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History of British 
Murder

02



The Limehouse Golem / 
The Five / Whitechapel

This week we focused on the history of British Murder by looking at one 
of the first serial killers, Jack the Ripper, and his victims. We centered the 
women by sharing their stories and only acknowledging the fact that a 
unifying trait was that their lives were ended by Jack the Ripper. Rather 
than glorifying the murders, we shared their lives in hopes to continue 

their memory.
We also watched The Limehouse Golem that included a female villain. 

Throughout the film the killer is thought to be a man and when it is 
discovered the killer is a woman, the story (and motives) shift to create 
a shock. Often in life (and in the film) women are doubted and seen as 
weaker, less smart and Lizzie subverted those ideas making the viewer 

realize the outdated mindset they perpetuated. 
Both the book and the film allowed me to learn a bit about the history of 
British murder and how women are portrayed as both victim and villian. 
This week set the stage for the rest of what we learned throughout the 

term. 



Our first excursion was a walk around 
Whitechapel; where (at least) five 
women were murdered by “Jack the 
Ripper.” In doing this walk, we took the 
focus off Jack and instead spoke about 
the women and their lives; and what 
ultimately led to their deaths. Pictured 
behind us is a pub in which each of the 
ladies would have been patron to, 
almost centered to where they were 
found. We each were assigned one of 
the women and shared information 
about her life near the spot in which her 
life ended. 

Whitechapel



In this photo I am sharing the history of 
Mary Jane Kelly near the spot that was 
once her flat. By centering the women, 

we take the focus from the murderer 
and rather shine a light on the victims. 

The five women had lives that are rarely 
discussed when reading/hearing about 

“Jack the Ripper.” The women were 
more than just his victims and we 
highlighted that through our walk 

through Whitechapel.

Mary Jane Kelly



Gendered 
Geographies: 
British Noir

03



Hidden / British Noir
British noir plays with viewers' feelings by using wide angle 

shots of vast, empty landscapes and dark lighting. This creates 
the mood of loneliness. They also feature solemn crimes and 

murders that are more brutal than what other shows may 
project- such as floating in a river at the bottom fo a ravine as 
featured in Hidden. Characters are morally ambiguous which 

leaves the viewer wondering whose side they should be on. 
Hidden is an example of British Noir, with the morally 

ambiguous lead detective who is a strong woman- with some 
complicated downfalls. The viewer roots for the lead but also 
questions their motives. Supporting the woman in power but 
also questioning if she is right for the job- sometimes feeling 

both feminist and misogynist in the analysis. 
There is a chaos/disorder in British Noir- or at least the feeling 

of disorder. With the vast landscapes and music to set the 
tone, the viewer never knows what is going to happen next. 



05

LGBTQ in British 
Detective Fiction 

and Crime 
Dramas



Lou Stephens / The Paying Guests
The Paying Guests gave a new insight into female villains where in this 
case the female villains were lesbians- perpetuating the “killer lesbian” 
trope. The women also got away with the murder, continuing with the 

hegemonic idea that a woman would have been too weak to carry out 
the murder. The frequency in which we see LGBTQ+ characters in crime 
shows/novels is not often however when we do they are often portrayed 

with many undesirable tropes.
As one could guess, Lou’s experiences were much different than our 

characters in The Paying Guests. Lou did not hide who she was and in 
fact was able to embrace it! Though she and Mo did face challenges, 

they were able to make their way through the ranks and overcome those 
obstacles. Lou and Mo also brought in the perspective of the detective to 

contrast the villains we met in the book. They were able to share their 
experiences which in turn helped me learn a lot about the UK criminal 
system. I also learned about how the UK views LGBTQ+ people in the 

workplace and specifically in law enforcement.



The Justice 
System in 
the UK
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Line of Duty / The Old Bailey / 
Witness for the Prosecution

I sadly missed out on watching Line of Duty however I felt I got a good feel of the 
UK justice system through going to The Old Bailey, and seeing the play Witness 
for the Prosecution. They allowed us to witness accurate representations of the 

court system. 
The Old Bailey dropped us into an unexpectedly exciting case. During our time in 

the gallery, we were able to witness the prosecution questing one of the 
defendants. It was interesting to see how the UK court system works in 

comparison to the US system.
Though seeing Witness for the Prosecution was not initially on our agenda, it 

provided a new, more relaxed setting in which to experience a UK court. 
Although it was dramatized, the play still felt like a real court case. Seeing the 

play, in addition to going to a real court at the Old Bailey allowed us to witness 
the system in action- and how it was supportive of some, and built against 

others. 



The Old Bailey is the central criminal court 
for England and Wales. Only very serious 
cases go here- minor infractions are tried 
elsewhere. We initially thought we were 
sitting in on a drug case then it came to 
light the case we watched was a murder 
case. We watched as the prosecutor 
questioned one of the defendants. 
It was interesting to see how the court 
system differs from in the US, particularly 
with the required dress for attorneys and 
the lack of interruption from the other side. 

The Old Bailey



Since it relates to the justice system in the UK, I want to 
discuss the play “Witness for the Prosecution.” The play 

portrayed a fictional, dramatized version of the court system 
using the setting of an old courtroom.

