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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation compares Native American and 

Sardinian literatures, focussing on literary renditions of 

detective stories, a recent development which has occurred 

in both literatures. The study is based on Procedura (1988), 

and II terzo suono (1995), by Sardinian author Salvatore 

Mannuzzu; The Sharpest Sight (1992), Bone Game (1994), and 

Niahtland (1996) by Choctaw-Cherokee-Irish writer Louis 

Owens. 

In both literatures the use of detective fiction 

embodies the authors' commentary regarding the discourse on 

colonization. Recurrent thematic featiires are the concern 

with history, notably the history of domination and the 

processes that have led to the present post-colonial 

condition. The drive towards solving the crime symbolizes 

and comments upon the necessity of addressing the history of 

colonization, past and present, both of the land and its 

people. 

All the novels included in this study elaborate the 

basic features of the genre in innovative ways that offer 

significant commentaries on the condition of these two 

colonized peoples. The truth at the end of the narration is 

broken down to a multiplicity of competing narratives. The 

dispossession and exploitation of ancestral land are 

textually structured as crimes which further parallel and 

comment upon the murder of human beings. Also, the 
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characters of the detectives are pivotal for the embodiment 

of a critique of the classic anthropological model. The 

gathering of data in order to offer a ^scientific' version 

of the truth is an endeavor shared by criminal investigators 

as well as anthropologists, ethnologists and archaeologists. 

Since classic detective fiction and modem science developed 

simultaneously around the middle of nineteenth century, it 

is not coincidental that post-colonial authors of detective 

fiction feel the necessity to address the self-appointed 

superiority of so-called scientific discourse. 

As both cultures have been comnodified as objects to be 

studied by external social scientists, Mannuzzu's and 

Owens's refusal to depict a univocal solution is also 

indicative of the clash between definitions elaborated by 

outsiders versus forms of traditional knowledge within the 

cultural group. 



CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 
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kjL Introduction 

In this dissertation I will compare Native American and 

Sardinian literatures, focussing on literary renditions of 

detective stories, a recent development which has occurred 

in both literatures in the last decade. I will concentrate 

on the work of Louis Owens and Salvatore Mannuzzu. I will 

argue that, like Native American peoples, Sardinians have 

also been subject to a form of colonization. I will 

demonstrate how the tenets of the genre are utilized to 

embody crucial questions regarding the history and 

representation of these two colonized peoples. The novels 

which constitute the basis for my study are: Procedura 

(1988) and II terzo suono ("The Third Sound," 1995), by 

Salvatore Mannuzzu; The Sharpest sight (1992), Bone Game 

(1994) and Niahtland (1996), by Louis Owens. 

In this introduction I will first explain the reasons 

that have led me to undertake such an unusual comparative 

work, and I will discuss the analogies that can be drawn 

between the history of Native American and Sardinian 

peoples. I will concentrate on the issue of language, on the 

dynamics of transformation of these two cultures into exotic 

commodities, and on the similarity of some historical 

occurrences. I will compare the analogous, albeit 
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independent, development of the two literatxires. I am 

convinced that it is also important to discuss my own 

subjectivity, how I position myself between one culture to 

which I belong by birth and another that I have chosen as 

the subject of a scholarly endeavor. In conclusion I will 

mention some of the theoretical approaches I plan to use in 

my study. 

Reasons for Deciding to Undertake a Comparison between 

Sardinian and Native American Literatures 

Some historical and cultural dynamics involving these 

two separate peoples show engaging similarities which can 

provide a commentary on the dynamics between nation states 

and minority ethnic groups. 

g - 3-r The Linguistic Situation and Its Reflection in 

Literature 

An analysis of linguistic phenomena indicates 

remarkable analogies between the two cultural groups. Sergio 

Salvi's study of linguistic minorities in Italy has 

indicated that their protection under the Italian 

Constitution has been consistently ignored, and that some 



15 

2,500,000 Italian citizens are therefore coerced to live in 

a colonial status (9). Sardinian people constitute about one 

half of Salvi's estimate. Anthropologist Giulio Angioni has 

defined the linguistic situation in Sardinia as "imperfect 

bilingualism," or diglossia, as it is defined by scholars in 

the field. Although the majority of Sardinian people are 

bilingual, they differentiate the two linguistic varieties 

of Italian and Sardinian according to different uses, 

respectively for formal and colloquial styles of 

communication ("Bilinguismo imperfetto" 61). The 

sociolinguist Leonardo Sole expands the concept of diglossia 

into its social implication: 

diglossia characterizes situations of 
impermeability between groups, of limited social 
and cultural dynamics, of definite separation. It 
is typical of divided societies: the dominators 
and their language on one side, the dominated on 
the other. ("La situazione sociolinguistica" 116; 
my trans, from Italian) 

However, language dynamics between Italians and 

Sardinians do not constitute a unique case in the history of 

the island. Nicola Tanda reminds us that literature in 

Sardinia has been written in at least five languages: 

Sardinian, Italian, Castilian, Catalan, and Latin 

(Letteratura e lin<?ue 5). This critic also points out that 

the preoccupation with linguistic and cultural codes is 

present in the works of numerous Sardinian authors fPal mito 

The issue of the disappearance of indigenous languages 
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is deeply felt in both cultures. Anthony Woodbury foresees a 

mass linguistic extinction in the near future: "something 

like 5,000 or 6,000 languages are now spoken, but by 

gloomier estimates ... we may be seeing numbers in the 

hundreds only a century from now" (1). The necessity of 

language maintenance is more crucial in the case of the 

indigenous people of North America. The population of 

Sardinians and North American Indians is about the same, 

numbering in both cases around 1,500,000 people. However, 

due to the homogeneity of the language spoken, the Sardinian 

language is not at immediate risk of extinction, in spite of 

the dramatic decrease in competence among the younger 

generations. On the other hand, the linguistic 

diversification of the First Nations of North America 

results in numerous languages being threatened by extinction 

by very similar processes of language loss among younger 

people. William Bright has observed that 

each succeeding generation tends to be less fluent 
in native languages than the one before it. It has 
been estimated that by the mid twenty-first 
century not more than a dozen Native American 
languages will still be actively spoken. (439) 

This prediction is even more dramatic if we keep in mind 

that at the time of contact about two hundred languages were 

spoken by the indigenous people of North America. 

Like Sardinian literature. Native American literature 

reflects these language dynamics. Louis Owens maintains that 

the Native American writer, like almost all 
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colonized people, must . . . function within an 
essentially appropriated language. For behind the 
modern Indian author's fluent mastery of English 
lies a century-old history of assimilation. 
(Other Destinies 12) 

The linguistic tensions and their reflection in the 

literature of these two cultures confirm Bakhtin's 

assessment that language 

represents the co-existence of socio-ideological 
contradictions between the present and the past, 
between differing epochs of the past, between 
different socio-ideological groups in the present, 
between tendencies, schools, circles and so forth, 
all given a bodily form. These "languages" of 
heteroglossia intersect each other in a variety of 
ways, forming new socially typifying "languages." 
(291). 

In the specific cases of Native American and Sardinian 

literatures, the heteroglossic quality of the novels can be 

traced back, in part, to the history of colonization. 

B , 2 ,  The Historv of Colonization 

A question that may be raised at this point regards the 

appropriateness of the definition of Sardinia and Native 

American communities as colonies. Native American 

anthropologist Robert Thomas maintained that colonial 

situations can appear in two configurations: a classic model 

of colonialism and what he defines "hidden colonialism." The 

former indicates the major way Europeans established 

relationships with other peoples, the latter refers to a 
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less perceivable phenomenon, the way in which "the modern 

middle class in larger nation-states comes in contact with 

regional, rural and working class groups of people" (1). 

Thomas maintains that Indian reservations are the most 

complete example of a classic colonial system (2). Historian 

John Day views Sardinia as a "laboratory for colonial 

history" (147). As "one of the oldest and constant colonies 

in the world" (148), the island and its history have 

provided a testing ground for colonial dynamics; the 

economic stalemate, the mechanisms of trade, the experiments 

in agrarian reform, all "constitute a lesson for people who 

study colonialism in other areas of the world" (147). 

However, a comparison between the historical events 

involving Native American tribes and the history of 

Sardinian people reveals a notable difference. The 

indigenous peoples of North America were defeated as 

independent nations quite recently, whereas the complete US 

colonial expansion into the West was achieved only around 

the turn of this century. The military s\ibjugation of Native 

Americans was carried out over a span of four centuries 

(1492-1890) by various European nations and by the newly 

constituted United States. 

Sardinia, on the other hand, was invaded as early as 

the tenth century BCE by the Phoenicians. Subsequent 

dominations were established by the Carthaginians (520/510-

238 BCE); the Romans (238 BCE-456 CE); the Vandals (453-
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534); the Byzantine Empire (534-beginning of the ninth 

century); the Catalan-Aragonese monarchy (1323-1479); Spain 

(1479-1708); Austria (1708-1718); and the Piedmontese House 

of Savoy (1718-1861), which eventually became the original 

nucleus of the modern Italian nation-state. Only between 

the tenth and the fourteenth centuries BCE was Sardinia free 

from foreign domination and able to create an original and 

advanced form of autonomous government, the four Giudicati 

ruled by judges (Sole, Lingua e cultura 24-38; De Gioannis 

and Serri, 474-477). 

Although a detailed historical analysis is entirely 

beyond the scope of my dissertation, I could not help 

noticing some striking similarities in the historical 

dynamics involving these two cultural groups. In 1820 the 

House of Savoy promulgated a decree allowing the fencing of 

the common land formerly used by Sardinian shepherds as 

collective pastures. Whoever could erect a wall to svirround 

a patch of land beccune its legal individual owner and could 

bequeath this property to his/her descendants (Sole, Lingua 

e cultura 32). This innovation resulted in the creation of 

an oligarchy of land owners, who had the means to defend 

their newly acquired property with weapons and could exact 

pasturing fees from shepherds dispossessed of their 

pastures. 

A compareible devastating attempt to inculcate the 

values of private ownership among Native Americans was 
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carried out by the American government in 1887. The General 

Allotment Act, also known as the Dawes Act, from the name of 

the senator who sponsored it, 

allotted in severalty land previously owned by 
tribes. This Bill was supported by liberals, who 
felt the Indians could suirvive only by becoming 
independent farmers, and by land gredabers, who 
plotted to gain Indian territory by legal and 
illegal means. (Ruoff, 3) 

Sardinia and native North America share a similar 

colonial past, having both come under the domination of the 

Spanish. After 150 years of Aragonese domination the 

Sardinian population had been decimated, due to the 

exploitation of the land and the repression of the rebels. 

People abandoned the fields and took refuge in the mountains 

(Sole, Lingua e cultura 30). These occurrences bear 

resemblances to the cruel repression of Native American 

people which resulted in the Pueblo revolt of 1680. 

These attempts towards the forced assimilation of 

minority ethnic groups in Italy and the US offer a 

commentary on the constitution of modern nation states. Far 

from being homogeneous formations, contemporary nations 

display a heterogeneity of voices and unresolved conflicts. 

This is almost self-evident in the US but often forgotten in 

discussions on the Italian nation state. Homi Bhabha 

emphasizes the 

ambivalence that haunts the idea of the nation, 
the language of those who write of it and the 
lives of those who live it. It is an eunbivalence 
that emerges from a growing awareness that, 
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despite the certainty with which historians speak 
of the *origins' of a nation as a sign of the 
^modernity' of society, the cultural temporality 
of the nation inscribes a much more transitional 
social reality. fNation 1) 

It is at this critical juncture that ethnic and marginalized 

voices intervene in the cultural debate. The novels of 

Mannuzzu and Owens, as well as the other Native American and 

Sardinian authors, represent instances of "counter-

narratives of the nation that continually evoke and erase 

its totalizing boundaries" (Bhabha, "DissemiNation" 300). 

Bt3t The Construction of Sardinian and Native American 

Cultures as Exotic ^Others' 

Within the cultures of their respective nation states, 

Sardinia and native America are charged with the mark of 

exotic ^otherness'. The geographical isolation of the 

Italian island and Native American reservations concur in 

the construction of liminal spaces, where tourists and 

travellers are encouraged to experience *the wilderness' and 

the *contact with the natives' in a sanitized environment. 

Tourist brochures, travellers' accounts, and the 

marketing of so-called folkloric artifacts create narratives 

of displacement, in which the indigenous populations are re

arranged as folkloric dioramas. One interesting example is 

represented by O.H. Lawrence's texts on the inhabitants of 
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both Sardinia and the indigenous people of North America^: 

"Sardinia, wich [sic] is nowhere. Sardinia, wich has no 

history, no date, no race, no offering" (qtd. in Brigaglia, 

"Un'idea della Sardegna" 7), 

Indeed, travel writing represents a key factor in the 

construction of Sardinia and native America as spaces 

^other' and ^different.' Barry Curtis and Claire 

Pajaczkowska argue that "the journey is a symbol of 

narrative:" 

the movement beyond liminality is marked by a 
literal movement outside the integrated regimes of 
time and space. The ^trip' constitutes a lapse in 
the regular rhythms of mundane existence, it leads 
to a place where time ^stands still' or is 
reversed into a Utopian space of freedom, 
abundance and transparency. Like Carnival, this 
movement implies an inversion of everyday order 
and, for the traveller, offers a vicarious 
participation in the pleasures associated with 
higher status, symbolically marked by exalted 
points of view, exclusive spaces and privileged 
services. (199) 

Exoticism is a form of marginalization, another form of 

exploitation that usually follows the establishment of 

military domination on colonized peoples. Renato Rosaldo has 

identified a form of imperialist longing in which agents of 

colonialism 

often display nostalgia for the colonized culture 
as it was "traditionally" (that is, when they 
first encountered it). The peculiarity of their 
yearning, of course, is that agents of colonialism 
long for the very forms of life they intentionally 

^ Sea and Sardinia; Mornings in Mexico? The Hopi Snake 
Dance. 
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altered or destroyed. (69) 

Rosaldo's point of view is supported by the dynamics of 

colonization in Italy and the US in regards to minority 

ethnic groups. The establishment of uranium mines after 

World War II and its disastrous results for the well-being 

of the land and the indigenous people of Northern New Mexico 

has been effectively described by the Acoma author Simon 

Ortiz. It is productive to compare this phenomenon with the 

ongoing commodification of southwestern artifacts described 

by Barbara Babcock, since they represent two concurrent 

forms of indigenous people's marginalization. Similar 

dyneunics of land exploitation have taken place in Sardinia. 

Like southwestern Indian reservations, Sardinia too is 

included in the atomic war strategies. Since the 1980s it 

has become one of the main centers where NATO has set its 

military bases. The island of la Maddalena in the northeast 

has been converted into the largest American submarine base 

in the Mediterranean. Thus, the coast alternates military 

headquarters and tourist developments, such as the Costa 

Smeralda (the "Emerald Coast") and military bases. 

Expanding Babcock's point of view that "the Southwest 

is America's Orient" (406), it is possible to apply Said's 

concept also to the constitution of Sardinia as the exotic 

*other'. A 1988 survey determined that Sardinia was by far 

the most desirable destination for Italian tourists 

(Solinas, 6). However, an assessment of illegal building 



constructions, published the sane year, revealed that 56,000 

illegal buildings existed in Sardinia, equalling one third 

of the entire amount of construction done within the 

previous 15 years; that 71% of the houses built illegally 

were found in coastal towns, where tourism is prevalent; 

that 75% of illegal houses are concentrated in only 10 of 

these tourist settlements (Cogodi, 11). 

The excunples of uranium mining in Northern New Mexico 

and tourist developments in Sardinia are significant in 

light of my analysis, for they become constitutive elements 

of the settings in Niahtland and II terzo suono. Bachisio 

Bandinu has extensively studied the development of the 

tourism industry in Sardinia since the early 1960s. He 

concentrates on the creation of Costa Smeralda in 

Northeastern Sardinia. He maintains that 

the Costa Smeralda originates between the 
contrasting dimensions of mythical providentialism 
and a violent colonializing experience. We find in 
its drama the clash between a mythic code which 
lavishes riches and promises happiness, and a 
historical code which indicates and confirms 
exploitation. Each landing represents a 
colonization. Even when one reaches land in order 
to find the earthly paradise, both the murder of 
the indigenous people and the transformation of 
the human and physical environment, according to 
the models of one's own culture, have already been 
anticipated. (24-25; my trans, from Italian) 

Another relevant point of Bandinu's analysis concerns 

the erasure of the idea of death in the tourist settlement 

of Costa Smeralda. He observes that the newly built town 

does not have a cemetery, and that is symptomatic of a 
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semiotic operation of language sanitation (115). Similar 

dynamics are perceivable in the construction of California 

in American culture, a place without a past, whose 

inhabitants are supposed to stay forever young and 

beautiful. 

Choosing the genre of detective fiction with its 

depiction of crime and death represents a way for Sardinian 

and Native American authors to reinscribe the history of 

colonization in the eternally present time of tourist 

Sardinia fll terzo suono) and California fThe Sharpest sight 

and Bone Game>. 

Br4, The Development of Sardinian and Native American 

Literatwrgg 

The history of colonization inevitably influences the 

literary production of the oppressed people, the specific 

genres, themes and language adopted, as well as the 

production, circulation, and recognition of its texts. A 

comparison of the development of Sardinian and Native 

American literatures displays a pattern of analogies that 

conforms to the dynamics of recently recognized literatures 

in other areas more readily identified as post-colonial, 

such as Africa and Asia. The usefulness of this critical 

term will be discussed in a later part of this introduction. 
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The oral tradition has been a determining feature in 

both literatures. It pre-existed written forms of 

expression, and continues to influence the production of 

contemporary authors into the present time. Until the 1950s 

Sardinia fitted into Ong's definition of primary oral 

cultures: although literacy was present, orality 

characterized most of the communication and the majority of 

narrative texts. A. LaVonne Brown Ruoff provides an 

important reminder at the beginning of her survey of 

American Indian literatures: 

the literature of this nation originated with the 
native peoples who migrated to North America over 
twenty-eight thousand years ago, not with the 
Western Europeans who began to immigrate in the 
late sixteenth smd early seventeenth centuries. 
(1) 

The oral background of ethnic literatures is often 

discounted, and the literary history of a people is assumed 

by outsiders to begin with written texts. The oral 

transmission of knowledge and the limited access to literacy 

of Sardinian and Native American peoples resulted in the 

definition of non-written texts as belonging to the 

discipline of folklore and ethnology. Until a generation 

ago, most books about Indians were ethnographies or 

biographies, often written by non-natives. The study of 

these two literatures ought to include these texts, 

especially in the phases leading to the beginning of this 

century, and should take into account the presence of non-
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native literate scholars into the narratives. 

In spite of limited access to written productions of 

literary texts, since the end of the nineteenth century both 

cultures have produced an increasing number of published 

authors. These were initially presented as individual 

exceptions, which paradoxically justified the exclusion of 

other ethnic authors from national circuits. The two 

examples of Grazia Deledda, a Sardinian writer who was 

awarded the Nobel prize for literature in 1926, and the 

Colville author Mourning Dove (Christine Quintasket), who 

piiblished the novel Coaewea in 1927, are significant, among 

other reasons, because of the intersection of ethnicity and 

gender in the propagation of preconceived ideas of 

primitivism. 

Throughout the twentieth century, both in Italy and the 

US, literary establishments have witnessed the increasing 

recognition of these two literatures. However, it has not 

been a smooth process, and even at the present time scholars 

rightly feel the necessity to justify the validity of 

studying these literatures. The Sardinian author Antonio 

Cossu has identified a pattern of resistance to the idea 

that Sardinian literature does represent a sound endeavor: 

"in general ... it has been always, or rather often, 

considered as marginal, almost non-existent, amateurish or 

repetitive of borrowed patterns, lacking in depth and even 

lagging behind" (20; my trans, from Italian). The last 
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comment is an implicit indictment of Giuseppe Petronio's 

interpretation of Sardinian works in terms of their delayed 

reaction to national literary trends. From this point of 

view, Deledda would only be a late addition to verismo, the 

current of literary realism developed at the end of the 

nineteenth century (2605). 

According to Petronio the only interpretive frame is 

provided by the literary trends of the nation state in which 

Sardinia happens to presently belong. Nor is this limited 

perspective uncommon in the study of the indigenous 

literatures of North America. Concerns similar to Cossu's 

have prompted Kimberly Blaeser, a Native American critic and 

author, to recommend 

a search for a way to approach Native Literature 
from an indigenous cultural context, a way to 
frame and enact a tribal-centered criticism. . . . 
A critical voice and method which moves from the 
culturally-centered text outward toward the 
frontier of "border" studies, rather than an 
external critical voice and method which seeks to 
penetrate, appropriate, colonize or conquer the 
cultural center, and thereby, change the stories 
or remake the literary meaning. (53) 

The publication of Gavino Ledda's autobiographical 

novel Padre padrone in 1975, and the production of a film 

based on the text, generated a renewed interest in Sardinian 

culture that reached national and international audiences. 

Nevertheless, Ledda's exceptional transition from an 

illiterate shepherd to a university professor of Italian 

literature still reiterated the tropes of primitivism and 
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the uniqueness of a few individuals, motifs which had been 

instrumental in the success of earlier Sardinian authors. 

Pirodda believes that the choice to publish Ledda's Padre 

Pfldrgne and Salvatore Satta's The Dav of Judgement (1977) 

was based on the marketing strategy of a world outside 

history, archaic, and mythical ("La Sardegna" 966). 

The Pulitzer prize awarded to the Kiowa author N. Scott 

Momaday in 1968 for House Made of Dawn represents a dividing 

line in the study of Native American literatures that is 

comparable to Ledda's success in Italy. Both literatures had 

been alive for centuries and instrumental in the 

preservation of the peoples' knowledge and identity through 

oral forms of expression. But their recent inclusion and 

recognition at the national level has engendered new 

critical issues, such as the identification of the audience 

for these two ethnic literatures. 

Various critics of Sardinian literature have been 

involved in this debate: Gabriella Contini and Paola 

Pittalis maintain that Mannuzzu's texts are addressed to a 

non-Sardinian reader; Giuseppe Marci contends that the 

limited diffusion of Sardinian authors in mainland Italy is 

a conscious decision on their part fRomanzieri sardi 21); 

Cristina Lavinio rightly insists on the presence of both 

readerships in the mind of Sardinian writers (34). 

Louis Owens's comments on the dynamics between Native 

American authors and their audiences reveal a more 
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sophisticated point of view, which I am convinced could be 

applied fruitfully to the debate among critics of Sardinian 

literature. He asserts that the effect of Native American 

texts 

is a richly hybridized dialogue aimed at those few 
with privileged knowledge—the traditionally 
educated Indian reader—as well as those with 
claims to a privileged discourse—the Eurocentric 
reader. One effect of this hybridization is 
subversive: the American Indian writer places the 
Eurocentric reader on the outside, as "other," 
while the Indian reader (a comparatively small 
audience) is granted, for the first time, a 
privileged position. fother Destinies 14) 

I am convinced that a similcur process of re-centralization 

of Sardinian readership also occurs in Mannuzzu's fiction 

and in general in all the other writers from the island. 

Finally, a sign of vitality in both literatures is 

represented by the diversity of expression and the expansion 

into new genres. In 1985, Andrew Wiget indicated some 

innovative directions followed by Native American authors: 

non-fictional prose, drama, science fiction and Indian 

journalism (ch. 6, "Looking Sunward"). To this list we can 

now add detective fiction, a recent expansion which has 

developed independently in Sardinian literature as well. 

Relevance of My Project 

A central issue I intend to address regards the 
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validity of the unusual comparison I have chosen as my 

dissertation topic. This is probably the first time that 

Sardinian and Native American literatures have been 

contrasted in a scholarly work. 

The previous discussion might misrepresent my project 

as an attempt to establish a one-on-one relationship of mere 

correspondence between Native American and Sardinian 

cultures. On the contrary, I wish to avoid the trap of 

homogenizing these two groups and trivializing their 

specific features as embodiments of a supposed worldwide 

indistinct * otherness'. It is my intention to offer at least 

a partial hint of the more complex processes in which these 

two cultures interact. 

During the eight years I have lived in America, I could 

not help noticing that Sardinia often disappears from coxnmon 

artifacts such as product labels and travel guides. This is 

possibly due to the fact that the majority of Italian-

Americans originate from other regions (a predominance which 

might explain why Sicily is better known and more easily 

identified in the US). I hope that my work will contribute 

in part to a better knowledge of Sardinia, especially among 

Native American indigenous people, in a fruitful interchange 

of some of the similar experiences these two peoples have 

undergone. 

On the other hand. Native American populations are well 

known all over Europe, as the informative essays in Indians 
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and Europe demonstrate. However, the collection editor. 

Christian Feest, eventually reaches a rather discouraging 

conclusion: 

a simple explanation for the reasons of the 
special relationship between Europeans and the 
native populations of North America is that no 
such relationship exists. Under closer scrutiny it 
becomes apparent that all that interested and 
still interests Europeans is "Indians," a wholly 
fictional population inhabiting the Old World mind 
rather than the New World land. (609) 

Feest's collection contains one essay by Nadia Clerici on 

two tours of Buffalo Bill's Wild West show, in 1890 amd 

1906, and one by Giorgio Mariani on the paradox of 

reactionary distortions of the Indian world appropriated by 

a left-wing movement of social protest in Italy in the late 

1970s. Both articles identify misperceptions of Native 

American people still active in Italy. 

Colin Taylor has discussed the phenomenon of so-called 

"Indian hobbyists" in Europe, especially their 

identification with Native Americans based on "an idealized 

image of the North American Indian, encompassing a concern 

for the despoliation of the environment . . . cultural 

survival of minority groups, and a guest for spiritual 

awareness" (566). Unfortunately, a part of this process of 

identification seems to be the appropriation of traditional 

Indian garb, as the pictures accompanying the essay show. 

Taylor mentions the Italian group Soconas Incomindios, 

presently active, and their magazine Tepee (568). But the 
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fascination with Native Americans is quite an old phenomenon 

in Italy: Taylor also refers to the work of Giacomo 

Costantino Beltrami (b. 1779, d. 1855) an Italian who 

pioneered American Indian research, in the upper Mississippi 

region (568). 

Laura Coltelli points out the influence of nineteenth-

century novelistic literature (i.e. Emilio Salgari in Italy) 

as a very deleterious one, since it established "a romantic 

and exotic image, mixed up later on with the Hollywood 

Indian of the American Frontier" (340-341). Indeed, movie 

stereotypes have become the strongest ones throughout this 

century. In Italy, however, comic strips have represented 

another very significant source of distorted images of 

native peoples. In 1948 G.L. Bonelli created the character 

of Tex Wilier, an Anglo ranger assigned to the Navajo 

reservation, married to a woman from that tribe and with a 

mixed-blood son. As an exsunple of historical distortion, we 

should notice that Tex's helper is named after the infamous 

Kit Carson who presided over the tragic removal of the 

Navajo tribe. In the comic strip, however, he is a funny and 

compassionate old man. 

Elvira Tiberini notices that Italian western comic 

strips have always mobilized very different stereotypes from 

those which characterize cinema and American comic strips. 

Italian productions have often been more progressive in the 

recognition of the Indians' cultural and human dignity: 
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not having to justify Manifest destiny, Italian 
comic strips were able to freely develop their own 
mythology. . . . But this attitude too has not 
shortened the distance between natives and 
Eurocunericans: it has in fact confirmed it. In 
spite of a graphic and textual evolution which 
marked the passage from misleading linguistic and 
anthropological uniformity to careful research on 
ethnic specificities in dress and idiom, the image 
of the Indian has not lost its contours of a 
stereotype, of a new abstract typification. (152) 

Gerald Vizenor maintains that Eco's conceptualization 

of hyperreality is useful in defining the re-invention of 

tribal cultures as "absolute fakes.** By demanding the ^real 

thing,' American culture obtains a constructed hyperreal 

artifact that contains certain features identified as real 

(5). This point of view can be successfully transferred to 

the Italian situation, where the almost total absence of 

contact with North American native peoples allows the 

creation of "absolute feikes" cherished by the popular 

imagination^. 

Interestingly, the Hollywood trope of Indian wilderness 

and savagery is sometimes applied to the Sardinian people. 

In the summer of 1992 the Italian government sent troops to 

the island in an attempt to repress the phenomena of 

banditism and kidnapping. The newspaper La repubblica 

' The exploitation of Native American imagery has 
become such a widespread phenomenon that some Indian people 
have felt the necessity to create the "Native American 
Stereotype Awareness Project." This association has the 
objective of controlling the use of their image by 
Euroamericans emd denounce any improper use of it (Tiberini, 
153). 
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described the frightened young soldiers' anxiety by means of 

a metaphorical narration involving infantrymen trapped in a 

fort surrounded by *wild Indians' (Bonerandi). 

Clearly, the two cultures I have decided to focus on 

can interact in more productive ways. Although limited to a 

few cases, the analogy between the condition of marginalized 

peoples in Europe and indigenous populations in other 

continents has been explored by critics from both cultures. 

The Sardinian critic Nicola Tanda has commented on the image 

of the Hottentot, one embodiment of the *savage' in the 

Romantic movement. He maintains that these cultures should 

have been understood on the basis of their own value 

systems, and that "the * Hottentot' existed not only in the 

colonies of the big Western nations, but also in the little 

colonies of our own European continent" ("Comunicazione 

letteraria" 6; my trans, from Italian). Laguna^Sioux 

literary critic Paula Gunn Allen maintains that 

Native American literature is useful to everybody 
who's trying to move from one world to another. 
And in America, certainly that's two-thirds of us. 
And in Europe I'm not sure. But it seems to me 
that there are many rural populations that have 
been rural for hundreds and hundreds of years. But 
the world has changed and so they had somehow come 
to terms with a whole different technological 
universe. (12) 

In conclusion, I find it important to keep in mind the 

risk of imposing yet another form of imperialism on the 

Native American people. Even though Sardinia has been 

consistently treated as a colony by European dominators, to 



36 

a certain extent it does participate in similar dynaunics of 

exploitation towards other peoples. The reactionary 

stereotypes described by Mariani, for instance, were as 

popular in Sardinia as they were in mainland Italy. The 

analysis of the dynaunics of Italians—and Sardinians— 

towards Native American people would benefit from 

Dorsinville's analysis of the politics of domination, which 

Ashcroft, Griffiths and Tiffin mention in their seminal 

study The Empire Writes Back. These authors believe that 

Dorsinville's approach makes less problematic the situation 

of Irish, Welsh, and Scottish literatures; although they 

were the first victims of English colonial expansion, they 

too later participated in the British colonial enterprise 

(33). Something similar happens to Sardinian people. 

Although they have been always marginalized within Italy, at 

the turn of the century they participated in the Italian 

colonial expansion in Libia, Somalia and Eritrea. 

CU Mv Position 

My dissertation represents the first instance in which 

I have decided to formally study Sardinian texts, although I 

was born and had lived in this island until I was an adult. 

At that time, in 1988, I moved to Tucson to pursue an M.A. 

in American Indian Studies. My interest in Native American 
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literatures has continued in my doctoral work. In my 

dissertation project I also intend to address the reasons 

for this apparent contradiction: how I have been alienated 

from my own cultural background and how the study of Native 

American texts has provided me with invaluable analytical 

instruments for undertaking the process of recovering the 

language and stories I have been denied. I deeply identify 

with the experience of Sardinian novelist Maria Giacobbe. 

Interviewed by a Danish musicologist doing research on 

Sardinia, she realized how little she knew about Sardinian 

culture, how badly she could stutter through a few words of 

the language, and how unsure she was about the way to write 

words. She clearly saw that she had been denied a culture 

that should rightfully have been hers. 

These motivations represent a form of situated 

knowledge in which I position myself at a precise critical 

juncture. Since I definitely reject an essentializing 

attitude regarding my o%m cultural identity , I do not 

intend to portray myself as an expert on Sardinian 

literature simply because I happen to have been born and 

raised there. On the contrary, I intend to make clear that 

some aspects of Sardinian culture are alien to me, both as a 

result of acculturative processes and because of my specific 

position within that culture. Homi Bhabha believes that 

the move away from the singularities of ^class' 
and gender as primary conceptual and 
organizational categories has resulted in an 
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awareness of sijbject positions . . . that inhabit 
any claim to identity in the modern world. 
(LossL^ian i) 

Being aware of one's subjectivity implies an awareness of 

one's limitations. Native American critic Greg Sarris has 

identified a series of pivotal questions originating from 

his relative and informant Mabel McKay's lesson that "things 

aren't always what they seem:" 

as simple as this lesson is, it provokes and 
informs current critical discussion about 
literature and art and other elements of culture. 
It becomes particularly relevant as the critical 
discussion engages questions regarding reading in 
cross-cultural context. Specifically, how do 
people read across cultures? What are the aims and 
consequences of their readings? How are the 
readings located in a certain history, say that of 
American Indian and Euro-American interrelations? 
Is there a way that people can read across 
cultures so that intercultural communication is 
opened rather than closed, so that people see more 
than just what things seem to be? (3) 

By defining my subjectivity, I intend to refuse the 

stance of the omniscient theoretician external to his/her 

object of study. This acquires special relevance for my 

study of Native American authors. I want to make clear how 

my perception is shaped by my personal history. On a far 

humbler scale, my efforts would be comparable to Vietnamese 

scholar Trinh T. Minh-Ha's remark about her film on African 

women ̂: 

what seems most important to me was to expose the 
transformations that occurred with the attempt to 
materialize on film and between the frames the 

WaKgd gpaggg - Living Is Rgvind? Reassemblaae. 
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Impossible experience of "what" constituted 
Senegalese cultures. . . . There were a number of 
things I did not want to reproduce in my work: the 
kind of omniscience that pervades many films, not 
just through the way the narration is being told, 
but more generally, in their structure, editing 
and cinematography, as well as in the effacement 
of the filmmakers, or the invisibility of their 
politics of non-location. (113) 

At the same time, the study of this literature 

represents an occasion for my coming to terms with a 

cultural identity I have been in part alienated from. The 

anthropologist Michelangelo Pira has provided a voice to my 

sometimes confused feelings. In his seminal work. La rivolta 

dell^oaaetto he has studied the rebellion of people who are 

objectified into a study topic, with specific references to 

the situation of the Sardinian people: 

the rebellion of which we are speaking has 
therefore remote existential roots. It originates 
from a project carried within oneself by people 
who are torn away from their culture of origin and 
the solidarity of their ethnic group, ... a 
project of revenge and reaffirmation of the 
dignity of their culture of origin; a project of 
inverting the fate that had transformed their 
culture and people into historical and folkloric 
objects. (xii-xiii; my trans, from Italian) 

I feel that my study is part of the reaction described by 

Pira: a circular trajectory in which I return to a language 

and a culture I was denied as a child, studying it through 

the critical instrriments I have accjuired while being 

alienated from it. 
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£L. Central Thesis of Mv Study 

The central project of my dissertation is a detailed 

analysis of the use of the basic featiires of detective 

fiction in five texts by Owens and Mannuzzu. Each of the 

novels contains the basic elements of the genre, but they 

are treated in innovative ways that offer significant 

commentaries on the condition of these two colonized 

peoples. 

The truth at the end of the narration is often broken 

down to a multiplicity of competing narratives. It is not 

the all-solving, univocal master-narrative to which the 

tenets of the genre have accustomed the reader. The 

identity of the culprit is frequently linked to the history 

of colonization. Also, in many instances the dispossession 

and exploitation of ancestral land are textually structured 

as crimes which fujrther parallel and comment upon the murder 

of human beings. Finally, the social identity of the 

detective(s) shows another significant deviation from the 

standard of classic mystery novels. For instance, all the 

Native American novels depict a group of investigators 

rather than one individual detective and his/her assistant. 

The final solution is achieved as the result of a communal 

endeavor. 

In both Sardinian and Native American literatures the 

use of the detective fiction genre embodies the authors' 
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commentary concerning the discourse on colonization. 

Reciirrent thematic features of these novels are the 

reflections on history—notably the history of domination 

and the processes that have led to the present post-colonial 

condition—and the despoliation of the land. The drive 

towards solving the crime parallels, symbolizes and comments 

upon the necessity of addressing the history of 

colonization, past and present, both of the land and its 

people. All of these novels show a concern with envisioning 

a solution to political issues in the present time. 

Thus, the novels I have decided to examine represent a 

response to the dynamics of exoticization superimposed on 

the authors' cultures. Like the authors who follow other 

narrative genres, these writers reacquire a narrative voice 

that has been denied to them as a result of colonization. 

The multiplicity of truths we often encounter at the end of 

these books incorporates the competing social voices at work 

in these marginalized groups. 

The character of the detective is also significant for 

the embodiment of a critique of a classic anthropological 

model. The gathering of data in order to offer a 

*scientific' version of the truth is an endeavor shared by 

criminal investigators as well as anthropologists, 

ethnologists and archaeologists. The reference to science is 

not coincidental. J.K. Van Dover has studied the parallel 

development of classic detective fiction and modern science 
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around the middle of nineteenth century; "in the 1840s, as 

method was becoming the defining characteristic of 

scientific enterprise, Poe invented the detective as hero 

whose soul and essence lay in methodical knowing" (191). We 

might say that scientific discourse has been embedded in the 

genre since its inception. The novels I am considering 

depart from the achievement of a final solution resulting 

from a scientific method. These detectives are often unable 

to provide a unifying discourse. At times they reach the 

conclusion by methods that do not share the assumptions of 

modern science. 

As both cultures have been objectified as a field to be 

studied by external social scientists, the Sardinian and 

Native American authors' refusal of a scientific method also 

comments on the clash between definitions elaborated by 

outsiders versus forms of self knowledge within the cultural 

group. James Clifford has commented on the deconstructive 

process undergone by so-called social sciences and the 

present lack of a unifying master narrative: 

after the negritude movement's reversal of the 
European gaze, after anthropology arise de 
conscience with respect to its liberal status 
within the imperial order, and now that the West 
can no longer present itself as the unique 
purveyor of anthropological knowledge about 
others, it has become necessary to imagine a world 
of generalized ethnography. With expanded 
communication and intercultural influence, people 
interpret others, and themselves, in a bewildering 
diversity of idioms. (22) 

As regards Native American cultures, the recent 
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development of mystery fiction written by Indian authors 

appears to compete with a similar literary phenomenon 

carried out by non-native authors. In addition to Tony 

Hillerman's prolific literary production, numerous other 

non-Indian authors are presently writing mysteries with 

Native American characters and ambiance. The stunning 

abundance of texts in this recent development of detective 

fiction represents yet another form of the appropriation of 

native cultures. The novels by native authors that I am 

analyzing represent a political response to the 

commodification of their own cultures as embodiments of 

mystery and the exotic. The phenomenon of non-native 

authors writing mysteries with Indian themes finds no 

identifiable counterpart in Sardinia*. However, years of 

newscasts, debates and analyses on the phenomenon of 

Sardinian crime have created a collective imaginary of the 

island as a place rife with kidnapping and murders. Often 

these accounts belie a romantic tone, in which the bandits 

provide color in the exotic locale. Thus, one might argue 

* One significant exception is Massimo Carlotto's 
recent detective novel II mistero di Mangiabarche. which 
takes place in Sardinia. A non-Sardinian mystery writer, he 
has based this novel on the real occvurrence of a la«iryer from 
Cagliari who disappeared in 1980. First the investigation 
leads to the NATO base in Decimomannu, but eventually the 
confessions of some convicted criminals implicate three 
lawyers, who will eventually be found innocent after two 
years in jail. The author himself had a similar experience 
with justice: only after 17 years Carlotto has been found 
not guilty of some crimes he was accused of in the 1970s 
(see rev. by Bellu). 
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that there is no need for a popular literary genre of 

mysteries set in Sardinia. The perception of the island in 

the Italian and European imaginary is already heady with the 

image of a land where the rules of legality are suspended. 

These perceptions have a long history. In the late 

1890s criminal anthropologist Alfredo Niceforo did his field 

work on the island, during which he measured cranial 

features and desecrated cemeteries to steal bones. On the 

basis of his research—supported by the Italian government— 

he published an influential essay on Sardinian crime. He 

maintained that each area of the island has a specific kind 

of criminal behavior; that the worst *crime zone' was the 

central district; that the reason for the high rate of 

delinquency was a stopped development to a *primitive' 

stage, which could be assessed by cranial measurements. 

Niceforo maintained that the racial variety of people who 

populated those areas were the descendants of African 

pygmies, which, in his opinion, demonstrated that the 

*natural inferiority' of the African people had been 

transmitted to the Sardinians. His conclusion was that 

Sardinia was an island populated by ^primitive' people, who 

behaved in a certain way because of biological, and 

inherited reasons. Thus, no policy would ever solve such a 

problem, except sheer repression. 
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Given the heterogeneity of the components that 

constitute my project, its criticism cannot help reflecting 

this diversity of voices. Keeping in mind these authors' 

concerns regarding descriptions of themselves by outsiders, 

I intend to make a conscious effort to identify Native 

American and Sardinian critical voices. I also intend to use 

American Indian critics to interpret Sardinian literature, 

and viceversa, whenever this represents a productive 

exchange. 

Although I intend to use the works of theoreticians of 

the postmodern and post-colonial condition, I am aware of 

the difficulties inherent in both of these approaches. 

Lyotard's definition of the postmodern as incredulity 

towards metanarratives certainly represents a valuable 

critical instrument (xxiv). In a later part of this analysis 

we will see that the postmodern suspicion for supposedly 

scientific master narratives is a key component in the way 

Owens and Mannuzzu's fiction deviate from established tenets 

of the genre. The ending of their detective novels does not 

portray a univocal solution based on a scientific 

methodology. 

But Owens himself warns us of the risks inherent in an 

exclusively postmodern analysis of Native American novels. 

He believes that Indian writers "work for the most part 
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outside the concerns of postmodern theorists." Although the 

postmodern insistence on the fragmented self is evident in 

several mixed-blood characters we are always "shown the 

possibility of recovering a centered sense of personal 

identity and significance" (Other Destinies 19). 

As a caution against the uncritical acceptemce of 

postmodern theory, Edward Bruner discusses why some 

feminists are critical of postmodernism. These critics 

suggest that the multivocal, fragmented, postmodern world is 

a construction of Western white males. As a result, they do 

not believe it is coincidental that the idea of the subject 

is undermined exactly when white males' authorities are 

being undermined by women and non-Westem peoples who have 

found their own voice (23). As far as the term post-colonial 

is concerned, several theoreticians question its validity, 

since it appears to suggest that the dynamics of colonialism 

are a phenomenon of the past. If this implication is 

questionable in regards to the indigenous people of Africa 

and Asia, it is even less accurate when referred to native 

peoples of North America and to Sardinia, both still part of 

larger national formations. It needs to be pointed out that 

this critical approach is almost never used in regards to 

these two peoples. Louis Owens criticizes the surprising 

exclusion of American Indian authors from Ashcroft, 

Griffiths, and Tiffin's study of post-colonial literatures 

rother Destinies 7-8). To my knowledge, this critical 
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terminology has never been applied to the Sardinian 

condition. However, I am aware of the potential problems 

this critical terminology may carry with it. These issues 

have been already identified by the most influential critics 

of post-colonial criticism. 

Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin deplore "the 

increasingly unfocussed use of the term *post-colonial' over 

the last ten years to describe an astonishing variety of 

cultural, economic and political practices." By using this 

term to refer to any kind of marginality we may end up 

denying its basis in the historical process of colonialism 

(The PostcQlonial Studies Reader 2). But I am convinced that 

in the history of Sardinia and Native American tribes it is 

clear that their marginalization is the result of 

colonializing dynamics. 

Linda Hutcheon mentions the concern that post-colonial 

theory 

represents yet another of the First World 
academy's covert colonizing strategies of 
domination over the cultural production of the 
Third World. For some observers, the prefix post 
not only is premature but also has the 
disadvantage of embodying the ideology of linear 
progress that underpinned empire, as well as 
continuing to orient the analysis around the 
colonial center. (9) 

I share this concern and intend to use post-colonial theory 

as one among other approaches, giving prominence, whenever 

possible, to indigenous voices from the communities I am 

studying. 
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Another significant issue regards whether or not 

cultures can be indeed *decolonized.' Ashcroft, Griffiths, 

and Tiffin synthesize the two major positions in the debate: 

1) formerly colonized people should go back to pre-colonial 

languages and cultures because colonialism is only a passing 

phenomenon; 2) the pre-colonial condition cannot be 

retrieved, and cultural syncretism is a valuable and 

inescapeUsle feature of all post-colonial societies, and 

indeed the source of their peculiar strength (The Empire 

Writes Back 29-30). These formulations are significant 

because they divide communities of post-colonial authors. 

Both Hannuzzu and Owens tend towards the second option. 

In spite of these limitations, I believe in the 

usefulness of post-colonial criticism and I am convinced 

that it represents a productive approach to the novels I am 

studying. Tiffin's contention that "post-colonial 

literatures/cultures are . . . constituted in counter-

discursive rather than homologous practices" (96) is useful 

to describe what happens when Sardinian and Kative American 

authors appropriate the genre of detective fiction. This 

critic defines the category of "canonical counter-discourse" 

as a strategy in which a post-colonial %w:iter takes up a 

character or the basic assumptions of a canonical text, and 

"vmveils those assumptions, subverting the text for post-

colonial purposes" (97). There are two main interpretations 

Hutcheon connects to "post" in post-colonial: "on the one 
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hand, post is teiken to mean * after,' ^because of,' and even 

unavoidably * inclusive of the colonial; on the other, it 

signifies more explicit resistance and opposition, the 

anticolonial" (10). It is this second connotation that 

consistently appears in post-colonial detective fiction in 

Sardinian and native America. 

SL. Authors of Detective and Crime Fiction in Native 

American and Sardinian Literatures 

I have chosen to concentrate on the novels by Salvatore 

Mannuzzu and Louis Owens because these authors' detective 

fiction embodies several themes related to the colonization 

of their peoples: the concern with the history of 

domination; the condemnation of the exploitation of the land 

and natural resources; the criticism of the stance of 

classic versions of social sciences, e.g. archeology, 

anthropology and ethnography; the issues regarding the 

transmission of traditional knowledge to the younger 

generation; the criticism of the self-appointed superiority 

of scientific rationalism. However, various combinations of 

these themes also appear in other novels by Native American 

smd Sardinian novelists. The following synthetical notes on 

additional texts not included in this study represents a 

futvire direction for my research. 
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The exploration of crime has been a recurrent theme in 

Native American literature, tracing back to its earliest 

narratives. These texts do not fit the definition of 

detective fiction, mainly because of the absence of an 

investigative endeavor. However, their elaboration on the 

themes of crime and violence clearly influences the 

production of contemporary novelists who compose texts in 

which crime and the process of detection are combined to 

create more easily identifiable mysteries. 

Already in 1854 Cherokee author John Rollin Ridge 

published The Life and Adventures of Joaouln Murieta the 

Celebrated California Bandit. Louis Owens's astute analysis 

demonstrates that this writer was able to convey his concern 

about the forced removal of his tribe a couple of decades 

before, by means of his depiction of a Mexican outlaw (Other 

Destinies>. 

In several Native American texts the portrayal of 

murder and other forms of criminal behavior has the purpose 

to discuss the divisive outcome of the history of 

colonization suffered by the indigenous people of the 

continent. D'Arcy McNickle The Surrounded and Wind from an 

Enemy Sky; Momaday's House Made of Da%m; James Welch's 

Winter in the Blood. Ttlg Pgath Of Jim Loney/ and Thg Indian 

Lawyer; Leslie Harmon Silko's Ceremonv and Almanac of the 
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Dead all use murder and/or crime to signify a breech 

occurred in the Indian communities after their subjugation. 

This trend is evident also in texts by less known Native 

American authors. For instance, Janet Campbell Hale's The 

Jailing of Cecelia Capture explores the sense of guilt and 

the feeling of illegality that American society 

surreptitiously transmits to native people. Another example 

is Lakota Sioux author Joseph Marshall III who investigates 

the issue of violence between Anglo and Indian cultures in 

his novel Winter of the Holy Iron: the leader of the Wolf 

Tail Band of the Lakota narrates how he killed a white man 

for self-defense and wonders about the reasons that prompted 

the man to attack him. 

William Bevis has studied the depiction of violence in 

Howsg Madg of Pawn/ wind from and Enemv Skv. The Surrounded, 

and The Death of Jim Lonev. He concludes that violence in 

these novels indicates radically different opinions from 

corresponding European concepts. These perceptions include 

the relationships between human beings and the environment, 

and among themselves (606-608). To a European mind some 

behaviors show a stunning "disregard for human life and 

delicate respect for all other life," an "inversion of 

American culture which demonstrates an unprecedented 

solicitude for human longevity . . . while waging 

unprecedented war on the rest of the earth" (606). 

Larry Evers uses Abel's killing of the albino in 
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Monaday's House Made of Dawn, together with two short 

stories by Leslie Silko and Simon Ortiz, to study the 

different ways real life crimes enter the literary 

production of native authors. The murder of a New Mexican 

policeman by two Acoma brothers is related in various ways 

by the three authors, although all texts convey a clear 

point of view on the psychological disruption brought on 

native peoples. 

Some critics have pointed out more definite detective 

fiction features in specific Native American novels. Robert 

F. Gish has studied the elements of mystery and mock 

intrigue in Welch's Winter in the Blood, whereas Mary Slowik 

has isolated similar characteristics in the narrative 

structure of Silko's Ceremony. 

Q . 2 t  N a t i v e  A u t h o r ?  o f  P p p u l a r  H y s t e r i g g  

Although the spread of Native American mysteries has 

occurred mostly during the 1980s and 1990s we should mention 

the earlier work of Todd Doiming, because as early as the 

1930s this Choctaw writer wrote a series of detective novels 

set in Mexico and the US Southwest. 

More recently Yaqui-Senecu del Sur author Martin Cruz 

Smith has enjoyed a sweeping success with his mysteries set 

in the former Soviet Union, Gorkv Park. Polar Star, and Red 
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Square. all featuring Russian police investigator Arkady 

Renko. Two other novels, Niahtwina and Stallion Gate, are 

more concerned with Native American themes. The former 

narrates an invasion of veuapire bats in the Hopi 

reservation. The mysterious killings are solved by Andrew 

Youngman, a non-traditional Indian investigator. Smith uses 

the symbolism of the blood-sucking creatures to comment on 

the depletion of water supplies in Arizona and southern 

California, and a plan to drill oil in the Four Corners 

area. The text makes clear that the vampires contravene to 

the basic rule of balance among species, because they do not 

give anything in return. The metaphor of the bats' 

expansion, along with their spreading of various diseases 

also provides an analogy to the historical occurrences of 

the Anglo invasion of Indian land. 

Another non-traditional Pueblo Indian is Joe Pena, the 

investigator in Stallion Gate, a thriller which takes place 

in Los Alamos during the last days of World War II. Joe acts* 

as a detective to uncover a spy network threatening the 

project to develop the atomic bomb. The fictional character 

of the Indian detective interacts with historical figures 

such as Robert Oppenheimer, Edward Teller and General Leslie 

Groves. The creation of the atomic bomb and the danger of 

radiations both for the environment and for living beings 

expands the theme of individual murders from classic 

detective fiction. In Smith's novel the risk is a large 
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scale destruction, first and foremost of the Native American 

inhabitants of the areas where the experiments are being 

carried out. The constant presence of the native 

investigator throughout the narration focusses the attention 

on the role of indigenous people faced with historical 

events of unprecedented magnitude. The Pueblos, Hescaleros, 

and Navajos acquire a general symbolic significance as they 

stand for all the other people who will be affected by the 

atomic bomb, not only the Japanese at Hiroshima, but 

eventually everybody, without distinction, as the all-

encompassing end of the narration implies. 

Another successful author of popular fiction is 

Cherokee writer Robert J. Conley. He mostly writes mysteries 

with a western setting, or historical fiction. But he 

sometimes expands into other genres, such as detective 

fiction. In his Wilder and Wilder^ for instance, a Cherokee 

husband and wife solve a murder occurred at a resort where 

they are spending their vacation. 

William Sanders—also published as Will Sundown—is 

another less known Cherokee author of mysteries. One of his 

series features Anglo free-lance author Taggart Rope, who 

solves cases in the Tulsa area with the help of his Cherokee 

lover Rita Ninekiller. Although The Next Victim and A Death 

on 66 have a quite limited Native American component. Blood 

Autumn shows a deeper concern with various aspects of Indian 

life. The native characters are an assortment of radical 
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militants, traditionalists, eind Christian converts, and the 

novel reveals a definite concern for environmental issues, 

i.e. for the estziblishment of a nuclear plant on the 

reservation. 

Mardi Oakley Hedawar also has a Cherokee tribal 

affiliation, precisely Eastern Band Cherokee of North 

Carolina. Her historical mystery Death at Rainy Mountain 

quite evidently tries to exploit the success of N. Scott 

Momaday's The Wav to Rainv Mountain. Hedawar's novel 

narrates the gathering of the separate bands of the Kiowa 

nation in 1866, around the sacred site of Rainy Mountain, 

because they need to elect the successor to a recently 

deceased principal chief. The three leaders of the major 

bands are candidates, but the situation precipitates when a 

competitor's nephew is accused of murdering the relative of 

another leader. The role of the investigator is taken by the 

healer Tay-bodal, who is eventually able to avoid the 

internecine war and the possible destruction of the Kiowa 

nation. 

Husband-and-wife team Michael Dorris and Louise Erdrich 

tried their hands at popular romantic mystery with The Crown 

of Columbus. The story of the involvement of a Navajo 

professor at Darmouth and her Anglo lover expands into their 

search for a long-lost diary of Christopher Columbus and a 

treasure the explorer might have hidden in the New World. 

