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TEXTE

In tro duc tion: Smell, the De tect ‐
ive Novel, and the Bod ily Ex per i ‐
ence of Read ing
The sense of smell, con sidered a prim or dial sense deeply rooted in
human cog nit ive mech an isms, has al ways main tained a spe cial con‐ 
nec tion with lit er ary nar ra tion, and in par tic u lar with the crime fic‐ 
tion genre. Its an ces tral nature and its abil ity to evoke im me di ate
emo tions and in vol un tary memor ies make it a nar rat ive tool of ex‐ 
traordin ary evoc at ive power (Candau, 2000; Herz, 2016; McGann,
2017). This bio lo gical char ac ter istic gives ol fact ory rep res ent a tions a
unique nar rat ive ef fect ive ness, cap able of trig ger ing deep emo tional
re sponses in the reader and trans form ing the act of read ing it self into
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an em bod ied ex per i ence (Ca labrese, 2025, pp. 55–60; Gallese et al.,
2015; Zwaan, 2004). Cog nit ive neur os cience sug gests that read ing
sens ory de scrip tions can ac tiv ate the same brain re gions as dir ect
per cep tion, cre at ing an em bod ied sim u la tion of the ol fact ory ex per i‐ 
ence de scribed.

In the con text of the de tect ive novel, which emerged in the second
half of the 19th cen tury with Edgar Allan Poe and de veloped through
the ra tional in vest ig a tions of Conan Doyle, at ten tion to ma ter ial,
sens ory, and bod ily de tails has al ways played a cru cial role (Ca labrese
& Rossi, 2018). While, in the genre’s clas sical phase, a de duct ive or ab‐ 
duct ive model—centered on tan gible evid ence and ob ject ive ob ser va‐ 
tions—dom in ated, with the evol u tion to ward Amer ican hard- boiled
noir and, later, the con tem por ary psy cho lo gical thriller, sens ory per‐ 
cep tion—and smell in par tic u lar—has taken on in creas ing im port ance
in the con struc tion of at mo sphere and the ar tic u la tion of sus pense
(Ca labrese & Rossi, 2018, pp. 7–10).

2

Sus pense, a found a tional ele ment of the de tect ive novel, is rooted in
deep dy nam ics of an ti cip a tion and em pathic sim u la tion, en ga ging
spe cific areas of the brain (Ca labrese, 2025, pp. 71–72). Smell plays a
cru cial, not in cid ental, role here: de scribed odors be come vec tors of
ten sion, in dic at ors of danger, and in stru ments for evok ing am bigu ous
at mo spheres.

3

From an em bod ied per spect ive, ol fac tion con sti tutes a priv ileged
path way that ac tiv ates com plex cog nit ive and emo tional pro cesses,
pro vok ing so matic re ac tions in the reader that trans form read ing into
a per cep tual sim u la tion of the nar rated world (Gott schall, 2012, pp.
104–133). Our study ana lyzes the evol u tion of the ol fact ory ele ment in
Italian crime nov els through three em blem atic au thors—De An gelis,
Scerban enco, and Car risi—demon strat ing how its treat ment re flects
pro found trans form a tions both styl ist ic ally and in the sens ory re la‐ 
tion ship between text and reader 1 .

4

Our ana lysis, centered on the Italian con text, ac know ledges the in flu‐ 
ence of in ter na tional mod els that have made ol fac tion a dis tinct ive
ele ment 2 . It ex am ines ol fact ory ste reo types through three cru cial
phases of the genre: De An gelis (1930s–1940s), father of the Italian
giallo (Pis telli, 2006); Scerban enco (1960s–1970s), the in nov ator of
post war noir (Boni, 2016; Via, 2014); and Car risi, a rep res ent at ive of
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the con tem por ary psy cho lo gical thriller (Crovi, 2020; Giord ano,
2023). This study re veals not only a styl istic evol u tion but also trans‐ 
form a tions in the con cep tu al iz a tion and nar rat ive use of ol fac tion.

1. Meth od o logy
Our in ter dis cip lin ary ap proach in teg rates tools from nar rat ive se mi‐ 
ot ics, lin guistic ana lysis, and cog nit ive sci ence. This lat ter per spect ive
al lows us to in ter pret ol fact ory rep res ent a tions as nar rat ive devices
that eli cit so matic re sponses in the reader. Read ing sens ory de scrip‐ 
tions may re cruit per cep tual and af fect ive pro cesses as so ci ated with
sens ory ex per i ence, con trib ut ing to an em bod ied sim u la tion of the
nar rated world (Gallese et al., 2015).

6

This meth od o logy draws on re cent the or et ical de vel op ments re gard‐ 
ing em bod i ment in artistic re cep tion (Gallese et al., 2015, pp. 15–19;
Marks, 2000; Mon dal, 2023; Sobchack, 2004) 3 .

7

Fol low ing the bio logy of lit er at ure (an ap proach that stud ies the bio‐ 
lo gical and cog nit ive found a tions of lit er ary cre ation and re cep tion),
we con sider read ing as an ex per i en tial prac tice rooted in perceptual- 
emotional sim u la tion (Cas adei, 2018).

8

These are the or et ical hy po theses that re quire ex per i mental val id a‐ 
tion. Our study does not aim to demon strate neural ac tiv a tion, but
rather to identify lin guistic struc tures that may trig ger im mers ive re‐ 
sponses (Ca ra c ci olo & Kukkonen, 2021). Our res ults re main ex plor at‐ 
ory and non- deterministic.

