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Josephine Tey is a pseudonym under which Scottish author and playwright Elizabeth Mackintosh published mystery novels.  Mackintosh used a second pseudonym, Gordon Daviot, for her plays and also in her personal life, which she guarded zealously.  Tey avoided the press, shunned photographers, and never granted interviews.  For this reason, and the fact that she kept only a small circle of friends, Tey is a difficult subject for a biographical paper.

Due to the lack of information from other sources, Tey’s novels can be examined for insights to her character and experiences.  While her books are not really autobiographical, glimpses of Tey can be found in them.  Hunting for these glimpses can be as interesting as solving the mysteries in her stories.

Elizabeth Mackintosh was the daughter of Colin and Josephine Horne Mackintosh.  She was born in Inverness, Scotland sometime in 1896 or 1897.  She had two sisters, both of whom married, although she herself never did.  Her father was a produce dealer.

Her sister, Mairi MacDonald, reports that Tey was an active and happy young person who didn’t care overly much for her studies but took great pleasure in gymnastics.  Known as “Bessie MacK” to her school friends, she would “scamper off to the cloakroom, where upon an old set of parallel bars - housed there for no apparent reason - she delighted herself and others by turning somersaults, and performing various other acrobatics in a highly expert manner.”

Tey attended the Royal Academy in Inverness and then the Anstey Physical Training College in Birmingham from 1915-1918.  The curriculum consisted of classes in medicine, chiropractic treatment, physical theory, gymnastics, and dance.  It was a popular course of study for young women at that time.

After graduating, she taught at physical training colleges near Liverpool and in Tunbridge Wells in England until 1926 when her mother died and she returned to her parents’ home in Inverness to care for her invalid father.  Tey drew on her experiences as a student and teacher for her 1946 novel Miss Pym Disposes, set at the fictional Leys Physical Training College.

Tey started writing almost as soon as she could walk, according to her literary agent, who also states that “writing was always her greatest amusement.”  She published short stories and poems during the late 1920s in Scotland newspapers and in the English Review.  Her first novel, The Man in the Queue, was published in 1929 under the name Gordon Daviot.  It was reportedly written in two weeks for a competition sponsored by the publisher Methuen.

Daviot was the name of a district where her family had frequently vacationed.  Josephine Tey, which combines her mother’s first name with the surname of her English grandmother, was first used in 1937 for Tey’s second mystery, A Shilling for Candles.  All of her subsequent mystery novels were written as Tey.

Tey’s first big success came in 1932 with her play Richard of Bordeaux, directed by and starring Sir John Gielgud.  The play was a national sensation and helped to establish Gielgud’s career.  The two became friends and Sir John’s writings are an important source about Tey’s life.  Tey uses the novel under discussion to promote her play.  Detective Grant states he saw Richard four times at the New Theatre.  This is an early example of what investment bankers call media driving the media.

Tey wrote 12 full-length plays and four were given London productions, but none equaled the popularity of her first success.  She also wrote about a dozen one-act plays that were performed on radio.  Tey wrote a biography of Scottish hero John Graham and three non-mystery novels.  Two of the latter, Kif (about a World War I soldier) and The Privateer (about the pirate Henry Morgan) received favorable reviews but are no longer in print.

It has been suggested that Tey’s mystery writing was of little importance to her compared with her plays – an idea based on a comment by Gielgud that Tey referred to her mystery novels as “yearly knitting.”  

You will recall a scene in the Daughter of Time where Marta Halland is trying to persuade the playwright Madeleine March to write a play about the life of Lady Blessington.  March puts the project aside to write “one of her awful little detective stories”.  All this glosses over the quality of her mysteries, the six best of which were published in the last years of her life.  It also ignores her evident ambivalence toward the theater.

Many of the theater personalities who appear in Tey’s mysteries are unfavorably portrayed.  Among these is Edward Adrian, who appears in Miss Pym Disposes.  Adrian, an aging stage actor popularly esteemed as a “national treasure,” is described as a “weary-looking creature who looks like a molting eagle” and who likes to study himself in mirrors.  His advances are spurned by Miss Lux, a physical training instructor who describes the theater as an “outmoded convention” and who calls Shakespeare’s Richard III a “criminal libel on a fine man, a blatant piece of political propaganda, and an extremely silly play” - a thesis that Tey argued at length in The Daughter of Time.

In the book, Tey also has a scene where Marta describes the previous night’s performance where the lead actor dried up in the second act.  He was thinking about a new house he was going to purchase instead of concentrating on his lines.

No information about any romance that Tey may have had has come to light, although Gielgud suggests that she might have suffered a bereavement in World War I.  However, Tey’s novels feature a series of independent women who actively avoid marriage.  Their attitude, and that of Inspector Alan Grant, who appears in many of Tey’s mysteries, implies that: “successful people do not seek fulfillment through others – including through marriage – but through themselves.”  The author seems to have held similar views.

