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General Comments on Series 
Those of you leading discussion on the crime fiction series 
might enjoy Crime Fiction Canada 
(http://www.brocku.ca/crimefictioncanada/). 
 
Although originating in Canada and having a special 
category for Canadian crime writers, the web site is not 
geographically limited. Searchable. Good links. 
 
 Deborah Spangler Koelling, Ph.D. 

 

They are all great selections. It should be a wonderful 
series. If I could alter it for future series, I'd want to include 
The Terrorist by Sjowall & Wahloo. I don't know if you 
know their work. Even if it can't be worked into the series, 
I'd recommend you read it for your own pleasure. It is 
simply wonderful. Sjowall & Wahloo were a pair of 
journalists in Sweden who wrote a series of 10 detective 
novels between 1965 and 1975. The series is in some 
respects a chronicle of the failure of the Swedish welfare 
state. It would work well in the series because it is a police 
procedural--a significant subgenre of detective fiction not 
really represented in the group. (Listening Woman doesn't 
seem to me a real representative of the police procedural.) 
If I had to replace a book, it would be the P.D. James, but 
only because she is a descendant of sorts of Sayers. 
 
The Terrorist is the last book in the series, and one of the 
best. You get a keen sense of good people struggling to 
do their best in a system where incompetence is common. 
 
Rob Koelling 

 

. . . .I just ran across a new reference tool our librarian has 
just gotten in. It's entitled Beacham's Encyclopedia of 
Popular Fiction. The publication lists it as "A multi-volume 
compilation of analytical essays on and study activities for 
the works of authors of popular fiction. Includes biography 

data, publishing history, and resources for the author of 
each analyzed work." I was impressed with it, for it offers 
the kind of overview and analysis of popular fiction which 
is often difficult to find in small libraries. The essay on 
Sjowal & Wahloo -- my favorite Swedish mystery writers--
was first rate, as were a couple of the other essays I 
looked at. This might be a useful resource for book 
discussions.  
 
Rob 

 

I'm working with the Crime and the Cultural Landscape 
series here in Powell. Detective fiction, because of its 
formulaic nature, seems to lend itself to a series format. 
Often those series become one long novel, so it becomes 
important to read them chronologically.  
 
It's natural for folks in the book discussion series to want 
to read more by a particular author, and I've just turned up 
three wonderful resources to help generate those lists.  
The first two are by Willetta L. Heising: Detecting Women 
2 and Detecting Men: A Reader's Guide and Checklist for 
Mystery Series Written by Men. Detecting Women came 
out in 96 and is now in its second edition. It lists detective 
series by women. It includes a brief biographical blurb on 
each, followed by a chronological listing of the novels in 
each series the author wrote. The lists are combined and 
sorted in multiple ways. Detecting women was such a 
success that Detecting Men followed. Detecting Men is in 
large format and runs 448 pages. Both are in paperback 
and available from Amazon.com. Each is also available as 
a pocket checklist which just lists the books in the series. 
 
The main limitation with each is that they are limited to 
authors currently living. Thus, no Stout or Upfield or 
MacDonald (Ross or John D.)  However, there is another 
resource for the "historical" series. It's The Whole Story: 
3000 Years of Sequels and Sequences, compiled by John 
Simkin, (Thorpe 1996). It is not limited to detective fiction, 
but it seems pretty complete. 
 
Rob Koelling 

 

Several years ago, I wrote in a final report after having led 
this series in a couple different locations that I thought the 
mystery series offered some fine reading but that the 
books didn't make for good discussions. I felt like the 
discussions tended to focus on immediate details (good 
clue-ing, colorful settings, etc.) and didn't provide enough 
opportunity to elevate to broader humanistic themes. I also 
felt that many readers have deeply preconceived likes or 
dislikes concerning crime novels, and that they came into 
this series either so familiar with crime fiction that these 
books bored them, or so disinterested that they weren't 
eager to discuss them. The latter group attended simply 
because they liked being part of the book group. 
 
To a certain degree, though not entirely, I've changed my 
tune.  
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Asked to lead this series after a hiatus from it of a couple 
years, I was forced to re-assess my approach to the books 
and the series as a whole. This time I tried overall to do a 
more workmanlike job of ferreting out deep cultural 
themes contained in the novels to share with the group. 
Sometimes that meant following up on historical issues 
(change ringing, Navajo chants, nuclear power in England, 
the early days of the Mormon Empire). I read more of 
every author's works in order to follow threads in their 
writing which open windows for discussion (like James 
Lee Burke's tendency to juxtapose scenic beauty and 
human evil). I studied some of the stuff that's been written 
by critics of crime fiction about the literary aspects of the 
genre, and also some fluff, like the magazines for crime 
novelists that are all about how to get published. 
 
All of this added up to a much more rewarding experience 
of the series for me and, I think, for my groups. 
 
This is one of two series (the other is "Confronting the 
Past") for which I think the order of the books makes some 
difference. It's best if these books can be read in 
chronological order, or at least as close as possible (a 
demand which makes scheduling tougher at WCH, I 
know). Seeing how the genre has developed over the 20th 
Century is an important angle. That was difficult to 
accomplish in Crowheart, where we read the books in no 
particular order, ending with the oldest.  
 
Peter Anderson 

 

At our last meeting here in Thermopolis we played a 
"detective game"called "Murder in the Dark" from the first 
short story in a book by Margaret Atwood called Good 
Bones and Simple Murders. It is simple and easy to play. I 
had hoped to do this at our first meting of the Crime and 
the Cultural Landscape series but it was too light in the 
room when we began meeting in May. I made a copy of 
the rules for everyone to keep, since it can be played by 
any age group.I'll send you my game rules if you want to 
pass it on to bdtalk-ed.  
 
********** 
 
Here are the rules from Margaret Atwood's Murder in the 
Dark: 
 
How to play the game: 
 
1. Fold up some pieces of paper and put them into a hat, 
bowl or the center of the table. One piece of paper has a 
black X on it and one has a black spot on it. All the other 
pieces are blank. There should be as many papers as 
players.  The one who gets the X is the Detective. The one 
who gets the black spot is the Killer and keeps it secret. 
 
2. The Detective leaves the room, turning off the lights.  
 
3. Everyone gropes around in the dark until the Killer picks 
a Victim. The Killer can either whisper,"you're dead," or 
he/she can slip  his/her hands around the throat of the 
intended Victim and give a playful but decisive squeeze. 
 

4. The Victim screams and falls down.  
 
5. Everyone must stop moving around except the 
Killer,who of course will not want to be found near the 
body. 
 
6. The Detective counts to ten from the time of the Victim's 
scream, enters the room and turns on the lights.  
 
7. The Detective may now question anyone but the Victim, 
who is not allowed to answer, being dead. 
 
8. Everyone but the Killer must tell the truth. 
 
9. The Killer must lie!  
 
From: Atwood,Margaret. "Good Bones and Simple 
Murders".1994. Published by Nan A. Talese, Doubleday, 
New York, N.Y. Copyright 1983, 1992, 1994 by O.W. 
Toad, Ltd. 
 
We played this game at our last meeting of the 
Thermopolis group. I also had a copy of Margaret 
Atwood's little book "Good Bones and Simple Murders" 
,1994, which is the source of the game in the first short 
story entitled Murder in the Dark where she describes the 
first time  that she played the game and relates it as the 
author, reader and critic in a book in place of the 
killer,victim and detective.  
 
Joy Fisher Evans 
 

A Study in Scarlet 
Nine of us met in the Lander library's temporary quarters 
to begin  the Crime series with A Study in Scarlet.  The 
group was evenly  divided between devoted mystery 
readers with a wide range of tastes in this genre and 
novice mystery readers (including me).  Both groups  
brought energy to the discussion; it was hard to get a word 
in from  me!  I asked the "devoted" group to come up with 
authors and names of  books for the whole group.  That's 
going to be fun.  The group wanted  to know why these 
books were chosen and that led to a brief  discussion of 
the history of crime writing.  I pointed out that we would 
continue that discussion as we moved on to Sayers, 
Hammett, and  finally PD James.  As we introduced 
ourselves, I asked each reader to  comment on why 
he/she thought we read crime/mystery books.  Some of  
the responses were to learn of different places, people, 
and values,  to see how standards of right and wrong 
change, to read a good book  that also has a puzzle, to try 
to figure out the puzzle, to know that  a resolution will 
appear and all will be right in the world, even  though it 
isn't right in OUR world, and, finally, to escape!We 
proceeded to talk specifically about A Study in Scarlet, 
beginning  with the author.  Several in the group had read 
all of the Holmes  stories and novels and we began with 
Doyle's displeasure at his  reputation resting on the 
Sherlock Holmes mysteries.  We speculated  about his 
interest in spiritualism and the impact this late in life  
interest had on his reputation.  And we laughed at how 
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"real" Holmes  is to readers, even today, with statues 
everywhere and even fan  clubs. The Holmes impact 
continues to be felt; just check out the  television show 
"House" and see if you don't find some similarities  to 
Sherlock Holmes (and Dr. Watson).   From that topic we 
moved on to  talk about Dr. Watson (and subsequent 
"sidekicks" in fiction), how  the police are seen by Holmes 
and he is seen by them, Holmes' methods  and his 
knowledge, the sense of place and the part Victorian 
England  plays in the book, and finally why the Mormon 
section is included.   One reader, an 8th grade teacher, 
brought along a "youth" version of  A Study in Scarlet."  In 
this book the Mormon section has been  excised and a 
brief summary of events necessary to the story has been  
inserted.  This section is said to be "too tedious" for 
students!  In  summary, I thoroughly enjoyed the group 
and we are off to a wonderful  fall series of reading and 
sharing information about mysteries.    
 
Barbara Gose (9-4-08) 
Reading Wyoming 
Wyoming Humanities Council 

 

Right around 20 people gathered in little Story for our first 
discussion of this series.  We had done the series when it 
first came out many years ago in Story, but it turned out 
that only one of those attending last night was in on that 
series, and she said she was happy to read the books 
again this time.   
 
I began by setting up the series and trying to suggest what 
kinds of humanities issues we would be exploring because 
I found before that the series didn’t overtly lend itself that 
naturally to a broader discussion of humanities issues and 
people tended to get immersed in the story itself.   I asked 
the group to particularly think about what the books reveal  
of  the culture in which they were written.  Luckily, we are 
reading the books in a chronological order from earliest to 
latest, so that opens opportunity for discussion of 
progression and changes.    
 
I asked the group to list the expectations they bring to a 
detective novel which brought up the character of the 
protagonist (detective), the sidekick, the often inept police, 
etc.  which abound the genre.  They could see where A.C. 
Doyle was the initiator of many of these stereotypes 
 
 We talked about the Victorian era in England and the 
reflections of that in the book.  It’s interesting to note that 
Doyle’s “bad guys” were almost always foreigners 
(Amercians, Germans, French, etc). 
 
Several in this group are big Sherlock Holmes fans, so I 
deferred to them in explaining the whole gamut of the 
relationship between Watson and Holmes and that this 
novel introduces many of the elements that have become 
part of the myth of Sherlock Holmes.  Several in the group 
decided they were going to read all of the Sherlock 
Holmes novels (in order!). 
 
Of course, a discussion of this novel always includes the 
Mormon story, and we talked about why that story had 

such appeal in England during the Victorian era with its 
elements of sensationalism. 
 
It was a lively group overall because everyone seems to 
have read lots of crime and detective fiction and was 
anxious to bring it in to the discussion. 
 
Norleen Healy 

 

Alta: The discussion began with a conversation about the 
difference between thrillers and mysteries. One of the 
criteria offered was that thrillers begin by telling you who 
did it. While this measurement may or may not be true, it 
provided a fruitful thread for the dialogue to follow. This 
novel, it was felt, is a true mystery.  
 
Some participants felt that the characters were mere 
caricatures. This observation opened a discussion about 
what makes characters well-developed, what aspects of 
their personalities need to be examined in order for a 
reader to feel intimate with the character.  
 
We discussed the notion of science and empirical 
investigation as the savior of humankind. We also talked 
about different methods for knowing things or learning 
things. A reader, anticipating the Hillerman novel later in 
the series, compared Joe Leaphorn's intuitive 
understanding of events with Sherlock Holmes' 
observational approach. The Mormon aspect of the story 
didn't bother this group as it has other groups I've worked 
with in Wyoming.  
 
--Peter Anderson  

 

Basin discussion  
 
I was unable to obtain the BBC version of A Study in 
Scarlet; as I understand it, we are in a different DVD zone 
than Europe and can't play a disk made in the UK. I also 
discovered the original 1933 version, set in the Thirties in 
England; the odd thing: it is a completely different story 
from the book. So we watched the modern Sherlock. The 
viewing didn't add much to our understanding of A Study 
in Scarlet, but we gained in good food and camaraderie.  
 
The discussion later that week hit a high of nineteen 
participants, touching on Holme's conflict with authority in 
Scotland Yard; his perceived upper class behavior, 
contrasting to other characters; and of course, the 
Mormon flashback. I had asked an LDS participant to think 
about what she might offer to the group to point out the 
factual errors in Conan Doyle's portrayal of the Mormons, 
which led to delicate questioning into the history of the 
church.  
 
--Claire Gabriel Dunne  

 

The Wright discussion was well attended by a collection of 
fine damsels who said they were pleasantly surprised by 
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Sherlock Holmes. They like the "politically incorrect" 
Holmes, and they were very taken by the characters.  
 
The reviews I read had talked about the incorrect 
information on the Mormons related by Doyle but the 
participants especially like the description of the 1880s 
crossing of the desert plains and the initial history of Salt 
Lake City.  
 
They liked the detailed description of the murder scene 
and felt like they had walked into that Victorian house. 
They talked about the two extreme contrasts of the 
western American and old English landscapes and people. 
"He still speaks to me," said one of the ladies.  
 
The discussion included identification of Holmes' 
eccentricities and Jefferson Hope as hero or villain. 
Comparing past and present values they concluded that 
"there's nothing new under the sun; the more things 
change the more they remain the same." And they were 
intrigued by the concept of looking at events backwards as 
discussed in the final chapter.  
 
Claire Dunne  

 

The group participants approached this book with a lot of 
enthusiasm and interest.  They seemed to enjoy the 
background I provided on Doyle (what an interesting 
person as well as talented author).  We discussed the 
many factors that inspired Doyle’s development of 
Holmes, et al, as well as Doyle’s impact upon the genre.  
The discussion centered for some time on Holmes’ 
characteristics as a detective, his relationship with 
Watson, his use of deductive reasoning, the window he 
provides on British culture, and various other issues.  The 
group enjoyed the development of the mystery and for the 
most part enjoyed and appreciated the long flashback 
back to the American West.  We discussed Doyle’s critical 
portrayal of the Mormon Church and its derivation from 
contemporary attitudes regarding the Church as well as 
recent analyses of this period in the Church’s history (see 
Jon Krakauer’s book).  The group was also interested in 
Doyle’s treatment of women, notions of justice, the effects 
of revenge, etc.  We also addressed the significance of the 
title of the book with several interesting theories being 
posited about art, revenge, murder, etc.  Many enjoyed 
this book over the other British authors that we addressed 
and we had an interesting discussion comparing Holmes 
with Sam Spade as well.  The group was amazed that this 
was Doyle’s first book and that he wrote it in such a short 
period of time.  We also spent some time discussing the 
treatment of Doyle’s work in film and television programs. 
 
Erich Frankland, 2-16-04 

 

There were fourteen of us in attendance for this Sherlock 
Holmes discussion.  I began the discussion with 
biographical information on Doyle, with an emphasis on 
how he despaired of his reputation resting on the Sherlock 
Holmes stories.  I also passed around pictures of London 
at the time.  The group was especially interested in 

pictures depicting the plaque noting the meeting place at 
Holmes and Watson at St. Bart's hospital and the 
telegraph office that Holmes used!  This lead to a spirited 
discussion of all the websites, organizations, societies and 
books dedicated to making Holmes real and why this 
happens; that people, even during Doyle's lifetime, 
assumed the reality of this fictional character.  Other 
subjects of discussion were why the Mormon section was 
included, why this particular Holmes book was chosen, 
what we learned of the characters of Holmes and Watson 
and which we identified with, and how Doyle fits into the 
world of crime writing.  I got good help from several 
readers who have read not only a lot of different mystery 
writers, but most of Sherlock Holmes. I asked the group 
how they felt Victorian England affected Doyle's writing 
and characterization and whether the book elicited a 
sense of place as much as the other (American) crime 
novels we have read.  Carol Deering, our project director, 
asked that readers come next month with a list of favorite 
mysteries and/or authors and she will compile a list for 
further reading.  It was a fun discussion and we look 
forward to the Sayers book next month.  I do have a 
request.  Could someone on the discussion list tell me 
how to find the article referenced, "No Gore, Please - 
We're British?"  I can't find it on the NY Times web site.   
 
 Barbara Gose 

 

We had a  lively discussion in Meeteetse on A Study in 
Scarlet, Sherlock Holmes's first appearance in fiction. 
Most-but not all-of the people had read and enjoyed 
Sherlock Holmes before. Similarly, our group included 
people who are widely read in detective fiction, but others 
for whom this was their first introduction.  
 
We spent time on several topics:  
 

• The typical pattern of discovery in a Sherlock 
Holmes story.  

• A character sketch of Holmes.  

• Watson's symbiotic relationship with Holmes (as 
his role as the dim-witted one in narrative 
structure). 

• The typical detective fiction pattern of order 
disrupted/order restored.  

• The degree of moral ambiguity that we 
(individually) can tolerate in popular fiction.  

• A comparison of Holmes to literary precursors-
Poe's Dupin and France's Vidocq.  

• The detective of ratiocination, and how that 
technique invites the reader's involvement.  

• "Fair play" in a detective novel.  

 
Our most interesting discussion, however, focused on 
Doyle's sensationalistic use of Mormonism in the novel 
and the borderline personality characteristics of Holmes.  
The novel's huge flashback-the episode which explains 
our antagonist's conflict with Mormons in Utah-fascinated 
us. In the first place, it's a startling break in the novel's 
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continuity. Many readers reported temporary 
disorientation; they even wondered if A Study in Scarlet 
was two novels in one. But we also marveled at the 
apparent lack of sensitivity Doyle displays in his depiction 
of Mormonism. This led to a great discussion on 
stereotypes of cultural groups in popular literature. We 
finished by speculating why Doyle would include Mormons 
as the particular motivation in this novel. Perhaps, we 
concluded, the United States's westward expansion was a 
topic of universal interest (here alluding to London's 
fascination with Buffalo Bill's shows), and perhaps 
America's colonial efforts were a safer way to include 
sensationalism in the novel (the titillation of polygamy 
combined with overtones of white slavery) than to explore 
Britain's own colonial holdings. (Although Doyle does 
explore the ramifications of British colonial rapacity in 
stories such as "The Three Pips.")  
 
One of the group's participants mentioned that Sherlock 
Holmes seemed a lot like Hannibal Lector (antagonist of 
Thomas Harris's grisly series). We decided that both men 
viewed themselves superior to other humans and above 
society's laws, with one key characteristic differentiating 
them: moral sensibility.  
 
I gave the participants Ronald A. Knox's essay called "A 
Detective Story Decalogue." In anticipation of Sayers, I 
also gave them a list from Sayers's unfinished address on 
"The Craft of the Detective Fiction" in which she outlines 
the basic practical necessities for the detective hero.  
 
Deb Koelling (Meeteetse group) 

 

At the first meeting of the Crime & the Cultural Landscape 
series, I usually try to describe the literary aspects of 
murder mysteries. These I describe as follows:  
 

1) Good murder mysteries are about the relationship 
between social well-being and social dis-ease. The 
detective is a mediator who negotiates the chasm between 
those categories. 

2) Good murder mysteries tend to be epistemological in 
their approach to understanding the world. They explore 
how we come to know or discern the difference between 
facts and pure ideas (like justice and ethics), not simply 
the way things are. 

3) Mysteries usually fall into two broad structural 
categories: 

"Objective" mysteries focus on the whodunit aspects, the 
intricacies of the diabolical plot. "Subjective" mysteries 
focus primarily on the psychology of murderer and/or 
detective. Some mysteries successfully address both. 

4) A mystery story is fundamentally about the inversion of 
culture into chaos via the perpetration of the worst sort of 
crime (usually a murder) and its redemption into order 
through the pursuit of truth and justice. Mysteries usually 
have mythic overtones. Mysteries are cathartic.  But I try 
not to get too deep into this stuff until well into the 
discussion.  

 

In Dubois, the readers leapt into "A Study in Scarlet" 
vigorously. Most liked it a lot.  
Note to discussion leaders: Some LDS readers object 
strenuously to Doyle's treatment of Mormons in this story, 
as may be expected. In Dubois, this was the case with one 
participant, who fortunately is a strong enough personality 
that she didn't hesitate to voice her annoyance with the 
story on that point, even though she was the only Mormon 
in the group. This brought on a discussion of the historical 
view of Mormons, and how they've been treated in fiction 
and pop culture, especially abroad, over the last century 
and a half. 
 
Doyle didn't invent detective fiction, but he was the first 
big-time practitioner, and I made use of the fact that we 
started the Dubois series with this seminal book to outline 
the developmental history of the genre.  
 
Regarding the story itself, I suggested four directions for 
discussion: (1) Who seems to be the pivotal character, 
Sherlock Holmes or Dr. Watson? (2) Why did Doyle select 
the Mormons as the cultural vehicle for this story? (3) 
What is the larger significance of Holmes' deductive 
abilities? (4) Which aspects of "A Study in Scarlet" are 
realistic and which are romantic?  Finally, I suggested that 
the story indicates something about Doyle's view of late-
Victorian culture, namely, a belief that the messiness of 
human culture could only be disciplined into orderliness 
through strict adherence to science, observation and 
calculated factual knowledge. Doyle's reason-versus-
passion seesaw, I postulated, reflected an intellectual 
obsession of his era, as evidenced in the explosion of 
psychoanalysis onto the scene at that time. 
 
Peter Anderson (Dubois group) 

 

We didn't run into the problem I sometimes have leading 
discussions of this book in Western Wyoming - that Doyle 
ascribes villainy to some Mormons, particularly Brigham 
Young. In fact, I think all of these readers really enjoyed 
this book. The main topic of discussion was, as is usually 
the case, the book's startling narrative shift halfway 
through. We spent considerable time discussing reasons 
Doyle might have taken that approach. 
 
We also dwelt on the series in its entirety. In Crowheart, 
we did not read the books in chronological order - we 
jumped around radically in time and between continents. 
To synthesize our thoughts about the genre, we reviewed 
the books we had read one at a time, which helped lend 
perspective to the overall picture. 
 
Peter Anderson 

 

. . . I read some biographical information about Arthur 
Conan Doyle from an Internet site 
pantheon.yale.edu/~yoder/mystery/doyle-bio.html and 
from vol.122 of Contemporary Authors. This brought about 
a discussion of Doyle's work in spiritualism and the 
psychic realm. This information and Doyle's writings on the 
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Boer War and "serious' topics was not of much interest to 
the group as Sherlock Holmes .  
 
We talked about the fact that we hear of Sherlock 
everywhere as in the term "elementary" used in the 
vernacular.  Everyone liked the book . Holmes' "brain attic" 
stimulated discussions of how much information one can 
keep in one's brain without being cluttered. Some people 
thought it was great that Holmes limited himself to what 
was essential for his chosen career even though he didn't 
feel it was necessary to understand the Copernican theory 
of the universe. Watson provided the balance for Holmes' 
narrow vision. I pointed out that Doyle was writing during 
the time of Freud's discoveries of the mind in psychology 
when limitations were thought to exist on the amount of 
knowledge that the brain could hold. Today we know that 
with PET scans and modern technology  the brain is 
limitless. Someone said that just imagine what Doyle's 
detective could incorporate in his study of crime with DNA 
and computers today. Everyone thought it would be 
wonderful to be able to deduce as much information as 
Sherlock could do by just observing a person. Today it is 
very difficult to do that because people dress in a variety 
of ways and often have multiple roles especially young 
people who dress like "hoodlums" with tattoos and 
piercings but are really nice kids. 
 
