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Unit 1 

THE CRIME FICTION 
MARKET

If your aim is publication, a crime novel is probably your best chance of achieving it. The popularity 

of the genre in all of its forms has remained strong since it emerged in the early Victorian period 

and it continues to hook readers. Library lending statistics show consistently that crime is the most 

popular genre among readers and crime/mystery books outsell general fiction in bookshops.

In short, there is a perpetual thirst among readers and publishers for more crime writing. Why? 

Because a crime novel is a novel... but more so. It has stricter requirements than general fiction or 

literature because its readers have very specific expectations in terms of plot and engagement. They 

are reading according to a long and complex tradition. 

There is much snobbery about the genre, with some writers and critics considering it a lesser 

form. The truth is that many of the greatest works of literature are, in essence, mystery or crime 

narratives. Is not Hamlet an investigator seeking to prove the guilt of his uncle through the medium 

of the play-within-the-play? Lolita announces itself at the outset as a murder mystery. Moby Dick 

is the pursuit of a lethal foe following clues across the vast Pacific Ocean (the whale appearing just 

a few chapters before the end of a colossal book). Crime fiction takes these elements and distills 

them into a purer, pacier, more gripping form. 

Indeed, it’s worth taking a brief diversion into the history of crime fiction in order to get a sense of 

its DNA. Its origins can tell us much about what makes a good story.



The origins of crime fiction
Academics have argued for a long time about who wrote the first crime narrative. 

There are elements of it in Charles Dickens and in Wilkie Collins but many point to 

Edgar Allan Poe’s short story The Murders in the Rue Morgue and we can roughly 

locate the genre’s origins in the metropolises (Paris, London, New York) of the 

1840s.

The rapid growth of the cities as people flooded in from the countryside created 

a new sense of the unknown – areas where unspeakable things might happen and 

where every neighbour was a stranger. Cities created fear and the press of the time 

fed on that fear, relishing each new horrible murder. The criminal who walked 

among us unseen and unknown sold newspapers.

In truth, the first crime narratives were those feverishly reported each day in 

newsprint, from the discovery of the body, through the investigation, the capture, 

the trial and the execution. If the criminal was never caught, even better. Edgar Allan 

Poe was one of the first to see that readers craved this kind of story, hence his second 

Auguste Dupin story The Mystery of Marie Rogêt in which the detective solves the 

crime merely by reading a combination of news reports about it.

Poe knew that his readers were the same readers buying a newspaper each day. 

He saw that a narrative form was developing: a natural story structure that was 

compelling and repeatable. He was the first to identify the tantalising importance 

of the clue, spelled ‘clew’ in many Victorian accounts. To this end, he made the 

solution of Rue Morgue a broken nail – ‘clou’ in French. He also knew that ‘clew’ 

was a word describing a length of thread that might be tied in any number of knots 

or loops before being pulled straight and revealed as a single-unbroken line. This is 

the trick of the crime writer.



Moreover, Poe’s innovation in Rue Morgue was to develop a new kind of storytelling 

that would go on to influence Sir Arthur Conan Doyle and the rest of crime 

fiction. His story was told by a friend of the detective who followed the process of 

investigation but who did not personally understand the clues being unearthed. He 

(and the reader) would have to wait until the end of the story to have everything 

explained retrospectively – the thread pulled taut and the illusion revealed.

Such games with narrative perspective have a strong tradition in the genre. In order 

to keep the reader in the dark but simultaneously interested, writers had to develop 

more complex storytelling forms. GK Chesterton’s Father Brown stories play many 

games with the concept of the clue and the notion of truth. Agatha Christie shocked 

readers with an unreliable narrator who changed the rules of crime writing. More 

recently, the genre has been used by literary heavyweights such as Thomas Pynchon 

(The Crying of Lot 49), Alain Robbe-Grillet (The Erasers), Umberto Eco (The Name 

of the Rose) and Jorge Luis Borges (various stories) as a narrative laboratory.

In short, crime fiction has always been about the story and the most compelling way 

to tell it. There is a blurring of boundaries between the fiction on the page and the 

strange noises in the neighbour’s flat. The story in the paper is the crime scene in the 

park. It is a game but it is real. 