Tey enjoyed fishing, horse racing, the country, and the cinema.  References to fishing and horse racing frequently occur in her novels.  Tey loved England above all, despite her Scottish heritage.  Her 1950 mystery novel Brat Farrar celebrates English country life.

Josephine Tey left her entire estate, valued at £26,718, along with the proceeds from her writings (which has amounted to about half a million pounds) to the National Trust for England.  Interestingly, the victim in A Shilling for Candles, a famous actress, left her fortune to the National Trust also.

Tey died at Streatham, London on February 13, 1952.  She had apparently known of her mortal illness for a year but had avoided telling her friends.  Many of her theater friends attended the funeral service, including Sir John Gielgud. 

Scotland Yard inspector Alan Grant is introduced in The Man in the Queue, 1929.  Grant investigates the stabbing of an unidentified man in a theater queue.  The novel is marred by Grant’s long-winded theorizing, but it introduces two themes which appear consistently in Tey’s work:  persecution of the innocent and the fallibility of evidence.

Tey’s second novel, A Shilling for Candles, 1937, improves on the first.  The drowned body of a famous actress is found on a beach near the cottage where she had been staying incognito with a young man.  Alfred Hitchcock’s Young and Innocent, his favorite among his British films, was based on this novel.

Grant does not appear in Miss Pym Disposes, 1946, which takes place at a girl’s college.  While visiting Leys Physical Training College, author Lucy Pym observes cheating on a final examination.  Her response precipitates a tragic chain of events leading to murder.  Tey pursues her interest in the fragile nature of justice.  The result is a masterpiece.

Based on the 18th century case of Elizabeth Canning, The Franchise Affair, 1948, may be Tey’s best novel.  Kane accuses Marion Sharpe and her mother of abducting and torturing her.  Marion Sharpe is one of Tey’s independent women, and her acerbic and perspicacious mother is wonderfully portrayed.  An uproariously funny surprise witness appears toward the end of the story at the Sharpe’s trial, providing a rare glimpse of Tey’s humor.

Tey listed “horses” and “country life” as entertainments in the 1948 edition of Who’s Who.  Her 1949 mystery, Brat Farrar, is nothing if not a celebration of these.  When Brat Farrar impersonates Patrick Ashby, the long-missing son of a wealthy family, in an attempt to inherit the family estate, he becomes embroiled in Patrick’s mysterious disappearance.  Brat develops a strong sense of belonging to the English countryside which may reflect Tey’s own feelings.

Inspector Grant returns in Tey’s sixth novel, To Love and Be Wise, 1950, about the search for a missing celebrity.  Notable is the consistent spoofing of the arts community.

Tey’s most famous mystery, The Daughter of Time, 1951, finds Grant “investigating” the centuries old murder of the Princes in the Tower from a hospital bed.  Tey develops the thesis that Richard III was the innocent victim of character assassination by Tudor historians.  This thesis had originally been articulated by Horace Walpole in 1768 and by other later revisionist historians.

Her defense of Richard III provoked considerable controversy, but the novel’s essential message about the malleability of truth does not depend on the case Tey makes for Richard’s innocence.

Tey’s final mystery, The Singing Sands, 1952, was found in manuscript form after her death.  Suffering from acute claustrophobia and on the edge of a nervous breakdown, Grant travels to the Scottish Highlands to recuperate.  The body of a young man is found aboard the train on which Grant is a passenger, and he feels compelled to investigate what appears to be an accidental death.  Several of the characters in this novel are obviously drawn from sketches which Tey published in the 1920’s.

Tey seems to have wished to be remembered as a dramatist rather than a mystery writer.  Her obituary in The Times makes only passing reference to her novels.  She had an abiding interest in history and most of her plays were historical in nature.  A frequent purpose of her writing was an effort to polish the image of a tarnished historical figure.  This she attempted in her plays on Richard II and Mary Queen of Scots, her biography of John Graham and her novel on the life of Henry Morgan.  Some critics applauded these works as constructive re-interpretations, others dismissed them as whitewashing.

Tey also was intrigued by the similarity between the role of the detective and the role of the historian.  Both attempt to re-create a past event.  Both deal with similar problems:  the authenticity of documents, the bias of participants, the ability of witnesses to observe, remember and relate.  But she recognizes the detective has the advantage of being able to question living witnesses and of personally testing their credibility.

By and large, Tey’s novels were weak on plotting and marred by clumsy foreshadowing.  But they had fine dialog, graceful writing and developed characters, particularly minor characters.  She did not limit her character analysis to motive and passion, but explored tendencies, propensities and states of mind.  She created not a puzzle of crime but a puzzle of character and a drama of psychological conflict.
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