9

Our ana lysis iden ti fies three lin guistic ele ments con trib ut ing to the
sens ory ex per i ence of read ing:

10

���Per cep tual ol fact ory words: terms re fer ring dir ectly to smell (“fra grant,”
“foul- smelling”) (Bars alou, 2008; Pulvermüller et al., 2005).

���Bod ily ref er ences to ol fact ory per cep tion: de scrip tions of ges tures re lated
to the act of smelling (“sniffs the air”) that eli cit a motor sim u la tion.

���Emo tional lex icon as so ci ated with odors: terms link ing ol fact ory per cep‐ 
tions and emo tions, sim ul tan eously in volving sens ory and emo tional brain
re gions (Cit ron, 2012; Jac obs et al., 2015). These three cat egor ies were se lec‐ 
ted be cause they cor res pond to the main mech an isms of sens ory ac tiv a tion
iden ti fied by cog nit ive neur os cience in the pro cessing of lit er ary texts.
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The ana lysis is based on a cor pus of works by the three au thors 4 , ex‐ 
amin ing the evol u tion of ol fact ory ele ments in terms of fre quency,
com plex ity, and nar rat ive func tion. The choice of these three au thors
is jus ti fied by their rep res ent at ive ness of three dis tinct his tor ical
peri ods of Italian giallo, their in flu ence on the genre, and the avail ab‐ 
il ity of a tex tual cor pus suf fi ciently rich for quant it at ive and qual it at‐ 
ive ana lysis. This ap proach al lows for the study of ol fact ory ste reo‐ 
types as in dic at ors of deep struc tures of thought and cul tural rep res‐ 
ent a tion (Gott schall, 2012).

11

Short Lex ical Dic tion ary
This pre lim in ary lex ical ana lysis, con duc ted using Voy ant Tools,
provides the quant it at ive found a tion ne ces sary for the qual it at ive in‐ 
ter pret a tion that will fol low in the ana lyt ical sec tions.

12

Ana lysis of the cor pus re veals a sur pris ingly broad and var ied ol fact‐ 
ory lex icon 5 , in the nov els of the three au thors 6 . The word odore is
the most fre quent: 158 oc cur rences in Car risi, 94 in De An gelis, 49 in
Scerban enco. De An gelis stands out for his sys tem atic use of fiuto (25)
and fiutare (18), ex pres sions of a sens ory sens it iv ity con sist ent with
the fig ure of the in tu it ive in vest ig ator. Car risi uses a wide and phys ic‐ 
ally marked range (e.g., fetido 4, mi asma 4, ma leodor ante 5, puzza 30),
often as so ci ated with phys ical ten sion or hor ror. Scerban enco,
though quant it at ively more re strained, sur prises with 61 oc cur rences
of pro fumo, often linked to am bigu ous fe male char ac ters. The en tire
cor pus con tains over 30 dis tinct ol fact ory lem mas, from zaf fata to
fra granza, con firm ing that ol fac tion is a fully in teg rated nar rat ive and
styl istic axis, and not merely an in cid ental de scrip tion.

13

2. Smell as an in vest ig at ive tool
3.1. Smell as a clue: from ob jectiv ity to sub jectiv ity14

Be fore ana lyz ing how smell func tions as an in vest ig at ive tool in the
works of our three Italian au thors, it is worth tak ing a brief, ne ces sar‐ 
ily lim ited look at the fam ous in ter na tional pre ced ents that have
helped define the ar che type of the “sniffi ng” in vest ig ator.

15
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In de tect ive nov els, Sher lock Holmes is per haps the first de tect ive to
sys tem at ic ally use smell as an in vest ig at ive tool. In his fight against
crime, Holmes demon strates an ex traordin ary abil ity to re cog nize
and clas sify dozens of dif fer ent to bac cos based on their scent, as well
as to de tect per fumes, pois ons, and other chem ic als. This abil ity is
per fectly in line with his image as a scientist- detective who uses all
his senses to gather em pir ical data.

16

As Mur i elle Wenger ob serves, Si menon was a true “novelist- nose,”
cap able of im buing his pages with the scents of time and place, while
his cre ation, In spector Mai gret, is de scribed as a “commissaire- nose,”
whose in vest ig at ive meth od o logy con sists es sen tially of “sniffi ng,”
“sniffi ng out” at mo spheres and places to bet ter ab sorb their es sence.
Mai gret’s ol fact ory ap proach, in tu it ive and strongly linked to sens ory
im mer sion in the en vir on ment, of fers an in ter est ing point of com par‐ 
ison for un der stand ing the evol u tion of the role of smell in Italian
crime nov els.

17

More re cently, Kay Scar petta, the forensic sci ent ist prot ag on ist of
Pa tri cia Corn well’s thrillers, rep res ents an evol u tion of this ap proach
in sci entific and forensic terms. Scar petta uses her sense of smell in a
tech nical and pro fes sional man ner to ana lyze crime scenes and
corpses, re cog niz ing odors as so ci ated with de com pos i tion, chem ic‐ 
als, or patho lo gical con di tions that provide cru cial in form a tion for
the in vest ig a tion. In both cases, the sense of smell is part of a sci‐ 
entific and ra tional ap proach that does not, how ever, ex clude a so‐ 
matic and emo tional di men sion of per cep tion.