Throughout the play the audience bore witness to the 
dynamic between the accused and their barriesters as well 

as court witnesses and their testimonies. The play 
highlighted the positives and faults of the court system while 
providing a parallel to modern day trials. In the show we see 

the power of whiteness and how the accused used his 
privilege and power over others to evade prison. It comes as 

a shock to the audience because like the barristers, we too 
are convinced of his innocence- missing the signs that point 

towards his guilt.. 

Witness for the 
Prosecution



Gender, Ethnicity, 
and War
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The Skeleton Road / The Imitation Game
Although war is not alway directly correlated to crime, it can be a main 

factor in a crime show or novel. In both Skeleton Road and The 
Imitation Game (that takes place at Bletchley Park) feature war as a 

motivating factor. 
Skeleton Road follows investigators as they attempt to uncover who 

has been killing war criminals and another investigator trying to figure 
out who killed a skeleton that was found years later. In the end it is 

uncovered that Tessa, a human rights lawyer is killing war criminals as 
revenge. She ultimately gets away with it (and ends up being killed by 

a friend… who gets away with her mruder). There is then this 
conversation of whether it is okay that Tessa got away with the 

murders with the understanding that the people she killed were bad 
people. Is it feminist to discuss whether it is okay to play god?

Speaking of playing god, the team at Bletchley Park that created the 
Bombe had to play god in order to keep their invention a secret. If they 
stopped every attack, it would be known they had a codebreaker and 
they war would have gone on for much longer. This is another difficult 

conversation to have in terms of whether or not it should be up to a 
select few to decide who lives and dies in a world war. 



Bletchley Park was used as a place to break the 
Nazi Enigma code. The mission was secret, only 
people who worked there knew the details. At first 
women only worked as stenographers to write 
down the intersected code which was then taken 
to the team of codebreakers. Eventually a 
woman, Joan Clarke, was recruited to join the 
team of codebreakers and assist in creating the 
Bombe. She was part of the team however still 
seen as less smart by outsiders and had 
challenges she faced due to her gender. After the 
war, the women who worked at Bletchley had to 
go back to their old, tedious jobs and were not 
able to talk about the work they did at Bletchley- 
while the men could go back into their jobs in 
academia.

Bletchley Park



The machine that Alan Turing created 
that broke the Enigma code. Initially 

Turing was underestimated, and was 
almost not able to complete the 

machine. Eventually his team joined him 
and they worked together to create the 

Bombe. By using some of the messages 
the team had decoded, they were able to 

create a machine that could break the 
daily codes. The team became war heros 

and their invention led to the end of the 
second World War. 

The Bombe

https://docs.google.com/file/d/1NtO8qKY2RccI5ucu5lSwGbCaW5WcX4J-/preview


Crime & 
Punishment
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Tower of London

Originally the Tower of London was not meant to be a prison- it 
was a royal fortress and a symbol of power. However, the tower 
became a place to hold prisoners who were seen to be serious 
threats to national security. They housed a range of people in 

different classes as prisoners and they each had different 
experiences- some grand and some ending not so great. 

In the 16th and 17th centuries, torture was used at the prision but 
not often. We now know the extent of the damage torture causes 
and do not use those techniques but in those centuries, they did 

anything to get information they wanted. 
Today, the Tower of London is a site for tourism and not 

imprisonment and torture however it is still regarded as a dark 
place of torture and execution.



The White Tower in the center of 
the Tower of London is home to 
where a lot of the prisoners were 
kept. Prisoners with high status 
were kept at the top of the tower.
The ground floor of the White 
Tower is where they used to 
torture and interrogate prisioners. 
Today the White Tower still stands 
tall and strong in the center of the 
fortress- no longer used as a 
place of imprisonment and 
torture. 

White Tower



A common form of punishment at the time the 
Tower was operational as a place of torture and 

punishment was beheading. One of the most 
famous victims of Henry’s reign was his second 
wife, Anne Boleyn. She was found guilty of high 

treason by the court. Near this spot in the Tower 
of London, Anne Boleyn was executed by 

beheading in 1536. In 1861 Queen Victoria visited 
the Tower and was so moved by Anne Boleyn’s 
story that she ordered a plaque to be placed in 

the spot where the memorial stands today. There 
has been a memorial in this place since then. This 

sculpture was placed here in 2007.

