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FOREWORD 
 
 
 
Towards a Theory of Whodunits: Murder Rewritten is a book that 

continues a project initiated by a group of researchers in literature and 
cultural studies several years ago, attempting an apology, or a defense, of 
literary genres that have enjoyed great popularity with readers worldwide 
for two centuries, but which have dwelled on the margins of the canon. 
Rarely regarded by critics and theorists as highbrow, these genres have 
constantly negotiated their position, following and, at the same time, 
defying literary and aesthetic conventions. CSP has already published 
three collections of essays signed by this group of scholars, devoted to 
other “minor” genres: romance (Romance: The History of a Genre, 2012), 
fantasy (Reading the Fantastic Imagination. The Avatars of a Literary 
Genre, 2014), and children’s literature (A Serious Genre. The Apology of 
Children’s Literature, 2016). The present volume encourages readers to 
look at detective fiction in a new light. Tackling the best known authors in 
the genre as well as marginal, forgotten or eccentric names, discussing 
prose which fits perfectly in the pattern of the genre or texts which have 
been conventionally associated with other genres, moving from literary to 
film studies, proposing a pluridisciplinary approach and relying on genre 
theory and reader-response theory, the book measures the impact of 
whodunits and justifies their appeal among a very diverse readership. 

In the first section (Archetypes and Avatars), the essays trace the origin 
of detective fiction back to the labyrinths of feeling characterizing Gothic 
fiction and its later development, the dark Romanticism. Francisco Javier 
Sánchez-Verdejo Pérez’s introductory chapter, The Gothic Genre as the 
Father of the Suspense in Detective Fiction, discusses the context in which 
the Gothic gained popularity in the late eighteenth and the early nineteenth 
century, responding to philosophical and aesthetic transformations and 
then focuses on how the Gothic revival merged with the budding detective 
genre, which responded less to an aesthetic reality and more to a social and 
scientific one. The chapter discusses the connection between the Gothic 
tradition and detective fiction in terms of continuities and discontinuities. 
The fight between good and evil, the suspense, the dramatic quality of the 
plot, the fear of the unknown, the clash between the past and the present 
are common features, while the supernatural is gradually replaced by the 
rational and the scientific.  
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Dana Percec’s chapter, Extraordinary Occurrences and Strange Cases, 
takes its cue from the previous one and argues that the detective story is 
the result of a double permutation: first, it is the legitimate offspring of the 
Gothic. Secondly, Gothic fiction, a genre blooming in the late eighteenth 
century, with loyal and enthusiastic followers in the nineteenth, is born at a 
crossroads, after the dramatic clash between two ages and two worldviews: 
on the one hand, the old ways, with their irrational restlessness, on the other, 
the emerging rationalism and scientific advances. This clash was all the 
more dramatic since it was, by all appearances, final: the last push for the 
former and, for the latter, the first attempt to come into force. The chapter 
discusses three “cases” which deal in either fear or the sensational (the 
Newgate criminal biographies, accounts about vampires and witch trials), 
as non-fictional instances of the transition from the preternatural to the 
natural (even naturally deviant), predicting the emergence of genuine 
“cases”, whose fictional accounts aspire to the standards of verisimilitude 
of the modern, rational mind.  

From its onset crime or detective fiction was greatly indebted to the 
Gothic tradition. The chapter discusses the inherent similarities shared by 
the Gothic and the detective and how the former shaped the latter, later 
witnessing its cinematic transformation into the noir and the neo-noir. The 
Gothic has always been considered a rather unruly genre, difficult to 
contain within clear boundaries, but both genres try to reveal what is 
hidden and both explore transgressions, taboos and the thin line between 
everyday life and the criminal. As both are examples of sensational 
literature that thrives on the images projected by a dark, base counter-
world, the similarities between the two are “uncanny”: the same macabre 
atmosphere, the fascination with the evil and corrupted human nature, the 
dead body, both subject and object of obsessive scrutiny and the past that 
haunts the present. Ana Cristina Băniceru’s chapter, The Detective–The 
‘Uncanny’ Avatar of the Gothic, follows the emblematic figure of the 
detective, starting with Dupin, arguably the first detective, the European 
aristocrat, eccentric, sophisticated and reclusive, the high-born father of 
the hard-boiled detective and the precursor of the morally ambiguous 
detective of the neo-noir film. The criminal is in many cases the 
detective’s Gothic double, his Doppelgänger. As the latter is hunting the 
murderer, he learns to think like him, identifying with him to complete 
annihilation of the self. Hence, the detective crosses the border between 
the normal and the deviant. This Gothic mixture of opposites makes its 
way into the detective genre, enabling the readers to see “to see the cracks 
and borders, lies and constructions in the ostensibly stable” (Wisker 2006, 
179). 
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Chapter four by Marius-Mircea Crișan and Carol Senf establishes a 
connection between the vampire and the detective, both emanations of the 
nineteenth century, which, initially, seem to have little in common, with 
the former regarded as a haunting and mysterious figure from the past and 
the detective a hunter capable of taking advantage of modern technology 
within the heart of the contemporary urban environment. The emergence 
of vampires in detective fiction and even of vampire detectives is, though, 
quite common at the beginning of the twenty-first century, as indicated by 
novels and series such as Blood Price (by Tanya Huff), Blood Hunt (by 
Lee Killough), The Last Vampire (by R. A. Steffan and Jaelyn Woolf), or 
mashups by Seth Grahame-Smith and Fred Saberhagen.  