What is crime fiction?
You may have noticed that we’ve so far referred to crime writing and to mysteries. Is 

there a difference? The genre has diversified almost beyond classification in recent 

years and each sub-genre has its own loyal adherents. There’s no guarantee that if 



you like one you’ll like another. Crime readers are notoriously picky, even among 

the novels of their favourite writer.

Nevertheless, it’s necessary to establish some kind of classification because crime 

writing is marketed and sold under various umbrellas. You and your publisher 

(and your readers) will need to know precisely what kind of writing is between the 

covers. It’s a decision you need to make before you begin writing anything. Under 

the general heading of crime fiction, we might list such types as:

Mystery

A broad term including any kind of book in which a puzzle must be solved. This 

will usually be part of a investigation by a professional or an amateur who has taken 

that role. It will involve clues that need to be discovered and interpreted and will 

withhold the solution until the end. See the Sherlock Holmes stories and Agatha 

Christie’s novels.

Thriller

Another broad sub-genre. In thrillers, the mystery or investigative element is less 

pronounced. The narrative is driven by events, by action and by a series of revelations 

rather than one big final pay-off. These books might have as their foundation themes 

of rescue, revenge or some other challenge beyond the solving of a puzzle. See Lee 

Child or James Patterson.

Police procedural

These books are set firmly in the world of the police. They closely follow authentic 

investigative patterns bound by laws and regulations. Readers like this kind of 



narrative because they appreciate the formal order – and restrictions – of the 

process. The detective cannot break down the door without a warrant. This 

is privileged information and a world we never normally experience. See Ed 

McBain or James Ellroy.

Historical

The possibilities are virtually endless here. Such books are usually mysteries in 

which the historical detail comprises much of the attraction to readers, who want to 

learn something as they enjoy the story. Investigations proceed according to a totally 

different worldview. There’s also the opportunity to include notable historical figures 

as characters or as investigators. See CJ Sansom, Margaret Doddy and Anne Perry.

Psychological

The development of profiling and psychopathy has created a hugely popular sub-

genre in which the investigation is based on a specialised knowledge of the criminal 

psyche. Again, readers expect to learn something as part of the story – information 

they can apply in their further reading and as part of their general understanding of the 

criminal mind. Such books often feature a serial killer or a criminal of sophisticated 

malice who requires an investigator of similar cunning to entrap him. See Thomas 

Harris and Karin Slaughter.

Forensic

In a similar vein (so to speak), forensic thrillers are based on the specific 

knowledge of crime-scene investigation and pathology. Their huge popularity 

is due to the information that can be learned and applied. Clues tend to be 

related to wound patterns, blood drops or genetic factors that can only be 

explained by a specialist and through prolonged investigation. The reader 

must trust the expert and follow them through patterns (as Watson followed 



Holmes). See Patricia Cornwell and Kathy Reichs.

Character

Character crime tends to exist in series and has its attraction in the following of an 

investigator with specific characteristics or methods. Such books may appear across 

genres and are hugely attractive to publishers, who can sell ten books instead of just 

one. Think of Poirot or Morse or Bond or Reacher or Rebus or Hill/Jordan... the 

Christian names are hardly relevant. See Ian Rankin or Val McDermid.

Spy

Speaking of Bond... The works of Ian Fleming may seem more like fantasy 

now, but the sub-genre of espionage remains very popular, whether its 

MI6 or the CIA. As with police procedurals, such books offer us glimpses 

into a privileged world and methods of investigation we might not image. 

Increasingly, sophisticated surveillance technology plays a part. See John Le 

Carre, Tom Clancy and David Baldacci.

Conspiracy

Crossovers with spy and historical thrillers make this a compelling and phenomenally 

popular sub-genre. The conspiracy theory is a narrative form that feeds on itself and 

generates possibilities in many directions, spiced by its relation to real events and 

real people. Is it fact or is it fiction? It’s something essential in the history of crime 

writing. See Dan Brown and James Ellroy.

Military

Once again, specialised knowledge proves to be a bonus to the reader who likes to 

know how to dismantle an M60 machine gun, silently garrotte an enemy or explode 

a yacht. As with the post-mortem or the minutiae of the arrest warrant, readers want 



to learn as they read. See Andy McNab and Vince Flynn.

