
 

  

ENGLISH EXTENSION 
 
Crime Fiction Essay: “The transformation of genres are a response to political, social and 
ideological conditions”. 
 
 
“Brian Moon is a contemporary literary critic who claims that ‘genres are categories based on textual 
conventions, which shape and limit the reading of a text.’ Yet genre must constantly be reinvented 
in order to appeal to the changing values of responders. These values are closely linked to 
changing genre demarcations. It can be said that inventions of the present become the conventions 
of the future, and this is what ensures the longevity of the genre.” (Extracted from NSW HSC Online, 
Introduction to Genre Theory) Therefore, transformation is necessary to maintain the viewer’s 
interest in relating to relevant concerns, beliefs and views, as well as preventing texts from 
becoming predictable and boring by constantly following the same structure. Subversions and 
inventions bring greater attention to a text particularly if they are speaking about issues relevant to 
the time; people are less likely to engage in a text with issues they cannot relate to. Responders 
want to enter a familiar word and have their problems addressed not something they have little 
knowledge or care for as they don’t wish to discover those answers. More conclusively, if a viewer 
cannot understand or relate to a text, they will not watch or read it as it contains foreign material 
making the concepts much more difficult to grasp and the overall writing pointless. These issues are 
clearly addressed in Michael Ondaatje’s novel Anil’s Ghost, the Skylight pictures documentary The 
Reckoning: Battle of the International Court, Tom Stoppard’s play The Real Inspector Hound and 
Patrick Harkin’s episode of Taggart: An eye for an eye.  
 
Anil’s Ghost by Michael Ondaatje is set in Sri Lanka to reflect the mid 1980s to early 1990s civil war 
that shook the country. This is done to convey the ideological concerns surrounding a strongly 
Buddhist country and how they deal and solve the problem of the taboo subject of human right 
abuses and massacres. The religious nature of this setting also reaffirms the denouement. The fact 
that the setting is hostile and the country may be considered a closed circle as not many outsiders 
are allowed in show adherence to the genre. The setting is created through vivid imagery 
throughout the novel, but in particular towards the end as Anil prepares to leave. “She knew she 
wouldn’t be staying here much longer, there was no wish in her to be here anymore. There was 
blood everywhere. A casual sense of massacre.” Demonstrated through truncated sentences and 
irony between the words ‘casual’ and ‘massacre’.  This is reflective of the civil war setting in which 
civilians were being killed by an unknown enemy and it became so normal it way part of everyday 
life highlighted by the word casual. The Sri Lankan setting also links to the religious denouement as 
they are a mostly Buddhist country and such a denouement would reflect their ideologies. The 
ending represents societies concerns, as it is a sign of hope for the future. This is evident in the 
following quote found at the end of the novel as the statue of Budda was being rebuilt; “They had 
planned to homogenize the stone, blend the face into a unit, but when he saw it this way Ananda 
decided to leave it as it was. He worked instead on the composure and the qualities of the face.” 
The clever use of descriptive language and repetition for emphasis of the idea of making the stone a 
single unit effectively highlights the idea that despite the differences and problems that arise, an 
successful and peaceful combination can be achieved. This is aimed to reflect on the Sri Lankan 
society, by relating to their strongly religious nature and idea that peace can be restored is seen 
symbolically through the restoration of a Budda statue, which provides a sense of hope. This idea is 
reflected and supported in Teresa Dickinson’s A Critical Look at Global Human Rights. 
 
The months of labour expended in the careful reconstruction of the Buddhist statue is immanently 
symbolic of a rebuilding that might eventually reunite the different factions of Sri Lanka into 
something whole and stable as well. Therefore it is evident that conventions have been adjusted to 
address changing issues in society.  
 



 

  

The setting in the Skylight pictures production The Reckoning: Battle of the International Criminal 
Court initially appears similar to that of Anil’s Ghost however, the location and cause of the crime 
are very different. Whilst this documentary does not have a conclusive ending like Anil’s Ghost, we 
understand the direction and pursuit of the investigations and they cover a much larger scale. There 
is much more promise in the denouement of The Reckoning: Battle of the International Criminal 
Court, as the team is universal and much larger. In the introduction to Uganda a panning shot down 
a main street is used to capture the setting and living conditions the people are surrounded by. It 
captures the piles of rubbish built up on the road, people setting up stalls on the sidewalk and a 
large number of people all trying to push through the crowds. This captures the environment these 
people live in and draws an emotional pull to their harsh conditions. A contrasting low angle shot 
which emphasises the enormity and power of the western world is also used in contrast to this, 
enabling the western viewer to better grasp the enormity of the problem and inequities in society. 
This film reflects the changing views of society as they are becoming more concerned with human 
rights and equality and speaking out for those who cannot. The convention of the setting has been 
transformed to reach a much more global audience panning across countries to highlight the 
growing nature of globalism and international relations. The setting of this documentary and context 
also affects the denouement. The court session is held in Rome, and there is a medium shot of a 
representative of the victims pacing an empty courtroom which is symbolic of the months of waiting. 
As the court end, the realisation that it is hard to persecute such dominate powers becomes evident 
and is shown through pathetic fallacy. The optimistic blue sky from the begging of the film is now 
grey symbolising the mounting troubles and problems with the International Criminal Court that have 
been discovered over the duration of the court. A report from Amnesty International highlights the 
remaining troubles that prevent success in convicting the world’s greatest atrocities; “It is, therefore, 
essential that national laws are amended or new laws are enacted so that national authorities can 
provide the broadest cooperation with the ICC to ensure that it can achieve its crucial role 
effectively.” This raises and supports the idea that is discovered at the end of the documentary; the 
Western society cannot solve the problems in Africa without the support of the country and its 
government, a very similar situation to that in Sri Lanka. 
 