18

From De An gelis to Car risi, we seem to ob serve a gradual trans form a‐ 
tion in the in vest ig at ive func tion of smells, shift ing from a ma ter ial
and ob ject ive evid ence to an in creas ingly sub ject ive and meta phys ical
in tu ition. This evol u tion re flects not only styl istic changes but also a
shift in the cog nit ive mod els that may be in volved in read ing. For ex‐ 
ample, the pro gres sion from an ana lyt ical ap proach in De An gelis
(where scent re mains an ob ject ive clue) to a more sub ject ive di men‐ 
sion in Car risi (where it be comes a psy cho lo gical meta phor) en gages
the reader’s in ter pret ive abil it ies in dif fer ent ways.

19

But let us now ex am ine, in de tail, how ol fact ory ele ments func tion in
the nar rat ives of our three au thors. For De An gelis, smell is above all a
tech nical clue, a ma ter ial ele ment that the de tect ive must be able to
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re cog nize and in ter pret with sci entific pre ci sion. Com mis sioner De
Vin cenzi, the prot ag on ist of his nov els, pos sesses this abil ity in a par‐ 
tic u larly de veloped form

At the start of the in vest ig a tion into the murder of banker Sa lier,
Com mis sioner De Vin cenzi ex am ines one of the two re volvers found
and de duces that the weapon has not been used re cently:

21

Annusò il foro di us cita. Cer ta mente quella rivol tella non aveva spar ‐
ato di re cente (Il banchiere as sas sinato, p. 194);

→ He sniffed the exit hole. That re volver cer tainly had not been fired
re cently;

At an other crime scene, De Vin cenzi in vest ig ates the sus pi cious
death of Gastone Lértora, who was found dead. Dur ing the autopsy
and ex am in a tion of the scene, the the ory of pois on ing be gins to take
shape:

22

L’odore del clor uro di anile è for tis simo. Odor di car a melle. Ma si vo ‐
lat ilizza assai presto e scom pare senza las ciar trac cia (La bar chetta di
cristallo, p. 3561).

→ The smell of anil chlor ide is very strong. A smell of candy. But it
evap or ates very quickly and van ishes without leav ing a trace.

And again:23

La fialetta era vuota e l’odore di man dorle amare che man dava era
acu tis simo (Il can otto in san guinato, p. 2886);

→ The vial was empty, and the smell of bit ter al monds it gave off was
very sharp;

The smell is presen ted as a sci entific and ob ject ive fact: cy an ide has a
bit ter al mond smell that an ex per i enced in vest ig ator re cog nizes im‐ 
me di ately; the smell of gun powder makes it pos sible to de term ine
whether a weapon has been used re cently. In De An gelis’s work,
smells thus re tain a di men sion of ob jectiv ity and chem ical and ma ter‐ 
ial veri fi ab il ity, which makes them con crete evid ence within the in ‐

24
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vest ig a tion (cy an ide, anil ine chlor ide, chlo ro form). His ol fact ory lan‐ 
guage, pre cise and al most clin ical, sug gests a primar ily ana lyt ical ap‐ 
proach to smell as an in vest ig at ive tool, in vit ing the reader to en gage
in a cog nit ive pro cessing of the clue rather than an im me di ate emo‐ 
tional re sponse.

In Scerban enco’s work, the scent- clue takes on a rawer, more vis ceral
di men sion, re tain ing its ma ter i al ity but en riched with a more in tense
emo tional com pon ent, as in the fol low ing story, in which the two
prot ag on ists, Dona tello and his fiancée Irene, ar rive at an isol ated
coun try house and dis cover a re cent news pa per, a clue that someone
has been there re cently. Search ing for other clues, they no tice an
over turned bottle of schnapps in the bar cab inet

25

Dona tello si inginocchiò e annusò quelle mac chie scure [di grappa].
L’odore aspro della grappa gli tolse quasi il respiro (Scerban enco,
Cento, p. 63).

→ Dona tello knelt down and sniffed those dark stains [of grappa].
The sharp smell of the grappa al most took his breath away.

The smell is no longer merely an ob ject ive fact, but the ex press ive
vehicle of a trau matic em pathy with the vic tim; the smell is an ele‐ 
ment that does not merely provide in form a tion but pro vokes an im‐ 
me di ate emo tional re sponse in both the char ac ter and the reader.
Scerban enco’s writ ing, with its more in tense emo tional lex icon as so‐ 
ci ated with smells, seems to in vite a deeper en gage ment with the
phys ical di men sion of the in vest ig a tion, sug gest ing an ap proach to
smell in which sens ory per cep tion and emo tional re sponse are in‐ 
trins ic ally linked.

26

In Car risi’s work, fi nally, scent as an in vest ig at ive clue takes on a mys‐ 
ter i ous, al most su per nat ural di men sion, be com ing per cept ible only to
char ac ters en dowed with a par tic u lar, al most me di umistic sens it iv ity.

27

In The House of Lights, Pietro Ger ber, the child hyp not ist and prot ag‐ 
on ist of sev eral nov els, finds him self in the child hood home of Eva, a
little girl who may be pos sessed or in flu enced by a dark pres ence
linked to a game called “Arimo.” Upon en ter ing the “lilac room,” which

28
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be longed to Eva’s de ceased mother, Peter no tices the col lec tion of
per fumes, strangely de scribed as “ghost es sences”:

la stanza lilla, dove c’era la con solle con la collezione di boc cette coi
pro fumi di sua madre, es senze di spettri (La casa delle luci).