However, the novel is somewhat disappointing, possibly 
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because it does not live up to the anticipation the 

publisher generated (the book had pre-sold movie rights and 

appeared in 1992, the year of the five-hundredth anniversary 

of Columbus's landing in the New World). Also, readers of 

Native American literature could not help comparing Dorris's 

and Erdrich's latest novel with their previous texts of 

definitely higher literary quality. 

gt?. Contemporary Native American Detective Novels 

The use of detective fiction, thriller and mystery 

genres has become a considersible phenomenon among 

contemporary Native American writers. In addition to Louis 

Owens a good number of authors have used this genre to 

convey their point of view on various aspects of the 

colonization of their people. 

Spokane-Coeur d'Alene novelist Sherman Alexie has 

published Indian Killer, a thriller set in Seattle in which 

the character of a young Indian man adopted by a white 

family expands the theme of the investigation into one's 

personal roots. The novel also reveals a deep concern with 

the appropriation of Native American literatures by non-

natives through the depiction of a fake Indian mystery 

writer and a white professor of American Indian literature. 

Three Native American poets, Linda Hogan, Adrian Louis 
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and Ray Young Bear have recently published detective novels, 

Hogan's Mean Spirit is set in Oklahoma in the 1920s, at the 

tine of the oil boom. The narration follows two Osage 

families and their search for the murderer of Gracie 

Blanket, a native woman owner of oil-rich land. Numerous 

other episodes of violence reveal the determination of the 

oil corporate powers to coerce the Osage people into 

relinquishing their valucUsle property. 

Adrian Louis's Skins takes place in the Pine Ridge 

Reservation in South Dakota. The novel tells the story of 

Rudy Yellow Shirt, a tribal policeman who develops an alter 

ego, the "Avenging Warrior," after hitting his head on a 

rock. The man's other persona is a vigilante responsible for 

a series of attempts to improve the livelihood of his 

people, for instance, by setting the nearby liquor store on 

fire. Louis's novel combines elements of the detective 

fiction form with a strong realist commitment meant to 

indict various social issues affecting contemporary native 

people's lives, such as alcoholism, spousal abuse, and 

unemployment. 

Ray Young Bear's Remnants of the First Earth continues 

the author's fictionalized autobiography he begun with Black 

Eagle Child; The Faceoaint Narratives. The story is narrated 

by Edgar Principal Bear and takes place in the Black Eagle 

Child settlement in Iowa. The case of a murdered childhood 

friend prompts Edgar's investigation. Although the crime 
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occurred long before, it still has a profound impact on the 

community and serves as a catalyst for the struggle to hold 

together a culture at risk of disappearance. Young Bear's 

novel successfully blends detective fiction motifs with 

tribal myths and history. 

The Navajo setting features prominently in the 

mysteries by Ron Querry, A.A. Carr and Anna Lee Walters. The 

outcome of these authors' efforts, however, are quite 

disparate. Ron Querry's The Death of Bemadette Lefthand 

uses the tropos of Mavajo witchcraft in his plot about a 

young Pueblo woman possibly murdered by her Din^ boyfriend. 

The story is narrated from three points of views: the 

victim's sister Gracie; her employer, the Anglo wife of a 

famous rock star; and an omniscient narrator. This 

impersonal voice provides the solution of the murder mystery 

for the reader, whereas the characters are left uninformed 

about the dynamics of the crime (208-210). The novel's 

narrative techniques embody a disturbing commentary on 

anthropological discourse, as they result in the 

objectification of Navajo culture and people. The author is 

not Navajo, and neither are the other two narrative voices 

telling the story. As a result, the Navajos are constantly 

being described from the outside. The anthropologists and 

ethnographers quoted at the beginning of each chapter— 

Kluckhohn (1; 135; 215); Kluckhohn and Leighton (25); 

Simmons (77); Van Valkenburgh (129); Frisbie (165)—are 
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supposed to confer an authoritative frame to the narration. 

However, they re-iterate on another textual level the same 

objectifying gaze that the narrative voices manifest in the 

narration. 

In Eve Killers Navajo-Laguna filmmaker A.A. Carr 

combines in a distinctive original way Eastern European 

vampire myths and Navajo stories about Monster Slayer. In 

Navajo literary traditions this character is part of the 

Monsterway, one of the several clusters of stories belonging 

to the Blessingway. Monster Slayer and Born For Water are 

the twin sons of the Sun and Changing Woman. The more 

pugnacious of the two. Monster Slayer is responsible for the 

elimination of various evil creatures. Eye Killers being one 

of them (Gill and Sullivan, 194). Carr's novel narrates the 

abduction of Melissa, a young Native American woman by a 

vampire and her grandfather Michael's investigation and 

efforts to rescue her. 

The text establishes a narrative connection between the 

vampire's victims and the landscape, also portrayed as a 

casualty. The extraction of oil out of the earth parallels 

the draining of blood out of human beings. In this simile 

the oil is compared to the blood of the earth. As in Martin 

Cruz Smith's Niahtwinq. in this novel too the vampire 

provides a metaphorical frame for the exploitation of Native 

American land. Several references to uranium mining 

companies link this activity to the social and environmental 
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disruption it has caused on native peoples. 

The vampire is also a metaphor for the acculturative 

forces among Native American younger generations. Not only 

Melissa is abducted, her attitudes are also changed, in a 

similar way to what has consistently happened to Native 

American youth when they have been exposed to mainstream 

cultural values. The grandfather's concern for the 

disappearance of the older generation, and the knowledge 

they carry with them, stresses the tragedy of having his 

granddaughter taken away from him. Significantly, the 

knowledge carefully transmitted from one generation to 

another will prove to be determining in the eventual defeat 

of the vampire. 

The novel Ghost Singer by Anna Lee Walters embodies a 

debate on the function of historical discourses. It uses the 

genre of detective fiction to guestion the dominant 

culture's pretension of objectivity as an instr\iment of 

propagation of biassed values. As a native historian Jonnie 

Navajo sees history as a tool to reconstruct what happened 

to his ancestor. Red Lady's daughter, abducted by slave 

raiders in 1830. From a native point of view, the knowledge 

about one's family and ancestors should be the major goal of 

researching past events. David Drake is a non-native 

researcher who has enlisted Jonnie Navajo's help as a native 

informant. He hopes to gain valuable insight for his 

research topic, the period of Navajo slavery around the 
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beginning of the nineteenth centtiry. David follows a 

mainstreaun discursive practice, which implies abstraction 

from individual narrations in order to achieve generalities. 

But such a depersonalized version of history erases the 

history of violence on the native people, and becomes yet 

another form of domination. 

The native perspective is obliterated from the official 

version of history, in the same way that the physical 

presence and the rights of native people are ignored in the 

contemporary world. But the most problematic characters for 

non-natives to accept are the ghosts, supposedly responsible 

for the deaths of several of the Smithsonian's employees. 

The presence of spirit people in the attic of that 

institution's building is a metaphorical way of investing 

native peoples with agency in the contemporary political 

arena. The ghosts' goal is to fight the desecration of their 

burial sites and the commerce of their body parts, in other 

words, to oppose the policies of that institution, which has 

acquired enormous amount of artifacts belonging to all the 

north American Indian tribes. 

^Mapping' the various native peoples gives the illusion 

of controlling them, but Ghost Singer shows how the act of 

collecting can become a dangerous enterprise when the 

indigenous people's knowledge is not taken into account. The 

drive towards the collection of artifacts parallels the 

concerns about the accumulation of historical data. 
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The depiction of crime has figured prominently in 

Sardinian literature. Two examples among many others clarify 

the authors' concern for the related phenomena of kidnapping 

and banditism: Giuseppe Fiori's Sonetaula ("Sound of Wood"), 

the story of a bandit against the background of fascism and 

World War II; and Antonio Cossu's II riscatto ("The 

Ransom"), which deals with a case of kidnapping. Both novels 

are the result of the political and anthropological debate 

on Sardinian crime which unfolded after World War II. As a 

reaction to the biological essentialism of earlier racist 

scholars—such as anthropologist Alfredo Niceforo, who has 

been mentioned earlier in this introduction—innovative 

socio-psychological and socio-political studies and 

fictional works renewed the interest in these issues. 

In 1960 Vittorio De Seta made the film Banditi a 

Oraosolo ("Bandits in Orgosolo"); in 1961 Antonio Pigliaru 

published his work on vendetta and family feuds in Barbagia, 

the mountainous central area of the island. In 1955 Franco 

Cagnetta published his famous essay on Orgosolo, one of the 

major towns in Barbagia. Cagnetta's study was one of the 

first field anthropological searches performed in the years 

® None of the Italian texts mentioned in this section 
and in the following one have been translated into English 
yet. I have added my own translation of the titles next to 
the Italian originals. 
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after World War II. De Seta's film is heavily indebted with 

Cagnetta's and Pigliaru's analyses. The latter was the first 

Sardinian scholar who attempted to make the rest of Italy 

understand that the distinctive aspects of crime in Barbagia 

depend on the particular aspects of shepherds' life in that 

area. In his opinion, crime results from the contrast 

between needs and rules of local life and the official 

regulations of the state superimposed on the people. 

G.5. Sardinian Detective Novels 

Sardinian authors' concern about crime has been 

recently transposed in part in several novels which derive 

themes and motifs from the genres of detective fiction, 

mystery and gothic fiction. As we will see in the part on 

the history of these genres in Italy, Sardinian authors 

appear at a very early stage of development. Enrico Costa's 

1879 gothic novel II castello misterioso ("The Mysterious 

Castle"); Salvatore Farina's II seareto del nevaio ("The 

Secret of the Snowfield," 1902); and I misteri di Sassari 

("The Mysteries of Sassari," 1904) by Giacinto Satta—who 

wrote under the pseudonym of Dottor Pamfilo—all represent 

an early interest on the part of Sardinian authors in genres 

related to the investigation of crimes. 

More recently contemporary Sardinian writers have 
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appropriated the genre of detective fiction to debate 

various socio-political issues. Giulio Angioni L'Oro di 

Fraus ("The Town of Fraus' Gold") exhibits several 

references to former and present colonizing powers in the 

island in terms of competing narratives coexisting within 

the same cultural and geographical space. The novel narrates 

the efforts of the town's mayor to discover the truth about 

the murder of an adolescent. Although the text appears to be 

moving towards a predictable solution of the murder, at the 

same time, it also guestions the very possibility of 

achieving a univocal story. 

The multiplicity of ^truths' vying for power 

demonstrates Angioni's concern with epistemological issues 

and prompts guestions regarding the possibility of re-

appropriating both a cultural and a geographical space on 

the part of the local inhabitants. The death of the young 

man could alludes to the Phoenician custom of sacrificing 

the eldest child to a deity. Therefore, the crime under 

investigation represents a reference to the first colonizing 

power in the island. Significantly, it is also the first 

implicit indication of the various colonizing powers that 

have followed one another in Sardinia. These include ancient 

Rome, the Funics, the House of Savoy, the unified Italian 

state in the contemporary time, and the presence of NATO 

bases after World War II. 

The concern with archeology represents another 
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analytical pursuit of the text. The sanitized version 

archaeologists often construct is reversed to show the 

violence that is inevitably attached to all dominations. 

Waves of conquerors are not just a series of producers of 

^interesting' artifacts, but the carriers of brutal 

alterations on Sardinian landscape. 

The re-appropriation of the physical space represents 

another line of development of the plot. A philosophy 

teacher, the narrator is trying to implement an 

environmental project that reveals several features in 

common with other Utopian designs formulated by philosophers 

of the past. The mayor envisions a return to a pristine 

condition, untouched by the economic policies of foreign 

powers. He is planning, for instance, to recreate the 

abundance of trees that characterized the island before the 

deforestation carried out by the Chartaginians and the 

Romans. Also, an old talc mine would reacquire its central 

significance in the community. This relevance is attested by 

various oral narratives set in "The Ogre's House," as the 

mine is known by the local people. However, the mayor's 

environmental project is tarnished by the crime, for the 

victim died when he fell from a lonely almond tree into the 

"Ogre's House." 

Two other novels by Angioni confirm his combination of 

traditional myths and detective fiction to articulate a 

commentary on contemporary Sardinia. Il sale sulla ferita 
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("The Salt on the Wound") uses a local legend about people 

who take the shape of black oxen at night. The narrator's 

friend Benito experienced such changes and was eventually 

murdered. The mythical construction serves the purpose of 

debating recent political developments of Sardinian 

politics, as Benito's murder is set against the fight for 

land reform that occurred in the 1950s. The search for the 

culprit underlies the need to investigate recent Sardinian 

history. 

Similar concerns for historical research are also 

evident in Se ti e cara la vita ("If You Care About Your 

Life"). In this novel the investigation of the murder of the 

narrator's father represents an occasion to discuss the 

plans for economical development which were implemented in 

the island in the late 1950s and early 1960s. The rhetorics 

of the Piano di Rlnascita ("Plan for Rebirth") conveyed the 

hope of a new start for Sardinian people, after centuries of 

backward colonizing practices. However, it became soon 

evident that such policies were simply a newer version of 

the same old social dynamics, and that only a restricted 

affluent minority was able to benefit from their 

implementation. It is a tragic irony that "in the period 

between 1950 and 1966 nearly 200,000 people left the island 

as emigrants" (Weingrod and Morin, 303). 

The text often maintains that the narrator's father 

died because of the Rlnascita, an apparent oxymoron, if we 
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remember the significance of rebirth conveyed by the Italian 

term. The circumstances of the man's death reproduce in a 

contemporary frame the Sardinian myth of the hidden treasure 

which will damage whoever finds it. The narrator's father 

was murdered because people mistook some fake bills from a 

Monopoly game for the Rinascita funds lavished by the 

government. 

The novel's process of investigation comments on the 

intersection of personal and public history. The 

investigation represents a chance for the narrator to accept 

his own cultural roots. Therefore, his initial unwillingness 

to investigate the murder of his father is a metaphor for 

his reluctance to come to terms with his cultural heritage, 

his familial and social past. Significantly, the narrator is 

nameless until he accepts his cultural heritage. In a final 

twist traceable to the Oedipal myth, the narrator eventually 

acknowledges his own role in his father's death, when his 

sister reminds him that he was the one who gave him the 

Monopoly game as a gift. 

Marcello Fois is often grouped with a community of 

detective fiction writers from Bologna, where he has lived 

for a number of years. However, he is actually from Nuoro, 

Sardinia, a city in which he always sets his narrations. 

Falso aotico Nuorese ("False Nuorese Gothic Story") uses the 

motif of the satanic priest from gothic fiction to speculate 

on the dynamics of historical research. The narrative 
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function of the detective is embodied by a young man, Giulio 

Bandinu, who has been trying to reconstruct his father's 

life, and by the father himself, Ignazio Bandinu, who has 

been researching the story of the priest all of his life. 

Both endeavors are doomed to eventual failure. The truth 

that the two men are able to achieve is limited to a certain 

amount of knowledge about themselves and their family. The 

father and the son realize how deeply involved they are in 

the circumstances related to the priest's deeds, as they 

discover the closeness that existed between Ignazio's father 

and the priest when they were young. The text portrays a 

movement from general, historical narration, to personal 

family history. The father and the son both start out by 

posturing themselves as external, uninvolved narrators. 

However, at the end of the narration the reader realizes how 

deeply the events they are researching have affected their 

own lives. 

This narrative structure provides a commentary on the 

dynamics of historical and anthropological research. Ignazio 

Bandinu, the supposedly unbiased researcher, is too involved 

with his objects of study. His position is set in contrast 

with the references to Gertrud Van Ellmann, presented as the 

author of a study on the popular traditions of Barbagia. Van 

Ellman's quotation provide a good example of the external 

anthropologist's detachment. Ignazio Bandinu, on the other 

hand, looses his supposed impartiality as he delves deeper 
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into his project of historical research. His "History of 

Nuoro" in fact, inevitably touches upon the painful episodes 

that involve his own family: the destruction of his 

grandfather's property, and the obsession of his own father 

which has been transmitted to himself and to his own son. 

Fois's Mealio morti ("Better Off Dead") and Ferro 

recente ("Recent Iron Age") are more traditional examples of 

detective fiction for they follow all the basic tenets of 

the genre. The former depicts a series of brutal murders of 

young adolescent girls against the background of the 

exploitation of urban landscape. Murder is equated with the 

devastation of the city, and the key character for this 

analogy is the scheming building constructor Cosimo Pau. He 

is behind the development of the urban landscape that will 

reduce the number of trees and he is also responsible for 

most of the murders of the girls. 

The author uses traditional Sardinian narratives to 

better define some of his characters. For instance, the 

murderer Cosimo Pau is depicted as a devilish figure: he has 

made a pact with the devil on the basis of the local ritual 

of the oil (187-188). His red hair and face also convey an 

association with the devil (186). However, the most 

interesting depiction of this character uses the frame of a 

traditional Sardinian tale in which the devil is incarnated 

in a boar. Another traditional character mentioned in the 

text is the surtile, a Sardinian female vampire that sucks 
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the blood and life out of newborn babies. But a general 

pattern of gender reversal supports the identification of 

Cosimo as being the surtile himself. 

Ferro recente deals with the issues of local terrorism 

and family feuds. The title has a double meaning, both the 

name of the guerrilla organization fighting for Sardinian 

independence, and a declining phase of Sardinian history in 

which the prehistoric civilization was defeated by the 

Romans. Thus, the text implies that history repeats itself: 

the decline of the Nuragic civilization in the Ferro Recente 

period is re-iterated in the decadence of the latest decades 

of Sardinian history. 

The depiction of the eventual internecine warfare 

within the terrorist group provides a metaphor for the lack 

of unity Sardinian people have historically displayed. In 

this way Fois articulates his criticism of violence among 

Sardinians. His disapproval is extended to the obliteration 

of traditions and the destruction of the natural landscape. 

The novel does not provide an answer for the crucial 

questions regarding cultural identity. Ironically it does 

provide a solution to the crime plot, which, nonetheless, 

leaves readers somewhat dissatisfied because the author of 

course cannot as easily provide a solution for the many 

issues that are embedded in the narration: the question of 

language, the defense of the land, the balance between past, 

present and future, the relationships with external forces 
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of colonization. 

Like Fois's Ferro recente. Gianfranco Pintore Sardiana 

Ruia ("Red Sardinia") portrays the attempts of a terrorist 

group to counter the colonization of the island. His other 

detective novel, Manzela. depicts the clash between two 

cultures and two conceptions of justice, the Sardinian and 

the Italian. 

Antonio Careddu's I contorni del male ("The Shape of 

Evil") has a complex narrative structure. The story moves 

from character to character until the conclusive solution. 

Like Angioni's L^oro di Fraus and Se ti e cara la vita. this 

novel includes a traditional tale about the treasure that, 

once found, turns out to be worthless (121). 

Sergio Carreras's Un omicidio ("A Homicide") has an 

interesting description of the tourist village of Torre 

delle Stelle, similar to the town depicted in Mannuzzu's II 

terzo suono. Here too the discourse on the exploitation of 

the land and natural resources acquires prominence because 

it parallels the homicide. The author's concern with the 

archaeological past of Sardinia is evident in the discussion 

about the tower which gives the name to the place (10-13). 

Unlike the murder, the question about the existence of the 

tower is not solved as the past seems to have been 

completely erased in the newly developed tourist settlement. 
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H. Outline of the Following Chapters 

In chapter II I will examine the genre of detective 

fiction from a historical point of view, as it has developed 

in various countries. I will also analyze its basic tenets, 

in order to appreciate Sardinian and Native American 

authors' departure from these conventions, and to define the 

ideological reasons for such deviations. In the following 

sections I will look closely at Mannuzzu's two novels 

Procedura (chapter III) and II terzo suono (chapter IV). 

Owens's three texts The Sharpest Sight. Bone Game and 

Nightland will be analyzed in detail respectively in 

chapters V, VI and VII. Finally, the conclusive chapter will 

discuss some common aspects in the two authors and possible 

innovative ways Native American and Sardinian people can 

interact with each other in the future. 
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A. General Introduction 

Detective fiction is probably the most popular among 

literary genres. The sheer figures of its diffusion indicate 

its widespread success: in the twentieth century detective 

fiction has risen to "one-fourth of the total publishing 

output in the English language" (Aisenberg, 2). Presently 

"there are roughly 10,000 murder mysteries in print" 

(Clyde), and "every tenth book published is in this field" 

(Winks, Introduction 12). In such a broad and diversified 

domain it is necessary to define carefully how contemporary 

Sardinian and Native American authors are working within the 

genre: which conventions they accept or transgress, what 

specific literary traditions they continue, and in which 

original ways they revitalize the genre. 

In order to appreciate these dynamics of innovation and 

tradition, in this chapter I will briefly discuss the 

development of detective fiction in the last two centuries. 

Understandably, a detailed excursus of such a magnitude 

would go beyond the purpose of this dissertation. My 

analysis will be limited to indicating the recurrent themes 

and conventions Native Americans and Sardinian novelists 

employ in their novels. I will also analyze some issues 

detective fiction has engendered, i.e. questions regarding 
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the dialectics of so-called high and low literary forms; the 

supposed rationality of classic detective fiction; the 

development of the discourse on crime since the eighteenth 

century. Finally, I will provide an excursus of the lively 

debate this genre has occasioned in various theoretical 

fields: psychoanalysis, literary theory, social analysis, 

gender studies, philosophy, and history. This broad view 

will reveal the diversity of the topics this genre has 

generated, and the implications of these achievements for 

the analysis of Native American and Sardinian mysteries. My 

study will demonstrate that the genre's flexibility allows 

Sardinian and Native American contemporary authors to 

manipulate its conventions and develop a commentary on 

colonialism and the present condition of ethnic communities 

in Italy and the United States. 

B. The Search for the Genre's Roots in Early Literatures 

The intersecting current of so-called crime literature 

has somewhat complicated the categorization of the 

respective fields. The latter is a generic term including 

any narration depicting a crime. Such a broad definition is 

not very helpful to discriminate a text from another, since 

it is applicable to about one half of world literature. A 

more accurate distinction is necessary because some critics 
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place the origins of detective fiction in texts which others 

categorize instead as stories featuring, among other 

elements, also a crime. 

Howard Haycraft provides a clear synthesis of the two 

points of view regarding the origin of the detective story. 

He classifies detective fiction critics into two types. Most 

critics, including himself, believe that Poe is the genre's 

initiator, whereas a less numerous group identifies the 

original constituents of the detective story in earlier 

texts (qtd. in Harrowitz, 179). Older narrations featuring 

various forms of criminal activity and the interpretation of 

clues represent a significant reservoir of themes for all 

detective novelists, including contemporary Sardinian and 

Native American authors. Thus, these narratives should be 

evaluated in order to recognize their contributions to the 

contemporary production of Sardinian and Native American 

novelists. 

The aspiration to find ennobling antecedents is 

understandable in a genre that has often been scorned as 

low-class, inferior entertainment. Several ancient texts 

have been suggested as precursors of detective fiction. 

Stefano Benvenuti maintains that "Aesop's fox, who refused 

to go into the lion's den after he had noticed that there 

were many animal tracks entering the cave but no signs of 

any tracks coming out, might be considered one of the first 

true detectives" (2). As a forerunner of the motif of the 
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crime committed in a locked room this critic indicates the 

biblical story in which Daniel sprinkles flour on the temple 

floor to demonstrate that the priests were eating the 

offerings to the god (3). 

Carlo Bordoni reminds us that some critics place the 

beginning of the crime story in the Odyssey. because of 

Ulysses's ruse of covering himself and his companions with 

goats' hides to escape from Polyfemus (39). Lacassin goes as 

far as contending that detective fiction heroes represent a 

development whose roots trace back to epic literature. Their 

antecedents are Ulysses and Lancelot, not because of their 

investigative pursuits or deceiving abilities: Lacassin 

believes that the investigators' acts reveal a metaphysical 

intent and an epic dimension. Like epic heroes, they create, 

organize, and systematize what eventually becomes the truth, 

and, in so doing, they mediate between human beings and the 

realm of the impossible (99-100). 

Other possible forerunners of modern detective fiction 

are the story of the king of Egypt Rampsinites, told by 

Herodotus (Del Monte, 22-23), and Vitruvius's De 

architectura (Del Monte, 27). But the search for the genre's 

roots is not limited to Latin and Greek classical antiquity. 

Del Monte includes in this list the novel of Ali az-Zaiqab 

from One Thousand and One Niahts (26-27). Another frequently 

mentioned text is the sixteenth century legend of the 

princes of Serendip, by the Venetian Cristoforo Armeno, 
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derived from ancient Arab and Persian tales (Benvenuti, 2). 

The story depicts the four brothers' admirable investigative 

abilities in reconstructing the type and physical features 

of a camel by simply observing a field in which it had 

previously grazed. Moving further away from Mediterranean 

cultures, Benvenuti mentions that 

according to Dutch diplomat, sinologist, and 
author Robert Hans Van Gulik . . . criminal 
fiction was born in China between the years 630 
and 700. The basis of this claim lies in the law 
reports of the trials conducted by Li Jen-Tse, a 
young judge who settled many criminal cases. These 
were the source of many anonymous stories. (5-6) 

Even such an inescapably partial list cannot ignore the 

tragedies of Hamlet and Oedipus. because numerous critics 

indicate one or the other as the first investigator in 

literature. Benvenuti thinks that Shakespeare's conclusion 

is "the classic finale to a detective novel, where all the 

protagonists are brought together and the detective reveals 

who the culprit is and how the crime was committed" (4). In 

Alfonso Reyes's analysis of Sophocles's drama, Creon 

corresponds to Watson, Oedipus "is, to his people, a 

specialist in mysteries, a sleuth, a Scotland Yard 

detective," after his success with the Sphinx's riddle, and 

Teiresias embodies the role of the private eye (64-65). 

The Oedipal myth has attracted the attention of many 

critics, due to the psychoanalytical implications of this 

hero's investigative endeavor, and the myth's remarkable 

combination of detective and criminal into a single 
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character. Among the various hypotheses suggested, Levi-

Strauss provides the most stimulating approach. He studies 

this myth in conjunction with native Algonquin narrations 

which also feature the association of riddles with incest 

taboos: 

between the solution of the riddle and incest, a 
relation exists, not external and of fact, but 
internal and of reason; and this is indeed why 
civilizations as different as those of classical 
antiquity and indigenous America can associate 
them independently. Like the solved riddle, incest 
brings together terms meant to remain separate: 
the son is joined with the mother, the brother 
with the sister, in the same way as the answer 
succeeds, against all expectations, in rejoining 
its question. (23) 

This analysis moves away from the many over-simplifying 

portrayals of Oedipus as the first detective in literature. 

Levi-Strauss identifies a common trait in all cultures, and 

it is significant that the examples he provides come from 

the two areas which I have isolated as the topic of my 

investigation. We can surmise that cultures as different as 

North American natives and Mediterranean indigenous people 

both developed narrations about crime and the interpretation 

of clues on the basis of comparable sets of questions. Levi-

Strauss 's finding that anxiety about incest generated the 

earliest investigative endeavors lends itself to enlarge the 

remote origins of detective fiction beyond the narrow 

boundaries of Western cultures. 

Levi-Strauss's analysis demonstrates that it is crucial 

to incorporate the oral narrative traditions of non-Western 
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and marginalized cultures in the study of the roots of 

detective novels. The study of Native American and Sardinian 

mysteries cannot be limited to the themes and conventions 

these authors derive from classical detective fiction and 

western narrations regarding crime. It ought to include the 

respective rich bulk of stories regarding crime, for both 

traditions provide indispensable knowledge to determine the 

meaning of crime in their respective cultures. In these 

ethnic groups contemporary detective fiction is only the 

most recent development of a long-established discourse on 

crime. 

C. Detective Fiction versus Narrations Featuring Crime in 

Modern Literatures 

In addition to the complexity of tracing the genre's 

lineage, the boundaries of the field of detective fiction 

have proved difficult to delimit also in modern times. Which 

novels are detective texts and which ones are not, in spite 

of their depiction of crimes, victims and investigators? 

This is the arduous question that critics who attempt a 

categorization have to answer. Even a cursory overview of 

world literature shows the far-reaching influence of 

detective fiction techniques and conventions. Nadya 

Aisenberg points out that "in the dramas of T.S. Eliot, 
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there are a surprising number of affinities to detective 

fiction" (231). Nicolas Freeling considers Nabokov's Lolita 

as "one of the century's outstanding crime novels" (vii). 

Among the texts in which "traces of a detective plot can be 

recognized" Stefano Tani includes Hawthorne's The House of 

the Seven Gables, and Melville's Benito Cereno (18), to 

which we should add several of Faulkner's novels. A recent 

anthology of the Ellery Queen Mystery Magazine reveals that 

detective fiction themes and plots can be discovered in such 

diverse authors as Cervantes, Whitman, Yeats, London, 

Zangwill, O. Henry, Cecov, Tolstoj, and even president 

Lincoln (Ambri and Tosello). 

Other critics, however, make careful distinctions among 

the multitude of narratives too easily labelled as detective 

fiction. Jerry Palmer reminds us that 

texts as various as Dickens' Little Dorritt. 
Dostoevskj's Crime and Punishment or Antonioni's 
Blow Up indicate that descriptions of crime can be 
incorporated into guite different fictional 
textures. What constitutes crime fiction as such 
is that the presentation of crime comes to 
dominate the fictional structure by taking a 
particular place in the hierarchy of discourses 
that constitute the texts. (141-142) 

Palmer's distinguishes crime fiction—in which "the 

portrayal of crime is absolutely central to the story" 

(131)—from other literary uses of its themes and 

conventions. The former is different because it is based on 

the investigation of a criminal mystery by a hero, i.e. a 

specific procedure which rules the internal composition of 
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its texts (123). 

Palmer's definition helps to categorize Sardinian and 

Native American novels featuring crimes as rightfully 

belonging to the genre of detective fiction (or crime story, 

if we use the terminology Palmer prefers). They all contain 

the basic dominant procedure of one or more heroes 

investigating a criminal deed. These novelists' major 

concern is not a psychological analysis of crime, nor the 

depiction of a tormented soul, as is the case for Nabokov or 

Dostoevskj. Their aim is to depict a criminal mystery of a 

special kind, because the crime hints at the disastrous 

crimes of colonialism in the history of their peoples. 

Palmer maintains that a central issue in the genre 

classification system deals with "the universality and 

centrality of the portrayal of crime in crime fiction" 

(133). In order to answer this question, we need to consider 

that "crime ... is always a challenge to the legitimacy of 

a supposedly universal social and moral order," particularly 

when the crime is a homicide, because "the person who 

commits murder has taken one of the few irrevocable steps 

beyond the boundaries of our moral universe and has 

therefore enacted a self-commitment of the highest order" 

(133-134). 

The moral order disrupted in contemporary Sardinian and 

Native American crime fiction is the integrity of the group 

before colonialism and conquest. With the help of Palmer's 
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analysis, we can understand why these authors consistently 

portray murder as the central crime in their novels. This 

choice allows them to delineate the magnitude of the crimes 

of colonialism and place them outside of the boundaries of 

morality. The dominant procedure inherent in detective 

fiction offers these authors with a narrative frame they can 

use to articulate questions about the condition of 

marginalized people within wider nation states. 

D. The History of Detective Fiction in the United States. 

England. France, and Italy 

The majority of critics agree in indicating Edgar Allan 

Poe as the first author who wrote modern detective stories. 

Besides the United States, detective fiction reached its 

first accomplished results also in France and England. The 

almost contemporary publication of ^ile Gaboriau's 

affaire Lerouae (1865) in France and Wilkie Collins's The 

Moonstone (1868) in England makes it difficult to determine 

whether Poe's first European counterpart was from one or the 

other of the two countries. Alfonso Reyes even asserts that 

the detective story might have originated independently in 

the United States and France, because "no one has ever 

demonstrated that Gaboriau imitated the methods of Poe, who 

preceded him by several years" (65). 



In the following chapters I will briefly discuss the 

development of detective fiction in England, France and the 

United States, and I will concentrate on the aspects which 

are relevant for the analysis of contemporary Sardinian and 

Native American detective novels. Since the history of the 

genre in Italy may be less familiar, I will provide a more 

detailed discussion for this country. 

D. 1. The Literary Precursors of Detective Fiction 

Modern detective fiction is the result of the 

confluence of several genres and texts, developed 

independently in England, France, and the United States. 

These predecessors inspired authors beyond national 

boundaries. During the second half of the eighteenth century 

the English gothic novel represented a significant influence 

from which the detective novel derived its popular appeal, 

its component of suspense, and its basic narrative 

structure. Still in England, about one century before the 

rise of gothic fiction, the true accounts of the life of 

criminals began to encounter a popular favor which continued 

during the eighteenth century. Initially it was the chaplain 

of the Newgate prison in London—where numerous criminals 

were imprisoned—who collected and pxoblished their stories. 

This explains why the genre acquired the name of "Newgate 
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fiction." 

As far as France is concerned, the publication of 

Vidocq's Memoires. in 1828, is often indicated as the 

beginning of French crime fiction. His narration is a late 

offspring of the true accounts of criminals' lives 

popularized by Newgate fiction. A reformed criminal himself, 

Vidocq created the French Surete, the first great police 

corps of the modern world. He inspired both Hugo's Jean 

Valjean (in Les Miserables^ and Balzac's Vautrin (in La 

Comedie humaine^ (Fossati, 5). Earlier on, during the Age of 

Enlightenment, in the second half of the eighteenth century, 

a major contribution had stemmed from Voltaire's short novel 

Zadiq. This story shows a clear influence from the Persian 

legend of the princes of Serendip. A mere observation of 

animal tracks on the sand is sufficient for Zadig to 

determine that the queen's dog is a small female spaniel, 

that she recently had puppies, that her front left paw is 

lame, and that she has long ears. This early instance of 

deductive reasoning would carry its profound influence in 

the characters of Dupin and Holmes. Finally, a major 

contribution to the development of the new genre comes from 

the United States, with the Native American characters of 

James Fenimore Cooper's novels. 

This short series of forerunners of detective fiction 

already identifies the main issues in the analysis of the 

socio-political impact of the genre. The influence of the 
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*true' accounts of criminals' lives indicates that detective 

fiction is an offspring of new ideas about crime and its 

management. The construction of a discourse purporting the 

superiority of rational thought is evident in the 

contribution from the Enlightenment culture as well as in 

the basic plot of the gothic "tale of terror," an apparently 

supernatviral mystery eventually explained by rational means. 

Finally, the influence of Fenimore Cooper's stereotypical 

natives illustrates the crucial question of the construction 

of criminal ^others' on the basis of colonial dynamics. A 

later part of this analysis will show that all of these 

fundamental concerns have informed the genre throughout its 

history. 

In addition to the texts previously mentioned, Alberto 

Del Monte provides a clear account of other literary 

currents which combine to create the new genre of detective 

fiction. The gothic "tale of terror" continued its own 

development and became the "horror story," in which the 

supernatural factors prevail. The satanic bandit, another 

theme of the "tale of terror," became the vampire in some 

further evolution. Thus, the "horror story" developed into 

"ghost story," "vampire story" and "werewolf story." 

It is important to keep in mind such an intricate 

tangle of derivations and interrelations because some Native 

American and Sardinian novels descend in part from literary 

developments which have paralleled the genre of detective 
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fiction. Fois's Falso aotico nuorese. for instance, 

elaborates the theme of the satanic priest from gothic 

fiction. Carr's Eve Killers brings together the detective 

plot and the vampire story, in addition to Navajo myths. 

Almost all the Native American and Sardinian detective 

novels feature phantom-like beings as characters in their 

plot. These ghosts derive from the respective narrative 

traditions of these people. As in the "tale of terror" of 

the Anglo-Saxon tradition, the theme of the eventual 

rationalization of the mystery features prominently in 

Native American and Sardinian fiction, although the so-

called rational and irrational elements are not reconciled 

in the end. 

In the culture of the Enlightenment and Positivism the 

rationalized mystery embodied the conflict between 

rationalism and irrationalism. The supremacy of one over the 

other has always had profound implications for the 

transmission of different world-views. Indeed, this 

constitutes a major point in which Sardinian and Native 

American novelists depart from the conventions of detective 

fiction. By establishing a connection with other genres 

featuring supernatural beings, these authors intervene in 

the debate on the supposed superiority of rationalism over 

irrationalism and the political implications of this 

hierarchy. Their novels' endings often leave open the 

possibility of multiple interpretations, in which 



87 

supernatural beings and inductive reasoning coexist as 

competing narratives. In this way they reaffirm the validity 

of their traditional knowledge as alternative means to 

define a discourse on crime in the contemporary world. 

D.2. Edgar Allan Poe 

In spite of the conflicting hypotheses about the origin 

of detective fiction, most of the critics indicate Poe as 

the beginner of the genre. He successfully combined themes 

and conventions from disparate narrative traditions and, in 

so doing, created a new type of literature. Terror and 

mystery stories; Voltaire's Zadia; the scientific theories 

of the time; stories of the lives of famous criminals; the 

themes of suspense and detection from gothic novels and the 

Romantic movement in general; all of these components 

concurred in the creation of the new tale of crime and 

detection. 

As a matter of fact, Poe wrote only a few stories to 

which that definition applies. Nonetheless they have become 

central for the history of the genre because they 

inaugurated several conventions, themes and rules which 

thousands of subseguent writers would develop: the presence 

of an extradiegetic narrator; an ending with only one 

possible solution to the mystery; a crime which, at first. 



88 

does not appear to have an explanation; the investigative 

method employed to solve the crime, based on observation and 

reasoning; the ineptitude of the police in contrast to the 

intellectual superiority of the amateur detective. Poe also 

invented the two popular conventions of the parade of 

witnesses and the red herring (Cawelti, 85). Jon Thompson 

remarks that Poe's detective stories inaugurated a number of 

subgenres: armchair detection in "The Mystery of Marie 

Roget;" the locked-room mystery, featuring a crime committed 

in an enclosed and apparently inaccessible space, in "The 

Murders in the Rue Morgue;" code story—i.e. the solution to 

a cipher—in "The Gold Bug" (43). 

P-3' The History of Detective Fiction in England 

At the turn of the century Conan Doyle's novels enjoyed 

an unprecedented success, which has continued uninterrupted 

to the present day. With his famous characters of Holmes and 

Watson he initiated the "scientific crime story," in which a 

complex, mysterious, apparently unexplainable crime is 

solved by means of logic. After Conan Doyle, English 

detective fiction experienced a period of sweeping 

popularity, the so-called Golden Age of classic detective 

fiction, up to the 1930s, with authors such as Richard 

Freeman, G.K. Chesterton, Agatha Christie, Ngaio Marsh, 



89 

Dorothy Sayers, and Edgar Wallace. 

For the purpose of my analysis I will concentrate on 

the genre's debit to James Fenimore Cooper's * Indians.' 

Dorothy L. Sayers was one of the first to notice that 

Cooper's Leatherstocking narrations set in the American 

forests constitute a variety of detection fiction (qtd. in 

Reilly, 11). Alberto Del Monte makes a list of Sherlock 

Holmes's presumed "Indian" characteristics: he is able to 

interpret footprints; he smiles silently; he can endure 

fasting and lack of sleep for an extended period of time; he 

never shows his feelings (129). This critic argues that 

Cooper developed the cult of detection through his 

characters of Native American pathfinders. Possibly an 

example of Romantic exoticism, these "Indians" also possess 

the rational qualities cherished by the Enlightenment, since 

the interpretation of footprints is traceable to the 

character of Voltaire's Zadig (58). 

Cooper's novels featuring the motif of detection are: 

The Pioneers (1823), The Last of the Mohicans^ (1826), The 

Prairie (1826), The Pathfinder (1840), The Deerslayer 

(1841). This last novel is a good example of this author's 

influence on Poe: 

The Deerslaver . . . anticipates a state of 
affairs similar to that in Poe's "The Purloined 
Letter" (1845). Deerslayer and his friend 
Chingachgook look for the key to a mysterious 
chest—which supposedly hides proofs of Judith's 
identity—in one of the most obvious places, that 
is, the pocket of a ragged dress belonging to 
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Hetty, Judith's sister. The cunning Indian 
Chingachgook and Deerslayer know that the obvious 
place is a perfect hiding spot, as the refined 
Judith would never think of laying a hand on 
coarse clothes during her search for the key. 
(Tani, 157) 

Through Cooper's fiction, a certain stereotypical image of 

the native populations of North America enters in the 

constitution of the newly formed genre, influences English, 

French, and even Italian developments of the genre, and 

persists in contemporary American detective fiction. 

D.4. The History of Detective Fiction in France 

Del Monte believes that Conan Doyle derived the motif 

of Holmes's "Indian" attributes directly from Cooper, 

without the mediation of Gaboriau. In fact, the French 

creator of Lecoq acknowledged Cooper's influence in his 

fiction and compared his investigator to the American 

author's stereotypical image of Native Americans. Lecoq 

behaves like Cooper's "Indians:" he bends, puts his ear 

down, not in the woods, of course, but in what will be 

popularized as the "urban forest," i.e. the modern 

metropolis (100). 

Indeed, more than in England, it is in France that 

Cooper's narrative themes encountered the favor of a 

conspicuous cohort of authors. Del Monte mentions several 
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French writers who exploited Cooper's fame. The Last of the 

Mohicans was translated into French in 1827, the year after 

its publication in the United States. In 1829 Balzac wrote 

Le Dernier Chouan ("The Last Chouan"), pxiblished as Les 

Chouans. In this novel the rebels who freed Brittany during 

the French revolution—named after their leader Jean Chouan-

-manifest the same ability to interpret footprints as 

Cooper's pathfinders. Balzac was the first to transform the 

North American forest into the urban metropolis. In his 

novels Paris becomes as labyrinthine and tangled as a jungle 

(Del Monte, 58). 

In 1854-1855 Alexandre Dumas, pere, wrote Les Mohicans 

de Paris ("The Mohicans of Paris"), which continued the 

trend of transposing characters and atmospheres from Cooper 

into the modern metropolis (Del Monte, 78). Paul Feval 

published Les Couteaux d'or ("The Golden Knife," 1856), a 

detective novel depicting an Indian named Towa and his dog 

Mohican (Del Monte, 79). Between 1866 and 1869 Emile 

Gaboriau published his detective series featuring inspector 

Lecoq, whose creation, as we have seen, is heavily indebted 

to Cooper's heroes. Around the turn of the century Gaston 

Leroux wrote Les Mohicans de Babel (Del Monte, 140). 

Finally, in 1888 Gustave Aimard continued Cooper's tradition 

with Les Peaux-Rouaes de Paris ("The Redskins of Paris"), 

another transposition of The Last of the Mohicans in the 

Parisian setting (Del Monte, 109). Regis Messac comments on 
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cooperesque ^Indians.' Since the theme of the "forest of 

Paris" had already become commonplace by the end of the 

century, this author inaugurated a new plot by bringing the 

Native American characters to Paris, in order to follow the 

clues and the traces of criminals (652). 

Vidocq and Gaboriau are not the only precursors of the 

genre in France. Elements of detection were present in 

Eugene Sue's Les Mysteres de Paris ("The Mysteries of 

Paris," 1842-43-) and Paul F6val's Les Mysteres de Londres 

("The Mysteries of London," 1844). The popular motif of city 

mysteries reached Sardinian literature with the local 

adaptation of I misteri di Sassari ("The Mysteries of 

Sassari") published by Dottor Pamfilo [Giacinto Satta], who 

had lived in Paris for a long time. 

D.5. The History of Detective Fiction in the United States 

After the birth of the archetypal cerebral detective 

with Poe's Dupin, various other American authors followed 

his steps. Earl D. Biggers, S.S. Van Dine and Ellery Queen 

created novels which were closer to the style of detection 

predominant in England, featuring little violence and action 

on the detective's part. Stout's and Gardner's fiction 

features both a sedentary, ratiocinative investigator and an 
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action-driven sleuth, often involved in dangerous 

situations. The latter type had its own development as the 

distinguishing hero of hard-boiled fiction. This subgenre of 

detective fiction became extremely popular in the 1940s with 

authors such as Raymond Chandler and Dashell Hammett. 

Action, tension, and a certain indulgence to violence soon 

became characteristics associated with the American style of 

investigation, in contrast with the English ratiocinative 

method. Major features of hard-boiled novels are commitment 

to realism and strong social commentary on violence, 

politics, and corruption. 

Chandler found the artificial atmospheres of English 

detective fiction deeply irritating. He castigated Conan 

Doyle's lack of familiarity with real-life police routines 

and Agatha Christie's unbelievable plots ("Twelve Notes" 

1004). On the other hand, he applauded Hammett for giving 

murder back to the kind of people who commit it 
for reasons, not just to provide a corpse; and 
with the means at hand, not with hand-wrought 
duelling pistols, curare, and tropical fish. He 
[Hammett] put these people down on paper as they 
are, and he made them talk and think in the 
language they customarily used for these purposes. 
("The Simple Art" 989) 

The social commitment of hard-boiled fiction represents the 

first instance of an increasing concern with real people's 

problems, in contrast with a portrayal of detection as a 

cerebral exercise of style. Unlike Dupin and Holmes, hard-

boiled sleuths are no longer logical geniuses in a 
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positivistic world. The solution of the case is often 

antagonistic to nineteenth-century scientific views, and 

defies the optimism inherent in the English classic 

tradition. The social commitment of contemporary Native 

American novelists is traceable in part to the use of the 

genre as a vehicle for social commentary in hard-boiled 

fiction. 

In addition to Cooper's fictionalized renditions of 

native peoples another important depiction of Native 

Americans appeared in dime novels. Interestingly enough the 

* Indians' of western dime novels were eventually transformed 

into the criminals of pulp detective fiction. Del Monte 

observes that the New York publisher Beadle and Adams had 

marketed dime novels since 1860. Initially they were 

"western stories," inspired by Cooper and Mayne Reid, 

featuring sanitized versions of Buffalo Bill and the 

infamous Kit Carson as its most popular heroes. Eventually 

the end of the Indian Wars and the confinement of Native 

American people to reservations brought an end to the 

popularity of this genre. In a sense, the historical defeat 

of indigenous populations had subtracted the suspense from 

that plot. However, the market for dime novels continued to 

flourish. Instead of cow-boys chasing Indians in the forest, 

they went on to depict cops fighting criminals in the 

metropolis. Albert Aiken, one of the most prolific authors 

of western stories, switched to the new genre and created 
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the character of detective Injun Dick, whose derogatory name 

clearly indicates the transition that occurred in these 

popular novels (Del Monte, 116). 

The recent reappropriation of the genre by Native 

people has profound political implications. It signals their 

determination to subvert the myth of conquest and to 

reaffirm a native presence in the contemporary world. The 

plot of the western story offered less possibilities of 

subversion, as native people were consistently annihilated 

and defeated. Also, as we have seen, it had been 

increasingly less popular, since the end of the process of 

colonization of native people implied that the indigenous 

populations had vanished. The plot of the detective story 

proved to be more pliable to the exigence of subverting the 

dominant discourse. Native American authors of mysteries not 

only bring back to the narrative fore the supposed vanished 

^Indians,' they also turn them into detectives, in 

opposition to the criminal role to which dime novels had 

confined them. 

D.6. Ethnic and Multi-Cultural Mysteries in Contemporary 

American Literature 

A third, contemporary wave of ^Indian' imagery in 

American detective fiction is a popular trend at the present 
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moment. Once more, we are speaking of mysteries with Indian 

themes, characters and settings, written by non-natives. I 

have included an appendix with an annotated list of 85 texts 

by 44 different authors. These results were accomplished 

merely by checking the shelves of four or five specialized 

bookstores. I am convinced that a more in-depth research 

would result in an even greater number of titles and 

authors®. 

These texts belong to various subgenres; legal 

thriller, psychological mystery, historical fiction, mystery 

with supernatural elements. It is indicative that all the 

major tribes are * represented,' as if these authors were 

competing to tap into a not-yet-discovered culture and 

appropriate it for their marketing strategy. The brief plot 

descriptions reveal the reiterative quality of some themes: 

the ancient Indian burial and the archeological site as 

locales conducive to murder; the theft of Native American 

® In 1986 Albert Menendez published an annotated 
bibliography grouping mysteries according to locales, life
styles, and milieus. The significant absence of Native 
American settings demonstrates that this trend has only 
taken place within the last decade. However, John Dudley 
Ball lists a few sporadic authors of mysteries with Indian 
sleuths, which had been published before the 1980s. Bill S. 
Ballinger's CIA operative Joaquin Hawks, the son of a 
hereditary chief of the Nez Perce tribe (154); Brian 
Garfield's Sam Watchman, a Navajo Trooper of the Arizona 
Highway Patrol (155); Richard Martin Stern's Apache-Spanish-
Anglo detective Johnny Ortiz (156); B. and D. Kitchens's 
Apache investigator Hosteen Chuska (159); and detective 
David Return, from a fictitious tribe, by Manly Wade 
Wellman, whose story "A Star for the Warrior" won the Ellerv 
Queen's Magazine award in 1946 (156). 
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artifacts; the ghost-like attributes of some of the 

characters. A good number of these mysteries develop the 

correlated tropoi of exoticism and the adventures of the 

non-native into the perils of Indian land. 

The phenomenon of so-called ethnic mysteries is not 

limited to Native American peoples, nor is it simply a 

recent development. John Dudley Ball traces the presence of 

ethnic settings and characters to the 1920s. In his 1976 

study this trend of detective fiction is evidenced as a 

constant trait down to the present time. He lists a 

surprising number of investigators from the most disparate 

cultures: Chinese, Japanese, Asian Indian, Hawaiian, 

Turkish, Brazilian, Jewish, Arab, Gypsy, Caribbean, Tibetan, 

and African-American (ch. 7). 

In Peter Freese's definition the ethnic detective 

"assumes the function of a cultural mediator" (9). This 

critic also uses the term "postcolonial detectives," and 

believes that "ethnic mysteries can fulfil the function of 

anthropological handbooks and provide their readers with 

exciting introductions to unknown cultures" (10). It is 

evident that the readership for these mysteries is assumed 

to be mainstream, middle-class white, like the authors of 

this fiction (Hillerman, for instance, or Ball himself, who 

created black detective Virgil Tibbs). 

In the varied field of multi-ethnic, multi-cultural, 

multi-lifestyle mysteries the net of relationship involving 
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author, reader, and characters differs from group to group. 

In the case of Native Americans the author is almost always 

white, and s/he writes for an audience of non-members of the 

group depicted. However, we will see that Hillerman 

constitutes a notable exception, as he has successfully 

marketed himself to both Indian and non-Indian audiences 

alike. Freese's anthropological tropos is shared by several 

authors and publishers in this field. Juris Jurjevics, 

publisher of Soho Press, believes that "many of today's 

crime writers are very astute when it comes to penetrating 

other cultures." He exemplifies this point with non-native 

author "John Straley, whose books are set in Alaska among 

the native population. Seeing elements of these cultures 

under stress as a consequence of a crime is a very exciting 

reading experience" (qtd. in Anthony, 44). The lack of 

sensitivity about the social problem colonialism engendered 

in native populations clearly shows that the supposed 

interest for diversity is nothing other than a successful 

marketing strategy. HarperCollins editor Eamon Dolan 

believes that 

there is a constant pressure in the mystery genre 
to find new frontiers. . . . The frontiers of our 
country have mostly been broached, but the 
frontiers of religion, ethnicity, the inside of 
the head remain very much open to exploration and 
that's where you will find the mystery writer 
increasingly- (qtd. in Anthony, 44) 

Thus, cultures are still constructed as ^other' through 

the old similes of conquest, the frontier, and penetration 
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into uncharted territories, i.e. the rhetorics of 

colonialism. Native people as authors, or even simply 

readers of these books are possibilities which do not seem 

to be contemplated by the major publishing houses. The basic 

assiamptions are that these novels are written about people 

and cultures that are commodified as mere objects to be 

described; that the public is mainstream and white; and 

that, by reading these mysteries, such an audience can gain 

inside knowledge about those cultures. 

The artificiality of this construction becomes even 

more strident if we compare it with the parallel phenomena 

of mysteries with African American, and gay and lesbian 

detectives. Interestingly enough, the erasure of readers and 

authors does not apply to these groups. The homosexual 

populace constitutes the first and foremost readership of 

these novels, and the writers are almost all lesbians and 

gays themselves. A change towards this direction has also 

occurred in detective novels with black characters. African 

American people were excluded as producers and consumers 

until the 1970s, with rare exceptions, but in the late 

1990s, the majority of the authors of African American 

detectives—Walter Losely, Gar Anthony Haywood, Commander 

Hugh Holton of the Chicago Police Department, Eleanor Taylor 

Bland, Barbara Neeley, Valeries Wilson Wesley (Anthony, 50)-

-are black themselves, and they enjoy popularity in a 

racially mixed audience. 
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D.7. Tony Hillerman 

Almost all of the mysteries by non-Indian authors boast 

some kind of connection with Tony Hillerman, e.g. a quote in 

the cover where he commends the books, or the indication 

that the author is as successful in describing her/his tribe 

of choice as Hillerman is in depicting the Navajos. In fact, 

he is the undiscussed initiator of the literary trend of 

Native American mysteries by non-native authors. He created 

both a new subgenre and his own loyal readership. His novels 

delineate such a we11-documented portrayal of the tribe that 

the Navajo government recently honored him with the "Friend 

of the Navajo Nation" award. Indeed, it is not uncommon to 

encounter readers who are convinced that Hillerman is Navajo 

himself. To his credit, he has never pretended to have 

Native American origins. 