We had an extensive discussion of the need for Part II and 
the background of Jefferson Hope. I had picked up a copy 
of A Study in Scarlet from the youth section in the library 
before the books arrived. Part II and any discussion of 
Mormonism was completely eliminated from the story. 
After sharing this information with the group most people 
felt that the romantic story in Utah was essential to 
understanding Hope's need for vengeance and the desire 
of the reader to have him catch up with Drebber and 
Stangerson. 
 
As we discussed who were the victims in the story several 
members identified with Lucy Ferrier as the poor young 
girl . One member who was perplexed at the fact that John 
Ferrier never married suggested that his relationship with 
Lucy might be incestuous. Other members came to his 
defense saying that had he married it would have been 
more difficult to protect Lucy. Most of us wondered why 
John Ferrier had not escaped from Salt Lake sooner. Of 
course, then there would be no story. 
 
We did not have any Mormons at the meeting but several 
people spoke of Mormon friends. This part of the book 
stimulated quite a discussion on Doyle's awareness of the 
Mormons and the migration of the Mormons in the 1840s, 
sanitizing the past in preparation for the coming Olympics 
in Salt Lake City and the Mountain Meadows Massacre. 
One member said that the monument to the Massacre has 
been changed since she saw it last to indicate that the 
incident never happened. Alex Service made me aware of 
a book written by Sir Richard Francis Burton after he 
traveled from England to Salt Lake City in 1860 called The 
City of the Saints; And, Across the Rocky Mountains to 
California . Arthur Conan Doyle traveled to Utah himself 
later in life on a lecture tour on Spiritism.  I posed the 
question from Sherlockian.Net:The View Halloa by 
Rosemary Michaud Did Sherlock Holmes regret tracking 

down Jefferson Hope? The consensus was that he did not 
regret finding the killer , that a case is a case, and Holmes 
would be dispassionate about Hope. As for the victims, 
Stangerson and Drebber, there were comments like "good 
riddance" and "no big loss" that they were justly deserved 
deaths typical of Holmes' stories. Several people thought 
that a person driven through desperation and hate as was 
Jefferson Hope would more likely in today's society take a 
lot of people with them like Timothy McVeigh and others 
bombing a building or random shooting instead of 
pursuing these two for so long. 
 
After translating the Latin phrase at the end of the book 
that explains why Holmes lets Lestrade have the credit for 
the capture one member said it reminded her of a 
statement that says "Be careful when you heed the 
applause of the crowd that they would cheer as loudly if 
you or I were on our way to the gallows." We don't know 
the source . But that concluded our stimulating evening. 
 
Joy Fisher Evans  

 

This was the first meeting of the first book discussion 
program in Ranchester or Dayton. We spent some time 
with introductions and setting up what WCH's goals are in 
the book discussions. Then I set up the series by asking 
them to talk about why we read "escape" literature and 
particularly, what it is that appeals to us about crime and 
detective literature and what expectations we bring to it. 
We tended to agree that, most of all, we expect justice to 
be brought to bear and there's a real comfort in knowing 
that somehow it will be. We certainly had no trouble 
relating that sense of security to that which is lacking in 
our real world. We spent some time on this. I think 
everyone needs to be able to express feelings about Sept. 
11 and the aftermath. 
 
Eventually we talked a bit about Doyle himself and 
Victorian England. Our discussion of the novel initially 
centered around Watson and Holmes. They liked Watson, 
of course, and we talked about his function and why we 
identify with him. This group really picked up on the 
reflections of that relationship in much of the fiction of that 
genre that follows clear up to some of the TV shows today. 
Of course, it didn't take long to get into a discussion of the 
Mormon section in the book, and there were lots of 
questions and opinions expressed. Several members said 
they were amazed at how separate the two parts of the 
book seemed, and yet how it all got tied together. They 
really liked the book. I don't know why I've been surprised 
at this both times I've done this book! 
 
Norleen Healy (Tongue River Library group) 

 

We had a lively discussion about A Study in Scarlet, which 
was especially heartening because this was the first 
meeting for this newly formed group.  First we talked about 
the series in general, and then we fit the book into that 
discussion. Of course, there were animated remarks about 
the section on Mormons. We also discussed the appeal of 
Holmes, the pattern of discovery, Doyle's style and scene-
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setting, the realistic and unrealistic aspects. We talked a 
lot about how the Sherlock Holmes books are a reflection 
and a response to the culture in which they were written. 
Our discussion about the style and pattern of this book will 
help us discuss the development of the detective novel in 
sessions to come. 
 
Maggie Garner (Rock River group) 

 

This was our first meeting and the first time I'd done this 
series, so I felt a need to really prepare. As it turned out, 
the group wasn't particularly interested in my researched 
and dull notes on Arthur Conan Doyle and Sherlock 
Holmes, nor the history of English detective/crime fiction 
etc. Thank God they wanted to move right on to more 
interesting discussion starting with that section on Utah 
and the Mormons. We talked about Victorian England and 
how Doyle really got to approach some sensational stuff 
like polygamy and rape by going to Utah. 
 
Interestingly, the group didn't seem at all concerned about 
the abrupt shift in voice and the stereotyped characters (I 
pointed out all the English "Lucy" characters who are too 
good and pure to survive the contamination of the real 
world); they liked that they knew enough about 
Mormonism to see how Doyle took what would have been 
some generally accepted and loose historical background 
and adapted it to his purpose. This led to a discussion of 
how fictionalized history so often becomes the popular 
conception of the real history.  
 
When we did get back to Holmes and Watson again, I 
really wanted to center the discussion of character on 
what this particular, and first of the series, reveals (this 
was hard because several in the group had read many of 
the novels and stories and knew more how the characters 
develop). We decided that Holmes wasn't really as much 
of a scientific machine as he claimed (he played the violin, 
liked old books, went to concerts etc) but was certainly a 
product of the thinking that science and reason can 
explain everything. One member of the group offered the 
idea that Doyle used the Mormon part to contrast that by 
going into a stark work of black and white characters and 
almost primal motivations. I suggested that Doyle was 
young, poor, and quite anxious to be published and wrote 
something that he just thought might sell without any idea 
of what he was getting himself into with this little novel, all 
of this which led us to think about his audience then and 
now and to analyze what made these books so popular. 
On the whole, the group liked the novel, found it very 
accessible, and several members said they intended to 
follow up by reading other Sherlock Holmes stories. 
 
We ended by talking about what expectations we 
generally bring to a crime story so that we can think about 
how the novels in this series are and are not formulaic. I 
asked them to think about what differences characterize 
British and American novels as they read this series. Later 
I'll share that great article someone in bdtalk alerted us to 
in the NY Times ("No Gore Please - They're British"). I did 
warn them about the campanology in our next book, The 
Nine Tailors.  I'm relieved to note that I think we'll have fun 
with this series. 

 
Norleen Healy (Story group) 

 

We discussed the origins of the detective novel and how 
Doyle would have been influenced by Poe and even, when 
it came to the long section about Mormons, Mark Twain. 
We talked about literary devices and how, in this story, the 
murder may have been little more than a vehicle for Doyle 
to expound on Mormons, popular sport at the time. Our 
one representative of the LDS faith was absent. I hope the 
book didn't scare her off. The rest of the group was very 
respectful and emphasized how the Mormon section was 
dated and largely steeped in myth. The "relay of 
information" in Sherlock Holmes is a study in itself, and we 
discussed how it differs from Hamett and Burke. I prefaced 
The Nine Tailors and then we made popcorn and watched 
the movie version of The Maltese Falcon; best bet going 
on a snowy night in Kemmerer. 
 
Jon Billman 

 

We’ve done the three American novels; this was the first 
of the British.  We spent some time talking about the 
culture of Victorian England and how it’s reflected in the 
novel, especially in terms of science and reason and the 
sense of complacency (maybe superiority?)  so 
characteristic of the period and culture.   We had an 
interesting discussion about the different ways American 
and English view themselves and each other.   The group 
liked the book even though taken aback by the odd 
intrusion of the Utah/Mormon section.  We talked a lot 
about that because two of the members of the group are 
Mormon, one who has done extensive history on the 
Mormons in Utah.  Needless to say, he set us straight on 
some of Doyle’s faulty geography and history.  We agreed 
that a little knowledge can indeed be a dangerous thing 
even allowing for literary license.  Some had read other 
Sherlock Holmes and elaborated on the characters of 
Watson and Holmes as they were developed through the 
series.  Most of the clues for the development were 
present in this book, even to a suggestion of Holmes’ 
erratic behavior and his drug use revealed in later stories.   
Of course they liked the way Holmes could figure out 
things given the same information and clues as everyone 
else who couldn’t follow the threads.  
 
  
 
I tried to prepare them for The Nine Tailors for next time 
since that is the one that I’ve found the most resistance to 
from the last group. 
 
Norleen Healy 

 

The discussion began with the treatment of the Mormon 
culture.  Some were unaware of the Mountain Meadow 
Massacre, and there was no one present to counteract 
Doyle’s representation of the violence and exclusivity in 
the community.  There were some laughs at the 
description of the geography of the plains, and the 
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“mountains” to the west of Salt Lake City.  We examined 
Holmes’s prototypical rational man, and its overtones of 
Logos at the expense of Eros.  This led into a very lengthy 
and energetic discussion of the patriarchy, both then and 
now, the absence of meaningful women in the book, the 
misogyny implicit in the Mormon’s polygamy, and the 
changing opportunities for women in America, albeit still 
clouded by restricted economic parity.  It was interesting to 
see how the book led to this tangential yet very relevant 
topic, and the energy in its attendant discussion. 
 
Bob A. Brown 
 
 

 
This is a group I hadn't facilitated before, so we began by 
introducing ourselves to each other.  It turned out that 
several in the group were not "regulars" but had been 
drawn to the Crime and Dectective theme of the series, 
even two men!  I started the discussion by explaining what  
the "cultural landscape" aspect of the series was asking us 
to consider.  We talked about why mysteries and crime 
novels are so popular, why we like them.  We decided that 
even though there was a certain amount of the 
predictability (justice is exacted) and that we bring certain  
expectations, the really "good" ones in this genre offer 
more than that.  We talked at length about the Victorian 
period as "cultural landscape"  and how the novel reflects 
so many of the values of that period and of a conservative 
member of the society (Doyle).  I gave them some 
background on Doyle and his influences;  actually there 
were two devoted Doyle readers in the group who gave us 
lots of interesting background! 
 
 d on him.  In our discussion of the novel, we of course 
analyzed the characters of Watson and Holmes and how 
they play off each other as "head" and "heart".  The 
Mormon section came quickly into the discussion.  Several 
said they felt like they were reading two novels.  I pointed 
out that Holmes was in need of money when he wrote this 
book and was likely picking up on the interest in the whole 
Mormon issue and the American West  that was so 
fascinating to the English and highly sensationalized.   We 
talked about the elements in the novel that have become 
prototypical to crime and detective fiction:  the inept police, 
the "sidekick", and the characteristics of the protagonist.  I 
asked the group to consider why these Sherlock Holmes 
stories have remained to popular to this day even though 
they aren't what we would consider "great " literature.   
 
As we were wrapping up, everyone was anxious to tell us 
about  his/her favorite authors of the crime and detective 
genre, and then by the end of the discussion, a few, who 
hadn't read it, had been convinced to read Under the 
Banner of Heaven and some others were going into the 
library to check out some other Sherlock Holmes books.   
 
Norleen Healy, Sheridan 

The Maltese Falcon 
Eleven readers gathered to talk "hard boiled cop" and life 
in the 1920s.  We had a great discussion, but I must 
confess that I failed  to convince these good readers that 
the setting was important or that  there was a strong 
"sense of place" in the novel.  They absolutely  insisted 
that the story could have taken place in any large city.   
One person commented that the characters were so 
compelling that she completely forgot about the setting 
and even the plot.  Everyone  loved the book, loved the 
descriptions (well, one or two felt Hammett  would never 
get away with such "wordy and overblown" phrases,  
considering today's editors), and loved the dialogue.  It 
was simply  a lovefest!  All agreed that they wanted to 
read more Hammett.   Several were disappointed to hear 
that Hammet didn't particularly  like The Thin Man, as they 
had loved both the book and the subsequent  films.  I 
talked about Hammet's life and the life of the nation in  the 
1920s.  We examined the characters: what motivated 
Spade, how  women were portrayed, sex in the novel, 
homosexuality, and the  portrayal of police.  The film of the 
book was discussed.  We ended  by comparing crime 
novels in Britain to those in the United States  during the 
1920s.  It was fun to look back on Sayers (and even  
earlier to Doyle) and notice how much more street wise, 
urban, and  professional the American detectives are.  
We'll meet a British  professional next in Devices and 
Desires.  
 
Barbara Gose 
Reading Wyoming 
Wyoming Humanities Council 

 

Story Library 
 
I've done this series before and I always find The Maltese 
Falcon to be difficult book to get an energietic discusssion 
going.  This time I decided to emphasize the "culture" 
aspect of the theme.  We talked about the period of the 
late 1920's - post WW I, the depression, the "jazz age", 
etc.  I pointed out that one of the biggest themes in art and 
literature responding to the pressures of the time was 
disallusionment in the old order, the old rules.  This helped 
launch the discussion of the characters and themes and 
the reader's response to the novel.  Someone pointed out 
that it’s a help to read the novel by putting ourselves into 
that time period instead of reading it from the perspective 
of today.  We contrasted that first person point of view in 
the previous novel, A Study in Scarlet, to the third person 
(almost objective) in this novel and looked at how that 
affects the readers understanding of what's going on 
because some of the group complained that they weren't 
given any clues as to how Spade came to know some of 
the things he did about the murders. We also discussed 
how this point of view influence the sense of detachment 
we felt from the characters.  We compared this detective 
novel to some of the contemporary ones in which the Sam 
Spade prototype is clearly seen.  The discussion turned 
out to be quite lively.  We ended by watching a bit of the 
movie. 
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The Wright Branch Library book group is consistently full 
of good conversation, and Sam Spade was no exception 
for ideas. Dashiell Hammett's The Maltese Falcon 
provides plenty of comparison between then and now. Of 
course, poor Sam took some bashing "Who'd want to do 
business with him?" But then we had to consider the time 
and the place, and Hammett's personal history and 
experiences really helped with that. The ex Pinkerton man, 
scriptwriter, adulterer, socialist and victim of McCarthism 
helped pull together the time and place.  
 
San Francisco's cultural or physical landscape was not 
well described, until we looked at the details left out of the 
book: the boat burning does not describe the waterfront 
well; the dark alley where Archer was killed; the hills and 
streets Sam walked; the business office and his home. 
There was a lack of scenes but lots of discussion, so it is 
the characters who became the comparison: Sam, hard 
bitten, rude to women but a magnet to them; Cairo and the 
homosexual scene of the era; Spade's cigarette habits; 
Brigid O'Shaughnessey liar, thief, manipulator. The 
characters explained the difference in 1930 and today as 
clearly as anything.  
 
--Patty Myers  

 

Alta: We only spent a limited time period (perhaps thirty 
minutes) discussing this novel before settling into a cozy 
loft to watch the Humphrey Bogart film of it. In our 
discussion, the subjects of nobility and heroism kept 
surfacing. Many of the readers found little or none of these 
qualities in Sam Spade. Others read him as emblematic of 
the problems with nobility and heroism in the modern (and 
post-modern) eras.  
 
All readers commented favorably on the cinematic quality 
of the narrative style and the harsh lighting the book casts 
on its characters and their struggles. We briefly traversed 
Hammett's colorful personal history before digging into the 
popcorn.  
 
--Peter Anderson  

 

Basin: The film version of the Maltese Falcon followed the 
book more closely than any of the others in the series, 
many lines taken verbatim from Dashiell Hammett. We 
discussed the hard boiled detective, a new type of 
character in crime novels, and whether we felt he was 
ethical on his own terms. Since almost every scene was 
nighttime, we felt it set the mood for the film noir trend the 
Falcon began. Of course, much was said about Sam 
Spade's treatment of women, and wondered if the three 
women in the book were facets of a single complicated 
person. We noticed the homosexual character in the book 
was downplayed in the movie by Peter Lorie.  
 
--Claire Dunne  

 

A good core of dedicated readers showed up on a snowy 
night in Cokeville to discuss The Maltese Falcon. I let slip 

my bias that this is, unarguably, the best book in the 
series. I began by handing out a fun glossary of “hard-
boiled detective terms” and we discussed such things as 
“Chicago lightning”, “Harlem sunsets”, “getaway sticks” 
and the like. I then read Raymond Chandler’s Ten 
Commandments for the Detective Novel. Sevaral of the 
points are, frankly, stupid and we shot them down like a 
“chopper squad.” But we applied them to The Maltese 
Falcon. We talked about the characters, especially Sam 
and Brigid. The book’s amazing dialogue and brilliant 
machine-gun tempo. One participant, who loved the book, 
spoke of how his father used to roll one-handed cigarettes. 
That led us into a discussion of Spade-as-iconic-cowboy. 
Would anyone care to drink with anyone who doesn’t like 
The Maltese Falcon? I don’t think so. I hope the couple of 
us who love this book convinced the others that The 
Maltese Falcon transcends the genre and deserves its 
place on the classic mantle. Next month it’s back to 
buttoned-up England.  
 
Jon Billman  

 

Although the group was a bit smaller than usual [12], they 
were extremely enthusiastic to begin discussing this book.  
Many had read the book previously or seen one of the 
films based on it.  Before getting to the book, we 
discussed Hammett’s background and other 
writings/actions.  This discussion seemed to turn on some 
lights regarding why Hammett approached the subject in 
the way he did and further illuminated his characters.  We 
also discussed the differences between American and 
British mystery fiction (based upon the three that we have 
read) as well as audience expectations in these different 
cultural settings.  The group liked the action, fast-paced 
approach to the story though some (Anglophiles?) found 
the plotline superficial and boring.  We spent a fair amount 
of time discussing the detective approach portrayed in the 
novel, the picture of American culture, gender 
relationships, and the portrayal of honor/trust.  Most of the 
group regarded the book as a “light” read while others 
stressed its far-reaching impact upon the genre both in its 
literary and visual forms.  A couple of participants could 
not get over their distaste for Spade and expressed a 
dislike for the whole book.  It is interesting that the group’s 
gender make-up was split on this “macho” book with the 
men and women split on the appeal and value of the book 
(some on both sides).  The group is eagerly looking 
forward to Doyle next time. 
 
Erich Frankland, Casper College group, 12-03 

 

A dozen Rock Springians had their usual lively discussion 
of “The Maltese Falcon.”  Among the points talked about 
were:  
 

1. the ambiguity of Spade’s morality—this “blond 
Satan” for whom the jury will forever be out, on 
whether he would have “acted differently if the 
falcon had been real,” as Brigit claims; in a larger 
sense, the uncertainty of “good” and “bad,” “right” 
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and “wrong”—much more than in any other book 
we’ve read 

2. how Spade is a prototype, a first of his kind, the 
same way that Sherlock was  

3. the nature of “hard-boiled fiction”—how it has 
remained a vital genre; how it is a true “American 
form”—with a paternity in Whitman and a sibling 
in Hemingway, for instance 

4. the possible meanings of the Flitcraft tale; the 
ways that the story sheds light both on Brigit and 
on Spade (how Sam goes one better than 
Flitcraft, because he maintains his 
unpredictability, whereas Flitcraft surrenders his) 

5. the compelling power of GREED 

 
In the latter part of the meeting, we watched a couple of 
segments from the classic film—the last long evening in 
Spade’s apartment, the moment when Gutman tears the 
wrapping off the bird (which was especially well done, 
depicting how lust overcame everyone in the room—
Spade included), Spade’s last scene with Brigit. These 
excerpts provoked a last round of conversation about the 
characters and their motives.  
 
 Rick Kempa, 12-03 

 

To my dismay, only one other reader (besides me) loved 
this book.  I talked about the history of fiction/film noir and 
how Dashiell Hammett, as an originator, is much of the 
reason behind the negative stereotypes that so upset the 
group.  Hammett’s life was as vital/interesting as his fiction 
and we discussed his various careers from stevedore to 
Pinkerton man.  We opened the hood on the Falcon and 
looked at Hammett’s use of voice, language, and tempo.  
We talked about the narration allowing an outside-looking-
in perspective on the characters, which is, I believe, 
extremely effective here.   After all that Edwardian British 
crime fiction, weren’t we ready for some rat-a-tat San 
Francisco black-alley hardboiled adventure?  Apparently 
not.   
 
Jon Billman 

 

Generally there was a sense of surprise at having enjoyed 
a book that is clearly in the hard-boiled, hard-drinking, 
womanizing style which Hammett fathered. This led to an 
interesting discussion of why we like, or at least find 
intriguing, the anti-hero. Of course, character and 
motivation are two of the clearly important aspects of the 
novel. 
 
In a cultural context, one has to wonder if this is 
representative of the culture of the early Depression era. It 
obviously looks at a sub-culture that is outside the 
mainstream, and the reactions to a gay character playing 
a major role in a work of this time period was interesting. 
That topic led us to a discussion of acceptance. Likely the 
hard-drinker was accepted as a functioning alcoholic, but 

sexual preference outside of the norm would be a closet 
item and less open.  
 
Wayne Deahl 

 

Hammett was a bit too tough for the taste of some 
members of the group.  We talked about the universe Sam 
Spade inhabits, a universe of corruption, dishonesty, and 
greed.  (We did not get into a discussion of the falcon as 
an emblem of the destructive powers of capitalistic greed.  
Some things you just can't do on a first night.)  Several 
members were bothered by the seeming amorality of Sam 
Spade.  I responded by pointing to those passages where 
Spade says, "Don't be too sure I'm as crooked as I'm 
supposed to be." 
 
However, I did point out that Spade has solved the crime--
that is, figured out who killed Archer--by page 16 of the 
text.  In all of his interactions with Brigid after that, he 
knows she is the murderer.  If you reread the book and 
keep that in mind, it puts a whole new slant on his 
character.  He never really lies to her, and he is willing to 
go to bed with her, even though he knows she killed his 
partner. 
 
This brings up the Flitcraft episode.  A number of 
members of the group found the episode puzzling.  It is an 
odd digression in a book which otherwise seems tightly 
woven.  I argued that the Flitcraft episode is an attempt on 
Spade's part to warn Brigid that she does not understand 
what she's up against. 
 
Flitcraft is the business man who is almost killed by a 
falling beam.  Discovering that life is a random, not 
orderly, affair, he deserts his family and creates a whole 
new life for himself.  What he does not realize is that after 
he creates a new life for himself he has slipped back into 
his old habits and patterns.  Spade tells the story to Brigid 
as an oblique warning to be wary of falling beams.  Brigid, 
for all her manipulativeness and corruptness, still assumes 
that men are predictable--that life is an orderly affair she 
can work to her advantage.  All of the "bad guys" in the 
novel share her fallacious assumptions about Spade.  
Gutman says on several occasions, "There's never any 
telling what you'll do or say next, " but he does not 
discover just how unpredictable Spade is until it is too late 
for all of them. 
 
Rob Koelling 

 

We opened with a test to determine which of our folks 
would have made the best hard-boiled, 1930s detective. 
The test consisted of hand rolling a cigarette. We really did 
not have anyone successfully pass the test, though a few 
demonstrated their sixties credentials, wink, wink.Those 
did not look exactly like a cigarette. This whole effort 
derived from he fact that Spade is always, it seems, rolling 
a cigarette.Tobacco played a prominent role in the book 
and things have changed. By the way I could not find Bull 
Durham in the sack anywhere in Rock Springs. (Aside, 
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interesting that the local MiniMart had ZigZag papers but 
no tobacco for making cigarettes.) 
 
We also discussed the fact that Hammett never tells us 
what his characters are thinking and we speculated as to 
whether there were clues to their thoughts in their body 
language which he describes so well. We also discussed 
that the characters were kind of stereotypical and almost 
caricatures. But maybe that is truer with hindsight. None of 
the characters except Effie elicited any sympathy from our 
group. We discussed Spade's "code of honor" but 
concluded that it wasn't much of a code. He does say if 
your partner is killed you ought to find the killer. But then 
immediately says of course, if you are a detective having 
your partner killed may be bad for business so you ought 
to find the guys that did it for business reasons. 
 
We also talked about Spade's lack of "political 
correctness" in dealing with women and his disdain for the 
police as a contrast to British mysteries. A few folks liked it 
because of its adventure story but most of the group did 
not find it very stimulating. We concluded by watching a 
few minutes of the film version and discussed how 
Bogart's physical appearance did not match Hammett's 
Sam Spade but how he carried it off with attitude.The 
group was impressed by how closely the movie dialogue 
follows the book. 
 