The second section of the book, Negotiating with Highbrow Genres, 
includes chapters which start from the assumption that, as detective fiction 
gained more popularity, it has also striven to gain more prestige, seeking 
associations with canonical authors and texts. Writing in favour of an 
improved position of detective fiction in the literary canon, the second part 
of the book proposes two contemporary responses to classics, as well as an 
essay about subtle intertextual games that are part of a complex ontological 
debate. In Euripides and Seneca’s plays Medea is depicted as a character 
who employs her magic art to exact revenge on her enemies and fulfill all 
her dark heart’s desires. The true measure of Medea’s evil nature is 
revealed in her decision to murder their children as a punishment for 
Jason’s betrayal. Christa Wolf’s Medea is a contemporary re-writing of 
Medea’s myth, one which shockingly exonerates Medea of all her faults. 
The method, as Adriana Răducanu’s chapter, “The Unspeakable Mother?”: 
Re-writing the Canon in Christa Wolf’s “Medea”, argues for, is by re-
casting Medea in the role of the detective, the lonely investigator whose 
horrible discoveries threaten to shatter the very foundations of mighty 
Corinth and question the fabric of its society. Thus Wolf re-writes both the 
role of the detective and the nature of the crimes and secrets being 
unveiled, by connecting them to more general issues of gender, class and 
colonialism. The narrative thus unfolds crimes which are derived both 
from the specificity of desire and greed of individual characters, and the 
corrupted nature of their respective societies.  

Codruța Goșa’s chapter, There’s Beauty in Decay: Responding to Jo 
Nesbø’s Response–Macbeth, chooses one of the novels in the Hogarth 
Shakespeare rewriting project, a novel proposed by the master of the 
Scandinavian noir, to investigate how the Jacobean tragedy can turn into a 
detective story. Shakespeare’s shortest and darkest play is transported by 
Nesbø in contemporary Scotland, in a dismal post-industrial environment, 
where the protagonists become the victims of corruption and the ordinary 
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citizens are entrapped by drug addiction. The chapter also analyzes how 
students in English, who studied Shakespeare in their literature classes, 
respond to this rewriting, which has been both praised and condemned by 
critics.  

Stepping out of the traditional conventions of the detective story and 
bringing it closer to postmodernist fiction and poststructuralist approaches 
of truth, self and language, the metaphysical detective novel finds new 
means of challenging our manner of reading–and in its case, re-reading–
mystery stories, deepening the final enigma rather than solving it. Daniela 
Rogobete’s chapter, The Metaphysical Detective Story: Ontological Quests 
and Ambiguous Truths in Paul Auster’s Fiction, argues that, continuing 
the subtle metaphysical elements introduced by Poe and Borges in their 
works, Paul Auster is acclaimed as the author who brought the genre to 
perfection, transforming the detective’s search for truth into a useless 
search for a sense of self.  

If detective fiction is regarded by mainstream literary criticism as 
“minority”, how does this alleged status contribute to the promotion of 
cultural, ethnic or religious groups that have been also regarded as 
minoritarian? The chapters in the third section, The Mainstream and the 
Marginal, attempt to answer this question, discussing detective fiction that 
conveys a message about African-American and Jewish-American culture, 
respectively about South-African culture.  

Due to its easily recognizable structure, its status as a popular genre 
and its relation to the production of knowledge, detective fiction was a 
favorite source to recycle for postmodern writers. Recently, postmodernism 
has been understood as a purely academic event, specific for white males 
to the detriment of precisely the alternative knowledges it purported to 
support. Loredana Bercuci’s chapter, From the Anti-Detective to the Black 
Detective in Blind Man with a Pistol (1969) and Mumbo Jumbo (1972), 
analyzes Chester Himes’ Blind Man with a Pistol (1969) and Ishmael 
Reed’s Mumbo Jumbo (1972), two novels which use postmodern 
techniques but are almost never considered exemplary works of this 
literary trend. The conclusions seek to answer two important questions: 
How is the figure of the black detective in the 1960s and 1970s different 
from the postmodern anti-detective? What do these works reveal about 
African-American culture?  