In spite of the recognition and success of his novels 

among native people, some Indian authors understandably 

resent HiHerman's self-appointment as the literary 

representative of Native American people. In her review of 

Hillerman's novels Anna Lee Walters criticizes the tendency 

among non-native people to acquire their knowledge on Navajo 

culture from Hillerman's mysteries. Although she 

acknowledges the well-researched accuracy of his texts, 

Walters contends that native voices must not be disregarded 

(Rev. of Hillerman 98). 
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Indeed, Hillerman and his estimators often attempt to 

substitute his works in lieu of authentic native narrative 

traditions, both written and oral. Freese laments that any 

attempt to understand Native American cultures trough their 

contemporary fiction is hindered by these texts' "puzzling 

allusiveness and forbidding structural complexity." He 

believes that novels such as Ceremony and House Made of Dawn 

"might easily overtax the uninitiated reader's capacities" 

(170-171). Not only does Freese extol Hillerman's 

superiority over native authors of fiction, he also commends 

his books' function in transmitting traditional knowledge to 

the younger generations. According to this critic, 

Hillerman's knowledge of Navajo lore is so reliable "that 

his books are read in many * Indian' schools, where they 

serve the unexpected purpose of teaching culturally 

estranged young Native Americans their own forgotten 

mythology" (180). 

Hillerman advocates for himself a role in opposition to 

Native American novelists' fiction, purporting his work as a 

true continuator of Native American storytelling: 

the best review I ever received was from a Navajo 
librarian with whom I was discussing the work of 
Indian novelists Leslie Silko (Ceremony'), James 
Welch (Winter in the Bloods, and Scott Momaday 
fThe House Made of Dawn [sic]). "They are 
artists," I said. "I am a storyteller." "Yes," she 
said. "We read them and their books are beautiful. 
We say *Yes, this is us. This is reality.' But it 
leaves us sad, with no hope. We read of Jim Chee, 
and Joe Leaphorn, and Old Man Tso and Margaret 
Cigaret, and the Tsossies and Begays and again we 
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say, *Yes, this is us. But now we win.' Like the 
stories our grandmothers used to tell us, they 
make us feel good about being Navajos." fTalking 
Mysteries 43) 

It is clear that Hillerman has been able to promote himself 

successfully with both native and non-native audiences, as a 

cultural mediator for the former, and as a true interpreter 

of native traditions for the latter. 

The major issue is representation: too often Hillerman 

becomes the only representative of Indian life, lore and 

traditions, to both natives and non-natives alike. The 

attempt to shortcut the "intricacies" of Native American 

contemporary fiction betrays a patronizing attitude towards 

the Indian readership, supposedly not sophisticated enough 

to appreciate the levels of complexity of those texts. In 

this way the political and social message contained in 

Silko's, Momaday's, and Welch's novels is confined to an 

intellectual endeavor. Hillerman's stance against the socio

political implications of literature is manifest in his 

determination to obliterate any political message his books 

may support: 

the people who read me . . . don't want [me] 
preaching to them about the sins of their fathers. 
They don't want me trying to retrain them in 
American history. They don't want me sermonizing 
on religion to them. They want to be entertained. 
(Interview 90-91) 

This attitude represents the most significant difference 

between Hillerman and native authors of mysteries. Owens, 

Lee Walters, Alexie, and Young Bear do intend to "retrain 
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people in American history" and depict the crime of 

colonialism in all its disastrous impact on their people. 

Detective fiction by native authors represents a political 

response to this latest instance of literary 

commodification. 

D-8. The History of Detective Fiction in Italy 

Similarly to the origins of the genre in general, the 

identification of the first Italian detective novel has been 

the subject of a wide debate. Giuseppe Petronio indicates as 

the initiators Emilio De Marchi's II capoello del prete 

(1887), Federico De Roberto's Spasimo (1897), and Salvatore 

Farina's II seareto del nevaio (1902) ("Quel pasticciaccio" 

230). Although Petronio does not mention his place of birth. 

Farina was from Sardinia. In presenting his novel this 

author delineates the origin and development of the "trial 

novel," a subgenre with more emphasis on the legal action 

which the crime originates. The presence of a Sardinian 

author at the very beginning of the history of the genre 

proves that the interest for this literary form among 

Sardinian writers is not limited to the last decade. 

As in French detective fiction. Native American 

characters appear in Italian literature as well: Emilio 

Salgari applied the plot of mystery and final surprising 
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solution to his Awentura fra le Pelli Rosse ("An adventure 

among the Red-Skins"), in which a mysterious killer, thought 

to be Indian, turns out to be a quaker (Del Monte, 247). 

In 1929 the publisher Mondadori began the publication 

of the first Italian series of detective novels. Their 

covers' yellow color created a new term for the genre, 

giallo, a synonym currently used to this day. By the time 

Mondadori began the publication of the gialli, fascism had 

already been in power for a few years. The cultural policies 

of this dictatorship became a major influence in the 

development of the genre in Italy. The foreign origin of the 

giallo and its basic theme of law transgression aroused the 

suspiciousness of the regime. Around the end of the 1930s 

the fascist Ministry of Popular Culture dictated that 

fictional criminals must always be of foreign nationality, 

not commit suicide, and be invariably apprehended. In 

addition, other general rules were already in place, 

imposing that there had to be a certain percentage of 

Italian authors in any given literary series. To a certain 

extent this regulation favored the formation of an Italian 

school of mystery writers, because Mondadori was obliged, 

like all other publishers, to look for national authors to 

include in its series. 

But detective fiction remained a genre tolerated at 

best, and never encouraged, during fascism. In 1941 two 

students were charged of robbery, and, in an attempt to 
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exculpate themselves, they blamed their passion for crime 

fiction. This episode provided the necessary excuse for the 

Ministry of Popular Culture to prohibit the publication of 

crime fiction altogether (Fossati, 12). 

In spite of sporadic experiments in the 1950s, it is 

only in the following decade that Italy witnessed the 

emergence of its most accomplished author of detective 

fiction in Giorgio Scerbanenco. In his fiction Milan became 

the quintessential Italian metropolis, full of crime, sadism 

and violence. Although praise for Scerbanenco has been 

unanimous, critics do not agree on the subsequent 

development of the genre. Benedetta Bini believes that he 

concludes the short-lived season of Italian detective 

fiction (1022), whereas Edmondo Dietrich sets the beginning 

of the modern giallo in 1966, precisely with the publication 

of Scerbanenco's Venere privata ("Private Venus"). He 

contends that the genre is thriving, as the increasing 

number of young authors indicates. He refers to them as 

"Scerbanenco's grandchildren," and mentions the Sardinian 

author Marcello Fois among them. Dietrich argues that this 

younger generation found a wealth of topics from an 

increasingly violent everyday life which Scerbanenco was the 

first to approach; mafia, drugs, prostitution, terrorism, 

secret services, murky politics. 

The increasing number of Italian authors of detective 

novels is a very recent development, which has occurred in 
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the last decade. Before the 1980s the limited circulation of 

popular detective novels in Italy signalled that its authors 

and publishers had not been successful in creating their 

public, nor a national canon. As a matter of fact, various 

critics still doubt that an entity such as Italian detective 

fiction may even exist. Alberto Savinio ironically pointed 

out that "it is difficult to envisage a detective novel 

within the customs of Valenza, Mantova, Avignone, Reggio 

Emilia," i.e. quiet and somewhat boring provincial towns 

(qtd. in Bini, 1008; my trans, from Italian). Guido 

Ceronetti is convinced that "the detective novel is not 

Mediterranean ... it does not cross the Alps, it does not 

pass the Pyrenees" (qtd. in Rambelli, 157; my trans, from 

Spanish). This point of view implies that the Italian 

production has merely been an insignificant imitation of 

American, English and French models. But a close analysis of 

Italian detective novels shows otherwise, for several of its 

authors have expanded the genre in original, typically 

Italian ways. Indeed, Mannuzzu, Fois, Pintore, and Angioni 

have demonstrated that the detective novel can actually be 

Mediterranean, as well as an instrixment to debate crucial 

issues of the history of Sardinian people. 

The kind of popular fiction which culminated in 

Scerbanenco—and has continued with the new generation of 

authors—does not represent the only type of detective story 

in Italy. Mainstream authors have frequently expressed a 
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deep interest in detective fiction. Their novels, which we 

will call ^literary' for lack of a better term, probably 

constitute the majority of detective narratives. Mario 

Soldati, Carlo Emilio Gadda, Leonardo Sciascia, Piero Chiara 

and Gesualdo Bufalino, among others, have used the themes of 

the investigation, the sense of the secret, the image of the 

narrator as the one who investigates, the murdered body as 

metaphors to signify something else. The situation in 

Sardinia reflects this national dichotomy. Pintore and Fois 

write traditional detective fiction, whereas Angioni and 

Mannuzzu make literary uses of its conventions and motifs. 

However, all of their novels present a common set of issues 

regarding various aspects of the history of colonization. 

Even such a short account of Italian detective fiction 

would not be complete without mentioning the 1981 sweeping 

success of Umberto Eco's The Name of the Rose. The novel 

represents a successful attempt to set the formula of the 

genre in a medieval monastery, i.e. outside of the 

industrial civilization in which the genre was born. 

Italian detective fiction has evolved and increased its 

impact, in spite of its difficult beginnings, but literary 

critics have not followed this development with the interest 

and attention reserved for other genres. Umberto Eco 

mentions the point of view of the "Gruppo 63," a literary 

avant-garde circle to which he himself belonged in the early 

1960s. Its members supported the equation 
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popularity = lack of value, . . . and even before 
1963 the successful book was identified with the 
escape novel, and the escape novel with the plot 
novel; while experimental works, works that caused 
scandal and were rejected by a mass audience, were 
praised. (Postscript 60-61) 

Antonio Gramsci represents a notable exception to the 

Italian intellectuals' bias against detective fiction and 

popular literature in general. He wondered about the lack of 

Italian writers of popular literature, and noticed that 

although the readers were as numerous as in France and 

England, they had to read translations of foreign authors 

(2112). The few Italian authors were obliged to set their 

narrations outside of Italy (in France and England mainly) 

in order to adapt to the taste of readers who had developed 

a preference for those locales through the reading of 

foreign authors (2122). At the basis of the success of 

popular culture there was, in Gramsci's opinion, the 

fundamental question of hegemony, or lack thereof, of 

Italian intellectuals: "today this connection is missing, 

i.e. the literature is not national because it is not 

popular." Gramsci stressed the need for 

a definite intellectual and moral content, which 
should be the carefully prepared and complete 
expression of the most profound aspirations of a 
certain type of audience, i.e. of the nation-
people in a certain kind of its development. 
Literature must be at the same time a constituent 
of contemporary civilization and a work of art, 
otherwise serial literature will be preferred to 
artistic literature, because the former, in its 
own way, is a constituent of contemporary culture, 
of an inferior kind, if you like, but deeply felt 
nonetheless. (2113; my trans, from Italian) 
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It is engaging to apply Gramsci's astute analysis to 

the literary history of his own place of birth. Sardinian 

authors of popular fiction have moved from the depiction of 

foreign setting and mere imitation of imported models, to 

Sardinian locales and issues related to the history of their 

people. Giuseppe Marci tells us that in 1879, Sardinian 

writer Enrico Costa published II castello misterioso ("The 

Mysterious Castle"), a gothic novel set in Scotland. More 

than a century later Marcello Fois sets his own gothic 

story—as well as his two detective novels—in Nuoro, his 

birthplace (5). Like Fois, Mannuzzu, Pintore and Angioni 

only depict Sardinian locales. Following Gramsci's 

suggestion we can appreciate this switch as an attempt, on 

the part of these Sardinian writers, to bridge the gap 

between themselves and their people. In fact, they aim at 

establishing a form of cultural hegemony as colonized people 

who are presently searching for viable political 

alternatives. 

E. The Terminology Used for the Genre and Its Subdivisions 

The categorization of Native American and Sardinian 

novels featuring crimes represents a definite challenge, 

because it is not always simple to categorize these texts on 

the basis of available terminologies. For one thing, critics 
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do not agree on the nomenclature and use different terms to 

define similar texts. Also, the novels by Sardinian and 

Native American authors employ only some of the genre's 

conventions, therefore, they often appear to belong and 

transgress the genre at the same time. Nonetheless, an 

analysis of the categorization and the conventions of 

detective fiction is useful because it indicates the 

specific ways in which Native American and Sardinian authors 

intervene in the genre, and gives a better understanding of 

their stylistic and political reasons for subverting the 

genre's conventions. 

English has a wider variety of definitions available 

than other languages: the French roman policier, the German 

Kriminalroman, the Italian romanzo poliziesco and giallo, 

all translate to the English "crime story." In the Anglo-

Saxon world this type of literature shows a greater number 

of subcategories: "detective fiction," in which the 

predominant element is the investigation; "mystery novel," 

characterized by a stronger emphasis on the enigma; 

"thriller," dominated by tension; "novel of suspense," 

centered around robberies and pursuits; "hard boiled novel," 

depicting action and violence; "crook story," focussing on 

deception and hoax. Dennis Porter notices that the 

overlapping of different categories results in the critics' 

frequent hesitation among the various terms. He chooses 

"detective novel ... as the generic term for all novels 
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whose principal action concerns the attempt by a specialist 

investigator to solve a crime and to bring a criminal to 

justice" (5). Donna Bennett uses "detective story" and 

"mystery" interchangeably, a solution which I am adopting 

myself in this study. The former emphasizes the 

investigative process, the latter the enigma to be solved. 

Both aspects are key constituents of Native American and 

Sardinian detective novels, therefore, both of Bennett's 

terms aptly define these books. 

We also need to distinguish the three major types of 

the crime story, as they have taken shape throughout this 

century, in order to appreciate why Sardinian and Native 

American authors show a definite preference for one type 

over the other two. The detective story, the hard-boiled 

story and the thriller are constructed on the basis of 

different chronological arrangements. In the detective story 

the narration begins with the reconstruction of the events 

that have preceded the crime, i.e. we move from the effect 

to the cause. In the hard-boiled story there is no 

chronological inversion; the narration coincides with the 

action and we proceed from cause to effect. Like the 

detective story, the thriller begins with a mysterious 

precedent, but the reader is prompted to discover what is 

going to happen in the future, rather than what occurred in 

the past. The awareness that the subtext of Native American 

and Sardinian novelists deals with colonialism clarifies 
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their choice of one model over the others. Sardinian authors 

adopt the detective story plot in order to concentrate the 

attention on the investigation of the causes, i.e on the 

identification of colonization as the hidden culprit. On the 

other hand. Native American novelists follow the action as 

it develops, on the basis of the hard-boiled model. They 

write for an audience that has a stronger conscience of 

being colonized, so they can proceed to show the effects of 

colonialism. By using these two basic plots, Sardinian and 

Native American novelists portray the indictment of 

colonialism in ways appropriate to the political awareness 

of their people. 

Some detective novels re-elaborate the forms and 

materials of the genre in such radical ways that some 

scholars call them "anti-detective novels." Porter, Spanos, 

Tani, and Thompson refer mainly to modernist and 

postmodernist authors (Kafka, Robbe-Grillet, Borges, James), 

but their analyses are also useful for some of the authors 

included in this study. Porter contends that in anti-

detective stories the investigations 

lead not to the reaffirmation of a hidden order 
satisfying both to reason and morality but to a 
core of doubt. Where the detective story has 
pursued the goal of perceptual refamiliarization, 
much of the serious fiction of our time has been 
committed to the task of defamiliarization, often 
by means of a more or less explicit parody of the 
detective genre. (245) 

To a certain extent Native American and Sardinian 
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novels participate in the process of defamiliarization 

Porter describes. The terms to define their novels vary from 

one text to another. Some are closer to traditional 

configurations of the genre, others depart more radically 

from its conventions. Most of them are half-way between the 

two extremes, and this suggests the conflicting needs of 

refusing to support the order colonialism has established 

and envisioning a new order, centered on Native American and 

Sardinian ethnic identities. 

FLs. The Conventions of the Genre 

In this section I will describe briefly the basic 

conventions of the genre, in order to appreciate how 

Sardinian and Native American mysteries deviate. Several 

critics and authors have developed sets of rules prescribing 

how to write a detective novel. S.S. Van Dine, Reginald 

Knox, Francois Fosca, Austin Freeman, Stefan Brockhoff, John 

Dickinson Carr, and Raymond Chandler have categorized in 

various ways these precepts. For instance, a recurrent 

warning prohibits that the investigator be also the culprit; 

others ostracize cliche solutions, such as having one of the 

servants as the assassin (Calcerano and Fiori, 248-259). 

I will define the rules which Native American and 

Sardinian novelists most commonly break, so that in a later 
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part of this study I can proceed to the discussion of the 

reasons for these deviations. One point critics reiterate is 

that the culprit must be discovered by means of logic 

deduction, i.e. excluding any form of supernatural agency 

(Van Dine; Knox; Brockhoff; Chandler). A rule connected to 

the previous one decrees that both the criminal's and the 

investigator's method must be scientific and rational (Van 

Dine; Freeman). Also, writers are alerted that there must be 

only one investigator (Van Dine). 

Luigi Volta argues convincingly that these sets of 

codified rules are actually based on a subgenre which is 

limited historically and geographically to turn-of-the-

century Anglo-Saxon culture (12). He contends that the only 

certain rule is that "genres can change constantly and 

drastically, and that the main concern should be to keep 

track of the historical and anthropological processes that 

control its evolution" (14; my trans, from Spanish). Volta's 

discussion exposes the pretense of universalization that is 

present in detective fiction, as in all literary genres. 

This helps to define better the goal of Sardinian and Native 

American authors of detective fiction. Their transgression 

of some of the genre's conventions implies a critique of the 

logocentric stance of French and Anglo-Saxon cultures, whose 

writers have developed rules specific only to their own 

world-view. Through Native American and Sardinian novels the 

colonized periphery re-appropriates a genre whose basic 
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premises of a supposed rationality are germane to the social 

sciences that have been instriamental in their domination. 

Most of those rules were developed in the 1930s, during 

the so-called Golden Age of classic detective fiction, as a 

product of a very specific cultural milieu. Besides, the 

authors who set the rules were the first ones to break them 

when needed. However, contemporary scholars still tend to 

include culturally biassed aspects into the basic features 

of the genre they study. For instance, several insist on the 

need for an unequivocal final solution with the function of 

re-establishing the order disrupted at the inception of the 

narration. 

In Stefano Tani's definition a detective novel is 

a fiction in which an amateur or professional 
detective tries to discover by rational means the 
solution of a mysterious occurrence—generally a 
crime, usually a murder. This definition implies 
the presence of at least three invariable 
elements: the detective, the process of detection, 
and the solution. (41) 

John Cawelti's subdivides the pattern of action into six 

main phases: introduction of the detective; crime and clues; 

investigation; announcement of the solution; explanation of 

the solution; denouement (80). For Donna Bennett the 

essential elements which precondition the mystery's 

structure are that: 1) it contains a problem; 2) it provides 

a solution to that problem; 3) it has a progression from 

problem to solution; 4) it prevents the reader from 

anticipating the solution until the process of 



116 

transformation of the problem into the solution is complete 

(239). In many respects Tani, Cawelti, and Bennett have 

provided astute and seminal analyses of detective fiction. 

But their emphasis on the final solution betrays the 

persistence of the supposed rational and scientific modes of 

thinking typical of nineteenth-century bourgeois society. 

Other critics of detective fiction reduce the indispensable 

elements of the genre to the crime and the investigation, 

i.e. to the characters of the criminal and the sleuth. For 

instance, Franco Moretti restricts his analysis to the 

detective, the criminal, and the detective's helper. Jerry 

Palmer's "dominant procedure," as we have seen, only 

includes a hero investigating a criminal mystery (123). For 

the purpose of my analysis I find Moretti's and Palmer's 

syntheses more productive, for they do not include the final 

denouement as an indispensable feature. 

Native American and Sardinian detective novels 

concentrate on the crime and the investigative strategy. 

This focus allows their authors to articulate a political 

critique of the process of colonization. Metaphorically, 

colonialism is depicted as a crime of much larger scale than 

the limited number of murders a few individuals have 

perpetrated. At the same time, these authors examine the 

disciplines available to research the phenomenon—history, 

archaeology, anthropology—and they represent them as 

investigative pursuits which parallel the search for the 
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culprit of the single crime. In this way they reveal that 

the same biases incorporated in classic detective fiction, 

e.g. the supposed superiority of a positivist mode of 

reasoning, also inform the pursuit of these disciplines. 

These authors are unwilling or unable to provide a 

clear-cut solution to a problem of such magnitude as 

colonialism. They may suggest strategies, possible 

directions for the investigation, even tentative solutions, 

but they consistently refuse to suggest that the laceration 

colonialism has inflicted can be easily healed. The criminal 

plots of their mysteries reflect their unwillingness to 

provide solutions and re-establish artificially the order 

that has been violently disrupted. 

The Elaboration of Detective Fiction^s Conventions in 

Contemporarv Sardinian and Native American Literatures 

In the following chapter I will examine the specific 

ways Sardinian and Native American authors modify tenets, 

themes and characters from the established tradition of 

detective fiction, in order to articulate their discourse on 

colonialism, history, and the condition of ethnic peoples 

within broader nation states. 
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G.1. Crime and the Criminal 

In Native American and Sardinian literatures the 

criminal is frequently charged with a metaphorical value 

whose guilt extends to a larger social segment. The culprit 

of the individual murder, or of a limited number of 

homicides, symbolizes the crimes committed on a larger scale 

in history. In a sense, these characters reintroduce the 

concept of collective guilt which, as Robin Winks reminds 

us, is consistently dismissed in classic detective fiction 

"in favor of the comforting, and perhaps conservative, view 

that guilt is singular" (Introduction 8). On the other hand, 

Native American and Sardinian authors' discussion of the 

history of colonialism results in the indictment of the 

entire society that has caused it. 

The final apprehension of the criminal represents 

another aspect of novelty, especially in regards to whether 

or not the reader is allowed to experience a sense of 

relief. Some novels, such as Ghost Singer and Falso aotico 

nuorese conclude their narration without indicating a 

criminal being brought to justice. Others seem to end in 

more traditional ways, but, they use other means to 

undermine the sense of climax and reassurance that had been 

a prominent feature of classic detective fiction. For 

instance, in Mannuzzu's Procedura. Owens's The Sharpest 

Sight, and Alexie's Indian Killer the conclusion is the 



119 

result of fortuitous occurrences. Franco Moretti believes 

that "detective fiction must quell the fear that the 

criminal may remain unknown and therefore continue to 

circulate in society" (256). Moretti's point of view applies 

to the social configuration portrayed in classic fiction, 

but it is not effective in novels depicting the phenomenon 

of colonialism and its present effects. Sardinian and Native 

American authors refuse to provide the comforting sense of 

recovery at the very end, because the consequences of 

colonialism are still very powerful in the present day. 

G.2. The Detective 

The character of the detective undergoes a 

transformation similar to the detective's in that s/he 

acquires a significance more related to a collectivity. This 

shift is particularly evident in Native American fiction. 

Since the criminal represents the forces of colonialism, its 

opposition must mobilize the colonized as a group. The 

novels by Owens, Alexie, Lee Walters, Young Bear, and Carr 

consistently portray an investigation carried out by a party 

of family and friends, symbolic of the community as a whole. 

All novels juxtapose the parallel investigative efforts of 

these groups along with more classical examples of 

individual detectives, possibly assisted by some Watson-like 
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helper. Invariably it is the team of native investigators 

who arrives at the solution of the case. The depiction of a 

co-operative effort reveals that these novels refuse the 

implication of competitive individualism, derived from 

classic detective fiction. 

In general, both Sardinian and Native American 

detectives are common, unexceptional people, with whom the 

reader can identify. Giuseppe Petronio maintains that all 

contemporary investigators share this quality, and that they 

represent a development initiated by Marlowe and Maigret 

fLetteratura di massa Ixxvii). Therefore, Native American 

and Sardinian detectives are not unusual in the panorama of 

contemporary fiction. However, their authors' elaboration of 

this motif represents an element of novelty. They use the 

detectives' limitations to comment on the postmodern 

condition of knowledge. These sleuths are unremarkable 

people and often their knowledge about the crime—as well as 

the colonial process which it symbolizes—is limited by the 

fact that those same events affect them as individuals. The 

solution they find is merely one of the several competing 

narratives vying for authority, a ^truth' that lacks the 

authority conferred by dominant socio-political powers. 
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G.3. Ritual Components of the Inves-tiaative Pursuit. 

The portrayal of ritual components involved in the 

search process is another significant deviation of Sardinian 

and Native American novels from classic detective fiction. 

Various scholars have identified the commonality of 

investigative pursuits and rites. Julian Symons expands 

Auden's contention that "the detective story has a magical 

function and that its mirror image is the Quest for the 

Grail" (8). On the basis of a Christian perspective, Symons 

relates 

the satisfaction gained from reading crime 
literature to the principle by which the primitive 
tribe is purified through the transference of its 
troubles to another person or animal. . . . The 
murderer is seen as a devil personified, and his 
death ensures the purification of the tribe. (8) 

Roland Barthes observes that the hermeneutic tale—which, as 

we will see, is best exemplified by the detective story—is 

close to the structure of the rite of initiation because it 

implies a return to order at the end of the narration (120). 

These comments resonate with a special connotation when 

applied to Native American and Sardinian cultures, both of 

which have very strong ritual components. In some novels, 

such as Owens's The Sharpest Sight and Bone Game. the search 

for the culprit actually includes the performance of a rite. 

On the other hand, Mannuzzu's II terzo suono emphasizes the 

emptiness of some of the ceremonies still performed. The 
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other authors follow one or the other of these narrative 

solutions; nevertheless they all depict the challenge of 

recovering ritual performances from the past. Their post-

colonial condition does not allow these authors to provide 

the sense of order and purification Barthes and Symons 

identify in mainstream detective fiction. 

Other critics contend that the rational procedures of 

classic detective fiction have the function of exposing 

rituals and the idea of a universe based on the sacred. 

Kernan, Brooks, and Holquist study Conan Doyle's "The 

Musgrave Ritual," in which Holmes exposes the mystery of 

this ritual, by means of his rationalist presuppositions. 

They interpret Holmes's stance as an instance of euhemerism, 

i.e. the philosophical theory that sees myths as mere 

fictions. Holmes's behavior implies that the mysteries that 

engage most detectives are solvable and reducible to human 

causes (340-341). Dennis Porter surmises that the Great 

Detective 

triumphs not only over evil but also over apparent 
contingency and irrationality. . . . The appeal of 
the great intellectual synthesizers resides in 
their power to offer in a desacralized universe 
new systems of belief or alternative theories for 
the operation of macrocosmic wholes in place of 
earlier theological schemes. And on the level 
appropriate to popular fiction the Great Detective 
fulfills a similar mythic function. He is the 
guarantor of . . . cosmic purposefulness. (225) 

On the contrary. Native American authors of detective 

fiction portray an antipodal world-view in which the sacred 
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regains its original central significance. Their alternative 

view to counter a desacralized universe is a renewed search 

for the very roots of the sacred that have been lost. In 

these novels the detectives always rely on traditional 

knowledge to solve the mystery, and the investigation often 

represents a metaphor for the younger generations' challenge 

of re-establishing contact with their ancestry. This aspect 

is not as evident in Sardinian novels as it is in their 

Native American counterpart, possibly because the process of 

colonization has been much longer on the island. Sardinian 

novels tend to express a feeling of almost complete loss of 

cultural roots, which may remain as fragments, segments of 

myths devoid of cohesive ability. But, like Native American 

writers, Sardinian authors do not attempt to expose myths 

and rituals on the basis of a desacralized rationality. 

G-4. The Depiction of Supernatural Phenomena as a Critique 

of Positivist Rationalism 

All the Native American and Sardinian novelists of 

detective fiction develop a critique of the supposed 

rational premises of classic detective fiction. These are 

the same assumptions which have engendered the construction 

of the social sciences, e.g. anthropology, history, 

ethnography, and archeology. The criticism of these 
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disciplines implies a critique of the instruments that have 

been employed to subjugate their people. All of these 

authors include various forms of supernatural agencies in 

their novels, as a critique of the positivist conceptions of 

rationality and science as cultural constructs based on a 

very particular point of view; that is, male-centered, 

upper-class, nineteenth-century, Anglo-Saxon society. 

The critique of the rational components of classic 

detective fiction as cultural constructs is not unique to 

Sardinian and Native American authors. As a matter of fact, 

various scholars have identified irrational elements at the 

very roots of the genre. Richard Alewyin asserts that a 

first instance of the characteristic features of detective 

fiction—a homicide at the beginning and its solution at the 

conclusion; an innocent character suspected of the crime; 

the investigation carried out by an amateur detective—are 

arranged into a unified whole for the first time in E.T.A. 

Hoffman's "Das Fraulein von Scuderi." Alewyin's contention 

is stimulating because he situates the genre's origins in 

the German Romantic movement, implying that its roots are 

mystical and irrational. 

Stefano Tani points out that the dichotomy of rational 

and irrational components is already present in Auguste 

Dupin, the hero of the very first detective story: 

the restoration of order and rationality is never 
complete in Poe's fiction . . . because each term 
inevitably evokes its opposite. In fact . . . the 
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two impulses, rational and irrational, are always 
present in the development of detective fiction. 
(7) 

Alberto Del Monte observes that only some of Radcliffe's 

gothic novels are rationalized mysteries (The Romance of the 

Forest and The Mysteries of Udolpho'l, whereas the components 

of terror become prevalent in The Italian. 1797, and 

eventually unexplainable in Gaston the Blondeville (43). He 

contends that detective fiction results from the exchange of 

these competing currents of rationality and irrationality. 

Sardinian and Native American authors use the theme of 

the interplay of rationality and irrationality in their 

fiction. Part of their inspiration traces back directly to 

the gothic novel, a precursor of detective fiction from 

which they derive an assortment of themes and images: the 

Satanic priest, the haunted building, the ghosts. Like 

Radcliffe's fiction itself, these novels differ in the 

various outcomes they depict at the end of their narrations: 

sometimes the mystery is rationalized, but, more often it 

remains unexplainable. 

A significant point of departure from classic gothic 

fiction is the cultural specificity of the ghosts and the 

fantastic creatures which appear in these contemporary 

novels. These supernatural beings derive from Sardinian and 

native tribal beliefs, and serve the purpose of reaffirming 

the validity of their cultural traditions in the 

contemporary world. By means of traditional knowledge native 
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and Sardinian detectives are able to interpret the clues to 

solve the case, and, at the same time, discover a ^solution' 

to the demand for political agency of formerly colonized 

people. 

Donna Bennett asserts that readers' expectation of a 

conclusive rational explanation of the supposed supernatural 

agents in mysteries should be the principle guiding authors 

and critics (261). In her opinion, the few novels which do 

not settle the duplicity of natural and supernatural 

explanations should more properly be defined as fantastic 

tales, for the true mystery "always promises to resolve all 

suspended choices before the discours is finished, and to 

negate all non-naturalistic explanations" (262). If we 

accepted Bennett's definition. Native American and Sardinian 

mysteries would be categorized as fantastic tales, 

particularly those which do not resolve the ambiguity 

between natural and supernatural explanations. However, such 

a restrictive attitude would fail to appreciate the social 

and cultural components of the subversion these novelists 

develop in their fiction. The expectation of a rational 

solution is biassed by a strong Eurocentric attitude, which 

traditionally has scorned non-natural agencies as 

^primitive' beliefs. Native American and Sardinian authors 

include ghosts and spirits in the plot as characters who are 

instrumental in the solution of the crime, whereas 

concurrent investigative pursuits based on the supposed 
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scientific method of classic detective fiction fail 

completely. 

The portrayal of the fallacy of universalizing rational 

explanations implies a critique of the self-appointed 

scientific stance of anthropology, archeology and history. 

Several of these novels depict the parallel investigations 

of anthropological and ethnographical researchers, 

historians, and archaeologists, with the evident intention 

of exposing the ultimate speculative nature of these 

pursuits. These novelists' inclusion of supernatural 

elements based on their native traditions allows them to 

achieve a two-fold goal: they reassert the relevance of 

traditional knowledge, and they articulate a critique of the 

social sciences that have been instrumental in their 

people's subjugation. 

G.5. Archeology: Fragmented Clues from the Past 

Among the ^sciences' portrayed in Native American and 

Sardinian novels, archaeology occupies a prominent place 

because of its multiple functions in their authors' socio

political critique. In general, the theme of archaeology has 

enjoyed a long popularity in detective stories. We know, for 

instance, that it was conspicuous in Agatha Christie's life 

and fiction. She went to Iraq to visit the excavations in 
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Ur, where she met her second husband, who was an 

archaeologist. With him she participated in Campbell 

Thompson's work in northern Iraq. These experiences probably 

inspired her exotic stories, e.g. Murder on the Orient 

Express. 

It is true that all detective novels employ the 

technique of fragmentation to disperse the clues throughout 

the narration. In Sardinian and Native American mysteries 

the theme of fragmentation is also portrayed in literal 

archaeological pursuits, which parallel the investigation of 

the crime(s). Like all indigenous groups, Sardinian and 

Native American cultures have been objectified by 

archeological discourse. The figure of the non-indigenous 

archeologist who digs out the remnants of previous 

civilizations implies that the people who produced the 

artifacts have vanished, or do not have a political impact 

in the contemporaneity, ergo, they cannot reclaim the sacred 

significance of those objects. On the other hand, for the 

colonized the study of those objects signifies the 

reappropriation of their origin, and the re-inclusion of 

traditional knowledge in the contemporary cultural arena. 

Sardinian and Native American detectives/archaeologists must 

wrestle the material artifacts from the dominant discourse 

and reinvest them with new meaning. 

The fragmentary quality of the objects also comments 

upon the disjointed quality of the experience in the post-
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colonial world, in which the colonized feel the necessity to 

appropriate the archeological discourse from its dominant 

versions. The theme of archaeology underlies the challenge 

for native and Sardinian detectives to reconstruct the past 

from the few fragments left. The issue of whether or not 

this is a real possibility is an open question, to which 

they offer individual answers-

G.6. The Role of the Reader 

Like other post-colonial authors. Native American and 

Sardinian detective novelists establish an innovative type 

of relationship between their texts and their readers, which 

in part subverts the traditional configuration of this 

connection. Umberto Eco has developed a comprehensive 

analysis of the relationships between the reader and the 

text, the so-called reader-response theory. He believes that 

"when a work is finished, a dialogue is established between 

the text and its readers," an exchange from which the author 

is excluded (Postscript 47). Multiple readings are therefore 

possible, even new ones which the author may not have 

foreseen. Indeed, Eco describes "the poetic effects as the 

capacity that a text displays for continuing to generate 

different readings, without ever being completely consumed" 

(Postscript 8). 
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Various critics have applied this point of view to 

detective fiction, although they tend to limit the readers' 

role to a concurrent investigation which is supposed to 

compete with the detective's pursuit. The reader is expected 

to follow the unfolding of the events that the author has 

set up. Austin Freeman deemed that the genre's most 

important characteristic is the intellectual challenge for 

its audience (18). At the same time. Freeman lamented that 

too often the conclusions of some novels were not consistent 

with their premises. The solution appeared to be simply one 

among many, not an incontrovertible result the detective 

reached through his/her ratiocinative endeavors (20). 

However, in subsequent phases the concept of 

incontrovertible solution and "fair play" between authors 

and readers of detective fiction has undergone a great deal 

of criticism. Post-colonial authors cannot afford to 

indicate a single, indisputable truth when they are 

describing a world of competing forces and narratives. 

Sardinian and Native American detective novels are unable to 

depict a clear and univocal solution. These novels' 

conclusions are usually riddled with doubts, reservations, 

and even alternative solutions. 

An analysis of the readers' involvement in Native 

American and Sardinian contemporary detective fiction 

benefits more from Eco's formulation of the issue. The 

subplot depicting the unsolved crime of colonization is 
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supposed to elicit in the audience a sense of urgency to 

find a solution to that specific historical occurrence, 

particularly in the readers who belong to the same culture 

as the authors. As a Sardinian myself I could not help 

establishing a parallelism between the search for the 

criminal(s) in Sardinian mysteries and the numerous 

unanswered questions about colonialism in Sardinia. I am 

convinced that Native American people can posit similar 

questions about the process of colonization their people 

have suffered. 

H. Detective Fiction Between ^Hiah^ and ^Low^ Culture 

The detective novel is unique among other genres of 

popular literature because in the course of its history it 

has developed along two parallel directions, both as an 

object of popular consumption and as an instrument of 

analysis in several highbrow theoretical fields. This 

dichotomy has become particularly manifest in the twentieth 

century. 

Detective fiction has always been the target of strong 

attacks and preconceived ideas. In the 1930s Edmund Wilson's 

provocative question "Who cares who killed Roger Ackroyd?" 

gave a voice to the intellectuals' bias and their self-

gratifying notion of belonging to an elite; "to detective-
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story addicts ... I say: . . . friends, we represent a 

minority, but Literature is on our side. With so many fine 

books to be read, so much to be studied and known, there is 

no need to bore ourselves with this rubbish" (39-40). Such a 

restricted notion of the literary field has persisted into 

more recent times: Linda Bridges observes that "not until 

1969 did the New York Times Sunday Book Review choose a 

mystery novel (Ross McDonald's The Goodbye Look^ as the 

subject of its lead review" (65). 

Surprisingly enough, detective fiction authors 

themselves sometimes reveal a patronizing attitude towards 

their novels. Dorothy Sayers apparently bridged the gap 

between so-called *high' and ^low' literary genres in a 

half-mocking essay in which she demonstrated that detective 

novels are constructed according to Aristotle's poetics. 

However, she evidently accepted the notion of the 

inferiority of popular literature because she asserted that 

"everything that Aristotle says about writing and 

composition is pregnant with a fundamental truth . . . that 

makes it applicable to all forms of literary art, from the 

most trivial to the most exalted" (34). On another occasion 

she maintained that the detective story "does not, and by 

hypothesis never can, attain the loftiest level of literary 

achievement; . . . it is a ^literature of escape' and not ^a 

literature of expression'" (qtd. in Chandler, 986-987). 

Boileau and Narcejac, the prolific French couple of 



133 

mystery authors, reveal a similar condescension for their 

genre of choice. They believe that the detective novel 

carries within itself the germs of an almost inevitable 

corruption. Although it can rise to the level of literature 

with its best representatives, it may as well degenerate 

into ^low' literature, obeying to the needs of an audience 

ready to consume it like any other marketable product (119-

120). 

Umberto Eco provides an astute reassessment of the 

issues involved in the debate about supposed *high' and 

^low' forms of literature. In his seminal text Apocalittici 

e intearati he divides intellectuals into two categories. 

The "apocalyptic ones" betray an elitist conception of 

culture, in which authors write for a limited number of 

people. From this perspective the contemporary plethora of 

mass fiction texts signals a catastrophic decadence. The 

"integrated ones" propose a more optimistic view, for they 

perceive mass culture's opening of possibilities as a 

positive phenomenon (4). Eco believes that, presented in 

this way, the question is fundamentally inaccurate. He 

argues that mass culture is an undeniable aspect of 

contemporary life; therefore, we should ask ourselves what 

type of cultural activity is available, so that these media 

and texts can become vehicles of cultural values (47). Eco 

contends that the discussion on supposed *high' and *low' 

cultural levels should be divested of the several 
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preconceived ideas which make it dangerous. He believes that 

the levels do not coincide with social classes, nor with 

parameters of aesthetic eminence (a *high' product, can be 

disagreeable without becoming *low' for this reason); they 

do not correspond to degrees of complexity (i.e. more 

complexity does not equal necessarily higher value); and the 

movement from ^high' to *low' of certain stylemes does not 

imply a compromise (51). 

Jerry Palmer provides a good synthesis of the argument 

against *low' literature: "our society needs fine literature 

in order to help prevent it falling into anarchy or some 

other undesirable state such as philistinism; popular 

narrative cannot perform this function therefore is best 

ignored." Palmer deems this argument false for two reasons: 

"firstly, literature has not in fact lived up to the task of 

civilisation; secondly, the distinction between ^art' and 

* sub-art' is enacted via a supposedly universal canon of 

taste which is in fact a false universality" (3). Palmer's 

comments reiterate the critique to the universali2ing 

claims, which, as we have seen, inform at different levels 

the creation and criticism of detective fiction. The 

situation of Native American and Sardinian authors of 

detective fiction is unique because of their double process 

of marginalization. They express a voice that comes from the 

colonial border, and they also adopt the narrative frame of 

a popular genre, traditionally discriminated as *low' 
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literature. 

The recent reappropriation of the conventions of 

detective fiction in Sardinian and Native American 

literatures is part of a widespread trend in which this 

genre has increasingly become a critical frame to debate 

various theoretical issues. Glenn Most and William Stowe 

surmise that such a wide-ranging interest is due to these 

texts' "popularity, their relative simplicity, and their 

clear position as a model for many other kinds of 

narrative;" in their opinion detective novels are 

"contemporary folktales, cultural documents par excellence, 

and prime illustrations of mental and social processes" 

(xii). The detective novel has been successfully used as a 

critical model in literary theory, gender studies, 

psychoanalysis, social analysis, history, as well as in 

debates on postmodernism and science. A brief excursus on 

these heterogeneous fields will show the impressive 

ductility of this genre. I will concentrate on the aspects 

relevant to Native American and Sardinian detective novels. 

H.1. Literary Theory and Detective Fiction 

Several scholars have commented on the analogy between 

the investigation of a crime and literary interpretation. In 

1929, Marjorie Nicolson was the first to inguire into the 
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interest her fellow scholars manifested for this form of 

popular literature. She believed that "a novel, like a 

corpse, is approached by professionals as an enigma 

requiring a solution. It, too, is assumed to be in need of a 

mediating intelligence if its true story is to be told" 

(qtd. in Porter, 226). More recently Donna Bennett 

maintained that the detective novel has a natural 

predisposition to the critical act and "this helps to 

explain why it, of all popular genres, has attracted so many 

professional critics and literary figures" (265). 

For other scholars the detective novel does not simply 

represent a metaphor for their critical pursuits but becomes 

the central nucleus around which they organize their 

argumentation. In S/Z Roland Barthes defines the five codes 

present in literary texts: hermeneutic, proairetic, 

referential, semic, and symbolic. He postulates that the 

detective novel represents the best example of a narration 

based on the hermeneutic code, through which the text 

creates a questioning-answering process that involves the 

reader and the characters. 

Gerald Prince goes further than Barthes in identifying 

the detective novel as a general narratological model. In 

his opinion the mystery constitutes the central core of 

almost all texts: 

many, if not all, narratives can be considered to 
lead from one or several questions or mysteries 
(why was the young man murdered? who was the 
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murderer? how was he caught?) to their answer or 
solution (the young man was murdered for money; 
the murderer was his best friend; he was caught 
thanks to an ingenious stratagem).... A passage 
can function hermeneutically if it encourages 
questions about the identity of someone or 
something . . . the state of someone or something 
. . . the outcome of an action . . . or if it 
provides . . . answers to these questions. (106-
107) 

The concept of the hermeneutic code is relevant for the 

analysis of Native American and Sardinian authors of 

detective fiction, because these novelists incorporate an 

additional hermeneutic function in addition to the more 

evident question-and-answer process regarding the murder(s). 

These writers prompt their readers to search for political 

answers to the present effects of the colonizing process. 

None of them suggests that the historical crimes of 

colonization can be easily solved, as if they were phenomena 

which could be observed from a detached distance. They 

extend the hermeneutic function, already embedded in the 

genre, to the goal of encouraging the questioning of the 

social dynamics of colonialism. 

Tzvetan Todorov divides detective novels into three 

groups, on the basis of the author's temporal arrangement of 

the two parallel stories which constitute the narrations: 

the story of the crime, which the investigator and the 

reader are in charge of reconstructing, and the story of the 

investigation, i.e. , the development of the events as they 

are presented in the textual progression. These two 
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concurrent narrations correspond to Russian formalists' 

terminology of faJbuIa and sjuzet, respectively. The first 

type of detective novel Todorov identifies, the roman a 

enlgme, features this duality of narrations as its main 

aspect (57). What makes the detective novel so captivating 

for Todorov is that, more than other types of narration, it 

is based on a wider gap between the two parallels stories of 

fabula and sjuzet, i.e. between the unfolding of events as 

they appear throughout the narration, and the final 

reconstruction the investigator provides. 

The detective novel is the genre par excellence to 

study the decentering of interest as a narrative strategy. 

Donna Bennett maintains that "the narrative of the crime has 

a kind of shadowy existence; alluded to or evoked by the 

text, it is never fully present there" (241). This scholar 

elaborates on Todorov's speculation by suggesting her own 

definition of "scionarrative" for the narrative of the 

crime, as "one which while not strictly within the text 

nevertheless has a fully discernible existence" (241). 

Bennett's term applies to colonialism in Sardinian and 

Native American novels, for it is a story alluded to, but 

never fully expressed. These novels use the conventions of 

the hidden narrative to elicit a post-colonial 

deconstruction of the official version of history. Like all 

detective novels they depict the unfolding of the plot, with 

its red herrings and false leads, against the real dynamics 
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of the crime. At the same time they develop a parallel 

commentary on the necessity to deconstruct the history of 

colonialism as it appears in the dominant narratives imposed 

on Sardinian and Native American peoples. 

H.2. Gender Issues 

The presence of women both as producers and consumers 

of detective fiction is an unquestionable reality; "women 

mystery readers have traditionally outnumbered men by about 

three-to-one" (Benvenuti, 170), the very term "detective 

story" was coined by a woman author, Anna K. Green, and 

writers such as Agatha Christie, Ngaio Marsh and Dorothy 

Sayers enjoyed a success comparable to or even greater than 

their male counterparts. However, some critics move beyond 

the appearances of the genre's supposed openness to women 

and debate whether or not the genre can be subverted to 

embody a different perspective than the "rationalistic, 

epistemological male gaze of the detective which has been 

directed at women" (Munt, 204). Maureen Reddy believes that 

"even though women have been writing crime fiction for 

nearly a century, the genre seems a particularly problematic 

one for the woman writer because of its history" (5). On the 

other hand, Sally Munt maintains that "despite its well-

known apparent ^unsuitability' for women, crime fiction 
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clearly can manifest feminine novelistic forms, and feminist 

political agendas" (207). 

Both sides of the debate make a strong point. Although 

the genre's accessibility to feminist issues is beyond the 

purpose of this study, one cannot help observing that in 

Sardinian and Native American detective fiction women are 

almost completely absent. Anna Lee Walters and Linda Hogan 

are notable exceptions, but they constitute a surprising 

minority if we consider that in Native American literature 

women authors represent about one half of the writers. All 

the Sardinian novelists chosen for this discussion are 

males, because no female authors could be found. Thus, the 

original bias against women seems to persist even in texts 

created by Sardinian and Native American authors. The 

paucity or absence of women authors of detective fiction in 

these two ethnic communities may support the argument of 

those critics who believe that this genre is inherently 

male-centered. 

However, if we postulate that the genre can be 

subverted for an agenda more sensitive to feminist issues, 

we can establish a significant parallelism with Native 

American and Sardinian authors' appropriation of detective 

novels. Joan Radner and Susan Lanser analyze Susan 

Glaspell's "A Jury of Her Peers," a story in which two women 

solve a murder case on the basis of clues which have escaped 

their husbands' perception. The two critics use this story 
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to discuss "a theory of coding and a provisional formal 

typology of the coding strategies . . . observed in women's 

folklore and literature" (414). Their originating premise is 

that "in the performances of women—and indeed of other 

oppressed groups—one can often find covert expressions of 

ideas, beliefs, experiences, feelings and attitudes" (414). 

As Radner and Lanser suggest, their analysis can be extended 

to other disenfranchised groups. The study of detective 

fiction by Native American and Sardinian novelists reveals 

that several of the murder cases are solved by means of 

alternative methods, often based on traditional knowledge. 

These detectives provide a reading of reality alternative to 

the Western, Eurocentric model of rationality epitomized by 

classic detective fiction. 

H.3. Psychoanalysis 

Psychoanalysis is another discipline that has 

frequently employed the detective novel as an analytical 

tool to articulate its theories. One of the first critics to 

use psychoanalytical theories to discuss detective fiction 

was Geraldine Pederson-Krag, in 1949. She interpreted the 

readers' attraction to stories about crime by means of the 

analogy between the crime to be uncovered and the primal 

scene, which had been identified as a key factor in Freud's 
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theory of neurosis-

Three major studies published in the 1980s use Poe's 

"The Purloined Letter" to explore the act of analysis. 

Jacques Lacan's seminar discusses the question of the 

identity of the subject and the role of language in the 

constitution of personality. The movement of the letter in 

the text allows Lacan to arrange the characters according to 

a tripartite structure, which he derives from the Oedipal 

triangle. Jacques Derrida refutes Lacan's triangular 

arrangement of Poe's story, and suggests instead a 

quadrangular model by adding the figure of the narrator. 

Finally, Barbara Johnson is convinced that Derrida resists 

Lacan's triangular structure because the former critic is 

trying to reinstate the uncanny effects of doubling, which 

he believes to be present everywhere in Poe's story. 

In addition to specific stories or definite features of 

detective novels, the investigative pursuit generally 

considered has prompted a comparison with the tenets of 

psychoanalysis. John Cawelti establishes an analogy between 

dream interpretation and detection, for he perceives in both 

a common concern with hidden secrets and guilt. . 
. . . Where the detective story resolved this 
concern by pretending to find the hidden secret in 
someone else's mind, psychoanalysis went directly 
to the root of the problem by exposing and 
confronting the individual's own inner tension and 
anxiety. (95) 

Ernst Bloch believes that, in addition to the 

interpretation of dreams and neuroses, another aspect of 
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Freud's theory that exhibits an analogy with the detective 

novel is the uncovering of a subjectively false 

consciousness (254). Bloch surmises that the most 

distinctive aspect of the detective story is the presence of 

an un-narrated factor, which precedes the narration and has 

to be reconstructed. The hidden-beginning plot has had a 

contradictory fate, highly regarded when it appears in 

philosophy, psychoanalysis, and economy, but disparaged when 

it materializes in a detective novel (256). Jon Thompson 

believes that in Freud's configuration 

the psychoanalyst . . . becomes a kind of 
psychiatric semiotician, but one who pieces 
together and interprets various texts—whether 
they are neurotic symptoms, dreams, parapraxes, or 
even cultural systems such as taboos—in order to 
reconstruct the larger wish-fulfillment of which 
they are only broken fragments. (115) 

H.4. Marxism 

Both Bloch and Thompson discuss Freud along with Marx, 

as both founder of psychoanalysis and the the originator of 

dialectic materialism reveal a desire to uncover the sources 

of alienation in the distinct spheres of the subconscious 

and the economy. Bloch maintains that the act of unmasking, 

characteristic of the detective novel, is fundamental in 

Marxism as well as in psychoanalysis (254). He believes that 

Marx's concept of objectively false consciousness describes 
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"the normal state of affairs in any society that is 

oblivious to its infrastructure," and that "the mode of 

detection appropriate to this type of consciousness ... is 

called the economic interpretation of history" (255). 

Thompson defines some of Marxism's characteristics 

which show striking similarities with the investigative 

pursuit of fictional detectives: 

in analyzing [the] socioeconomic structures the 
Marxian project aims to write the true narrative 
of reality, a narrative that will disclose 
reality's hidden subtext: its organization, its 
social tensions, its determinants, and its motor 
forces. For Marx . . . empirical reality is 
chaotic, at least partly illusory, and 
unreconstructed. . . . Hence Marx's insistence on 
interpreting, uncovering, revealing, and decoding. 
(117) 

In spite of the resemblance between the endeavors of 

detective fiction's characters, and Marx's interpretation of 

reality, Marxist critics have often disagreed about the 

possibility of adapting the genre to advance a socialist 

political agenda. Bolscevic intellectuals Maksim Gorki and 

Serghei Eisenstein were convinced that detective novels 

constitute a hindrance to the development of class 

consciousness among the proletarians, because they depict 

the individual rebellion of a single criminal, i.e. a 

metaphor of a solitary war against bourgeois property 

(Gorki, qtd. in Mc Carthy, 248; Eisenstein, 95). More 

recently, the theoreticians Theodor Adorno and Max 

Horkheimer of the Frankfurt School dismissed popular fiction 
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as false consciousness and diversion. 

On the other hand, Mary McCarthy advocated that leftist 

authors imitate their bourgeois counterpart and use crime 

fiction for Marx's cause. In the detective fiction of her 

time she perceived forms of ingenuous, and possibly 

unconscious, chauvinism and class hate, as many authors 

derived conventional depictions from contemporary capitalist 

ideology and its nationalistic biases. This explains the 

numerous stereotypical portrayals of ready-made models of 

iniquity: the heinous Chinese, the uncouth proletarian, the 

sycophantic Jew (81). It is worth considering carefully 

McCarthy's analysis of cliches for it combines a criticism 

of class and race. As we have seen, comparable versions of 

the racist stereotypes, which were already conspicuous in 

1930 detective stories, are still operative in contemporary 

American fiction. 

McCarthy's short essay did not indicate in which 

specific ways the genre could be appropriated for the 

socialist cause. More recently other Marxist critics have 

offered more in-depth analyses, moving beyond earlier 

Marxist critics' simplistic views of an unmediated 

relationship between the economical structure of a society 

and its cultural formations. These studies are also devoid 

of the strong bias against popular culture revealed in the 

elaboration of Frankfurt School's critics. 