→ the lilac room, where the con sole table stood with the col lec tion of
little bottles hold ing her mother’s per fumes, es sences of ghosts

Other exam ples:29

Ov via mente non c’era nes suno. Solo quei sette ceri che em an avano
un pro fumo dol ciastro, preg nante e fas ti dioso (La casa delle luci);

→ Ob vi ously there was no one. Only those seven candles giv ing off a
sweet ish, per vas ive, and ir rit at ing scent

Dal ter reno es a lava un buon pro fumo di mus chio. In sot to fondo si
udiva lo scros ciare di un rus cello, nascosto chissà dove nella ve get ‐
azione (L’edu cazione delle far falle).

→ A pleas ant scent of moss rose from the ground. In the back ground
one could hear the rush ing of a stream, hid den who knows where in
the ve get a tion

The ol fact ory ele ment partly tran scends its ma ter ial di men sion to be‐ 
come a per cept ible mani fest a tion of meta phys ical real it ies (that is,
real it ies that go bey ond im me di ate phys ical ex per i ence to touch
upon spir itual and psy cho lo gical di men sions), in vis ible to the or din‐ 
ary senses. It is no longer merely a ma ter ial clue, but a bridge to
other di men sions of ex per i ence.

30

2.2. The In vest ig ator’s “Nose”: A Per sist ‐
ent Meta phor
While the role of smell as a clue has evolved sig ni fic antly, the meta‐ 
phor of “sniffi ng” as an es sen tial qual ity of the in vest ig ator (and their
col lab or at ors) re mains a con stant among the three au thors, al beit
with dif fer ent nu ances (see Wenger, 2017):

31
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See in De An ge lis:32

De Vin cenzi non ebbe bisogno di fiutare, per sen tire l’odore di man ‐
dorle amare (Le sette pic che dop pi ate, p. 3066);

→ De Vin cenzi did not need to sniff in order to smell the bit ter al monds

Può darsi...ma il mio fiuto mi dice che non è stato sol tan to un at tac co
di an gi na (La bar chet ta di cris ta llo).

→ Maybe... but my nose tells me it was not just a bout of angina

In Scer ba nen co:33

Aveva fiuto ed era un uomo di ferro (Il cane che parla);

→ He had a nose for it and was a man of iron

Fi nally, in Car risi we find:34

Sapeva fiutare un crimine quando se ne presentava l’oc ca sione (Il
cac ci atore del buio);

→ He could sniff out a crime when the oc ca sion arose

It is in ter est ing to note that the ol fact ory meta phor for in tu ition per‐ 
sists across eras and styles, sug gest ing a deep, per haps uni ver sal, link
between the cog nit ive ex per i ence of in tu ition and the sens ory ex per‐ 
i ence of smell.

35

In all three cases, in vest ig at ive in tu ition is ex pressed through the ol‐ 
fact ory meta phor of “sniffi ng,” an abil ity that tran scends pure ra tion‐ 
al ity to draw upon a more im me di ate and in stinct ive form of know‐ 
ledge. How ever, an evol u tion is also dis cern ible: while in De An gelis
the nose re mains sub or din ate to ra tional in tel li gence, in Scerban enco
and Car risi it be comes a form of ex ist en tial wis dom born of ex per i‐ 
ence.

36
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The link between in tu ition and smell is rooted in our bod ily ex per i‐
ence, as smell is the sense we use to per ceive dangers and op por tun‐ 
it ies be fore our ra tional con scious ness kicks in (Lakoff & John son,
2022).

37

3. Ol fact ory To po graphy

Milan Through Smells: From the Urban
to the Sym bolic

Set ting plays a key role in build ing sus pense in de tect ive nov els.38

For some of our au thors (De An gelis and Scerban enco), Milan is a
cent ral and re cur ring pres ence and, for this reason, of fers an in ter‐ 
est ing case study for the evol u tion of the ol fact ory rep res ent a tion of
urban space in Italian crime nov els.

39

Ol fact ory de scrip tions of urban spaces are not mere dec or at ive ele‐ 
ments but con trib ute to the form a tion of true cog nit ive maps (Tver‐ 
sky, 2003), an chor ing events and char ac ters to sens ory traces that
en hance the mem or ab il ity of scenes.

40

The the ory of em bod ied sim u la tion sug gests that spa tial de scrip tions
that in clude sens ory ref er ences such as smells can make the read ing
ex per i ence more im mers ive, in vit ing the reader to con struct a richer
and more de tailed men tal sim u la tion of the nar rat ive en vir on ment.

41

The evol u tion from De An gelis to Car risi shows how these “ol fact ory
land scapes” gradu ally be come more sub ject ive and frag ment ary, re‐ 
flect ing changes not only in lit er ary rep res ent a tion but also in the
cog nit ive per cep tion of space.

42

In De An gelis, pre- war Milan is de scribed through smells that re flect
its well- defined so cial strat i fic a tion (Crovi, 2020; Pis telli, 2006).

