
Multicultural Mysteries at the Nichols Library
In the wake of Stieg Larson’s ‘Girl Who’ series, Scandinavian crime 

fiction is much in vogue. Our latest is The Leopard by Jo Nesbo. The death of a female 
MP, an apparent suicide, begins to look a little different in light of two other recent 
murders. Small similarities between these seemingly random killings indicate that   a 
single killer is at work. If this story appeals, you might also want to try Henning 
Mankell’s Wallander series.   

On the continent, the French of course have George Simonen, author of the 
Maigret stories. This droll but insightful insightful investigator was a classic figure of the 
golden age of mystery.  The stories by Sebastian Japrisot have a more contemporary feel. 
A Very Long Engagement is the story of a young woman's search for her fiancé, whom 
she believes might still be alive despite having officially been reported as "killed in the 
line of duty."    In Spain, Arturo Perez-Reverte spices “his tale of mystery and murder 
with characters straight out of Paradise Lost.” Recommended, The Fencing Master and 
The Club Dumas.  Italy’s Umberto Eco crafted one of the great literary mysteries in The 
Name of the Rose, in which the apparent suicide of a monk is revealed to be a crime 
concerning an ancient manuscript.  Author Donna Leon is from New Jersey but her 
Venetian crime series featuring   Commissario Guido Brunetti have an admirable 
atmosphere and sensibility. In Drawing Conclusions (2011), Brunetti investigate the 
death of a widow. The medical examiner rules that she died of a heart attack, but Brunetti 
can’t shake the feeling that something or someone may have triggered her stroke.  
Another outsider looking in is Philip Kerr, whose “Berlin Noir" series, featuring P.I.  
Bernie Guenther, opens a window to post-war Germany.  

In the Soviet Union, crime fiction was frowned on as a low form of literature. 
This inspired Boris Akunin to create a detective novel which nobody would be “ashamed 
to be caught reading.” His character, diplomat Erast Petrovich Fandorin, deals with spies 
and assassins against a backdrop of the Russian imperial court.  The series deliberately 
explores every subgenre of the detective novel and address different types of human 
character.  Also worth a look is the Investigator Renko series by Martin Cruz Smith. 
Although an American, Smith has a good feel for glasnost-era Russia, and, in Renko, has 
created a believable Russian equivalent of the hard-boiled P.I. 

Israel’s Batya Gur uses the crime genre to reflect the social  and political  strains 
in her country.  In Bethlehem Road ,  the body of a young Yemeni woman is discovered 
in the attic. Her neighborhood is famous for its impenetrability to outsiders.  His 
investigation exposes a business of kidnapped Yemenite children and ties to the  Intifada 
of 2000.

Moving east, we have Thailand’s Sonchai Jitpleecheep, a straight cop in a 
crooked society.  In Bangkok 8, Sonchai is on a mission to capture his partner’s 
murderer, His  quest for vengeance takes him into a world much more sinister than he 
could have ever imagined. Created by Englishman John Burdett,  this thriller has its   
sensational elements but readers listeners would be wise to follow the lead of Buddhist 
narrator Sonchai, who is more interested in the graceful acceptance of life's puzzles than 
in their resolution.      

Finally, from China, Death of a Red Heroine by Qiu Xiaolong, the death of a   
model worker poses a difficult investigation for inspector Chen Cao, a poet and translator 
assigned to the police during the cultural revolution. His investigation reveals the girl had 



a secret life which no one wishes to discuss, one that involved a well placed public 
official.   The story  offers a peek into the tightly sealed, often crooked world of post-
Tiananmen Square China.


