mind of the detective; and the startling and unexpected 

with two suspects due to some superficial evidence found in the crime scene, it soon turns out that 

superstitions of foreign communities and his observation skills and logical interpretation of the clues 
in the crime scene assist him to figure out the reality about the case and criminals. 

More significantly, the story raises fundamental questions regarding (mis) representations of 
otherness in Victorian detective fiction. To what extent do these narratives reflect the Victorian 
authors 
preconceived ideas? How do they strengthen the idea of community or challenge the stereotypes of 
otherness? This study aims to address these issues with an emphasis on a presumed murder victim, 

stereotyping of (foreign) gypsies in Victorian society. The use of primaeval superstitions as a motive 
for committing a crime in the plot further indicates estrangement of the gypsy community distancing 
them both culturally and temporally through implications of primitiveness and savageness. The 
figure of the outsider gypsy as criminal/villain depicts its misrepresentation in the British community 
for endangering their sense of security and safety in the nineteenth century.  

 

2. BRITISH DETECTIVE FICTION AND MARTIN HEWITT 
e stories are, in many ways, considered as a continuation of Arthur Conan 

eriod 

Strand Magazine and introduced Sherlock Holmes to the middle-class readers.  In the same year, 

Magazine. When Doyle completed his Sherlock Holmes series in a few years, Morrison was offered 
* This shift 

marks a critical change 
and the East End. Along with the Martin Hewitt stories, the Strand also published a series named 

(burglary, forgery 
and coiners etc.) to educate the public about protecting themselves against crime and criminals 

well as false or misleading identification.  

mes (Harper, 68). Hewitt is depicted 

individuality. The puzzle in the story is highlighted and the detective is not an eccentric or exotic 
character who creates suspense. Socially, Hewitt relies on his profession for financial support and he 

and non-specialist professional detective in London (Kayman, pp. 50-51).  In Chronicles of Martin 
Hewitt
of Hewitt accompanying him during his investigations. Unlike Holmes, Hewitt does not use disguises 

 
* Morrison twenty-five stories were published between 1894 and 1903 and Martin Hewitt was the detective in some 
well-known magazines such as The London Magazine, The Strand Magazine, and The Windsor Magazine. Shortly after 
their periodical publication, these stories were published in four volumes: Martin Hewitt, Investigator; The Chronicles of 
Martin Hewitt; The Adventures of Martin Hewitt; and The Red Triangle, a series of six related stories that feature 
Morrison's version of Moriarty, the master criminal Mayes (Greenfield, 2002: 18). 
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and lives as an ordinary citizen in the city. Yet, both Holmes and Hewitt are clever, and they possess 
superior observation and logical reasoning skills making them distinguished detectives. 

reass
-51). 

Rather than carrying any personal eccentricity, like in most characters in detective diction, Hewitt is 
identified by his approaches and methodologies to solve crimes. Hewitt not only uses the force of 
logical thought and that of deduction, but he also makes use of specialised knowledge and scientific 
instruments, which 
this genre, these stories reflect the emergence of new forms of state control and surveillance to protect 
middle- -to-upper 
class values are protected against any criminal activities carried out by marginalised individuals or 
communities, and they are solved by skilled police or detectives.  

Foreign criminals, foreign victims and foreign settings have long been used in crime and 
The Murders on the Rue Morgue 

-century English detective stories, criminals 
are often foreign and they a
2003: 73). Placed at the heart of mystery and suspense, the unknown criminal arouses feelings of 
curiosity and fear, based on preconceived ideas of the author (and the readers) about alterity and 
difference (Anderson et.al., 2012: 1). In this sense, these stories contribute to national, social and 
cultural construction of otherness and reflect the ideological approaches of the state on identity, 
belonging or hybridity.  

The use of f

of a minority group is presented as a suspect of a presumed murder and the detective represents 
English society. In the story, the projection of evil onto others (minority cultures) is used as a way 
of distancing dominant cultures from it (Morton, 2004). At the same time, the figure of the detective 
acknowledges cultural multiplicity by his ability to relate to different social classes, cultures and 
communities, as elaborated in the next section.  

 

3.  
The story is set in Ratherby, a small town far from London. Martin Hewitt and Brett visit the 

September. The plot includes the Fosters family from Ratherby, 
a couple with two sons and one daughter. After the death of Mr John Foster in an accident, Mrs 
Foster marries Mr Jonas Sneathy, a fortune-hunter and a director of penny banks as well as some 
insurance offices (Morrison, 1896: 141). Soon, Mr Sneathy find out that he cannot benefit from his 

-
physical violence against his wife. Witnessing such a terrific moment, Henry and Robert save their 
mother and then they beat Mr Sneathy. They further threaten him about chopping his hand off and 
hanging him to the door. Soon after their departure to London, the two brothers are called back home 
by their sister and they find out that Mr Sneathy has just left home after an incident. They go out to 

is found in Ratherby hanging to a tree and with the right hand cut off. This discovery leads the local 
community to assume that he did not commit suicide but was murdered. The only suspects are the 
young Fosters who threatened him earlier and they were seen walking in the same direction. 