Political

The machinations of government are mysteries in themselves and provide another closed 

world in which rules and norms allow for a different kind of story. In reading such novels, 

we are allowed into the corridors of power and the anterooms where the real decisions 

are made. Naturally, the stakes tend to be much higher, affecting issues at national and 

international levels. See Michael Dobbs and Richard Condon.

Hardboiled

Previously a historic genre born on the west coast of America (principally San Francisco 

and Los Angeles), hardboiled crime was a combination of police-procedural and private 

eye narratives characterised by its terse style and in which the location was virtually a 

character. It might have remained a period oddity if other writers hadn’t adopted it more 

recently. See Raymond Chandler, Dashiell Hammett, David Peace and James Ellroy.

Cosy crime

This most oxymoronic of sub-genres downplays gruesome, gritty violence in favour of a 

focus on smaller communities – worlds of jam-making, crochet and occasional bludgeoning. 

Humour plays a part, often with a parodic take on crime fiction. See MC Beaton and Agatha 

Christie’s Miss Marple. 

There are undoubtedly more sub-genres we might include – cyber/technological, or legal, 

for example. The most important lessons to be learned from this brief classification are 

broadly two:

Publishers, bookshops and readers tend to think of crime fiction in sub-genres and have 

very clear ideas about what they want to read. They need to know at the outset what they 

are buying and it’s your job to be absolutely clear where your book fits. A certain amount 



of crossover is possible, even inevitable, but there are limits. A thriller tends not to be a 

mystery because a mystery unfolds at a different pace and with a different structure. A 

reader of psychological crime may also like forensic crime, but is less likely to be a fan of 

cosy or historical crime. Such generalisations are sweeping, but they are habitual and they 

represent a barrier you need to clear.

You will also have noted that most sub-genres have a ‘special subject’, whether that’s a 

place or a subject area or a period. Your readers expect more than story and character. 

They want to enter a world different from their own, even if the book is set in their 

home town. Your job is to conceive and present that world to publisher and reader.

What publishers and readers want
You might think it’s the same thing, but the truth is that much of the time publishers 

decide what readers want rather than the readers themselves. The pseudoscience 

of marketing assumes that readers cannot possibly venture beyond fiction already 

experienced, which is why we are expected to mention in cover letters which books 

our books most closely resemble. Writers are often frustrated by reviews that begin, “I 

didn’t think I would enjoy this kind of book but...”

The fact is that an agent or publisher is going to decide whether your book is going to 

be read (unless you intend to self-publish without recourse to traditional publishing). 

There are a few ways to increase their interest.

1) Write a series. If you can approach a publisher with one book completed and strong 

ideas for two more, you have a better chance. If the other books are already written, 

even better. Series are golden geese that keep on laying – though be prepared to start 

writing a book a year (or more) to satisfy your contractual demands.



2) Demonstrate compellingly that the crime novel you have written slots neatly 

into the existing market sectors. Be clear on exactly how this is the case and name 

the books your book resembles – even if, in your heart, you are sure it’s unique. 

Publishers tend be less than credulous with your assertion that you have written 

something entirely new in the genre.

3) Go to the publisher with proof of an existing market or following that you have 

constructed through social media or other authorial activity. This does a large part 

of their job for them and is certainly good practice. Self-promotion is something 

may writers dislike, but it is increasingly essential in a difficult market.

4) Have a powerful and succinct storyline. The best kind is a ‘pitch’ you can express 

in a single sentence – something that immediately and comprehensively sells your 

idea. “An autistic chess master investigates the death of Marilyn Monroe.”; “An 

actor investigates the murder of The Ghost in an on-going production of Hamlet.” 

You get the gist.

5) Have a personal stake in the story or its world. If you were once a detective, or 

if you worked as a trapeze artist, or if you are a retired forensic pathologist, these 

things are marketing gold. The author backstory sells the book. You may not want 

to be in the foreground of your own story, but ‘human interest’ stories are what 

appear on TV, on radio and in magazines.

6) Be famous already. The least likely of our available options, true, but a sure-fire 

attraction for publishers. You may not be internationally known, but if you can 

demonstrate some degree of renown or recognition, it might be a foot in the door. 

A cynic might say that the degree of your fame and the quality of the work exist in 

inverse proportions.



