A Crime Novel Set in Edinburgh

Someone’s going to make a lot of money out of Scotland’s independence and where there’s big money at stake, darkness gathers…

Set in Darkness is one of the acclaimed Scottish writer Ian Rankin’s most recent crime novels, again set in Edinburgh as the city is about to become the home of the first Scottish parliament for three hundred years. Queensbury House is home not just to the new Scotland’s rulers-to-be, but to the legend of a young man roasted on a spit by a madman. When the fireplace where the youth died is uncovered, another more recent murder victim is revealed. Days later a third body is found. This time the victim is …

Can you guess which of the characters who appear in Chapter 3 of the novel is to be that third victim? Give reasons for your choice. What possible motives could there be for his/her murder? What information is the reader given about the character you have chosen? What sort of impression do we gain of the character?

Language question: 

Why do you think so much use is made of the Past Perfect tense in this chapter? What narrative function does it perform?

How would you characterise the author’s language style in this chapter – and in the further extract below (taken from Chap. 26, p.293)?

Here, in one of his characteristic interior monologues, Inspector Rebus comments on his neighbours and absentee landlords:

	    Of course, they hadn’t seen him. Their minds were elsewhere, fixed on a world entirely separate from his. And from then on, maybe they called him the ‘creepy neighbour’, the man who lived on his own.

    Sell the world? He couldn’t even sell himself.

    But that was Edinburgh for you. Reserved, self-contained, the kind of place where you might never talk to the person next door. Rebus’s stairwell of six flats boasted only three owner-occupiers; the other three were let to students. He couldn’t have said who owned them until the statutory notice had come round for roof repairs. Absentee landlords. One of them lived in Hong Kong or somewhere, and the lack of his signature had led the council to make their own estimate of repairs – ten times the original – and pass the work on to a favoured firm.

    Not too long ago, one stairwell resident out Dalry way had had a contract taken out on him be someone else in the tenement because he wouldn’t sign his name to a repair estimate. That was Edinburgh for you: reserved, self-contained, and lethal when crossed.




What impression is given of the Edinburgh citizens in this extract?

What do you think are absentee landlords?

What do you think is the Tourist Authority’s attitude to presenting this alternative view of the Scottish capital?

Check out the website www.scot-lit-tour.co.uk, and find out how the “Rebus factor” is marketed as a tourist attraction.

Do you know of any German towns which market their literary locations in a comparable way?
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	" Tap into the world-wide appeal of this dark character living on the grubbier edge of this world famous city." 
(Kirsty Dorsey,The Herald) 

Join The Scottish Literary Tour Company Ltd on one of the specially-created Rebustours which will lead you through the "other side" of Scotland's capital city: where murder and intrigue can lurk behind the sedate facades of the Georgian New Town, deadly plots are hatched within the new Scottish Parliament and where the cobbled streets of the Old Town conceal crimes still waiting to be solved... 

Each two-hour walk is themed around passages from the Rebus books and participants see many of the real Edinburgh locations where Inspector John Rebus works and lives - as well as the settings for many of the baffling crimes he confronts. No part of the city is immune - from the closes of the Canongate to the twitching net curtains of the seemingly sedate New Town. Selected passages from the books bring these locations alive and John's expert knowledge of the local history, buildings and social development of the capital add to the enjoyment of the walks for fans new and old.

Click here for booking information.
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The 3 Rebustours:

There is a choice of three different tour routes. These are varied from week to week to offer as wide a choice as possible and for those visitors to Edinburgh who may wish to take part in more than one tour during their stay. On booking, participants will be advised as to which tour route is offered for their chosen date.

The Life and Times of Inspector Rebus Tour 
Meet Old Quad, University of Edinburgh, South Bridge. Route includes the city morgue (outside only!), St Leonard's Police Station, views of Salisbury Crags and Arthur's Seat, the Meadows (near Arden Street where Rebus lives), George Square, and the Museum of Scotland/National Library area. Book references include Set in Darkness, The Falls, Dead Souls, Knots and Crosses. This is an ideal introductory tour and full of surprises for those who have not even attempted their first Rebus book!

The Water of Death Tour
Meet Stockbridge, by the Water of Leith, just ten minutes from Princes Street. Stunning riverside walk through a secluded valley to the Dean Village, then through the gracious Georgian-style terraces of the New Town and ending outside the renowned Oxford Bar. This tour takes as its theme "hidden Edinburgh" with many references to the life and works of Robert Louis Stevenson - a major influence on Ian Rankin's Rebus books. Book references include The Falls, Strip Jack, Hide and Seek and Set in Darkness. This is simply a beautiful walking route.

Hidden Holyrood Tour 
Meet Old Quad, University of Edinburgh, South Bridge. A walk of contrasts between the Old Town and the New Town with spectacular views of Arthur's Seat, the new Scottish Parliament, Queensberry House and the hidden closes of the Canongate. The tour continues through the Regency terraces by the Calton hillside and concludes at the top of Leith Walk. Book references include Mortal Causes, Dead Souls, Black and Blue, Hide and Seek and Set in Darkness. This is an ideal atmospheric walk in the early evening for pre-arranged groups!

Click here for booking information.
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