Upon the discovery of the body, Hewitt goes to the crime scene (before the police) and finds 
some evidence that ultimately leads him in a completely different direction regarding the presumed 
murder and murderer(s). In the first instance, Hewitt comments on hanging and mutilation of the 
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footpath, indicating the presence of Mr Sneathy, Robert and Henry together, the detective continues 
to search for further evidence in the wood. Conversely, Mr Hardwick considers all evidence as proof 

discovery of the truth as the detective claims that initial presumptions could lead to wrong 
interpretations of available evidence. 

Using his high observational skills and reasoning, Hewitt finds out that the rope used for the 
hanging is an old one rather than that of the Forsters. Based on the evidence such as the missing right 

-handed 
brothers, Hewitt is convinced that the two brothers have not murdered Mr Sneathy. He has a different 
assumption and therefore he decides to do some further research about the case in the area. In higher 
parts of the wood, Hewitt and Brett find two recent human footmarks, and soon they discover an 

 of small twigs, 

(Morrison, 1896: 161). In line with these discoveries, the reader is left with several essential 
is mysterious man with the broken shoe? What had he to 

do with the murder of Sneathy? What did the mutilation mean? And who were his friends who left 

Brett arrive in an open space where they find a gypsy encampment and a few people sitting around 
a fire. The crime setting is exoticized with superstitions of ancient cultures and the presence of a 
gypsy encampment in the area. 
 

4. VICTORIAN GYPSIES AND REPRESENTATIONS OF OTHERNESS  
 Although their origins and the first date of arrival into England is not precisely known, the 
gypsies have been living in the country as a minority ethnic group from the early sixteenth century. 
Besides their racial difference, as constant travellers, the gypsies maintained an independent and self-
sufficient way of life that contradicts the sedentary life in the British industrial society and bourgeois 
ideology in the nineteenth century (Matthews, 2008: 5).  In Gypsy-Travellers (1988), David Mayall 
depicts the common perception of the travelling gypsies in England as follows:  

[Gypsies] had a freedom resented by the householder and were seen as marginal to the 
normal forces of law and order. Those travellers who did not work, or were not seen to work, 
were thought of as idle mendicants; those who did were said to pursue sham and vagabond 
employments which evaded hard and real toil. In short, they were seen as unwelcome and 
unsavoury parasites. The nomadic way of life stood in defiance to that experienced and 
suffered by the sedentary population. It rejected materialism, conformity and subjugation to 
industrial discipline. Anything that suggested eccentricity and unconventionality was treated 
with an interest qualified by reserve and suspicion. (90)  

country and as a threat against the established social and moral order. For these reasons, eight major 
legislations were enacted from the early sixteenth century until the end of the eighteenth century to 
control and restrict their movements and places for camping (Mayall, 1988: 189-

islations that were more 
severe were enacted. This issue was also taking more space in news, periodicals and literary works 
unlike earlier centuries (Wilder, 2004: 5). Nevertheless, as Mayall also notes, the Vagrancy Act of 
1824 was the most harmful law en
considerable discretionary powers to magistrates, who showed little reluctance in enforcing it, and 

-  immune 

gypsies from settling down in a place temporarily without the permission of owners of any private 
properties (Matthews, 2008: 5).  

Since gypsies had lower literacy levels and preserved an oral culture rather than written 
records, available texts for analysis were often written by non-gypsies (Mayall, 1988: 7). This means 
that the gypsy identity was often re-constructed by middle-to-upper class, sedentary male artists and 
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often refers to the gaze and estrangement of settled societies in the countries they wandered. Their 
racial and cultural differences as well as travelling lifestyle were considered as a deviation from 
normalcy and denoted their outsider status from the perspective of middle-class sedentary individuals 
describing them (Matthews, 2008: 31). However, it is still not clear whether their otherness or 
marginalisation originate from their race, culture or lifestyle (13).  

-class male 
writer and further complicates misrepresentation of the gypsies by identifying the 

views as a representative of the middle-
opinions on the occurrence of mysterious crimes far from London, unlike the common belief that the 

view on ancient races, civilization and savagery reflect the common Victorian ideas on marginalising 
other minority cultures:  

sight, have been no more extinguished by the advent of the nineteenth century than have the 
ancient races who practised them in the dark ages. Some of the races have become civilized, 
and some of the savageries are heard of no more. But there are survivals in both cases. I say 
these things having in my mind a particular case that came under the personal notice of both 
Hewitt and myself an affair that brought one up standing with a gasp and a doubt of one's 
era. (Morrison, 1896: 138)  

Brett links savagery and mediaeval superstitions with uncivilised races/communities living in the 
nineteenth century. His feelings of awe and doubt of his era arouse curiosity and reveal his 
assumption that all races are developed at some level and they conform to Western ideals of 
community and civilisation. In this regard, the narrative offers a story of otherness of ancient 

 

 In the narrative, the gypsies travelling in England are differentiated from the gypsies of other 
parts of Europe and the narrator makes an explicit connection between criminal activities and 

story, Hewitt communicates with the gypsies in the Romani language and the English translations 
are provided by the author in the footnotes.* The detective  knowledge of a minority language 
marginalises him, but it also displays his conformity to a multicultural society through his 
communication with other ethnicities. The small group consists of gypsies, half-gypsies, and Lees 
and Hewitt introduces himself and Brett as pirimengroes (or travellers). This indicates a strong 
classification of the gypsies which reinforces their exclusion and otherness in the period. After a 

 

"You're not all Lees here, I see?"  