43

In the novel Giobbe Tuama & Co, Com mis sioner De Vin cenzi finds
him self in the humble, bare hotel room where Giobbe Tuama, a mys‐ 
ter i ous and des ti tute char ac ter and cent ral fig ure of the in vest ig a‐ 
tion, is stay ing. The at mo sphere is op press ive, and, open ing the win‐ 
dow, De Vin cenzi seeks fresh air:

44
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De Vin cenzi andò alla fines tra e l’aprì. L’odore di polvere, di umidità,
di ran cido era in sop port abile (Giobbe Tuama, p. 673);

→ De Vin cenzi went to the win dow and opened it. The smell of dust, of
damp, of ran cid ness was un bear able

Milan is also present through spe cific place names:45

Ad esso, che aveva res pir ato il pro fumo dell’ap par ta mento di via Ab ‐
bon dio San gior gio (Sei donne e un libro, p. 523);

→ Now that he had breathed in the scent of the apart ment on Via Ab ‐
bon dio San gior gio

with highly evoc at ive in terior scenes:46

But we also find the smells of the bour geois, petty- bourgeois, or ar is‐ 
to cratic city:

47

Il salotto di madama Cri po poulo ! [...] Qui den tro si sof foca dal caldo
e per di più c’è un odore oleoso di legno di san dalo bru ci ato (Giobbe
Tuama, p. 766);

→ Ma dame Cri po poulo’s liv ing room! [...] Here one suf foc ates from the
heat, and on top of that there is an oily smell of burnt san dal wood

These smells define clearly de lin eated so cial spaces: working- class
neigh bor hoods with their do mestic and mod est smells, but also, at
times, het ero dox so cial spaces such as those dear to De An gelis, who
was par tic u larly at tent ive to the circles of the de clin ing ar is to cracy.
The spa tial ref er ence sys tem con struc ted through smells is pre cise
and top onymic, with a clear sep ar a tion between working- class and
ar is to cratic circles. Each smell is as so ci ated with a spe cific so cial
script (Schank & Abel son, 1977), eas ily re cog niz able by the reader.
Cog nit ively, this ol fact ory to po graphy cre ates in the reader an
ordered and hier arch ical men tal map, re flect ing a so cial order that is
still re l at ively stable (Lynch, 1960).
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Scerban enco’s Milan is that of the eco nomic boom, a far more con tra‐ 
dict ory and vi ol ent space whose smells re veal sharper so cial con‐ 
trasts (Boni, 2016; Se basti ani, 2023). One can still find areas far re‐ 
moved from raw urb an iz a tion and con crete, as in this de scrip tion
where Al berto, a tor men ted man who has just com mit ted a vi ol ent
act to de fend his sis ter, finds him self in an isol ated house, likely in the
coun tryside or in a less urb an ized sub urban area, where he seeks
phys ical and moral refuge:

49

Qual che minuto passò, nel secco, tenero odore di orto che veniva
dalla fines tra (La sab bia non ri corda);

→ A few minutes passed, in the dry, tender smell of the ve get able
garden com ing through the win dow

con trast ing with the more fa mil iar set tings of the ex pand ing met ro‐ 
pol itan city:

50

il lu minava son nolenta il vialetto che con duceva sullo stradone. Le
sembrò di sen tire ancora un vago residuo odore di ben zina (La sab bia
non ri corda);

→ it drowsily lit the little path lead ing to the main road. She thought
she could still smell a faint linger ing smell of gas ol ine

with the res ult ing Mil anese top onyms:51

Fece un lungo giro, poi tornò in via Vin cenzo Monti, risalì nel suo ap ‐
par ta mento, e notò subito il ter ribile odore di grappa che l’in vadeva
(Mil ano, cal ibro 9);

→ He took a long walk, then re turned to Via Vin cenzo Monti, went back
up to his apart ment, and im me di ately no ticed the ter rible smell of
grappa that per vaded it

Salì sul 23 pieno. Il freddo nebbioso dava uno strano odore a tutta
quella gente che in tram la cir con dava, un odore di fungo lev ato dalla
ghi ac ci aia, di umido gelato. Solo da bam bina, quando a Roma an dava
a scuola e ogni mat tina [...] da piazza del Risor gi mento a via Gio vanni
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Lanza, ri cor dava di aver avuto la stessa sensazione, in sieme con
l’odore di tela cerata della sua borsa di scuola (Cinema fra le donne).

→ She got onto the crowded num ber 23. The foggy cold gave a strange
smell to all those people around her on the tram, a smell of mush room
pulled from the ice box, of damp chill. Only as a child, when in Rome
she went to school and every morn ing [...] from Piazza del Risor gi ‐
mento to Via Gio vanni Lanza, did she re mem ber hav ing had the same
sen sa tion, to gether with the smell of the oil cloth of her school bag

Scerban enco’s set tings also fea ture vari ous ol fact ory sen sa tions:52

veniva, non si capiva da dove, un odore di min es tra calda (Cinema fra
le donne);

→ there came, one could not tell from where, a smell of hot soup

Nel buio caldo e ma leodor ante della stanza vide en trare Irene (La
sab bia non ri corda);

→ In the hot, foul- smelling dark ness of the room he saw Irene come in

Una fines tra in mezzo ai due letti dava sul cortile e la scala di ferro
an ti n cen dio la os tru iva a metà. Un vago odore di bril lantina e di su ‐
dore ristag nava sempre lì den tro e anche a tenere aperte le finestre
tutto il giorno non an dava via (Lo scan dalo dell’os ser vatorio as tro ‐
nomico);

