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About the Book 
 

Strong Poison was first published in 1930, and is the fifth book in the Lord Peter 

Wimsey detective series. It’s the book in which Harriet Vane, who becomes an 
important recurring character, first appears. Harriet Vane is a mystery novelist on 
trial for poisoning her bohemian ex-lover, Philip Boyes.  
Harriet is, indeed, familiar with methods of poisoning and has been known to 
purchase poison--but as research for her novels! Peter is convinced of her 
innocence. He visits Harriet in prison, is immediately smitten, and vows to find the 
real murderer. Harriet politely but firmly declines the proposal but accepts his 
help. Can Peter find out who really killed Philip before Harriet’s case is sent to re-
trial and she is convicted of murder?  

 
About the Author 
 
Dorothy Leigh Sayers (13 June 1893 –17 December 1957) was a renowned English 
crime writer, poet, playwright, essayist, translator, and Christian humanist. She 
was also an accomplished student of classical and modern languages. She won a 
scholarship to Somerville College, Oxford and in 1915 she graduated with first 
class honours.  

Sayers is best known for her mystery series featuring English aristocrat and 
amateur sleuth Lord Peter Wimsey. The series, which is set between the First and 
Second World Wars, remains popular to this day and has been adapted many 
times. Sayers herself, however, considered her translation of Dante's Divine 
Comedy to be her best work.  

For more information on Dorothy L Sayers, check out the official website of the 
Dorothy L Sayers Society: https://www.sayers.org.uk  
 

 

https://virl.bc.ca/book-club
https://libbyapp.com/search/virl/search/query-strong%20poison%20sayers/page-1
https://www.sayers.org.uk/


Discussion Questions, Facts, and Activities 
 

1. STRONG POISON involves a fascinating personal angle for Sayers: 
 

In 1920, Sayers become involved with a Russian Jewish writer named John 
Cournos. Cournos had many qualities in common with STRONG POISON's murder 
victim Philip Boyes. Cournos was also an advocate of free love, declaring he did 
not believe in marriage and did not want children.  
 
Sayers and Cournos's relationship lasted two years. Cournos later went on to 
marry a crime writer--just like Sayers! Sayers felt bitter towards him for pushing 
her to sacrifice her own beliefs (she was a High Anglican) for his own principles 
which he apparently did not hold to for very long.  
 
An interesting way to get back at an ex-lover who did you wrong I'd say! Not 
everyone has the option of making their ex into a murder victim by poisoning in a 
perennially popular novel. Cournos also wrote about their relationship in his 1932 
book The Devil Is An English Gentleman.   
 

2. Lord Peter Wimsey is Dorothy L. Sayers' famous detective and the 
star of 11 novels and a number of short stories.  

 
Peter is an aristocratic amateur detective who works collaboratively with his valet 
Bunter, as well as an undercover employment agency for women. He's a dapper 
bachelor and gentleman scholar with ample wit and charm. It's been said he was 
Dorothy L Sayers' ideal man.   

What other famous fictional detectives are you familiar with? 

How do they compare with Peter Wimsey?  Does anyone?  
 

3. Do you have a favourite era for the setting of detective or mystery 
fiction?  

 
Victorian? Edwardian?  

1920s-1930s? 1940s-1950s? 1970s?  

Contemporary? Something else? 
 

https://libbyapp.com/search/virl/search/query-strong%20poison%20sayers/page-1


4. What's your detective name? 
 
Try the chart below, or use these random detective name generators: 
 
https://thestoryshack.com/tools/detective-name-generator  
 
https://www.bestlittlebaby.com/name-generators/detective-name-
generator.html  
 

 
 
 

https://thestoryshack.com/tools/detective-name-generator
https://www.bestlittlebaby.com/name-generators/detective-name-generator.html
https://www.bestlittlebaby.com/name-generators/detective-name-generator.html


5. Strong Poison brings Spiritualism to the foreground, with key plot 
developments arising out of séances undertaken by Lord Wimsey's 
confederate, Miss Katharine (Kitty) Climpson. But what is Spiritualism 
in the time and place in which Sayers is writing? 

 
Spiritualism as a practice, or craze, or pastime, had its heyday in Britain and 
Europe from the 1840s through the 1920s. Central is the belief "that the spirits of 
the dead exist and have both the ability and the inclination to communicate with 
the living" (Wikipedia). Of course not all spirits are benign or cooperative. The 
living can benefit from the intervention of a "control," or helpful spirit, willing to 
speak for their fellow departed, and to keep their ghostly brethren in line.  

Contemporary fiction abounds with spiritualist echoes, with human "mediums" 
able to "channel" voices from beyond the veil, and with occult instruments like 
the Ouija board, while Spiritualism as a confessed belief continues to attract 
modern adherents (nowhere moreso than in the United States).  

For more on what it all meant to practitioners of the Victorian Era, and early 20th 
century, follow the link below to an article by The New Yorker.  

https://bit.ly/3rGmfxu  

 

6. Have you checked out VIRL's Adult Summer Reading Challenge?  
 
If you're a fan of the mystery theme of this month's Take a Break selection (or if 
you just love reading, completing challenges, and winning prizes), make sure to 
visit www.virl.bc.ca/adult-summer-reading-challenge for all the information on 
how to play. There are even fun puzzle activities to complete! Have fun!  

 
7. Who did you think the murderer was before it was revealed? Were 

you right or not? Which clues piqued your attention? Where did 
Sayers trick you?  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

https://libbyapp.com/search/virl/search/query-strong%20poison%20sayers/page-1
https://bit.ly/3rGmfxu
http://www.virl.bc.ca/adult-summer-reading-challenge
https://virl.bc.ca/book-club
http://www.virl.bc.ca/adult-summer-reading-challenge


Readalikes 
 
There’s certainly no shortage of classic mystery   
 

 CORONER’S PIDGIN by Margery Allingham: https://bit.ly/3zV0oW0   

 MURDER ON THE ORIENT EXPRESS by Agatha Christie: https://bit.ly/3BZUGnl  

 THE DARKEST EVENING by Ann Cleeves: https://bit.ly/3j7JM6E  

 THE MOONSTONE by Wilkie Collins: https://bit.ly/3laYNqU   

 BEHOLD, HERE’S POISON by Georgette Heyer: https://bit.ly/3zQaIOU  

 IN PRIOR’S WOOD by G.M. Malliet: https://bit.ly/3BVVl9v  

 MURDER IN OLD BOMBAY by Nev March: https://bit.ly/3feuKuE  

 A MAN LAY DEAD by Ngaio Marsh: https://bit.ly/3BVJNDc   

 DEVIL IN A BLUE DRESS by Walter Mosley: https://bit.ly/3lkiT29   

 A RISING MAN by Abir Mukherjee: https://bit.ly/3iZ20ak   

 THE SUSPICIONS OF MR. WHICHER by Kate Summerscale: 

https://bit.ly/3zWzoVR   

 THE MAN IN THE QUEUE by Josephine Tey: https://bit.ly/3BVWG01  

 A STUDY IN SCARLET WOMEN by Sherry Thomas: https://bit.ly/37cGnxD   

 THE SECRETS OF WINTER by Nicola Upson: https://bit.ly/3ygDKXI  
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