Cristina Chevereșan’s chapter, This Story Isn’t Us”: Pseudo-Detectives 
and Speculative Story-Telling in Philip Roth’s The Ghost Writer, focuses 
on Philip Roth’s 1979 The Ghost Writer, wherein Nathan Zuckerman 
makes his debut as narrator and authorial alter-ego. The twofold reading of 
this layered masterpiece revolves around the storyteller’s investigative 
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work. Acting as a private eye in both his fiction and his real life, 
Zuckerman plays detective and imagines an alternative destiny for the 
famous Anne Frank, in his immediate proximity. Simultaneously, his own 
recollections are built into a psychological mystery, in order to explore 
and expose problematic aspects of individual and communal identity, and 
revisit some of Roth’s major themes: Jewishness and Jewish history, the 
crises of domestic life, the lure and torment of fiction writing as a way of 
dis-/ un-covering the self and the other(s). 

A third essay included in this section provides a complementary 
reading to Roth’s fiction. Gabriela Glăvan’s chapter, Mystery as Tragedy: 
Philip Roth’s Nemesis, focuses on Roth’s final novel, a fictional account 
of an outbreak of poliomyelitis in the writer’s native city of Newark, in 
1944. A vivid example of allohistory, the novel recalibrates some of the 
writer’s most frequently revisited themes and concepts–illness, Jewishness, 
death, relationships, memory and young age, against the backdrop of a 
massive public health crisis. Moreover, the novel is built on a fundamental 
mystery–that of a devastating disease that claims the lives of children; and 
that of its spreading agents, acting like invisible deadly messengers. The 
chapter reads Nemesis as a mystery novel with a plot that closely 
resembles a detective scenario. 

The section concludes with a chapter about South-African detective 
fiction. Although it has been widely assumed that crime/ detective fiction 
has developed as a genre in South African literature only in the post-
Apartheid period, the starting point of Luiza-Maria Caraivan’s chapter, 
The Development of Detective Fiction in South African Literature, is 
Elizabeth le Roux’s opinion (2013), who demonstrates that there is an 
older history of this popular genre. In this respect, the chapter examines 
various writings from the colonial and Apartheid periods in order to create 
a historical background for the twenty-first-century crime and detective 
South African writings. 

A rewarding approach to the whodunit, proving its versatility, is the 
pluridisciplinary one, as the fourth section, A Genre on the Move, shows. 
How successful the transfer to other disciplines and media is can be seen 
in the adaptation of crime stories on the big (and small) screen, where the 
step from the written text to the audio-visual media has been successfully 
made as soon as the seventh art was invented. An example of how 
enjoying the whodunit can become part of a multimodal experience is 
Stephen Tapscott’s chapter, Rosebud, Citizen Kane, Detective Stories, and 
the Open Secret, which focuses on Orson Welles’ Citizen Kane, as an 
example of a story which mixes genres from literary history and from 
cinema and yet, paradoxically, is centrally a detective-story. Welles had 
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worked to dramatize several mystery-stories by Agatha Christie and 
Nicholas Blake in the months preceding his work on the film script, and 
his work on a version of Joseph Conrad’s Heart of Darkness reinforced 
the stylistic and epistemological model from the detective genre. Those 
lessons Welles adapted include the use of retrospective narration, the use 
of multiple narrators, and techniques of information-management that 
correspond to specific camera techniques (e.g., deep-focus shots). Finally, 
the detective model provided Welles a way to manipulate symbolic 
information, like “Rosebud,” with overdetermined attention: Rosebud in 
the film is less a solution than a metaphor of ambiguity.  

Science is known to legitimize real life as well as fiction. In detective 
stories, science plays an essential role, particularly through the highly 
technological equipment it efficiently employs, thus making the fictional 
narrative more realistic–at least in the eyes of the nonscientific viewer–and 
putting special emphasis to the value of truth related to the crime. 
However, in many TV series of the police procedural subgenre, truth is 
only proven by science but first glimpsed through all sorts of tricks 
pertaining to the ingenuity of the detective–or, more frequently, the police 
consultant–who usually shows a keen sense of observation and a refined 
understanding of human psychology. Police procedurals like The Mentalist 
(2008-2015) and Lie to Me (2009-2011) have enjoyed immense success 
and worldwide popularity over the years, mostly because of such police 
consultants who read facial expressions and follow their intuition but who, 
more often than not, stretch and bend the rules, assisting the more 
procedural (and often more narrow-minded) law enforcers in cornering the 
criminal and staging his/her confession. Focusing on the first and final 
episodes of the two cop shows mentioned above, Andreea Șerban’s 
chapter, Annoying the Truth out of People: Trickster Consultants and 
Power Dynamics in Police Procedurals, aims to explore, on the one hand, 
the trickster figure of the detective consultant and his unorthodox methods. 
On the other hand, the chapter will look into the gender power dynamics 
between the consultant and the detective, whose interactions often skirt the 
limits of professionalism and ethics.  

Eliza Claudia Filimon’s chapter, The Anatomy of Emotion in The 
Invisible Man (2020), closes this section and the book, focusing on the 
film adaptation of H.G. Wells’s famous novel, an adaptation which 
changes the perspective to that of the victim. The chapter looks at how the 
remake keeps the core of the source and infuses suspense at the same time. 
The film balances the viewers’ expectations with a sense of anticipation, 
shedding new light on a story about science at the service of a human 
being’s darkest manifestations. 
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