In his Marxist interpretation of the crime story. 
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Ernest Mandel demonstrates how the evolution of capitalism 

has profoundly altered attitudes toward death: 

in primitive societies and in class societies 
still based essentially on the production of use-
values, death is seen as a result of nature, as 
something for which people have to prepare 
themselves, aided by the attention of their 
families and the social group within which they 
are integrated. Hence respect for the elders and 
the culture of ancestors, which is part of an 
attempt to accept death as a natural end of life. 
(209) 

The world Mandel depicts possesses the same characteristics 

of the pre-colonial condition adumbrated in the mysteries by 

Native American and Sardinian authors, close-knit agrarian 

and tribal cultures which have been disrupted by the onset 

of colonialism. Mandel concludes that the crime story 

flourishes in the nineteenth century because it "requires a 

particular kind of fear of death, one that clearly has its 

roots in the conditions of bourgeois society" (210). The 

underlying ideology of crime fiction depicts "disorder being 

brought into order, order falling back into disorder; 

irrationality upsetting rationality, rationality restored 

after irrational upheavals" (212). The portrayal of these 

dynamics represents, in fact, a major point in which Native 

American and Sardinian detective novels depart from the 

established canon. These texts reinterpret the theme of 

order versus disorder in a post-colonial context. They 

rearrange the basic elements in a configuration in which 

^order' refers to the colonialist oppression imposed on 
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their people, and *disorder' signifies the present, 

transitory phase in which they negotiate the validity and 

the possibility of alternative political configurations. In 

other words, it is the happy ending which is consistently 

missing from these novels, even the ones ending with the 

apprehension of the criminal. Mandel identifies the positive 

outcome as the most distinctive ideological feature of 

classic detective novels, for it implies that "justice is 

always done, [and] crime never pays" (215). Unfortunately, 

post-colonial authors of detective novels cannot subscribe 

to that optimistic point of view, because historically, 

crime has indeed turned out to be a profitable endeavor for 

the colonialists and justice for the colonized was never 

won. 

Franco Moretti's seminal essay "Clues" employs the 

detective novel to articulate a broader discourse on 

ideology, mass culture and the usefulness of Marxian 

analyses. He departs from classic Marxist criticism because 

he believes that cultural forms "develop according to their 

own specific logic and, therefore, cannot be predicted and 

deduced from analysis of other social spheres;" they are 

autonomous and "can no longer be traced back to a central 

and unique ^cause-aim' which, in Marx, is the process of 

capitalist accumulation founded on the abstraction of work" 

(153). 

Moretti's study describes how detective fiction 
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embodies specific bourgeois anxieties at definite historical 

junctures. He concentrates on late-nineteenth- and early-

twentieth-century texts and argues that the victim is 

punished—i.e. robbed or murdered—because s/he participates 

in the individual sphere along with the criminal: "murderer 

and victim meet in the locked room because fundamentally 

they are similar" (136). Moretti interprets the opposition 

against individuality as a stance against the idea of 

individual property: 

detective fiction originates at the same time as 
the trusts, the big banks, and monopolies: 
mechanisms that make wealth impersonal and 
separate capital and capitalist. The victim, on 
the other hand, is still attached to his small 
capital, like the criminal who covets it. (136) 

Another aspect of bourgeois anxiety is manifest in the 

depiction of theft, i.e. a violent redistribution of social 

wealth. Moretti identifies two major sociological types of 

criminals: the noble and the upstart. The former reacts to 

the thinning out of his wealth, and in this way s/he opposes 

the natural course of history; the latter aspires to a 

sudden social jump: 

the spectre of primitive accxamulation materialiaes 
through him; capital as theft, and even as murder. 
By catching him, the detective annihilates a 
memory painful to his philistine audience: the 
original sin of nineteenth-century "legality." 
(140) 

Moretti's contention that twentieth-century detective 

fiction manifests distinctive ideological traits of 

capitalist societies indicates the necessity of establishing 
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similar relationships in other historical phases. Detective 

novels by Native American and Sardinian authors are the 

expression of a particular stage of the development of 

capitalist societies in the United States and Italy. In both 

countries these ethnic groups have been the object of forms 

of domestic colonialism resulting in their political defeat. 

While legislation enacted in the course of this century has 

succeeded in their physical and social confinement, both 

Native Americans and Sardinians have increasingly augmented 

their literary production, particularly during the last 30 

years. These novels are the product of the post-colonial 

phase of capitalist society. In the case of Native American 

and Sardinian literatures, it is a reaction against forms of 

domestic colonialism, therefore a particular form of 

colonial discourse. But, like its counterparts in Africa and 

Asia, this literature also strives to articulate a political 

critique from the point of view of the people who still 

suffer the posthumous effects of past colonialism and the 

new forms of discrimination in the present. 

H.5. Detective Fiction as Social Analysis; A New Perception 

of Crime and the Development of the Police 

Nadya Aisenberg contends that 

the crime novel, though formulaic, provides 
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distinctive opportunities for interpreting society 
and the individual. This is true because the 
individual's relationship to society, the nature 
of evil, the quest for identity, the problem of 
justice, the response to transgression all cling 
to this genre; it offers the advantage of a set of 
a priori questions. (227) 

Several critics have used detective fiction as an instrument 

to discuss perceptions about crime and its management, based 

on the assumption that these narratives substantiate 

specific world-views in different societies. Most scholars 

have concentrated on the nineteenth century, when fiction 

featuring crimes and investigations acquires an 

unprecedented popularity, but, their hypotheses can be 

applied to other historical periods and societies, such as 

contemporary Sardinia and native America, in order to define 

the specific points of view about crime these contemporary 

novels validate. 

Jerry Palmer expounds on the discursive construction of 

violence in the philosophical debate around the time of the 

first detective novels' appearance. He points out that 

Hobbes's, Hegel's and Rousseau's formulations imply that 

violence is intrinsic to the state of civilization, as is to 

the state of nature, "that the world is fundamentally 

composed of individuals, and that the fundamental 

characteristic of individuality is competition," a concept 

reiterated in popular fiction of crime depicting vicarious 

individual violence (134-135). 

Nadya Aisenberg links the emergence of the crime novel 
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"to a new consciousness of what might be called the social 

contract" (5). Western European societies had come to expect 

law and order in daily life, so they created special 

institutions to contain crime. For instance, "in 1829, the 

town of London established its first Metropolitan Police 

Force" (5). Using a term created by Foucault, Aisenberg 

interprets the detective novel as one expression, among 

others, of a new episteme. 

Indeed, the debate on the perception of crime in the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries is heavily indebted to 

the elaboration of this French theoretician. Foucault sees 

the creation of crime fiction as part of a general project 

"to impose a highly specific grid on the common perception 

of delinquents: to present them as close by, everywhere 

present and everywhere to be feared" (286). For instance, 

the criminal fait divers made "acceptable the system of 

judicial and police supervisions that partition society" 

(286). On the other hand the very same genre 

assumed an apparently opposite role. Above all, 
its function was to show that the delinquent 
belonged to an entirely different world, unrelated 
to familiar, everyday life. . . . The combination 
of the fait divers and the detective novel has 
produced for the last hundred years or more an 
enormous mass of "crime stories" in which 
delinquency appears both as very close and quite 
alien, a perpetual threat to everyday life, but 
extremely distant in its origin and motives, both 
everyday and exotic in the milieu in which it 
takes place. (286) 

For Foucault a new type of power appears at the end of 
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the eighteenth century. Unlike previous periods, this type 

of disciplinary power cannot be identified with specific 

institutions, such as prisons, but appears in all aspects of 

life. Foucault uses Bentham's Panopticon to exemplify how 

this new type of power hides its own gaze, while it imposes 

constant visibility on others. 

Jon Thompson employs Foucault's interpretation of the 

panopticon to discuss the narrative structure of Poe's 

detective stories: 

in the person of Chevalier C. Auguste Dupin, Poe 
creates a figure whose omniscience is comparable 
to that of the panopticon. . . . The chief 
significance of Foucault's notion of the 
disciplinary society for Poe's detective fiction . 
. . is that it articulates a desire for a complete 
form of knowledge, a desire that ultimately 
becomes a structural element of the genre. (44) 

D.A, Miller uses Foucault's analysis as a theoretical 

point of departure to discuss the related themes of the 

systematic function of the police as a topic in the world of 

the novel, and the participation of the novel to a general 

economy of policing power. Miller contends that the nature 

of the novel and the practice of the police are radically 

entangled with one another: there is a "transcendent, 

censorious perspective taken by the novel;" even when it 

"censures policing power, it has already reinvented it, in 

the very practice of novelistic representation" (20). Miller 

applies Foucault's guiding principles to nineteenth-century 

novelistic conventions and interprets Balzac's, Flaubert's, 
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and Gaboriau's omniscient narrations as attempts to capture 

in a fully panoptic view the world they place under 

surveillance. 

Thompson's and Miller's astute formulations are 

relevant to my analysis. One major point of departure is 

that none of the Sardinian or Indian detectives is 

privileged with an all-encompassing gaze of reality, i.e. a 

panoptic perspective of the dynamics of the crime. These 

investigators often feel frustrated at their inability to 

construct coherent narratives regarding the crime(s). Even 

when these novels do end with the apprehension of the 

culprit, the readers feel that several pieces are still 

missing from the puzzle and that such an ephemeral solution 

is all one can hope for. In a sense, these detectives' 

condition is postmodern, for they betray their authors' lack 

of faith in the possibility of a univocal, monological 

narrative. However, they live their postmodern condition 

from a very specific perspective as colonized people. Their 

point of view comes from the periphery of power, so the very 

possibility of a fully comprehensive view is precluded to 

them. As colonized people they share several world-views, 

often incorporated as distinct fragments into their 

narrations. None of these discourses, however, enjoys the 

cohesive ability of the investigator's solution in classic 

detective fiction. Post-colonial authors find themselves at 

a new, historical juncture in which traditional narratives 
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have been disempowered and dominant views are no longer 

acceptable. 

H.6. Sardinian and Native American Authors between Modernity 

and Postmodernity 

Sardinian and Native American authors reinterpret the 

postmodern use of detective fiction within the post-colonial 

discourse. In so doing they position themselves between the 

sometimes competing agendas of modernism and postmodernism. 

Michael Holquist maintains that the detective story 

functions for postmodernist literature in the same way myth 

and depth psychology did for modernist writers such as Mann, 

Joyce, Woolf, James, Kafka. Postmodern literary mysteries by 

Nabokov, Robbe-Grillet and Borges cannot alleviate the sense 

of a disorderly world by turning to the rational logic of 

the classical detective story. Dennis Porter believes that a 

great deal of contemporary fiction tends to defamiliarize 

the reader, "often by means of a more or less explicit 

parody of the detective genre," whereas the detective novel 

had aspired to the goal of refamiliarization (245). William 

Spanos was the first to apply the term "anti-detective" to 

these novels, which he describes as 

the paradigmatic archetype of the postmodern 
literary imagination . . . the formal purpose of 
which is to evoke the impulse to "detect" and/or 
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psychoanalyse in order to violently frustrate it 
by refusing to solve the crime (or find the cause 
of the neurosis). (154) 

For Spanos the most immediate responsibility in which 

contemporary postmodern novelists ought to engage themselves 

is the subversion of the detective-like anticipations based 

on the positivistic perspective (167). 

Stefano Tani believes that 

a study of American and Italian anti-detective 
fiction . . . offers the advantage of linking the 
detective novel tradition and literary 
postmodernism through two countries that, although 
having very different backgrounds in the field of 
the detective novel, came to a similar result, 
featuring anti-detective fiction as a form of 
postmodern expression. (xvi) 

We can extend Tani's analysis to ethnic groups in these two 

countries and move from postmodern to post-colonial 

discourse, for Sardinian and Native American authors take 

some characteristics of postmodern anti-detective fiction 

and reinterpret them within the post-colonial debate. Like 

postmodern authors, they prompt the readers to detect the 

culprit, but, they also frustrate their expectation to find 

a univocal solution in the end. At the conclusion of these 

novels, one does not find the re-establishment of a 

desirable order. In fact, they critique that very notion 

because the *peace' of colonialism has meant the disruption 

of their ethnic communities. 

Jon Thompson has studied the relationships between 

fiction and the dominant ideological values in historical 
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periods dominated by the struggle to extend or maintain 

empires. He maintains that the repression of colonial 

subjects up to the World War II resulted in the stylistic 

complexity of high modernism which existed as an attempt to 

negotiate or resolve the historical impasse of dealing with 

a fractured sense of space and community (22). While they 

attempt to recompose the disruption of colonialism, Native 

American and Sardinian detective novels reiterate, in a 

sense, the modernist fascination with uncovering, revealing 

and decoding. The investigative pursuit is a metaphor for 

reacquiring the traditional knowledge that has been erased 

from the group's consciousness. 

Ht7t The Critique of Social Sciences 

In 1929 Regis Messac analyzed the genre's components 

derived from scientific thought. More recently J.K. Van 

Dover established a parallelism between modern science and 

the newly developed genre of detective fiction, both of 

which gained preeminence in the course of the nineteenth 

century. The detective incarnates the scientific ideal of a 

hero who possesses an epistemological method of knowing. 

This character's popularity was at its peak until the end of 

the First World war, a period which corresponds to the apex 

of scientific positivism and its popularization of 
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scientific knowledge. Moretti maintains that detective 

fiction "mimes the univocality of scientific language; . . . 

[it] furnishes only the sensation of scientific knowledge 

[and] perfectly satisfies the aspiration to certainty, 

because it rigorously avoids the test of external reality" 

(149). Umberto Eco ("Horns"), Nancy Harrowitz and Gian Paolo 

Caprettini have produced stringent analyses of the flaws in 

the supposed scientific method Conan Doyle depicts in his 

novels. They use Peirce's theory of abduction to demonstrate 

that Holmes's technique is in fact abductive, not deductive, 

as it is often described. In the abductive process the rules 

are postulated to explain the observed facts until a 

causality is proved and the hypothesis tested (Harrowitz, 

184). 

Carlo Ginzburg has articulated a convincing analysis of 

the conjectural model, a paradigm which informs detective 

fiction as well as various other disciplines, and that 

appears around 1870-1880 in the social sciences. His 

examples of this epistemological technique are the three 

great ^detectives,' Giovanni Morelli, Sigmund Freud, and 

Sherlock Holmes. Morelli was an Italian art historian who 

identified painters by means of apparently minor features, 

such as ears and fingernails. Unlike Galilean science, which 

aimed at establishing general rules, evidential and 

conjectural disciplines study individual cases. Therefore, 

they are highly speculative: 
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mathematics and the empirical method implied, 
respectively, quantification and the repetition of 
phenomena, while the individualizinq perspective 
by definition excluded the latter and admitted the 
former only as a mere instrtiment. All this 
explains why history never became a Galilean 
science. (106) 

Other conjectural disciplines are archeology, geology, 

physical astronomy, and paleontology. We can also include 

anthropology, which evolved as a discipline at the same 

time. The work of anthropologists such as Franz Boas was 

developed by applying an anthropological version of the 

conjectural paradigm to an analysis of Native American 

cultures. 

Ginzburg has commented on the apparent contradiction of 

disciplines based on the observation of outside phenomena 

and their attempt to be accepted as totalizing models: 

through pretensions to systematic knowledge may 
appear more and more far-fetched, the idea of a 
totality does not need to be abandoned. On the 
contrary, the existence of a deeply rooted 
relationship that explains superficial phenomena 
is confirmed in the very moment it is stated that 
direct knowledge of such a connections is not 
possible. Though reality may seem to be opaque, 
there are privileged zones—signs, clues—which 
allow us to penetrate it. This idea, which is the 
crux of the conjectural or semiotic paradigm, has 
made progress in the most varied cognitive circles 
and has deeply influenced the human sciences. 
(123) 

In spite of their distance from Galilean theorization, the 

social sciences were intended to conquer the privileged 

position of logic and mathematics. Native American and 

Sardinian detective novels frequently portray conjectural 
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forms of knowledge, such as archeology, in a way that denies 

their pretense to a totalizing epistemology. Fragments of 

previous civilizations are portrayed as disassembled 

remnants of a lost whole. In this way these authors expand 

their criticism to the supposed scientificity of 

anthropology and history, disciplines that have been used, 

among other instruments, to subjugate their peoples. It is 

not a coincidence that the systems of identification 

developed in late capitalism as a consequence of the 

conjectural paradigm, were used in the sxibjugation of 

Sardinian and Native American people at the turn of the 

century. Ginzburg observes that in the last decades of the 

nineteenth century the necessity to identify the recidivist 

constituted the basis for the programs of social control as 

exemplified in the processes of criminal identification: 

police files; criminal photographic archives; recorded 

quantification of minute bodily measurements on a personal 

file; scientific analysis of fingerprints (119-120). 

The memory of their people's objectification into 

versions of history and anthropology which denied them 

dignity is still present in Native American and Sardinian 

authors. This specific genre has participated since its 

inception in the construction of such conjectural 

disciplines, and thus embodies a critique of the social 

sciences as instrxoments of domination and colonization. 

Victor Turner unintentionally established an 
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interesting analogy between anthropology and detective 

fiction. He quotes D.H. Lawrence's statement that 

anthropology should be about, "man alive and woman alive," 

and adds that "this living quality frequently fails to 

emerge from our pedagogics, perhaps, to cite Lawrence again, 

because ^our analysis presupposes a corpse'" ("Dramatic 

Ritual" 83). Turner's perspicacious remarks shed new light 

on the detective novel's appeal to Native American and 

Sardinian authors. As targets of anthropological work these 

ethnic groups have been turned into dead entities. In 

addition, the brutality of colonization ensued the attempted 

physical extermination of these people. The frame of the 

literary genre in which crimes are investigated is possibly 

the most effective for leading a search into the literal and 

metaphorical crimes committed against their people. Social 

sciences, such as anthropology and history, are the 

privileged epistemological fields in which these authors 

identify the related needs to develop a critique of forms of 

cultural domination germane to colonialism, and to propose 

alternative ways of acquiring knowledge. 

H.8. The Critique of Colonialism 

New subgenres of detective fiction grow out of 

historical causes, and specific features and innovations are 
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always linked to precise social antecedents. Post-colonial 

detective fiction represents a recent cross-cultural 

phenomenon which has received little attention in the 

critical debate. Although the situation of Sardinian and 

Native American people is better defined as domestic 

colonialism, I believe that it is possible to utilize some 

of the critical instruments elaborated to discuss the 

literature of African and Asian countries that have recently 

obtained independence form their colonial powers. 

The discourse on colonialism is not a novelty in the 

genre of detective fiction. What is new is the genre's 

appropriation by previously dispossessed groups of people. 

In so doing post-colonial authors subvert many of the 

premises on which classic detective fiction once rested. The 

discourse on colonialism represents a major target for 

writers wishing to deconstruct the dominant discourse 

embedded in detective fiction. 

Jon Thompson has analyzed the colonial subtext in Conan 

Doyle's The Sign of Four, in which the natives are depicted 

as exotic but inferior to the English, and, especially, 

unaffected by their supposed civilizing influence. Thompson 

applies the astute adjective of "pseudoethnographic" for 

Conan Doyle's description (69-70). As we have seen, the 

tropos of ethnography is still very prominent in the 

marketing strategies of detective novels by non-Indian 

authors depicting Native American locales. Thompson 
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maintains that Conan Doyle's portrayal of natives "is able 

to domesticate the fear of the Orient as represented by the 

Indian Mutiny" and justify English imperialism in India 

(72). In a similar way the mysteries by non-Indians 

depicting exotic, unmitigated *primitives' have the goal of 

justifying the present and past oppression of Native 

American peoples. 

Uri Eisenzweig examines the colonial discourse in early 

examples of detective fiction. He studies the duality of the 

origin of crime in Anglo-Saxon and French cultures through a 

study of Poe's The Murders in the Rue Morgue. While he is 

gathering evidence to solve the case, Dupin first considers 

the possibility that the culprit is a madman escaped from an 

asylum, but he eventually realizes that the murder was 

committed by an orang-outang. These two hypotheses can be 

simplified into an internal and external source of crime, to 

insanity or to an exotic culprit. In texts from the Anglo-

Saxon tradition evil is often characterized as originating 

in a geographical border, such as the colonies. In fact, the 

orang-outang had been brought from Borneo. On the other 

hand, in French novels the explanation usually involves a 

sort of psychological analysis, which shows that evil is 

internalized, in the duplicity of a deranged person's mind. 

Eisenzweig points out the liminal quality of the two spaces 

where guilt may reside: 

the idea of a madman roaming in the streets of 
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modern Paris clearly implies a transgression, the 
trespassing of a line that divides the social 
space from its internal disruptions. But the 
orang-outang's presence, too, involves the 
transgression of a historical border, albeit an 
external one, for it comes from another segregated 
locus: the colonies. (8) 

Eisenzweig remarks that other examples of the "colonial" 

origin of crime can be found in Collins's The Moonstone and 

Conan Doyle's The Adventures of the Speckled Band, and that 

eventually the Anglo-Saxon tendency to blauae the crime on 

the colonial ^other' comes to dominate the genre. 

Sardinian and Native American novelists react to the 

deeply set literary motif in which the culprit is a colonial 

subject. Unlike the novels Eisenzweig studies, in which the 

colonized are the perpetrators of the crime, in Sardinian 

and Native American texts the disenfranchised take the roles 

of victims and investigators. In other words, they move from 

their liminal condition to subvert the premises of the 

colonial discourse. In contrast, the culprit is often a 

symbol disguising the colonialist oppressor. 

Detective fiction by Native American and Sardinian 

novelists can benefit from Victor Turner's concept of 

"social drama," i.e. an event that is cross-culturally 

isolable and which exhibits a processual structure 

articulated in four phases: "breach, crisis, redress, and 

either reintegration or recognition of schism" ("Social 

Dramas" 149). Turner believes that "the social drama is a 

well-nigh universal processual form and represents a 
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perpetual challenge to all aspirations to perfection in 

social and political organization" ("Social Dramas" 152). 

Turner's ideas are useful to establish a similarity 

between Native American and Sardinian cultures; detective 

fiction in general is a genre that has kept the sense of a 

breach in the order—the crime—followed by a crisis and a 

redressive effort (the detective's investigation). The 

double possibility of the outcome indicates a major 

difference between classic detective fiction, which features 

an integrative result, and post-colonial crime novels, whose 

divisive outcome symbolizes that the breach caused by 

colonialism has not yet been recomposed. 
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CHAPTER III: PRQCEDURA BY SALVATORE MANNUZZU 

A. The Debate on Sardinian Detective Fiction 

Procedura was published in 1988 and soon obtained an 

ample critical consensus"'. In 1989 the novel was awarded 

the "Giuseppe Dessi" Prize (Sardinian literature), the 

"Viareggio" Prize (Italian literature), and the "Gran Giallo 

Cattolica Mystfest" Prize (Detective Fiction). In 1993 John 

Shepley translated the novel into English®. 

The novel became a pretext for a lively debate on 

Sardinian literature. Its almost concomitant publication in 

1988 with Angioni's L^oro di Fraus generated a dispute about 

the existence of a Sardinian subgenre of detective fiction. 

The literary critic Oreste Del Buono was the first to 

propose the term "giallo sardo" to define a type of 

' It should be mentioned, though, that reviews in the 
US were much less enthusiastic than in Italy, ranging from 
negative to mildly positive. Carroll compared the author to 
Simenon, Highsmith and Freeling. Steinberg's review was non
committal. Stille maintained that "the novel does not live 
up to its literary ambitions," and its horizons are narrower 
than Sciascia's books. Nudo speculated that Mannuzzu may 
"have intended to give readers a sense of the procedure's 
grind and futility. Yet as intelligently written as this 
book is, at the end the findings of the investigation have 
no major significance. Worse yet, there is no feeling of 
sympathy for the characters, no empathy for its unnamed 
narrator, no acknowledgement of Mediterranean island life." 

® I will refer to this superb English translation, 
except in a few cases in which I will need to discuss 
specific features of the language. 
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detective novel whose metaphors concentrate on the island's 

reality ("E nato il giallo sardo?")- Luigi Manconi and 

Natalino Piras were among the few critics who supported Del 

Buono's contention. Piras contends that Mannuzzu's novel is 

not an atypical detective story: its antecedents are found 

in both the social commitment of hard-boiled fiction, and in 

classic detective fiction ("Indagini su Valerio Garau" 240). 

On the other hand, Lucilla Sergiacomo maintains that 

Procedura cannot be included in the genre of detective 

fiction, not even as hard-boiled, socially committed fiction 

(42). Both Contini ("Procedura per enigmi" 34) and Pirodda 

(Sardegna 429) pronounced Mannuzzu's novel a "fake detective 

story." Cristina Lavinio accused Manconi and Del Buono of 

superficiality for supposing that a Sardinian school of 

detective fiction was being born. In her opinion, Angioni's 

and Mannuzzu's novels exhibit only a thin veneer of the 

genre's features (161). 

The mostly negative reactions to his categorization 

induced Del Buono to partially redefine it. Although he 

pointed out that the birth of a school of Sardinian gialli 

was only a hypothesis, he insisted on the novels' connection 

to a new Sardinian reality. Both L'oro di Fraus and 

Procedura are almost counter-investigations and use the 

genre to discuss Italian and Sardinian issues ("Se i sardi 

vanno a scuola di giallo"). 

I tend to agree with Del Buono rather than with his 
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critics. For one thing, more novels have been published or 

reevaluated since Del Buono's formulations: Mannuzzu's 

second novel, discussed in this dissertation; Marcello 

Fois's noirs; Gianfranco Pintore's two novels. Also, these 

texts clearly show common features, such as the importance 

of history, the exploitation of the land, and the anti-

colonial stance. I believe that a better evaluation of these 

novels' genre is possible if we see them as creative 

elaborations within the genre. Thus, although they are not 

classic examples of classic detective or hard-boiled 

fiction, neither are they completely unrelated to them. 

Mannuzzu himself expressed a position mid-way between 

the opposite ends of the debate. Concerned that people may 

be expecting a classic detective novel, he points out that 

readers will not find such a text. The literary mechanism in 

Procedura is not finalized exclusively to crime-

investigation-apprehension of the culprit, nor does the 

novel represent a logical endeavor within a reality which 

can support a univocal meaning ("Cane mangia cane"). 

B. The Novel's Plot 

The following summary of Procedura's plot will allow us 

to identify the novel's similarities and points of departure 

from the tenets of the genre. The novel narrates a nameless 
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judge's investigation of a murder case in the unidentified 

Sardinian city of T. The victim, Valerio Garau, is also a 

judge at the same Court of Justice as the narrator. He has 

been poisoned with potassium cyanide added to his liver-

fortifying pills. He died while having a drink with his 

lover, Lauretta Oppo, at the courthouse bar. 

The story is narrated from the point of view of the 

investigator. During the first phase of the inquiry the 

judge fruitlessly interviews the few eye-witnesses and the 

victim's family and relations: Lauretta, Valerie's aunt and 

uncle, his estranged wife Niki. Although they are all 

possible suspects, together with Valerie's numerous 

colleagues at the courthouse, nobody seems to have a strong 

enough motive for murdering him. His sister Biba drowned 

herself a few years before, and the heir of Valerio's 

prosperous assets is a mentally impaired niece, permanently 

confined to an institution. Nobody believes that Lauretta's 

husband—the President of the Court of Appeal Giomaria 

Martinez—could have committed the murder. He had been aware 

of his wife's extra-marital relationship for six years, and 

even offered her an amicable divorce. The doubtful 

hypothesis of a suicide clashes with Valerio's sanguine 

disposition, which all the witnesses confirm unanimously. 

Half-way through the novel a secondary character, 

Valerio's next-door colleague Cheri, contributes two clues, 

which, at first, seem to lead towards the identification of 
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the culprit. The victim was seen leaving for Venice during 

the Christmas vacation before his murder, whereas Lauretta 

and Niki both thought he was with the other one in Sardinia. 

Also, Valerio was implicated in an illegal trade with a 

person in Cagliari who sold him Sardinian archaeological 

artifacts (133-134). These clues shed some new light on the 

victim's personality. Valerio had spent the Winter break in 

Venice with his homosexual lover Virgilio Melis. The young 

man also works at the courthouse as a clerk and the victim 

had hired him to type his collection of poems, "Comrade 

Duilio." The purchase of the archaeological specimens served 

as a cover for Valerio's involvement with male adolescents, 

a prostitution ring rvm by a distant relative of Valerio, 

the sordid Michelino Pons. 

The surprising revelations about Valerio's sexuality— 

the victim was famous for his ntimerous liaisons with women— 

appear at first as a definite turning point in the 

investigation. However, both leads will prove 

inconsequential in the end. Ironically, the first 

significant clue comes through the most discredited of all 

the characters involved: Michelino Pons's supposedly magic 

pendulum indicates that Valerio's own blood has rebelled 

against him (158). Eventually this sibylline response 

becomes clear, for it was Valerio's sister Biba who had put 

the cyanide in the pills he had forgotten at her house, and 

later praised the benefits of the drug to him (212). This 
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ending leaves the question of Biba's premeditation still 

open. Since she drowned herself a few months after this 

exchange, it is possible that she had considered the cyanide 

as an alternative way of taking her own life. At the same 

time, the woman's dire financial straits and acute 

alcoholism authorize the hypothesis that she might have 

planned such a heinous homicide in order to inherit her 

brother's property. 

C. The Novel's Manipulation of Detective Fiction Tenets 

This plot reveals that the text follows the tenets of 

the genre only to a certain point. The reader's expectation 

of an all-explaining solution is frustrated in the end. Not 

only is Biba's guilt conjectural, several other incidents 

remain unresolved until the end. For instance, the reader 

will never know who has written an anonymous letter to the 

narrator accusing Lauretta's husband of the murder (138). In 

addition, the investigative method to reach even such a 

deficient final solution baffles the reader's expectation of 

a rational pursuit. The narrator finds his clues by mere 

chance, or through completely irrational devices, e.g. 

Michelino Pons's seance. 

The novel's deviation from the scientific rationality 

of classic detective fiction is also indicated by literary 
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features which point to gothic literature. Among them 

Contini indicates the obsessive presence of the jail; the 

obscure language of the priest celebrating Mass in Latin; 

the night tempest; the thunders, the rain; the fires that 

surround the city in the end ("Procedura per enigmi" 36). We 

could add the marbles, bronze torches and the emptiness of 

the courthouse, which prompt the narrator's definition as 

"sepulchral" (19). 

The few hints of a possible supernatural intervention 

in the plot are used primarily to stress the detective's 

limitations. Initially the text hints at a possible 

supernatural agency among the causes of Garau's death, 

"something invisible" the narrator perceives moving from the 

old town to the area where Valerio lives, only a few hours 

before his death (10). The indiscernibility of the causes of 

Valerie's death reinforces the theme of the narrator's 

failure as a detective. On another occasion, phantoms visit 

him before he falls asleep (111). But at this point of the 

narration we already know that he drinks heavily, especially 

before going to bed, so these apparitions may as well be the 

delusion of an alcoholic. 

The departure from the scientific rationality of 

classic detective fiction has meaningful implications for 

the identification of the novel's major themes. Rather than 

following the usual detective plot, Mannuzzu deviates from 

its established tenets to develop a discourse on the "manner 
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of proceeding" in order to achieve a truth, and to question 

the nature of this truth. In a later part of this analysis 

we will see how these themes also have relevance for other 

investigative pursuits, such as anthropology, ethnography, 

and archaeology. 

In addition, the text resists an uncomplicated 

definition as a realistic portrayal of a Sardinian locale, 

or as a semi-autobiographical novel. This is especially 

crucial for Sardinian—especially Sassarese—readers, such 

as myself, for many of the places described seem at first to 

be realistic depictions of my hometown. The geographical and 

topographical references constitute a good example of 

Mannuzzu's deliberate misleading the reader. Upon a closer 

look not all the references are realistic, several are 

confused on purpose. The initials of the two places depicted 

provide an interpretive key to solving the *mystery' of 

their identification. If we assume that the real initials 

are the preceding letters of the alphabet, C. and T. can be 

easily identified as Bosa and Sassari, actual places in 

northwestern Sardinia. This interpretation encourages the 

readers to become themselves *detectives' and to discover 

which actual places Mannuzzu is describing. 

However, other renditions frustrate the expectation of 

a realistic characterization. Coming back from Valerio's 

summer residence the narrator drives up a street called 

viale Umberto, and then turns on the San Pietro arch (53). 
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All of these elements are realistic, but in Sassari's 

topography the arch is the Carmelo arch. A church named San 

Pietro does exist but it is on the other side of town. 

In spite of the novel's misleading topographical 

arrangement, Mannuzzu intends to provide his own reading of 

city where he has spent most of his life. The choice of 

Sassari as the setting for a murder has engaging 

implications. During an interview with the author Costantino 

Cossu pointed out that in Procedura Sassari is a city that 

kills: it is emblematic that the pills that cause Valerio's 

death are red and blue, the same colors as the city's 

gonfalon. Mannuzzu agrees and adds that, although he has 

come to love the city, he cannot help feeling that the slur 

impiccababbu ("people who would hang their own father") is 

well deserved. It is a town that has been "devouring" its 

own identity for most of its history. Mannuzzu remarks that 

the old city's structure was destroyed by the Sassarese of 

the last century, possibly a unique case in Italy in which 

the concrete historical and cultural memory has been 

completely erased ("I giovani e i mercanti di malessere"). 

But it is clear that Mannuzzu does not intend for T. to 

be a realistic depiction of Sassari. The confusion in the 

city's topography does not come as a surprise if we consider 

carefully the author's final note. He openly admits that 

several other elements of the plot are mixed up as well: 

the Passio of the Gospels is read on Palm Sunday, 
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and not on Holy Wednesday; "Luna tu" is not a 
java; . . . the "Comrade Duilio" poems, which 
actually exist and some of which have been 
published, are not the ones referred to in the 
text. (229) 

In addition, we are implicitly warned against an obvious 

identification of Mannuzzu with Valerio. In fact, Mannuzzu 

himself has published a group of poems entitled "II compagno 

Duilio" ("Comrade Duilio"), which, however, are not love 

poems'. Until 1976 the author was a judge in Sassari, and 

in 1978 was about the same age as Valerio: Mannuzzu was born 

on March 7, 1930 (Pirodda, 428); the character was going to 

turn 47 in March 1978 (7), so he was born in 1931. Also, the 

author "was elected three times to the Chamber of Deputies 

as an independent candidate on the Communist Party ticket" 

(231), and the novel's character has similar political views 

(44). 

The author's game of identification with and distancing 

from his own character may contain an implicit criticism to 

the shortcuts of simplistic autobiographical narrations with 

a Sardinian locale, such as Ledda's Padre padrone. But his 

final note is also significant because it admits the 

inconsistencies of the novel and, at the same time, stresses 

' The author has recently published Corpus. a volume of 
his poetry from 1950 to 1996. This text contains a section 
called "II Compagno Duilio." All poems were previously 
published in several reviews: Almanacco dello Specchio. 
Paraaens, Nuovi Araomenti. ip9tgt:ig<?/ Qmbrg rpggg/ 
Altri termini. For an astute critical look at this 
collection see Gabriella Contini's article "Diario di 
ingannevoli redenzioni." 
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on another textual level the reader's frustration in 

reaching a single unifying truth. This disappointment 

reproduces the narrator's failure as an investigator and 

represents part of the novel's epistemological concerns on 

the nature of truth and on the process of collecting data in 

various investigative pursuits. 

D. The Exploitation of the Land and the Environment 

The depiction of the victim's vicissitudes follows a 

pattern of progressive debasement. This process of decadence 

constitutes a parallelism with similar forces at work in the 

portrayal of Sardinian society, so it becomes a metaphor of 

a collective process of cultural and social decline. 

Valerio seems at first polite and nice to everybody: 

this is the narrator's initial impression (39), confirmed by 

numerous witnesses. But soon the deposition of the victim's 

overseer, Francois, begins to tarnish the victim's image. 

Although he presents this information without proof of its 

veracity, he suspects that Valerio collected stolen 

archaeological artifacts (65), made his wife Niki lose her 

sanity due to his incessant affairs with other women (63), 

had an affair with an older woman as a young teenager (61), 

raped Lauretta when he was 15 and she only eight (62), and 

entertained an incestuous relationship with his sister (63). 



176 

Lauretta's letters to Valerio confirm such a negative 

portrayal of the victim. While everybody defines them as a 

very nice couple, the narrator perceives a feeling of 

unspoken horror beneath the surface, "a sort of possession . 

. . a continuous and muffled violence" (177). Valerio's life 

will remain another unsolved mystery to the narrator. His 

motives for shifting to illegal behavior in spite of his 

position as a magistrate are never explained. This 

represents a further commentary on the impossibility to 

achieve consistent, fully explained truths. 

The depiction of Valerio's downfall also carries 

important textual implications regarding the Sardinian 

environment. The deterioration of the natural resources 

parallels the degeneration of his marriage to Niki: 

as we walked along the higher embankment, the 
island of Asinara could be seen clearly, as though 
very close. [Judge Manai] said this effect was 
getting less and less frequent, doubtless because 
of the pollution, and recalled a time—his youth— 
of splendid visibility. "You know where the view 
was extraordinary?" From the Garau or Grixoni 
house, . . . that top floor where Valerio had 
lived. (104) 

The ^Golden Age' of the couple, their initial years of 

happiness, are stressed textually by the pre-industrial 

condition of the island (104-105). It should be noted that 

the English translation generically says that the sea is not 

visible anymore "because of pollution" (104), but the 

original has "per via della petrolchimica" (It. ed. 96). The 

text clearly refers to the petroleum refining mills that 
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were established in the 1960s near Porto Torres, a town 

half-way between the island of Asinara and the city of 

Sassari. The promotion of these factories has been widely 

criticized for the ecological and social disruption it has 

brought to Sardinian society. In this way the personal 

downfall of the victim becomes a metaphor to comment on the 

disruption occurred in Sardinian society. 

The description of Valerio's summer house in Platamona 

furthers the critique of the alteration of the landscape 

operated by the tourist industry (a theme that Mannuzzu will 

articulate more in detail in II terzo suonol: 

a cluster of vacation cottages, most of them ugly 
and rather run-down, built around the beginning of 
the fifties along a stretch of the gulf, at the 
edge of a pine grove. We skirted the Lido Eden, as 
announced by the large battered sign: the rotunda 
in ceramic mosaics that were coming loose, and the 
rows of cabins, their plaster weathered by time 
and the salt air. (48-49) 

The sea resort was the theater of young Valerio's exploits, 

"the place where the rich kids of the time hung out morning 

and night" (49). The name "Lido Eden" generates the biblical 

metaphor of Valerio's fall from a paradisic state to his 

later disgrace and death. The character of Michelino is a 

parody of Valerio, thus Pons's process of decadence is also 

signalled by a parallel set of religious images. When the 

narrator visits Michelino in prison he describes the place 

as a "hell" (199) with "Dantesque circles" (202). Since 

Valerio was his client he has also been dragged to a 
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metaphorical hell. Michelino's point of departure is another 

symbolic Eden, for that is the name of his photographic 

studio, Valerio's "secret garden" (200), where he had 

intercourse with the young prostitutes. 

C., Valerio's place of birth, is also described with 

the tones of an archaic ^Golden Age' from which the main 

character eventually moves away. The spatial shift from the 

traditional community to the anonymous city of T. also 

configures a symbolic process of ethical decadence. The 

victim's assassination and progressive moral downfall 

constitute a textual correlation to both the progressive 

departure from traditional rituals and the dynamics of 

exploitation of natural resources. 

E. The Clues Contained in the Incidents of Moro's 

Kidnapping 

The plot of Procedura shows a textual analogy with the 

events of the Red Brigades' kidnapping of Aldo Moro, the 

president of the Christian Democrats. Valerio's murder 

occurs on March 17, 1978, the day after Moro's abduction. 

This parallel narrative is incorporated in the novel and 

provides several analytical leads. For instance, the 

uselessness of the efforts to locate and rescue the 

politician during the 55 days of his incarceration indicates 
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that the narrator's endeavor to bring Valerio's assassin to 

justice will be similarly fruitless. 

Some critics have interpreted the references to the 

Moro episode as an attempt to charge the narration with 

additional social and even political interpretations (De 

Federicis, Rev. of Un morso di formica^ . De Cataldo uses 

Procedura as one example of the trend in Italian detective 

novels of the 1980s to shy away from the tragic complexities 

of contemporary events. In Mannuzzu's text the theme of 

terrorism would remain "a pale shade which is subsumed to 

emphasize an internal obsession" (32). 

However, I am convinced that Mannuzzu is very concerned 

with the political reality of contemporary Sardinia. Indeed, 

his political commitment is evident precisely in the way he 

depicts the relationships between the historical events 

occurring in mainland Italy, and the island which seems 

mostly untouched by them. The faraway echoes of Moro's 

kidnapping embody a discourse on the history of 

colonization, for the island appears to be located at the 

periphery of the nation. Mannuzzu contends that Sardinia is 

not simply the place in which his stories take place. It is 

also a place where you can hear "the sound of the waves of 

History." It is a place that obliges you to take History 

into account ("Mannuzzu indagatore del tempo"). In another 

interview Mannuzzu indicates that he intended to juxtapose 

something radically different to the story narrated: 



180 

because nothing of the story enters in History; . 
. . Thus, History appears far removed, beyond the 
sea, on another level in regards to what happens 
to us here in Sardinia. Eventually this other 
narration disappears and is no longer heard. 
(Pittalis, 39)^° 

In addition to the commentary on Sardinian history, 

another engaging analogy of the Moro episode regards the 

narrator's investigative strategy, or lack thereof. Some 

incidents which occurred during Moro's kidnapping offer 

meaningful indications for the novel's process of detection. 

One of the very few correct clues to locate the politician's 

jail had been obtained, paradoxically, during a seance. The 

letters on the table composed the name "Gradoli," a little 

town 75 miles north of Rome, which was inspected 

unsuccessfully. As a matter of fact, Moro's jail was located 

in a Roman street by the same name. These obscure 

circumstances were never fully explained. The police had 

actually intended to search the apartment in Gradoli street, 

where they suspected the politician was being held, but, 

incredibly, they did not return with a search warrant when 

nobody opened the door (Flamigni, 119-122). Possibly an 

instance of sheer ineptitude, this episode is difficult to 

believe and has contributed another enigmatic element to 

this famous case. 

It should be noted that Mannuzzu's discussion of the 
relationship between his story and history is better 
articulated in Italian, because the same term, "storia," is 
used in both cases. 
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In a similar way, in Procedura the only correct clue to 

identify the assassin comes from Michelino Pons's ^magic' 

pendulum. It indicates that Valerio's own blood had 

"rebelled against him" (158). The text, however, suggests 

that the clairvoyant might have devised this stratagem in 

order to convey information he had obtained otherwise— 

another episode which the novel leaves unexplained. In the 

end the narrator feels that everybody except him knew about 

Biba's possible responsibility (224), and we are so 

authorized to think that Pons also knew more than he 

pretended to. He maintains that Biba was the most important 

woman in Valerio's life, not Niki, or Lauretta, or his 

numerous lovers (159), and this indication might constitute 

a clue for the narrator so that he might explore further in 

that direction. The analogy with the failed investigation 

during Moro's imprisonment supports the theme of the 

inaccessibility of a unifying truth and the detective's 

failure. 

IL:. The Textual Similarity of the Narrator and Valerio 

The characters of the narrator and Valerio present a 

number of indicative similarities. Not only is their 

profession the same, their handwriting is also similar (42), 

and they are both born in the same month, the narrator being 
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exactly 10 years older (7). Contini also notices the 

coincidence of their literary and musical tastes ("Procedura 

per enigmi" 37). Some obscure hints could indicate that, 

like Valerio, the narrator might also be bisexual. When 

another anonymous letter to Francois implies that he has 

become Lauretta's new lover he surmises that the sender is 

probably "someone who seemed to be informed on [his] 

professional woes (but not very, given the intention he 

attributed to [him])" (174). 

Like Valerio, the narrator also experiences a process 

of decline as he moves from his position as a representative 

of the legal profession to his indictment of some 

unidentified breech of the law. When he goes to Cagliari to 

question the witness Michelino Pons, the narrator decides to 

take care of his own business as well. Thus, he feels he 

might switch "from being the examinee to being the examiner 

around the turn of a courthouse corridor" (148). 

The numerous coincidences between the two characters 

embody a discourse on the investigative process itself. We 

are reminded repeatedly of the narrator's lack of curiosity 

for the dynamics of the crime. However, he shows a greater 

interest for Valerie's life, with whom he feels he can 

identify most. This represents a commentary on the fallacy 

of an objective description, and its implications when 

similar dynamics are applied to the novel's implied 

discourse on anthropological description. 
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Lucilla Sergiacomo observes that the foreign narrator 

plays ambivalent and complementary roles in the narration. 

He has a cohesive, organizational function, as the character 

who watches reality. But, in spite of this observer, reality 

never becomes transparent. Rather, we perceive a great deal 

of distortion between what is and what appears to be. Thus, 

the judge, although a guarantor of the narration, does not 

ensure readability. His information is never arranged in a 

consistent cohesive whole (41-42). 

At the end of the narration the nameless judge wonders 

if it is true that it is not his story he is relating (226), 

as he had remarked at the inception of the novel (10). As a 

stained mirror, the story sends back, deformed, his own 

image (226), a reference to a previous passage in which the 

narrator sees his own reflection in a spotted mirror in 

Valerie's house: "the little Empire mirror in the vestibule, 

round and convex, gave me back my image, shrunken, 

distorted, amid the spots left by time. Was this a 

metaphor?" (171). The uncertainty about whose story is being 

told offers a commentary on the dynamics between observing 

subjects and the objects of their description. 
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G. The Discourse on ArchaeolooY as Investigation of the 

Past 

Valerio's collection of archaeological artifacts 

provides a further connection between the narrator and the 

victim: both are involved in investigations of the past and 

fail to understand important clues embedded within the 

objects of their inquiry. The collection serves multiple 

narrative functions. As we have already seen, the illegal 

provenance of most of the artifacts is emblematic of the 

victim's process of moral decadence. It also comments 

implicitly on the various phases of colonization in 

Sardinia, and symbolically on Valerio's departure from his 

origins. In addition, the author's depiction of the 

collection represents another instance of Mannuzzu's 

deliberate misdirecting the reader's search for the culprit. 

Garau's collection of archeological artifacts 

summarizes the earliest phases of Sardinian history. The 

narrator discovers it while searching the victim's house, 

and he cannot help expressing his surprise: 

I was struck by a glass showcase that took up 
almost the whole left wall, on the shelves of 
which were exhibited, arranged as in a museum, 
archaeological specimens that seemed to me of 
uncommon beauty; small Sardinian bronzes, 
Phoenician statuettes and vases, lamps and goblets 
from Roman times, necklaces of various periods— 
bearing traces of time, as they told me later: 
soil, ashes, incredible scorch marks—behind the 
reflection of the glass, on which the sun now 
shone, and which protected them, secret objects 
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reserved for a single person, who was now dead 
himself. (46) 

The diverse artifacts reproduce the various phases of 

colonization in the island: nuragic", Phoenician, Roman, 

and other unidentified periods. 

At the same time the collection is a personal museum 

for Valerio, a symbolic reminder of his own ancestry. Some 

of the archaeological artifacts come directly from the 

family land of the Garaus. Although Valerio's uncle Pietro 

denies ever supplying his nephew with archaeological 

specimens, he admits that "there must have been a couple of 

those objects, discovered heaven knows how many generations 

ago in a nuraghe, a prehistoric stone structure located on 

the family property near N. (upstream from C.)" (144)". 

One of the two objects found is a votive boat. Its symbolic 

significance of movement trough time and space is reiterated 

throughout the novel. Here the votive boat symbolically 

travels from its original archaeological site to Valerio's 

personal museum. During the process it becomes for him an 

ornamental object for a museum-like exhibition, devoid of 

The translation only refers to "Sardinian bronzes" 
(46), but the Italian original has "bronzetti nuragici" (It. 
ed. 43), a more precise reference to an early phase of 
Sardinian prehistory, characterized by the massive nuraghi 
buildings. 

" The initial of this town supports the interpretive 
key based on the preceding letter of the alphabet. Upstream 
from Bosa (i.e. C. in Procedura) there are two towns that 
have nuragic prehistoric sites, Monteleone Rocca Doria and 
Montresta. 
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its original ritual significance. 

Valerio's ignorance of the meaning of the 

archaeological specimens is stressed in its dramatic 

consequences. On the level of the mystery plot, the votive 

boat is textually equated with the likely assassin, i.e. 

Valerio's sister, because Biba committed suicide by throwing 

herself from the ferry-boat connecting Sardinia and the 

Italian mainland. The multiple meanings of the votive boat 

establish a significant parallelism between, on the one 

hand, dead cultures and their artifacts, and, on the other, 

deceased people. Dead Biba herself incarnates the image of 

the "vessel of death" for her brother. 

The narrator compares the "materials and alien shapes" 

of the archaeological specimens, to "meteorites that had 

traveled enormous distances for a very long time, having 

broken loose from stars that by now were spent" (65). The 

image of exhausted suns and meteorites further comments on 

Valerio's relationships with traditional culture, quite far 

removed from his original roots, represented by the 

traditional town of C. The "spent star" can also be 

interpreted as another metaphor for Biba, who, although 

dead, still influences the course of events by poisoning the 

pills which would kill Valerio. The long journey in time of 

the archaeological objects provides the narrator with an 

allegory that parallels the movement in time of the drug: 

finally I understood the obscure metaphor of the 
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archaeological objects lying in the glass showcase 
in the Viale Caprera apartment: how much they had 
to say, but I, not grasping their significance, 
had been aware only of a silent music. Theirs had 
been a long journey in time, pointing to another 
journey in time, two years, taken by those red-
and-blue capsules with their lethal content, sent-
-so as not to die—by a dead sister to a brother, 
who then died of them himself. (220) 

It is ironic that only Pons, one of the most discredited 

characters of the novel, provides a cogent synthesis of the 

textual significance of the collection. In his words it 

clearly acquires the quality of an intersection of the 

novel's investigative search for the killer and its beneath-

the-surface commentary on anthropological and archaeological 

pursuits: 

Rituals have meaning only for the religion they 
signify. Alas, none of them hold up, or anything 
in life, when you look at them from outside. And, 
therefore the greater the poverty . . . the more 
one is inside, or at least more naked and less 
distant. Take this pendulum, as we call it . . . 
There is nothing more perfect. By the way, it's 
with this kind of tool that I did my research on 
Valerio's archaeological objects. ... It was 
better if they'd served a religious function, 
something that's never lost, never obliterated. 
But, you know, it doesn't take much: it's enough 
that they've made the journey, for thousands of 
years, from one epoch to another, one world to 
another—loaded with what? With nothing that 
pertains to us or the things we know. To find it 
can justify an existence. . . . Death? Probably 
these things carry the opposite in themselves, but 
it's an absolutely unknown and obscure life, 
perhaps in some way the same thing as death. 
(157-158) 

These comments are relevant because they confirm the 

parallelism between the various forms of investigation 

depicted in the text. They shed light on one another, as 
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they all represent frustrated endeavors. If we assume that 

the narrator is a metaphor for an anthropologist watching a 

reality alien to him, then the text indicates that he is not 

going to understand the life contained in his object of 

study. For the murder investigation this means that the 

narrator is not able to see that Biba could influence the 

course of events, even though she is deceased. This point of 

view is important for the anthropological discourse, because 

it indicates the difficulty to understand a culture from its 

external layers. This applies directly to the narrator's 

condition of outsider, both as an investigator and a 

metaphorical anthropologist. Pons's point of view is given 

textual relevance because he is the only one to indicate the 

correct direction for the investigation, i.e. that Valerio 

was murdered by someone related to him. 

The collection also engages the reader in a game of 

false and right clues. The author offers a hint to his 

audience when the narrator conjectures that the glass case 

"held the key to the story" (65). It is, however, another 

deceptive hint, for when Lauretta's and Virgilio's love 

letters are found hidden beneath the case, we are induced to 

believe that they include a clue for the identification of 

the assassin. But the "key to the story" is contained rather 

in the symbolism of the votive boat, which points to drowned 

Biba. 

The narrator fails to understand the clues associated 
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with the collection, and Valerio is, in a sense, also a 

victim of his own incapability to understand the past and 

the larger significance of the objects of his collection. 

Pons's comments that this ignorance may signify a difference 

between life and death become tragically true for the 

murdered judge. 

iLi. The Centrality of the Narrator 

Although the author refers to Valerio and the narrator 

as the novel's two protagonists (232), it is symptomatic 

that we hear almost exclusively the narrator's voice. Only 

on two occasions the narrator quotes Valerio's own words: at 

the very beginning, when he remembers visiting him to borrow 

a book (5-7), and in the end, through the pharmacist's 

deposition (209-213). In Procedura the narrative voice is a 

constant presence through whom we perceive the other 

characters and are told the story. Contini observes that the 

presence of the narrator is ambiguous and intense and that 

this character is constructed in negative terms, by means of 

elliptical and oblique strategies. The centrality of the 

narrator is signalled exactly by the sum of everything he 

does not do, does not say, does not know ("Procedura per 

enigmi" 34). 

The endeavor of an outsider engaging in a description 
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of a reality mostly alien to him is remindful of similar 

conditions that have often engendered anthropological 

narratives. For this reason the narrator's biases and 

limitations are worth analyzing in detail for they contain 

an implicit preoccupation with the issue of anthropological 

description. From this analytical perspective the narrator 

can be studied as the novel's main character. 

Mannuzzu's attention to the dynamics of anthropological 

accounts is a distinct reaction to the conventional 

treatment of Sardinia and its people in social science 

narratives. The author intends to show his readers the 

fallacies of traditional anthropological accounts on 

Sardinia. For this purpose he uses an astute narrative frame 

which alternatively follows and deviates from the tenets of 

the investigative genre of detective fiction. 

It is evident that the anthropological thread is merely 

a symbolic feature of the narrator, for he has not 

consciously decided to study Sardinian customs and people. 

On the contrary, the narrator arrives in T. by chance (4), 

sent to the island as a punishment for his mysterious 

professional troubles". The possibility of interpreting 

this character as a commentary on the dynamics of social 

science narratives is based on his distortion, through his 

The narrator's banishment to Sardinia is remindful 
of a common attitude of the various colonizing powers in 
Sardinia, from the Romans to the fascist regime. 
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ovm perception, of the people who are the object of his 

gaze. He follows his own personal feelings throughout the 

murder investigation, and, meanwhile, observes with an 

apathetic eye the social reality of the island. 