Dave Kathka 

 

A fun discussion. I arrived a little late, having driven 
through a furious blizzard over two mountain passes at 
twelve miles an hour all afternoon. Nevertheless, we had a 
good time. The initial discussion, of course, was about the 
hard-boiled detective style. We talked about the language, 
the mannerisms, the humor, the bitter irony, the 
atmosphere and its effect on the reader.  We spent some 
time talking about the era, with a few participants 
producing recollections of their childhoods or their 
parents'. Politics, economy, social turmoil and changing 
mores all played into Hammett's novels, and we touched 
on those things, albeit briefly. 
 
An interesting discussion topic: The way "shared guilt" 
plays a role in both "The Nine Tailors" and "The Maltese 
Falcon," but the extraordinarily different ways those two 
books approach that subject. I told a very pared-down 
version of Hammett's biography, including his run-ins with 
McCarthy and the IRS and his life with Lillian Hellman. For 
fellow BD facilitators: Hammett is great for prose games. 
He does things like this: On page 35, Brigid is introduced 
by a speech she makes in which she says "I" 29 times and 
"me" 18 times - a trifle self-centered, perhaps? Earlier, he 
sets the irony spinning when he describes Spade as 
looking "rather pleasantly like a blond satan." Likewise, his 
characters, his narrative and his plot perform sarcastic 
mimicries over and over. It's fun to mark this stuff while 
reading and share it with the group. 
 
Peter Anderson 

 

A good, brisk discussion. We talked a lot about how the 
books seems so unlike the old black and white movies, 
and yet how we read this book feeling like we're in a 
movie, and how our perspective on works of this sort have 
been distorted, perhaps, by time and media treatments. 
Readers commented on the cartoon-like aspects of the 
characters. Participants enjoyed the pared-down 
storytelling style. We related it to other writers working at 
the time, such as the expatriates in France. In the end, the 
book seemed to many to be a vehicle for macho male 
caricature, and readers compared Sam Spade to, among 
others, James Bond. 
 
Peter Anderson (Crowheart group) 

 

The weather was cold and snowy, the roads were slick, 
but the Meeteetse book discussion group turned out about 
a dozen people for Dashiell Hammett's The Maltese 
Falcon. I brought my replica of the falcon for atmosphere. 
 
Reading The Maltese Falcon immediately after The Nine 
Tailors is a wonderful exercise-the worlds the books depict 
are totally different . . . cozy versus hard-boiled. Most in 
the group decided Sam Spade's secretary, Effie Perine, is 
the only admirable character in the whole novel. Everyone 
else, they said, is out for him- or herself. Although I made 
the case for Spade having a hard core of integrity which 
he will not betray, I don't think I won any converts for him.  
 
We spent time discussing the dark atmosphere of the 
book (similar to the Edward Hopper's Night Hawks) and its 
parallel moral murkiness. We focused on issues of trust, 
betrayal, and being (needing?) a fall guy; isolation; greed 
as motivation; the symbolism of the Flitcraft episode; sex 
as a unit of exchange; ambiguous sexuality; the portrayal 
of the city's police force; and various individual 
characterizations. We touched on Hammett's prose style 
as representative of the American vernacular. In 
anticipation of Devices and Desires, I handed out W. H. 
Auden's essay "The Guilty Vicarage" (1946), in which 
Auden analyses the essential elements of detective fiction. 
Auden seems appropriate since P. D. James focuses 
upon sin, guilt, and innocence. Near the end of the essay, 
Auden says,  The magic formula [of the detective story] is 
an innocence which is discovered to contain guilt; then a 
suspicion of being the guilty one; and finally a real 
innocence from which the guilty other has been expelled, 
a cure effected, not by me or my neighbors, but by the 
miraculous intervention of a genius from outside who 
removes guilt by giving knowledge of guilt. (The detective 
story subscribes, in fact, to the Socratic daydream: "Sin is 
ignorance.")  
 
Deb Koelling 

 

We watched some of the 1941 movie by John Huston with 
Humphrey Bogart as Sam Spade. Two people had never 
seen the movie. Everyone agreed that Bogart was a great 
Sam Spade but he surely did not fit the description. I had 
an article from the San Francisco Chronicle Magazine 
April 15.2001 "The Thin Man, Redux" by Michael Taylor 
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describing a new book about to be released Selected 
Letters of Dashiell Hammett 1921 - 1960 by Josephine 
Hammett Marshall and Richard Layman which had several 
photos of Hammett. Most people thought that Hammett 
looks like Sam Spade, sometimes described as a blond 
Satan. It was certainly agreed that his writing drew mainly 
from his own experiences as a detective with the 
Pinkerton Agency. It was also commented that Nick 
Charles of The Thin Man was patterned after his own life 
with Lillian Hellman. He said he used her as the model for 
Nora Charles.  
 
Our group is made up of all women so the discussion 
developed around the way that Hammett portrayed the 
women in The Maltese Falcon. We felt that none of them 
were fully realized characters and preferred Effie over 
Brigid and Iva. It also seemed as though Gutman's 
daughter served no purpose at all. I guess the John 
Huston thought so too since she is not in the movie. When 
Spade tells Effie that she is "a damned good man sister" 
p.160, it was the highest form of a compliment from a 
"macho" man typical of the era. This led to a discussion on 
how women are treated today especially in offices, sexual 
harassment, objectification and religious toward women 
over the ages as second class citizens.  
 
Everyone wondered how Sam got paid. He seemed to be 
an average guy ,albeit glib, with not much of an income in 
spite of the fact that he saw detection as his business, a 
job to make a living,unlike Sherlock Holmes who was 
more intellectual and solved crimes for the challenge or to 
solve a puzzle. We talked about the differences between 
the British "cozy" mysteries that take place in the drawing 
rooms and the "hard-boiled" type created by Hammett in 
the "mean streets and alleys". Most people felt that if it 
was a good story that held your attention it didn't seem 
that one was superior or inferior to the other. One person 
said she read to escape whether it's a mystery or a great 
novel as long as it takes her to another place it is 
satisfying. One person compared Spade to the western 
lone cowboy hero ,especially the rolling of all those 
cigarettes and his independence. 
 
There was a comment on how our heroes have continually 
been more and more degraded or unethical from the time 
before W.W.I to the present time and that we don't expect 
them to be great anymore. Someone mentioned the ethics 
of Wilkie Collins to Doyle to Spade and so on. This was 
only our second book in the series so we will probably see 
this theme continuing. Everyone said that reading 
Raymond Chandler's "The Simple Art of Murder " helped 
with the reading experience. Most of the characters were 
considered pretty despicable and exemplified the futile 
quest of greed. Some were surprised at the idea of Cairo 
as a homosexual and Wilmer as a "gunsel" which Ask 
Jeeves defines as a homosexual gunman circa 1930's and 
later as a small gunman. One person also found it 
interesting that Hammett described everyone by their 
colors. Brigid was pink, Cairo olive skinned. We were a bit 
put off by the yellow eyes that seemed evil but not real.  
We all felt that The Maltese Falcon is timeless and very 
appropriate to the series.  
 
Study Questions 

 
 1. Why should anyone read "The Maltese Falcon"? 
 
2. What are the main differences between this American 
detective novel and British detective stories? How does 
Raymond Chandler describe them in "A Simple Act of 
Murder"? Do you agree or disagree with Chandler? Is he 
right when he says that the "average detective story is 
probably no worse that the average novel? 
 
3. Does a mystery novel have to reflect the real world of 
crime to be valid and enjoyable? Is a mystery story about 
the real tragedy of murder? 
 
4. Is the detective novel escapist literature? Is all reading a 
form of escape? How would you support your answer? 
 
5. Of the three women in the book--Brigid O'Shaughnessy, 
Effie Perine, and Iva Archer--are any fully realized, or are 
perhaps all three, as stereotypes, three sides of one 
woman? As a stereotype, what does it say about Spade 
when he tells Effie,"You're a damned good 
man,sister"(P.160)? 
 
6. How is Spade's distrust of power manifested in his 
actions? How important is distrust as as aspect of his 
character? See pp.19 and 170. 
 
7. A blatant stereotype is Joel Cairo:"This guy is 
queer"(p.42), Effie informs Spade when the perfumed 
Cairo comes to the office. Is a homosexual character 
effective or necessary in the plot? Would he be as 
effective without stereotyping? Why do you think Hammett 
created him? 
 
8. Near the end of the story, Spade says to Brigid,"Don't 
be too sure I'm as crooked as I'm supposed to be"(p.215). 
What evidence is there that he's not crooked? Does honor 
temper greed in his negotiations with the others in the hunt 
for the black bird? How are greed and ruthlessness 
packaged here so that ultimately we might not care 
whether the characters are crooked or not? Does style 
compensate for all in the hard-boiled genre? 
 
9. Is the Spade-Gutman relationship one of justice versus 
corrupt wealth of one of equals competing for the same 
prize? Must, as Chandler implies, the best of detective 
stories contain a detective who is "everything...a man of 
honor..the best man in the world? 
 
10. Why do you think the movie version of The Maltese 
Falcon, does not include the speech by Spade in chapter 
7, describing Flitcraft (p.61). Is it a matter of pace and 
plot? How much is he telling Brigid about himself by 
choosing to relate this story? Can it be considered 
"existential"? Would you say that The Maltese Falcon, as 
a whole, can be considered "existential? 
 
11. How did knowledge of the movie effect your image of 
the characters? Were you able to see Spade as described 
by Hammett as a tall blond or did Humphrey Bogart come 
to mind? If so did it effect your ability to enjoy the book? 
 
Joy Fisher Evans 
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This was our first meeting for this series, so I spent some 
time setting up the series—talking about the genre, 
establishing themes, expectations, etc. I reminded them to 
think in terms of the “cultural landscape” when they read 
these novels and we talked about what that means (I know 
this seems elementary, but we had an interesting 
discussion here.  We talked about how our own cultural 
landscape and how abruptly it changed on September 11).   
 
In our discussion of the novel, we talked about the world 
the characters inhabit, how the institutions that generally 
represent positive values i.e. community (including family), 
religion, law, etc. are not upheld at all in this novel.  We 
talked about the dark world the people inhabit, generally 
devoid of traditional ethics and morality, which got us into 
a discussion of the concept of the anti-hero and, of course, 
Sam Spade.  We talked about how the novel reflects the 
period in which it was written – aftermath of World War I 
with the end of Puritanism, the Depression, Prohibition, 
gangsters, and all the rest.  Of course we talked about the 
genre of the “hard boiled detective” that grew out of this 
novel, and how the style of the novel allows us to be 
outside the world it represents, looking in and feeling 
somewhat relieved that all that moral ambiguity is not “our 
world”.  Hmmmmm 
 
We talked about how seminal this novel is to the American 
genre of crime/detective fiction.  The group mentioned lots 
of examples of the influences from Hammett we see in 
subsequent novels, movies, and TV shows. 
 
I have at least one person in the group who is going to be 
offended by the language in our next novel – Black Cherry 
Blues, so I tried to set that novel up a bit, reminding them 
about the “cultural landscape” theme again. 
 
Norleen Healy (Clearmont group) 

 

Fun book, fun discussion! We discussed the Falcon's 
machine gun, cracker-jack language. Hard-boiled physical 
descriptions, etc. But what was most interesting was the 
debate over whether the Falcon is literature or merely an 
escapist cartoon. We talked about the time in which it was 
written and the book's effect on pop culture through today. 
Some were sad to have learned that all the best lines on 
NYPD Blue are stolen from this novel. 20 participants is, I 
think, a record for Kemmerer. Readers here are very 
excited about this book list. 
 
Jon Billman (Kemmerer group) 

 

This novel came later in the series; we’ve done the British 
novels and Listening Woman.  Of course the cultural 
aspects represented in this novel are so very different 
from those that we spent a lot of time talking about the 
loss of traditional values, the anti-hero, and the moral 
ambiguity of the novel in general.  We considered what 
cultural signs apparent in the 1920’s were being reflected.  
Some people in the group said they rather quickly quit 

being all that concerned about solving the murder and just 
got interested in the characters.  One said that as far as 
he was concerned the novel is about two people, Spade 
and Brigid, and about the moral complexity of their 
characters.  Interesting to me was that a few said they 
thought of Sam Spade as a “good guy” from the first 
because that’s what their expectation was, and they were 
able to sustain that view throughout.  It really does make a 
difference, as I think Rob Koelling pointed out, to read the 
novel with the view that Sam knows all along who killed 
Archer.  I did that this time.  I’m still not sure, though, that 
that’s a definitive approach;  but it does work.   
 
Someone said the characters seemed almost like 
stereotypes, which allowed for a good discussion about 
how they might seem that way now because they are, 
instead, prototypes who define the stereotypes!   The 
same can be said about Hammett’s writing style.  
 
 
 This group never lets me down --they love talking about 
the books, and they never indulge me by automatically 
agreeing with me. 
 
 We ended late by looking at the last scene in the movie.   
 
 Norleen Healy (Story group)  

 

Those who read the book liked it. We discussed the 
development of the hard-core detective figure and the 
characteristics of Sam Spade. Members agreed that they 
wouldn't want Sam as a friend, but he is a fascinating 
character. We compared Bogart with the description of 
Spade in the novel. 
 
We also talked about the other characters and their 
stereotypic qualities. All agreed that Effie was the only 
character who elicited sympathy. Within our discussion of 
characters, we touched upon Spade's attitude toward the 
police and women as well as the unusualness (and 
possible reasons for) inclusion of a gay character. 
 
Ideas that we looked at were betrayal and trust, greed, 
and guilt. We also talked about Spade's own code of 
integrity. 
 
Other books we have read during the series were easy to 
compare and  contrast: The Maltese Falcon's atmosphere 
in contrast to the atmosphere in The Nine Tailors; The 
Maltese Falcon's emphasis on sin, guilt, and  greed, 
reminiscent of Devices and Desires; Spade in contract and 
comparison with Sherlock Holmes. We contrasted Spade 
with the more gentlemanly detectives that we have so far 
encountered. 
 
Maggie Garner 

 

The Torrington BDG, for its last session this year, met to 
discuss The Maltese Falcon.  The discussion flowed along 
around the personalities and values of the principal 
characters, with considerable attention to the women, in 
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addition to Sam Spade.  Joel Cairo also seemed of 
particular interest.   As usual, the comments of other BDG 
scholars were very helpful to me with this.  I attempted, 
with very lively response, to shift the discussion of the 
representations of greed and power in the book to 
contemporary issues based on the same dynamics.  We 
compared Cheney’s refusal to disclose information with 
Spade’s (Sam came out as the more commendable 
figure); the Enron scandal with Gutman et al; and the more 
pervasive greed and power manipulation in the current 
attempts to pass campaign finance reform, and the 
attendant comments by lobbyists that they have already 
figured how to get around any possible restrictions on their 
ability to buy political access (read favors).  I was 
surprised, as I often am in these BDGs, with how similar to 
mine are the points of view expressed by group members! 
 
We ended this series by sharing favorite mystery authors, 
so I have some new names.  This has been a fun and 
thoughtful group, in spite of the “confessions” at the end of 
this meeting that about half the group doesn’t normally 
read mysteries, and that none of them thought much of the 
books in the series, except for Hillerman’s.  Humph! 
 
Bob Brown 
 

 
Twelve people attended the discussion.  The opening 
observation was that the book reminded the reader of a 
comic book.  While some people agreed, no one seemed 
to be able to say why, until we began to discuss the 
terseness of the language and the fact that Hammett is at 
pains to show, by action or facial expression, the 
intentions of the characters, without telling the reader what 
is going on psychologically.  Many people were interested 
in the representation of the female characters, and the 
presentation of homosexuality.  Historians in the group 
reported that much of the sexual, especially homosexual, 
content was taken out of the original and restored later. 
 
We discussed at some length the hero as tough guy and 
loner.  He has no given history, connections, interests 
(except nicotine, alcohol and women), social status, family 
or other identity except as a private detective.  We 
discussed the way that kind of hero has been developed in 
the history of American culture, with its focus on 
independence, self-sufficience and toughness.  The 
American cowboy, riding in to right wrongs and riding off, 
alone, into the sunset, was a main example.  Members of 
the group spoke of the connection to prohibition, in which 
law enforcement was overtly corrupted and became more 
of an abettor of crime than an opponent of it.  We 
discussed Sam Spade as an outlaw, rather in the style of 
Robin Hood, at odds with the system, but not a criminal, 
with a code of conduct that ended up dispensing justice.  
Many people recognized, however, that Spade is always 
protecting himself and his business, so that motivations of 
primarily selfish. 
 
We discussed the ways in which Hammett turned many 
cliches of literature and romance on their heads.  Every 
moment when we might expect softness or intimacy, our 
expectations are dashed.  Love does not triumph.  People 
do not change.  No one is saved.  In fact, the end 

recapitulates the beginning; Spade is alone in his office, 
Effie is at her secretary's desk, and a woman is 
announced.  That ending is forshadowed in the story 
Spade tells Brigid just before they make love, in which am 
intense event makes a man leave his life behind, only to 
recreate the same life all over again.  That story, which 
seems somewhat random in the moment, summarizes the 
novel as a whole.  In this way, Hammett changed the 
literary/cultural landscape with this novel about crime.  
Most interestingly, he challenged the whole notion of love 
and its power.  People were struck by the fact that Spade 
does not entirely deny that he might love Brigid, but 
whatever the feeling is, it does not solve anything nor does 
it dictate his actions, which are always those of self 
preservation, and justice as seen by his own lights. 
 
There were many interesting comparisons and contrasts 
with The Nine Taylors.  In The Maltese Falcon, nature is 
almost entirely absent.  The setting is a city scape and, 
despite the specific references to hotels and streets, is 
almost a generic city.  In The Nine Taylors, nature plays 
an active role in the plot and in the characterization, 
starting with the car wreck because of the snow storm, 
that brings Wimsey into the scene.  While Spade is 
entirely a loner, as are most of the other characters, 
Wimsey and most of the other characters are set in, and 
defined by, community and class.  While things are put 
right, and there is a sense of progress and direction, at the 
end of Sayers' novel, everything comes apart at the end of 
Hammett's.  While "justice" is served in both cases, Spade 
ends up right where he began.  People observed that 
there are no "good" people in The Maltese Falcon, with 
the possible exception of Effie, while people in The Nine 
Taylors seem more complex, with much goodness in 
many of them.  A similarity between the novels, is the 
crime itself, in which greed for jewels and money leads to 
murder.  One person noted that in Hammett's novel, in 
contrast to Sayers', there is, in fact, no real crime until the 
murders, since it is not at all clear who is the rightful owner 
of the falcon, if, in fact, the "real" falcon exists at all. 
 
At the end, we spoke of the relationship between Spade 
and Effie as a variant of the Robinson Crusoe and his man 
(in this case girl) Friday.  People wondered if the 
relationship was sexual, and decided not, since Spade 
would not have been able to maintain the level of ease he 
had with Effie if they had been sexually involved.  
Interestingly, there is actual more intimacy in that 
relationship than in the "intimate" relationship between 
Spade and Brigid. 
 
I am sure we covered other topics, but these were the 
central ones.  As a side note, many of the participants had 
seen the movie of The Maltese Falcon with Humphrey 
Bogart et al., and were tempted to refer to the movie 
rather than the book.  One participant, in fact, kept 
referring to Spade as Bogart.  That led to some discussion 
of the cinematic qualities of the book, and a comparison of 
the qualities of movies and books. 
 
At the end, I talked some about the general movement in 
literature for genres, styles and characters who are seen 
as unworthy of representation to rise upward and displace 
their predecessors. 
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The discussion was lively, with lots of laughter and 
challenges and excitement and side conversations. 
 
Stephen S. Lottridge, Jackson 
 
 

 
This group wasn't nearly as enthusiastic about this novel 
as they were about A Study in Scarlet last month.  I tried 
to set the novel up with a discussion  Dashiell Hammett 
himself and of the period in which he wrote the novel  
(between the two World Wars) and what was happening 
culturally -- the sense of disallusionment,  a feeling of loss 
of control, skepticism about traditionally held "truths", etc.  
and how these attitudes were reflected in literature and 
art.   
  
In our discussion of the novel itself we felt that the 
detachment we feel toward the characters and events had 
a lot to do with the point of view - that third person 
objective narration keeps us outside looking in.  We talked 
at length about Sam Spade and how he was a prototype 
for so many of the hard boiled detectives that came after 
him.  The group saw many of the characters as 
"stereotypes", and we had quite a discussion about 
whether they seem to be stereotypes because of the many 
imitators of  Hammett's style of detective writing or 
whether they really did just represent "types".   Our women 
in the group resented the sexism, which led to a 
discussion of changing mores in our world since the 
1930's.  Most everyone who had seen the movie (and 
some had many times) felt that this is one time when the 
movie is better than the book.  We like Humphrey Bogart 
better than the way Sam Spade is described in the book! 
 
Norleen Healy, Sheridan 

Black Cherry Blues 
Story Library 
 
We had a great discussion, maybe because there were 
such divergent views on this novel.  A couple of people 
said they were so put off by the violence that they didn’t 
want to finish it, so we started the discussion by talking 
about the violence.   A man in our group pointed out that 
the world Robicheaux moves in IS fraught with violence 
and that it’s a real world that we choose to not recognize.   
 
The violence in the novel tends to be rampant and is often 
irrational and is not limited to just the “bad “guys;  
Robicheaux is just as prone.   The question is, then, 
whether we can accept Robicheaux as a moral and ethical 
guy.  Most could, given the circumstances and his history 
and the complexity of the world he inhabits.  We compared 
him to the other three detectives we’ve encountered in this 
series and ranked the four of them  (Sam Spade came out 
as the least moral and ethical in the  ranking).    
 
Generally the whole discussion on the novel centered 
around Robicheaux.  In many ways, the story becomes 

almost a psychological study of a complicated and tortured 
man.    I did explain James Lee Burke’s background and 
the ways that it parallels Robicheaux’s, particularly in 
terms of the alcoholism (“fighting demons”). 
 
I like to bring Burke’s contention about evil into the 
discussion of this novel.  He says that some people are 
unredeemingly evil.  Someone suggested his Catholic 
background may influence this sense of evil.  We talked 
about the attempts we make to comprehend  and deal with 
“evil” in our world….. 
 
Before we concluded, I asked the group to compare the 
four novels we’ve read (it helped that we got to read them 
in a kind of chronological order) in terms of the “cultural 
landscape” they reflect.  They showed interesting and 
provocative insights in that discussion. 

 

Wright -- It's hard to not get emotionally attached to these 
crime writers and their heroes. In spite of the miserable 
murder at the beginning of BLACK CHERRY BLUES , 
Dave Robicheaux is our kind of man. The novel takes us 
from his bayou home in Louisiana to the mountains, 
reservations, and town of Missoula. His driving description 
is so clear you could easily travel his route. Burke 
introduces us to a criminal world of really bad guys in both 
states. We met law enforcement men, Dave and FBI'er 
Dan, and their families, as well as sheriffs and policemen. 
All the characters reveal characteristics of the culture, 
making the people and the places so real that we could 
call them friends--Clarise and Baptiste, Cletus and Dixie 
Lee, the ghosts of Dave's past--Annie and his father. The 
new women in Dave's life worried us a little, the Indian 
Darlene and the schoolteacher were a little unrealistic to 
us. James Lee Burke allowed us to discuss southerners, 
romance, flawed characters, justice, and vulgar language. 
We talked about good habits and why they persist or are 
lost. We talked about good and evil and the lack of 
responsibility. We fell in love with Burke's writing and his 
flawed hero. -- Patty Myers  
 
Basin: Some members hated this book and didn't even 
attend; one stopped reading when Dave Robichaux 
started swinging chains in the motel room, not wanting to 
absorb such violence through her eyes. Others found it to 
be their favorite--modern, fast paced, and intriguing.  
 
I introduced James Lee Burke and his daughter Alafair 
Burke, a law professor who has now written two crime 
novels. Alafair says people who attend her readings are 
surprised to learn she is not an El Salvadoran orphan, but 
her father's natural youngest child.  
 