→ A win dow between the two beds looked onto the court yard, and the
iron fire- escape stair way blocked it halfway. A faint smell of hair po ‐
made and sweat al ways lingered in there, and even keep ing the win ‐
dows open all day it would not go away

the ever- present in terior of pros ti tu tion, evok ing its en tire world
through the smell:

53

Ma poi si vide in quel miser abile ap par ta mento per cop pie squillo in
cui, nono stante la classe di certi mo bili, del lam padario, dei tend aggi,
si sen tiva odore di mar ciapiedi e di sfrut tatori (Cento, p. 163).
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→ But then he saw him self in that wretched apart ment for call- girl
couples where, des pite the class of cer tain fur niture, of the chan delier,
of the drapes, one could smell side walks and pimps

In Scerban enco, Milan is a city- body, whose in dus trial odors (gas ol‐ 
ine) mingle with those of en demic neo- capitalist vi ol ence:

54

Ma il ri cordo di quei ragazzi ur lanti nel dol ciastro naus eante fumo
della pro pria carne bru ci ata, era un ri cordo in vin cibile, di quando lui
era un uomo e non un far abutto (Mil ano, cal ibro 9);

→ But the memory of those boys scream ing in the sweet ish, naus eat ing
smoke of their own burn ing flesh was an in vin cible memory, of when
he was a man and not a scoun drel

se Simeone diceva di sì era perché aveva sen tito odore di soldi, e lei,
povera, vec chia zi tella era proprio quell’odore che aveva vo luto fargli
sen tire (Mil ano, cal ibro 9).

→ if Simeone said yes it was be cause he had smelled the smell of
money, and she, a poor old spin ster, was pre cisely that smell she had
wanted to make him sense

The ol fact ory to po graphy is that of a city in the midst of trans form a‐ 
tion, where the old and the new, wealth and poverty co ex ist in a dis‐ 
or i ent ing chaos (cf. Wenger 2017; 2023; Crovi, 2020; Re ver dito, 2014;
Se basti ani, 2023; Via, 2014).

55

For Car risi, we ob serve fluid and mul ti fa ceted set tings in which the
cit ies of Rome and Florence—the primary set tings of the two sagas,
ded ic ated re spect ively to the prot ag on ists Mar cus and Pietro Ger ber
—demon strate greater ad apt ab il ity to nar rat ive plots and char ac ters
and are colored by their emo tions.

56

Pietro Ger ber, the chil dren’s hyp not ist, is in Florence, im mersed in a
com plex and har row ing in vest ig a tion into the ab duc tion of a child
and the mother’s memory loss. He moves through the his toric cen ter
at night, en vel oped in a cold and des ol ate at mo sphere:

57
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Nelle strade deserte del centro storico, l’unica con sol azione era il
pro fumo dei cam ini ac cesi (La casa senza ri cordi);

→ In the deser ted streets of the old town, the only con sol a tion was the
scent of the lit fire places

Other exam ples:58

Il frut tivendolo, il fio raio, il pan et tiere, le pic cole bot teghe di quart ‐
iere, le cas sette di arance, il pro fumo dei fiori e del pane fresco, le
voci fa mil i ari e il sa luto dei passanti (L’edu cazione delle far falle);

→ The green gro cer, the flor ist, the baker, the small neigh bor hood shops,
the crates of or anges, the scent of flowers and fresh bread, the fa mil iar
voices and the greet ing of pass ersby

Nella stazione di ser vizio deserta, il freddo della notte si mis chiava
all’odore di ben zina (Io sono l’abisso)

→ At the deser ted gas sta tion, the cold of the night mingled with the
smell of gas ol ine

fa freddo e c’è odore di brodo (Io sono l’abisso).

→ it is cold and there is a smell of broth

Ser ena, the prot ag on ist of The Edu ca tion of But ter flies, finds her self in
a forest, a place that for her evokes con nota tions of both refuge and
mys tery or po ten tial danger, linked to past ex per i ences and the
search for a miss ing per son:

59

in mezzo a un boschetto [...] s’incamminò. L’aria era fresca ma non
fredda. Dal ter reno es a lava un buon pro fumo di mus chio (L’edu ‐
cazione delle far falle);

→ in the middle of a thicket in the middle of a grove [...] she set off.
The air was fresh but not cold. A pleas ant scent of moss rose from
the ground
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And even when spe cific so cial spaces are men tioned, the au thor
tends to ward a meta phor ical rep res ent a tion of their role:

60

I ric chi erano par ti c ol ar mente bravi a oc cul tare la pro pria
spazzatura, al tri menti la puzza avrebbe am mor bato lo splendore che
li cir con dava (Io sono l’abisso).

→ The rich were par tic u larly good at con ceal ing their own garbage,
oth er wise the stench would have tain ted the splendor that sur roun ded
them

Bey ond spe cific urban spaces like Milan, cer tain sym bolic loc a tions
from the crime genre recur fre quently in the ol fact ory de scrip tions of
the three au thors, al low ing us to ap pre ci ate the evol u tion of their
treat ment through co di fied nar rat ive topoi.

61

Hos pit als and health care fa cil it ies, gov ern ment of fices, and po lice
sta tions, for ex ample, fre quently ap pear in the nov els of our cor pus.