The setting and denouement in Tom Stoppard’s parody The Real Inspector Hound is a stark 
contrast to that of The Reckoning: The Battle of the International Criminal Court, and whilst both 
endings leave some interpretation to the reader the settings are almost regarded as complete 
opposites.  
 
Tom Stoppard’s The Real Inspector Hound is set in an isolated Country Manor in order to parody, 
mock and mock the ‘cosy’ school of crime writings conventions. The reasons for such a change are 
cleverly captured in this quote by Dr Jan Culik in The Theatre of The Absurd; “At the same time, it 
was undoubtedly strongly influenced by the traumatic experience and horror of the Second World 
War, which showed the total impermanence of any values; shook the validity of any conventions 
and highlighted the precariousness of human life and its fundamental meaninglessness and 
arbitrariness.” Theatrical whodunits were predictable, superficial, had little meaning and were 
becoming dull therefore, Stoppard’s transformation of conventions to parody Agatha Christies The 
Mouse Trap appear quite logical. The references to an isolated setting intentionally exaggerate the 
‘cosy/intuitionist’ crime writing conventions evident on a number of occasions throughout the play. 
One such example occurs after Mrs. Drudge receives a phone call asking for a certain stranger and 
Simon Gascoyne enters. In the following conversation Mrs Drudge comments on the isolated setting 
by saying; “The fog is very treacherous around here – it rolls off the sea without warning, shrouding 
the cliffs in a deadly mantle of blind man’s buff.” In this, quote the personification of fog, an effective 
allusion to the game ‘blind man’s bluff’ capturing the idea of the dark and finding the unknown, used 
cleverly with confronting death images emphasise potential for evil. 
 
The absurdist genre manipulated in this text, can clearly be seen in the denouement. The Real 
Inspector Hound challenges the notion that we can solve crime through words and raises the 
epistemological exploration of how we know what we know in the final stages of the play; “We only 
have your word for that Inspector. We only have your word for a lot of things.” The repetition of “your  



 

  

word” highlights that the knowledge is based on ones opinion but does not make it truth. The parody 
of texts continues in the final stages of the denouement when Magnus says; “Yes!-I am the real 
Inspector Hound!”  There is a pause for dramatic tension before the final truth is revealed and the 
exclamation marks are successfully used to show astonishment and emphasise the point. This 
revelation parody’s Sherlock Holmes who disguises himself when undertaking investigations, 
cleverly addressing the social and political conditions of distrust whilst bringing a comic element. 
Therefore, it is clear transformations are needed to address changing values and context.  
 
Taggart: An Eye for an Eye is a Scottish production, with a setting unlike the closed circle of the 
‘cosy’ school and a denouement similar in the fact that it involves individual revelations, however on 
the whole has been transformed to something quite different.  Set is contemporary Scotland the plot 
is based around a women’s health clinic, reflective of the Protection of Children Act and protests 
occurring at the time surrounding the rights of children and the unborn child. In the opening scene 
there is an establishing shot that pans down from the top of the old sandstone building to street 
level, capturing the essence of the building. It is night and the building is only seen through the light 
of the street and the moon, giving the place a sense of mystery and drawing viewers in right from 
the start as they attempt to determine what the purpose of the building is. In the next frame, there is 
a close up from inside a door revealing that this is a woman’s doctor’s surgery from the name 
written upon the door, but the camera quickly moves from this only allowing the viewer snippets of 
information. This added sense of mystery has been evolved to greater entertain and gain the 
viewers interest and address the growing ideology of crime as a major concern that will be 
discovered and can be solved, providing reassurance to the community. The changing social 
conditions have also enabled the crime a different way; in this case a red herring produced by a 
suspect who kidnaps a detective solves the crime. This subverts the idea that investigators are 
correct and can solve all crimes as well as the common belief that red herrings will lead to dead 
ends and simply mislead an investigation.  A close up of a medical report indicating that an anti-
abortionist worker had been to the clinic and had an abortion leads the lone detective to arrest her. 
However upon entering the clinic he hears the following dialogue from the suspect, Audrey; ‘Your 
setting me up. It was you wasn’t it. You killed your wife.’ The use of truncated sentences matched 
with a close up of Audrey’s face increases the tension and sense of fear. There is a medium shot to 
capture the doctor’s husband committing suicide as the police force enter. This highlights his 
insanity and suffering that led to the killing of his wife and reflects the context of the time with rising 
suicide levels. It can be seen through this text that even the most likely conventions can be 
subverted to create added dimensions to texts and address changing social and ideological issues.  
 
Therefore, through the exploration and comparison of the texts Anil’s Ghost, The Reckoning: Battle 
of the International Criminal Court, The Real Inspector Hound and Taggart: An Eye for an Eye it is 
evident that genres are transformed to address changing values and contexts. Anil’s Ghost shows 
how settings are adapted to address different contexts and that there is not always a conclusive 
denouement. The Reckoning: Battle of the International Criminal Court also subverts the setting to 
multi-national locations and provides an on-going ending. The Real Inspector Hound parodies the 
traditional “closed” setting to address its audience and continues this through to the improbable 
denouement to bring comic elements to a crime text. Finally, Taggart: An Eye for an Eye is set in a 
Scottish community not fully subverting the closed-circle setting, however dramatically transforms 
the ending by playing with the red herring. Through these texts it is made obvious that texts and the 
genre do transform over time.  
 