We touched on treatment of Native Americans, the culture 
of Louisiana (two members had lived there, reporting on 
the domination of the oil industry in state politics), and the 
pervasiveness of crime in America. We were dismayed to 
see in the book, crime invading beautiful lakeside 
Montana.  
 
--Claire Gabriel Dunne  
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Alta: Instead of a character out of film noir, which one 
reader stated he was expecting, Dave Robicheaux 
overflows with color. The back-grounding is so dense it 
becomes the dominant theme of the story, this reader felt.  
 
Some readers felt the story, for all its action at times, 
moved along very slowly. They didn't appreciate the 
pacing. Alternatively, some noted that this style is very 
deliberate - it's a way of suspending Dave Robicheaux 
between worlds and times.  
 
Burke, it was roundly felt, was more interested in the 
psychology of his character than the exigencies of tight 
plotting. Descriptions of landscape faltered as the book 
progressed, most agreed. The depictions of Montana were 
found to be far less convincing than those of Louisiana. 
The group examined this and decided the sensation may 
be partly due to a sense of "ownership" of the Montana 
landscape felt by inhabitants of the Northern Rockies and 
a sense of romantic unfamiliarity with the bayous.  
 
We spent some time discussing "necessary" violence in 
books and films and gratuitous violence. The discussion 
also veered in a more insightful direction, a comparison of 
necessary violence with crucial violence, meaning 
elements of violence in storytelling which move the plot 
forward (necessary violence) versus violence which must 
be committed by the characters, which cannot be left 
undone (crucial violence).  
 
We spent the remainder of the last session talking about 
why we read crime fiction, both as a culture and as 
individuals. This discussion, predictably, turned obligingly 
warm and personal as many participants revealed why 
they read anything at all.  
 
--Peter Anderson  

 

A great last discussion for a great group.  Among the 
topics we focused on were how Burke muddies the 
distinctions between good and evil, good guy and bad guy 
(an ambiguity that we of course recognize); how one’s 
own sense of right and wrong or moral compass can 
conflict with societal norms and laws; what courses of 
action are open to people when the “system of law and 
order” is not working….  We finished by putting all six 
series books on the table, touching back on all of them, 
tying them together with some thematic threads.   My best 
source:  The Dictionary of Literary Biography, Volume 226 
(available in some libraries or online) has an excellent, 
long chapter on Burke. 
 
 Richard Kempa, 4-10-04 

 

There seemed to be a general enthusiasm for this book 
preceding our discussion.  Of particular interest were the 
exploration of Southern culture (there are at least two 
members with Southern roots) and the fascinating 
characters that Burke provides.  After providing an 
overview of Burke’s background, we spent a fair amount of 
time discussing the portrayal of the South, law and 

morality, Vietnam veterans, etc.  Participants seemed to 
enjoy the vivid imagery and strong characters.  The 
uncertain treatment of gender by the author in use of 
names, physical characterizations, etc., also generated 
discussion.  Many participants compared him to Sam 
Spade and found this “detective” much more appealing.  
We spent a good part of the discussion addressing the 
overall series and there was some good insight into the 
juxtaposition between the crimes/mysteries and cultures.  
The dichotomous treatment of the genre from American 
and British authors was most interesting. 
 
Erich Frankland, 3-15-04 

 

Just as I suspected, BCB was a tough sell in Cokeville, but 
not just for its violence and coarse language. The book 
has less endurance than the whodunits we've read thusfar 
and the book seems dated I think, and is perhaps most 
valuable in that regard in the series. Very 1980s, like 
Miami Vice, but the shock factor is lost on us today so it 
just feels like a Flock of Seagulls song--you can hum 
along to it in the grocery store, but would you want to buy 
the whole cd? There's a thick fog of evil on the land, but 
the bad guys are a bit cardboard and there are some 
inconsistencies in some of Robicheaux's legal and 
paternal dealings, but the two settings are well-painted 
and interesting as cultural landscape. Robicheaux as the 
protagonist certainly wrestles with more demons than any 
of the other "heroes" we've looked at thusfar. One reader 
left as a new JL Burke fan, but most of us walked into the 
cold still wondering what the hoo-ha surrounding him is all 
about. But BCB is a great springboard from which to 
compare and contrast the other novels in the series--
Burke is an important study if only because he is so 
popular. The Bandstand take? Black Cherry Blues has a 
decent beat and I think you could dance to it. But there are 
other tunes on the jukebox.  
 
Jon Billman 

 

Many participants enjoyed Burke’s Black Cherry Blues.  I 
began the discussion with some biographical information 
about Burke and how his own life’s demons compare to 
Dave Robicheaux’s demons.  Both are recovering 
alcoholics with daughters names Alafair.  Many group 
members did not feel Dave’s brief bouts with ethics such 
as telling Sally Dio that someone may have put sand in his 
gas tank fit with his overall character.  They also did not 
think it was realistic that Dave (since he was brought up 
on murder charges) would be allowed to leave Louisiana 
for so long.  In addition, Alafair was simply a character of 
convenience.  What was realistic about the book were the 
descriptions of Louisiana and Montana as was the 
dialogue.  Burke really did have some well crafted 
descriptions.  He also captured the voice of each 
character through dialogue.  Many group members 
pointed out that this novel fit well in describing the criminal 
landscape but the “Who dun it?” component was missing.  
We ended the discussion focusing on the similarities and 
differences between British mystery writers and American 
mystery writers.  Many group members felt the British 
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authors were less violent and graphic than the American 
authors and that the British authors were better at the 
“Who dun it?” component of mystery writing. 
 
Tammy Frankland  02-03 

 

An excellent discussion though we were up against the 
Pine Bluffs-Albin boys and girls b-ball games.  The 
discussion revolved around the “code” hero detective of 
these novels, and especially the flawed nature of the 
Robichaeux character as compared to Sam Spade, Adam 
Dalgliesh, Sherlock Holmes and other classical 
detectives/heroes such as Robert Parker’s “Spenser” 
series and even Don Quixote and Batman as seen in the 
graphic novel The Dark Knight Returns.  We tried to figure 
out the elements and implications of the “code” and how it 
would affect our understanding of the next novel Listening 
Woman. 
 
 Dennis Coelho  02-03 

 

 [An excerpted comment on the novel in the detective 
series that's perhaps provoked the most varied reactions: 
J] 
 
I found myself looking forward to the discussion of Black 
Cherry Blues.  Mike had alerted me that this had been one 
of the more controversial books in other groups, by virtue 
of its hard boiled nature, and I was curious to see how the 
Powell group would react. 
 
We had a very spirited discussion on the book. While 
there was a range in responses, the general response was 
very positive. The group appreciated Burke's skill as a 
writer.  
 
Three issues came to the fore: 
 
First, not many people were bothered by the violence or 
the sex.  Interestingly, what did bother them was what they 
saw as the unrealistic relationship between faith (as 
represented by the Church) and violence in Robicheaux's 
life. For several, Robicheaux's visit to the church and 
reflections on faith didn't seem consistent with the rest of 
his life. 
 
Second, some folks liked the Montana aspect of the novel; 
for others, it undermined Burke's attempt at realism. They 
couldn't swallow the idea that an individual in 
Robicheaux's situation, with murder charges pending, 
would be allowed to leave Louisiana. Those who liked the 
Montana portions of the novel appreciated the regional 
flavor it gave the story. 
 
Third, the group split over the element of magical realism 
in the book. Some really disliked the scene where 
Robicheaux dreams/speaks with his dead wife. Others felt 
it really added to the novel.  
 
In the end, it was a spirited discussion, However, I didn't 
see the full effects of Black Cherry Blues until we 

discussed A Study in Scarlet. After James Lee Burke, 
Conan Doyle was pretty tame stuff. What [could be] 
horrible about a stiff in a room? 
 
Rob Koelling 

 

Although this book was appreciated for its writing quality, 
most readers found it somewhat disturbing. the violence, 
coarse language and oppressive feel wore a few 
participants out. Observations about the book by 
participants: Dave Robicheaux doesn't seem to have a 
well-developed reason for getting involved, for a guy who's 
so careful and self-controlling with respect to his 
alcoholism. 
 
At times, the narrative (or Robicheaux) seems to use the 
little girl, Alafair, as an excuse to propel the plot and create 
peril and difficult circumstances. These points were 
roundly debated, with some readers taking them as 
offenses of the novel and others interpreting them as 
strong points. We discussed the realities of life for (a) 
alcoholics and (b) Vietnam vets, and the accuracy of the 
depiction of these factors in Robicheaux's character. 
 
Peter Anderson  

 

We seem to have experienced what other groups have 
reported: the book's violence, foul language, and unsavory 
characters resulted in several folks choosing not to finish 
the book or participate in the discussion. (We also might 
have suffered in numbers because we had to reschedule 
the discussion due to bad weather, but I think the book's 
roughness was the main cause.) 
 
We talked at length about the book's two settings: 
Louisiana bayou and the Missoula mountains. Most folks 
said that they found the Louisiana setting entirely 
believable but that the Montana sections didn't ring true. 
Only one person, however, had ever spent time in 
Louisiana, so it's a landscape the group didn't know, 
whereas folks felt possessive about the Montana 
landscape. As one person said, she wasn't willing to 
suspend her disbelief when it's something she knows well. 
The little things outraged sensibilities: A female character 
wears a light summer dress in April/May, returns to her 
home long after dark, and apparently felt no need for a 
jacket or sweater. The river in Missoula quits its runoff and 
settles down to a lower level and pristine clarity by 
April/May. The protagonist fishes without a license in 
Montana. (Talk about an antihero!) These are the little 
shocks that kept jerking people out of the novel's 
ambience.  
 
But in the Louisiana chapters . . . there the atmosphere of 
place becomes another character and important to our 
enjoyment. We chose to believe he got part that right. We 
also discussed violence. In an interview, Burke says, "'[As 
a young man] I learned that violence is always a mark of 
fear and moral cowardice. All violence degrades, 
demeans, and dehumanizes. It makes a victim of the 
perpetrator as well. Dave Robicheaux always indicates, 
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even in this most violent moments-and his violence is 
always on the behalf of another-that violence is the 
ultimate failure'" (Schultz par.11). While we liked the 
quotation, we couldn't see evidence of it at work in Black 
Cherry Blues. In fact, we concluded that violence is a 
language in which Robicheaux is fluent. He has no trouble 
slipping in and out of it, as the situation dictates. While he 
suffers a great deal from grief, worry, and alcoholism, he 
doesn't particularly suffer ill effects from his bouts of 
violence (or from violence committed by his surrogates in 
the novel). 
 
As for Dave Robicheaux, we concluded he's a character 
whose whole life is teetering on the edge, which is an 
interesting concept. His family, his sobriety, his 
friendships, his freedom, his sanity, his life-all are at risk in 
the novel and in the hands of a flawed character (himself) 
who is trying to work out his problems.   Schultz, Rick. 
"Author James Lee Burke Looks Ahead to the Film 
Adaptation of His Novel Heaven's Prisoners." 2001. Mr. 
Showbiz 12 Mar. 2001 
<http://www.mrshowbiz.go.com/interviews/192_1.html>. 
 
Deb Koelling 

 

This book stimulated one of the best discussions we have 
had during this series - and probably the best of any we've 
had in any series. Several people present really liked the 
book. All of the folks recognized how well it was written, 
how well the descriptive passages portray the events. 
They all recognized the strength of character Dave R. has 
citing specifically the things that have happened to him, to 
his wife, to his friends and how all that has affected him 
and helped develop the character he has in this novel. 
 
We recognized the "romanticized" elements of some of the 
places - one participant had lived in New Iberia for several 
years and others of us have spent considerable time in 
Missoula - Polson - Flathead Lake area. The age old 
problem of treatment of the Indians is also present but all 
those things were woven together to create a "can't put 
the book down" attitude from all the readers. Only one 
didn't like it and a couple of them mentioned the language 
but also recognized if the writer is portraying tough guys, 
he has to have them using tough language. Burke is a 
great story teller and the book was well received. All 
participants recognized where it fits in the spectrum of 
mystery novels that we read going from Sherlock Holmes 
and ending with this one. It was a great series! 
 
Norma Christensen 

 

Most of the participants were mildly disdainful of "Black 
Cherry Blues" because the book does sort of beat up its 
readers with its brutal scenarios and language. Several 
people commented on the high quality of Burke's writing, 
however. We spent a lot of time talking about how the 
crime novel genre, as we had exposed ourselves to it, had 
apparently changed over the century. It was especially 
helpful that we had read the books in more or less 
chronological order in Dubois. 

 
We also talked about the apparent differences between 
British mystery writing and American, making guesses at 
broader cultural differences underlying. I reiterated some 
of the philosophical ideas contained in mystery and crime 
fiction and several people found fodder for discussion in 
that subject. We talked a little about participants' tastes - 
whether they had been "mystery buffs" prior to this series 
or not, and whether their like or dislike for the genre had 
changed on account of this exposure. 
 
Peter Anderson 

 

The folks at this session tended to like this book the best 
of any in the series.  Listening Woman was also very 
popular. 
 
Most believed the violence and the language reflect our 
times and because the topics are in the news all the time 
as well as on entertainment programs, no one was 
shocked.  They agreed with Burke that Dave R. uses 
violence in defense of people who are less able to defend 
themselves.  
 
They believed Burke did an excellent job, one member of 
the group called it lyrical, of describing the environment of 
both Louisiana and Montana, though we agreed that his 
descriptions of Louisiana were better.   
 
The group also felt his character development was 
excellent.   They believed people like Dixie Lee and Clete 
though they didn’t necessarily like them. Dave was 
generally believed and we discussed whether he was a 
hero in the classic sense. He certainly had plenty of flaws.   
They were concerned about his professing to love the 
child while constantly leaving her with people of 
questionable character, or who he barely knew. 
Dave Kathka 

 

Dave Kathka's comments on the Burke novel (and 
Hillerman) set me thinking about its place in the series, 
especially because there are quite a few requests for the 
crime series again next year. Although Dave's group 
seems to have liked the novel, some groups do not, 
typically because they object to the world he operates in. 
 
I was a member of the committee that created "Crime and 
the Cultural Landscape" and, I think, the one who had 
read BCB and suggested it as a modern example of 
"landscape" in detective fiction. I believe I was thinking of 
the novel in terms of the "world" in which it exists and how 
that world reflects the possibility of "good" triumphing over 
"evil"--and crime "not paying." As I remember, I was 
thinking of this issue in connection with all three of the 
more contemporary novels in the series--James, Hillerman 
and Burke. 
 
In case it's of interest or useful to anyone, I thought I might 
explain where I think I was coming from back then. I was 
basically using a couple old but useful "definitions" from 
my undergrad days to think about possible structure and 
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meaning in popular fiction: first, Northrop Frye's division of 
literature into four mythic plot structures and, second, Alvin 
Kernan's definition of what he calls "the world of satire." 
From Frye, I drew the notion of two opposite worlds, the 
world of romance and the world of irony (or the realistic 
world?). He describes the first as a wish-fulfillment world 
and the second as the opposite, a world where what we 
wish would happen is difficult to achieve, maybe even 
impossible. And, of course, these conditions describe not 
just the mood and narrative structure of works, but the 
relative power of the hero/heroine to effect positive change 
or achieve social or individual justice.  
 
To that, I would add Kernan's description of the satiric 
world (the world that Frye calls ironic) which, if I can 
remember correctly is described in three main ways: (1) 
full of monstrosity, distortion, grotesqueness; (2) crowded 
to bursting with people, things, objects, materiality; (3) 
almost devoid of the "ideal." By the last, I think he means 
that "good," in whatever form it exists in this world is not 
very obvious, not very powerful. The institutions that 
represent positive values--e.g.., families, law, church, 
education (even the language)--may seem too weak to 
overcome the forces against which they struggle, they 
may even be corrupted by them. 
 
This may be a lot of writing just to say that possibly, in 
discussions of the three novels mentioned above, some 
examination of their "worlds" or landscapes would be 
useful. I'm thinking here of questions like what these 
worlds feel like for the people who live in them and what 
they assume (and demonstrate) about the human capacity 
to effect positive changes, to act morally and ethically. 
This kind of inquiry might at least allow participants who 
object to Burke's language and violence to put it in some 
intellectual perspective in terms of the series as a whole 
and the topic under discussion. (Hillerman's world, for 
example, is both similar to and extremely different from 
Burke's--though are described poetically at times (at least 
Burke's is if Dave's Kathka's group is right).  
 
Judy Powers 

 

The group was small, but we had a great discussion. I 
started by giving them background on Burke himself. He's 
given a lot of interviews that provide good fodder for 
discussion of the self -reflective nature of his protagonists, 
especially Robicheaux -- both Burke and R. are products 
of the same general background -- i.e., raised Catholic, 
not much money, complicated family relationships, etc., 
both have their demons, most notably both are struggling 
recovering alcoholics (Burke describes his alcoholic 
terrors vividly in the interview cited below). Burke even has 
a daughter named Alafair! One of our participants told of 
his own experiences with alcoholism and AA and spoke to 
the veracity of Burke's depiction. 
 
The group liked the novel and really liked Robicheaux. 
They found him to be a much more "real" than Sam 
Spade. We talked about the differences in style and 
narration between this book and The Maltese Falcon and 
how the introspective first person narrator affects the 
reader's response. We also discussed the world of 

violence that both R. and Spade inhabit, a world 
permeated with evil and chaos. The group felt that 
Robicheaux, unlike Spade, has a definable moral center. 
He does have values -- family, religion,, integrity, loyalty, 
fairness...but his quest for moral context in a world full of 
evil and violence is almost hopeless. 
 
Setting doesn't seem to be a factor -- evil abounds 
everywhere he goes. He can't irradiate it; he's not even 
trying. Nor has he anything to gain. He can only try to 
protect himself and his daughter (having already failed to 
save his wife). Crimes are often irrational and impulsive. 
We agreed that, in spite of is propensity for violence, he is 
somewhat romantic (notably his depiction of women and 
his feeling for the natural world). Of course, he lives and 
acts outside the established civil code -- because the 
established civil code has failed him as it has Spade. 
 
We talked a lot about the nature of evil in the novel. Burke 
himself says that he believes some people to be 
unredeemingly evil: "Some people are simply evil, of their 
own volition. They reach a juncture, and deliberately 
murder all light in their own souls." Then we talked about 
the different ways we understand and explain evil in our 
own world. Needless to say, current events played into 
this discussion. 
 
Interview cited from 
 
http://guardian.co.uk/critics/reviews/0,5917,541941,00.htm
l 
 
Norleen Healy (Clearmont group) 

 

James Lee Burke’s Black Cherry Blues   was the last book 
for our group in this series.  The consensus of the group 
was that Dave R.was a pretty seedy  but likable character. 
Most people enjoyed his philosophizing along with the 
storytelling.  One person felt that he could have left the 
philosophy out completely and moved the action a little 
faster.  
 
We had many similar comments to other groups 
concerning Burke’s sense of place in relation to Louisiana 
and Montana. Several members who are familiar with 
Montana felt that he did not capture it very accurately; 
however, they felt that he did a good job of creating the 
Louisiana scenes. Since our meeting was the week after 
the attacks on our country, the violence in the book 
seemed to pale in comparison to what we all had been 
watching on our TV screens all week. 
 
Everybody disliked Clete but several people liked Dixie 
Lee since he was so colorful . One person said he 
reminded her of Jerry Lee Lewis. A strong theme 
throughout was the need to be told that we are all right by 
someone in our development which can be found on pp. 
242 &243. This led to a discussion of how important 
unconditional love is in all of our lives. Everyone was glad 
that Burke did not write with  a lot of colloquial accents . 
The person that made this comment also asked if we 
remembered when Jesse Jackson wanted to have 
Ebonics as a language in schools. One of our older 
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members remembered when she was young in Ohio with 
a large German population and the schoolbooks were also 
printed in German .This led to a discussion on the state of 
our educational system, the need for English only schools, 
concerns about coaches in the social studies classes and 
home schooling vs. public schooling. We have a mom who 
home schools her children who suggested a couple of 
books The Devil Knows Latin by Kopff and Lies My 
Teacher Told Me . The former about why we need to learn 
Latin and Greek and the latter concerns learning history 
from current and working backwards instead of the 
traditional method. One woman has hired some home 
schooled kids in town and was appalled at how little they 
know.  We got back on track with a comment from p.187 
about Dave R.’s Catholic upbringing  being told by religion 
that you’re no good and how damaging those kind of 
statements can be. 
 
We looked over some discussion questions that I prepared 
and Burke’s biography from Contemporary Authors and 
Barnes&Noble and a review of Cimarron Rose with an 
interview  with the author. One person said that she would 
like to read the prequel to this book Heaven’s Prisoners 
which was made into a movie that is supposed to be 
released in 2001.Alec Baldwin has the movie rights to four 
of his books. Everyone felt that Baldwin would be excellent 
casting for the part of Dave. Compared to all of the 
detectives in the series Dave R. was voted to be more 
ethical but most like Sam Spade. Looking at all of  the 
books  in the series it was agreed that each detective was 
the right man for the era that he was presented . As for 
authors, more people liked the Brits,P.D.James and 
Sayers.  Most everyone said that they did not care to read 
another James  Lee Burke story. Everyone enjoyed the 
series as a whole and our three newcomers wished that 
they had been coming all along. It is a great series.  We 
took a vote for next year. The most popular choice was 
Ordinary Lives. 
 
Discussion Guide  
 
 1. Compare Robicheaux with the detectives in this series: 
Sherlock Holmes, Sam Spade, Lord Peter Wimsey, Joe 
Leaphorn and Adam   Dalgliesh . 
 
2. Describe Burke’s use of violence in this story. Is it 
disgusting, distasteful, exciting even necessary? What is 
added to the story by the explicitness of the violent 
scenes? 
 
3. Comment on the statement made by Robicheaux ( 
Burke) on p.131 about Ernest Hemingway’s statement in 
relation to Indian reservations and losing a war.  Do you 
agree or disagree with this statement? How does it make 
you feel about  America? 
 
4. On p. 187 Darlene poses the question to Robicheaux 
“Sometimes maybe it’s a vanity to judge ourselves.  Did 
you ever think of it that way? You make your statement in 
front of God, then you let Him be the measure of right and 
wrong in your life........” . How do you relate to this 
statement? 
 

5. Read the bottom of p.242 and the top of p. 243 
concerning the need for someone to tell us that we are 
alright. What is your personal experience ? Is it similar or 
different from Robicheaux? Do you feel that is very 
important that children experience  unconditional love 
mentioned here? 
 
6. What do you think of the statement on p.190 concerning 
grief and loss?  
 
7. Finally what did you think of the series as a whole? 
Which book did you enjoy the most  and the least?What 
were the strengths and weaknesses about the book 
discussions?  
 
Joy Fisher Evans (Thermopolis group) 

 

Participants considered the issues raised by Dave 
Robicheaux’s character, values, lifestyle, friends, etc., and 
the interesting plot and its depictions of a tarnished good 
vs. different forms of evil.  One of the issues considered 
was Burke’s debunking the myth of police protection 
against crime (61, 178, 243) and his fictional world created 
by the realization of this absence.  To some degree, this 
motif formed a backdrop to the discussion of Robicheaux 
et al., and the considerable violence (including the 
language, which several found offensive) woven 
throughout the book.  A related theme was the role of 
greed and power (e.g., Star Drilling) and its concomitant 
crimes against individuals and institutions with opposing 
values and points of view (e.g., AIM). 
 
Burke’s treatment of these themes, as well as his main 
character Dave Robicheaux, were compared with Adam 
Dalgliesh and Joe Leaphorn in the two books in this series 
previously discussed by the group.  Most striking, of 
course, was the contrast with James’s Dalgliesh. 
However, my attempt to make a generalization about 
possible cultural differences that might be inferred from 
these characters and their lifestyles was objected to as too 
stereotypical.  Humph! 
 
