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2016 Introduction 

The novel I’m writing just now (Rather Be the Devil) 
features a minor character from Black and Blue, and 
this has necessitated a reread of the first truly suc-
cessful novel in the Rebus series. The first instalment 
of the series – Knots and Crosses – had been published 
in 1987 to no fanfare whatsoever. Rebus’s adventures 
thereafter had garnered good reviews and growing 
sales, but still I was what’s known by publishers as a 
‘midlist’ author – selling reliably, just about earning 
back the advance on royalties, but not exactly mak-
ing a splash.

Black and Blue was Rebus’s eighth outing, and 
things had changed. The book was written at a time 
of personal turmoil. The younger of my two sons 
had been born with a genetic condition known as 
Angelman Syndrome. My wife and I were living in 
France back then, and struggled with the medical 
bureaucracy as well as the technical language used 
by the various paediatric specialists. The nearest 
hospital lay thirty-five miles from our ramshackle 
farmhouse, and we would drive there with Kit two 
or three times a week. There were even lengthier 
journeys to Bordeaux to see more specialists, all of 
this undertaken while our emotions churned and 
questions crashed through our brains.

Afterwards, I would climb a home-made wooden 
ladder into the farmhouse attic and go back to con-
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structing my new book. In that stuffy space, I got to 
play God. I could control the universe and everyone 
in it, and I could use Rebus as my punchbag, taking 
out on him all the chaos and frustration of my fam-
ily life.

Therapy, yes, but potentially unreadable were it 
not for the fact that I had a storyline bigger and bet-
ter than any I’d used before.

It started with a visit by an old university friend 
from Edinburgh. She told me about something that 
had happened to her brother. He worked in the North 
Sea oil industry and had returned home one week-
end, getting into a conversation with two strangers 
in a bar. These men were heading to a party and said 
he should come. So he accompanied them to a de-
serted and dilapidated flat in a block in Craigmillar. 
Just as he realised something was very wrong, the 
men grabbed him, tied him to a chair, wrapped a 
plastic carrier bag around his head, then left. He was 
able to wrestle himself free of his bonds, after which 
he hightailed it to the local police station. Officers 
went with him to the building but could offer no ex-
planation. His cash and credit cards had not been 
taken. The modus operandi was not one the cops had 
come across before. The men had been strangers to 
my friend’s brother . . .

‘And that’s the end of the story,’ she said.
But I knew it was only the beginning: I needed 

to give it closure, albeit in a fictional setting. Alas, 
in my version the oil worker was not so lucky. I met 
my friend’s brother years later, and he said he’d been 
startled at the way ‘his’ story had turned out on the 
pages of my book.
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One other thing I had was James Ellroy. I had 
been feasting on his books, and, hearing him 
interviewed, was surprised to find that some  
of the cases and characters in his LA quartet  
of novels were plucked from real life. I hadn’t  
considered doing that in a book before, and it got 
me thinking about Bible John. Bible John had 
killed three women in late 1960s Glasgow and had  
never been caught. He had met his victims at the 
Barrowland Ballroom and had apparently quoted 
snatches of the Bible to one of them, hence the nick-
name given to him. He became a bogeyman for kids 
such as me growing up in Scotland at that time –  
be home by five o’clock or Bible John’ll get ye! I was  
interested in the notion of a killer who has achieved 
near-mythical status. I wondered what he was doing 
in the present day . . . and what he would do if some 
copycat arrived on the scene to steal his notoriety.

Well, he would want to find that person before the 
police did, wouldn’t he, so as to dispense his own 
form of justice?

So far so good, but my friend’s brother had given 
me another idea: the book would be set around the 
oil industry, allowing me to look at Scotland’s indus-
trial past, present and potential future. Oil had come 
to be tied to Scottish politics, so the novel would of 
necessity have a political slant, too.

I did more research than for previous books, 
though I could never wangle an invite to visit an 
oil platform and had instead to rely on information 
from acquaintances in the industry, as well as long 
chats with inebriated oil workers as they travelled by 
train between Edinburgh and Aberdeen. I was also 
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unable to visit Shetland, so depended on books – no 
access to the internet back then. When I did eventu-
ally visit Shetland a few years later, I was confronted 
by an elderly gentleman who demanded to know 
how I’d managed to get to Mousa Broch when he 
was the only boatman who took visitors there. When 
he was reluctant to believe I’d used only a guidebook 
and my imagination, I felt I’d done a job I could be 
proud of.

Black and Blue was published in January 1997, by 
which time we were back living in Edinburgh and 
going through yet more hoops to get Kit the help he 
needed. My publisher had realised that this could 
well be my ‘breakout’ book, so had pumped some 
money into publicity, as well as redesigning the 
look of my book jackets – a moody black and white  
photo of a forest and a striking new typeface. It 
looked very different to other crime novels out there 
on the bookshop shelves, and this helped it stand 
out from the crowd. The reviews were very good, 
and the hardback went into a second printing, which 
was a first for me. Towards the end of the year, it 
won the prestigious Gold Dagger Award for the best 
crime novel published in the UK that year, a prize I’d 
never before even been shortlisted for. When it came 
out in paperback, it sold four times as many copies 
as my previous Rebus books, though it still failed to 
penetrate the bestseller lists.

But I wasn’t quite ‘midlist’ any more, and I felt 
my apprenticeship was complete. I’d written a book 
in which the complex figure of Rebus could prop-
erly breathe, grow and enthral. And that title? Yes, 
it’s a Rolling Stones album, as my previous book Let 
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It Bleed had been. But oil was sometimes known as 
‘black gold’, while the police used to be ‘the boys in 
blue’. So: Black and Blue. Music also plays a larger 
part in the book than had been the case in my previ-
ous offerings. I even invented a band, the Dancing 
Pigs. Except I didn’t really. That was the name of a 
new wave band from 1979–80, formed in Fife with 
a young Ian Rankin on vocals (‘singing’ would be 
putting it too strongly). We only ever played about 
a dozen shows, maybe fewer, but the rehearsals (at 
the YWCA in Cowdenbeath) were fun and the local 
Hell’s Angels seemed to take a shine to us. And in 
Black and Blue, we became one of the biggest bands 
on the planet.

Our keyboard player Dauve Young died a couple of 
years back. Rest In Peace, Dauve – the Dancing Pigs 
remain forever young . . .

Ian Rankin
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