I_s. The Erasure of the Narrator ̂s Vicissitudes 

Following a common tenet of classic anthropological 

narratives, Procedura's narrator is a central presence whose 

gaze and perception affects each object of his description, 

but about whom we know very little in the end. He makes 

clear at the very beginning that he does not intend to talk 

about himself: "it is another story that I mean to put down 

in this notebook, and it has nothing to do with me" (10). 

This statement comes after the only instance in which the 

narrator indeed offers a few fragments about his own life: 

I had arrived here only a few days before, 
preceded, I suppose, by a dubious reputation—what 
could I expect? It was not my first transfer—I 
had been sent here and there, with repercussions, 
family and otherwise—nor the first time I had 
been in hot water professionally. I haven't been a 
good magistrate, or at least not a diligent, 
hardworking, trustworthy one; I've constantly 
yielded to distractions, if you want to call them 
that. (9-10) 

In the rest of the book the reader finds only oblique 
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allusions to his personal vicissitudes. The exact nature of 

his professional problems remains an enigma until the end of 

the narration. Half-way through the book we begin noticing 

his drinking problem, which may have compounded, or be the 

result of, other pre-existing troiibles. Almost at the 

conclusion of the novel, the narrator vomits, "having drunk 

too much" (204); but the Italian text more ambiguously says 

that he "exceeded the dosage" ("avendo esagerato la dose," 

It. ed. 186), which could also indicate a possible drug 

addiction. 

It is significant that we are never told his name. This 

could be the author's conscious strategy, in order to erase 

the identity of the narrator—the *siabject' of the 

investigation—and give prominence to the *objects' of his 

description, the Sardinian people he observes with such an 

unconcerned gaze. This artifice is remindful of Sardinian 

anthropologist Michelangelo Pira's theories—previously 

mentioned in the introduction—on the necessary shift in 

Sardinia of the anthropological ^objects' to the status of 

subjects in their own right. 

The task of reconstructing the narrator's life is left 

to the reader, on the basis of the few clues disseminated in 

the text. In a similar way the narrator has to reconstruct 

the murder, but, as we have already seen, all the 

investigative endeavors of the novel are doomed to fail, and 

the reader's attempt to obtain more information on the 
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narrator are destined to be also unsuccessful. These textual 

dynamics reproduce the condition of classic anthropology: a 

supposed external observer, about whom we usually know very 

little; a so-called objective description, which is really 

based on a biassed point of view; a desire to deconstruct 

this observing gaze, often a difficult task because the 

external observer erases him/herself from the text. 

J. The Narrator's Attitude towards the Investigation 

Although readers are not able to determine most aspects 

of the narrator's life, they can still infer several of this 

character's traits, which have relevance for his 

personification of anthropological discourse. The narrator 

shows some surprising features in an investigator: lack of 

curiosity; little knowledge about his object of inquiry; a 

definite feeling of alienation from the place where he 

lives; a tendency to remain at the surface of things. 

The narrator displays very little curiosity for 

Valerio, the main object of his investigation, nor for his 

assassin (29). His main feeling in dealing with the lives he 

has to investigate is of embarrassment. It bothers him to 

have to read a dedication on the back of a picture which had 
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belonged to the victim: "it was indecent for us to be there 

reading it" (43). The reasons for this lack of 

inquisitiveness may be found in the narrator's 

identification with the victim. The investigator is almost 

afraid of what he might discover in Valerie's life which 

could reflect parts of his own experience. It is indicative 

that he abstains from inquiring into the meaning of the 

bizarre rituals Valerio had devised for his closest 

relations: the real implications of Eliot's poem written on 

the back of Biba's picture^*; the apartment's main door key 

he alternatively assigned and withheld from Virgilio; the 

window glass Lauretta broke, which he never substituted; his 

reading Lauretta's love letters to virgilio when they were 

in bed together (190). Confronted with these idiosyncracies, 

the narrator withdraws in horror, possibly because they 

reflect similar undisclosed habits of his own. 

During the first phase of the investigation the 

narrator shows little enthusiasm. He does only what is 

strictly necessary and omits a number of initiatives which 

could shed light on the case: he searches Valerio's houses 

'•* Valerio had written some words in English from 
Eliot's The Waste Land—part IV, "Death By Water"—on the 
back of Biba's picture; "FORGOT THE PROFIT AND THE LOSS / . 
. . / A current under the sea / Picked his bones in 
whispers. As he rose and fell / He passed the stages of his 
age and youth / Entering the whirlpool" (42). While at first 
the narrator assumes they only refer to Biba's drowning, he 
later realizes that the first line in capital letters 
contains some uncompassionate witticism on the woman's 
gambling problem (219). 
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only perfunctorily, therefore misses Lauretta's and 

Virgilio's letters; he does not summon judge Martinez, 

Lauretta's husband, who, although most likely innocent, 

would logically be the main suspect. 

The text often stresses the narrator's ignorance at 

various levels. For instance, he feels a sense of 

unfamiliarity towards the places where he lives and works: 

he mentions the region aroiand Valerie's place of origin, the 

Montiferro that "would remain forever unknown, merely a 

name" to him (190), and the "anonymous, unlovely city of T., 

where [he] lived for a year and a half without getting to 

know it" (116). Sometimes he does not understand local 

expressions. Right before Valerie's death Lauretta comments 

on the moustache he had kept for a little while and tells 

him he "looked like a Switzer" (33). At first the narrator 

does not understand what it means. Only later he realizes 

that "Switzer" means "carabinlere," a member of one of the 

two police corps (95)", and he even uses the expression 

himself to talk about a carabiniere, "the dark little 

sergeant of the Switzers" (208). This signals a slightly 

increasing degree of confidence with the local customs, 

although at this point of the narration he is well aware 

that he will never overcome his condition of outsider. 

Similarly, at the end of the narration the investigator 

" See note 35 for further explanation on the two 
Italian police corps. 
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reveals a little curiosity for Valerie's place of birth and 

wishes to see some of the places mentioned during the 

investigation C 215). 

However, these attempts at bridging the gap between 

himself and his object of study prove hesitant and 

inconsequential. The references to the religious imagery of 

the Aceldama, the "field of blood" (68)—purchased, 

according to the Gospel, with the money Judas earned from 

betraying Christ and destined as a burial site for 

foreigners—stress the narrator's alienated condition. At 

the end of the novel the narrator feels that the Aceldama is 

his only natural place: 

I know very well that wherever I go, in the end I 
will simply be received and deposited in a 
potter's field—or field of blood (Aceldama), 
depending on what happens in the meantime: in 
short, the one where strangers are buried. (226-
227) 

In theory, his status as outsider should favor his role 

as the case investigator. Since the narrator is the only 

recently arrived, non-local judge, he is chosen to 

investigate the murder (20). As Francois half-jokingly 

points out, all the other judges have known Valerio for a 

long time and are possible suspects (20). Nonetheless, his 

supposed ideal condition results in his failure, and his 

marginality to the object of his study: 

man is truly an incomprehensible creature if I can 
still feel a confused nostalgia in remembering 
those days of Holy Week when I carried out the 
first inquiries assigned to me, and established 
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relations with a world that did not belong to me 
and of which I would never be a part: an 
uncongenial world, from any standpoint, and on 
closer inspection sterile or actually disagreeable 
relations. (115) 

It is evident that his alienation does not only refer to the 

necessary knowledge to solve Garau's murder, but can also be 

extended to his minimal *anthropological' information. 

Several textual references indicate that the narrator 

remains at the surface of things. This has, of course, 

relevance for his murder investigation, but it comments more 

generally on epistemological issues about the possibility of 

reaching a conclusive truth. The narrator feels the 

necessity to probe into a series of suspicions on people, 

"the mesh of God knows what desires, attachments, aversions 

and interests, here and elsewhere, to me completely unknown, 

but alive, living God knows what sorts of lives in this city 

across the sea" (30). This passage displays the narrator's 

incapability of going deeper into his object of 

investigation. A later passage extends this preoccupation to 

a general philosophical statement about the possibility of 

reaching the truth: "the fact is that the game is always— 

and only—its wrappings: I didn't know what they were, and I 

don't know of anything else" (208). 

The impossibility of probing into reality is 

accentuated by several references to theatrical devices. The 

narrator often describes himself as if he were watching a 

play. He takes the stance of an external observer, a 
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spectator of a reality from which he feels alienated. At the 

end of the narration the judge speculates that the jail he 

saw from his office window may have been only a flat scenic 

background with something behind he will ignore forever: "I 

won't go back to the bar of the crime. Nor will I ever know 

if the rotunda of the penitentiary that I saw, with its 

wings, from that other window of mine was only a backdrop: 

with what behind it?" (226). One of the very last paragraphs 

shows again the narrator watching the embankment he and the 

victim had watched at the beginning of the narration (6; 

11); he sees it now as "a lighted stage on which no 

performance is taking place" (227). 

The reality depicted through the narrator's eyes 

acquires the quality of a flat painting or scenic 

background. The landscape surrounding C. displays the same 

lack of depth. Like Michelino Pons's tasteless paintings 

with Sardinian themes—"costumed folk dancers, landscapes 

with nuraghi or views of the sea" (151)—the depiction of 

the Sardinian landscape is reduced to a series of 

unfathomable surfaces. This baffling depiction represents 

the closest point the narrator can reach to obtain a truth 

which might conclude his investigation. Since C. is the 

place where the narrator is first exposed to a traditional 

Sardinian community, this impossibility to comprehend an 

alien reality also comments on the novel's anthropological 

theme. As in the murder investigation, an ultimate 
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anthropological truth cannot be reached. 

The narrator's difficulty in reaching beyond an 

unattainable reality is also conveyed through a series of 

images related to imprisonment and claustrophobia (101; 118; 

126; 129). The narrator is often depicted watching through a 

closed window, as if he were incarcerated. There is a 

textual parallelism between the initial phase and the 

conclusion of the narration. At the end of the book, a few 

days before he leaves the island forever, a nocturnal storm 

reminds the narrator of the night before Valerio Garau's 

murder, when the sound of the rain had woken him up. There 

was no light because of a power shortage and he could not 

locate his glasses (10). The narrator's difficulty in seeing 

provides an allegory for his inability to detect all the 

elements of the case he investigates. It is symbolic that in 

the end the narrator renounces his visual aid, as if 

resigning himself to the inadequacy of the filter applied to 

a reality he studied so unsuccessfully. It is also 

indicative that the events are enclosed in a time frame 

during which the window is symbolically closed, which 

further emphasizes the narrator's symbolic confinement. 

His condition of imprisonment also comments on his 

symbolism as a metaphor for the anthropological gaze. In a 

suggestive passage the narrator goes to the window in his 

office and watches the jail: "there before me was only the 

dark, round cupola, with its radiating wings bristling with 
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bars . . . the usual view, the same one I'd had for months 

whenever I took a break from my desk and went to the window" 

(27). At the end of the chapter he goes back there and 

thinks that the jail is barely touched by the rituals that 

are going on outside: 

the whole prison rotunda was illuminated and 
silent, like a ship in the night, lapped on the 
outside by all that still remained of Holy Monday, 
procession and music, and by everything else in 
life. (37) 

What he sees from the window reflects his own condition of 

imprisonment in a figurative jail—"every prison reflects 

the room where my life unfolds" (226). 

A trapped insect trying to escape from a closed window 

is yet another red herring for the reader (126). We are 

supposed to think that Virgilio Melis, who is being 

interrogated at that moment, is indeed the killer, finally 

cornered by the investigator. But, as we know, that will 

prove a false clue. The trapped fly remains as a more 

appropriate image for the narrator himself, imprisoned in a 

story he does not understand. 

Ks. The Narrator's Gaze as a Commentary on Anthropological 

Discourse 

The narrator's superficiality, lack of curiosity, and 
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alienation from his object of study are significant because 

they are reiterated in his attitude towards local customs 

and people. While he investigates Valerio's murder, the 

narrator is inevitably confronted with indigenous 

traditions, consequently he is also obliged to reflect on 

Sardinian society and people. But, like the scattered 

elements of his murder investigation, these cultural 

features also remain separate fragments for him. His search 

for a truth also embodies the attempt to find a truth of 

anthropological value. 

Few textual allusions indicate the author's implicit 

commentary on anthropological discourse. Right before his 

murder investigation the narrator had watched the air and 

water falling as "a sort of empty, illuminated island in the 

night" (10). The choice of words hints at the narrator's 

enterprise parallel to his murder investigation; the study 

of the island of Sardinia, which also remains for him 

eventually empty of real meaning. 

The novel's limited Sardinian elements are meant to 

depict a place which is hardly recognizable through the eyes 

of an external observer. This alienation is evident in the 

novel's language. Sergio Atzeni has remarked on Mannuzzu's 

well worked, literary kind of Italian, devoid of influences 

from Sardinian. Even the sporadic references to the 

Sardinian language go undetected by the unaware narrator. 

For instance, Francois's greeting to him, "che nuove?" (It. 
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ed. 52), "what's new?" (56), is a direct translation from 

the typical Sardinian greeting "ite novas?" This lack of 

knowledge indicates that everything is filtered through the 

narrator's eyes. However, he is aware that there is an issue 

of language in Sardinia, although he cannot appreciate most 

of its specific features. He notices that Valerie's cleaning 

person has a characteristic "way of speaking, so correct 

that it sounded artificial, translated from a language that 

ought to have been her real one but that she would never 

have used" (125). On another occasion the narrator questions 

"an old man who was able to express himself only in the 

local dialect, and the lawyers in translating found ways to 

quarrel over the meaning of an adjective" (139). 

The narrator feels that all the characters "must now 

come into this story, as it is written in these pages, 

because they already form part of another story, their own" 

(117). In this passage there is an echo of Salvatore Satta's 

The Day of Judgement: here too it is the narrator who puts 

together a story which otherwise would not exist. This 

stresses the notion that it is his story, his description, 

not an objective recounting of an external reality. It is 

manifest that the narrator superimposes his own melancholic 

frame of mind to the reality he describes and investigates. 

Not only he limits his curiosity to the aspects of the 

investigation with which he can identify, he also extends 

his view to Sardinian reality and people. For instance, when 
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the narrator visits the town of C. his description insists 

on the process of decadence which seems to affect the town 

and its inhabitants: he notices the ruins of the castle 

(92), the buildings badly kept (93) and the decline of the 

local courthouse (95) ; the references to Biba's personal and 

financial downfall underlie this dominant feeling (96-97). 

Even through the narrator's insistence on the process of 

decadence, we can perceive elements of vitality in the 

social fabric of C. The text is rich in descriptions of the 

endurance of traditional working activities: the pastures 

around the town (90) and the bars with shepherds just back 

from milking (91) indicate the persistence of cattle 

raising, still a traditional way of subsistence for many 

Sardinian communities. 

L. The Discourse on Ethnography 

In both T. and C. the narrator witnesses the 

performance of traditional rituals. When he arrives in C. to 

question Valerio's wife he observes women dressed in 

traditional garb, carrying a basket on their heads (91). 

They are coming from Mass at an unusual hour, and the 

narrator assumes it is because of the special celebrations 



204 

of Holy Week (91). It is Thursday and it is customary to 

bring to church decorated dishes of sprouts (100)". In T. 

the narrator watches a series of processions for the Holy 

Week (34; 54). 

The narrator's idiosyncracies demonstrated during the 

murder investigation are reiterated in his metaphorical role 

as an anthropological observer. He watches these rites with 

little curiosity and a clear sense of his own ignorance: "I 

heard a drum and fife, a confraternity was passing, a few 

man decked out in white nightshirts or tunics, whatever they 

were, . . . and the image of one or another of the Mysteries 

of the Passion" (34). On that same evening he sees "the 

groups of statues of the Mysteries advanced, seven of them, 

one after another, their meaning unfathomable" (34). 

Ethnografic information is always voliznteered unsolicited to 

him. A barman explains to him the meaning of the processions 

(34) and during the victim's autopsy the narrator is told 

that the medal at Valerio's neck represents a specific 

Sardinian cult of the Virgin Mary, the Madonna of Bonaria 

(24). 

On top of the narrator's alienation from local 

" This old tradition is still alive in many Sardinian 
towns. The dishes are called nenneris, erme or sepulcros and 
they trace back to the old Mediterranean rituals for the 
young god Adonis. In ancient times similar dishes of 
sprouts—the Gardens of Adonis—used to be carried in a 
procession. The ritual ended in an orgy and was celebrated 
around summer solstice (Madau, Giardini di Adonis in 
Sardeana?). 
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traditions, the text shows that some aspects of Sardinian 

culture have become removed objects for the local people 

themselves. In addition to Valerio's own archaeological 

collection, this phenomenon can be appreciated in the 

analysis of the artifacts which decorate several of the 

houses described, and virgilio Melis's ethnomusicological 

research. 

In Valerio's siommer house in Platamona a handwoven 

Sardinian tapestry is placed above the bed (50). This 

traditional object, alone in the midst of modern furniture, 

has lost its original significance and it is displayed as if 

it were part of a museum display. A visit to another judge 

reinforces the sense that in T. traditional artifacts have 

acquired the quality of museum exhibits. The narrator feels 

that the judge's vestibule is "something between a Sardinian 

ethnographical museum and a souvenir shop: perhaps more the 

first" (105). 

The function of these artifacts in the context of urban 

space is similar to the purpose of the archaeological 

artifacts in Valerio's bedroom, a conscious display of a 

museum glass case for his own personal enjoyment. The 

references to a previous archaeological and ethnological 

past are embedded within a narrative in the present time, in 

which they do not seem to fulfill any practical purpose. 

Both the narrator and the reader are baffled by the 

importance of these artifacts and their possible meaning 
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within the plot. The objects are presented in the text as 

possible clues leading to the solution of the mystery. 

However, although they partially elucidate Valerie's secret 

life—the show case contains the love letters of Lauretta 

and Virgilio; Valerie's relationship with Michelino Pons 

regards both the artifacts and prostitution—the clues they 

offer are misleading an difficult to decipher. 

The narrator wonders whether there is "an affinity 

between his [Virgilio's] speleologist's vocation for the 

darkness—sometimes kilometers long, increasingly strange— 

of the caves and his other one for the Sardinian songs" 

which the narrator does not understand. These tunes seem to 

him to well up "from much greater depths and distances, from 

a solitude no less unknown" (191-192). This passage 

emphasizes the discourse on the folkloric past, which has 

become obscure and isolated from its original context. We 

have already analyzed the narrator's own limitations. In 

addition, Virgilio's endeavors reveal that even for the 

local people these songs have become objects of study devoid 

of real life. 

Virgilio Melis's ethnomusicological research shows a 

further analogy with the archaeological artifacts. As 

Virgilio's parallel interests in local folk music and 

speleology are mentioned together (129-130), we are allowed 

to built a textual analogy in which the two forms of 

knowledge shed light on one another. The action of 
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descending into the bowels of the earth becomes a metaphor 

for folk research, a similar attempt to recuperate traces of 

a long buried past of vernacular knowledge. However, like 

the archaeological and ethnographical artifacts the folk 

music studied by Melis is detached from its original setting 

and placed in isolation from its initial context. 

Towards the end of the narration the relationships 

between these various themes become more evident: 

I had interrogated Ilio [Virgilio] Melis in the 
morning; and now, in the darkness, at the window 
where I had become accustomed to wait for a little 
relief from the summer, already well along with 
the bottle (and with the ice still settling in my 
glass), I was listening to one of those Sardinian 
songs on a local station that I had looked for on 
the radio—as though it might help me to 
understand. How much unknown surface of the earth, 
how much time that seemed to have been spared by 
history, had it covered, to arrive like this in 
the middle of the night, poorly recorded and 
interminable? The thought crossed my mind of the 
blackened archaeological objects in the showcase 
in the Viale Caprera apartment: the same 
immobility together with the same boundless 
distance. But this was in no way a solution; 
indeed, it left me even more estranged. It was 
very hot, also because of the fires, which were 
said to surround the city on the side of the sea; 
perhaps it was from them that the wind brought a 
faint smell of burning. (194-195) 

This excerpt represents a good synthesis of various thematic 

lines of the text. The Sardinian songs and the 

archaeological artifacts are similar in that both show 

"immobility" and "boundless distance." However, this is 

merely the perception of the external observer, the 

narrator, who, like a traditional anthropologist, reduces 
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the culture he is studying to a timeless, static object of 

study. Both the archaeological artifacts and the folkloric 

texts are embedded in a modern, urban context in which they 

do not fulfill any functional purpose and become devoid of 

meaning. At this point it is evident that the narrator's 

investigation on Valerio's murder is doomed to be an 

unsuccessful endeavor. The parallel investigations carried 

out by the novel's real or symbolic social scientists— 

archaeologists, anthropologists and ethnographers—prove to 

be equally unsatisfactory. 

M. Procedura: The Manner of Proceeding 

The text refuses to provide a conclusive truth, and 

shifts its central concern to the manner of proceeding, the 

"procedura" which gives the book its title. For the various 

investigative pursuits it means a concentration on the 

methodology employed. 

The novel is rich with metaphors derived from hunting 

and fishing, emphasizing the random aspects of these 

activities. The image of fishing for clues is appropriate 

for the likely culprit—Biba—who is symbolically brought 

back into the story from the ocean where she drowned 
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herself. In Francois's opinion, the manner of proceeding 

during an investigation means to "throw out a lot of nets . 

. . whatever's no use to you, you figure out later" (40). 

The narrator also feels that his efforts to achieve the 

truth are like "a dragnet, trawling blindly but capable of 

scraping the bottom of who knows what?" He lowers 

it with more than necessary unwillingness, aware 
that it's worse to stir things up, that what is 
put back in circulation and rises again is the 
sadness that has taken so much time to settle, and 
that whatever gets caught in the meshes and is 
pulled to shore is always disappointing, if not 
frightening. (137) 

Similar disappointing results are hinted through the 

images connected with hunting. The narrator again identifies 

the "manner of proceeding" as a "blindly aiming in all 

directions" (122). During the deposition of Valerie's 

colleague the narrator feels that maybe his chase is 

successful—he has identified the two leads directing the 

investigation to Valerie's sexuality (134-135). But the 

inanity of this quest is emphasized by the witness's 

personal tragedy: his daughter had used his hunting rifle to 

kill herself (130). A few passages later the narrator 

himself comments on the self-defeating purpose of hunting: 

there is always the possibility that the rifle might explode 

in the face of the hunter (137). In fact, in the end the 

narrator is convinced that throughout the investigation he 

himself was the prey, rather than the hunter (224). 

The metaphors of fishing and hunting for clues comment 
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also on the manner of proceeding in anthropological 

discourse: 

what is it that counts in this story, with no 
point of departure or arrival, if not its manner 
of proceeding, made up of chance and 
irrationality, beginning with my own, and also 
determined, to some small degree, by the 
omissions, mistakes, and losses in confidence of a 
reprehensible judge—himself appointed by the 
statute? (137-138) 

This passage comments on the way the detective can achieve 

the truth, although he despairs to find one; what counts is 

the way to proceed. "It is difficult," says the narrator, 

"to attempt a synthesis" (137), because there does not seem 

to be a unifying narrative to tie the scattered pieces 

together. 

N. A Postmodern Conclusion 

The conclusion of the novel does not provide a coherent 

narrative to explain the events. Throughout the narration 

the reader has been warned that such a weary investigator 

does not feel obliged to find truth, but only to carry out 

the practical task of establishing who murdered Valerio: 

my later recollection of how the investigation 
progressed are more fragmented. Also because it 
dissolved in time, losing the pointless continuity 
that I had been able to give it and that allowed 
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me some familiarity with the affairs of the 
individuals who were subjected to it, without my 
coming a step closer to any sort of solution (I 
don't dare say "truth"). (115) 

The question about what truth really is remains open until 

the end, when the narrator wonders about the nature of truth 

and whether we can actually ever achieve one; in the end, he 

says, all remains uncertain regarding the dynamics between 

Biba and Valerio: did she plan his death, or was it an 

accident? (224-225) 

The despair of achieving a unifying truth is a symptom 

of the postmodern condition in which a number of possible 

narratives can coexist in the same textual and geographical 

space. The lack of a unifying truth for the murder 

investigation is analogous to the absence of a comprehensive 

anthropological description on the part of this detached and 

bored observer. His biases and limitations represent a 

forceful reminder to be suspicious of anthropological 

narratives which purport to provide such an 

omnicomprehensive truth. 

The novel shows a circular pattern. In the end the 

narrator watches a little boat—a real one—go upstream in 

C., towards what used to be the Garaus' family land and 

where the votive boat had been discovered (215). Towards the 

conclusion of Procedura a number of references to fire unite 

the main thematic lines of the novel. The narrator realizes 

that T. is surrounded by fires: "it was very hot, also 
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because of the fires, which were said to surround the city 

on the side of the sea; perhaps it was from them that the 

wind brought a faint smell of burning" (194-195). The very 

last part contains a brief mention of something burning in a 

nearby courtyard (223), and, at the end of the last chapter, 

the narrator wonders if they are "burning down the whole 

place," although he is convinced "that it will never be 

everything, that a few cinders will be left" (227). 

Valerio's collection of archaeological artifacts also bears 

"traces of time," such as "soil, ashes, incredible scorch 

marks" (46). These few half-burnt fragments are not 

sufficient to build a consistent narrative; they remain in 

their isolation as witnesses of a previous era, of which 

they can say very little. Valerio's collection did not help 

the narrator to direct the investigation towards the likely 

assassin, nor Valerio himself to avoid his tragic end. 

Similarly, the novel comments on the difficulty to construct 

an anthropological narrative based on the few fragmentary 

observations of a detached eye. 

Eventually all the novel's parallel narratives result 

in frustrated investigations. The narrator investigates a 

murder in which the elements of the truth remain fragmented, 

their meaning not completely clear. Valerio investigates the 

archaeological past: for him too the artifacts remain 

isolated pieces, their meaning difficult to understand. 

Also, readers are positioned in the same predicament, as 
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they have to investigate the narrator's mysterious life; in 

this case too the separate parts of his story remain mostly 

unknown. Finally, the narrator unwillingly investigates 

Sardinian society and traditions, which remain disparate 

entities, their meaning not clear to him. 
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CHAPTER IV: TL TERZO SUONO BY SALVATORE MANNUZZU 

A. Mannuzzu^s Fict:ion between Procedura and II terzo suono 

Mannuzzu was a very prolific author between 1988, the 

year of publication of Procedura. and 1995, when II terzo 

suono ("The Third Sound") came out. Procedura is the first 

novel published by Mannuzzu under his own name. In 1962 he 

had published Un dodae a fari spenti ("A Dodge Truck with 

Headlights Off") under the pseudonym of Giuseppe Zuri. 

Another earlier novel, Le ceneri del Montiferro ("The Ashes 

of the Montiferro"), written in 1966 and never published, 

came out revised in 1994. He also published Un morso di 

formica ("The Bite of an Ant") in 1989. None of these novels 

shows the relevant connections with detective fiction which 

we have seen at work in Procedura. and that will be 

confirmed in the analysis of II terzo suono. But two short 

stories contained in the 1992 collection La fialia perduta 

("The Lost Daughter") are worth mentioning for they 

reiterate some of the themes present in the two novels 

analyzed in detail in this study^'. 

Although only two out of six of the short stories in 
La fiqlia perduta present some elements of a murder mystery 
plot, it is significant that the title of the collection 
itself comes from a classic French detective fiction text, 
Eugene Sue's The Mysteries of Paris rLes mvsteres de Paris. 
1843): "it is a weakness: but I cannot hear people 
mentioning a girl without thinking about the one I have 
lost" (1; my trans, from Italian). Mannuzzu has remarked 
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"Videogame" is structured as a short detective story. 

Through a computer game that simulates mysteries, a father 

and a daughter enact a story in which she is the victim and 

he the assassin. The murder mystery plot is reduced to its 

essential structure, underlined by the rules the two players 

have to comply with. The interaction between the two 

characters expands beyond the roles they interpret in the 

computer game. The story they construct follows all the 

tenets of classic detective fiction. The simulated crime 

plot provides a consistent narrative with multiple suspects, 

motives, crime dynamics, identity of the assassin, and final 

solution. On the other hand, the framing device of the short 

story leaves open several questions. For instance, in the 

story they create, the father's murder is occasioned by the 

daughter's heroin addiction and the strain it causes to 

their relationship. The narration does not clarify whether 

the daughter is indeed—or was in the past—a drug addict. 

We can even surmise that the computer game with his daughter 

is simply a figment of the man's imagination, fuelled by his 

guilty conscience for a crime he has actually committed. 

The murder takes place in Rome, but the characters live 

in an unidentified Sardinian city, very similar to 

Procedura's T. and the unnamed place where the narrator of 

that he likes to try his hand with genre literature: 
detective novels for Procedura and II terzo suono and the 
feuilleton in most of the stories in La fialia perduta 
("Mannuzzu, suono in giallo"). 
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II terzo suono lives. Like several of Mannuzzu's characters 

the father of "Videogame" is a magistrate. The main element 

in common with both of Mannuzzu's novels inspired by 

detective fiction is the theme of the elusive quality of 

truth. 

The same theme is central in "Nostalgia," another short 

story from La fialia perduta. An unsolved case is at the 

center of the narration: a young woman's suicide, apparently 

occasioned by unrequited love, may have been caused instead 

by her father's sexual abuse, as an anonymous letter 

indicates. Also, a month later the hanging of a cat from the 

same tree where the young woman hanged herself brings to the 

fore the hypothesis of murder. But the judge who narrates 

the story is not able to solve the case, and it continues to 

bother his conscience several years later, mixed with a 

sense of nostalgia for what had been his first professional 

case. Now an old man, this judge is identified in the story 

as "the man with a birthmark;" he tells his story to another 

judge ("the blind man") he just met on an airplane while 

travelling to an Italian island". In turn this judge 

As in all of Mannuzzu's fiction this island is 
easily identifiable as Sardinia even if it is not called so. 
The author employs the stratagem of the initials for the 
places described, as he has done in Procedura. and, as we 
will see in this chapter, in II terzo suono. The plane is 
flying to the northern airport of A**, and from there the 
characters would reach the city of S**; but bad weather 
conditions force them to land in the city of C** in the 
south. These places can be easily identified as the airport 
of Alghero, the nearby city of Sassari, and the regional 
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relates the story to a third one ("the limping man") who 

introduces himself to him at the airport where they arrive. 

Finally, the blind man tells the whole story to the 

narrator. In this complicated plot, all the characters are 

eventually suspected of being impostors posing as judges. 

The story does not provide a conclusive determination for 

any of them, leaving the reader pondering who is real and 

who is a fake, as well as wondering about the dynamics of 

the young woman's death. 

The backflap of II terzo suono points out that 

Mannuzzu's latest novel represents a synthesis of his 

previous works: it contains the psychological analysis of La 

fialia perduta. the mechanisms of a mystery like Procedura. 

and the fragmentary quality of truth already shown in Le 

ceneri del Montiferro. In addition, the characters are 

almost the same ones that appeared in Un morso di 

formicaThis novel is the story of a summer vacation in 

a tourist village in northwestern Sardinia. A writer from 

Trieste, Piero Weiss, has sublet his nephew Sergio's villa, 

although the young man ends up spending the summer there as 

well. While Piero attempts unsuccessfully to work on his 

novel, entitled Un morso di formica, he confusedly realizes 

that he is in love with Sergio. 

capital of Cagliari. 

" I will refer to this novel when necessary to clarify 
some points in the analysis of II terzo suono. 
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Three parallel narrations intersect in the novel's 

structure, all telling the same story with minimal, but 

significant, variations. "Romanzo" ("Novel")* is the novel 

Piero is writing about himself falling in love with Sergio. 

In this plot his wife Miriam Navarro joins him at the villa 

and eventually is involved in a relationship with Sergio. In 

this fictive account his dog Zero is old and close to death. 

The parts identified with "Lettera" ("Letter") reproduce the 

messages Piero sends to Miriam, who in this narrative is 

spending most of her vacation elsewhere. These letters 

portray almost the same story as the novel, except for the 

omissions regarding things Piero prefers to keep hidden from 

his wife. The parts called "Live" are intended to depict 

Piero's actual vicissitudes. Here too he has to contend 

Sergio with another woman, a friend by the same first name 

as his wife, Miriam Nort. Only the last part lacks a title, 

a suggestive device which the author employs to reflect on 

the nature of reality and fiction. In one of the last 

paragraphs Piero mentions that Sergio died of a drug 

overdose the fall after the narration. 

B. The Plot of II Terzo Suono 

II terzo suono tells another version of the same story, 

with the same characters and slight, yet meaningful 
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differences. One pivotal variation is that Sergio survives 

his uncle, unlike what was implied at the end of Un morso di 

formica. Piero's dead body is found in his bedroom: he has 

been shot and his face burnt with after-shave lotion set 

ablaze. The revolver used for the crime is not discovered 

and, following an old trope of detective fiction tracing 

back to Poe, the window is closed, the room locked, and its 

key cannot be found anywhere. 

The main suspects are the two people who shared living 

quarters with the victim; Piero's wife, who had just joined 

him to spend together the end of the summer, and Sergio. The 

death occurs during the night, but Miriam, asleep in another 

bedroom nearby, does not hear anything. Because of her 

difficulty in falling asleep she takes heavy dosages of 

pills and wears earplugs. Thus, she maintains that she did 

not hear the gunshot, nor the desperate barking of Zero 

outside Piero's room. The suspicions concentrate on Miriam 

when the key to Piero's chamber is mysteriously found in her 

room, in a nearby villa belonging to Miriam Nort (100-101). 

Sergio has spent the night sailing around in his boat, and 

his alibi is corroborated by two friends who were with him. 

Sergio's and Miriam's physical proximity with the 

victim does not exclude other directions for the 

investigation. The death occurred in "R***, a tiny sea town. 
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in an area called Tamerici" (17)^°. Mostly a siinuner sea 

resort, the tovm hosts a heterogenous group of Piero's 

acquaintances, several of whom are suspects as well. An old 

girlfriend from Trieste, Dora Getzel, met Piero the night 

before his death; Miriam Navarro surprised them while they 

were having intercourse on the sofa (81-82). Piero's short 

affair with Miriam Nort may have caused her husband's 

reaction. Mimma Corbino, an older countess living nearby, 

had been acting in a peculiar way towards the victim (79). 

Later we find out that she had borrowed money from Piero, 

unbeknownst to her husband Peppe, to pay her card game 

debts. This reveals the identity of the mysterious M. to 

whom Piero wrote a check, in the amount of eleven million 

liras, roughly $ 8,000. Another check to a R. for two 

million liras ($ 1,400) exposes another suspect, the jazz 

musician Romano De Vita, a drug addict who had purchased 

some cocaine on behalf of Piero (182). The victim did not 

care to hide his infatuation for his nephew, therefore other 

possible suspects include Nino Scarpa, the owner of a bar 

with whom Sergio has entertained a homosexual relationship, 

and a young woman named Carla who is pregnant with Sergio's 

child. 

This partial list of suspects also indicates the 

An English translation of II terzo suono is not 
available yet; all the translations from the novel which 
appear in this dissertation are mine. 
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several possible motives for murdering the victim: jealousy; 

drug dealings; the considerable inheritance—Sergio is 

entitled to one third of his assets, Miriam Navarro to two 

thirds (20)—or even prostitution. Another acquaintance, 

Marcello Dessi, speculates that, given his propensity for 

younger men, Piero might have been killed by a male 

prostitute (168). In addition, the finding of burnt pieces 

of paper outside the villa, brings about the contrasting 

hypotheses that it could be the novel Piero was working on, 

Un morso di formica, or his testament (90). Either one could 

contain relevant information for the solution of the case. 

As in Mannuzzu's previous works, the elusive quality of 

truth is a prominent theme in II terzo suono. The multiple 

narrative framing devices we have briefly seen at work in Un 

morso di formica and the short stories from La fialia 

perduta also apply to Mannuzzu's later work. The theme of 

the novel within the novel underlines the literary device of 

the mise en abime, emphasized also by a painting of Sergio's 

boat to be found within the same boat (119). The multiple 

narratives coexisting within the same text challenge the 

possibility of reaching a unifying, conclusive truth. 

However, the novel does provide a final conclusion. 

After Sergio is found dead in his boat, the police find the 

gun used for the murder and Piero's last message before 

committing suicide. Thus, the gunshot and the fire are the 

result of concomitant factors; Piero shot himself, and was 
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later found by Sergio, who decided to hide the key and burn 

his uncle's face, so that it would be impossible to 

determine at which distance the gun had been fired. Sergio 

tampered with the evidence of Piero's suicide possibly to 

have Miriam Navarro blamed and inherit Piero's wealth in its 

entirety (196-200). The different causes for Piero's death 

and burnt face confirm a musical theory Romano De vita 

explains to the narrator, and which gives the novel its 

title: "the third sound ... is the one resulting from the 

overlapping of another two; so, it could be that what 

happened to Piero depends from two different events, 

unaware, at least in part, of one another" (146). 

Although the concluding explanation points at Sergio, 

his involvement in a relationship with Miriam Navarro 

complicates the search for his motivations. The narrator 

eventually accepts that "the motives remained uncertain: or, 

rather, not clarified completely" (200). Until the end, the 

truth remains unattainable, only a series of fragmented 

pieces that cannot be arranged into a cohesive narrative. 

The piecemeal quality of the elements gathered during the 

investigation lends itself to be interpreted as a general 

phenomenon of the postmodern condition. Among other aspects, 

the lack of a unifying whole comments on the disappearance 

of Sardinian ethnic identity in the artificiality of the 

tourist settlement. 
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C. The DetectivePersonal Involvement in the Case 

Although most of the characters from Un morso di 

formica reappear in II terzo suono. the narrator and his 

aide constitute a significant novelty^^. The presence of a 

main investigator and his assistant is, of course, derived 

from numerous previous examples of other couples of 

detectives: for instance. Holmes and Watson, Nero Wolfe and 

Archie Goodwin. The nameless police investigator who tells 

the story is a tired, disillusioned detective, exhibiting 

several peculiar idiosyncracies: he is not curious, and 

feels that this is a "serious deficiency in his profession" 

(3); he is aware of being "an absent-minded investigator, 

actually incapable of seen what is really important, and 

lacking the right attitude" (93). He is afraid of life, 

rather than death: the living quality of reality is what 

makes him uncomfortable (92). All of these aspects 

contribute to his depiction as a very human character, 

constantly worried about his teenage daughter Bia, who he 

Some secondary characters and elements of the plot 
are also in common with Procedura. The narrator works in co
operation with the judges Manai and Niolu, who appear in 
Mannuzzu's previous novel. In addition, the narrator, like 
his counterpart in Procedura. is bored and saddened by good 
weather (60; 93). In the plot structure Romano De Vita (the 
musician who sells drug to Piero) corresponds to Michelino 
Pons: they both involve the victims—and main characters—in 
a form of illegal trade, end up in prison and are visited by 
the narrators; both contribute central clues for the 
investigation: Michelino the indication that Biba has killed 
her brother; Romano the theory of the third sound. 
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raises as a single parent. 

In his review of II terzo suono Vittorio Coletti 

identifies Mannuzzu's narrator as a point of the departure 

from established tenets of the genre. According to the 

conventions of classic detective fiction, the investigators' 

personalities must remain fixed throughout the narration. 

Instead, Mannuzzu's novel is an example of a recent trend in 

less canonical detective novels, in which the aim is to 

unveil the narrator's real personality and involve him/her 

in the plot. The resolution of the crime provokes a change 

in the investigator as well. 

I agree with Coletti that the novel slowly expands its 

focus from the crime to the narrator's own involvement in 

the case, for a major theme of the novel is the intersection 

of public and private life. In II terzo suono the two become 

difficult to disentangle from one another, since, having 

already accepted the case, the narrator discovers that his 

daughter is actually one of the two friends who substantiate 

Sergio's alibi. Professional detachment is no longer 

possible and his investigation becomes also a way to look 

for clues regarding his daughter's life. Since Sergio is 

known as a drug addict, the narrator often wonders whether 

Bia might also be using drugs. During her deposition the 

narrator speculates about the real nature of her 

relationship with Sergio, especially whether or not it 

involves sexual intercourse (38). On one occasion, when he 
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cannot locate his sleeping pills he decides to search Bia's 

room (122-124). He is really afraid of finding something 

else, and, in fact, he notices that an Indian rug is missing 

from her room, a clue which seems to further implicate Bia 

in the case. 

This last episode reiterates the narrator's limited 

power of observation. In fact, he had seen that very Indian 

rug in Sergio's villa, without realizing that it belonged to 

Bia (67). The object should not have gone unnoticed because 

it is remindful of a deeply emotional moment in the 

narrator's relationship with his daughter: years before, 

when Bia attempted suicide by slashing her wrists, she was 

taken to the hospital wrapped in that same blanket (161). 

Nonetheless, it takes the narrator some time to perceive the 

rug as vaguely familiar (82), and, eventually, to remember 

that there was a similar one in Bia's room (91). 

Instead of looking for his pills, he inspects 

unsuccessfully the whole house in search of the rug. It is 

then that the narrator realizes why Piero Weiss's death is 

so pressing to him, unlike all the other cases he worked on 

in the past; 

I was afraid that Bia was involved in it; I feared 
that some action taken during the investigation, 
by myself or others, might clash against some 
fault of her own, and bring it to the surface. Or, 
at any rate, I feared that this action might crack 
the resolution I had been able to keep for so many 
years: not to know anything about her. (127) 

Of course searching Bia's room reveals how contradictory his 
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determination is. But his own personal concerns help him 

understand better the people he is investigating: 

I thought about the line of fear which seems to 
link the characters of that story: Piero, his 
friend Mimma, his other friend Dora, maybe his 
wife Miriam. .. And maybe they were fears of a 
different kind, each one with his object, or its 
own way of been devoid of one; but it seemed to me 
that all the fears in the world carried, hidden 
within, the same opaque seed. (91) 

After these considerations the narrator is reminded of his 

private fear, which he never defines, "in spite of its 

conventional name" (91). The reader is left wondering if 

this apprehension relates only to the narrator's worry for 

his daughter. In fact, several textual indications evidence 

the narrator's identification with the victim, including an 

almost unconscious homosexual attraction for his assistant 

Colombino. 

D. The Similarities between the Victim and the Detective 

During an interview Mannuzzu was asked about the 

narrator's mirror process regarding himself. The author 

agrees that the process of solving the murder case also puts 

him in peace with himself, although we do not understand 

exactly how. Unlike other of Mannuzzu's books, this one has 

a positive ending; a reconciliation between himself and his 

daughter and his acceptance of some other issues the author 
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does not mention ("Lo strano caso del signor Weiss"). We can 

surmise that these questions could be his own illness, or 

possibly his own homosexuality. 

The blurring of the boundaries between the investigator 

and the ^object' of his investigation is not unlike recent 

elaborations in the field of anthropological discourse. 

While the narrator of Procedura symbolizes the alienation 

and difficulties of the outside researcher, the investigator 

in II terzo suono provides a metaphor for the scholar 

inquiring in a more familiar territory. The narrator's 

involvement in the case and his identification with the 

victim point at the difficulty in maintaining the 

delimitation of boundaries when the subject and the object 

of the investigation share the same physical and cultural 

space. 

Various clues contribute to the textual identification 

of the narrator and Piero; they both suffer from insomnia 

(9; 15), and have a hearing impediment (35; Un morso di 

formica 7). Miriam Navarro says Piero did not like to choose 

(75); the narrator mentions that "inevitably he tends to 

avoid choosing" (69). Marcello remarks that he saw Piero 

coming out of the church in R***, trying not be noticed 

(167-168); the narrator also goes to Mass everyday 

unbeknownst to his colleagues (60). Towards the end of the 
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book, a dead connorant^^ becomes a metaphor for Piero and 

his tragic death. Near the Norts' villa, where Miriam was 

staying after Piero's decease, one night a butler hears a 

gunshot. The following day he finds the carcass of a burnt 

cormorant which has been previously shot (184-185). Sergio 

probably carried out this threat in order to convey an 

ominous reminder to Miriam Navarro, for reasons that may 

have to do with their relationship. A few pages later, 

another cormorant provides a symbol for the narrator as 

well. While the two detectives are taking a walk on the 

beach, he decides to imitate a cormorant which "plunges into 

the water, disappears beneath its surface, and reappears 

further down" (190). He swims "in that sea so flat that 

seemed dead; out, towards the open, as if [he] didn't have 

to come back" (190). 

This distinct presentiment of the narrator's death is 

confirmed a few pages later, when he realizes that he is 

critically ill, perhaps dying of a disease that is never 

mentioned (193-194). This impending death provides yet 

another analogy between Piero and the narrator. The two 

deaths frame the narration, Piero's at the beginning, the 

narrator's at the end. 

The very last words of the novel are indicative of the 

blurred boundaries between the narrator's life and the lives 

" A dark, web-footed seabird of the Phalacrocoracidae 
family. It is common on tropical and temperate seacoasts. 
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of the people he has been investigating. The metaphor of the 

third sound returns, this time to signify a more general 

process that involves everybody, not simply the dynamics of 

Piero's death. The narrator asks Colombino whether he 

remembers that theory: 

"yes,—he said—it's true. A fact can be the 
result of others; with several authors. •' But he 
had not understood me: I meant everything, 
everything that happens—and entwines and 
entangles itself—in life. For instance, the 
stories of the two Weisses [Sergio and Piero], and 
of all the other people in Tamerici, from whom we 
finally removed our gaze. And also our own lives, 
the ones we had left, who knows for how long and 
how to be lived. But also something else; and 
everything was unified in a sound that by now was 
difficult to hear. (202) 

Another element in common between the two main 

characters of II terzo suono is their fascination with 

younger men. The narrator's attraction towards Colombino 

parallels Piero's for Sergio. The investigator of II terzo 

suono, however, never explicitly defines this feeling. The 

reader perceives it through a series of apparently casual 

observations. The narrator often comments on Colombino's 

lanky, but not thin body (23), and his dark stubble, so 

evident even after he just shaved (17; 30). On two occasions 

he calls him "my Colombino" (23; 194). The second instance 

is indicative of an underlying vein of cruelty in this 

character, which also links him to Sergio: "my blue-beard 

Colombino" (194), further comments on his unsuccessful 

attempt at shaving his thick, overpowering beard. But the 
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reference to the cruel Blue Beard of Perrault's fairy tale 

indicates a hidden fear for a possible violent outcome of 

their relationship". 

Colombino and Sergio are linked textually by their 

similar cruel treatment of defenseless animals. While the 

narrator and Colombino are searching the villa for clues 

they find a trapped mouse, still alive, which Colombino 

decides to kill for no apparent reason (70). Sergio 

describes a game with strings he had devised for his keys 

"*more or less a system of pulleys . . . so it looked as if 

the keys moved by themselves-' He smiled: used to hang 

with them also a little mouse, if I found one alive in the 

trap, so it would dance too'" (160). The similarity in the 

choice of words to describe Piero's dead body and the little 

trapped creature indicates that the mouse is another animal 

metaphor for Piero, and by extension for the narrator, who 

the text identifies with the victim: Sergio "had sprinkled 

the corpse—the corpse with its line of blood—with after

shave" (200); "it was a small mouse, caught in a rusty trap, 

. . . clasped by its little paw, it was loosing a line of 

blood" (70). 

" The text has another reference to the same fairy 
tale when the key to Piero's room is mysteriously found. The 
narrator feels that the key emanates "a sort of horror, 
minimal and silent," because it belongs to a vast and 
general anomaly, of which it keeps "a cold indelible trace" 
(103). Blue Beard realizes that his wife has opened the 
forbidden room because its key has a stain of blood which 
cannot be washed away (Perrault, 52). 
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The various levels of textual identification between 

the narrator and the victim can be interpreted as a 

commentary on the dynamics of anthropological description. 

The investigator—supposedly an external, impartial 

observer—is drawn into the story by his family ties, and a 

sense of affinity with the victim. Thus, the story becomes 

also his own and while investigating Piero's death the 

narrator probes into his relationship with his daughter and 

his young colleague. A univocal truth cannot be reached, for 

the narrator finds himself constantly challenged to the hard 

task of piecing together the truth from a limited number of 

fragments. Mannuzzu prompts his readers to pursue an 

anlogous investigative task. He depicts a portrayal of 

Sardinia which is almost unrecognizable in the artificiality 

of the tourist settlement. Only a few fragmentary references 

to a previous linguistic, folkloric, and archaeological past 

remain, and the reader is challenged to question the 

historical and political reasons for this disappearance. In 

this way the novelist develops a parallel narrative in which 

the offense has been perpetrated to the detriment of the 

land and its people. 

An Investigation Based on Fragments 

During his investigation the narrator attempts 
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unsuccessfully to construe a consistent narrative regarding 

Piero's death. Although in the end he is able to determine 

how the victim died, numerous other aspects of the case 

remain unsolved and the story he is able to piece together 

remains fragmentary until the end. This is evident, for 

instance, in regards to a misleading clue, whose real 

implications are never clarified. A videocassette recorded 

on Piero's birthday shows Miriam Nort's sister Bernadette 

crying (8); she also cries at Piero's funeral, to the 

surprise of everybody, since she barely knew him (159). The 

narrator and the reader are left wondering about the 

possible causes of these occurrences, and whether they could 

illuminate the circumstances of Piero's death. The 

conclusion of the narration exculpates Bernadette, but the 

motivation for her crying are never explained. On another 

occasion the narrator cryptically hints at his reasons for 

writing his memoir: "I remember this story—and I write it— 

in order to pay a debt" (93), but the reader never f inds out 

what this obligation refers to. 

Faced with a case in which the clues are completely 

fragmentary the narrator tries to establish relationships 

between disparate elements of the investigation. He thinks 

of the trapped mouse and the Indian rug, and feels 

confusedly that there is an obscure relationship between the 

two (91). On another occasion he perceives the coincidence 

of the same name, Miriam, for two of the people involved 
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with Piero as a "creaking sound: as if something important 

and unknown could derive from it" (130). 

The search for the truth is compared to a card game, in 

which the fragmented elements must be Splayed' into a 

coherent whole; the narrator gathers the Polaroid pictures— 

i.e. some of the fragments he has gotten—as if they were 

cards (4). This comments on the conception of truth as a 

game of chance, in which the pieces may or may not fit into 

a whole. It also indirectly refers to the actual card game 

the group of suspects and the victim used to play on 

afternoons and evenings. Following a classic motif of 

detective fiction, among them one may be the assassin. The 

videocassette recorded on Piero's birthday presents the same 

piecemeal features that characterize all the elements of the 

investigation. The images on the video are fragmented, 

"signed by thin breaches" (171). 

It is emblematic that Piero's novel, which might 

contain clues for the solution of the case, has been reduced 

to a few particles, after having been burnt by its author 

(23-24). In this case too the narrator attempts to 

counteract the forces of entropy which characterize all 

aspects of his case, only to be, one more time, 

unsuccessful: 

I opened, on the table, the plastic bag with the 
burnt papers. Really, nothing had been spared: 
they were only black, impalpable fragments, almost 
ashes; it isn't easy for this to happen 
accidentally; it was as if whoever had set the 
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fire had also taken care that the papers be 
completely and inexorably destroyed. I searched 
through them with the utmost care. . . . 
Eventually, amongst the pieces that kept breaking 
into fragments I found one where you could still 
read some words. Handwritten on squared paper, 
they were the following ones, in this order: 

reel 
is like taking on a corpse 

of the month. 
. . .  O n  t h e  f i r s t  l i n e  y o u  c o u l d  j u s t  r e a d  a  
word, and only two on the third one, due to the 
combustion; but perhaps the second was complete, 
because of the undamaged margins. At that moment I 
thought about it and ran outside to the grinding 
stone. If the burnt papers had remained there it 
was likely that the wind had blown around some of 
the pieces, and it was possible that the fire had 
not cancelled them entirely. ... It wasn't 
difficult to find several of those minuscule black 
fragments in the bushes all around. Colombino and 
I searched for a long time and gathered them in a 
bag; but none was legible; if there had been any, 
they had been lost. (70-71) 

At first the mystery regarding the enigmatic words seems to 

lead the investigation towards a specific direction, 

especially when the complete passage is found among Piero's 

papers: 

a ship that leaves port 
dancing a Highland reel 
is like taking on a corpse 
and pay him at the end of the month. (85)^* 

With the help of some literary critics (94; 100), the 

narrator is able to identify the passage. It comes from a 

letter Antonio Gramsci sent to his sister Teresina on 

November 16, 1931; his purpose was to make fun of people who 

seem to be expressing profound thoughts whereas they are 

The translation of these lines is by Hamish 
Henderson (Gramsci, Letters\. 
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really being foolish'®. The short poem "is not a riddle, 

but a piece of nonsense which is useful when you want to 

make fun of types who jumble words together without rhyme or 

reason, and imagine that they're saying all sorts of 

profound and mysterious things" (Gramsci, Letters 182). 

Thus, the narrator's hope that the fragment might contain an 

interpretive key (95) is frustrated, for the words do not 

mean anything at all. Rather, the episode supports Gramsci's 

point, for the lines initially seem to have an obscure 

meaning related to the case: the possible allusions to 

Piero's dead body, his mysterious payments, and Sergio's 

boat will turn out to be mere coincidences^®. 

Such an investigation based on fragmentary evidence— 

most of it utterly useless—lends itself to be analyzed for 

The novel's references to Gramsci and ashes could 
also provide another misleading clue. Le ceneri di Gramsci 
Gramsci's Ashes') is the title of a collection of poetry 

by Pierpaolo Pasolini, the writer murdered by a male 
prostitute in 1975. This hint would support Marcel's 
hypothesis that Piero was killed in similar circumstances 
(168). 