Execution Memorial



Race in British 
Mysteries and 
Crime Dramas
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McDonald & Dodds / One Way Out
Up until this point the majority of characters in the films, shows, and novels were 

(or assumed to be) white- investigators, victims, and villains. 
This week we broke that cycle and read, One Way Out, a book that featured a Sikh 
investigator and his Muslim wife. The book discussed their challenges in religious 

differences (along with his family) and also the racism of white nationalist groups 
that are seen across the world. The book challenges hegemonic crime dramas by 

including intersections of identity as part of the plot and motivation for the 
characters. In turn, this creates more dimensions to the characters and helps the 

reader understand their motivations more clearly. 
In the episodes we watched, McDonald and Dobbs critiqued race more subtly, 

where the viewer needs to pay attention to understand the undertones of 
conversations. In the second episode, the use of McDonald as a “token Black 

person” was made clear by using her as well as other Black people in the 
department to be in an advertisement. A detail that may have been missed by 
the average viewer however is magnified when using an intersectional feminist 

lens. 
Together, both the show and the book subvert the concept of whiteness 

throughout the crime genre. By allowing us the opportunity to see through 
different eyes, we were able to better understand the experiences of people of 

color in law enforcement in the UK- at least in fictional crime dramas.
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Gendered 
Geographies: The 

Village Cozy



Agatha Raisin & the Village Cozy
The “Village Cozy” allows viewers to imagine a picturesque town with seemingly 

perfect neighbors then a (not too violent) murder happens. Someone with no 
investigative experience comes in and works to solve the murder. In the end, the 

murder is solved and the town goes back to the paradise it once was. 
We see this in Agatha Raisin and the Quiche of Death- a cozy town disrupted by 

a murder. Village Cozys highlight the power of the untrained investigator- 
subverting the idea that you have to be trained to solve crimes. The amateur 
sleuth is able to challenge even the authorities in a race to solve the crime. 

Though she is doubted from the beginning, Agatha Raisin uses her background 
knowledge and newfound power to solve the crime and keep the town as a safe 

place. 
Village cozys are comforting more so than other genres in crime literature/films. 

They leave the reader feeling happy/calm rather than on edge. Cozys do not 
play by the rules of other crime genres and in fact, attempt to be more comical- 
to take away from the despair of death. Agatha Raisin leaves us with a sense of 

achievement knowing that she solved the murder and was able to make a 
name for herself in this town that intitally did not accept her. 



Social Class in 
British Detective 
Fiction and Crime 
Drama
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Happy Valley / At Bertram’s Hotel
Class is a key part of the crime genre. A lot of times, the crimes that take place in 
“lower class” areas are dirtier, more evil, and coldhearted; meanwhile in “upper 

class” areas the crimes are planned out, quick (in terms of death), and often 
crimes of passion. 

Happy Valley sheds light on the effects of drugs and (lack of) money on a small 
town in England. Throughout the series we see the class distinctions, through the 

dirty, cold hearted crimes- in this case motivated by money. We also see the 
“never ending job” of being a woman. Catherine works all day as an officer then 
must come home to be the caregiver for her sister and grandson. In an “upper 
class” society, she would be able to relax rather than continue to work hard in 

her home.  
In the case of At Bertram’s Hotel, there was the crime of passion ending in the 
result of the deaths of two people- and the killer not being caught. There was 

also the long-con of money laundering through the hotel that was not found out 
until there was a murder at the hotel. Both of these crimes are “upper class” 

crimes. 
We got to see how the 1% lives and shops when exploring Mayfair. Seeing the 

inspiration for At Bertram’s Hotel really put into perspective the kind of clientele 
that would be seen at the hotel. The book characters got away with their crimes, 
as upper class people often do- simply because they have the money to do so. 



Seeing Brown’s Hotel provided a visual 
representation of how the 1% would have 
(and continues to) live in London. The 
hotel- which is said to be the inspiration 
for At Bertram’s Hotel- sits in the middle of 
Mayfair, surrounded by high end shops. 
The hotel also has a vintage feel by its use 
of refurbished furniture and wallpaper 
accurate to the time in which the hotel 
was built. Seeing the hotel really set the 
scene for the book and I could definitely 
see a murder taking place there (though I 
would not want that to happen, it is just a 
really good location for crime solving.)

Brown’s Hotel



The Royal Arcade is a modern day example of 
arcades that the 1% would use today and in the 

past. There are few shops but they are all high end; 
places I would only dream of affording. Going from 

where I live to visiting Mayfair, there is a clear 
class/income difference between the locations. The 
class difference was also clear by the types of cars 

we saw: less taxis and public transport and more 
high end vehicles. It is baffling to see the class 

differences in neighborhoods next to each other. 
Especially in comparison to our Brixton walk the 

other class took in the morning. 

The Royal Arcade



Feminist Crime 
Drama
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Scott & Bailey
In terms of crime genres, Scott & Bailey is an example of feminist 

crime drama. It portrays the tropes common to feminist crime 
dramas such as women friendships, women’s independence but 
at the same time it challenges societal ideas of power structures. 
Scott & Bailey are a team yet have complicated lives outside of 

their office/friendship. They are not only detectives that work 
together but individual women with many layers to their 

experiences. 
Though it is less likely to be included in feminist crime dramas, 
they occasionally have characters that stray from the “what is 

morally right” path and characters that have questionable 
morals. Feminist crime dramas allow parts of all the other crime 
genres we discussed to come together- they provide a new lens 

for the viewer to enjoy. 



Throughout the term we analyzed how 
crime is depicted in television, film, and 

literature in the UK. We also had the 
opportunity to go into the world and 

explore different parts of London that 
related to what we learned. I gained a lot 

this term and will use this new lens to 
continue to look critically at the crime 

genre during my future enjoyment of films 
and novels. 

And I couldn’t have done it without...



the best 
investigating 

team