The reader is easier to please. They simply want a great story well told. Literary 

style is of less importance to many (but not all) crime aficionados and may even be 

an impediment to appreciation of the story. Remember, however, that when they 

pick up your book, they are implicitly comparing it to every other crime book they 

have read and enjoyed. Your competition is all of the great crime writers already 

mentioned, so you need to make sure you are operating at the top of your game. 

This course will help you prepare for that standard.

Common mistakes
You are not the first to write a crime novel. Despite the great demand, the 

market is overloaded with unpublished books. A typical agent or publisher 

might receive twenty manuscripts a day and they are unsentimental in sorting 

through that pile. You can help them to choose your book by avoiding some 

of these very common errors:

Fan fiction

Crime readers are loyal and occasionally too emulative in their desire to write a 

book. While publishers are keen to sign another John Grisham or Ian Rankin or Val 

McDermid, they don’t want to read a pastiche of these authors. You need to write 

something that feeds the same market but which is different.

Cliché

The proliferation and multiplicity of commercial crime fiction means that the genre 

is already sailing quite close to cliché in many respects. How many more drunk/

traumatised/depressive investigators can we handle? The loony albino serial killer 

might work for some established thriller writers, but is likely to be rejected as 

absurd by most publishers. Your challenge is to write a novel that adheres to the 

foundations of the genre without simply reproducing them. You must innovate 

within fairly strict parameters.



Incredible storylines

Thrillers more comfortably accommodate scenarios in which the entire world 

is at risk, but your task is to ensure that the story remains credible and plausible. 

If your protagonist is a fish-and-chip shop owner in Wigan, a sudden debut 

into international espionage owing to a case of mistaken identity might be as 

hard to swallow as a deep-fried scotch egg. Whatever world you create must 

be carefully constructed to seem real.

Poor research

While it may seem like a fantastic marketing pitch to set your story on Mars or 

in the souks of Marrakech, you would be well advised to spend some serious 

time researching your locations and background info. It becomes clear very 

quickly whether you’ve done your homework or not. You can lose your reader 

within the first pages if you don’t establish a real world.

Genre blending

The most common mistake among first-time crime writers is to begin without 

a clear idea of sub-genre. For example, the difficult home life of the detective 

might begin to take up more time than the investigation, or what begins as 

a police-procedural becomes a fast-paced action thriller. A crime novel is a 

package that needs to be sold as something highly specific. Nobody wants to 

unwrap the orange fondant only to discover nougat lurking inside.

True stories

Novels based on personal experience can be highly sellable, but they are 

difficult to write. The problem is that real life does not contain the elements 

necessary for effective fiction. It seldom has narrative or plot. Too often, the 



urge is to tell the story ‘as it really happened’ from the writer’s point of view 

and this proves a block on creativity.

SUMMARY
The crime fiction market is rich with opportunities, but also highly demanding. 

You have to suit your book to the market and to reader expectations. This 

means not only great stories and characters but ‘something extra’ in terms of 

location, subject area or historical period. The goal is to produce a book that 

follows the long heritage of the genre while also offering something new.



Assignment One

Complete this assignment when you have studied and thoroughly understood Unit One, and send it to us 

to forward to your tutor.

Pick one from the following: 

1) Write a description (not a synopsis) of your intended crime novel and how it fits 

into the current market. Identify the sub-genre and the features that make the book 

attractive to readers. What books might it resemble? What is the essential pitch?

2) If you have not yet conceived your crime book, do #1 for one of your favourite 

crime novels. 

3) Discuss an alternative assignment with your supervisor, but bear future units 

in mind and don’t pre-empt subsequent stages of a process that has been designed 

specifically to prepare you for success.

Note: 

1.  Send your assignment as a Word doc attachment by email: writingcourses@warnersgroup.co.uk

2.  To send your assignment by post, please type in double spacing on single sides of A4. Please write 

your name and student number at the top right hand corner of each page. Send to: Writing Magazine 

Creative Writing Courses, Warners Group Publications, Fifth Floor, 31-32 Park Row, Leeds LS1 

5JD. Please enclose a stamped and addressed envelope for the return of your assignment.

3.  If you have any questions or wish to raise any queries with your tutor, please use a Tutor Query sheet 

and send it with your assignment
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