Bob A. Brown 

 

I guess it’s not unusual with this book to have one or more 
participants decide not to read or finish the book because 
of the language and violence, and that’s what happened in 
Ranchester. I had tried to anticipate that reaction last time 
by explaining that the book does have those aspects, and 
by asking them to try to look beyond that and consider 
how/why this book fits in to the themes we’ve been dealing 
with in this series. I reminded them that one of the 
purposes of a discussion series like this is to get us to 
read books we might not ordinarily read.  The ones who 
came were being very sporting.  In fact, most of them were 
quite enthusiastic about the book but the two who weren’t 
at least went ahead and read it and were willing to talk 
about it. Everyone admired the descriptive passages and 
liked the two general settings, which they found to be 
believable. We had a good discussion about Robicheaux - 
- his struggles with his inner demons, his adherence to or 
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lack of (some found a lot of inconsistencies) a moral code, 
the “romantic” elements in his nature, and the strong 
sense of identification Burke seems to feel with him. We 
agreed that R.’s world is fraught with dangers, physical 
and psychological, no matter where he is, and that the 
book itself suggests that worldview. Evil abounds.   
 
Even though there seems to be initial resistance by some 
to this book, there’s never apathy. I find it always lends 
itself to one of the most animated discussions in the 
series.  
 
 Because this was the first of the American detective 
novels we’ve done, we compared this to generalizations 
we could make about the British ones we read. It is true 
that the discussions in this series take real different 
directions based on the order in which the books come 
 
Norleen Healy 

 

Unfortunately, the group was small for this discussion. The 
librarian said she thought some of the regulars didn't like 
the book because of the violence and chose not to finish it 
and/or not to come for the discussion. I was surprised. 
This group is usually pretty open to anything. As I found 
the other time I did this book in Clearmont though, it does 
lend itself to provocative discussion. Of the six people who 
were there, one found it somewhat disturbing in terms of 
the general tone of the book, but the others were 
enthusiastic.  
 
This group was particularly interested in the biographical 
details about James Lee Burke and the parallels between 
him and Robicheaux. We talked about the narrative style 
and how the first person narrator affects the reader's 
response. We spent a lot of time talking about Robicheaux 
-- what makes him tick, what motivates him, how he 
interacts with his world, whether or not there are 
inconsistencies in his 
character, and in what ways he represents the anti-hero 
detective type (i.e. Sam Spade). One person said he 
found Robicheaux to be somewhat shallow and the novel 
to be extremely formulaic. The other participants protested 
and both sides were citing passages to support their 
points. 
 
We got into a good discussion about the nature of evil in 
the novel and in our world. "Is that world of evil and 
violence of the novel really a part of my world?" someone 
asked. Needless to say, this sparked lots of 
response. 
 
Since this was the last novel in this series for this group, 
we spent some time drawing the whole thing together. 
They agreed that they were really glad to have the novels 
in the order we did, first the three British and then the 
three American and in somewhat chronological order too. 
They liked being able to draw the comparisons and 
contrasts. Everyone chose a different novel for his/her 
"favorite". 
 
Norleen Healy 

 

As expected, participants didn't like the language and 
violence in Black Cherry Blues.  But we got over that 
difficulty quickly.  I presented the argument for realistic 
dialogue and action. Could one really hearSal saying, 
"Please hand over your gun?"  One person did not read 
the book because of the language.The participant who 
often brings her two teen daughters would not allow them 
to read this book or Devices and Desires 
 
We had a lively discussion.  We talked about the reasons 
Robicheaux acted as he did and compared & contrasted 
him with Sam Spade.  We agreed that he is a believable 
and sympathetic character because of his flaws.  We 
talked about his need to take the situation in his own 
hands because the official system doesn't work.  Several 
group members said they could relate to aspects of the 
book--frustration with police, alcoholism, people in prison, 
fear of violence.  The violence aspect led to a discussion 
about life in a big city in contrast with Rock River. 
 
Some of the bigger issues we discussed were dealing with 
grief and loss, the invasion of evil, the place of the 
American Indian, the need to know we're all right, and the 
impact of faith (or lack of it). 
 
We were able to relate well to the impact of cultural 
landscape in this book. This led to a broader discussion of 
how the various books we've read in this series reflect the 
era and the culture from which they came.  We could 
relate Black Cherry Blues to Listening Woman because in 
both books, evil invades an otherwise beautiful natural 
setting and both protagonists wish to reestablish harmony.  
Both protagonists also seem real because of the very 
human qualities presented about them. 
 
I think the discussion went well.  People agreed that the 
book is well written.  I find so much to talk about in this 
book that it's a shame when people get too hung up by 
language and violence.  I was happy we dealt with that 
aspect and then went forward. 
 
Maggie Garner  
 

 
Thirteen people attended this final discussion of the 
series.  Since it was the last book, we spent more time 
comparing the four books than we had in previous 
meetings.  Even so, the majority of the discussion focused 
on the book at hand. 
 
People identified the protagonist as another American 
tough-guy detective.  Someone observed that if Hammet 
had lived into the present day, he might have had Sam 
Spade evolve into someone like Dave Robicheaux.  
People identified great differences, however.  We know 
much more about Robicheaux, so that he is a fuller 
character all the way around.  We know his background, 
his development, his experiences as a soldier and 
policeman.  We see his affinities, friendships, connections 
and commitments.  And his alcoholism is in remission, 
compared to Spade's active use of alcohol.  Some 
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discussants believed that that represents a change in 
American culture, where being "tough" is less valued, and 
vulnerability and emotional struggle are more accepted 
and even valued.  Robicheaux is tough enough, however, 
killing his wife's killers, attacking malcreants with a chain 
and generally being well armed and ready to do violence.  
All the same, he has a code of ethics and tries not to do 
gratuitous violence or fully take the law into his own 
hands. In this sense, he is a true American hero, tough but 
with a warm heart and a code of ethics that protects the 
innocent and weak. 
 
We also talked about alcoholism itself, and the current 
vision of it as a disease, with great respect for the struggle 
that recovery asks.  We identified this, too, as part of 
present American culture.  In addition, people were struck 
by all the humanizing aspects of Robicheaux's life, 
especially his continuing connection with his dead wife 
and his care for Alafair, his adopted daughter.  
(Paranthetically, we noted that Alafair comes from El 
Salvador, and is, indeed, his savior, in the sense that it is, 
finally, his love for her that keeps him from falling over the 
brink of suicide.) 
 
This book, like Devices and Desires, but unlike The Nine 
Tailors and The Maltese Falcon, is filled with many of the 
political, social and cultural isses of the end of the 
twentieth century.  These include the power of big oil 
companies, land rights, Native American issues, organized 
crime, life in the prison system, violence, the legacy of the 
Viet Nam war and the cobbled-together nature of many 
contemporary American "families."  While the crime of 
murder is ancient, as are those of swindling, rape and 
fraud, the setting for those activities is distinctly modern, 
and American.  We discussed the American cultural 
elevation of the lone hero righting wrongs as particularly 
American, especially one on the margins of the law.  We 
discussed the prevalence of guns in the hands of both the 
bad and good guys in the American novels, which is very 
much in the American cultural tradition, and contrasted 
with the two English novels, in which guns are barely 
noticeable, and no one is killed with one. 
 
The discussion of the parts of the book that were set in 
prisons led to observations about the large prison 
population in this country, and the porous boundaries 
between the prison and non-prison population, and the 
pervasive influence of organized crime.  Some people 
doubted that organized crime would be in Montana, 
especially on Flat Head Lake, but others offered their own 
testimony to the fact that organized crime has penetrated 
almost all areas of this country, especially through 
trafficking in drugs and gambling. 
 
We discussed the psychological aspects of sociopathy, or 
antisocial personality disorder.  While there is no known 
cause, its identification as a mental illness was another 
marker of the modern cultural landscape. 
 
Some people were bothered by the repeated dreams 
about his dead wife, and the sustaining importance they 
had for him.  Others were adamant that such dreams are 
normal and part of an extended grieving process, 
especially because she had died violently at the hands of 

people who attacked her because of Robicheaux's police 
work.  The question of magical realism arose, and some 
people spoke of the prevalence of visions and spirits in 
parts of American culture. 
  
While the other three books we read had central, even 
active, symbolic images - the bells in The Nine Tailors, the 
statue of the falcon in The Maltese Falcon and the nuclear 
power plant in Devices and Desires - there was no such 
central image here.  A couple of people observed that that 
was partly the result of all the moving around that took 
place, from Louisiana to Montana, with scenes set in 
Nevada and Texas.  Such mobility is also part of the 
American cultural landscape and image.  We did talk 
briefly about the importance of water - the bayou, the lake, 
the river in Missoula, and especially the fact that the vision 
of his wife and father rise out of the water, and that Alafair 
was saved from the water by her mother, who drowned. 
 
The participant who had most disliked detective fiction at 
the start of the series and who struggled with the first two 
books, ended up with a greater appreciation for the genre, 
and found that some of the books were real, full novels, 
centering around crime, rather than merely formulaic 
mysteries.  Others, myself included, had a similar 
experience.  My three veg-out activities have traditionally 
been solitaire, crossword puzzles and mystery books.  
Now I know that crossword puzzles ward off Altzheimers 
(maybe) and mystery books can be interesting and 
challenging literature and not just who-done-its.  So now 
solitaire is my only real veg out.  If this keeps up, I may 
have to get television 
 
Stephen S. Lottridge, Jackson 
 

 
This was a smaller group than usual.  I suspect that there 
were a few who reacted negatively to the violence and 
language in the novel and chose not to participate.  I have 
had that experience before in discussing this novel, and 
usually, if they come for the discussion anyway, they begin 
to be more open to Burke’s style, even if they still aren’t 
comfortable with it.   There were two people who came but 
said they just couldn’t finish the book because of the 
violence.  The rest moved past that aspect of the novel 
pretty readily.  One of the former questioned whether the 
kind of violence that we see in the novel is realistic; she 
wondered if that kind of violence is really so pervasive.  
This opened up a heated discussion:  “Do you watch the 
news? Do you read the paper?” etc.    I told the group that 
Burke says he believes crime fiction has replaced the 
sociological novel of the 1930’s and 1940’s, that it’s a way 
of talking about the “underside of America” and larger 
society as well.   We talked a lot about the nature of evil in 
the novel, focusing on those characters who are 
unredeemingly evil and how they differ from other types of 
villains  (“bad guys”)  in this and the other crime and 
detective novels we read in this series.    We suspected 
that Burke’s strong Catholic background may be reflected 
in his description of those characters with “dead eyes” and 
“no light in their eyes”. 
 
We talked about Robicheaux’s character - whether there 
were inconsistencies, how  he contributed to the problems 
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he had, and what draws the reader to him.  We compared 
him to the other three protagonists we’ve discussed.  The 
group did a good job in perceiving how the qualities of the 
four detectives are indeed reflective of the culture they are 
drawn from. 
 
The participants were interested in Burkes biographical 
and bibliographical background.  Burke is quite accessible 
on line.  There are several good interviews to draw from.  
  Some in the group are avid fans and had read many of 
the other novels so they filled us in on these.  Most left 
saying they were going to read more (even I am inclined 
that way after our discussion).  
 
Norleen Healy, Sheridan 

Listening Woman 
STORY LIBRARY 
November 3, 2008 
 
Fifteen people gathered in Story to discuss Listening 
Woman.   Because Tony HIllerman died last week, and 
several in the group had read articles that came out about 
him and his writing, we started there.    Among other 
things, we talked about his connection to the Native 
American community and that he is (generally) accepted 
among the Navajo as an acceptable voice for their culture.  
I reviewed what are considered to be general 
characteristics of Native American lit and those that we’ve 
been discussing during this series about crime and 
detective literature, and then we discussed the novel in 
terms of those characteristics.    
 
Several in the group were familiar with Hillerman’s body of 
work and “know” Joe Leaphorn well,  but those who had 
not read others that feature Leaphorn said they found him 
to be quite two dimensional.  We concluded that without 
the layering of the setting and the Navajo culture and the 
way Leaphorn processes those elements, we would be left 
with a simple formulaic detective/crime story.  However, by  
engaging  the reader into the overlap of the two cultures 
(Anglo and Native American), Hillerman allows for a 
critical examination of cultural truths. 
 
It was a good discussion, more serious than some and not 
as lively, but thoughtful. 

 

Probably the most anticipated discussion of the series, 
many of the participants had read all of Hillerman's works 
previously, had met him or had even taken his writing 
courses. A participant stated that he loves the landscape 
depicted in Hillerman novels so much that he looks 
forward to each new one as they are published like a 
friend he's about to meet.  
 
Some readers, however, felt that Listening Woman is not 
Hillerman's strongest work. One commented that this 
novel is more of a thriller than many of his stories. It 
seems, she said, like it was written for Hollywood.  
 

Every person attending the evening's discussion had 
spent considerable time in the Southwest, even in the 
areas where the novel is set. One woman had taught at an 
Indian school in a town which appears in the story. 
Everyone had stories to tell of the Navajo and their land.  
 
We discussed the difference between White ways of 
seeking (sometimes in vain) cause & effect lines of 
reasoning when events are beyond understanding and the 
Navajo way of approaching phenomena (at least as we 
understand it) in which other forms of analysis seem to 
take precedence. This, of course, if the dilemma of Joe 
Leaphorn, caught as he is between cultures.  
 
Other discussion topics of note: One cannot, it was 
argued, understand a culture unless one understands the 
language - concomitantly, as a language disappears, the 
culture disappears - it cannot be rendered into a new 
language; there is deep risk inherent in holding on to the 
"old ways."  
 
--Peter Anderson  

 

Basin: Tony Hillerman was new to many of the 14 of us 
present, and most were surprised to find he isn't Native 
American, since his insights into Navajo ways are rare to 
find in a non Indian. We liked the way Joe Leaphorn of the 
Navajo Tribal Police solved the mystery while the FBI 
were too much the outsiders to listen carefully to the 
subtext of the blind Listening Woman. We recalled several 
times Leaphorn's succesful investigation contrasted the 
older tribal culture with the dominant white crime-fighting 
methods imposed by the Feds.  
 
At one point the discussion degenerated into "who can tell 
the worst story of life on the rez," but we pulled out of that 
tailspin into a look at the broader culture and the clash 
with the encroaching white culture.  
 
Hillerman runs his story ideas past his Navajo friends for 
authenticity, so we got the feeling the curing ceremonies, 
tribal celebrations, and private quests are reliable 
glimpses into ways of the Indian nations in the Southwest. 
He also evokes the beauty, calm, isolation and danger of 
the stark landscape.  
 
--Claire Dunne  

 

Wright: Everyone loves Tony Hillerman, and people came 
with maps and photographs to share their excitement 
about the Four Corners country. Listening Woman 
provides ample opportunity to discuss the clashes and 
melding of two separate cultures. Hillerman uses three 
apparently unrelated crimes to highlight those differences, 
and even his villain and hero portray Native American 
reaction to the melding. Joe Leaphorn would have been a 
warrior. Instead he is a lawman who suffers through each 
crime. His advantage in his Navajo world is the 
assimilation of white man's thinking and Navajo thinking. 
He understands why FBI men do not listen to little old 
Indian ladies, but he knows too he must listen to her. He 
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takes advantage of his knowledge of the land and 
reservation life to interview residents like John McGinnis. 
Not only is Hillerman an easy read and an enticing 
glimpse into another culture, Listening Woman provides 
ample opportunity to compare to other cultures in the 
series from the British writers to The Maltese Falcon.  
 
--Patty Myers  

 

Discussion of Listening Woman, Casper NCPL 
 
The majority enjoyed Tony Hillerman’s Listening Woman; 
they particularly liked the anthropology component to the 
mystery. I began with a brief biography of Hillerman and 
then Navajo beliefs and superstitions. We discussed the 
stereotypes in the text and focused on the culture. One did 
not like the book at all because of the stereotypes while 
another thought the mystery was too easy. We spent the 
last part of the evening discussing the mystery itself and 
the James Bond qualities of Leaphorn.  
 
Tammy Frankland 

 

Most folks were pretty enthusiastic about the novel.  At 
least half had read other Hillerman novels.  Several had 
gotten hooked and read other Hillerman novels after they 
had finished Listening Woman.  Fourteen folks rated it 
eight or above (ten being wonderful) and only four rated it 
between five and seven.  (When I asked people to rank 
the book on a scale of one to ten, their first response was 
to ask what criteria I wanted them to use, and that led into 
a nice discussion of practical criticism and how we 
evaluate books.) 
 
The reasons for liking the book were varied: the accuracy 
of his descriptions of landscape; the effortless flow of the 
story; his engaging characters, including an honorable 
protagonist (an unsubtle dig at Sam Spade); and his use 
of Navajo mythology. 
 
This, in turn, led to a discussion of why we enjoy 
mysteries.  I callously revealed that my wife will skip to the 
end of a mystery soon after she has started the book.  
About a third of the folks admitted doing that.  One said 
that she was less interested in the solution than she was 
in the process by which the mystery was solved.  Others 
said that they read mysteries for the puzzle involved and 
that reading the end first would ruin it for them. 
 
One participant said that she loved the puzzle and that 
Listening Woman was way too easy: she had it figured out 
after a couple of chapters.  I was stunned.   "How did you 
do that?" I asked.  It turns out that she was able to figure 
out the presence of a brother from the reference in the 
letter to "Jimmy." 
 
We talked a great deal about the notion of order and 
balance and harmony which permeates the novel.  Evil 
occurs when harmony is destroyed.  We talked about the 
numerous instances of that in the novel, from the dog 
which has been "corrupted" by Goldrims to the priest who 

has succumbed to the attractions of Theodora Adams.  
(One participant pointed out that Theodora means "God's 
gift," while Adams is suggestive of Adam and his troubles 
in the Garden.  And here you have Theodora tempting the 
priest.) 
 
At the end of the evening, the individual who expressed 
her distaste for "digging" into these books at the end of 
The Maltese Falcon session expressed to the group her 
dislike of "dissecting" these books.  Her concerns fell upon 
unsympathetic ears. I used my standard argument in 
reply: the first time you drive to a strange place it's hard to 
notice much of what is going on around you because you 
are focused on getting to your destination.  It's only on a 
second trip that you begin to notice what is around you.  
These discussions help us to notice what we might have 
missed while we were busy paying attention to something 
else, and they make subsequent encounters with the book 
so much richer. 
 
Rob Koelling 

 

This was the first session of the Crime series for this 
group. I covered the same general information as with the 
Dubois group (please refer to Dubois - Study in Scarlet 
report) concerning the philosophy and general 
characteristics of crime fiction or murder mysteries.  
 
Because we began with Tony Hillerman, I also brought out 
some ideas for discussing Native American fiction as well. 
Specifically, Native American literature is often described 
as adhering to four general characteristics: (1) It displays 
deep sensitivity to the natural world. (2) It interweaves, 
often confusingly (for non-Natives, at least), the spiritual 
world and the tangible world. (3) It pays close attention to 
Native cultural history and tradition. (4) It embraces, 
usually at a variety of levels, the craft of storytelling. 
 
Each of these elements is very evident in "Listening 
Woman," as in most of Tony Hillerman's novels. We 
pursued each of these ideas fruitfully. With only a couple 
exceptions, the group seemed to enjoy this book. Most 
participants had read some Tony Hillerman previously - 
his style was familiar. As is usually the case, the most 
appreciated aspect of his work is the evocation of desert 
landscape. It takes no leadership skills to get the group 
talking about the heat, dryness and color of a Hillerman 
novel. I only added a small tangent - the way Hillerman is 
able to imbue a bright, sunny setting with a sense of threat 
and foreboding, an unusual attribute. 
 
Here are a few of the discussion issues I usually invoke 
regarding "Listening Woman:" 
 
1) How would you describe the conflict between modern 
society and traditional Native American customs and 
beliefs as depicted in this novel? In what ways might these 
things complement each other? Where does Joe 
Leaphorn seem to fall on the scale? 
 
2) How would you compare "open spaces" and "closed 
spaces" in this story (Open: deserts, gorges, highways, 
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truth, forgiveness, light. Closed: caves, hogans, rituals, 
deceptions, revenge, darkness). 
 
3) As a literary character, what variant meanings are 
hidden inside Joe Leaphorn? How does he make use of 
his knowledge of both modern science and Native 
traditions and mind-sets to solve the mystery? What does 
that symbiosis suggest about the path to truth for every 
individual? 
 
4) Hillerman sets murders and their solutions in the 
overlap between two very different cultures. What is 
gained by examining cultures that way? What complex 
questions are raised about cultural truth? What does the 
novel say about cultural "ways of knowing?" 
 
Peter Anderson (Crowheart group) 

 

The group liked Hillerman ranking the book 7 or 8 on a 
scale of 10. Most liked his ability to describe the setting, to 
create a sense of place. One member of the group 
described driving on the Navajo reservation while listening 
to a Hillerman book and pointing to landmarks the book 
seemed to be describing. They also liked learning about a 
culture unfamiliar to them. 
 
They thought he did an excellent and sympathetic job of 
discussing the Navajo culture. We also spent some time 
discussing how Leaphorn used nature and clues from 
nature to help solve the mystery. Hillerman won them over 
because of the way he makes a story flow and several 
members of the group indicated they had a tough time 
putting the book down as the action built to a crescendo. 
Leaphorn generally is a likable protagonist though several 
familiar with most of Hillerman's novels suggested they 
actually liked Jim Chee much better. About the only 
criticism anyone in the group had was that the scene in 
which Leaphorn is climbing up the crevice and the bad 
guys start the fire under him was not realistic.Most though 
he surely would have perished. This did lead into a 
discussion about whether Leaphorn was an aging cop or 
an average guy with superior physical prowess. 
 
Since the group seemed to have this love fest going with 
Hillerman, I injected some of Sherman Alexie's comments 
about Hillerman and other so-called Indian wannabes to 
get the conversation onto a different plain. We discussed 
Alexie's book Indian Killer and the characters in the book 
who are said to be certain professors or certain authors. 
We also discussed whether the use of Indian tradition and 
legends in a book such as Hillerman's somehow 
diminished the power of the legend or myth. We talked 
about divisions within the Native American community as 
to whether aspects of their culture could be used to attract 
and entertain tourists and if that somehow diminished the 
culture. We spent about a half hour on this topic and I 
think it was a good discussion. I don't recall seeing it 
mentioned in previous book group reports about 
Hillerman. 
 
Dave Kathka 

 

This session began with a protracted discussion of reading 
groups--the who, what and why of participation in them--
which sprang from an overview of possible series for next 
year. It was a great talk, and the group really articulated 
why the reading group experience has been valuable for 
individuals and for Dubois. 
 
As expected, Listening Woman turned out to be a much-
loved book. Many in the group had already read it, along 
with most of Hillerman's other novels. Thus, we spent a 
fairly large amount of time discussing how this book fits 
into his oeuvre. The vividness of his descriptions of the 
desert country stood out in readers' minds. We talked 
about the way bright, sunny landscapes can be ominous 
and threatening in his novels. 
 
We discussed at length the interweaving of mainstream 
culture with Native culture, and the role of Joe Leaphorn 
as mediator. This brought out a number of personal 
observations about reservation life, particularly in relation 
to the Wind River Reservation, very near Dubois. 
 
Peter Anderson 

 

The group really liked this book - it is probably their 
favorite in the series. We compared the "style" of each of 
the detectives we have read and commented on the 
development of that style from Sherlock Holmes to Joe 
Leaphorn. That was an interesting exercise. The insight 
into Indian culture and their beliefs was much appreciated 
by those who had come from other parts of the country. 
One woman has just arrived in Ten Sleep from some 
place in the East - she marveled at the expanse of the 
country . We suggested it was her indoctrination about 
what happens with travel when you live here - you expect 
to travel for hours to get from one place to the next. It was 
a lively discussion and a fun one. 
 
Norma Christensen 

 

Many participants had traveled or lived in the desert 
southwest and so responded warmly to the novel. We also 
included a couple of Hillerman fans among us, so we 
could stretch the boundaries of the book to discuss what is 
or is not typical of Hillerman's style and themes. 
 
The group arrived at several satisfying conclusions about 
the novel: 
 
1) Hillerman creates a strong sense of place within his 
novels-his setting tells the story, which is one of 
Hillerman's strengths and one of the charms of his novels. 
As westerners, we respond to his large, empty canvas 
that's full of weather and vistas. The caves and canyons, 
the passages of landscape description (which stop the 
action), and the focus on natural color work together to 
establish the context for Hillerman's mystery. The setting 
is as important as the protagonist in solving the mystery. 
 