62

The ol fact ory rep res ent a tion of these in sti tu tional set tings can be in‐ 
ter preted, from an em bod ied per spect ive, as an in vit a tion to the
reader to re call so cially shared cog nit ive schemas. The smell of hos‐ 
pital dis in fect ant, for ex ample, auto mat ic ally evokes a whole scen ario
of be ha vi ors, ex pect a tions, and emo tional valences linked to the hos‐ 
pital ex per i ence (Schank & Abel son, 1977). The evol u tion, from De An‐ 
gelis to Car risi, shows how these cog nit ive schemas gradu ally be‐ 
come more sub ject ive and psy cho lo gic ally charged.

63

Fi nally, the crime scene can be con figured in crime fic tion as an im‐ 
pli cit—or some times ex pli cit—ol fact ory space, a highly co di fied nar‐ 
rat ive space struc tured around the dis cov ery and de scrip tion of the
body, the in ter ven tion of forensic in vest ig at ors, and the col lec tion of
phys ical evid ence. As Muryn et al. (2016) point out, this is a “norm at‐ 
ive scene” that re peats it self with stable vari ations and can be iden ti‐ 
fied by a mat rix of re cur ring nar rat ive and lin guistic con struc tions. In
this con text, the sense of smell plays a cru cial role even when it is not
dir ectly men tioned: the reader, con fron ted with a de com pos ing body,
a closed and damp space, traces of blood or flu ids, is led to “smell”
with their nose what the text al lows them only to guess. The smell of
death, of en closed spaces, or of tech nical in ter ven tions (dis in fect ants,

64
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re agents) con trib utes to the cre ation of a dense and un set tling at mo‐ 
sphere. In these cases, smell acts as a si lent, im pli cit, yet ef fect ive
nar rat ive device in build ing the emo tional ten sion of the in vest ig a tion
(for ex amples drawn from our cor pus of nov els, see 3.1. and 3.2.).

It is also worth not ing that the crime scene is now con figured as a
highly co di fied ol fact ory space, one that has de veloped far bey ond
lit er at ure. In deed, the crime genre has un der gone a sig ni fic ant trans‐ 
me dia ex pan sion—defined by Jen kins (2006) as “trans me dia
storytelling”—from the novel to film, then to tele vi sion series such as
CSI and True De tect ive, and fi nally to con tem por ary video games. This
hy brid iz a tion of media has gen er ated new rep res ent a tions of ol fact‐ 
ory ste reo types, where the in vis ible di men sion of smells finds in nov‐ 
at ive rep res ent a tional strategies through visual and aud it ory solu‐ 
tions that en rich the genre’s ex press ive po ten tial.

65

Car risi’s ol fact ory to po graph ies cre ate more sub ject ive and frag ment‐ 
ary cog nit ive maps in the reader, re flect ing a post mod ern per cep tion
of space as a psy cho lo gical pro jec tion rather than an ob ject ive fact.
Odors are de scribed through ab stract con cep tual meta phors (“con‐ 
sol a tion”) and sys tem at ic ally linked to com plex emo tional states.

66

Car risi’s set tings thus seem to in vite the reader into more fluid and
sub ject ive men tal sim u la tions, in which space it self be comes a psy‐ 
cho lo gical pro jec tion rather than an ob ject ive geo graph ical ref er ence
(“hid ing the splendor”; “con sol a tion” from the “smell of lit fire places”).

67

4. Ol fact ory Char ac ter iz a tion of
Char ac ters

Con struc tion of iden tity through smells
For all three au thors, smells also play a fun da mental role in char ac‐ 
ter iz a tion, de fin ing the char ac ters’ so cial, pro fes sional, and moral
iden tit ies. It should be noted that this char ac ter iz a tion, which one
might also con sider, bey ond ex tra tex tual in ter pret a tions, sug gests
that the spe cific uses of smells in the text may simply refer to the
con struc tion of par tic u lar char ac ters (from a strictly lit er ary per‐ 
spect ive and not ne ces sar ily a so ci olo gical or cul tural one).

68
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The evol u tion of the ol fact ory char ac ter iz a tion of char ac ters that we
ob serve in our three Italian au thors can be bet ter un der stood when
com pared to cer tain in flu en tial in ter na tional mod els.

69

Conan Doyle’s Sher lock Holmes, for ex ample, is char ac ter ized by his
own scent, that of his pipe to bacco, but also by his abil ity to per ceive
and clas sify the scents of oth ers, thereby re con struct ing so cial and
moral iden tit ies (Knight, 2004, pp. 75–89).

70

Si menon, in his por trayal of Mai gret and other char ac ters, uses body
odors and per fumes to es tab lish pre cise in dic at ors of so cial class and
mor al ity. The di cho tomy between “pos it ive” and “neg at ive” smells
that we found in our au thors (par tic u larly in Scerban enco) mir rors
that present in the Mai gret cor pus, where, as Wenger (2023) notes,
fe male and male smells are clearly dis tin guished into cat egor ies of
pos it iv ity and neg at iv ity that re flect im pli cit moral judg ments.

71

In a more mod ern ap proach, Pa tri cia Corn well char ac ter izes Kay
Scar petta as a pro fes sional ac cus tomed to daily con tact with odors
that most people would find un bear able (Knight, 2004, pp. 200–215).
Her abil ity to main tain her clar ity and sci entific ob jectiv ity in the face
of de com pos ing odors or chem ic als used at a crime scene is an in teg‐ 
ral part of her pro fes sion al ism and iden tity. In this sense, smell is not
only a char ac ter trait but also an ele ment that defines her re la tion‐ 
ship to the world around her.