The fragment is a false clue for the reader as well. 
In Un morso di formica Piero mentions that he always 
includes a quotation from Gramsci in all of his books; in 
the novel he was writing, the four lines which survive the 
fire are the words of a ballad that Sergio and Miriam sing 
together fUn morso di formica 49). Also, the references to 
Gramsci are part of the game of Mannuzzu's partial 
identification with his characters; like Piero Weiss, the 
author always includes a quotation from Gramsci in all of 
his novels. In II terzo suono it is the Gramscian concept of 
"the optimism of the willpower" (163), which the Sardinian 
theoretician opposed to the pessimism of the intellect 
fOuaderni 2510). 
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its implied discourse on the perception of reality. While 

studying the Polaroid pictures the narrator feels that 

features and movements are subtracted from the people 

depicted, and this, in itself, constitutes another enigma 

(5). He suspects that by solving this puzzle he would be 

able to elucidate the other one as well, i.e. Piero's death. 

In both cases the image used is the "subtraction of life;" 

the murder becomes a metaphor for the perception of a 

fragmented reality, where the separate pieces of the 

investigation seem to be devoid of a vital quality. When the 

narrator is inspecting the pictures he perceives that their 

"minimal and hard-to-interpret clues . . . are capable, if 

read in the right way, of the revelation" which is expected 

from his investigation (5). However, he also feels that "it 

seemed impossible to retrace any moment of real life from 

their definite falsehood, or lifeless life" (5). These 

feelings accompany the narrator throughout his 

investigation. Although he is eventually able to solve the 

mystery, the feeling of a reality devoid of life remains 

until the end. 

The ambiguity of the elements of the investigation 

offers the possibility to the narrator to further comment on 

the multiplicity of truths present in any investigation, 

which we can extend to a general conception of reality: 

"people measure the events with the standard of their own 

experiences: to the point of investing them with a logic 
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that is alien to them" (95). 

F. The Reader as a Detective 

The relationships of II terzo suono with the genre of 

detective fiction are clearer than they were for Procedura. 

Mannuzzu himself uses the English terms of "mystery" and 

"crime novel," for fear that the Italian giallo might sound 

too generic. He wants the novel to be a detective story, but 

he believes that, besides his intention, the books also 

posits an ethical issue, and a question regarding the 

possibility of knowledge and its limitations ("Lo strano 

caso del signor Weiss"). On another occasion the author has 

remarked that his goal was to establish a narrative tension 

that could lead somewhere else, to a destination that the 

genre does not allow. He also has specific motivations to 

choose such a genre: "I believe that the only way to arrive 

at understanding things is through ephemeral clues, confused 

and contradictory indications" ("Mannuzzu, suono in giallo;" 

my trans, from Italian). 

The genre is also useful to involve the reader in the 

search for clues. The narrator's unsuccessful attempt to 

construe a consistent narrative during his investigation is 

paralleled by a similar endeavor which the text elicits in 

the reader. The few scattered fragments related to Sardinian 
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culture convey an image of the island where it is difficult 

to determine the truthfulness of the aspects portrayed. All 

detective novels involve the reader in an investigative 

process, often in a game of false and real clues. Mannuzzu 

uses this typical feature of detective fiction to carry on a 

discourse on the dynamics of cultural extinction. While the 

reader is wondering about Piero's murder, the author 

astutely provides a secondary focus, a parallel subtext in 

which a symbolic crime has been committed against the land 

and its people. 

The artificiality of the tourist town and the 

exploitation of the territory have resulted in the virtual 

disappearance of the Sardinian people. Significantly, very 

few of the characters in II terzo suono are local, and, as 

readers, we are expected to question and investigate this 

erasure. Eventually, the clues we are provided do not amount 

to a well-articulated narrative of Sardinian culture. 

Rather, the limited number of disjointed images points to 

the inherent fragmentariness of the post-colonial condition. 

The few traces of Sardinian culture left in the novel 

are elements set in isolation in the modern context. They 

survive in the midst of a world that has completely changed. 

As we follow the narrator in his quest for the culprit and 

the dynamics of the murder, we are also prompted to question 

the mechanism and the reasons for the almost complete 

disappearance of Sardinian cultural features. This 
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phenomenon can be appreciated in the novel's references to 

Sardinian language, folklore and archaeology. 

G. The Fragments of Sardinian Language 

Mauro Pala has commented on the analogy between 

Mannuzzu's use of language and the theme of fragmentariness. 

He observes that the author deconstructs the language his 

characters use. Thus, the text that comes out of this 

patient work of assembling "verbal shards" shares much in 

common with the archeological research Foucault theorized, 

"a careful examination not only of the data but especially 

of the layers of meaning which qualify them" (20; my trans, 

from Italian). 

Some of these "verbal shards" come from the Sardinian 

language, and through them Mannuzzu is able to define the 

distance of the tourist settlement from previous phases of 

the island history. When the narrator mentions the "bowel of 

the port" (18) in R***, this uncommon simile can be 

explained by referring to the name of Stintino, the sea town 

in northwestern Sardinia which is alluded to in the novel. 

This name comes from ishtintinu, which means "bowels" in the 

local dialect, an image inspired by the little town's 

convoluted pattern of winding alleys. 

Another reference to Sardinian language is evidenced by 
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the narrator's daughter's name, Bia, which means "alive" in 

Sardinian. This coincidence further clarifies the narrator's 

concerns sibout his daughter, still alive for the moment, 

but, in his fears, always at risk of being lost. It is also 

indicative that the narrator feels that Bia's room is 

"devoid of life" (123)=®'. 

The name of the narrator's governess, Zana, represents 

another instance of the use of Sardinian language in II 

terzo suono. In his last note the author inexplicably points 

out that "Zana is pronounced with a voiceless zee" (203). In 

fact, this observation constitutes an indication to direct 

readers to the mythological allusion contained in this name. 

Pronounced with a voiceless zee the name is easily linked to 

the jana, or better the janas, for they are always referred 

to in the plural. In Sardinian legends the janas are female 

mythological creatures, usually benevolent, but also capable 

of bad deeds (Liori, 107). Francesco Alziator relates this 

name to the Latin goddess Diana, who was transformed into a 

demonic character during the Middle Ages (6). The numerous 

prehistoric burial sites carved from rocks are called domus 

The non-coincidental use of the references to life 
in the names of Mannuzzu's characters is confirmed by the 
name Biba in Procedura. In this novel there are two other 
examples: Miriam Nort has a female dog named Viva, which 
means "alive" in Italian; Romano's last name is De vita 
(roughly translatable as "Of Life"). A similar interplay 
between life and death is also adumbrated in the ballad of 
the ghost of Molly Malone, who wanders through Dublin 
"offering ^cockles and muscles: Alive! Alivel'" (122); Piero 
had included this ballad in his novel. 
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de janas ("houses of the janas"); as they are widespread 

through the island, the belief in these imaginary creatures 

is also ubiquitous in Sardinia. Zana's "long skirt, almost 

down to her ankles" (126), which reproduces the traditional 

attire of Sardinian women, is a unique example in the novel. 

Surrounded by all the other non-traditional characters, few 

of them Sardinian, Zana appears to be a vestige from the 

past, like the legendary creatures from whom Mannuzzu 

derives this character's name. 

fL. From Communal to Private Rituals 

The novel also contains a reference to another 

folkloric tradition, the festival of the patron saint of the 

little town. This depiction offers an opportunity for the 

author to comment on the transformation of traditional 

rituals. Piero's death occurred during the night of 

September 8, the second of "three days dedicated to the 

town's patron saint, Mary the Child" (11). The narrator 

points out that on that day, at sunset, the little icon of 

the Madonna is carried in a procession by boat; the statue 

is very small, about a foot in height, and her braids are 

made of real hair (36). In his deposition Scarpa mentions 

the promoters of the festivities: he and his cousin, a 

priest "had stayed for the dinner offered by the obrieri. 
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the organizers of the celebrations" (84). These are the 

members of a religious guild who take charge of all the 

aspects of the festival; collecting donations, hiring 

performers for the show, organizing the procession. 

Sabina Magliocco has studied extensively the politics 

of two festivals in a Sardinian town. Her analysis of the 

adaptation of festivals to new realities is useful to better 

perceive the implication of the depiction of the festival in 

II terzo suono. This critic argues that, although economic 

changes have a weighty impact on the festive systems, 

festivals do not become "^desemantacized' or meaningless" 

(137). They acquire new meanings through a process of 

elimination and introduction of elements. Magliocco argues 

that 

the townspeople themselves are the arbiters of 
their own symbolic systems, making choices, 
usually conscious about what to keep, what to 
change and what to discard. This manipulation of 
tradition is at the very heart of the folkloric 
process. (137) 

She also criticizes the concept of a presumed "Utopian 

harmony" of festivals. On the contrary, they "often bring 

social conflicts to the fore, clearly delineating the 

competing networks and ideologies operating within village 

society" (141). 

In the festival Mannuzzu describes, the switch to a 

tourist economy has evidently engendered a new set of values 

for the festivity. The procession at sea indicates that it 
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used to be a ceremony developed within the fishing community 

of the little town. But with the advent of tourism, the 

ritual has acquired a new significance for the outsiders, 

and for most of them signals the passage from ludic to 

working time; the festival "brings closure to the summer 

season; after that everybody leaves" fUn morso di formica 

153)^". Thus, the traditional ceremony is appropriated in 

part by the outsiders, for their own transitional rite. The 

novel depicts the alienation of previous folkloric 

traditions and privileges the new aspects of the festival. 

On the evening of September 8 the celebrations include a 

show of traditional dances and songs. Bia testifies that 

"there were children dressed in Sardinian costumes, 

[dancing] to the incessant tune of a pipe; they looked like 

puppets" (37). The discourse on the lifeless quality of 

previous culture is conveyed through the image of the 

children described as inanimate marionettes. 

Nor does the festival have meaning for the young 

generation of Sardinian people. Although Sergio and Bia 

follow the evening procession on the young man's boat (36), 

it seems as if they participate more out of boredom than 

real feeling for the festivities. Therefore, it is not 

coincidental that the traditional procession and Piero's 

" An English translation of Un morso di formica is not 
available yet; all the translations from the novel which 
appear in this dissertation are mine. 
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death occur on the same day. This correlation indicates the 

process of substitution of the communal ceremony with the 

loneliness of the personal rituals, a process which is 

mainly exemplified by Sergio. 

The narrator knows that "sometimes rites of compassion 

for the dead are concluded with flames" (201). Nonetheless, 

he constantly feels that the circumstances of Piero's 

decease carry a cryptic ritual significance; "in an obscure 

way it seemed to me that in that fire, in its physical 

quality, dwelled the most unyielding and serious mystery, . 

. . the key to all the others in the story" (16). On one 

textual level this statement refers to Sergio's attempt to 

erase the traces of Piero's suicide. But the fire has a 

general significance as a way to erase a previous cultural 

past. Sergio's desecration of Piero's dead body acquires the 

quality of a bizarre, deranged ceremony^'. When the 

Sardinian author Salvatore Cambosu wrote a 
fictionalized rendition of a supposedly ancient Sardinian 
rite, in which old fathers were immolated by their progeny 
(83). Sergio's symbolic killing of his uncle—and father 
figure—could contain a reference to this old ceremony. At 
the end of Cambosu's story the old barbaric rite is 
abolished. In Mannuzzu's novel it comes back, as a symptom 
of a return to an uncivilized state. 

The desecration of the dead is a concern Mannuzzu feels 
deeply. In a story the author read during a recent radio 
program he describes two situations apparently unrelated to 
each other. In the first, the children of a dead man have to 
bury him themselves because the town-hall administration 
does not have enough funds. In the second, hospital workers 
are in the habit of using the same elevator for food and 
dead bodies. Mannuzzu comments that our society is losing 
the sense of sacredness that the dead should convey, the 
sense of mystery, of a boundary we cannot cross. Even non-
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narrator finds out that he has killed the cormorant in a 

similar way he feels that the slaughter of the bird is 

similar to "a rite or a horrible joke, imitation and 

repetition of what had already happened" (187). 

The coexistence of cruelty and hilarity in the 

performance of rites is mentioned again when the narrator 

eventually discovers how Piero Weiss has been killed and why 

somebody had wanted to burn his lifeless body: "[this fact] 

had the secret, atrocious aura of a feast. A famous 

definition of sorrow comes to my mind: the mime of feast and 

war. Yes, in every sorrow there is so much feast..." (196). 

These considerations are also applicable to the feast of 

Mary the Child in R***: beyond the veneer of a traditional 

celebration, it shows the signs of the disappearance of the 

society and culture that generated the festival in the first 

place. Like the few traces of the Sardinian language in the 

novel, the celebration remains as an isolated fragment of 

the past, embedded in a new setting in which it has lost 

most of its meaning. 

religious societies maintain this sense of wonder and 
sacredness, with the materiality of death itself. He wonders 
what will happen if a society loses this sense of the sacred 
quality of death. He surmises that Sardinian must be at an 
advanced level of desacralization if in the towns of the 
central area people are no longer buried. One form—both 
cause and effect—of this lack of sacredness is the 
disappearance of the solidarity among the people who are 
alive ("La poverty dei morti"). 
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Another vestige of the past which is set in isolation 

from its original environment is an archaeological specimen, 

"a grinding stone of volcanic rock, set as a decorative 

element in front of the villa" (23-24). The narrator 

observes that 

in the past [it] was destined to rather different 
purposes, and then was relegated to that place, 
from a far away mill so that it kept its memory 
and, at the same time, had an ornamental purpose. 
It had black traces of fire: I imagined that they 
were not all recent, while I got closer and bent, 
maybe the grinding stone had become a sort of 
fireplace. (65) 

The traces of fire are the result of Piero's burning his 

novel, so the stone becomes a means of another personal rite 

performed by one of the novel's characters, alienated from 

the communal ceremonies. 

The innovative use of the stone—from grinding 

implement to fireplace and decorative object—parallels the 

changes operated on the traditional festival by the recently 

arrived community of tourists. It symbolizes the isolated 

pieces of the past that survive into a completely different 

world. The abundance of archaeological artifacts in 

Procedura—i.e. the collection the main character keeps in 

his bedroom, as a private museum—is reduced in II terzo 
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suono to one single, emblematic object^®. Nonetheless, the 

isolated archaeological specimen in the midst of the other 

contemporary artifacts remains as a trace of a preceding 

culture that has been almost obliterated. 

As it happens for the festival, the system of values of 

the tourist community is sxibstituted to the original social 

mechanisms. R***'s relatively recent switch to being a sea 

resort results in the text's repeated emphasis on the 

Weisses' villa as been the oldest of all: 

the house was on the side of a hill, to the border 
of the rich parcelled-out land of Tamerici. It was 
the house built before any other one there, since 
the whole land had belonged originally to the 
Mancas, that is to Sergio Weiss's family, on his 
mother's side. (64)^^ 

The villa acquires the characteristics of an archaeological 

site in itself. Within the ephemeral culture of the tourist 

coxamunity its having been the first house to be built gives 

it a claim to fame, although its presumed old age is 

probably only a question of a few decades. The narrator 

feels that the villa is at the same time decayed and 

In Un morso di formica, however, Piero indicates 
that the villa also has some "Roman amphorae used for 
transportation—three or four, one almost intact, with their 
sea concretions grown during millennia—which are lined up 
in their silence in the shady part of the living room. Proof 
of Sergio's sctiba-diving skills or of his propensity to 
small smuggling." Paradoxically the amphorae seem to be 
better preserved that the villa itself (61). 

I have used *parcelled-out land' to translate the 
term "lottizzazione." See pp. 252-253 for a discussion on 
this term. 
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temporary (69), which further comments on the short-term 

dynamics of the tourist settlement. 

The depiction of the villa as a quasi-archaeological 

site, with a real prehistoric artifact in it, remarks on the 

multiple textual significance of the narrator. Both the 

house and the grinding stone are the main location of his 

investigation into the crime and the events leading to it. 

Each object and trace found is carefully evaluated to 

determine the dynamics of Piero's decease. At the same time, 

the villa and the stone convey the sense that the 

investigation should also inquire into the disappearance of 

the traditional culture which pre-existed to the 

establishment of the tourist community, similarly to the 

narrator's inability to provide the most hidden reasons for 

Piero's death, the motivations for this form of cultural 

death are also left unexplained. We feel that Sardinian 

cultural traits have been erased, and, on the basis of the 

fragmented, sporadic elements which still persist we are 

prompted to inquire about the reasons for this extinction. 

^ The Reconstruction of Sardinian Geography 

In order to pursue their investigation into the 

obliteration of Sardinian culture the readers have to 

determine which clues and fragments are clarifying and which 
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ones are misleading. This endeavor is similar to the 

narrator's inquiry into Piero's death. The effort of sorting 

the real from the fake is emphasized by the novel's set of 

geographical and topographical references, which the reader 

has to analyze as well, in order to determine their 

veracity. Mannuzzu admits that the novel mentions Sardinia, 

and a northern city similar to Sassari. However, he warns 

readers that they will not find everything, because not 

everything has been transposed. There is a willful 

modification of geography, and also social and hximan events 

("Lo strano caso del signor Weiss"). 

Like himself, the city where the narrator lives is 

nameless. The places he mentions encourage its 

identification as Sassari, my own hometown: a statue of 

"bronze of Saint Francis preaching to the birds of a 

fountain" (5), situated near the police headquarters, in a 

public park which, in spite of the proximity to the 

patrolmen's station, at evenings fills with heroin addicts 

and prostitutes (5); the narrator's house in a street called 

viale Caprera (7); the church of the Capuchin friars, next 

to their monastery (60). All of these places are realistic, 

whereas the geography of northern Sardinia is purposefully 

confused. 

As we have seen, R***, the sea town where the story 

unfolds, is easily identified as Stintino, northwest from 

Sassari. In Procedura the initials of the places are the 
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following ones in the alphabet, whereas in II terzo suono 

they correspond to the preceding ones. This is confirmed by 

the reference to A***, another sea town on the western 

coast, which indicates Bosa (41; 180)". The region of the 

Nurra Colombino and the narrator cross in order to reach 

R*** (102) is also a genuine description of the likely 

itinerary one follows to drive from Sassari to Stintino. 

Finally, in the area of R*** the location of I'Ancora and 

Tamerici correspond to real places. 

But at other times the author combines geographical 

places from different parts of Sardinia, an example of the 

many "things that do not go together" about which he 

apologizes to his readers in his final note (203)". The 

Corbinos, Piero's neighbors, have a villa "in front of the 

sea of Foxi, the faraway Torre dello Sperone, the island of 

Palau, and Asinara" (130). The beach of Foxi is actually 

called La Pelosa, has a Torre dello Sperone ("Tower of the 

Ram") in its left corner and the big island of Asinara in 

front; but the small island between the beach and Asinara is 

" The use of initials is extended to foreign 
geography. The novel contains some references to a civil war 
going on in a country nearby, most likely the recent 
conflict in the former Yugoslavia. Thus, the woman who is 
destroying coffins to make firewood is in the city of S***, 
which probably corresponds to the Bosnian city of Tuzla 
(56). 

Another inconsistency the author points out is that 
the type of investigation described in the novel had been 
superseded by the 1990s, when the war in the former 
Yugoslavia broke out. 
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actually named isola Plana. Palau is a town on the other 

side of Sardinia, in the northeast. On the night of the 

local festival Sergio, Bia and their friend sail to the 

little island of Mortorio to see the fireworks (40). In 

reality this island is also in northeastern Sardinia, near 

Palau^*. 

In addition to providing false clues to the reader, the 

misleading geographical confusion has the purpose to relate 

the dynamics of tourism implemented in northwestern Sardinia 

with the development of a wide-range set of similar 

operations in the northeast. Costa Smeralda is the most 

striking example of the exploitation of natural resources in 

recent Sardinian history. By skillfully mixing place names 

Mannuzzu is able to indicate that his discourse on the 

social dynamics of tourism in r*** can be expanded to other 

Sardinian locales. 

IL. The Exploitation of the Land 

The exploitation of the land and natural resources is a 

prominent theme in the novel. Giuseppe Marci has observed 

The name "Mortorio" has a two-fold meaning. It means 
"funeral," "burial," so it refers to Piero's imminent death. 
But it is also ironic , because in contemporary jargon it 
indicates a boring situation; thus, it refers as well to the 
young people's boredom and detachment from the traditional 
festival. 



252 

that in Un morso di formica the process of dissolution 

reaches its peak. Sardinia has disappeared, and it remains 

only as a fake image (i.e. the vacation spot). We can extend 

this perception to II terzo suono. Marci wonders whether 

Mannuzzu's depiction of the fake vacation town is a 

deception the author plays on himself, i.e. he is denying to 

himself another more authentic reality. On the other hand, 

this depiction might be a way of uncovering the subterfuges 

of the vacation industry ("L'itinerario narrative di 

Salvatore Mannuzzu" 29-30). 

I am convinced that Marci's second hypothesis is more 

pertinent. On various occasions Mannuzzu has expressed his 

concern for the environment. In a recent interview he has 

argued that the opposition to the destroyers of natural 

resources is an ethical issue: "there are some issues that 

are not negotiable. Environmental goods, like cultural 

commodities, belong to all human beings, and thus must be 

kept intact" ("Coste e paesaggio;" my trans, from Italian). 

The apparent description of the frivolous behavior of 

the community of tourists shows, upon a closer look, the 

devastating consequences of R***'s shift to a tourist 

settlement. The novel often insists on the parcelling out of 

the land in order to build second homes, hotels and resorts 

to attract tourists. The word repeated in several passages 

is lottizzazione, not easily translatable in English, 

especially in the negative connotation it has acquired in 
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recent decades. Roughly meaning the process of parcelling 

the land into lots, the term indicates the uncontrollable 

expansion of tourism and the lack of concern for the natural 

resources subtracted from the local communities. In Sardinia 

these dynamics have been especially disastrous in the 

northern part of the island, a process that many refer to as 

cementificazione, •• cementification, •' as the coastal lines of 

the island have been devastated by miles after miles of 

concrete buildings. The novel's references to the 

lottizzazione in northwestern Sardinia—as well as its 

implicit references to the similarly critical capitalization 

on natural resources on the opposite side of the island— 

reveals the author's commitment to the contemporary debate 

about strategies to preserve the island's natural beauty. 

The wild expansion in building construction has gone 

through various phases in Sardinia's recent history. At 

first the constructions were non-invasive and tended to fit 

well with the natural landscape. The initial settlement on 

the Costa Smeralda was an attempt to keep the expansion 

under control in order to appeal to the elite of the 

international jet-set. But eventually the process expanded 

into buildings which could attract a wider range of 

customers and a more popular kind of tourism. The novel 

presents a similar temporal arrangement. The Weisses' villa 

belongs to the elitist initial settlement, and it was, as we 

have seen, the first one to be built in the "rich 
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lottizzazione of Tamerici" (64). Scarpa's bar, on the other 

hand, is located in I'Ancora, "a big and mediocre 

lottizzazione which stretched from the coast to the paved 

street between the town and Foxi" (105). Finally, the little 

office of the carabinieri, who initially conduct the 

investigation^®, represents an extreme level of 

degradation: the office "was located in a recent building, a 

sort of low cabin, constructed very cheaply while trying to 

save the appearances, as everybody did in that town by now; 

so it was doomed to perish before everything else" (20). The 

transitory quality of the recent buildings of the tourist 

settlement corresponds to the superficial behavior exhibited 

by its inhabitants. The novel portrays the uncontrollable 

expanse of constructions as a general phenomenon in 

Sardinia: the author includes a reference to the ugly 

villages that surround the narrator's unnamed city "grown 

one after the other along the asphalt" (30). 

The novel establishes a parallelism between the 

buildings' deterioration and the crime at the center of the 

narration. In his analysis of Costa Smeralda Bachisio 

Bandinu argues that "the culture of tourism is the first one 

devoid of codified presences of death. . . . Death is 

unknown precisely because it is unnamed" (115; my trans. 

Italy has two police corps: the carabinieri, who are 
actually a branch of the military; and the polizia, to which 
the novel's narrator belongs. 
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from Italian). The detective plot reinstates death at the 

core of the tourist village, from which it had been erased. 

The novel does not portray a world in black and white, 

where the outsiders are the only villains to be blamed for 

the exploitation of the territory. The author astutely 

points at the crucial connection which links local people 

and newcomers. Among the group of Italians and foreigners 

who constitute Piero's acquaintances there is only Marcello 

Dessi who is a local. Everybody calls him Marcel because of 

both his long residence in France and his distinctive 

resemblance to the French writer Proust (167). In this way 

the novel signals his co-optation in the newly established 

tourist culture. Marcel's involvement with the dynamics of 

tourism is more profound than a mere fascination with a 

foreign country. He works—and partially owns—a real estate 

agency, which represents a clear example of the thoughtless 

destruction of the land in order to augment tourist 

constructions. The narrator visits Marcel's working place, 

"a hill between Tamerici and I'Ancora, which had been 

attacked from several sides, or, rather, smashed in by the 

ongoing works—a string of little houses of grey concrete" 

(166-167). The consequences of the brutal misuse of the 

natural resources are confirmed by the narrator's comments 

upon leaving the place; 

a little further the excavators roared at full 
blast, and something was burning inside an old 
vat, with low flames and a lot of black smoke; 
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around endured a few thickets of Mediterranean 
brush, darkened by an even layer of brown dust, 
the same one that now was blowing against the 
usual sea. (170) 

As the fire meant to erase Piero's features, here too, the 

flames underline the cancellation of the pristine landscape 

to make room for the ugly concrete houses. In this way the 

novel equates the crimes committed against human beings and 

the one perpetrated against the land. 

Erasing the Identity with Fire 

Fire represents such a central image in the book that 

Mannuzzu had considered the alternative title of Death and 

Fire. derived from a painting by Paul Klee ("Mannuzzu, suono 

in giallo"). Among the numerous references to fire I will 

concentrate on the relationship between the burning of 

deceased Piero and the destruction of the landscape with 

fire. Paradoxically, the victim, although an outsider, 

becomes in the novel an emblem of the burning and exploiting 

of Sardinia. The attempt to obliterate his features with 

fire clearly points to the discourse on the erasure of the 

Sardinian landscape, by fire and the expansion of buildings 

for the tourist industry. But, like the few thickets of 

Mediterranean brush around Marcel's office, which endure in 

spite of the fire (170), Piero's physiognomy remains still 
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recognizable (24). Also, the novel signals the 

identification of Piero as a metaphor for the lot of 

Sardinia in a passage in which his last name is changed by 

mistake into a typical Sardinian one. In the local cemetery, 

the casket with Piero's body is marked with the last name of 

Fais (16)—similar in sound to his real last name, Weiss— 

possibly because Fais is also a nickname for Sergio (49), 

and the caretakers assumes it to be the right family name. 

The narrator's comments on this error confirm the novel's 

use of the symbol of fire to establish a textual parallelism 

between the crimes committed against people and the land: 

[Piero's] remains were therefore dedicated to a 
final misunderstanding, after having been wounded 
by fire (and by the inevitable dissection). But in 
an obscure way it seemed to me that in that fire, 
dwelled the most unyielding and serious mystery, . 
. . the key to all the others in the story, in the 
physical quality of that combustion. So, I looked 
for information or correlations of a physical 
nature; or else they suggested themselves to me. 
For instance, . . . while I was crossing by a car 
an area called Nurra, I saw a piece of land run, 
or rather devastated, by a summer fire. I felt 
that nothing else could say as much about the 
facts I had to investigate. Nothing else like this 
blackened clearing, with its few trees also 
wovinded by fire, perhaps irreparably, and now only 
capable to raise their burnt, bare branches to the 
blue sky. (16) 

The analogy between Piero's dead body and the burnt 

landscape prompts the investigations by the narrator and the 

reader. The former has to build his case from the 

fragmentary elements he finds, among them the scattered 

pieces of Piero's novel; the latter is prompted to expand 
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the endeavor of reassembling the confused references to 

Sardinian geography into an inquiry about the disappearance 

of Sardinian distinctive cultural traits, of which the novel 

purposefully shows only few isolated features. 
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CHAPTER V: THE SHARPEST SIGHT BY LOUIS OWENS 

A. Louis OwensFirst Novel: Wolfsong 

Louis Owens is of Choctaw-Cherokee-Irish descent and is 

Professor of Literature at the University of New Mexico. I 

will begin the analysis of his fiction by discussing his 

first novel, Wolfsong. This text contains two major themes 

which the author would develop in his later fiction: the 

depiction of the exploitation of Indian land as a form of 

crime affecting the spiritual and physical welfare of the 

Native American people, and the dichotomy of traditional and 

mainstream education. Although Wolfsong is not structured as 

a murder mystery, it is significant that a death occurs at 

the beginning of the narration. This shows a textual analogy 

between the misuse of Indian land and the risk of extinction 

for native people. The main character, Tom Joseph, returns 

home in the Cascade Range of northwestern Washington State 

on the occasion of his maternal uncle's funeral. The old man 

dies of a heart attack while attempting to prevent a copper 

company from building an open-pit mine in an area which, he 

contends, is sacred to their tribe, the Stehemish. Jim 

Joseph adopts extreme tactics to achieve his goal. He 

sabotages pieces of machinery and shoots his rifle to scare 

the workers and slow down the operations. 

After his death Tom carries on the struggle to stop the 
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mine and dynamites a water tank. Although he has not planned 

it, the explosion kills J.D. Hill, the man who is financing 

the industrial development. This brings about the end of the 

novel, which depicts Tom's attempt to escape to Canada with 

the sheriff, J.D.'s son, and a few other local people 

following him. Wolfsona ends with the image of Tom running, 

having become almost a feature of the landscape he was 

defending. 

In addition to the debate on American Indian land 

rights, the novel brings to the fore the issue of education 

and the transmission of knowledge to the younger generations 

of native peoples. Upon his return back home Tom Joseph is 

confronted with his difficulty in relating to the cultural 

heritage of his tribe. After he climbs the nearby mountain 

Dakobed he considers the link between his incapability of 

speaking the traditional language and his inability to 

intervene in the sacred landscape: "in a land of rain such a 

day was a gift, a thing to be prayed for. He wished he knew 

such a prayer, something in the old language, but he was 

inarticulate before such beauty, his tongue a heavy, dead 

thing" (93). The inability to intervene meaningfully into 

his surrounding environment is magnified by the loss of his 

uncle, the only relative who could possibly help Tom to get 

closer to his culture. 

Tom's uncle is himself the product of the imposition of 

boarding schools on Native American peoples: 
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he couldn't even speak the language anymore. In 
the government school they had cut out the tongues 
of Indians, sewing different tongues while the 
children slept. He'd awakened at night in the 
dormitory and seen them doing it. . . . When he'd 
tried to shout no sound had come, and he'd 
understood. For several years, he'd watched the 
white teachers' dogs grow fat from thrown away 
tongues, and he'd felt his mouth swollen and dry 
with someone else's words. When he returned, he 
hadn't spoken for a year. (5) 

Tom represents a further level of disintegration towards a 

condition of cultural schizophrenia, and shows the risk of 

complete alienation from the tribal lore his uncle had 

painfully tried to transmit to him. Tom has attended the 

University of California at Santa Cruz, but he is determined 

not to go back, and to stay close to his family. 

Tom's determination to retxarn home is part of his need 

for a cultural and political reappropriation of the Indian 

land. Tracing back his cultural roots serves the purpose of 

regaining control of the landscape. The oral narratives 

Tom's uncle told him help him reestablish a partial control 

of the territory that used to belong to his tribe. Tom's 

incapability of articulating the language of prayers when he 

is climbing the mother mountain is expanded by his thoughts 

on a similar alienation on the part of the uncle: 

as he watched the scores of peaks that stalked 
away in all directions he wondered what the old, 
real names were for those mountains. His uncle 
must have not known either, for he had never 
mentioned any of those names. And without them he 
must have felt mute, without the proper language 
of prayer. (94) 

But, at the end of Wolfsona. Tom's continuation of his 



262 

uncle's struggle indicates that it is possible, even if for 

only a short while, to regain a meaningful relationship with 

the environment, and to recover a language of empowerment 

for native people. 

B. The Basic Plot of The Sharpest Sight 

The Sharpest Sight revolves around the murder of Attis 

McCurtain, a Vietnam veteran of mixed Irish, Cherokee, and 

Choctaw ancestry. Having murdered his girlfriend Jenna Nemi, 

Attis is detained in a mental hospital, from which he is 

able to escape. At the beginning of the narration, his 

friend Mundo Morales briefly sees Attis's body floating down 

the Salinas river. Mundo Morales is also a Vietnam veteran 

and the deputy sheriff of Amarga, the little central 

Californian town where the action takes place. In the 

narration Mundo fulfills the role of the official detective. 

He has to prove that Attis has been indeed murdered, since 

his testimony is doubted by the sheriff and an FBI agent^*. 

" The novel has obtained mostly positive reviews in 
the US, although some critics have indicated a few weak 
points. Seaman defines it as a "transcendental murder 
mystery." Jaskoski reminds us that the novel's setting 
nearby the Salinas Valley and Big Sur hills, is "Steinbeck 
territory." She adds that the novel is "an ambitious work, 
a philosophical meditation on the revivifying of Choctaw 
tradition and a reflection on the emerging canon of American 
Indian fiction" fCollege English 469). On another occasion, 
this critic added that the novel's "landscape has palpable 
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The Return to the Ancestral Choctaw Land and the 

Importance of Traditional Education 

The Choctaw world-view of Attis's family members 

deepens the basic murder mystery plot. Attis's brother Cole 

also acts as a detective, from a traditional Native American 

point of view. His task consists of finding Attis's bones 

and taking them back to Mississippi, the Choctaw ancestral 

land. This significant aspect of the Choctaw cult of the 

dead is not immediately familiar to Cole. His family moved 

to California when he was eight, therefore, the lack of 

interaction with the tribe elders results in his almost 

complete ignorance of Choctaw traditions. Onatima, an old 

medicine woman friend of his great-uncle Luther, explains to 

Cole the reasons underlying his responsibility to find his 

brother's bones: 

every person has two shadows, grandson, an inside 
shadow and an outside one. When a person dies, the 

character." However, "some characters lack depth and seem at 
times to be part of a well-written docudrama, and feminists 
may object to attacks on women as a central plotting device" 
(Choice^. Steinberg gives a partially positive review: "as 
in the fictional terrains of Garcia M^rquez, the mythic and 
fantastic animate the town; spirits of the dead and nature 
watch over the living (sometimes even offering advice), and 
these forces, rather than the mystery's solution, redeem the 
townspeople. Unfortunately. Owens's conceit is more 
interesting than his writing. His prose style is hard-boiled 
in the extreme, becoming particularly turgid whenever he 
introduces either female characters or sex. While the 
author's Native American characters are well drawn, most 
others who walk the streets of Amarga would be very much at 
home in a TV movie." 
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inside shadow, the shilombish—that's kind of like 
what white people call the soul—goes to wherever 
it's supposed to go. . . . Now the outside shadow, 
the shilup, is different. It stays around the dead 
person's body and scares people. It's similar to 
what white people call a ghost. (110-111) 

Attis's shilup is actually lingering in a corner of Luther's 

house in Mississippi. "He's waiting for his bones," Onatima 

continues, "and he can't go on until we bring them back. . . 

. This old man [Luther], you see, couldn't leave him out 

there in the cold on that river. So he did a dangerous 

thing. He spoke that boy's name out loud and brought the 

shadow back here" (113). 

This brief discussion of the Choctaw characters shows 

Owens's ability to embody decisive contemporary issues 

regarding Native American life within the frame of his 

murder mystery. The return to the ancestral Choctaw tribal 

territory in present-day Mississippi represents an inversion 

of the Federal policies which displaced this tribe—along 

with other southeastern native groups—to Oklahoma in the 

1830s. Clara Kidwell and Charles Roberts, scholars of 

Choctaw history, relate how in the 1820s the US government 

attempted a policy of voluntary removal of the Choctaw from 

their aboriginal land to the Indian territory. But 

it soon become apparent that few Choctaws were 
willing to emigrate. Federal officials become 
increasingly impatient with a policy of voluntary 
removal. Pressured by land-hungry Whites, in 
January 1830 the state of Mississippi 
presumptuously assumed jurisdiction in the matter 
and over Choctaws laws and abrogated tribal 
sovere i gnty. (31) 
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Thus, Uncle Luther and Onatima descend from the 

"approximately 2,000 Choctaws remained behind in 

Mississippi" (Kidwell, 61). 

Another prominent theme is the issue of Indian 

education. Cole's belated traditional teachings stress the 

critical need for the transmission of knowledge and the 

interaction between the older and the younger generations. 

In addition, the development of the plot gives the 

opportunity to formulate a commentary on several other 

crucial issues regarding Native American people in 

contemporary America: the radically different concepts of 

death and war in Indian and Anglo cultures; the entangled 

history of colonization, involving Hispanic and white 

settlers, and various Indian tribes; the alteration of the 

landscape; the determining relevance of stories for the 

politics of identity and the interaction between competing 

cultural groups. 

D. The Concepts of Death and War in Choctaw Culture 

The involvement of Native Americans in the Vietnam war 

lends itself to be analyzed as yet another form of 

exploitation of the indigenous people of the continent. 

Hoey, Cole's father, urges his son to do everything in his 

power to avoid the draft. He supports his entreaty with the 
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historical circumstances which have affected their people in 

other conflicts: 

they made Pushmataha a brigadier general, a 
goddamned general, him thinking that now it would 
be okay, now they'd all get to stay in 
Mississippi. They give him a gold medal in 
Washington after the Choctaws won the Battle of 
New Orleans for them. (20) 

But the Choctaw leader's contributions to winning the war of 

1812 against the British (Champagne, 126) did not prevent 

President Jackson from forcefully removing the tribe to 

Oklahoma. Hoey points out that "Indians've had the highest 

enlistment rates in every war," and that Native Americans 

have been fighting other people's wars since the first 

contact with whites: "the French and the English did it in 

Mississippi, making Choctaws fight Chickasaws and Creeks and 

then finally making Choctaws fight each other" (21). 

In addition to the manipulation of Indians as pawns for 

conflicts that do not advance their condition, warfare 

activities expose the power of stereotypes applied to Native 

Americans. Attis also urges Cole to avoid the draft and 

writes to him about how Indians are treated in Vietnam: 

"they put us on point. The stupid bastards think Indians can 

see at night, that we don't make any noise" (20). 

The Vietnam war is identified as the cause of the 

murders set at the novel's narrative core—Attis's homicide 

of his girlfriend and his own murder. Hoey laments that 

Attis "never really came back from that war. They killed him 
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and gutted him over there. What came back was just part of 

him, but the only part we still had" (142). The lack of 

traditional knowledge is pointed out in its tragic 

consequences. Attis's unbalance could have been cured with 

"ceremonies for warriors coming back home, ceremonies that 

would take all the evil out" (142), but since Hoey does not 

possess that knowledge Attis's evil remained unresolved and 

resulted in his killing Jenna. While instructing Cole, 

Luther provides a broader interpretive frame for the events 

involving their relatives. The traditional Choctaw 

embodiment of evil, the black panther called soul-eater 

(nsilusachito), is no longer sufficient to explain the 

complexities affecting people in the contemporary world: 

it used to be simple but it ain't anymore. . . . 
There's something loose in the world now, 
something bigger than soul-eater even. Soul-
eater's just a little thing now. What your brother 
was doing in that war, that was part of it. 
They're doing it everywhere in the world now. And 
what he did to that girl, that was part of it, and 
she was part of it, too. Us Choctaws made up 
stories that told us about these things, stories 
like soul-eater, so we could have words for such 
things and watch them carefully. If we didn't have 
the stories we couldn't live in this world. (97) 

The novel suggests that Attis's murder of Jenna is the 

result of his assimilation into the Western notion of war, a 

mindless act of taking human lives. In the text this idea is 

juxtaposed to the Choctaw definition of a warrior. Cole 

elaborates that 

old-time warriors had been respected more for 
counting coup than for killing. ... It must be 
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the act not of killing but of accepting death that 
made one a warrior. And what was death but the 
unknown. . . . To be a warrior was to give oneself 
over to the unknown. (193-194) 

Luther confirms this philosophy when he tells Cole about the 

singularity of Choctaw duels in which "each second kills his 

friend." Nobody survives a Choctaw duel because "it's a test 

to see who's ready to die and who ain't. A warrior is always 

ready to die" (96). 

As the crimes committed against Attis and Jenna are 

depicted as facets of an evil that is unbound, the novel's 

plot expands the characters involved to include supernatural 

forces, such as the ghosts, and features of the natural 

landscape, e.g. the Salinas river. The depiction of the 

interconnection of the several evil agencies provides a 

frame for the novel's discourse on the alteration of the 

landscape and the theft of Indian land. 

E. The Broken Circle of Life: The Transformation of the 

River as a Metaphor for the Resilience of Indian People 

At the beginning of the novel the powerful image of the 

Salinas carrying Attis's dead body invests this river with a 

meaning more profound than a mere realistic representation. 

It becomes symbolic of the wrongdoing suffered by the Indian 

people, their resilience and capability to invert the course 
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of colonization. 

The river itself is a victim of the modification the 

colonizers devised to better exploit the territory. Luther 

uses the Salinas as an example of the negative forces at 

work: 

they took that river and built a wall across it, 
locking up all the water so it can't run like it's 
supposed to. Now it's all cockeyed. When the river 
can't stand it no more, it rears up and starts 
smashing everything. Then everything's confused. 
Fish swim up from the ocean like they been doing 
forever, but because the river's broken, the water 
all goes back to the ground and the fish die. . . 
. It's part of a circle, you see, and they broke 
the circle when they broke that river. And they 
are doing that all over the world, breaking all 
the circles. (97-98) 

Disrupting the natural course of the river underlies the 

discourse on the disruption of tribal life since contacts 

with the whites. The fish who continue to swim upriver to 

lay their eggs are, in Luther's words, "just memory fish" 

(162), because they are convinced they are swimming in the 

river as it used to flow naturally. Since the dam had been 

built only a few years before, the fish cannot yet 

acknowledge the disruption befallen to their life cycle. The 

analogy with the modifications that have affected Native 

American lifestyle is evident in Luther's description of 

this ecological disaster. However, towards the end of the 

narration Luther revises his opinion on the fish's behavior: 

"that dam just can't last forever. Them fish know what 

they're doing. It's got to bust some day" (255). If we 
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transpose this auspicious attitude to Indian people's lot we 

appreciate the resilience that characterizes the native 

people in the novel. The tenacity of Cole and Hoey, who 

return to the ancestral Choctaw land in Mississippi at the 

end of the novel, demonstrates the possibility of inverting 

a course of events which initially seemed to be forever 

established. 

Eventually the depiction of the river as a living 

creature becomes more evident when Cole finally recovers 

Attis's body deposited on a mat of branches, "as if he had 

been placed there with loving precision" (252). Since the 

text mentions the old Choctaw custom of placing the dead on 

canoes set on trees, the river acquires a deeper symbolic 

significance as a call for a return to Native American 

traditions. 

F. The Theft of Indian Land 

The novel configures ownership of Indian land as a 

crime repeated throughout history against the native people. 

Hoey and Cole are aware of the tragic irony of themselves as 

Choctaws living in what used to be the ancestral territory 

of the Chumash, a central Californian tribe. The Chumash 

have almost disappeared, as have the Choctaw from 

Mississippi—uncle Luther being one of the few who still 
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lives there. But the Choctaws are niomerous in Oklahoma, 

where they were displaced. Hoey remarks that "Indians are a 

mixed-up bunch. It's like somebody took a big stick and 

stirred us all up" (19). 

All the main characters are relevant for the discourse 

on the ownership of Indian land. Mundo Morales's ancestors 

were given part of the Chumash territory by the Spanish 

king, but now most of the Morales Grant belongs to Dan Nemi, 

the father of the woman Attis murdered. As two of the main 

suspects for Attis murder are Dan Nemi and his daughter 

Diana, The Sharpest Sight depicts the murders of human 

beings and the theft of the land as parallel events which 

implicate Indian and white characters at different levels. 

A discussion between Mundo and Cole shows these to be 

different forms of crimes, whose solution is not necessarily 

an available or easy option. Mundo expresses his 

dissatisfaction to Cole regarding the investigation: "you 

and me both know Dan Nemi killed him. You want him to get 

away with it? That ain't right" (181). But Cole does not 

believe Dan Nemi is the murderer: 

besides, think about everything. Your family used 
to be rich. They used to own everything you can 
see around here for miles and miles . . . But the 
whites came and took it. That's not right. Are you 
going to let them get away with it? Your family 
got it from the king of Spain, but where'd he get 
it? How about the Indians who used to live here? 
This land never was your family's or the king's. 
And there are still a few Salinan Indians left . . 
. Maybe they shouldn't let you get away with what 
you did, but I guess they just want to live now. 
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They know that you can't solve everything. (181-
182) 

In this exchange Mundo outlines the primary facts, which are 

really the basic narrative plot of the murder mystery, 

whereas Cole, possibly as a results of his elders' 

teachings, expands the occurrence of his brother's murder 

into a broader picture involving the dynamics of 

colonization. 

The Multiple Solutions of the Murder: A Commentary on 

the Relevance of Stories and Literature 

Cole's final statement in the previous quotation offers 

the possibility to comment upon the novel's deviation from 

the tenets of the genre. In Cole's opinion the few Chumash 

Indians left are aware that a simple solution to their 

dispossession is not available. Since the theft of the land 

and the murders are textually equated, we can extend this 

lack of confidence in a final, all-explaining truth to 

Attis's murder. In fact, a careful reading of the novel's 

title directs the reader towards a lack of trust in the 

scientific gathering of clues which is typical of detective 

fiction. The title comes from a quotation by the Puritan 

Jonathan Edwards, included at the very beginning of the 

novel: "the arrows of death fly unseen at noon-day; the 
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sharpest sight can't discern them" (2). 

It is symptomatic that the end of the book does not 

provide an easily identifiable culprit but a series of 

possible stories that the characters and the reader can 

create. Dan Nemi, the father of Attis's victim, is the prime 

suspect. He and Jessard Deal, the local bar owner, die in a 

confrontation, after the barman rapes Nemi's other daughter 

Diana. Since the FBI agent takes away Nemi's gun it is not 

possible to prove that the weapon is the same one used to 

shoot Attis. Diana is another possible culprit, for she has 

paid an orderly at the psychiatric unit to facilitate 

Attis's escape. But, since she had been Attis's lover, her 

motive could also be affection for him, and not necessarily 

retaliation for her sister's murder. The barman's violent 

temper suggests that he may be responsible for Attis's 

murder, and possibly even Jenna Nemi's. 

Finally, the text hints at the possibility that the FBI 

involvement might be more siibstantial than the clownish 

behavior of its agents would indicate. Cole's sacred ritual 

of finding his brother's bones is tragically parodied by the 

efforts of both the Federal and local government. The FBI 

agent Lee Scott is eager to find Attis's bones, because his 

overseers want to be sure that Attis never surfaces again to 

be an embarrassment for them: "they want him controlled and 

invisible. . . . They were afraid he was loose and was going 

to dance the ghost dance some more and remind people. Now 
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they want those bones so they can be sure" (254). The FBI 

agent maintains that the local authorities are also 

determined to take Attis's remains from Cole: "they'll need 

his rotted bones to find out who killed him. Then maybe 

they'll put him in a museum with all the other Indians 

remains" (253). In these passages the issues at stake move 

far beyond the need for forensic evidence. The agent's talk 

exposes the dynamics of control operated on Indian remains. 

Historically the human remains of native people have been 

sold and displayed as museum artifacts. The authorities' 

plan for Attis's bones follows a similar narrative of 

Objectification. Cole's success in collecting Attis's 

remains acquires then a deeper meaning as a form of 

resistance to the superimposition of a discourse that 

commodifies native people. 

The significance of stories as a means of control over 

oneself and other people's life represents another major 

theme of the novel. The multiple possibilities delineated at 

the end provide a commentary on the relevance of narration 

as an empowering device. The conclusive police report on the 

case represents an attempt to provide a coherent narrative, 

as we would expect from a text which encourages the 

expectations of a murder mystery. But the narrative voice 

frames the official report in a way that shows it to be 

simply another possible narrative among others, this one 

constructed to satisfy the need of the police authorities. 
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In the end both the victim's body and the weapon which could 

have possibly indicated the culprit have disappeared, 

therefore: 

the official story was the obvious one. Jessard 
Deal had raped a girl. When the girl's father 
raged into the tavern, Jessard killed him. When 
Jessard tried to kill a deputy sheriff [Mundo], 
Hoey McCurtain saved the deputy's life. It was a 
simple story. A half-breed missing from a mental 
hospital failed to complicate the story 
significantly. (262) 

The heteroglot quality of the novel is evident in the 

dialogue between Hoey and Mundo. The deputy sheriff displays 

a strong faith in scientific detection: he is convinced that 

"there isn't any story, just the facts" (258), but Hoey 

maintains that "it just depends on how you put things 

together. . . . Suppose I tell [my story] and you tell yours 

and Diana tells hers and Helen [Diana's mother] tells hers. 

And that fed tells his. . . . Who you think is going to put 

all these part together?" (258-259). These ideas provide a 

commentary which has a more general relevance. Developing 

stories shapes our perception of the world and gives people 

a chance of survival in a world overwhelmed by narratives of 

domination and defeat. Luther is aware of these dynamics 

when he comments that whites "are always making up stories, 

and that's how they make the world the way they want it. . . 

. We got to be aware of the stories they are making about 

us, and the way they change the stories we already know" 

(91). Thus, literature and literary analysis are presented 
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as powerful forces in the dynamics between cultural groups. 

Luther shows that literary interpretation as a form of 

self analysis can be inverted for the needs of 

disenfranchised people. An instance of Luther's awareness of 

the stories whites make about Indians is evident in his 

reinterpretation of the relationships between Ismahel and 

his Indian companion Queequeg in Moby Dick. In his opinion 

there is a balance between the two characters, which is 

broken when Ismahel survives his friend at the end: "he 

killed off half of himself and he lost his power but didn't 

know it" (91). This interpretation shows an interesting 

reversal of the usual situation in which white critics 

interpret Indian texts. Native American literary critic 

Kimberly Blaeser uses the character of uncle Luther in The 

Sharpest Sight as a metaphor for the role of Indian 

intellectuals. She argues that native communities 

must know the stories of other people—stories 
from the American and world canons—especially the 
stories told about Indian people; and we must be 
aware of the way our own stories are being 
changed: "re-expressed" or "re-interpreted" to 
become part of their story or their canon because, 
as Luther warns, stories have political power. 
(53) 

IL:. The Conclusion of the Novel 

The analysis of Moby Dick provides further interpretive 
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elements for appreciating the deviations from the 

established tenets of mystery fiction. Luther contends that 

Ahab did not know that one cannot kill evil; "you just got 

to see it and know it like the storyteller [Ismahel] did" 

(90). The same concept applies to the plot development of 

The Sharpest Sight. It is clear at the end that a 

traditional approach to detective fiction will prove 

unsatisfactory. The process of scientific analysis of the 

clues, the apprehension and the elimination of the culprit 

as a metaphor for evil do not apply to Owens's novel. The 

depiction of the forces at stake is broader than the clues 

perceived by even "the sharpest sight," and the reader 

senses that the dangerous forces that have caused the crimes 

are still at large. 

In the end Cole's process of detection, i.e. finding 

his brother's bones, is the only successful one. Mundo's 

search for Attis's killer fails, for, as we have seen, the 

last events do not indicate a culprit with absolute 

certainty. However, throughout the narration Mundo is 

engaged in another ^detective' endeavor, i.e. tracing back 

his own ancestry. Eventually, when two elderly ladies show 

him the genealogical tree they have put together, he 

realizes that one of his ancestors was a Chumash Indian 

woman, a slave his great-grandfather took from the mission. 

Therefore, Mundo is a mixed-blood like his Indian friends, 

and the novel implicitly argues that this is a condition 



278 

everybody shares. The initial apparent simplicity of Mundo's 

family tree turns out to be a complicated mess of "faint, 

penciled notes, questions, corrections, and additions. . . . 

Upon closer examination, the paper became a spider's web of 

crossing and connecting lines" (229). The complexity of 

Mundo's family tree reminds the reader of the intricacy of 

any narrative which results from the interaction of 

different cultural groups. The alienation from the ancestral 

Indian land is depicted as a crime which parallels the 

murder of human beings, and therefore it is significant that 

the concluding chapter portrays Hoey and Cole travelling 

back to the aboriginal Choctaw territory in Mississippi. The 

Sharpest Sight thus expands the basic features of the murder 

mystery to provide a commentary on the history of 

colonization of native people. 
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CHAPTER VI: BONE GAME BY LOUIS OWENS 

A. Introduction and Plot; References to The Sharpest Sight 

Bone Game reintroduces several characters whom Owens 

depicted in The Sharpest Sight. Twenty years later Cole 

McCurtain is in his early forties, has been married and 

divorced, and has a teen-age daughter. His uncle Luther and 

his father Hoey reappear, along with the old medicine woman, 

Onatima. The novel's setting at the University of California 

at Santa Cruz is also very close to the location of The 

Sharpest Sight. Both novels depict the main character 

undertaking an initial movement from the east (Mississippi 

in The Sharpest Sight, and New Mexico in Bone Game) to 

California; in both cases Cole returns home at the end of 

the narration. In the more recent novel he is a professor of 

American Indian literature at the University of New Mexico 

and has accepted a one-year position in Santa Cruz. 

Alan Velie has discussed the switch to depict middle 

class protagonists in recent Native American novels, rather 

than characters from less affluent backgrounds. Thus, we can 

add Owens's Cole McCurtain to the characters Velie mentions: 

the painter in Momaday's The Ancient Child. Welch's lawyer 

in The Indian Lawver. the professor in The Crown of 

Columbus: 

the change from lumpen to haut-bourgeois 
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protagonists represent a shift in focus of the 
Indian novel from depicting ethnic experience of 
the tribal group to dealing with problems of 
personal identity of Indians who have lost or 
weakened their ties to their tribe because they 
live their lives primarily among whites. (264) 

The major themes identified in Owens's previous novel 

reappear in the more recent one as well: the relationships 

between Californian Indians and other Native American 

tribes; the interconnectedness of stories, and their 

significance for the sense of cultural identity; the 

intervention of ghosts in the plot; the crimes committed 

against the Indians in the past; the relations between past 

and present crimes; the exploitation of the land. However, 

in spite of the numerous similarities, the two novels are 

quite different, as each emphasizes certain aspects more 

than others. For instance, the agency of the native 

Californian people acquires a central significance in Bone 

Game. whereas it remains somewhat peripheral in Owens's 

earlier work. 