2) Because Hillerman's police officer protagonists are 
Navajo, their cultural knowledge helps them solve 
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mysteries that baffle others-especially their white 
counterparts. Theodora (the main white female character 
in the novel) and the FBI men serve as foils. Theodora's 
selfishness and greed disrupt everyone around her. The 
FBI fails to solve or prevent crime, can't function effectively 
on the Reservation, and can't comprehend the importance 
of restoring harmony. In fact, restoring harmony replaces 
traditional notions of justice in this novel. (In this, Joe 
Leaphorn isn't all that different from our other great 
detectives, all of whom place their own notions of justice 
or honor above society's definitions of the same.) 
 
3) Joe Leaphorn has survival and hunting skills which 
allow him to work in harmony with nature. By focusing 
upon him, the mystery becomes a hunting story, where 
Leaphorn has to understand the clues of nature, the 
patterns of desert life, and cooperate with his environment. 
He knows how to listen to people and how to interpret 
what they say in the physical landscape. (E.g., the "frogs" 
clue.) Before this discussion, I always thought of Leaphorn 
as a slightly overweight, aging police office; that is, I 
focused on what I imagined his limitations. But participants 
pointed out that he's really a tremendously tough guy who 
endures great physical suffering and is relentless in his 
pursuit of the bad guys. He's also mentally tough in his 
realistic appraisal of human nature (e.g., How to motivate 
the white power structure to dig out the unique sand 
paintings? Bury a ton of money with them!) and in his own 
examination of how superstition touches on his behavior 
(e.g., fear of caves).  
 
Since we were discussing the cultural context, I brought in 
some statistics from a couple of articles in The Economist:  
Navajo Reservation: 
 
1) largest Indian reservation, larger than West Virginia  
2) the most populous--one in eight American Indians is a 
Navajo 
3) 75% live on the reservation to which the tribe was 
forcibly moved in 1868  
4) Of the 30,000 existing homes occupied by Navajo 
members, 80% lack plumbing, telephones, or electricity   
 
Life on the Navajo reservation: 
 
1) suicide rate is 30% higher than the U.S. average 
2) more than 50% of them live below the poverty line 
3) unemployment is 35% in the larger towns on the 
reservation, such as Shiprock 
4) unemployment is as high as 50% in the rural areas 
5) income per person is $4,100 per year 
 
 ("A Red Giant Stirs," The Economist, 23 November 1996, 
p. 33; "Indian Housing: Hands in the Till," The Economist, 
22 March 1997, p. 30.) 
 
Deb Koelling 

 

This was a strange meeting. Topics ranged from N.Y. 
Congressmen who think that the Western states are so 
unpopulated that they should be returned to Territory 
status to comments on Soylent Green as a solution to 
overpopulation in some parts of the world. In an online 

Q&A with Tony Hillerman from 
www.pbs.org/als/feature/Hillerman, I learned that he uses 
an AAA Indian Country map while writing, although he has 
occasionally moved a place or two. So, I brought my 
Indian Country map to the meeting which triggered the 
discussions of such vast open spaces of land. There are 
some helpful facts about the Navajo, Hopi etc. on the back 
of the map also. For instance, the fact that the Navajo 
(Dineh)nation is larger than West Virginia. Comments 
were made on how Leaphorn will travel 200 miles or more 
with the same attitude that someone has about running to 
the corner store. Hillerman admitted that he put limestone 
caves where none exist in Listening Woman.  
 
Some of us who had also read Margaret Coel's books 
about the Wind River Reservation compared the treatment 
of the American Indians by both authors and felt that Coel 
tends to depend more on stereotypes (drinking and drugs) 
where Hillerman is true to the reality of his characterization 
of individuals. A couple of people found the book boring or 
tedious. The rest of us found it engrossing and hard to put 
down. Some found it anticlimactic to discover that there 
were two brothers. Most people liked the legends that 
intersperse the story. One person commented on how the 
American Indian seems to adjust and accept the natural 
events of nature like floods and fires and does not feel the 
need to control nature as most white people do. One 
woman compared the story to The Giver, another to a 
book by Ira Levin Boy With One Green Eye. We discussed 
the use of ceremony and drums in other indigenous 
cultures such as the Celts. We all wondered if the Buffalo 
Society or something like it exists? This led to the 
discussion of the legend that the buffalo will roam the 
earth again and all the whites will die and the land will be 
returned to the Indians. This was near to us in 
Thermopolis because the Wyoming state herd is here in 
our state park not to mention the growing herds in 
Yellowstone Park and owned by private ranchers like the 
Gears who are authors and anthropologists who have a 
buffalo ranch just north of town. 
 
One woman said she had better find an American Indian 
husband soon! We discussed beef, mad cow disease and 
extinction in general which led us to the Soylent Green 
solution. We compared Hillerman to our previous writers 
categorizing him with Holmes and the "puzzle" mystery 
writers and with Agatha Christie's Hercule Poirot for his 
mention of using "grey matter". 
 
There was a discussion about Jim Chee and Joe 
Leaphorn's differences and lives and loves by those who 
have read more Hillerman stories. Our retired vet took 
umbrage with a description of Joe's ladyfriend in another 
novel as "chubby". She felt that the word "chubby" could 
have been left out entirely. She also brought us an 
interesting article from the N.Y.Times by Elmore Leonard 
"Easy on the Hooptedoodle", July 16,2001 with a list of 
rules designed to make the author invisible. Leonard' 
summary rule is "If it sounds like writing, I rewrite it." After 
reading these rules we decided that Hillerman surpasses 
Leonard's expectations with flying colors and leaves out all 
the "hooptedoodle". In comparison to our previous 
authors, Sayers was voted as using a lot of 
Hooptedoodle".Everyone, even those who found the book 
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boring felt that Tony Hillerman is a master at creating a 
sense of place. 
 
Joy Fisher Evans 

 

Listening Woman was the first book read and discussed in 
this series.  I opened the meeting with my usual 
information about WCH and its goals, and compliments to 
the PD for obtaining the grant, etc.  The group had 
previously completed two other series, so I was the 
newcomer to it.  This probably dampened spontaneity, as 
the group members tended to talk through me, versus to 
each other. 
 
In general, Listening Woman and its consideration of the 
Navajo landscape and people was well received, and a 
number of participants shared experiences with and other 
reading about Navajo culture and landscape.  Two 
principal motifs discussed were the nature of evil, and the 
somewhat mythic pairing of the two brothers.  Leaphorn 
was seen as a bridge between the Anglo and Navajo 
cultures.   The question of when acts of evil are legally 
criminal was considered, with the element of intent as a 
factor. 
 
Bob Brown (Torrington group) 

 

This was a big turnout for Clearmont.  We had a couple of 
totally new people who came solely because we were 
doing a Hillerman novel.  I hadn’t realize how widely 
popular Hillerman seems to be in this area.  As happened 
in Story, a few in the group wanted to talk about all the 
Hillerman novels, so we had to rein them in a bit. 
 
Since the group in Story two weeks before had such a 
good discussion over this novel, I introduced many of the 
same points of discussion:  Hillerman himself, setting, the 
interweaving of the two cultures, Leaphorn’s character, the 
over-riding theme of harmony (lack of, restoration of, etc).   
Of course the discussion also veered into many different 
areas.  We talked about prejudice and how it has to be 
fought on all levels in the novel.  The group delved into the 
complicated kinship on the reservation and how the way 
the people relate to each other derives from this.  Since 
the “regulars” in the group had read the other two 
American detective novels in the series, we compared and 
contrasted the detectives and the their worlds.  They like 
the sense of the world “righted” in the Hillerman novel.  In 
the end, Leaphorn rights the perverted or unnatural worlds 
of both the Indian and the White man.  They weren’t so 
sure about “restoration” in the Hammett and/or James Lee 
Burke novels.  WHY this is different in the world of 
Hillerman led to a lot of discussion.    
 
 Norleen Healy (Clearmont group) 

 

There was lots of enthusiasm for this book and a notable 
change in attitude from the first three books we’ve done in 
the series (the British mysteries).  Several people had 
read all or most of Hillerman’s books,  and I had to work to 

keep their discussion focused around this one for the sake 
of those who hadn’t read the others.   
 
We talked a bit about Hillerman himself - there is a lot of 
good information and some interviews available right now 
because of the memoir (Seldom Disappointed )he recently 
published (see New York Times book review section, 
Oct.28, 2001).   
 
I asked them how they see Hillerman’s attitude toward the 
Navajo.  They all felt that he doesn’t romanticize or 
patronize, that he is clearly sympathetic but also realistic. 
We compared this Native American culture with what 
people know or perceive about the reservation cultures in 
our area. 
 
Several members of the group were familiar with the 
physical setting he describes which led us to a discussion 
of how significant the setting is to the various aspects of 
the novel. 
 
 We looked at the ways Leaphorn represents the classic 
thinking detective in the genre and at the characteristics 
that make him unique.  Obviously his being a Navajo 
figures greatly in how he thinks and in how he links the 
thinking detective with the natural world in his quest to 
restore a kind of harmony that answers to both cultures.   
We discussed at how many levels he is trying to find this 
harmony.  Someone noted how he himself is initially 
somewhat alienated from the elemental and spiritual vision 
of the Navajo way and we talked about how he seems to 
be restored through the novel.  Everyone responded to 
how Leaphorn listens to nature and to other people, to 
how he isn’t afraid of silence and in fact learns so much 
from it. 
 
We looked at how the value systems differ between the 
Anglo and the Navajo world and how Leaphorn serves not 
just as a reasoner but also as a mediator of human values. 
 
They didn’t like it much when I suggested that maybe 
Leaphorn is a bit larger than life in terms of his physical 
abilities.  They disagreed. 
 
I asked for examples of humor or irony in the novel which 
led to a discussion of how cultures reveal themselves 
through their sense of humor. 
 
As I was bringing the discussion to a close, one person 
said  he initially didn’t think there was really much to the 
novel, but, as he read, he became intrigued with the 
themes of death and betrayal illustrated in so many 
different ways.  This got us going again even though we 
running late as it was. 
 
 As I said, they liked this novel, and they love Leaphorn.  
We’ll se if they are as enthusiastic about ole Sam Spade 
next month! 
 
Norleen Healy (Story group) 

 

As commonly the case, all the participants liked the book.  
Several had read other Hillerman books 
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so those came into the conversation as well. 
  
Some basic ideas that we discussed were the disruption of 
harmony, the portrayal of the natural world, 
and Hillerman's inclusion of Native American traditions 
and rites (which people especially liked).  We talked about 
Joe Leaphorn a lot--why he is likeable; how he pulls 
together knowledge of Native traditions, contemporary 
science, and what people tell him; how he is such a good 
listener; what good shape he must be in.  Among the 
detectives to whom we've been introduced, Leaphorn is a 
favorite. 
  
We're reading Black Cherry Blues next.  I gave them a 
gentle warning about the book, trying to encourage them 
to read the book even though parts may be offensive.  
One woman said she refuses to read a book with "bad" 
language. Several said they did not want to read about 
violence.  We'll see how that discussion goes. 
   
Maggie Garner 

 

We talked about the cult of Hillerman. Readers seemed to 
enjoy him because it's the best-quality tier of pure 
escapism. I played devil's advocate, asking them if a non-
Native-American can write from a Native American 
perspective. They felt that, with the disclaimers Hillerman 
offers, he researches his books so thoroughly that he can 
pull it off. Even though some NA writers call him a 
"wannabe" Indian. The readers felt he appeals to the 
wannabe Indian in many of us. One heckuva storyteller 
who gets his facts close to straight, but his heroes lack the 
flavor of the favorite, Sam Spade.  
 
Jon Billman 

 

This was our final discussion for the series at Tongue 
River. Listening Woman is a good book to end with 
because it’s almost always well received. We discussed 
the setting and the contrasts between the mainstream 
culture and the Native culture that Hillerman weaves into 
the story. Since Ranchester is right on the edge of the 
Crow reservation, the group compared the cultural clashes 
they see and have experienced to those in the novel. We 
talked about the stereotypical expectations we have about 
reservations and how the book both reinforced and 
challenged them. We had an interesting discussion about 
the validity of a non- native representing the culture from 
the inside – through the perspective of a native. Most 
agreed that at least Leaphorn reflected both cultures and 
his personal struggles mirrored the broader cultural 
conflict in the book. 
We looked at several different references to the theme of 
harmony in the novel and someone pointed out that 
disrupters of harmony are from outside, much like in the 
British novels. We decided that this novel, much more so 
than the other American detective novels we read, 
suggests that evil is an aberration and can be, if not 
eradicated, at least understood. There’s a kind of 
reassurance we don’t get in the other American novels 
and do get in the British ones. 

 
Many in the group had read other Hillerman novels and 
talked a lot about Leaphorn and Jim Chee and Hillerman’s 
use of setting. The big Hillerman fans listed the “must 
read” books for those less familiar, and everyone was 
making lists at the end of the discussion. 
 
Norleen Healy 
 

 
13 people gathered on a nasty day to discuss Listening 
Woman.  Most were fans of Hillerman and had read many 
of his novels;  Hillerman has always had a big following in 
this area.  After discussing the biographical details (no end 
of sources here, especially since his death last year), we 
talked about what the draw is to Hillerman's novels and 
agreed that his immerging us into the culture of Southwest 
Native America, both in terms of setting and people, along 
with good detective stories, makes for a compelling 
combination.  The discussion took us in the directions one 
might expect with this novel:  the landscape, the different 
ways of viewing the world from the "white" and Native 
American perspective, the source of "evil", magical realism 
and its place in Native literature, Leaphorn's character and 
the duality of his perspective, themes (harmony, effect of 
greed, prejudice, etc), and the healing power of ritual. I 
asked for examples of humor in the novel and whether 
there is a reflective of the culture.  We talked about how 
some contemporary Native American writers (notably 
Sherman Alexie) refer to Hillerman and other non Native 
writers of the culture as  "wannabes" and whether that is a 
fair assessment.  We related this discussion to Hillerman' 
s statement that he wrote with a purpose, "To instill in his 
readers a respect for Indian culture."  I asked whether 
there was a sense of his romanticizing the culture and the 
group respnded with a resounding "no", citing  examples 
to dispute that idea.  There was a great deal of discussion 
about the Four Corners area and the status of the 
reservation there.  Three of our participants had lived and 
worked in the area for several years.   
 
Overall it was a lengthy and dynamic discussion of a novel 
(and author) beloved by the group.   
 
Norleen Healy, Sheridan 

Devices and Desires 
Eight readers gather to discuss  P.D. James' Devices and 
Desires, the  last book in our crime series.  For anyone 
leading the series in the  spring or summer there is a 
wonderful interview with James in the  Wall Street Journal 
(mid November, as I recall).  The occasion was  the 
publication of her latest mystery.  She's 88, and not 
finished  with Commander Dalgliesh yet!  To the book:  we 
all loved it.   We  loved the attention to setting, 
atmosphere, characters, plotting,  detail - we went on and 
on.  Readers declared it a fine novel, which  also happens 
to include a mystery.  It was fascinating to be "in the  
know" as to the murderer, while Commander Dalgliesh 
could only  suspect.  One of the reviewers of the book 
argues that James took a  risk with this technique, but that 
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it paid off.  Readers found some  loose ends in the book 
and wanted to know more.  I pointed out that  authors 
often respond to this criticism with the argument that 
books  can only be so long!  To us, the detail of characters 
was worth the  reading.  Characters are fleshed out, even 
minor ones (Jonas, whose  brother pays him to stay away, 
for example), with rich inner lives  and complicated 
devices and desires.  We decided that no one person  in 
the novel was without flaw, nor were they without value 
(one  person said Hillary had value in that she was 
human).  One reader  identified over fifteen subplots and I 
chimed in with family  relationships and the emphasis on 
flawed childhoods.  Eventually we  got around to talking 
about James' biography and her views of British  
mysteries versus American ones.  In addition, we talked 
about James'  reasons for liking mysteries; that they are 
akin to 21st century  morality plays.  About half the group 
had read several, if not all,  of James' books and 
recommended titles to the rest of us.  We then  
recommended other authors to one another, and ended by 
selecting  series choices for next fall's reading group.  This 
was a delightful  series of books and a wonderful group of 
readers!  Next fall we will  be in the newly refurbished 
Fremont County Library.   
 
Barbara GoseReading Wyoming 
Wyoming Humanities Council 
www.uwyo.edu/humanities 

 

Alta: Too many characters, too much detail, some readers 
complained. Other readers liked the layering of story upon 
story and the careful manner in which James keeps Adam 
Dalgliesh apart and distinct from it all.  
 
An overabundance of detail, some argued, blurs a picture. 
The counter argument was that this complexity was 
exactly the point of the novel.  
 
In the end, those who didn't care for this book outweighed 
those who did. Other observations: The shifting narrative 
point of view gets out of hand, especially when the author 
narrates from the killers p.o.v.; the supernatural dream 
revelation sequence was found to be ridiculous, many 
readers felt; the confession seems like an artificial, even a 
desperate, resolution to the story.  
 
--Peter Anderson  

 

Basin: Being readers that we are, no one complained that 
the long descriptions and character development slowed 
down the pace of the mystery. Most admired her 
cleverness at dropping clues in making all the characters 
likely suspects. We spent much time talking about the 
family subjects James explored: child abuse, divorce, 
single parenting, and dysfunctional families. Of all the 
characters, our favorite was the wanderer, homeless by 
choice, whom Dalgliesh finds wearing the Bumbles; we 
rattled off his piquant quotes one after another.  
 
--Claire Dunne  

 

I started our discussion of P.D. James and Devices and 
Desires with some biographical material on James.  Since 
we had read Sayers last month, I backed up and 
commented on James' writing on Sayers' work.  Then I 
asked the group to comment on their reactions to the book 
and/or the characters.  I hardly got a word in edgewise 
after that.  Reactions to the book varied.  About half the 
participants disliked the detail in the book and the huge 
cast of characters.  These same people believed that the 
Whistler and the terrorism subplot were unnecessary.  The 
other half of the group loved the details of scenes of 
houses, pubs, landscape, and people.  They thought 
James a genius for her fully realized characters, right 
down to Jonas, the homeless wanderer.  I asked them if 
they thought there was enough of a mystery or had James 
moved away from the so called "puzzle" mystery?  Again, 
reactions were mixed.  Those who liked James had either 
read other James novels or were asking for James 
recommendations.  We did some comparisons among the 
six male main characters and also between the American 
and British crime writing styles.  Finally, I brought up the 
topic of why we read mysteries.  We discussed what we 
have learned about crime literature.  Then Carol (Deering) 
passed out a detailed list of other crime novels either 
recommended by the participants or by the Humanities 
Council.  This was much appreciated.  We ended by 
discussion possible series for next year...  always a fun 
discussion.  We always hate to  say good bye at the end 
of the series!   
 
Barbara Gose 

 

The Rock Springs BDP had a great discussion of 
P.D.James’ Devices and Desires.  As is typical with the 
“Crime” series, there were several P.D. experts in 
attendance, who had plenty of context to offer about the 
life and career of both the writer and her main man Adam 
Dagliesh.  We remarked how James employs all the 
“devices” within her power to achieve her “desire” of 
tricking the reader.  Following the two strands of opinion 
voiced by the reviewers, most of us appreciated how she 
tries to make nearly all of her characters “rounded,” while 
a few of us felt oppressed by the wealth of detail.  We 
thought about her statement from the Salon interview that 
it is the “mysteries of the heart” which interest her the 
most, and explored how guilt—just as it seems to be in 
most of the books of the series—is ambiguous.  (Can  one 
so readily condemn Alice for a killing she thought she 
“owed her brother,” an absolution from her traumatic early 
life of sexual abuse?)  And of course we reveled in the 
symbolism of the setting—the “Martyr’s Cottage” being the 
place where Alice ends her life;  the polar energy sources 
of a windmill and a nuclear power plant, the ruined abbey 
that is the site of so many comings-and-goings.  Finally, 
we marveled (laughingly) that there weren’t any paved 
sidewalks out there on the headlands—there were so 
many people coming and going out there the whole book 
long!   
 
Rick Kempa, 12-03 
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Devices and Desires by P.D. James was well received by 
the members of the Casper group.  We spent time 
discussing character development and James’ use of 
detail.  Even her minor characters were vivid and 
memorable. Some felt at times there was too much detail 
in describing where characters lived, their clothing, and 
what they looked like. These members felt compelled to 
skip sections to get to the “story.”  Others especially liked 
the detail because they got to know the characters and 
“see” them better.  We all appreciated the complexity of 
her plot and use of subplots in addition to the reversal of 
characters’ power at the end of the novel.  Many thought 
the terrorist subplot did not fit well with the rest of the plot.  
We discussed the theme of power in the novel (nuclear 
power, female power, the Whistler’s power, etc.).  In 
addition, we looked at architectural juxtapositions like 
Hilary’s stark cottage in contrast to Neil and Amy’s 
cramped caravan.  Finally, we ended the discussion going 
back to character development because we thought that 
was the strength of the novel. 
 
Tammy Frankland 

 

We ended our series on Crime and the Cultural 
Landscape with a discussion of P.D. James' Devices and 
Desires.  Two camps emerged during the discussion . In 
one camp were those who very much liked the novel and 
the depth of detail and psychological motivation which 
infuses it. The other camp was composed of those who 
found the novel overwritten, cynical, and without the 
saving grace of humor to lighten what they felt was a 
pervasive gloom. 
 
The negative camp had it at first with several members 
talking about how depressing they found the novel. For 
them James' characters all sound alike when they speak 
and they weren't drawn to the character of Adam 
Dalgliesh. Many, they thought, were little more than 
stereotypes. Furthermore, they felt there was little mystery 
and no puzzle in the novel, and they felt too many of the 
characters existed simply as red herrings. I was surprised 
by the depth of the negative reaction. But, once they got 
through venting, the James defenders took the stage. One 
member of the group, a retired high school English 
teacher, led the charge in defense of the novel. "Look," 
she said, "this book isn't about murder. It's not about the 
puzzle of who did it. The only real puzzle is why the 
characters act as they do, and in the end it all comes 
down to the power that family exerts on the individual. This 
is about the potentially destructive power of families." 
 
And then she ticked them off--from Dalgleish, who was 
there because his aunt had left him her place, to the 
brother and sister tied forever by the murder of an abusive 
father, to the police officer struggling to reclaim his wife 
from her mother. Family is at the core of the novel. I was 
blown away. It was a wonderfully perceptive comment, the 
kind which changed the way I looked at the book. The 
discussion took off from there. Everyone started 
reconsidering the book through the lens of that comment 
and coming up with other examples to support it.  
 
Rob Koelling 

 

Most members of the group did not care for this book at 
all. Only a couple liked it. Readers specifically complained 
about James' prose style, finding it difficult to follow and 
stay interested in. I therefore spent a lot of the time trying 
to backfill around the edges a little, hoping people would 
leave the discussion liking the book a trifle more than 
when they arrived. (Actually, that's always my goal.) 
 
One thing we tried was comparing some of the major 
elements of symbolism in this book, which is chock-full of 
hearty old-fashioned symbols. For instance, architectural 
structures are constantly being placed in juxtaposition - 
the power plant against the windmill; Martyr's Cottage 
against the ruined church; the power plant against the 
ruined church, Alice's sterile house against the cramped, 
messy caravan, etc. It's interesting to trace a few of those 
and watch the interplay of shifting meanings and questions 
that arise. 
 
James' was working with several literary concerns in mind 
when she wrote these Adam Dalgliesh novels: (1) a 
concern about rapid changes in monolithic society during 
the seventies; (2) the end of the death penalty in England; 
(3) a reaction in fiction against weird experimentation; (4) 
the demise of the pure puzzle mystery; (5) the rise in 
American thrillers of extremely violent action. Each of 
these concerns plays out in some manner in "Devices and 
Desires." Although we didn't hit on all of these during this 
discussion (the attitude toward the book was a little too 
cold for penetrating discussion), we did talk about 
"escapist" literature in general and our personal reasons 
for reading mysteries. 
 
Peter Anderson (Crowheart group) 

 

The group liked this book better that the previous two 
English mysteries in the series. It was simply a more 
interesting book that had value beyond the puzzle. They 
believed the characters were much better developed and 
that there were interesting stories about the characters 
that went beyond the murder. 
 
Since this was the last of the three English mysteries we 
are reading for the group we discussed what makes an 
English mystery an English mystery, and how, based on 
this small sample, English mysteries might have changed 
over time as society changed. We then speculated as to 
how these mysteries might differ from the American 
mysteries/detective fiction we would be reading next. This 
of course got us into quite a discussion about how the two 
cultures might differ in their approach to such topics as 
authority and violence and why. 
 