"Yes, pal, all Lees."  

"But he's not a Lee?" and Hewitt jerked his head towards the tent.  

"Why not a Lee, pal? We be Lees, and he is with us. Thus he is a Lee."  

"Oh yes, of course. But I know he is from over the pawny. Come, I'll guess the tem [country] 
he comes from it's from Roumania, eh? Perhaps the Wallachian part?"  

The men looked at one another, and then the old Lee said:  

 
* Studies regarding linguistic origins of Romani language suggest that it can be traced back to north Indian languages 
(Kenrick, 2004: 5) Some expressions used by Hewitt in the story are as follows: Kooshto bock, pals!" [Good luck, brothers]  

"Sarshin, daddo?" [How do you do, father] he said; "Dell mandy tooty's varst."[Give me your hand] "Tatty for pawny, 
chals. Dell mandy the pawny, and lell posh the tatty." ["Spirits for water, lads. Give me the water and take your share of 
the spirits."] (Morrison, 1896: 163-86). 
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"You're right, pal. You're cleverer than we took you for. That is what they calls his tem. He 
is a petulengro, and he comes with us to shoe the gries [horses] and mend the vardoes [vans]. 
But he is with us, and so he is a Lee." (Morrison, 1896: 166)  

As this passage suggests, the man with the broken shoes is identified as a foreign gypsy and he is the 
person being close to the muti

the encampment (165). The outsiderness of the foreign gypsy is reinforced by his darker skin colour 
and exoticizes the story even further.  

of Glory:  

It did exist in this country in the last century, when there were plenty of dead men hanging 
at cross-roads, and so on. On the Continent, in some places, it has survived later. Among 
the Wallachian gypsies it has always been a great article of belief, and the superstition is 
quite active still. The belief is that the right hand of a hanged man, cut off and dried over the 
smoke of certain wood and herbs, and then provided with wicks at each finger made of the 
dead man's hair, becomes, when lighted at each wick (the wicks are greased, of course), a 
charm, whereby a thief may walk without hinderance where he pleases in a strange house, 
push open all doors and take what he likes. Nobody can stop him, for everybody the Hand of 
Glory approaches is made helpless, and can neither move nor speak. (Morrison, 1896: 183) 

As explained by Hewitt, the Hand of Glory is a superstition that has a long history and took place in 
folk tales and legends in Europe.* Hewitt solves the presumed murder of Mr Sneathy as being a 
suicide and the mutilation of his right-hand by a foreign gypsy who believed in the Hand of Glory. 
He explicates that Mr Sneathy and the two young Fosters had not met in the wood and they were 
looking for him to take him to the asylum for they believed he had gone mad. The footmarks of a 
broken shoe, twig-signs, and some jagged hair are used by Hewitt to use reasoning and deduction in 
the light of available evidence. The man is arrested by Hewitt and Brett on the very act of practising 
the superstition and sent to the prison. Yet the next morning, he is discovered to have escaped and is 
never found again. 

 

5. CONCLUSION   

of the Victorian community regarding the travelling gypsies in the nineteenth century. Whilst Brett, 
as the narrator, represents the middle-
gypsies, Hewitt is constructed as a more hybrid character whose role acknowledges cultural 
multiplicity since he can relate to different social spectrums as well as exotic cultures and 
communities. Not relying on presumptions and convictions, the detective uses both observation skills 
and his knowledge about the gypsies, the Romani language and their old superstitions. His empirical 
approach allows him to solve the crime and prevent false accusations of the gypsy as a murderer. 

In this way, the story not only discloses the dominant exclusion and stereotyping of the 
travelling gypsies in Victorian England, but it also challenges the perception of otherness based on 
preconceived ideas with its unanticipated end. Although it is assumed that the victim was murdered 
by his stepsons, it turns out that he committed suicide and his hand was cut off after death by a foreign 
gypsy who believed in Hand of Glory. Morrison exoticizes the crime setting by choosing a small 
town far from London, with ancient superstitions and a gypsy encampment not far from the hanged 

through implications of primitive beliefs and savagery. Hewitt, as the detective, reassures a sense of 
security and safety for the middle-class narrator, as representative of the society he writes for. 
Thereby, the author attempts to subvert the perception of the foreign gypsy as the criminal other and 
embraces cultural and ethnical difference in a multicultural society. 

 
* For other tales and legends on Hand of Glory, see  https://www.pitt.edu/~dash/hand.html 
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