Similarly to the previous work, the plot of Bone Game 

is structured as a murder mystery. The campus community in 

Santa Cruz is threatened by a series of brutal homicides. In 

a puzzling lack of consistent behavior, about a dozen people 

are shot and abandoned where they collapsed, whereas roughly 

an equal number of bodies are dismembered and dispersed 

throughout the landscape. This basic plot is complicated by 

Cole's own dreams and visions of a Gambler, a black-and-
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white painted Ohlone Indian who offers him bones, and a 

Spanish priest murdered in 1812 for his cruelty against the 

aboriginal people of the Santa Cruz area^'. 

Owens incorporates in his novel's plot the real 

historical case of the Indians' murder of father Andres 

Quintana. In his study of the social relations of 

Californian missions Douglas Monroy comments on this 

sensational assassination: 

such patricide occurred infrequently, yet 
Quintana's case best illximinates the underlying 
tensions of the Indian-padre relationships. . . . 
Such episodes isolate, clarify, and condense the 
fermenting tensions that everyday activities and 
Indian apathy concealed. (50) 

Owens includes in his novel quotes from a story narrated by 

a former Santa Cruz mission neophyte. In this account 

Lorenzo Asisara recounts his father Venancio's eyewitness 

account of the revenge killing of padre Quintana in 1812. In 

Bone Game Venancio is the Gambler who appears to Cole. In 

his introduction Edward Castillo maintains that this 

narration is probably "the most detailed account we have of 

Malcolm Margolin has commented on the terms used for 
the Native peoples of the coastal area between Point Sur and 
San Francisco Bay. The Spanish called them "Costenos," i.e. 
"people of the coast," eventually twisted by English-
speaking people into "Costanoan." However, "Ohlone" is a 
fabrication as well, for there was never such a tribe—in 
the sense that there is a Navajo or Hopi tribe. In the 
region there were about forty independent tribelets: "in 
short, Ohlone was not an ancient entity; it is merely a 
fiction that we have invented to deal with a human situation 
far more complex and far richer than anything our 
politically and culturally simplified world has prepared us 
for" (1). 
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the motivations, plot and acts of a neophyte political 

assassination in Spanish California" (118). 

In order to understands the significance of his dreams 

Cole needs the help and knowledge of his family and friends. 

Old Luther and Onatima are pivotal in the process of 

detecting the clues contained in Cole's dream and the Santa 

Cruz landscape. The two medicine people show that 

traditional knowledge can be adapted creatively to face 

unprecedented situations. 

Luther's and Onatima's agency in bringing about the 

solution to the mystery pertaining to Cole's dreams and 

visions finds a significant parallelism in a younger couple-

-Cole's Navajo colleague and friend Alex Yazzie and his own 

daughter Abby—who solve the murders that have affected the 

campus community. 

The murder mystery plot duplicates the main character's 

process of coming to terms with his cultural roots. 

Remembering the events of The Sharpest Sight. Cole feels the 

weight of "this new mystery" (93), and thinks back on the 

enigma of twenty years before, "when the world had opened 

itself up to him" (93). In addition to its religious 

significance, the journey to Mississippi to bring back his 

brother's bones had also embodied a process of self-

discovery, of reappropriation of his own cultural roots, "a 

Choctaw world that lived beside this one like Black Elk's 

shadows, the way his own Indian blood seemed to shadow the 
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whiteness of his other self" (93). In Bone Game Cole is 

faced with a personal mystery to solve. He must determine 

why the Gambler is appearing to him and what the 

significance is of the "bone game" he wants to play^®. This 

requires an understanding and acceptance of his Indian 

component, which he has tried to forget by entering 

mainstream American life as an academic. The solution to 

Cole's troubles—and, incidentally, to the killings which 

have affected the Santa Cruz area—are brought about through 

a combined effort involving Cole's family and friends. The 

result of this process of detection contains a commentary on 

the present and past history of colonization of the native 

people". 

" The bone game is a gambling competition popular 
among several aboriginal groups in the western United States 
(Hester, 502). 

" Bone Game has had favorable reviews. Stasio has 
defined the book as a "metaphysical mystery." Bogenschutz 
comments that the novel "provides a great cast of characters 
and a fascinating plot." Hentz and Payne point out that in 
Owens's narrative the inevitable question "Whodunit?" 
duplicates the more compelling concern and the psychological 
mystery of the contemporary mixed-blood Native American: 
"the quest for identity cleverly parallels the search for 
answers to the random slayings which paralyze the larger 
Santa Cruz community." 
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B. The Inves-tiaation: The Correla-tion between the Murders 

in the Present and the Crimes Committed in the Past 

The process of investigating the phenomena affecting 

both Cole's personal life and the university community shows 

the necessity to place all events in a wider historical 

perspective. The text signals the interconnection of past 

and present crimes in various ways. For instance, the 

characters who are depositaries of Choctaw knowledge 

identify the correlation. Onatima comments that the murders 

are related to the appearances of the ghosts (144) and 

Luther points out that the beginning of colonization 

represents the origin of a form of evil that is now 

everywhere. The old man uses the symbolism of souleater, the 

black panther personifying evil in Choctaw culture: "those 

Spanish come [sic] and started killing us . . . and went 

away for two hundred years and then come back again. Since 

that time things've getting bigger and bigger. . . . 

Souleater's everywhere. He's been let go" (91). 

Moreover, the link between the history of colonization 

and the present crimes is made clear by Owens's use of 

narrative devices. At times it is not possible to determine 

exactly who the characters depicted are. The situation is 

further complicated by the final revelation that there are 

two serial killers acting independently from one another. 

The character portrayed in ch. 35 (145) could be one of the 
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two murderers in 1993 or the cruel priest at the beginning 

of the nineteenth century. The very first page of the novel 

juxtaposes the murder of the priest in 1812 and the murders 

happening in the contemporary time in the form of historical 

or journalistic information: 

October 15, 1812. Government Surgeon Manuel 
Quijano, accompanied by six armed men, is 
dispatched from the presidio in Monterey with 
orders to exhume the body of Padre Andr6s Quintana 
at the mission of Santa Cruz, La Exaltacion de la 
Santa Cruz. The priest is found to have been 
murdered, tortured in pudendis, and hanged. 

November 1, 1993. The dismembered body of a young 
woman begins washing ashore on the beaches of 
Santa Cruz, California. (3) 

The narrative artifice of moving back and forth from past to 

present is carried out throughout the first chapter of the 

novel (5-12), which shows Cole's dreams, the Ohlone people 

and the priest, Venancio Asisara (the Gambler), and a 

character who will turn out to be one of the serial killers 

dressing himself as the Gambler. 

The novel's initial chapter shows the complexity of its 

plot and the reader's task in determining the identity of 

the characters. The presence of two Gamblers, one a *real' 

ghost, the other a fake, underlies the need for assessing 

what is authentic and what is a fabrication, not only for 

the solution of the murder mystery but particularly for the 

native people's reappropriation of their own culture. 

Cole's friend Alex helps him to understand the 

historical occurrences that brought about the murder of 
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father Quintana: "he was one of the Franciscans at the old 

Santa Cruz Mission. In 1812 the Indians killed him when they 

couldn't take his cruelty anymore" (52). Venancio, one of 

the Ohlone people of the mission, still follows the 

traditional beliefs and, for this reason, is tortured by the 

priest. It is he who decides to murder the priest in 

revenge. His thoughts further the understanding of the 

book's interconnection of past and present murders; 

"Venancio will never die, will wander between worlds, his 

hate too strong for death, the violence of his people's life 

taken by the invaders become a mark upon the very earth. 

Venancio will inhabit the earth" (66). 

This quote shows that the history of colonization has a 

permanent effect, which can still be felt in the 1990s. For 

instance. Father Quintana's contrasting feelings of sexual 

attraction and revulsion towards the semi-naked bodies of 

the Indian women (ch. 12) are reproduced in the deranged 

behavior of one of the serial killers, the psychopath who 

cuts the women's bodies into pieces. 

Ci The Common History of Colonization and Violence for All 

Native American People 

The area Owens describes in his novel was the site of 

devastating episodes of violence against native peoples. 
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Monroy contends that, unlike most areas in North America "a 

whole set of circumstances made Native Americans by far the 

most important source of labor in California from the 1770s 

until the early 1850" (29). This resulted in their 

enslavement and coercion into forced labor: "between 1769 

and the secularization of the missions in 1834, 

approximately sixty thousand Indians worked in the missions" 

(29). William Weeks remarks that within 65 years of the 

arrival of the first missionaries in 1769, 

the population of the California Indians had been 
reduced by disease, overwork, and slaughter from 
an estimated 300,000 to 100,000. By 1900, in the 
wake of the influx of Anglo-Americans, that number 
had fallen to 20,000. (80) 

Unfortunately, the violence and crimes suffered by the 

Californian natives are not a unique case. The novel depicts 

several other tribes affected by the violence of Spanish 

colonization: Pueblo, Navajo, Choctaws. Cole feels an 

unexplainable attraction to an old Native American 

settlement in New Mexico, called by the Spanish Pueblo de 

los Jumanos 

and then Gran Quivira, the illusory city of gold. 
The Jumanos had ambushed a small party of 
Spaniards nearby and the conquistadores had killed 
nine hundred Indians in return, enslaving four 
hundred more. They had built the huge church over 
the kiva, the sacred middle place, using the 
stones of the town. (75) 

This example of senseless violence perpetrated by the 

conquistadores serves the purpose of reminding the reader 

that the history of colonization is tragically similar for 
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all Native American populations. 

The depiction of the colonization of native people of 

various tribal backgrounds serves the purposes of 

identifying a general historical pattern, as well as showing 

the reason for including a mixed Indian community in the 

solution of the story. In light of the common history of 

Native North American people, it is significant that the 

ceremony of the Native American church for Cole's benefit 

involves native peoples of various backgrounds (ch. 50). The 

combined effort of native people from various tribes 

reproduces on a larger scale the collective endeavor 

undertaken by Cole's relatives and friends in solving the 

mysteries. The narrator implies that most of the social and 

political issues affecting Indian people are to be solved 

through a common struggle involving all the indigenous 

people of the continent. 

Cole's Sickness; The Issue of Relating to the Past 

At the beginning of the novel Cole is depicted as a 

lonely character who belongs neither to the Indian community 

he has left behind, nor to the mainstream academic world. 

Like several other literary depictions of Native Americans, 

such as Tayo, Abel, and the nameless character of Winter in 

the Blood, at the beginning of the narration Cole 
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experiences a sickness which involves both his spiritual and 

physical being. His symptoms are a profound sense of 

isolation, of being cut away from his relatives; the 

sensation of being caught in-between two worlds; a fixation 

with the past, compounded by an equally strong desire to get 

away from it. 

Cole's relationship with the past combines opposite 

drives. He wants to escape his remembrance, but he also 

feels nostalgia for his youth with his family in California. 

Although he has removed himself from both his family and his 

previous life, he feels that the memory of his dead brother 

is the main reason he accepted the teaching appointment in 

California. Cole's great-uncle Luther maintains that he has 

"got himself into something out there big as that mountain. 

People try to get away from the past, and that's when most 

of the trouble gets'em" (84). The novel articulates Cole's 

individual need to come to terms with his memory as it 

portrays a parallel collective necessity to investigate the 

historical events that have affected the indigenous people 

of North America. Cole's sickness is symbolic of the 

condition of native people. His healing process indicates 

that the relationship with history is an issue that has 

relevance for all native peoples. 

The relationship with past times offers a way to 

identify a cultural difference between native and non-native 

people. In the novel, the native concept of time is 
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different from similar Euro-Western ideas of progressive 

chronology. From a Native American point of view the past 

and present interact continuously. Onatima tells Cole's 

daughter Abby that the essence of people's problems is to 

pretend that previous time does not exist, whereas "we know 

in our hearts that there is no such thing as the past" 

(176). The erasure of the history is, in fact, a distinctive 

trait of the land where the novel takes place. Californians 

live in an eternal present, but only because they "don't 

like to hear about their sordid pasts. No one's supposed to 

even have a past in California. It's considered in poor 

taste" (178). White Californians attempt to erase the 

history of colonization, whereas native peoples struggle to 

reconstruct their history and identity. In Cole's case, the 

initial refusal to take his past into account underlies his 

confused attempts into acculturation, i.e. into the erasure 

of history of mainstream California. The development of the 

detective plot stresses the necessity to inquire into the 

history of colonization and its crimes. 

The Textual Parallelism of the Murder of Human Beinas 

and the Exploitation of the Land and Its Natural 

Rggpurcg? 

One narrative device to show the impossibility of 



291 

erasing the past is to show the interrelations between the 

crimes against human beings and the land they inhabit. The 

murders committed in earlier times remain etched in the 

landscape, and the exploitation of the natural resources is 

portrayed as another kind of crime: "the earth frets and 

cries in her sleep. White men come and murder the great 

trees, bleeding them into rich men's homes" (6). 

The UCSC campus itself represents a form of 

exploitation of both the land and the native people, 

situated at the center of an ecological catastrophe. Cole's 

teaching assistant, Robert Malin, points out that the school 

is built "right on an Ohlone burial site" (42), placed in 

the middle of mountains which are "drenched in death" (42). 

The redwood trees of the area "have a shallow, interlacing 

root system. . . . They hold each other up. It's like a 

forest is all really just one tree. When one is cut they 

must all feel the pain" (41-42). The interconnection of 

individual trees further reflects the condition of human 

beings. The Western emphasis on individualism is shown in 

its powerlessness when dealing with historical crimes of 

vast magnitude. 

The landscape is depicted as a mute witness to the 

crimes committed in the present and in the past, as if it 

were a character endowed with the same prerogatives as human 

beings. "There's a great deal of pain in these mountains," 

(140) says Onatima, as she feels the sorrow of the 
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Californian landscape. While yet another victim is 

approached by one of the serial killers offering her a ride 

"the mountains know, the seabirds cry her fate to the winds" 

(7), presimably because they have witnessed similar crimes 

committed by the sadistic priest two centuries before. 

The native characters are depicted as having the 

strongest connection to the environment. For instance, the 

narrator compares their faces to features of the landscape. 

While Cole is watching a political demonstration of Native 

Americans on television his thoughts make clear this textual 

connection. At the Bigfoot Memorial Ride Cole watches the 

"glimpses of their stern faces through hats and scarves 

reminding him of eroded landscapes. On the faces he could 

see the runoff patterns of booze and drugs and hard lives, 

the contours of Indian country" (32). Cole is actually 

extending a sensation he has already identified on himself. 

When he sees himself in the mirror he visualizes a "winter 

face awakened from long sleep, furrowed by a season of rain" 

( 8 ) .  

However, Cole's physical interaction with his 

surrounding environment shows another aspect of his 

alienation. Part of his sickness and loss of identity has to 

do with his distance from the surrounding landscape: "he'd 

never lived anywhere before where he didn't know the terrain 

of his existence" (211), he thinks right before he decides 

to take a walk in the forest. When he arrives at Robert's 
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cabin Cole has a vision of the dead bodies of the teaching 

assistant's neighbors. Later he witnesses a rain of blood 

(213-214). In this way the text indicates that the solution 

of the murders and the awareness of the history of 

colonization operated on that specific landscape are plots 

that are developed in parallel to one another. In fact, 

Robert will turn out to be one of the two killers. 

The exploitation of the natural resources includes the 

killing of the fauna of the area. Alex tells Cole that there 

are no bears left in the mountains around the Santa Cruz 

area, as they were exterminated years before (93). The 

disappearance of this species in the region parallels the 

attempted eradication of native people from the territory. 

But the symbolic return of these animals in the area 

stresses the people's resilience. The ghost of the Gambler 

Venancio leaves behind bear tracks for "Venancio has dreamed 

and possesses bear medicine" (64). Thus, the appearance of 

the bear conveys a symbolic spiritual meaning. In this way 

the text asserts the validity of traditional beliefs and 

their repercussion in the contemporary world. 

F\ The Importance of Stories to Define the Identity of the 

Landscape and of the People 

Bone Game shows the importance of stories to 
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appropriate one's destiny and land. While Luther and Hoey 

are driving to California they stop in New Mexico and meet 

Robert Jim, a Navajo elder who explains to them the sacred 

geography of his people, as well as of the Hopi and Pueblos. 

In addition to the typical native interrelation between 

stories and the land, Robert Jim points out that the whites 

have created new maps, names and stories for the same 

landscape. The four sacred directions are profaned in a 

narrative of death and murder; 

everywhere you look, Navajo and Pueblo and Hopi 
land. We got sacred peaks in ever [sic] direction, 
and stories to tell us where we are. You know, 
them stories that tell us how to live here. . . . 
But now the white people got their own maps and 
different stories. I been looking at one of those 
government maps and traveling around, and you can 
see it clear. They got that Los Alamo up there in 
the north where they took Cochiti Indian land to 
plan that A-bomb. They got that Sandia laboratory 
over in Albuquerque in the east where they make 
nucular [sic] bombs. They got White Sands in the 
south where they fire them bombs and nucular 
missiles off to see if they work. . . . And they 
got that uranium mine at Laguna where they made 
the water poison; that's the west. So you see how 
they got something in each one of those four 
directions like us Indians, but it's all about 
killing. And they got their stories, too. I went 
to this museum they got in Albuquerque all about 
nucular bombs. They got them bombs they dropped on 
Japan in there, with little cards that tell a 
story about each one, how many people they killed. 
Fat Man and Little Boy they call them the way we 
give names to dogs and horses. They got the plane 
that carried them bombs where you can go inside it 
and make up a story about it being you. They got 
missiles in all kinds of colors with cards that 
say what they would or could do. For the museum 
they got this old airplane hangar with the ceiling 
painted black and little lights like stars up 
there. It's like the gambler's house where he put 
those storm clouds in the story. They have made a 
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story about death. (88-89) 

This quote confirms the appropriateness of the murder 

mystery plot chosen to embody Owens's commentary on 

colonization. White culture has created narratives of 

murders, of the people and their resources, and the native 

people's task consists in detecting the clues in their 

history and their land. In addition, the quote regarding New 

Mexican exploitation of native land and people embodies a 

reminder of the ubicjuity of the phenomena of colonization on 

the North-American continent. At the end of the novel Cole 

returns to the same New Mexican landscape polluted by 

nuclear experiments. Thus, this is not a return to a 

pristine land untouched by colonization, but a reminder that 

the fight for native land rights continues on different 

locations. 

From a native point of view it is crucial to keep alive 

and elaborate stories about the people and the land. This 

creative process strengthens the ties within the tribal 

group and opposes a counter-narrative to the accounts of 

defeat and death portrayed by the dominant culture, since 

the novel is structured as a murder mystery, its movement 

towards the *truth'—i.e. the construction of a coherent 

story which explains the crimes—suggests the Indian 

people's necessity to develop their own narratives to resist 

the dominant accounts of the history of colonization. 
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The Search for the Truth: Narratives Told by Indian 

People versus Stories Told about Them 

Onatima points out that narratives imposed on native 

people emphasize their death and annihilation. As a result, 

the indigenous people suffer from survivor's guilt: 

I see Indians all the time who are ashamed of 
surviving, and they don't even know it. We have 
survived a five-hundred-year war in which millions 
of us were starved to death, burned in our homes, 
shot and killed with disease and alcohol. It's a 
miracle any Indian is alive today. Why us, we 
wonder. We read their books and find out we're 
supposed to die. That's the story they've made up 
for us. (165) 

Onatima's point of view is significant because it prompts 

the necessity of a solution for the crimes perpetrated 

against Indians in the past, in a similar way as the text 

indicates the movement towards a final explanation of the 

murders committed in the present. 

Another form of authority achieved through narration is 

exemplified by anthropological discourse. An anthropologist 

himself, Alex shows to Cole some ^scholarly' accounts on the 

tribes of the area, where the Indians are "compared to a 

species of monkey," and described as "unfriendly to the 

newcomers," "uninviting to behold," "ugly, short, lumpish, 

and ungainly, with portly abdomens on scrawny legs" (177). 

But the construction of stereotypical narratives on the 

Indians is also a phenomenon of the present. The newscast 

presenting the solution of the murder displays, in Cole's 
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opinion, a predictable narrative constructed for the benefit 

of a white audience: "the Indian warrior come to rescue the 

white world from its nether self" (222), as it describes how 

"Alex Yazzie, a Native American professor and martial arts 

expert, had taken it upon himself to trap the killer, 

dressing as a woman and hitchhiking with the daughter of 

another Native American faculty member [Cole]" (222). In 

reality Alex is a cross-dresser and wears female clothes on 

a regular basis. He and Abby unravel the mystery without 

having actually planned it. 

The discourse on the determining significance of the 

stories for the cultural and physical survival of the native 

people also has significance for the discourse on Native 

American literature. The text establishes an ironic frame of 

reference in regards to native and non-native authors. Cole 

maintains that he knows about Navajo ghosts from reading 

Silko and Hillerman (96). In this way Owens takes away 

Hillerman's authoritative stance and, at the same time, 

institutes a dialogical relationship with Silko, whose 

characters and themes are engaged in a dialogical 

relationship with the ones in Bone Game. The novel points 

out that literary texts on native people constitute an 

important perspective on how non-native people form their 

opinion on Indians. Cole maintains that his Anglo students 

"like to think Nicholas Black Elk was a one-dimensional holy 

man, Neihardt's romantic, tragic creation;" they want to 
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"see Indians as noble and mystical and, most important of 

all, impotent and doomed" (42). Alex reinforces this point 

when he remarks that Anglo academics "don't want an Indian 

in their department unless he's in a museum" (51). 

Luther provides a synthesis of the importance of 

narratives for the survival of Native Americans: "they got 

too many stories about us. We need to write books about them 

now. Get even" (226). Onatima confirms this tenet as she 

explains to Cole the dynamics of power embodied by the man 

pretending to the Gambler's ghost: 

the man who frightened you today wants to make you 
see yourself only through his eyes, so that you 
can only imagine yourself from outside the window 
looking in. That way, every time you look in a 
mirror you will see only what the man sees. You 
will always be outside yourself, and your own 
reflection will be a trap. When that happens we 
become like ghosts who can't see our own bodies. 
Then we have to make others see us so we can know 
we exist, or we have to use others' lives as our 
own. That's what they want. It's a matter of 
power. They would imprison us in their vision and 
their stories, and we can't let them do that. We 
have to have our own stories. (140) 

It is significant that Cole and his family members show the 

symptoms of ghost-sickness described by the old medicine 

woman: the lack of reflection in the mirror has affected 

Onatima herself (136); Cole, in his initial state of 

alienation (56); and Abby, in this episode analyzed by 

Onatima. The emphasis on possessing stories is stressed by 

the fact that the fake ghost will turn out to be Robert, who 

has dressed himself as the Gambler of Cole's dream. His 
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false Native American impersonation is symptomatic of his 

appropriation of Native American lore and traditions and 

their reversal in yet another narrative of death and murder. 

H. The Character of Robert: A Criticism of the 

Appropriation of Native Lore as Cultural Theft 

The novel shows a deep concern with the phenomenon of 

whites plagiarizing native cultures. It depicts the 

appropriation of native lore as another type of crime which 

parallels the murder of people and the exploitation of their 

land. As Onatima points out, Indians themselves are 

transformed into ghosts, devoid of spiritual identity, whose 

stories are stolen. 

Cole feels that his Native American literature course 

attracts students who have a troublesome fascination with 

Indians: 

they imagined themselves reincarnations of Crazy 
Horse and descendents of Indian princesses. 
Everyone had a Cherokee great-grandmother, never 
Paiute or Lummi. On weekends they found a 
feathered huckster to take their hundred bucks for 
a sweat ceremony or three hundred for a vision 
quest, and they returned hungry and dazed with an 
Indian name like Willow or Redbird. (21) 

The criticism of some aspects of the so-called New Age 

culture stresses whites' refusal to come to terms with their 

cultural traditions. Instead they simply take as their own 
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the cultural heritage of native people, believed to be more 

profoundly * spiritual.' 

As is evident from his Indian travesty, the issue of 

the appropriation of native cultures is embodied in the 

character of Robert, Cole's teaching assistant. He maintains 

that white students need the knowledge contained in Native 

American texts, such as Black Elk Speaks. because "their 

parents haven't given them anything at all. . . . Through 

him [Black Elk] the students can believe that the world is 

alive, not dead, that it speaks to us" (43). In this 

configuration native literature does not have a value in 

itself; it is expected only to fill a gap in the value 

system of mainstream society. 

Through his point of view on the students Robert is 

actually defining his own needs and convictions. At first 

Cole believes that his romanticization of Indians is 

innocuous and that "Robert has a good heart" (206). He is 

simply "one of those white people who suspect all the evil 

their ancestors have done to the earth and feel the need to 

atone somehow" (206). But the subseguent development of the 

plot shows that Robert is more dangerous than what his 

demeanor would initially warrant. In the heterogenous 

fashion typical of the New Age movement, he has combined 

biblical references. Native American lore, Nostradamus's 

predictions, and the beliefs of the mystic Edgard Cayce, 

into a narrative of murder. He is in fact one of the two 
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serial killers who are active on the Santa Cruz campus. He 

shot thirteen people in what he believed would be a 

sacrifice to appease the earth: 

Native Americans know that the world is 
precariously balanced between good and evil, light 
and dark, black and white. It is up to us to 
maintain that balance. Mother Earth give us life 
and asks that we give something in return. One man 
consenting to be murdered can protect the millions 
of other human beings living in the cataclysmic 
earthquake/tidal area. (238) 

The tragic result of this apparently harmless 

character's insanity comments upon the seriousness of the 

New Age threat towards Indian cultures. The appropriation 

and misinterpretation of the native people's lore represents 

the latest episode of the history of colonization. It comes 

after the forced conversion to Christianity, the deportation 

from the aboriginal land, and the crimes that went along 

with them. Robert distributes anonymously a letter which 

reveals a form of universalizing thought similar to 

previous-century attempts to convert the native peoples: 

numerous folks have . . .started to express a 
feeling of great spiritual intensity—a desire for 
reunion with the Universal One. Although the forms 
of expressions are many, the goal is most 
definitely identical in all aspects: All Hail the 
One Mind! (94) 

Upon receiving the flier Cole identifies the 

interconnectedness of the past and present forms of cultural 

exploitation: "all hail the one mind. . . . They've been 

trying to do that for five hundreds years" (94). 

In fact, Robert's fanaticism is remindful of the 



302 

zealotry of father Quintana, the priest the Indians murdered 

for his cruelty. The novel establishes a connection between 

the contemporary New Age cultural patchwork and the 

Christian beliefs the Franciscan friars forced on the 

Indians. Robert is depicted as a modern incarnation of a 

religious fanatic. When Cole visits the cabin where he lives 

he describes it as the "cell of a scholarly monk" (213). 

Also, Robert shows no consideration for the value of human 

lives, and even less for the native people whose culture he 

has stolen and organized into his own deranged narrative. 

The Indians are simply pawns in a prophecy which has to be 

fulfilled at any cost. Towards the end of the narration, he 

intends to perform a rite involving sexual intercourse with 

Abby, and he threatens to kill her and her family if she 

does not follow his instructions (232). A similar 

uncompromising attitude was typical of the Franciscan 

friars's fanaticism, as exemplified by father Quintana's 

cruelty: the Indians have to be saved into the Christian 

faith or else their lives are worthless. 

In this configuration the New Age movement is more than 

a mere fashion: it is both an exploitation of Native 

American spirituality, and another dogma that is being 

superimposed on native peoples. 
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I. The References to T.S. Eliot: The Discourse on 

Modernism 

The cultural heterogeneity of the New Age movement and 

the inclusion of elements derived from *exotic' sources have 

an antecedent in the modernism of the turn of the century. 

It is significant that Paul Kantner, the other serial 

killer, and Robert both quote parts of Eliot's poetry. They 

manifest a modernist stance, an attempt to reconquer a 

master-narrative which has been lost in the postmodern 

world. The message Robert distributes around the campus 

includes Eliot's words "fear death by water" (187), 

reinterpreted as the possibility of a seismic tidal wave, if 

the hero/leader is not able to provide enough sacrificial 

victims. In Robert's case the similarity with Eliot involves 

the appropriation of the supposed vitality of other * exotic' 

cultures, Hindu and Buddhist in Eliot's case, Native 

American for Robert. 

Kantner feels he has learned a lesson on women from 

Cole's course on modernism: Cole "knows how women talk, 

talk, talk without saying anything at all. Cunts. I do not 

think they will sing to me. I've learned so much in his 

class" (219). In this case the quote from Eliot's poetry is 

used to support Kantner psychosexual obsession with women. 

Eliot's modernism is another construction in which the 

Western ideas constitute a self-referential interpretive 
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frame. Robert's and Kantner's operate in a similar fashion. 

On the other hand, Owens's attempts to re-center the 

spiritual core of the narration on a native point of view 

constitutes a conscious effort to reverse a tendency to hide 

Native American cultures which he and other critics have 

identified in modernism. Among the various ^exotic' sources 

used by Eliot, indigenous people of North-America are not 

included: 

as Krupat has pointed out, amidst the literary 
fragments T.s. Eliot—the most visible *icon' of 
literacy in modernist art—busily shored against 
his and the Western world's intellectual ruin in 
The Waste Land there is not a single American 
shard. (Other Destinies 18) 

Cole's talk on modernism expands to native America this 

literary movement's juxtaposition of myths of various 

provenance, not only Judeo-Christian, Egyptian, and Greek, 

but also Lakota, Luiseno, and Pueblo (39-41). 

J. The Characters' Relationship with Their Past; Nostalgia 

or Acceptance of the Present Condition 

From the way its characters live their relationship 

with their dead the novel portrays three different ways in 

which they relate to their past. The pre-contact condition 

of the indigenous North American people is instantiated by 

the Ohlone. Alex says that "they obliterated everything 
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connected to the dead—house, weapons, clothes, even memory" 

(53), and notes that cancelling the recollection of the dead 

means that "there wasn't any history . . . only sacred time-

-the time of creation—and today, with nothing in between" 

(54). At a cursory glance this condition seems impossible to 

recreate in the post-colonial world. The arrival of the 

Spanish destroyed the Ohlone relationship with the death and 

their past: they "taught them history and death in a single 

moment" and the Ohlone "felt like they were the dead and the 

Spanish the living" (54). However, the narration is enclosed 

within an opening and closing which indicate the permanence, 

beyond the time of the narration, of the sacred time the 

Ohlone lived in: "and still it is the same sky, the same 

night arched like a reed house, the stars of their birth" 

(4); "it is a world so like his own, of black streams and 

changeless skies" (243). 

After the cultural disaster caused by colonization, the 

novel's characters show either nostalgia for the past and 

attempts to recreate it, or an acceptance of the loss and a 

creative relationship with the present. Some native 

characters in Bone Game manifest a nostalgic relationship 

with a lost past: Cole yearns for his lost brother and has a 

difficult relationship dealing with his past; Venancio wants 

to gamble back the world he and his people have lost. On the 

other hand, a number of other characters manifest the 

necessity to adapt to the present condition. Onatima says 
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that Cole cannot win over the dream and people have to live 

with the imperfect situations they find themselves in (209); 

she expresses a similar point of view to Venancio (106). 

Alex's trickster behavior, his living in the present and 

mocking of some of the contemporary stereotypes about 

Indians shows a meaningful way to cope with the difficulties 

native people face in the late twentieth century. 

The novel's discourse on modernism provides further 

commentary on the determining implications of the different 

ways people relate to their past. The concepts Cole 

expresses in his course on modernism show a notable 

correlation between the detective plot and the modernist 

quest; 

he loved the painful sincerity of the modernists, 
how hard they had tried to find the questions and 
then answer them. Their poignant attempts to 
rediscover or replace God attracted him. Like some 
of the old men and women he'd met on reservations, 
they knew they had lost something precious and 
indispensable and they lived in a world bereft and 
haunted. But they believed that what they'd lost 
was still there, somewhere, if they could only 
understand the clues. The solution was just out of 
reach. His heart went to them in spite of all 
their white, racist, empirical superiority. (39) 

This quote is indicative because it emphasizes one of the 

major themes of the book, i.e. coping with the idea of 

death—of ourselves, of our culture, of God. The quest of 

the modernists is also constructed as a detective plot: a 

"death," a process of investigation during which the clues 

must be understood, a solution arrived at. But the quote 
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also demonstrates that this pursuit is doomed to failure if 

the investigative and detective process does not expand into 

a wider picture, including past and present. A mere 

nostalgia for a lost past will not produce any result. 

Luther and Onatima exemplify a successful way of 

*understanding the clues' of their cultural past. 

K. The Solution of the Investigation: A Commentary on the 

Interrelation of Stories 

The end of the novel brings to the fore a number of 

issues common in Native American fiction: the 

interrelationship of stories; the emphasis on communal 

endeavors; the importance of himor as a way of survival and 

creative adaptation into the contemporary world; and the use 

of traditional notions as a viable form of knowledge in the 

modern world. 

The novel's complex plot shows how all the stories are 

connected with one another. On their way to California to 

help Cole, Luther and Hoey are involved in the solution of 

another crime, which also requires their powers of 

detection. While travelling near Gallup, on the Navajo 

reservation, they rescue an Indian woman from being 

kidnapped by three men, whom Luther identifies as witches. 

Significantly, the solution proposed by the two Choctaw men 
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preannounces the conclusion of the case involving Cole and 

his family. Luther and Hoey reach the conclusion that it is 

the white men's way to try to kill evil, and all we can do 

is be conscious of it (154). This attitude represents a 

deviation from what generally happens in typical detective 

stories, in which the villain is usually eliminated. These 

comments also illustrate an consequential point of view 

regarding native ways to solve conflicts. Although both Paul 

and Robert are killed at the end, the novel's main subtexts, 

and, in a sense, Owens's main concern—the process of 

colonization of the native people and the search for Indian 

identity—do not have an identifiable, easy solution. 

The episode involving Luther and Hoey on their way to 

California serves various textual purposes. The witches who 

are kidnapping a woman are similar to the description of 

creators and destroyers found in Silko's fiction. The name 

of one of the witches, Emo (126), is the same as that of the 

witch in Ceremony. By borrowing characters and episodes from 

Ceremony and Almanac of the Dead Owens stresses the 

commonality of his themes with Silko's fiction. The author 

might be arguing that the same story is being told by 

several Native American authors and this is just one piece 

of it. 

In addition, the kidnapping of the Navajo woman hints 

at some mysterious criminal activity in which the witches 

are involved. When Hoey asks them what they were planning to 
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do with the kidnapped woman, one of the men answers that 

"there's people in California buy'em" (129). This crime 

brings the action back to California and mirrors the 

murders, of women mostly, which are occurring there. It also 

shows that the characters are involved in a wider evil 

scheme that is not at first easy to comprehend. This concept 

also applies to the events affecting Cole's life. Luther 

tells Onatima that the occurrences are part of a "big thing" 

and that "Cole's story is just a little bit of it" (70). He 

later refers to the witch episode and maintains that "this 

story ain't directly part of that one, but everything's 

connected" (84). The fact that there are two culprits, and 

two simultaneous series of murders reflects the vision of 

the world of the Choctaw investigators in regards to the 

interrelation of stories. Robert's sacrificial victims are 

part of a deranged vision of the world, stolen from native 

people and inverted into another murderous plot; Kantner's 

obsession with the sadistic murder of women can be related 

to the witches' stealing of the native woman to sell her in 

California (129). The murders apparently belong to different 

stories and have different motivations. However, as Luther 

says, everything is connected in a bigger plot and the two 

narrative strands that conclude the investigation are no 

exception. 

Both Robert and Kantner impersonate different facets of 

the priest's drive towards torturing and murdering the 
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native peoples. In this way the two killers are related to 

the murderers of the past. Robert incarnates the religious 

fervor of the friars, and their uncompromising attitude 

regarding the forced conversion of the indigenous people. 

Kantner personifies the psycho-sexual obsessions of the 

religious fanatics who murdered the natives. From the 

description of the murdered priest's thoughts (65) we 

perceive a conflicting combination of desire and disgusts 

towards their bodies and their sexual behavior. Similar 

psychodynamics operate in Kantner's demented mind. 

Since Cole's story is part of a bigger plot, it is 

necessary that the whole community joins efforts to solve 

it. This is significant in light of traditional tenets of 

detective fiction, in which the solution is brought about by 

an individual detective, possibly with the help of only one 

other collaborator with a lesser role. Bone Game portrays a 

community of relatives and friends who are influential in 

achieving a solution. The narrative function of the 

detective is fulfilled by a multiplicity of characters, 

family and friends, from a variety of ethnic backgrounds— 

Abby, Luther, Onatima, Hoey, Alex. This stresses the 

necessity of a communal effort in solving the crimes which 

are juxtaposed to the main plot, i.e. the exploitation of 

the environment and the colonization of the natives. 
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L. Humor as a Wav of Survival: The Portrayal of Alex as a 

Trickster and His Influence in Achieving the Solution 

Robert's vision of the world is built on a tragic 

imagination, which contrasts with the humorous attitudes of 

the Native American characters. Significantly it is the 

trickster character of Alex who constantly brings a humorous 

touch into the narration, although humor is also present in 

all of the other native characters. But it is mainly the 

character of Alex who embodies the survivalist qualities of 

the trickster. It is an important clue that Alex's face 

reminds Cole of a coyote (25; 29). Alex defies definition, 

for instance, in his bizarre sexual behavior; he refuses to 

be defined as gay, heterosexual or bisexual (46). He 

overcomes his initial infatuation for Cole and ends up 

having a relationship with his daughter Abby. In general, 

this character might represent a stance against Hillerman's 

Navajos, as Alex is a much more complex character. 

Alex also makes fun of a series of Native American 

stereotypes. For instance, he parodies the literary 

criticism on Native American literature: in his definition 

Cole is "a poor mixedblood trapped between worlds and 

cultures" (26). This embodies a form of self-irony on the 

part of Owens, for some of what Alex says is convincing as 

an analytical tool, something that Owens might have said in 

his works of literary criticism. But this character adds a 
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new dimension to the same words and, through him, they sound 

simply like another stereotype among many. 

In another ironic statement Alex discusses a grant to 

study the remains of the Mayflower Pilgrims, in the same way 

that Indians are studied and collected (180). Alex is able 

to show the humorous side of the issues, by merely inverting 

the roles of the parties involved. 

Alex's significance as a character is to show the 

importance of stories for native people's survival. Cole is 

summoned by campus police and administrators when Alex is 

caught butchering a deer on the UCSC campus. Cole makes up a 

story to solve a difficult situation and tells the police 

and administrators that Alex "is a Navajo heyoka, a sacred 

warrior-clown" (27). In reality heyokas are an expression of 

Lakota culture (Gill and Sullivan, 122-123), but Alex plays 

along and acts on the stereotype of the "real primitive 

crazy Indian" (29). In this way he is not charged with 

trespassing and can go home with no consequences. 

In addition to his function as the trickster catalyst 

of the novel Alex is also one of the various red herrings 

the novel indicates as possible culprits. When he uses a 

chain saw to chop Cole's murdered dog to pieces (192) the 

reader cannot help linking this fact to the dismembered 

bodies found around the Santa Cruz area. Also, the TV talks 

about a sexual deviation as the origin of the killer's 

psyche which might indicate Alex as the malefactor (132). 
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Ms. Traditional Native Knowledge as a Means to Solve the 

Mvsterv 

The solution of the mystery pertaining to Cole's life 

is achieved through the contributions of Luther and Onatima. 

Their traditional Indian beliefs are used creatively to cope 

with the needs of the modern world. Luther explains that the 

black and white Gambler (Venancio) wants to play the bone 

game, and gamble in order to win back the world he has lost 

to the colonizers (70-71). Later he adds that the Gambler 

wants power, and thinks that Cole is a warrior and can bring 

it to him (209). 

The text shows a conflict between Western notions of 

science and native beliefs. For instance, wildlife experts 

do not believe that black mountain lions might be present in 

North America, but Cole says that the Choctaws always knew 

about the black felines, because they are part of the 

spiritual beliefs of the tribe; in their traditions the 

black mountain lion is called Nalusachito, "souleater." 

These observations give Alex the opportunity to comment on 

the authoritative stance assumed by Western science towards 

other belief systems. He maintains that the "scientists 

think they've got the whole world charted and graphed. What 

they don't see, they deny, and most of the world is 

invisible to them" (132). If we keep in mind the parallel 

development of detective fiction and modern scientific 
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thought we can better appreciate the text's refusal of the 

parameters of Western science as the only possible way to 

achieve results. In this case the investigation follows a 

pattern that is not * scientific,' but rather based on dreams 

and traditional knowledge that take into account the 

spiritual forces at play. At the same time, the detection of 

clues and traces also follows a pattern which is 

distinctively Native American. 

The issue of scientific discourse used for the 

marginalization of native peoples is a deeply felt question 

among Indian intellectuals. Vine Deloria has recently 

published a study on some problems science has engendered 

for American Indians. There are 

a number of amazing inconsistencies in the manner 
in which science describes the world we live in 
and the role it has chosen for American Indians to 
play in a largely fictional scenario describing 
prehistoric North America. It is not enough, 
however, to demonstrate the fallacies of Western 
science. I will offer an alternative view of North 
American history as seen through the eyes and 
memories of American Indians. (35) 

In a similar way to Deloria, Owens suggests a non-

conventional notion of the history of colonization. 

N. Conclusion 

The search for the culprits parallels the search for 

native people's identity in a world that continues to refuse 
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their dignity as people and attempts to superimpose its own 

narratives on them. The conclusion of the novel shows Cole's 

healing and his acceptance of his native identity. Alex and 

Cole's family organize a sweat ceremony and a peyote ritual 

during which Cole has a long and complex vision. It combines 

various parts of the novel's plot: Attis, Venancio, Robert— 

who appears dressed as the Gambler and carrying a gun—the 

Ohlone Indians, the bear, the earthquake. Cole and Attis and 

children with their mother (198-202). This vision stresses 

once more the interrelations of the stories affecting 

different people, in the present and in the past. 

After the peyote vision Cole asks himself where home 

is, because he no longer knows where he belongs. Luther and 

Onatima know that their place is the ancestral Choctaw land 

in Mississippi, where the bones of the dead are. But Cole 

has a more difficult time in determining where he belongs: 

Mississippi, California, or New Mexico. In the end he 

returns to his home in New Mexico. Although not the 

ancestral Choctaw land to which Onatima and Luther return, 

it is nonetheless a place where he knows his surroundings 

and can live next to his daughter. The movement away from 

California indicates Cole's final reconciliation with his 

brother's death. 

In the end, the novel provides a coherent narrative 

about the two sets of murders in the present time, while 

stressing their broader interconnection with the history of 
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the past and present colonization of native people and their 

land. 



CHAPTER VII: NIGHTLAND BY LOUIS OWENS 

317 

hj. The Main Characters^ Different Relationship with Native 

Traditions 

Nightland begins with the chance discovery of a 

suitcase filled with a million dollars. The money quite 

literally falls upon two friends, as the bag follows the 

dead body of a man plummeting from the sky. Billy Keene and 

Will Striker are out hunting in southwestern New Mexico and 

they debate whether or not to take the money. This initial 

interaction shows a difference in their attitudes towards 

traditional Native American beliefs, as they share half-

Cherokee ancestry. Billy is dismissive of "superstition and 

fairy tales" when Will expresses his concern about the 

circumstances of their finding the money (8). In fact, the 

teachings of Billy's old Cherokee grandfather indicate an 

ominous agency. The dead man falling looked to them like a 

buzzard coming from the west, and both the provenance and 

the symbolism of this creature denote a sinister 

premonition. In addition, any object found should have a 

spell performed in order to ward off evil (8). The 

juxtaposition of the two friends' initial discussion with 

the final outcome of the novel underlies the importance of 

following native traditions. Only Will survives the chain 

reaction of events brought about by their taking the money. 



318 

Billy is successful, however, in overcoming Will's 

hesitation. Throughout the novel these two characters 

manifest opposite attitudes towards native traditions. 

During a discussion with his grandfather, Billy displays a 

strong rejection of his Indian identity: "we live in a 

different world. We wear different clothes, live in 

different kind of houses, and eat different kinds of food, 

so why shouldn't we think different kinds of thoughts? We're 

not Indians anymore, maybe" (41). Will has maintained, to a 

limited extent, some of the traditional ways. When the water 

supply on his ranch begins to diminish he decides to keep 

the corn and resigns himself to the fact of losing the other 

crops. He remembers his father telling him that corn is the 

Cherokee people's mother, and recounting the myth about the 

First man Kanati who killed too much game. As a result of 

the animals' protest, he was given a wife by the Creator. 

Selu, Corn Woman, appeared as a beautiful person "rising 

above the tassels of the corn stalk" (101). 

The novel's textual structure establishes a dichotomy 

between two separate modes ways of relating to Indian 

identity and indicates the validity of native traditions as 

a way of surviving the dangers of acculturation in the 

contemporary world. In addition to the basic crime plot, the 

development of the events involving the two friends comments 

upon the relationship with native traditions, the history of 
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Bjt. The Novel's Use of the Cherokee Myth of Origin 

The dynamics between Billy and Will at the opening of 

the story manifest Owens's original use of Cherokee 

traditional narratives. The two main characters are 

contemporary renditions of the mythical Thunder Boys. 

Grandfather Siquani tells his grandson about his and Will's 

upbringing with traditional Cherokee storytelling: 

your daddy used to say you was a wild boy your 
mama found in the water. That's from an old story 
about First Man and First Woman and those Thunder 
Boys. I told you that story when you was little, 
you and Will both, but you probably forgot. You 
was always egging poor Willum into trouble, 
sneaking off to ride your daddy's steers and 
things like that. (41-42) 

Owens's narration re-elaborates the Cherokee origin myth. 

First Man and First Woman are Kanati ("The Lucky Hunter") 

and Selu ("Corn"). One day their only son finds his own 

The majority of the book reviews have commented 
favorably on the novel. Gorman maintains that "most of the 
flashbacks are skillfully woven into the fabric of the 
narrative, but when they're not the pace sags." Seaman 
remarks that "Owens . . . infuses his brooding crime novels 
with musings on the tragedies of Native American history and 
the volatility of mixed-blood culture in the Southwest;" she 
adds that "it's amazing that Owens can transform the tired 
theme of stolen drug money into such a galvanizing and 
magical tale." Steinberg states that "Owens handles Billy 
and Will's romantic difficulties with compassion, adding 
resonance to a well-wrought thriller capped by a twist-
filled climax." 
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twin, born from the blood of an animal that Kanati killed 

and Selu cleaned by the riverbank. The newfound boy is wild 

and leads his brother into disobedience and misbehavior. 

Kanati and Selu live in the east where the sun rises. Their 

sons, known as The Twin Thunder Boys, live in the west (Gill 

and Sullivan, 151). 

The coincidence that Billy and Will share two 

variations of the same English name further supports the 

textual identification of the two friends with the 

mythological Thunder Boys, whose names, Tso:suwa and 

So:suwa, are similar in Cherokee as well (174). Billy's 

leading Will into mischief when they were children sets a 

basic pattern that is reiterated on the occasion of their 

dealing with the suitcase. It also embeds the narration in a 

traditional frame, in which the two friends are modern 

embodiments of mythical characters. 

Ci The Sacred Geoaraohv of the Cherokee 

Billy and Will are able to infer from their observation 

and common knowledge that the man has been murdered before 

being thrown out of an airplane, and that the money most 

likely comes from a drug business. Grandpa's siquani 

knowledge provides a further interpretive reading of the 

mystery surrounding the man's death. As in the Cherokee myth 



321 

of origin, his perspective deems cardinal directions to be a 

basic tool to comprehend reality: "West. . . . That 

darkening land is over there. . . . What our people call 

Nightland. You got to be careful about things that come from 

over there. Grandson" (41), and he adds that good things 

come from Sunland in the East (42). By falling from the West 

the murdered man acquires a larger significance as part of a 

cosmic balance of good and evil forces. 

Siquani also applies the meaning of spatial directions 

in Cherokee culture as a reading of historical events. "They 

made us walk towards the Darkening Land" (157), he laments, 

in reference to the infamous Trail of Tears during which the 

Cherokee people were removed from their aboriginal land in 

the Southeast westward to the so-called Indian Territory, 

present-day Oklahoma. 

The text establishes Cherokee interpretation of 

directions as an explicative tool to read reality. According 

to this world-view, both the murder of the individual man 

thrown off the plane and the genocidal policies suffered by 

Native American people are depicted as crimes paralleling 

each other. Through this device the reader is asked to 

expand the usual questions prompted by murder mysteries—the 

killer's identity, motivations, and means—to the historical 

crimes committed against the indigenous people of the 

continent. 
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Di The History of Colonization and Past Crimes against 

Indian People 

Questioning the past is especially important for the 

non-Indian audience, who the text identifies as having a 

tendency to ignore the violence perpetrated against native 

peoples. Paco Ortega, the Pueblo man who runs the drug 

business, contends that mainstream Americans pretend to be 

absolved of their responsibilities for horrible acts 

committed in the past: "everything in the psyche of this 

country tells people that they can just put the past behind 

them, that they aren't responsible for yesterday" (180). 

From this perspective the metaphor of the murder 

investigation leads to the urgency to inquire into the past 

history of colonization and bring it to present 

consciousness. 

The novel depicts the violence against native peoples 

as a common denominator for all Indian tribes. A subplot of 

historical references is interspersed throughout the 

narration. This serves the purpose of emphasizing the 

present outcome of the past of violence. Paco's comments 

follow his mention of the massacres of the Sioux people at 

Wounded Knee (180), and of the Acoma tribe (179). Billy 

comments that "Geronimo himself used to hide out in this 

country" (13), as he refers to the aboriginal Apache land 

surrounding their ranches. Siquani identifies slavery as a 
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similar experience suffered by both the Cherokees, and the 

Navajos and Pueblos in the Southwest (92). 

The history of the violent colonization of indigenous 

people is interwoven with the account of the land presently 

occupied by Billy and Will. Their acquaintance. Mouse 

Mel^ndez, tells about his family being given the property by 

the king of Spain and losing it to Texans and the National 

Forest, which accepted it in lieu of unpaid taxes. 

Eventually Billy's and Will's families purchased it. But 

Mouse's narration goes back to the original dispossession of 

Indian land and the horrible crimes committed to secure it. 

Mel6ndez is convinced that "the land is cursed" (89), and 

the spell began after his great-great-grandfather murdered a 

group of Mescalero Apaches who were determined not to leave: 

"they shot the grown ones and cut the throats of the little 

ones" (89), and then the land that had been green and 

luscious began to dry up. The ghosts of the dead Apache hunt 

the land, and Mel6ndez explains that his grandfather used to 

hear the screams of the ghosts at night. 

Owens's previous novel had already developed the motif 

of the interrelation of past and present in the condition of 

indigenous people in California. The motif of the cursed 

land inhabited by the spirit of the dispossessed Indians 

represents another commonality with Bone Game. In both 

novels this theme reveals strong analogies with one of the 

basic themes of the classic gothic novel: the presence of 
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ghosts as a result of injustice committed against the 

rightful owners of the property. This feature is evident, 

among other novels, in Walpole's The Castle of Otranto^ 

which shows a preoccupation with the recognition of the 

rightful dynasty. Owens expands this theme to encompass the 

stealing of an entire continent's indigenous land. 

Past crimes committed against Native Americans continue 

to haunt the land and the newcomers who inhabit it. The 

coloni2ers are confronted with the dispossession of the land 

and the displacement and murder of the indigenous people. 

This applies to the Cherokee families who have purchased the 

land originally stolen from the Apache. They must piece 

together the clues of past murders hidden in the land. This 

is essential for their survival because the land is dying 

out as a result of the Apache ghosts keeping the water. 

In Nightland the tenets of detective fiction indicate a 

parallelism between the mysteries that must be solved; the 

identity of the dead man who falls from the sky with a bag 

of money as well as the circumstances of his death, and the 

reason for the drought. In addition, the novel prompts the 

necessity to investigate crimes perpetrated against the 

Native American people throughout the history of 

colonization. 
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The Exploitation of Indigenous Land as a Parallelism to 

the Murder of Human Beinas 

In Niahtland the exploitation of the land parallels the 

crimes committed against human beings. The novel depicts an 

ecodisaster, as if the earth refused to sustain the life of 

the intruders. The land that was supposed to provide 

sustenance to the Mescalero Apache resists being misused for 

the satellite station of the Very Large Array and the Atomic 

experimentation of the nearby White Sands Missile Range: 

below, directly behind the snag of juniper, the 
Plains of San Agustin were a wide swath rising up 
in the blue north to the Bear Mountains and the 
Gallinas and Datils with their crests drowned in 
cloud. Against the darkening plain, he could see 
the twenty-seven massive white dishes of the Very 
Large Array, and as he watched, the two-and-a-half 
ton antennas, with a single, painfully slow 
movement, began to turn their concave faces in his 
direction. (1) 

This opening scene, during which Billy witnesses the crime, 

juxtaposes the natural landscape and human interventions in 

it. The pristine beauty of the southwestern New Mexican 

landscape is defiled by the crime committed, for the dead 

body is impaled on the shaft of a dead juniper tree. But the 

mention of the satellite station indicates that the same 

landscape has been already violated through the historical 

dynamics between dominant powers and colonized indigenous 

people. 