I found a couple of articles to be especially useful: for 
biographical info and James's philosophy "The Queen of 
Crime: P.D. James" in Julian Symons 
http://www.nytimes.com/books/97/12/07/home/james-
queen.html There is another article on the WEB that has a 
conversation between James and I think Leonard Block 
that is excellent in terms of comparing English and 
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American detective fiction. I thought I had it here this 
morning but don't so will send it later. 
 
Dave Kathka 

 

"No Gore, Please - They're British"   
http://www.nytimes.com/books/97/12/07/home/james-
gore.html 
 
A number of participants thought this was the best book of 
the series. Here are some of the things they liked and 
commented on: The most thorough character 
development of any of the mysteries in the series. A 
myriad little stories about every character. Complexity--
streaks of good and not-so-good in everyone. 
 
Interesting writing. Just the reading, one person 
commented, was a delight. A very dense text. Everything 
is tied together meticulously. A great example of how a 
mystery story "should" be constructed. Passages about 
the physical environment are well-wrought--the sea, mists, 
moors, and rocky headlands, a the structures (mill, power 
plants, ruined church, the quaint little pub). 
 
The maturing of a genre, one participant said of this novel. 
A very formalized style which pays tribute to all its 
predecessors (especially the great British mystery writers). 
 
Peter Anderson (Dubois group) 

 

The Ten Sleep group generally liked this book a lot. there 
were one or two dissenters--I think mainly because 
English writers are different than American writers. We 
talked about that difference, the class culture, etc. Some 
thought at the outset there were too many stories being 
told but then began to realize "a case" had to be 
developed for the possible guilt of each of the characters. 
Some had found that a second reading offered some 
overlooked details in the development of the plot--others 
were almost dissuaded from their vow of not going back to 
read any part of the book again. 
 
We discussed the juxtaposition of architectural images--
one or two commented on the hardiness of Hillary R. who 
swam in what had to be a rather"cool" ocean. Others 
commented that in addition to putting her in the right place 
for murder, it added a dimension to her character. We had 
an animated discussion about who were the good guys 
and who were the bad guys with not everyone agreeing 
about the analyses. Generally, it was a lively discussion 
and furthered our exploration of Crime and the Cultural 
Landscape. 
 
Norma Christensen 

 

The "devices and desires" phrase occurs in the confession 
of sin for several rites within The Book of Common Prayer, 
such as the Daily Morning Prayer: Rite One.** 
 

Almighty and most merciful Father, we have erred and 
strayed from thy ways like lost sheep, we have followed 
too much the devices and desires of our own hearts, we 
have offended against thy holy laws, we have left undone 
those things which we ought to have done, and we have 
done those things which we ought not to have done. But 
thou, O Lord, have mercy upon us, spare thou those who 
confess their faults, restore thou those who are penitent, 
according to thy promises declared unto mankind in Christ 
Jesus our Lord; and grand, O most merciful Father, for his 
sake, that we may hereafter live a godly, righteous, and 
sober life, to the glory of thy holy Name. Amen. 
 
Most attending enjoyed Devices and Desires a great deal. 
At least two members had read all of James's other 
detective fiction, and others were fans of the PBS 
dramatizations. It was a willing audience that approached 
the dense, introspective book. Devices and Desires has so 
many profound ideas and striking images that everyone 
had a favorite passage. And one woman, who hadn't 
talked throughout the series, suddenly quoted a passage 
that, she said, made her stop, stare, and think. It was a 
rare book, she continued, that had that kind of power over 
readers. As a previous group leader noted, the 
architectural symbolism of the novel is wonderful, and we 
focused upon the final scene of the novel where the 
Larksoken power station, the ruined abbey, and the mill all 
line up with "the past and the present fused"-all 
representing the "trivial devices and desires" of individuals' 
hearts (465). The book's theme of "intellectual and 
spiritual arrogance" (465) resonated with the group.  
 
One group member had kept a body count. While I forgot 
to write down the number, it's astounding and exceeds 
anything else we've read. The same woman had marked 
all the instances of "devices and desires," and we had a 
good discussion contrasting those passages with the 
prayer that inspires the phrase. Another participant 
commented upon the number of damaged children in the 
book-often these same people as adults are responsible 
for the book's acts of mayhem.  
 
Deb Koelling 

 

**The prayer quoted at the beginning is footnoted as 
follows to The Book of Common Prayer: HTML Edition 
(American, 1979), Version 1.0a, 1 May, 1998. 1 Dec. 2000 
http://home.pacifier.com/~stannes/index.htm. 
 
This was the third novel we’ve done in the series, and the 
final British one.  I didn’t know what to expect in response 
(my first time reading this one too!), and I was a little 
nervous about being able to sustain a good discussion; 
however, the group just sort of took over and had lots to 
say.  In fact, my role often was to stop two or three 
discussions about the book from occurring at the same 
time and get them to listen to each other!  For sure, they 
agreed that they liked this book better than the Nine 
Tailors.   Not everyone liked the book, of course; a few 
found it confusing and somewhat dull, but the majority was 
enthused, if for different reasons.  Some liked the depth of 
the characterization and the variety of characters, even to 
the couple who ran the pub and the wandering fellow, 
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Jonas; others really enjoyed the slow pace, arguing that it 
allowed them to relax into the atmosphere of the book; 
and a few insisted that it was just a darn good mystery 
story.   Without my prompting they noted the 
juxtapositioning of the symbolic aspects of the setting. 
 
We talked about the timeliness of the novel.  That minor 
subplot about the tangle of terrorism evoked a lot of 
discussion, of course.   We were intrigued as to how the 
whole idea of terrorism implies certain commonalities. 
 
I asked them if and how they thought this novel fit into the 
pattern of the genre.  We agreed that there is a sense of 
“order restored”, but that there’s more psychological 
realism in the characters, and that we’re left with a bit of 
disquiet in the end.  For example, that whole cover-up of 
the nuclear plant’s dangers is left out there. 
 
We start the American novels next so I asked them to 
think about how they differ from the British and why those 
differences might occur. 
 
Norleen Healy (Story group) 

 

This was not one of my better jobs leading a discussion.  I 
began by reading the relevant part of the prayer from The 
Book of Common Prayer (thank you, Deb Koelling).   After 
some brief discussion of the reactions to Devices and 
Desires I divided the ten participants into five pairs and 
asked each pair to discuss with each other an “assigned” 
principal character (Adam, Alex, Alice, Meg, Hilary), then 
had them tell the group their thoughts, with illustrative 
quotes.  This was well received, but didn’t seem to 
engender much spontaneous follow-up within the group.    
In fact, this latter characteristic was present throughout the 
discussion: a comment would be offered or a question 
asked by a participant, but after an initial engagement by 
the group, the discussion would die.  I shared a number of 
quotes from the interesting interviews of James available 
on the web, but these also had the same limited response. 
 
        The Torrington BDG is a lively and thoughtful group, 
and all of their comments were interesting and relevant, 
yet I could not find a way to ignite a sustained and group 
directed conversation.  I seemed to be infected with “brick 
brain” and could not go beyond the rather mechanical 
questions I asked based on my notes.  I found it difficult to 
overcome my feelings and thoughts about the horrific 
attacks of September 11th to discuss the devices and 
desires of James’s characters, and shared this with the 
group.  I hoped that this would lead to a general 
discussion of the issues in the book in the light of the real 
terrorist attacks.  Once again there were interesting and 
insightful comments from the group, but no chain reaction 
of spontaneous discussion. 
 
Bob Brown 

 

I do Devices and Desires Monday night in Story, and now 
I'm nervous!  However, if it's any comfort to Bob, I did 
Study in Scarlet the week following the attack, and I found 

it hard for us all to really focus.  Worse yet, I had to do a 
three hour class on Madame Bovary the night OF the 
attack!  Talk about irrelevant! 
 
Norleen Healy 

 

The reaction of the group in general to Devices and 
Desires was a favorable one. Everyone was impressed 
with PD James’ ability to develop all of the characters, 
even the less significant ones. There were so many 
characters too. I had to make a list of them just to keep 
them organized in my mind.  
 
James kept us guessing all along. As one reader put it  
“she kept leading us on over and over only to pull the rug 
out from under us time and time again.” We agreed that 
the “Whistler” and the serial murders were the least  
important part of the book, a kind of prelude to the real 
crime, even though it appears at the outset to be most 
important. Many people were trying to figure out who 
might be the “Whistler” at the dinner party. There was so 
much material in the book to talk about that our meeting 
ran longer than usual. First we dissected several of the 
characters. We voted Hilary as the most evil, Alex with no 
redeeming qualities in that he had denied his own reality 
for the sake of ambition and Jonathan full of pride and lust 
.  Meg  Dennison was everyone’s favorite character 
because she was what she appeared to be, honest and 
truly concerned about the welfare of others. She also tries 
to make sense of her own and others’ motivations . As we 
discussed the many personalities in the book, the title 
made us aware of the differing desires and devices that 
we as well as the characters use to obtain them. It 
seemed that everyone in the book was influenced by their 
early childhood nurturing or lack of nurturing to be the 
person they were in adulthood. 
 
One member felt that Dalgliesh was not very well 
developed but felt that she needed to have read some of 
the earlier books to know him better. His role here as an 
observer rather than the “detective” was different from his 
role in James’ other books. Several people mentioned the 
juxtaposition of the nuclear plant with the old windmill, the 
past and the present constantly facing each other along 
with the opposite qualities in the characters, such as, 
Dalgliesh and Rickards, Alice and Meg.  
 
The timeliness of  the topic of “ using fetal tissue to cure 
Parkinson’s disease was surprising to us with all the 
discussion  of stem cell research  going on here in the US 
It appears that they were ahead of us in the UK since this 
book was written in 1989. Everyone voted P.D.James 
Devices and Desires the   best of all that we have read 
and we only have one book left.  Even though she does 
not give us a typical solution in the end, she holds the 
readers interest throughout . Someone said it would have 
been a very interesting novel even without the murders.  
 
In the biographical information  from Contemporary 
Authors , Vol. 17  under White, Phyllis Dorothy James  
(P.D.James) she commented that when she first started 
writing  people thought she was a man. Many members of 
our group also said that when they first heard her name 
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(P. D. James) they also thought that she was a man and 
that perhaps as many female authors who have used 
masculine pseudonyms to get published it probably helped 
her to get the attention of publishers and readers alike. We 
had another great time discussing this multi-faceted book.  
 
I have included a copy of some discussion questions that I 
compiled as a guide to our discussion.  
 
1. Which character did you find most fully developed or 
outstanding to you ? Explain your reasoning.  
 
2. In this very complex novel what was most important to 
you? Is this a traditional mystery with a puzzle to be 
solved? How did James hold and /or lose your interest? 
 
3. Explore the themes of good and evil. Who were the 
“good” and “evil” characters? What influenced their  
behavior?  
 
4. What is the relevance of the title which is taken from the 
Book of Common Prayer as part of the confession of the 
whole congregation? 
 
5. Baroness James wrote in 1983 what “gives any mystery 
writer the claim to be regarded as a serious novelist is the 
power to create [a] sense of place and to make it as real to 
the reader as his own living room - and then to people it 
with characters who are suffering men and women, not 
stereotypes to be knocked down like dummies in the final 
chapter.” Does she accomplish this in Devices and 
Desires ?  If so, describe how she achieves this sense of  
place  and development of character using examples in 
this book and comparisons to other books you have read. 
 
6. How does Adam Dalgliesh compare to the past four 
detectives we have read - Holmes, Spade, Wimsey and 
Leaphorn?  
 
7. Would you say that P.D.James has  or has not been 
influenced by Dorothy Sayers? What is similar and what is 
different about these two English Grande Dames of 
Mystery? 
 
Joy Fisher Evans (Thermopolis group) 

 

I’m sorry the weather was so bad and attendance was 
down, because the ones who were there liked the book a 
lot and had lots to say (making up for the response they 
had to the last book, The Nine Tailors). 
 
We began by talking about why they liked this book so 
much better.  They thought the characters were more 
“real” and much more interesting.  One lady said reading 
this book helped her clarify what she didn’t like about the 
last one.  I asked them if it was possible that they just 
found Devices and Desires more relevant since it reflects 
a time and culture (if not setting) more familiar to them, but 
they didn’t think that accounted for their differing 
responses to the two novels.   
 
They liked the complexity of the novel.  A couple of them 
said they had to go back a few times to keep everything 

straight, but that seemed to be OK.  We got into an 
interesting discussion about the theme of martyrs. Alice, 
Meg, Alice, and Adam all can be considered either martyrs 
or willing to be (in Adam’s case). We considered whether 
that’s a noble thing.  Then we talked about how terrorists 
are often martyrs too and looked at the quote on p. 420, 
which refers to martyrdom as “ultimate self deception, the 
final arrogance.”  We also talked about the number of 
damaged children in the novel and wondered if  
P.D.James might be reflecting on this because of her 
experience working in the Criminal Department in the 
Home Office in London where she reportedly specialized 
in juvenile delinquency.  Someone pointed out that almost 
all the characters in the novel seem isolated or alienated; 
most are rather unconnected (again in contrast with the 
characters in the Sayers novel).  We looked at the 
suggestion in the novel that any    extremes breed disaster 
– obviously in the suggestion of scientific progress – but 
even in other things like political correctness in Meg’s 
case, in idealism, as with Caroline and Amy.  The group 
wasn’t bothered at all that the crime and detective part of 
the novel seemed less important than other things like 
character development and setting.   
 
 I wanted them to consider the values in the novel and 
how most of the people seemed basically decent even if 
misguided, so we discussed that in terms of the major 
characters and the outcome.  We’re going to the American 
novels next, namely The Maltese  Falcon, and I want them 
to think about the differences. 
 
 Norleen Healy 

 

The Rock River discussion group mostly liked this book.  A 
few were a little bothered by the gruesome details and the 
lax moral attitudes portrayed, but overall, they liked the 
style of the book and the development of the characters. 
Having last read The Nine Tailors, we were able to 
compare the cultures shown in each book, noting the 
differences in moral attitudes, the diminished reliance on 
religion, the lesser emphasis on the class system, the 
increase in technology.  We also talked about the 
abolishment of the death penalty and the comments in the 
book related to that.  We noted that crimes were more 
quickly solved with quicker communication; at the same 
time, the use of computers didn't help solve the crimes in 
this book.  Of course, the contrasts in the book (e.g., the 
ruined abbey and the nuclear plant) help bring up the 
differences in culture. 
  
We talked about all the family relationships in the book 
and the influence of family.  We noted that a lot was said 
about having children in relating the stories of Rickards, 
Dalgliesh, Hillary, Amy, and the Blaneys. 
  
We discussed the subplots in the book and the 
motivations, the devices and the desires, of the various 
characters. We also talked about the concept of justice 
and the idea that evil doesn't end with the death of one 
evil-doer (page 465).   
  
Maggie Garner 



Wyoming Council for the Humanities:  
Book Discussion Series Archives 

- 34 - 

 

This was our final book in the series [Clearmont Library].  
We had a good turnout and over-all positive reactions to 
the novel.  In comparing this to the other British novels, 
the participants saw considerable cultural differences.  
They saw this one as being more reflective of a world we 
all recognize,  even though it’s so characteristically British. 
One person said she felt it odd that the Whistler part at the 
beginning actually was rather irrelevant to the novel as a 
whole.  She decided it was a device James used to hook 
the reader and one which reflects the more contemporary 
detective novels in terms of violence and suspense and 
that then James relaxed into a different mode.  We all 
agreed that it’s difficult initially to keep the characters 
straight.  A couple admitted to keeping a list of characters 
to refer to as they read.  We also agreed that it’s a slow 
paced novel, but this group did not seem to find that 
aspect off-putting.  Several said they planned to read other 
of James’s novels now.  
 
We compared this to the American novels we read.  
Someone made the comment that the way the characters 
were developed left us with the feeling that none was just 
plain evil and none (even the sympathetic ones) was 
without “baggage”.  There is still the sense that we 
discussed in the other British novels that evil is an 
aberration and can be eradicated, whereas in the 
American novels that sense of evil seems more  
pervasive.  We compared Dalgliesh to the other detectives 
in the series, noting how relatively minor his role as a 
detective is in this novel.   
 
 The same man who mapped out the country for us in 
Nine Tailors did it for this novel. We discussed how 
significant the setting is both in terms of atmosphere and 
symbolism.   
 
They were interested in biographical details about P D 
James and speculated about the reflections of her life 
experiences in her novels.   
 
 I was pleased with the level of interest and enthusiasm for 
this discussion.  It was a good ending for the series. 
 
Norleen Healy 

 

We discussed the English School of Crime Fiction vs. the 
American School of Crime Fiction. This was interesting 
and entertaining, speculation playing a healthy role. The 
weight James gives death is interesting in comparison to 
some of the other books in the series, and we talked about 
the role of religion and spirituality in her treatment of 
death. I lectured briefly on how Devices and Desires is 
perhaps more like a Victorian novel, say Middlemarch, 
than a book like The Maltese Falcon or even Nine Tailors. 
This, I'm afraid, went over like, well, a lecture on the 
Victorian novel. The real fun in the evening was the 
debate and ensuing calcutta over what book list to try and 
obtain for the next series. I was pleased with their 
openness to new and perhaps difficult books. Everyone is 

excited about reading the next discussion series, which, I 
think, is the best we can hope for.  
 
Jon Billman 
 

 
Thirteen participants attended the discussion, which was 
lively and engaged for the full two hours.  A couple of 
people said afterward that they thought this was the best 
discussion so far. 
 
The person who has had the greatest struggle with 
mystery novels loved this book, because of the 
psychological examination of the characters, their 
motivations, the connection among their thoughts, feelings 
and actions.  This led to a discussion of the fact that every 
character, and every human being, has a mystery in their 
history or personality and that we can never know if that 
mystery offers a full explanation of motivation and 
character. 
 
Someone observed that the motivations for the main 
murder seem inadequate, on the face of it, anyway.  So 
we discussed that motivation, and human motivation in 
general.  We discussed the idea of the shadow, or double, 
as the one who troubles us most and whom we want to 
exterminate when under pressure.  From this, we 
branched into a discussion of motivation on a larger scale, 
in families, communities, regions and nations, and the way 
unexamined parts of ourselves can lead to extreme or 
irrational behavior that seems reasonable or necessary to 
the one performing the action. 
 
We also spent considerable time on the idea of crime 
itself.  For example, murder is clearly a crime, as is sexual 
molestation and spousal abuse.  But what about emotional 
blackmail or sexual misuse or emotional abandonment, or 
even self-aggrandizement at the emotional or professional 
expense of others.  And finally, what are the moral and 
ethical issues involved in the production of energy by 
means that pollute, or threaten the safety of large numbers 
of people.  Crime, then, has to do with the cultural 
landscape, the assumptions and standards that a society 
or community sets to provide some order or sense of 
predictability in social interactions.  Whether the violation 
of these is a crime, or simply cruel or thoughtless, but not 
criminal, depends on the society. 
 
Several people observed that James is known for 
presenting social issues, even though they may not be the 
central focus of the book.  For example, the current issues 
of nuclear energy, pollution, the acceptance or rejection of 
homosexuality, terrorism, child abuse and neglect, racism, 
political correctness and the place of religion in culture all 
inform the book and the world in which not only the 
characters, but all human beings in the real world, exist. 
 
In addition, we addressed the theme of martyrdom, 
starting with Martyr's Cottage and the martyr for whom it 
was named.  Most of the characters, in some way, are 
martyred, or victimized, either by other people, 
circumstance, or their own doing. 
 
We came back to the question of murder and mental 



Wyoming Council for the Humanities:  
Book Discussion Series Archives 

- 35 - 

health, and posed the question of whether the act of 
murder implies, in and of itself, some degree of mental 
imbalance or illness.  That led us back to the questions of 
the law, and legal definitions of sanity, as they relate to 
responsibility and psychological and social definitions of 
sanity.  The Whistler, with whose crimes the book begins, 
seems clearly insane, but is the central murder, whose 
perpetrator seems eminently sane, any more rational, in 
the end? 
 
We commented on the modern assumption that all people 
are complex and their “devices and desires" many, and 
frequently conflicting. 
 
People had minor criticisms of the book: that the fact that 
Dalgliesh is a poet as well as a detective seemed 
gratuitous; that some of the background stories seemed 
unnecessarily thorough, given that the characters 
remained minor; that the tramp with the telltale shoes 
seemed entirely a device to get the shoes found.  Despite 
all these criticisms, the fullness and depth of the 
explorations of human devices and desires seemed rich 
and engaging. 
 
In comparing this book to the first two, The Nine Tailors 
and The Maltese Falcon, people remarked that all three 
had a central image or thing around which the action 
turned - the bells, the statue of the falcon and the nuclear 
power plant.  Two of the books present nature itself, in the 
form of the fens or the ocean, as an actor and a character 
in its own right.  In all three, the central crime is born of 
passion, whether greed, vengeance or, at its deepest 
level, envy.  In The Nine Tailors, the bells themselves are 
killers, and in Devices and Desires the power plant is 
potentially that. 
 
Finally, a long unsolved murder near Jackson has, it 
appears, been solved, and people spoke of how that felt, 
what the reasons for the murder might have been, and 
what it feels like to have lived through that.  Other old 
timers spoke of three other unsolved murders from that 
time and a more recent one from a couple of years ago, 
and the precariousness of safety and life itself, when 
looked at closely. 
 
Stephen S. Lottridge, Jackson 
 

The Nine Tailors 
It was Vice Presidential debate night last night, but still we 
had  nine readers gather to discuss this Sayers book and 
the art of the  crime novel.  Everyone in the group is a 
mystery fan and three  readers are very knowledgeable 
about Sayers and her Lord Peter Wimsey  series.  We 
asked them numerous questions about their thoughts on a  
serial detective, how Lord Peter evolved through the 
series, which  other books in this series to read, does 
Bunter marry, all those  sorts of questions that 
demonstrate that we really related to the  Lord Peter 
character.  This is a delightful group of readers; they  not 
only love mysteries and like to share titles, they are adept 
at   drawing out themes, plots, plus and minuses of writing 

style and  detail.  Most people felt Sayers writes from her 
head, exploring  great themes such as religion, class 
structure, rural life, justice  versus law, morality, women's 
rights, even bell ringing.  Sometimes  these topics go on 
too much, with too much detail and too much  technical 
terminology.  In short, some of us got bogged down.  Yet 
we  appreciated these themes and felt that the novel 
stands alone, even  without the mystery, as an ode to a 
lost way of life, even to some  lost values.  When I could 
get a word in here and there I shared  information on  
change ringing, East Anglia and the Fens, Sayers'  life, her 
other writings, and her contribution to the golden age of  
the crime novel.  We ended by sharing lists of mystery 
books we  particularly liked and by talking about 
films/series made of  mysteries such as Dorothy L. Sayers' 
Lord Peter Wimsey books.    
 
Barbara Gose 
Reading Wyoming 
Wyoming Humanities Council 

 

50 years after Arthur Conan Doyle, Dorothy Sayers 
provides another type of English mystery, in a totally 
different English setting. The culture of the church within 
the culture of the community, the culture of the fens, the 
moral issues of bigamy, Whimsey's secrets, brothers 
protecting each other, were all discussed. Even a 
comparison to Campbell County, the miles between 
communities, the space, and the population was relevant 
to cultural landscape. Sayers provided a terrific aristocrat, 
an amusing servant, guilt and innocence, good and evil. 
The bell ringers culture you can love or hate, but does it 
matter if we understand it? Not really, it was part of a 
cultural location and time that the readers either loved or 
hated.  
 
--Patty Myers  

 

Basin: I wondered just what change-ringing entailed, what 
pulling the bells looked like, and the sound Mrs. Venables 
found disagreeable, so we borrowed the DVD and met at 
my house for a potluck supper and 3 ½ hours of Lord 
Peter Wimsey. The group's enthusiasm for the book 
continued later that week during the discussion.  
 