Odessa is a Mescalero Apache who befriends Billy in a 
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bar and eventually becomes his lover. She points out a 

suggestive parallelism between the exploitation of the land 

and the murder of human beings. While handling a gun and its 

bullets, she considers how lead and uranium are chemically 

related: "uranium turns into lead if given enough time to 

decay. So these bullets are really like tiny atomic bombs. 

Inside a person, the lead flowers like a mushroom cloud, and 

that person has his own personal Trinity Site" (118). In 

this configuration the establishment of uranium mining in 

New Mexico is equal to shooting people with a weapon. Odessa 

continues by explaining the effects of radiations on 

indigenous people: 

there are more than a thousand uraniiun mines left 
in Indian country, each one a death hole. 
Sometimes they fill up with water and the animals 
drink slow death. Sometimes they leach into the 
drinking water of Indian families. Sometimes they 
just sit there making radon gas. A lot of Indian 
families are living in houses made out of uranium 
ore. It's like Indians had our own Hiroshima right 
at home, except that it's taking more time. . . . 
All those Navajo and Pueblo people live with death 
pointed at them every second. And most of them 
don't even know it. (118) 

The image of "death pointed" at Indian people like a gun is 

effective in conveying the present consequences of the past 

history of savage exploitation of Indian people and their 

natural resources. 

However, the lack of water indicates that the land 

denies support to Billy and Will as well. At first glance 

they would appear as intruders upon another tribe's land. 
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But the text sets this issue within the larger framework of 

the displacement of the Cherokee people according to 

nineteenth-century Federal Indian policies. The 

unproductiveness of Billy's and Will's ranches is remindful 

of the sterility of the Oklahoman territory allotted to the 

Cherokees and the other tribes affected by the removal 

legislation enacted in 1830. Similar to the history of crime 

committed against them, the phenomenon of the dying land is 

common to various native groups, including the Pueblos, as 

the dead man's ghost points out to Siquani (63). 

111. Native People Fighting Each Other as a Result of the 

History of Colonization 

Although the indigenous people share a common history 

of oppression, this is not sufficient in the novel to 

generate solidarity among the different tribes. Rather, the 

Indian people's common condition of being dispossessed of 

their ancestral land results in their necessity to intrude 

upon one another's property. Continuing his description of 

the barrenness of will's ranch, the narrator comments that 

"the land was dying and the people were beginning to turn on 

one another like grim survivors" (30). As the plot advances, 

Odessa's resentment against the Cherokee newcomers becomes 

more and more manifest. As a Mescalero Apache, she feels 
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that they have appropriated what should have rightfully been 

her people's land: 

this land was the home of my ancestors. They never 
pretended to own it, but their bones are in the 
earth you call yours. You and Billy aren't 
supposed to be here. You're no better than the 
whites. You let them push you off your own land in 
the east and march you into the homes of other 
Indian people in that so-called Territory, and you 
became just like them. (209) 

Odessa's ovm scheme contradicts her indictment of native 

people's lack of solidarity. She herself is planning to move 

to South America with the money and "be a rich, brown-

skinned Yankee in the middle of all those poor Indians" 

(210). 

A former lover of Paco Ortega, Odessa has befriended 

Billy and Will only to recover the money she was attempting 

to steal from the drug dealer. The novel depicts a scenario 

in which native peoples are fighting one another: Apaches 

opposing Cherokees (Odessa against Billy and Will); Pueblos 

opposing Cherokees (Paco against Billy and Will); Apaches 

fighting Pueblos (Odessa against Arturo, the man falling 

from the sky, and his uncle Paco). 

Two Reactions to Colonization; Siquani and Paco 

The origin of the drug business is important in the 

text's structure because it gives relevance to the origin of 
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native people's enmity with one another. Arturo and Siquani 

maintain that the involvement of Indian people in the drug 

business is part of a plan to have native people kill each 

other (93). Arturo recounts how "some white men came and 

said they would pay him [his uncle Paco] if he would show 

them where to land their planes with drugs" (93). In light 

of the subsequent events Arturo is convinced that "those 

first men with the plane were witches" (93). Thus, Paco and 

Odessa have become part of their plan, and possibly witches 

themselves. Witchcraft is one strategy the Indian characters 

can resort to. The alternative is represented by old 

Siquani, who shows a positive approach based on tribal 

traditions. Billy's and Will's oscillation between the two 

ways articulates the basic development of the plot. 

Paco mentions the genocidal policies imposed on native 

peoples by "a British general named Amherst who came up with 

a plan to pass smallpox-infested blankets to Indians" (163). 

In his perspective the war between Indians and colonizers is 

not over. Whereas in the past they used smallpox-infested 

blankets to kill native people, "today they use alcohol and 

toxic waste" (163). By making sure that drugs are 

disseminated in large amounts among the Anglos Paco is 

convinced that he is "giving those blankets back" and 

"returning the gift" (171). His choice of language indicates 

that the traditional native tenets of reciprocity and 

balance have been twisted into a murderous plot of 
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annihilation. The flaw in Paco's approach is that it simply 

reverts the same frame of mind used by colonizers against 

Indians. The agency of witchcraft is evident in that neither 

he nor Odessa hold any qualms about murdering native people 

that might come in their way. 

Paco's apocalyptic scenario, the accomplishment of a 

five-hundred-year old prophecy, and the depiction of 

southwestern Native American drug dealers echo Almanac of 

the Dead by Leslie Silko, especially the Yaqui character of 

Ferro, also a cocaine dealer. As in Bone Game, this novel 

establishes a dialogical relationship with the theme of 

witchcraft depicted in Silko's fiction. The concept that 

some Indian people partake in witchcraft is similar to 

Silko's plot development in Ceremonv and Almanac of the 

Dead. These novels depict good and evil as coexisting both 

in Indian and non-Indian cultures. 

Like Paco, old Siquani is well aware of the history of 

genocide perpetrated against his people. His narrative 

function is that of a collective memory of the Cherokee 

people and a reminder of the past crimes committed against 

them. Nobody knows how old he really is, nor whose 

grandfather he is in Billy's family (98). As the narration 

progresses, there is an increasing number of references to 

past events that have affected the Cherokee people and that 

Siquani has personally witnessed: 

bodies was froze to the ground every morning. 
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Little babies and the old ones. . . . The 
government people said they had to count us and 
give us numbers. If we didn't let them give us 
numbers, then we didn't get none of our land. All 
them half-breeds was the first to get numbers, but 
a whole lot of the old-timers stayed back in the 
hills and never got numbers at all. That meant 
they couldn't be real Indians no more. Some of 
them decided to become invisible then. (42) 

Grandpa Siquani's alternative to resisting the forces of 

colonization in the present time combines traditional 

knowledge, an effort to be in a harmonious relationship with 

the land, and memory of the past. In this perspective, 

education and the transmission of traditional knowledge to 

the younger generations are invaluable. 

iL. Indian Identity in the Present Time: The Issue of 

Education 

In Nightland the depiction of murder also comments upon 

the issues of Indian identity and education. Federal 

policies on Indian education have been carried out in a 

language in which the trope of murder figured prominently. 

"Kill the Indian and Save the Man" was the motto of the 

Carlisle Indian school's director. The institution was 

established in 1879 as an attempt to assimilate native 

people into mainstream American life. 

In Owens's novel the denial of traditional Indian 

education is also configured as a crime. The lack of 
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opportunities to learn about their culture results in the 

main characters' difficulty in dealing with their identity. 

The novel contrasts a traditional type of education, 

transmitted by the elders, with academic instruction. The 

latter appears as the only possibility offered to 

contemporary Indians, and the novel makes a strong point 

about the tragic consequences of the lack of traditional 

teaching. Billy's and Will's predicament, and the former's 

eventual death, originate from their discounting old 

Siquani's traditional teachings. The old man is aware of the 

new challenges an Indian educator faces: "Cherokee people 

like that boy [Billy] don't remember where they came from or 

how to talk right. The stories tell them of those sacred 

places, but they only see those places in the stories. And 

they stop listening" (92). The importance of traditional 

stories to transmit a sense of identity is related to a 

sacred geography which provides a deeper meaning for those 

narrations. Dispossessed of the land, one loses a sense of 

identity as well. 

Arturo's reasons for attending college are typical of 

the social issues involved: "on my father's land we grow 

nothing but pigweed. He plants chiles but pigweed comes up. 

That's why I went to the university" (63). Odessa holds a 

Ph.D. in American Indian religion and law from U.C. 

Berkeley. Her Mescalero Apache parents relocated to Los 

Angeles, and, in their efforts to assimilate, they shared 
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virtually no knowledge about their culture with their 

daughter. Odessa's information on her Indian roots comes 

from written texts, and she thinks it is "funny how Indians 

read books by white people to find out who they are" (80). 

All of the native people involved in the drug business, 

Paco, Arturo and Odessa, boast various degrees of university 

education, and this represents one humorous aspect of the 

novel. In fact, Paco has even absorbed the jargon of liberal 

academics: 

you have to stop being so essentialist, Duane. I 
think Mr Mel(§ndez is what people call a coyote. 
He's a mongrel like most of us, but in Mr 
Mel^ndez's case it's the white part that is 
genetically dominant. It's a question of 
phenotype, I believe. Mixed-breeds come in all 
colors. Identity, of course, is a question not of 
color but culture. (179) 

As a Native American professor, Owens might be putting 

himself and his colleagues on the spot. As in Bone Game^ 

which also describes Indian academics, in Niahtland the 

characters act as a mouthpiece of Owens's own views on 

native education. The text shows the inadequacy of a formal 

college education, without its supplementation with 

traditional tribal teachings. It is crucial to possess 

traditional knowledge so that younger generations may be 

able to interpret the clues disseminated in the landscape. 
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The depiction of Will's and Billy's ranches is rendered 

in apocalyptic tones remindful of Eliot's Waste Land; the 

land was 

too dried-up and dead for ranching or farming. And 
it wasn't just the water. It was as though a force 
had gone out of the very earth. The scrubby 
prickly pear, pinon, and juniper hung on, scorched 
and brittle with a kind of resignation he felt in 
the dry air, but about their roots the earth 
turned gray and hard, showing ribs of hot granite. 
(30) 

In his analysis of James Welch's The Death of Jim Loney. 

Owens identifies an "unmistakable echo of Eliot's The Waste 

Land." a poem in which "the goal is to re-member, to put 

together the fragments and to rediscover the *roots that 

clutch' and thus recover a spiritual tradition that makes 

the world inhabitable" (Other Destinies 149). A 

reverberation of Eliot's poem is also present in Owens's own 

novel, which develops in narrative form the same issues 

identified in his criticism. As Owens points out that 

Eliot's fragments are "remarkably Eurocentric even for an 

Anglo-American writer" (Other Destinies 149), he depicts a 

landscape in which the pieces to assemble and the spiritual 

tradition to be recovered are specifically Native American. 

In Niahtland the character who is most successful in 

putting together the scattered fragments of culture is old 

siquani. This ability allows his definition as an 
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unconventional type of detective. He is able, for instance, 

to read the clues hidden in the landscape. When the two 

families arrive to the New Mexican land they are planning to 

purchase. Grandpa Siquani talks "of bones in the dry earth 

beneath them" (35). His analysis of the territory 

underscores the relationship between the land and its 

ancestral inhabitants: 

I thought it might be different, but the earth is 
full of death here, too. In this land they have 
stopped the water. I would say we should move on, 
but I think the whole world is the same, and 
besides, the Thunders promise that someday the 
bones in this land will let go. In the meantime I 
think the dead will relent a little, so we should 
stay. (35-36) 

After both Billy's and Will's parents die violent and sudden 

deaths, "the rains stopped and the voices of thunder fell 

silent" (36). siquani engages in another reading of the 

clues disseminated in the territory, but that only confirms 

his worst suspicions: 

his forked willow stick neither dipped nor 
trembled. He searched without success for a 
salamander and finally went to the rock spring 
with only a cedar branch, submerging himself for 
four consecutive dawns, but if there was water 
left, the dead had drawn it so deeply into the 
earth that the old Cherokee magic couldn't reach 
it. (36) 

Siquani's detection consists in both bringing the past 

events to present consciousness, and interpreting the events 

occurring in the present time. 

In the conclusion of the story Will feels a need to 

"find a place where nothing was buried, where the surface of 
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the earth bared all secrets" (216). His desire for a land 

untouched by the history of past crimes gives relevance to 

the novel's theme of detection. Will's and Billy's basic 

problem consists in their lack of knowledge about the land 

they are occupying. Since they discount Siquani's 

traditional knowledge, they are left to their own limited 

devices, which are not sufficient to discover the secrets 

buried within the land. Siquani's function as a detective 

enables him to answer the mystery which parallels the main 

plot, i.e. the reason why the land is dying for lack of 

water. Since the dead keeping the water are the Apache 

people massacred by Mel^ndez's Spanish ancestors, this 

process of detection becomes part of the violent history of 

colonization. 

J. The Contrast of Material versus Spiritual Wealth 

The novel establishes a textual opposition between 

money and rain, indicative of the clash between acquisitive 

and non-materialistic views. When Siquani summons Arturo's 

ghost (63), he tells the old Cherokee man that he comes from 

a Pueblo where the dead are supposed to bring rain. Instead 

the plot initially portrays Arturo as the bringer of money, 

which symbolically falls from the sky like rain. This 

substitution indicates this character's shift towards a more 
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materialistic world-view. 

Arturo, Billy and Will are all similar in their 

attitude towards traditional culture and material goods. 

They believe that money is the only thing necessary in order 

to bring back life to the dying land. Arturo surmises that 

perhaps Billy and Will "can use the money to help this land. 

. . . Maybe if they put it into the earth here somehow it 

will break the evil power of that money" (159). However, 

Arturo's hypothesis is confirmed in the most literal sense: 

the money is truly put back into the earth as Will's share 

of money falls into the well where he had hidden it. Only 

then does the land flourish again. 

will wants to use the money to build "the thousand-foot 

well the geologist had said he would need" (55). In his 

opinion, bringing water back to the ranch is "just a matter 

of money and technology" (55). But the development of the 

narration contrasts Will's point of view and shows that the 

relationship with the land people inhabit is more profound 

than mere affluence and scientific implements. For native 

people this relationship goes through a reappropriation of 

their culture. By seizing the money. Will and Billy have 

chosen a shortcut, confident that the cash will be easily 

transformed into water to revitalize their dried-up land. 

But the real reasons for the earth's barrenness remain 

unknown to them. At the end of the book water returns to the 

ranch, but not because of the money and technology which 
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constitute the basic assumption of Western culture. It is 

rather Siquani's analysis on the dead Apache's agency that 

is validated. 

The novel indicates several possible explanations for 

the water being brought back. Siquani maintains that 

Arturo's and Billy's spirits have brought the rain (215). 

Will surmises that the cause is "maybe the aguifer filling 

up with the heavy rain, or maybe a fault slipping somewhere 

in the earth to release water that had been long trapped" 

(216). The text proposes these rational explanations but at 

the same time strongly hints at a supernatural solution, 

suggesting that the abundance of water could be the result 

of Will's bag of money falling into the well. While Will 

peers into the water 

the reflection of a man rose and hovered just 
below the rippling surface, the image wavering and 
breaking apart before merging once more. He knelt 
in the cold water, and in the deepening well a 
crowd of faces began to rush upward only to 
shatter and flutter downward and then rise again 
with the motion of leaves in a fall wind. (217) 

This passage, conclusive to the narration, presents the 

spirit of the dead who, as Siguani had predicted, have 

finally decided to relent the water. Will's loss of the 

money emphasizes the importance of non-tangible prosperity 

as opposed to material possessions. 

Arturo's thoughts while he is falling from the airplane 

reiterate the basic textual opposition of material and 

spiritual wealth. He is falling into a "boundless panorama 
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of death" (82), a reference to both the dying land and the 

Indians murdered for material reasons. Arturo is angry 

because his death is trivialized by the circumstances: 

death should be meaningful, tragic, full of 
implications. But he had died so that someone 
could have more money, and why did anyone want 
money except to purchase material pleasures? He 
had died so that someone might for a brief time be 
more comfortable before that person died in turn. 
( 8 3 )  

Arturo's considerations highlight the issue faced by some of 

the native characters. They have come to a point where money 

is more important than any other form of non-material 

prosperity, such as knowledge of their cultural roots. 

Arturo's concluding comments anticipate Odessa's and Billy's 

tragic end. They die after having been comfortable for a 

brief moment, whereas Will is able to stop the pattern by 

eventually refusing to be drawn into a materialistic world-

view. The murder of people in order to obtain material goods 

is parallel to the historical genocide of Indian people, 

also murdered to acquire tangible commodities. 
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A. The Ending of Post-Colonial Mysteries 

At this concluding point of this analysis one might ask 

ourselves whether or not literary texts can indeed influence 

the course of history. For instance, do Owens's and 

Mannuzzu's novels have an effect on the political conditions 

of their peoples? Jonathan White has posited the question if 

literature can alter the world. His answer lies between the 

two opposite extremes of denying any kind of agency, or 

believing that texts have a relation of causality with the 

societies which produce them: "the notion that the world is 

available for writers to alter at will is quixotic. But that 

does not mean that texts of the kind we found ourselves 

drawn into studying are powerless to shape and influence 

postcolonial destinies" (1). I agree with White and believe 

that Mannuzzu's and Owens's novels can indeed contribute a 

Sardinian and a Native American perspective to the process 

of reconstructing ethnic identities. 

The previous analysis has demonstrated that the choice 

of detective fiction is not coincidental for these authors. 

It reveals profound connections to various aspects of the 

process of colonization they intend to critique. For 

instance, the lack of vitality in the present society 

indicates a previous symbolic murder. Giuseppe Marci has 
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remarked that one of the leading narrative elements in 

Mannuzzu's novels is the absence of life in the present 

time, along with the strong memory of another period, before 

industrialization, when there were the premises of a 

possible future ("L'itinerario narrative" 28). A similar 

narrative motif is present in Owens's novels, for instance 

in the depiction of Billy's and will's arid ranch in 

Niahtland. In both authors, the depiction of the absence of 

life in the present time also has the function of prompting 

the reader to investigate the perpetrators of these crimes. 

However, the sense of mystery these novels exhibit 

represents an innovative trait in comparison to the classic 

tradition of detective fiction. Anna Lee Walters has 

remarked on the conceptualization of mystery in her own 

tribe. Waconda is a deity of the Otoe tribe, whose name 

means "The Great Mystery." It reminds people that vital 

events and phenomena in life are not entirely comprehensible 

to human beings fTalking Indian 19-20). Walters also quotes 

a song, whose words say; "the meaning of my life is unclear 

to me" (21), which further indicates the acceptance of 

mystery as part of life in Native American cultures. 

This perspective displays a refusal of the scientific 

stance of Euroamerican detective fiction. Sardinian and 

Native American novels do not portray a univocal conclusion 

in which a *superior' rational mind provides a consistent 

narrative of the crime. The endings of Mannuzzu's and 
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Owens's novels reveal that the truth remains elusive to the 

end. Sometimes there are a series of competing narratives, 

all equally viable, or the solution is achieved by means of 

supernatural intervention. The latter is a distinctive trait 

of Native American novels, but it is not completely absent 

from Sardinian texts. At times, the conclusion of Mannuzzu's 

and Owens's texts is achieved by mere chance, as the result 

of uncontrollable factors. In synthesis, a common trait of 

all of these novels is that their conclusions are never the 

result of ratiocinative processes. 

We might ask ourselves, then, the reason why Native 

American and Sardinian authors of mysteries do not follow 

the conventions of classic detective stories regarding the 

ending of the plot. In other words, why do they choose a 

genre whose tenets they do not intend to accept completely? 

One possible answer is based on the concurrent discourse on 

colonization these authors embody in their novels. To 

provide an all-explaining solutions to the murder(s) would 

imply the possibility of achieving a similarly consistent 

conclusion to the history of colonialism. These authors make 

clear that such an easy solution is not possible, given the 

many unresolved issues that post-colonial societies still 

have to cope with. 

In addition, the acceptance of a concluding narrative 

resulting from scientific methodology would contradict these 

authors' aim to construct counter-discursive strategies in 
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their novels. In fact, the same scientific methodology that 

was popularized in classic detective fiction at the turn of 

the century, also constituted the basis of the new fields of 

social sciences, as they were defined around the same time 

period. Indeed, classic anthropology, ethnography and 

archeology were used as power strategies to dominate peoples 

constructed as *other,' including Native Americans and 

Sardinians among many others. Thus, Mannuzzu's and Owens's 

refusal to conclude their novels in a ^scientific,' rational 

way carries with it a forceful counter-hegemonic stance. The 

depiction of supernatural phenomena re-iterates the 

necessity of including local forms of vernacular and 

traditional knowledge in the solution of the cases. 

In addition to their untraditional novels' ending, 

Mannuzzu and Owens use other conventions of the genre to 

further their discourse on colonialism. Two points in common 

for both authors are their interconnected concerns with 

historical inquiry and the re-definition of spatial 

relations. Thus, the metaphor of the investigation prompts 

readers to incpaire into the history of colonization. On the 

other hand, the traditional depiction of crimes committed 

against human beings is extended to include symbolically the 

destruction of the land and natural resources. Mannuzzu's 

and Owens's novels depict the interrelations of the process 

of redefining temporal and spatial relations, i.e. history 

and geography. These two endeavors are textually correlated 
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to two basic tenets of detective fiction, respectively, the 

process of investigation and the crime. 

Sj. The Discourse on History 

The interest in history is not a prerogative of 

Sardinian and native authors of detective fiction. Various 

scholars have observed the connection between the 

historians' work and the detectives' pursuit. Robin Winks 

points out that, like criminal investigators, historians 

must also deal with cjuestions of evidence in collecting, 

interpreting and explaining their data ("The Historian" 

242). However, Winks does not mean for his "parallels 

between historical research and detective fiction to be 

taken too literally," for "most detective fiction moves 

toward a conviction [but] the historian is not particularly 

interested in retribution" (248). Winks's point has a 

general validity, although a closer reading of Sardinian and 

Native American detective novels indicates that the question 

of retribution remains an unresolved issue in their 

articulation of historical discourse. 
I 

This genre offers a critical frame for debating the 

crimes of colonialism, their repercussions in the present, 

and possible ways to redress them. In carrying out such a 

critical project post-colonial authors suggest a different 
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way to perceive history, so that it includes previously 

marginalized subjects. All the Sardinian and Native American 

authors of detective novels give prominence to the necessity 

of investigating the history of oppression. 

Jon Thompson suggests a convincing way to discuss the 

relationships between detective fiction and history, within 

the frame of his study of modernism and postmodernism. He 

perceives the modernist struggle as an attempt to go 

*beneath' or *within' the code, where one can find "an 

underlying pattern of meaning that is capable of resolving 

*the nightmare of history' into an understandable, stable, 

coherent narrative" (111). For Sardinian and Native American 

novelists "the nightmare of history" corresponds to the 

process of colonialism suffered by their people. The deeper 

truth beneath the surface is the traditional culture, which 

in their narrations frequently becomes a key factor in the 

solution of the case. In this respect Sardinian and Native 

American authors of detective novels share this modernist 

stance, although unlike the classic generation of 

modernists—Eliot and Pound, for instance—they do not need 

to explore another culture to find a mythological core of 

traditional knowledge, as they have their own to reacquire. 

However, in the contemporary world traditional knowledge has 

become simply one form of narrative among several others 

competing for authority. Thompson posits the critical 

dilemmas of detective fiction and history as epistemological 
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issues: 

one crucial question for crime fiction is, how is 
crime verified? Or to put this question in larger 
terms, how can we know history? ... In crime 
fiction, as in Western judicial systems in 
general, verification is arrived at through the 
amassing of micronarratives. . . . Typically these 
micronarratives and existing pieces of physical 
evidence are ultimately translated into a larger, 
constructed narrative that purports to convey 
knowledge of the circumstances surrounding the 
alleged crime. Through these and other 
micronarratives a point of critical mass is 
achieved: even if they lack the certainty of 
formal logic, conclusions can be achieved. Even if 
the circxomstances surrounding the alleged crime 
remain mysterious, indeed even if it is impossible 
to create a completely totalizing metanarrative, 
the potential exists for the alleged crime to be 
seen within a larger pattern of relationships. 
(177)  

These comments are useful in understanding why Owens's and 

Mannuzzu's detective novels often lack coherent explanations 

until the end. At the same time, they construct a logic of 

historical processes: these authors depict colonialism in 

relation to the historical dynamics of the victims of 

colonialism: their own ethnic groups and communities. 

The Discourse on Geography 

J. Hillis Miller has studied the question of topography 

in novels, poems and philosophical texts. He expands the 

most obvious points that landscape or cityscape gives 

verisimilitude to novels and poems. Topographical settings 
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connect literary works to a specific historical and 

geographical time, but, in addition they have other profound 

cultural implications. In post-colonial literatures the 

motif of geographical arrangement embodies a critique 

against centrism. From this point of view Mannuzzu and Owens 

represent local instances of a general trend which involves 

colonized people all over the world. 

Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin contend that "a major 

feature of post-colonial literatures is the concern with 

place and displacement . . . and with the development or 

recovery of an effective identifying relationship between 

self and place" (The Empire Writes Back 9). Graham Huggan 

argues that "the prevalence of the map topos in contemporary 

post-colonial literary texts, and the frequency of its 

ironic and/or parodic usage in these texts, suggests a link 

between a de/reconstructive reading of maps and a 

revisioning of the history of European colonialism" (407). 

The ^new' territories outlawed or neglected by dominant 

discourses 

correspond to a series of new or revised 
rhetorical spaces occupied by feminism, 
regionalism and ethnicity, where each of these 
items is understood primarily as a set of counter-
discursive strategies which challenge the claims 
of or avoid circumscription within one or other 
form of cultural centrism. These 
territories/spaces can also be considered, 
however, as shifting grounds which are themselves 
subject to transformational patterns of de- and 
reterritorialization. (410) 

However, in Owens's and Mannuzzu's novels the process 
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of spatial re-config\iration is not only a rhetorical re

assessment of ethnic identities. It has profound 

implications on the level of the physical quality of 

geographical space. California, the Northamerican Southwest, 

and Sardinia have suffered from similar strategies which 

have resulted in their marginali2ation. On the one hand, the 

erasure of indigenous people was aimed at creating an 

^exotic' space devoid of historical perspectives, as we can 

clearly see in II terzo suono and Bone Game. On the other, 

the portrayal of uranium mines in Niahtland and of oil 

refining mills in Procedura constitutes a reminder that the 

creation of tourist heterotopias is accompanied by a general 

re-arrangement of space which includes the exploitation of 

the land for the military and economic powers of Italy and 

the US. 

Mannuzzu and Owens expand their interest from temporal 

to spatial counter-hegemonic discourse, and this is part of 

a general process that has occurred quite recently. In his 

reassessment of modernity and postmodernity, Edward Soja 

describes a general shift from an emphasis on historical 

processes to a more profound concern with spatial relations. 

Soja mentions Foucault's contention that the historical 

perspective has dominated the critical consciousness of 

modern social theory until very recently. The hegemony of 

historicism 

has tended to occlude a comparable critical 
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sensibility to the spatiality of social life, a 
practical theoretical consciousness that sees the 
lifeworld of being creatively located not only in 
the making of history but also in the construction 
of human geographies, the social production of 
space and the restless formation and reformation 
of geographical landscapes. (136) 

Soja perceives a new recent trend in the 1980s in which 

space is not treated as a "fixed, dead, undialectical" 

entity. Mannuzzu's and Owens's novels represent clear 

instances of a new way of seeing time and space together 

and the interrelations of history and geography. 

Travel writing has contributed a great deal to the 

process of exoticization of space. Mary Louise Pratt has 

studied extensively how travel and exploration writing "has 

produced the rest of the world" for the European readership 

(5). She remarks that the same strategies used to 

marginalize people from non-European countries have also 

been activated in travel writing about European farmers: 

readers of European travel books about Europe have 
pointed out that many of the conventions and 
writing strategies I associate here with imperial 
expansionism characterize travel writing about 
Europe as well. As I suggest at several points in 
the discussion, when that is so, related dynamics 
of power and appropriation are likely to be found 
at work as well. The discourses that legitimate 
bourgeois authority and delegitimate peasant and 
subsistence lifeways, for example, can be expected 
to do this ideological work within Europe as well. 
(10) 

see, Mannuzzu's and Owens's resistance comes as a 

the process of marginalization their peoples have 

These dynamics are based on similar assumptions. 

As we can 

result of 

suffered. 
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whether they apply to non-European peoples or to the 

European periphery. 

Di Relationships between Native America and Sardinia: 

Moving Bevond Stereotypes 

The interaction between Native American and Sardinian 

people seems still to be dominated by the dynamics we have 

outlined in the introduction. Sardinia is mostly invisible 

in the US, and, as a result, to Native American people. 

Hollywood and comic strip stereotypes about Native Americans 

influence the perception of Indians in Italy, including 

Sardinia. Finally, those very cliches on native 

Northamerican peoples are transferred uncritically to the 

Sardinian condition, as yet another component to their 

marginalization. Manlio Brigaglia and Guido Melis mention a 

further example, a vignette commenting on the expanse of 

tourist buildings on Sardinian coasts. Its author chose to 

depict a continuous wall of cement enclosing an "Indian 

reservation," i.e. the local Sardinians ("La Sardegna 

autonomistica" 300). 

One of the goals of my project has been precisely to 

move beyond such easy comparisons, in which Sardinian people 

are uncritically equated to Native Americans. It is 

encouraging to see that colonized people are slowly 
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developing new ways to engage in productive forms of 

interchange with one another. The comparative aim of my 

study is validated by similar projects of cultural 

interchange that are presently being developed. 

During a recent literary reading in Sardinia, Osage 

author Carter Revard said he was amazed by the many 

similarities he could recognize between Sardinia and Native 

American cultures, on the linguistic, historical and 

literary levels. Cheyenne poet Lance Henson has been to 

Sardinia several times in an effort to promote a wider 

consciusness of other ethnic cultures sharing similar 

realities. He believes that for too long Native American 

people have behaved as if only their problems existed and 

argues that the time has come to create a solidarity net 

with other threatened minorities ("I versi della 

ribellione")• For instance, Henson points out that there has 

been a deliberate attempt to discourage the use of Native 

American languages, which he sees as a situation similar to 

the one in Sardinia. This author believes that the future of 

creativity and humankind lies in a kind of globalization 

which includes local literatures. As part of this goal he 

has composed a text for the Sardinian group of traditional 

singers, the tenores of Bolotana ("Anima Cheyenne"). 

I am convinced that in this dissertation I have engaged 

in a more productive perspective, because I chose to study a 

similar, albeit independent, literary trend which these two 
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cultures have recently developed. I believe that the 

analysis of the commonalities of Native American and 

Sardinian detective fiction is also significant because it 

helps to re-define these literatures as part of a more 

general world-wide post-colonial stance from which they are 

too often excluded. 
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APPENDIX 

MYSTERIES BY NON-INDIAN AUTHORS 
WITH NATIVE AMERICAN SETTINGS AND CHARACTERS" 

Barker, Rodney. The Broken Circle: A True Story of Murder 
and Maaic in Indian Country. New York: Ivy-Ballantine, 
1992. 
Allegedly based on real life events happened in 1974; 
about the harassment of native people on the Navajo 
reservation. 

Barr, Nevada. Ill Wind. New York: Avon-Putnam, 1995. 
A National Park ranger investigates two murders 
committed near Anasazi ruins. 

Bean, Gregory. No Comfort in Victory. New York: St. 
Martin's, 1995. 
Featuring Sheriff Harry Starbranch and his aide, Teton 
Sioux police officer Frankie Tall Bull; set in Wyoming. 
They investigate the murder of three people in their 
small community. 

Long Shadows in Victory. New York: St. Martin's, 
1996. 
It continues the series featuring Harry Starbranch and 
Frankie Tall Bull. The peace of the tranquil community 
of Victory is shattered when the discovery of a woman's 
skeleton sets a chain of events leading to the brutal 
torture and murder of two local people. Harry and 
Frankie are drawn further and further into the racist 
world of right-wing militants. 

Bowen, Peter. Coyote Wind. New York: St. Martin's, 1994. 
Featuring the mixed-blood French-Indian cattle-brand 
inspector Gabriel Du Pr6. He investigates the finding 
of a skull with a bullet hole; set in Montana. 

. Specimen Sona. New York: St. Martin's, 1995. 
Du Pr6 visits the Folk Festival in Washington, DC, 
where a member of the Smithsonian invites him to record 
some old ballads for the museum archives. Meanwhile a 
Cree Indian woman is murdered. Back in Montana a trip 

All of these brief summaries and plots are based on 
quotations and paraphrases from the books' backflaps and 
introductions. I have maintained derogatory expressions and 
contemptuous terminology with the intent of showing the 
racist assumptions that still inform some of these texts. 
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in the wilderness leads Gabriel "on a journey through 
history and native myth and toward the truth about a 
murderer." 

Wolf. No Wolf. New York: St. Martin's, 1996. 
Du Pr6 investigates two mass murders. First a group of 
Californian environmentalists, who were protesting 
against cattle grazing on public land, are shot and 
burned in their cars. Then a group of federal fish-and-
game officials who were reintroducing wolves in the 
area are also murdered. Du Pre is helped by the 
"mysterious advice of Benetsee, the medicine man who 
drinks too much sweet wine." The novel mingles Indian 
lore with wry humor. 

. Notches. New York: St. Martin's, 1997. 
Another mystery featuring Gabriel Du Pr6 and his "sure 
knowledge of both Western and Native American 
traditions." A serial killer is leaving behind a series 
of young women's dismembered corpses and mysterious 
messages at the murder scenes. When his girl-friend's 
daughter disappears he becomes desperate for a clue. 

Charters, Lowell. Thunderheart; A Novelization. New York: 
Avon, 1992. 
Based on the motion picture written by John Fusco. Part 
Sioux FBI agent Ray Lavoy is sent to a South Dakota 
reservation to investigate the murder of a man. The 
tribe is divided between pro-government, pro-tribal 
council Indians, and politically oriented 
traditionalists. The investigation uncovers the role of 
the Federal government in the murder. This leads Ray to 
discover that the FBI has a major role in the uranium 
testing and in the contamination of the local river. 
Ray's increasing involvement with the local people 
shows his coming to term the Indian ethnicity he had 
always tried to deny. 

Coel, Margaret. The Eagle Catcher. New York: Berkley, 
1995. 
Featuring Arapaho attorney Vicky Holden in the 
detective role. She investigates the tribal chairman's 
murder in the Wyoming Wind River Reservation. 

The Ghost Walker. New York: Berkley, 1996. 
Vicky investigates another murder: the victim's dead 
body is considered a "ghost walker" in Arapaho culture. 

Corpi, Lucha. Cactus Blood. Houston: Arte Piiblico, 1995. 
Gloria Damasco, a Chicana detective, investigates a 
serial killer who "is leaving behind corpses strewn 
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with artifacts from Native American rituals." "The 
trail leads to the old Native American ghost dancing 
site in the Valley of the Moon." 

Curtis, Jack. White River Massacre. New York; Pocket-
Simon, 1993. 
Historical; about General Falls' massacre of the 
Kiowas. 

Davis, Val. Track of the Scorpion. New York; St. 
Martin's,1996. 
Archaeologists excavate an Anasazi site in search of 
proofs of cannibalism. 

Dawkins, Cecil. Clav Dancers. New York: Ivy-Ballantine, 
1994. 
An archaeological crew discovers ancient secrets; it 
features Tina Martinez, an Anglicized young Indian who 
is the camp artist and a spy for her own people; set 
near Santa Fe. 

The Santa Fe Rembrandt. New York: Ivy-Ballantine, 
1993. 
It features part-Sioux feminist Ginevra Prettifield as 
the investigator of the theft of a Rembrandt painting; 
set in Santa Fe. 

Rare Earth. New York: Ivy-Ballantine, 1995. 
Ginevra Prettifield reappears to investigate a mystery 
involving a "dead walker." She believes that "only the 
Indians understand the gathering confrontation of good 
and evil." 

Doane, Michael. Bullet Heart. New York: Berkley, 1994. 
In 1972 the construction of a golf course unearths a 
cemetery. The remains of the white settlers are buried 
again but the bones of a lone Sioux girl are sent to a 
museum. 

Doss, James D. The Shaman Sinas. New York: Avon-St. 
Martin's, 1994. 
It features a Ute shaman and Scott Parris, an Anglo 
police chief. Together they investigate the murder of a 
graduate student. Scott is lead into "worlds he has 
never known and an alliance with an elderly Native 
American mystic:" "Daisy Perika has no place in the 
modern world of cold rational science. Hers is the 
realm of the spirits—of ancient and sacred magic." Set 
in southwestern Colorado. 

The Shaman Lauahs. New York: St. Martin's, 1995. 
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Charlie Moon, Ute police sergeant, and Scott Parris 
come together again, as well as Daisy, the native 
shaman. The novel combines the Native American 
mysticism and the mundane materialism of rural 
Southwest. Charlie investigates the killing of a 
valuable buffalo; the killer mutilates animals. The 
shaman asks the pitukupf, the mischievous, 
unpredictable spirit to whom she alone has access. But 
the spirit cannot prevent the murdering of human 
beings. 

Dymmoch, Michael Allen. The Death of Blue Mountain Cat. 
New York: St. Martin's, 1996. 
About the murder of Native American artist Blue 
Mountain Cat. 

Edgerton, Clyde. Redeye. New York: Penguin, 1995. 
A western taking place at the turn of the century on 
the Colorado-Utah border. Also about the real 
historical event of the slaughter of pioneers by 
Mormons and Indians. 

Eidson, Tom. The Last Ride. New York: Jove-Putnam, 1995. 
About a child kidnapped by a band of renegade Apache. 

St. Acmes' Stand. New York: Berkley, 1994. 
Main character Nat Swanson helps three nuns and eight 
orphans who survived an ambush by the Apache. 

Evans, Max. Bluefeather Fellini. New York: Bantam, 1994. 
Featuring Italian-Taos Indian detective Bluefeather 
Fellini who "walks in two worlds." His search for 
life's greatest gifts and meanings takes the reader 
from the trenches of World War II Europe to the deserts 
and mountains of the American Southwest. 

. Bluefeather Fellini in the Sacred Realm. New York: 
Bantam, 1995. 
Bluefeather Fellini's new investigation embodies "a 
wondrous, revealing look at what might have created the 
world and what might bring it to the end." It also 
discusses the belief in the Underground, included in 
the lore of many Indian tribes. 

Hackler, Micah S. Legend of the Dead. New York: Bantam, 
1995. 
Featuring sheriff Lansing, a part-time rancher in New 
Mexico. The victim was a man who plundered ancient 
Indian sites. 

Coyote Returns• New York: Bantam, 1996. 
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Lansing investigates the murder of a Navajo leader in 
"a land torn between ancient spirits and high-stakes 
power struggles;" "a season of violence in a land of 
ancient myths." 

. The Shadow Catcher. New York: Bantam, 1997. 
Sheriff Lansing is "plunged in a bizarre world of 
legend and magic when he tries to solve the mystery of 
a serial killer who is leaving behind an owl feather 
near each of his ritually mutilated victims;" "a serial 
killer, an Apache legend, a time of murder and magic on 
ancient ground." 

Hager, Jean. Ravenmocker. New York: Mysterious P-Warner, 
1992. 
Featuring investigator Molly Bearpaw of the Native 
American Advocacy League. The novel uses the symbolism 
of Ravenmocker, "the most dreaded of Cherokee witches." 

. Redbird^s Cry. New York: Mysterious P-Warner, 1994. 
Molly investigates a murder occurred at the Cherokee 
National Museum: a lav^yer was struck with a poisoned 
dart. Then two ancient wampums are stolen from the 
museum. The plot confirms the Cherokee belief that 
"relics can unleash dark powers." 

. Seven Black Stones. New York: Mysterious P-Warner, 
1995. 
Molly must solve the riddle of seven black stones found 
near a dead man's body. 

The Spirit Caller. New York: Mysterious P-Warner, 
1997. 
The murder of a New Age woman in Tahleguah's Native 
American Research Library, a haunted building that used 
to be a jail. 

• The Fire Carrier. New York: Mysterious P-Warner, 
1996. 
Featuring half-Cherokee police chief Mitch Bushyhead. 
The novel features the Fire Carrier, an ancient 
Cherokee phantom. 

Hayes, J.M. The Grev Pilgrim. New York: Walker, 1990. 
Based on the true incident of the last uprising of 
Tohono O'odham Indians in 1940. 

Hillerman, Tony. The Blessing Way. New York: Avon-Harper, 
1970. 
The first novel featuring Joe Leaphorn; he and 
anthropologist Bergen Mckee stalk a wolf-witch; Navajo 
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Reservation. 

Dance Hall of the Dead. New York; Avon-Harper, 1973. 
A Joe Leaphorn mystery set at Zuni. 

. Listening Woman. New York: Avon-Harper, 1978. 
A Joe Leaphorn mystery set in the northwestern part of 
the Navajo reservation. 

. People of the Darkness. New York; Avon-Harper, 1980. 
The first mystery featuring Jim Chee, set around Mt. 
Taylor in New Mexico. 

. The Dark Wind. New York: Avon-Harper, 1982. 
The second Jim Chee mystery, set on the Hopi and Navajo 
reservations. 

The Ghostway. New York: Avon-Harper, 1984. 
Third novel featuring Tribal Policeman Jim Chee; Navajo 
reservation. 

Skinwalkers. New York; Avon-Harper, 1986. 
The first novel featuring both Jim Chee and Joe 
Leaphorn; set in Utah, Arizona, and New Mexico. 

A Thief of Time. New York: Avon-Harper, 1988. 
Second mystery with Leaphorn and Chee; set in Anasazi 
country. 

Talking God. New York; Avon-Harper, 1989. 
Third novel featuring Chee and Leaphorn; set on the 
Navajo reservation and Washington, D.C. 

. Covote Waits. New York: Avon-Harper, 1990. 
Fourth novel featuring Leaphorn and Chee; set in 
Arizona and New Mexico. 

. Mudhead Kiva. New York: Avon-Harper, 1992. 
Fifth mystery with Leaphorn and Chee. 

Sacred Clowns. New York: Avon-Harper, 1993. 
Sixth novel with Leaphorn and Chee. 

Hirsch, M. E. Dreaming Back. New York: Worldwide-St. 
Martin's, 1993. 
In Northern New Mexico a Boston artist investigates his 
sister's death and "encounters secrets involving Indian 
ceremonial grounds." 

Hoeg, Peter. Smilla's Sense of Snow. New York; Farrar 
Straus-Giroux, 1993. 
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In Copenhagen half-Inuit Smilla investigates the 
apparent accidental death of an Inuit child who lived 
in her building. The title refers to Smilla's ability 
to ^read' footprints in the snow. That knowledge allows 
her to disprove the official theory that the boy had 
fallen off the building's roof covered with snow. The 
novel was adapted into a movie. 
The movie Smilla's Sense of Snow is based on this 
novel. 

Jance, J. A. Hour of the Hunter. 1991. New York: Avon, 
1992. 
Diana Ladd, a teacher on the Tohono O'odham 
reservation, is terrified by "the dire peril foretold 
in dark, mystical omens and ancient Papago lore." 

Kersey, Colin. Soul Catcher. New York: St. Martin's, 1995. 
Black Wolf, a shaman and the last survivor of the 
Caribou people, goes on a sacred quest to Seattle, 
where he is murdered. This desecration causes 
mysterious deadly gale winds in the city. 

Kinsella, W. P. "Dance Me Outside." Dance Me Outside; More 
Tales From the Ermineskin Reserve. 1977. Boston: 
Godine, 1986. 21-28. 
Short story about the murder of a young Indian woman by 
a local white man. The racism of the community results 
in his acquittal. Both the young men and women who were 
the victim's friends have separate plots to avenge 
their dead friend. Set in Alberta, Canada. 
The movie Dance Me Outside is based on this short 
story. 

Lackey, Mercedes. Sacred Ground. New York: Tor-Doherty, 
1994. 
Private investigator Jennifer Talldeer is the Osage-
Cherokee granddaughter of a powerful Medicine man. Her 
job is to track down stolen Indian artifacts. The 
construction of a new shopping mall uncovers fragments 
of human bone and an Indian burial site where 
Jennifer's grandfather's grave has been destroyed. 

Laird, Brian Andrew. To Bury the Dead. New York; St. 
Martin's, 1997. 
A man goes to Los Angeles to bring back the body of his 
O'odham friend, but half-way back the body disappears. 

Levitsky, Ronald. The Spirit that Kills. New York; Onyx-
Penguin, 1995. (First published in 1993, by Macmillan; 
original title: Stone Bov) 
The detective is Nate Rosen, a lawyer defending Native 
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American leader Saul True Sky, who has opposed a 
highway cutting through the heart of sacred Lakota 
burial grounds, and now is accused of a brutal murder; 
set in the Pine Ridge reservation. 

London, David. Sun Dancer. New York: Simon, 1996. 
Sioux Indian Clem Blue Chest leads his tribe to regain 
control of their most sacred site, the Black Hills of 
South Dakota. 

McClendon, Lisa. The Blue Jay Shaman. New York: Worldwide-
Walker, 1996. 
Investigator Alix Thorseen looks for the murder of a 
woman from a New Age group. The major suspect is her 
brother-in-law, an Indian activist and defender of 
native Montana land. Alix follows a trail of "moonlit 
rituals and legendary artifacts." 

McGarrity, Michael. Tularosa. New York: Norton, 1996. 
The investigator is asked by his former partner to 
locate his son, a Navajo man missing from the high-
security range of White Sands. 

McGregor, Rob. Prophecy Rock. New York; Simon, 1995. 
Will Lansa, raised by his white mother in Aspen, spends 
the summer in the Hopi reservation, where his father is 
the tribal police chief. Lansa investigates an unusual 
murder: "a body has been found near a sacred place and 
some suspect it is the work of a powaqu, a witch. Will 
finds himself caught up in the mystical visions of 
ancient prophecies." The author has written also the 
eight novels composing the Indiana Jones series. 

Padgett, Abigail. Child of Silence. New York: Mysterious 
P-Warner, 1993. 
Child abuse investigator Bo Bradley examines the 
circumstances of the finding of Weppo, a non-Indian boy 
in a shack in Southern California. She senses danger 
after seeing the Paiute mystic who found the boy; set 
in the Paiute reservation. 

Turtle Baby. New York: Mysterious P-Warner, 1995. 
A Mayan baby, whose name means "Turtle Baby," survives 
a near fatal poisoning. Bo Bradley "guided by Mayan 
mysticism, will uncover a dark secret." 

Moonbird Boy. New York: Mysterious P-Warner, 1996. 
Detective Bradley goes to Ghost Flower Lodge, a 
psychiatric healing center "firmly rooted on Indian 
soil," to recover from the death of a relative. Her 
roommate is murdered and her son is named "Moonbird 
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Boy" by the local Indians. 

Page, Jake. The Stolen Gods. New York: Ballantine, 1993. 
First novel of a series featuring Mo Bawdre, the blind 
Anglo detective, and his Anglo-Hopi girlfriend, Connie 
Barnes. A major dealer in Native American art is 
murdered. "This crime is related to another just as 
devastating: the theft of Hopi deities, potent—and 
dangerous—sacred objects." Set in the Hopi reservation 
and Santa Fe. 

. The Deadly Canvon. New York: Ballantine, 1994. 
Mo and Connie investigate a murder in a remote desert 
station in southwestern New Mexico. 

The Knotted Strings. New York: Ballantine, 1995. 
A film company is shooting on location near Santa Fe, 
and some local natives resent their filming on tribal 
land. Suddenly the man who has leased the land dies, 
and the leading man in the movie is murdered. With Mo 
Bawdre and Connie Barnes. 

. The Lethal Partner. New York: Ballantine, 1996. 
Mo and Connie are involved in the search for the murder 
of a Santa Fe art gallery manager. The owner of the 
gallery has discovered seven previously unknown 
paintings by Georgia O'Keeffe. After the murder the 
paintings disappear and the gallery owner is charged 
with the murder. 

Parrish, Richard. The Dividing Line. New York: Onyx-
Penguin, 1994. 
Legal thriller featuring Brooklyn born attorney Rabb, 
who becomes the lawyer for the BIA in Tucson, and an 
Indian man he defends because he has been accused of a 
series of brutal crimes; set in the Tohono O'odham 
reservation. 

Versions of the Truth. New York: Onyx-Penguin, 1994. 
Attorney Rabb defends a rapist-killer from an Indian 
reservation in the Southwest. 

Wind and Lies. New York: Dutton-Penguin, 1997. 
Another case for attorney Joshua Rabb, who "lives, 
loves, and practices law on the razor edge of passion 
and prejudice that separates the Papago Indian 
reservation and the lily-white community of Tucson, 
Arizona in 1947." He "is torn in two when overwhelming 
evidence seems to condemn his Bureau of Indian affairs 
boss and best friend Ed Hendly for the savage sexual 
murder of a beautiful young Indian woman." 
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Ross, David William. Eve of the Hawk. New York: Avon, 
1995. 
"A mystery with an historical setting. Kiowa and 
Comanche join together in terror and brutality to halt 
a young nation's relentless march westward... dangerous 
banditos roam open plains... and runaway slaves reach 
for freedom." The main character, an Anglo man, brings 
his wife to the area in order to raise a family and to 
build a dream, which would endure through two 
generations of cruelty, lust, betrayal, and dark 
secrets... and the crazed blood vengeance of a fearsome 
warrior chief. 

Savage Plain. New York: Avon, 1996. 
While a family saves a group of fugitive slaves "on the 
frontier the powerful Comanche-Kiowa tribe stands, 
fearsome and proud, to battle the white invaders to the 
death." 

Satterthwait, Walter. At Ease with the Dead. New York: 
Worldwide-St. Martin's, 1991. 
An investigator in Santa Fe is hired to find the 
remains of a Navajo leader. His bones vanished 60 years 
before and the circumstances of the disappearance 
unveil a murder. 

Stabenow, Dana. A Cold Blooded Business. New York: 
Berkley, 1994. 
The detective is Kate Shugak, who once was "the star 
investigator of the Anchorage D.A.'s office. Now she's 
gone back to her Aleut roots in the far Alaska north— 
where her talent for detection makes her the toughest 
crime-tracker in that stark and mysterious land." An 
oil company is trafficking in drugs. Kate goes 
undercover to find a cocaine connection along the 
TransAlaska Pipeline. 

. A Cold Day for Murder. New York: Berkley, 1992. 
A young national park ranger disappears, as well as the 
investigator going after him. Kate hunts for answers 
among the pipeliners. 

A Fatal Thaw. New York: Berkley, 1993. 
Kate investigates a mass-murder occurred on the first 
day of Spring. 

Blood Will Tell. New York: Berkley, 1996. 
Stabenow's latest novel of the Kate Shugak's series is 
the most concerned with issues affecting the Native 
Alaskan population. "The Alaska Federation of natives 
convention has convened, and a vote that will determine 
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the future of the tribal lands tops the agenda. 
Tensions are running high—high enough to raise 
questions about the recent death of a Niniltna Native 
Association Board meiober. Kate has always avoided 
tribal politics. But she is soon drawn into an 
investigation beset by lies and deceit. And the more 
she learns, the more she discovers how deeply she is 
tied to the land—and to what lengths she will go to 
protect it." 

Dead in the Water. New York: Berkley, 1993. 
Kate investigates undercover the disappearance of two 
crew members from a boat on the Bering Sea. 

Plav with Fire. New York: Berkley, 1995. 
Kate investigates the murder of a local preacher. 

Straley, John. The Woman Who Married a Bear. New York: 
Signet-Penguin, 1992. 
Private investigator Cecil Younger investigates the 
murder of a Native American hunting guide. This takes 
him "to the dark heart of the northern wilderness, and 
from a sordid tangle of sex and greed to primitive myth 
and magic." Set in Sitka, Alaska. 

Thesz, Fredda. Pueblo Suite. Sun Lakes, AZ: Book World, 
1995. 
A psychological thriller. A non-native woman named 
Stephanie has recently acquired a hotel named "Pueblo 
Suite," located near the sacred four peaks of Navajo 
and Hopi reservation. On the opening night she finds 
out that a grizzly murder has taken place in the hotel: 
"left behind is the smell of peyote and a severed right 
arm beneath a Navajo spread." Stephanie asks herself if 
it is a symbolic warning. 

Thurlo, Aim^e and David Thurlo. Blackening Sona. New York: 
Forge, 1995. 
Ella Clah, a Navajo woman and an FBI agent, solves her 
father's murder by tracking down the witches who killed 
him. 

. Death Walker. New York: Forge, 1996. 
Having left the FBI, Ella is now a special investigator 
with the Navajo tribal police: she investigates the 
assassination of a Navajo elder by skinwalkers. 

van Gieson, Judith. The other Side of Death. New York: 
Simon, 1991. 
An Albuquerque lawyer goes to a reunion of old friends: 
one of them is found dead in an ancient Indian ruin. 
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Young, Scott. Murder in a Cold Climate. New York; Penguin, 
1988. 
Featuring Inuit Inspector Matthew "Matteesie" 
Kitologitak of the Royal Canadian Mounted Police. While 
investigating the disappearance of a plane suspected of 
transporting drugs Matteesie witnesses the murder of a 
leading spokesman for native rights. Set in the 
Canadian Arctic region. 

. The Shaman^s Knife. New York: Penguin, 1993. 
Inspector Matteesie investigates a double murder in the 
Arctic village of Sanirarsipaag during which his own 
mother is also injured. "It takes all his knowledge of 
Inuit ways—and the help of a native shaman—to find 
the killer." 

Zollinger, Norman. Raae in Chaoadera. New York: Forge, 
1991. 
The son of a renegade sheriff returns to his hometown 
of Chapadera to find that one of his friend has been 
murdered and "the Apache's hatred against his family 
revealed." Now he must protect the Apache woman he 
loves. 
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