As memory of England between the wars is fading, we 
examined three aspects of the culture: class structure, the 
pervasive influence of the Anglican church, and the 
bureaucratic quagmire that led to the failure of the sluice 
gates. The question of class was easy for everyone to 
enumerate, from everyone calling Wimsey "milord," to the 
housekeeper Mrs. Gates' looking down on townsfolk she 
considered even more lowly than herself. With several 
Episcopalians in the group, the discussion of the influence 
of the Church of England was informed and lively. I read a 
short history of the fens, which gave the readers 
(unfortunately, after they had finished the book) an 
understanding of the centuries-long struggle to drain the 
fens. We thought the author's use of a flood in the 1930s 
was an effective plot element to bring the characters 
together in adversity while allowing Will to end his life. The 
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group differed on whether his was suicide, heroism, 
atonement or an unthinking reaction to the events of the 
moment.  
 
Since I feel the readers benefit from knowing a bit about 
the author and the setting before embarking on the new 
book, I brought a map of the United Kingdom showing the 
location of the three British books on our list and made a 
time line of the authors and their works.  
 
AuthorLivedPublishedSetting 
Arthur Conan Doyle1859 - 193018871850s & 1878 
Dorothy L Sayers1893-195719341914 & 1934 
P. D. Jamesborn 192019891980s 
 
--Claire Dunne  

 

Alta: A large portion of the group struggled with this novel, 
finding the descriptions of change-ringing unnecessarily 
detailed. On the other hand, the group admired the 
author's command of detail in her descriptions of the 
landscape, the town and its inhabitants.  
 
We talked about the novel's celebration of the past - its 
nostalgia for simpler times and human motivations. A 
recital of Sayers' personal history sparked a dialogue 
about women in academia and in the writing and 
publishing arena.  
 
The novel was described by one participant as a mystery 
story wrapping around a deep- thick novel of life in the fen 
country, in other words, the mystery as a cloak on 
elements perhaps more personally relevant to the author 
and the overall project.  
 
We also spent some time comparing Fenchurch St. Paul 
and our hometown of Driggs in Teton Valley. This line of 
discussion turned into a great (though at times probably 
libelous) discussion of local characters.  
 
--Peter Anderson  

 

Readers liked this book, primarily for its depiction of village 
life during a particular period in English history.  We 
discussed other themes in the book; Hillary's 
independence (based on Sayers), World War I, class 
distinctions, church history, mythic elements like the flood, 
and the bells.  No one was particularly taken with Lord 
Peter, but found Bunter interesting.  Two people had read 
several of Sayers' Lord Peter books and we discussed 
how his character develops in the series. We examined 
Sayers' careful construction of other memorable 
characters - Potty, Mrs. Venebles, and the Vicar, among 
others.   I spend a good amount of time on the biography 
of Sayers, her life, her work, her contributions to crime 
writing, her religious views, and her thoughts on Lord 
Peter and why she married him off (she grew tired of him 
as Doyle did of Holmes).  I shared an article on bell ringing 
and we ended with listening and looking at the scene in 
the film (available to purchase, but I rented it from Netflix) 
featuring Lord Peter and the bell ringing during the flood.  

Thanks to scholars who posted sites for bells and the 
video of the book.  We are looking forward to our last 
book, Devices and Desires.  Carol Deering is compiling a 
list for us of all the mystery books and authors 
recommended by our group.  We will distribute it at our 
last meeting.   
 
Barbara Gose 

 

Although the group was a bit smaller than usual (7 
women, 2 men), they seemed eager to discuss this book.  
After providing a brief biographical overview of Sayers, I 
introduced some of her comments regarding fiction and 
writing; this generated some thoughtful discussion.  
Several in the group were enthralled with the book, 
enjoying the plot, character development, description of 
fen life, etc.  This enthusiasm led to discussions of 
Wimsey as a detective, insights into 1930s British culture 
(we had an interesting discussion about rural life and its 
relation to the outside and outsiders), the puzzles of the 
plot, etc.  Most in the group favored this book over our 
previous British one (Devices and Desires), but there 
seemed to be heightened anticipation for our next book on 
Sherlock Holmes.  A couple of the participants had not 
finished the book and expressed reservations about the 
slowness of the writing, the unsympathetic characters, and 
the author’s absorption with the bells.  Earlier I provided a 
brief overview of change ringing and the role of the church 
in British society, and suggested some groups and 
websites to pursue for further interest.  In addition, we 
spent some time discussing the author’s play on words 
(especially with the characters’ names), the exploration of 
obligation and noblesse oblige, and the dilemmas 
explored in the book (good vs evil, morals vs laws, 
redemption, etc.)  Also, we searched a bit in our look at 
gender relations (this was prompted I think from my 
biographical comments about some of Sayer’s other 
writing).  I think that for a few this was a challenging book, 
but most of the group seemed to have thoroughly enjoyed 
the characters, plot, writing style, and insight into 1930s 
Britain. 
 
Erich Frankland, Jan. 2004 
 

 
We began with a brief introduction from all the 
participants, since there were a good many new 
participants.  I offered an appreciation to the Wyoming 
Humanities Council and The Jackson Hole Historical 
Society, and explained the program itself.  We went over 
the guidelines for the discussions, which are two: read the 
book and come to the discussion. 
 
Some people loved the book throughout; others were 
disappointed because they felt that the characters were 
types and lacked psychological depth.  That led to a 
discussion of the relative importance of plot and character 
in crime fiction as opposed to more classic fiction.  In 
crime fiction, the plot and the resolution of the plot is of 
primary importance, while in other types of fiction, plot 
may be less central and character and relationships more 
central, although both are always there and necessary. 
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Much  of the discussion centered on the role of class and 
its effect on the characters' assumptions and actions.  
Several people noted that, while the divisions of class 
were not rigid, everyone seemed to be aware of it and 
influenced by it.  That was contrasted to modern American 
society, in which financial differences do not necessarily 
imply different classes.  Many people noted the 
importance of the bells as characters in their own right, 
with histories and personality traits.  This led to more 
discussion of the ways in which we imbue inanimate 
objects with meaning, either literal or symbolic.  Many 
were interested in the church as the center of cultural and 
social life in the village, and wondered how true that may 
be today.  
 
The theme of nature, and the power of nature in human 
life, commanded a good deal of attention, especially in the 
ways in which man's attempts to control nature inevitably 
fail.  The symbolic imagery of the flood itself, and the 
church as an ark that saved the population, was powerful, 
and suggested that cataclysm can be cleansing and lead 
to a new, and perhaps healthier, beginning. 
 
We spent the end of the discussion on the question of why 
almost all mysteries concern murder.  Some participants 
spoke of the religious meaning of usurping God's power, 
which makes murder the most blasphemous of crimes.  
Others pointed to the mystery of death as the source of 
the power of murder, and also the extreme violence 
involved as an expression of humanity's basest impulses.  
We discussed the questions of justice versus the law; 
justice may be done, even if the law is not scrupulously 
followed, in the book and in human society generally. 
 
Most of the participants voiced opinions and stimulating 
questions, and the discussion was lively for the full two 
hours. 
 
Stephen S. Lottridge, Jackson 

The Bells Applet: Change Ringing on the 
Web 
      The bells toll for thee. "This applet allows you to 
design a bell tower with up to eight bells, and ring the bells 
using change ringing....You can edit the pitches of the 
bells, the sharpness of the hammer striking the bell, and 
the number of modes. The sounds of bells 1-2(B) are 
synthesized using physical modeling.  
http://www.cs.ubc.ca/spider/kvdoel/bells/bells.html 
 
Deb Koelling 

 

The Newcastle group will be discussing Nine Tailors next 
week...the scholar and I were wondering if anyone had a 
tape recording, or knew how to get one, of change ringing 
to help us fully understand the description...and fully 
appreciate the last moments of live for ol' Deacon! 
 
Sarah Lee 

Project Director 
 
The Internet has many resources on change ringing, and 
here are some good ones: 
 
* A British site (East Bergholt) with both audio and video 
clips of change ringing [http://www.jupiter.u-net.com/] 
 
* North American Guild of Change Ringers home page--
lots of information on how change ringing works 
 
[http://www.nagcr.org/] 
 
* General Information from the MIT Guild of Bellringers 
[http://web.mit.edu/bellringers/www/html/change_ringing_i
nfo.html] 
 
Regards, 
 
Deb Koelling 

 

The Meeteetse turnout declined for Dorothy Sayers's The 
Nine Tailors. The organizers reported that several people 
said they just couldn't finish the novel.  Of those present 
(maybe 10), several participants said they skipped 
portions of the novel, skimmed, or forced themselves to 
read.  Only two women seemed to enjoy the work-one of 
these, a Wimsey fan, had read most of Sayers other 
detective fiction.  
 
We began discussion by exploring why the novel didn't 
appeal to many.     For most, the campanology did for 
them-that, and the general complexity of the novel.  We 
enumerated secondary plot lines: the new year's peal, 
Hillary's growth & independence, the necklace theft, the 
family in France, Deacon & the murdered soldier, 
Cranton's mysterious appearance, Potty's eccentricities, 
Mary's two husbands, Bunter's charms, and the flood 
crisis.  Sayers teaches us about several obscure topics: 
the bells, W.W.I/France, gates & dykes & land drainage, 
and English church architecture.  That's a lot to follow and 
discouraged some readers.  One Wimsey enthusiast, 
however, said these very elements-along with Sayers's 
skills at characterization-created the richness and 
complexity of the novel that she so enjoyed.  
 
As we discussed the cultural context of the novel's setting, 
we realized that many important character motivations and 
plot twists simply wouldn't matter in contemporary society: 
the whole question of Mary's bigamy and her children's 
legitimacy, the ill-identified body in the quarry, the delay in 
identifying Deacon's body, the police attitude which led 
officers to delay prosecution for over a year (and 
counting), the suspect police methods for incriminating the 
Thoday brothers, and the poor communication 
infrastructure.  
 
We discussed the novel's historical context of 1930s 
England.  As in the Holmes novel, here is a class system 
in full bloom.  Much of the novel's impact depends upon 
Sayers's portrayal of Whimsey's noblesse oblige; her use 
of the conventions of upstairs/downstairs (most notably 
with Bunter); and her portrayal of the flood crisis to display 
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the pluck and can-do attitude of the Britons.  I found it 
interesting that participants didn't draw any parallels 
between the isolation and insular qualities of Fenchurch 
and the history of rural Wyoming.  
 
I provided the URLs of several excellent web sites on bell 
ringing, most notably that of the Bovey Tracey Ringers 
where one can watch and hear a peal in action 
<http://www.rds.brown.ukgateway.net/page30.html>.   I 
handed out information on "What is Change Ringing?" 
from the North American Guild of Change Ringers 
<http://www.nagcr.org/pamphlet.html>.  
 
In anticipation of The Maltese Falcon, I handed out 
Raymond Chandler's essay "The Simple Art of Murder," 
which contrasts the typical British cozy to Hammett's hard 
boiled style.  The essay contains my favorite crime 
literature quotation: ". . . But down these mean streets a 
man must go who is not himself mean, who is neither 
tarnished nor afraid."  A different kind of noblesse oblige.  
 
A fun discussion, although a number of participants didn't 
especially care for the book, and a few didn't finish it. They 
found it exasperatingly long, written in convoluted 
language and flush with confusing references to the 
technicalities of change ringing. 
 
Other readers greatly enjoyed the very British atmosphere 
of the novel, its small, rural village setting and its misty 
environment. We spent a lot of time talking about the 
character of Lord Peter Wimsey, and the problematic 
nature of Wimsey as detective. He doesn't really do much 
in this novel (or most of his novels). Readers commented 
that Lord Wimsey's servant is more likable than Lord 
Wimsey. That in itself makes an important topic for 
discussion, I think, concerning the class structure Sayers 
plays with in this story. 
 
The discussion of Lord Wimsey opened a discussion 
about serial detectives, and what we expect them to be. If 
it's useful to my colleagues, here are some discussion 
questions I use regarding "The Nine Tailors:" 
 

1) What is Lord Peter Wimsey like? What are his strengths 
and weaknesses? What role does he play in the unfolding 
of the novel? 

2) How does this novel differ from other crime novels? 
How does it seem to be a product of its era? 

3) What is the treatment in the novel of English class 
stratification? 

4) In what ways might this book be characterized as 
patriotic? 

5) Do the bells seem to be alive? What's the line between 
metaphor and "pathetic fallacy?" 

6) Why did Sayers include Wimsey in the killing of the 
killer? What does the book say about guilt and innocence? 

 
Peter Anderson (Dubois group) 

 

Most members of the group liked the book. They were 
challenged by the change ringing and the geography but 
liked the in-depth discussions that allowed the reader to 
follow Wimsey's reasoning. They liked this better than 
Conan Doyle's failure to let the reader in on Holmes' 
thinking until the end of the book. We discussed how the 
book was an interesting glimpse of England after World 
War I. We discussed the depiction of class status and the 
comments about women. Some did not like the slow pace 
but others felt it reflected time and place. 
 
Dave Kathka 

 

We talked a lot about Sayers' writing style, which is always 
a major subject when discussing this book. I sometimes 
try to sharpen the discussion by inquiring, "What is it about 
Sayers' style (or Christie's, or George's, or Peters', or 
James') which is typically 'British?'"  
 
I spent some time in this discussion talking about the 
spiritual aspects of the novel, its theology and relationship 
to the Anglican church. None of this discussion was formal 
- I just pointed out the religious elements of the story, 
especially its concluding sequences. A member of the 
group was familiar with change-ringing, and it was fun to 
hear her describe it. I've heard recordings (there's a web-
site where you can listen to change-ringing, if you wish - I 
don't have the address at hand), but I've never heard it in 
person. 
 
This group didn't have trouble liking Peter Wimsey - the 
Dubois group detested him in a recent discussion. It's 
always worthwhile spending time on the characterizations 
of Wimsey and his butler, and I try to use that to get into 
dialogue about the deterioration of the class system and 
its relationship to English patriotism. 
 
I had run across a series of old "rules" about crime fiction, 
which I shared with the group at the conclusion of the 
session. Some are laughable, but they all contribute to an 
understanding of what it means to write within a genre, 
and to break a genre's rules. Debating why these so-called 
rules might exist illuminates the genre and its history. 
 
1) The plot is everything. 
2) The hero must be male. 
3) The setting will be Los Angeles. 
4) Some violence is required. 
5) Certain violence is prohibited. 
6) Write in the first-person narrative. 
7) The hero cannot be the culprit. 
8) The culprit must appear early. 
9) Use only two-character scenes. 
10) Authenticity is required. 
 
Have fun with these. 
 
Peter Anderson  

 

Sayers' book stimulated a varied but interesting 
discussion. Most people liked Wimsey and enjoyed being 
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included in knowing what was going on in his mind as the 
story unfolds. I had handed out a copy of an article "What 
is Change Ringing?" by the North American Guild of 
Change Ringers from the Internet site 
http://www.nacgr.org/pamphlet.html along with each book 
to help with the understanding of change ringing. Most 
everyone found it to be helpful. Those who had not read 
the article found the book to be tedious and hard to read 
with the exception of one member who was not at the 
meeting but loved the story and found the bell ringing 
incidental. She said she skipped over those parts about 
the bells but enjoyed the book anyway. One member 
recalled a time when she lived in Rock Springs there were 
three large bells rung at the Catholic church that pealed 
when there was a death. She said everyone would call to 
see who had died. This led to a discussion of when and 
what type of bells still ring in Thermopolis.  
 
We also discussed the difference between change ringing 
,which is very mathematical, and handbell ringing which is 
melodic and how difficult it would be to ring a song with 
the big bells and the character of the British to use bells to 
create a mathematical sequences that are orderly and 
disciplined. This indeed was agreed upon as a 
characteristic that was both particular and peculiar not 
unlike the story and characters of The Nine Tailors. We 
also felt that the crime was not the most important part of 
the story. Sayers needed a body as a focal point to create 
a much more intellectual focus upon the other characters 
in her multi-faceted story. Again the forces of good and 
evil take precedence over who the murderer was 
especially since Wimsey was one of the killers, albeit 
unwittingly, this time.This was not a problem since most 
people felt that justice was being served with the death of 
the "real criminal".  
 
Someone commented as to how well the people of 
Fenchurch St. Paul's were organized for the disaster of the 
flood . Comparisons were made to our small town of 
Thermopolis as a village concerned for all inhabitants. I 
shared an article from the Internet site 
www.fisheries.freeserve.co.uk/fens.htm that includes the 
history and pictures of The Fens of Eastern England. We 
also discussed the fact that Dorothy Sayers lived in this 
area when she was growing up. We were all impressed 
with her extensive research on change ringing. We 
learned from her biography in Contemporary Authors that 
she does extensive research on all of her books. As the 
daughter of a headmaster of a choir school who educated 
very early in several languages it was not surprising to find 
her book very complex and intellectual. We all agreed that 
we could reread The Nine Tailors and enjoy it as much a 
second or third time. Someone brought out the use of 
names, such as, Venables for the reverend. 
 
After I went over the biographical information on Sayers 
the discussion turned to the fact that she was a prolific 
writer on many subjects particularly articles written in the 
latter 30's on treating women as equals and not opposites 
of men along with her emphasis on the importance of 
meaningful work for happiness. One of our members who 
is an occupational therapist said this reminded her of the 
basis for the creation of the field of occupational therapy 

around 1923 being that humans have a need to work to be 
healthy. 
 
The topic came up concerning the identity of the corpse by 
the French labels on his underwear which would not likely 
happen today since we are so much more mobile and 
have access to products all over the world. All in all we 
had a great discussion. One woman felt that we should all 
go and have tea after this one. So we did go to Las 
Fuentes, which is the only place open late in Thermopolis, 
for dessert ,coffee and tea where the discussion led to 
describing other authors read by group members on the 
light side of detective stories some of whom were Anne 
Perry's Victorian mysteries, David Baldacci, John Clancy 
Charlotte MacLeod and others.  
 
I also found some great background material on Dorothy 
Sayers in the article "Crime/Mystery; Murder, She Wrote" 
by Barbara Grizzuti Harrison . The New York Times . 
October 17,1993,Sunday, Late Edition - Final.  
 
Joy Fisher Evans 

 

I just wanted to let you and all the readers of this series 
know that a new DVD and VHS of The Nine Tailors was 
just released through the Signals catalog which would be 
great to use in order to hear the bellringers.  
 
Joy  

 

Before we even officially started the discussion, they were 
talking about the bells! Some were confused and 
frustrated about the focus given, others said they were 
intrigued by it all. One person had kept notes (almost like 
Wimsey!) thinking there were clues in all the bell segments 
that would solve the mystery! I actually had told them last 
time not to worry too much about the bells if they didn't 
want to, but they did worry about them! Most hadn't heard 
this kind of bell ringing, so one lady reminded us of that 
"kind of wild, chaotic ringing" we hear when we tune in to 
big royal events in London - weddings, funerals, etc. 
Suddenly everyone "got it!" 
 
We discussed the different cultures presented in this novel 
and The Study in Scarlet (the other book we've done in the 
series), both England, one pre and one post W.W.I and 
how the novels reflect the changes in their worlds, as well 
as a certain status quo that English people seemed 
reluctant to give up. We also talked about the particular 
world of Fenchurch and the stable, comforting values it 
represents - religion, family, community, hospitality etc. 
The really troublesome characters come from outside. We 
talked about what/who represented good and evil, and 
how justice is served in all cases in the end. We talked 
about the humor in the novel - often revealed through the 
eyes of Wimsey in his conversations and observations 
about the "locals", whom he clearly likes. 
 
I had asked the group to choose passages to share that 
illustrate something particular about the novel. It was 
interesting how varied these passages were. One member 
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of the group had read a much-touted 1993 biography by 
Barbara Reynolds, Dorothy Sayers: Her Life and Soul and 
shared some of that with us. We talked about the other 
kind of writing she did, her interest in religion and the 
medieval period, and how she, like Doyle, felt sort of 
"stuck" with these mystery solvers she created. 
 
I was gratified that the discussion was fairly spirited. I 
didn't know what to expect (note this was September 10). 
 
Norleen Healy (Story group) 

 

Only one person really liked the book;  the rest were 
decidedly unenthusiastic although, commendably,  all but 
one in the group of about ten went ahead and read it.  I 
tried the old ploy that we could often have a more 
productive discussion about a book they don’t necessarily 
“like”, but they didn’t much go for that either.   
 
Our discussion of Wimsey was surprising.  They found him 
sort of boring too and not very bright!  One of them said 
Sherlock  Holmes would have figured it all out much 
sooner (they loved Doyle!).  We did use Wimsey to get 
into a discussion about the class structure reflected in the 
novel, and about the “upstairs, downstairs” reflection of 
class in their roles and duties toward each other.  We 
talked about the setting – post W.W.I –rural England and 
how the changing world seems so removed from the 
village in the novel.  We considered how the problems 
they had almost always came from outsiders.  I got them 
to enumerate the values Sayers seems to uphold in the 
novel – conservative and traditional obviously.  I tried to 
get them into a discussion of the nature of good and evil in 
the novel.  They agreed that the natural state reflected in 
the novel was order and stability and that “evil” was an 
aberration.  Our discussion livened up when we got into 
the discussion of community – we started with Fenchurch 
and ended with Ranchester and Dayton.  They saw lots of 
parallels. 
 
Overall, even though they were trying to help me out, the 
discussion was kind of a struggle.  They just didn’t find 
anything about the novel particularly compelling. 
 
Norleen Healy (Ranchester group) 

 

Some people liked The Nine Tailors, and some people 
disliked it intensely. Those who disliked it read little. I had 
forewarned the group about the bellringing element, 
putting it in a positive light. People complained more about 
the slow pace and lack of interest in the book. 
 
Despite all of the above, we did have a good discussion 
about issues presented in the book. Of most interest to me 
was a discussion about life in Fenchurch--the cooperation 
of people, the spirit, the isolation, the basic goodness of 
people, the determination. We then talked about life in 
Rock River; the participants said that, contrary to myth, 
people in small towns (from their experience) weren't close 
at all and stuck to themselves. One person said she was 

shocked to know that her church members, most of them 
older, had never been in each other's homes. 
 
We also talked about the slowness of communication in 
the 1930s, especially in rural areas, and how that 
realistically was part of the slow pace of the book. In 
addition, we discussed how the church was the hub, and 
the bells were the fastest mass communication system. 
Participants said that Rock River had one telephone 
during W.W.II. That was at the hotel, and all spoken 
communication from the outside came through that 
source. 
 
Of course, we also talked about Wimsey, Bunter, and the 
other characters. Having read the Sherlock Holmes book 
in Sept., we were able to make interesting comparisons 
about the characters, the style of the books, the eras in 
which they were written, and the reflection of the eras. We 
were also able to talk more about the pattern in detective 
fiction. When talking about the 1930s in England, we were 
able to discuss the class system, the issues of importance 
(e.g., the issue of bigamy), the importance of religion, the 
concept of justice. 
 
 Maggie Garner (Rock River group) 

 

            I shared some biographical material on Sayers, 
and some maps of East Anglia.  The group found the 
mystery interesting, and none had guessed the eventual 
outcome.  The significance of the cultural landscape in the 
book was more obscure. Most thought the depiction of a 
particular English rural culture between the wars was 
interesting, but somehow almost irrelevant to today’s 
world.   Sort of a fun tale (though hopelessly convoluted), 
but so what?  Its style seemed consistent with the P.D. 
James book, although Lord Peter was a more appealing 
character.  Any cultural implications of this consistency 
seemed to be too stereotyped to engender much interest.  
There was some discussion of the role of the Anglican 
Church, its formation during the reign of Henry VIII, and 
the incipient anti-Catholicism in the book.  
 
The next book for this group is A Study in Scarlet.  Oh 
boy. 
 
Bob A. Brown 

 

The Nine Tailors. I brought my UK motorway atlas and 
Hilary pointed out that she attended school very near the 
Fen country where Nine Tailors takes place. She also 
explained the attraction to British fare such as blood 
pudding, overcooked vegetables, Coleman's mustard, 
Kendall mint cakes, and Cornish pasty. What's best about 
the book is its rich, if genteel, portrayal of the village folk. 
Lord Peter Wimsey, the group agreed, isn't as rich a 
character as Sherlock Holmes, and most preferred Doyle. 
Nearly everyone felt the bells were a bit gimmicky--
perhaps Sayers' research was forced upon readers. But 
historically as one of the premiere British mysteries, they 
agreed that The Nine Tailors is an important book. I'm 
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afraid most were salivating at the Hillerman book for next 
month....  
 
Jon Billman 
 