72

In De An gelis’s work, scent is above all a de tail—seem ingly sec ond ary,
yet a marker of class. In Il mis tero delle tre orch idee (The Mys tery of
the Three Orch ids), De Vin cenzi finds him self in the apart ment of
Susanna Ver ena, a young and charm ing act ress in volved in the mys‐ 
tery:

73

un forte odore di crema, d’acqua di co lo nia e di lavanda aleggiava lì (Il
mis tero delle tre orch idee, p. 3322);

→ a strong smell of cream, of co logne, and of lav ender hung there

And again:74

ancora sparso nell’aria un for tis simo odore di acqua di co lo nia e di
tabacco aro matizzato (Il mis tero di Cinecittà, p. 3181);
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→ still scattered in the air a very strong smell of co logne and flavored
to bacco

De An gelis uses re l at ively neut ral ol fact ory terms (“scent,” “smell”)
com bined with ad ject ives of mod er ate emo tional in tens ity (“rich,”
“strong”). This ap proach sug gests a char ac ter iz a tion that com bines
ele ments of so cial re cog ni tion with emo tional ele ments.

75

In Scerban enco, per sonal scent be comes much more vis ceral and dir‐ 
ect. In the fol low ing ex ample, the ol fact ory de scrip tion refers to Ugo,
the car penter who is hav ing an af fair with Irene, Al berto’s sis ter, and
who is linked to his trade and way of life:

76

Portava con sé, sempre, un vago odore di tru ci oli, di legno, e di vino
rosso (La sab bia non ri corda);

→ He al ways car ried with him a faint smell of wood shav ings, of wood,
and of red wine

Other exam ples:77

Gi an nuzzo [...] gli si avvicinò di mezzo passo, così che Roberto ne
sentì l’as prigno odore di traspirazione (La sab bia non ri corda);

→ Gi an nuzzo [...] moved half a step closer to him, so that Roberto
caught the sour ish smell of per spir a tion

quan do ve de vano il suo arri vo si por ta vano il po lli ce e l’in di ce al naso,
come chi sente un cat ti vo odore e smet te vano di par la re (Mi lano, ca ‐
li bro 9);

→ when they saw him com ing they would bring thumb and fore finger
to their nose, like someone catch ing a bad smell, and would stop talk ing

The use of ad ject ives such as "sour" and dir ect ref er ences to bod ily
flu ids ("sweat") sug gest a more phys ical and im me di ate ap proach to
ol fact ory char ac ter iz a tion. In Ex ample 35, the ritual ges tures of pro‐ 
tec tion against un pleas ant odors also in vite the reader to dir ectly
share the char ac ter’s sens ory ex per i ence. This nar rat ive strategy re ‐

78
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flects a more ma ter i al istic aes thetic and a more dir ect ap proach to
cor por eal ity, in keep ing with Scerban enco’s so cial cri ti cism and raw
real ism.

In Car risi’s work, per sonal scent often tran scends ma ter i al ity to be‐ 
come a vehicle for com plex psy cho lo gical states. Little Eva, the prot‐ 
ag on ist of the novel *The House of Lights* and a child with pre sumed
paranor mal abil it ies, speaks to Pietro Ger ber, the chil dren’s hyp not ist.
When she de scribes her per cep tion of her mother (who is de ceased
but whose pres ence lingers), the ol fact ory as so ci ation cre ates an un‐ 
deni able per cep tual link:

79

Mia mamma pro fuma di sapone di Marsiglia (La casa delle luci);

→ My mother smells of Mar seille soap

Other exam ples:80

Quindi afferrò la manica di una gi acca maschile, se l’avvicinò per an ‐
nusarla e ricon obbe subito il pro fumo dell’uomo con cui aveva fatto
sesso fino a poco prima (L’edu ca zio ne delle far fal le);

→ Then she grabbed the sleeve of a man’s jacket, brought it close to
smell it, and im me di ately re cog nized the scent of the man with whom
she had had sex until shortly be fore

L’alito gli puz za va di alcol e di si ga ret te (L’edu ca zio ne delle far fal le);

→ His breath stank of al co hol and ci gar ettes

La puzza era la sua natura, gli ser viva per tenere lontani i nem ici
(L’ipotesi del male);

→ The stench was his nature, it served him to keep his en emies away

The more straight for ward de script ive use of smells (37, 38) is com ple‐ 
men ted by more com plex ex amples (39), in which smell is no longer
merely a phys ical at trib ute but be comes a meta phor for psy cho lo gical
iden tity (“the stench was his nature”). Car risi seems to de velop an ap ‐
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proach in which sens ory per cep tion is in tim ately linked to psy cho lo‐ 
gical di men sions that in vite the reader to make an in ter pret ive ef fort
that goes bey ond simple so cial cat egor iz a tion or im me di ate emo‐ 
tional re sponse.

5. The Emo tional Di men sion of
Smells

Dis gust and re pul sion: the evol u tion of
the ol fact ory rep res ent a tion of death

Death, a cent ral ele ment of the crime genre, is treated in an ex‐ 
tremely dif fer ent ol fact ory man ner by the three au thors, re veal ing a
pro gress ive emo tional and con cep tual in tens i fic a tion. These rep res‐ 
ent a tions ex ploit the dir ect link between the sense of smell and the
limbic sys tem, trig ger ing im me di ate and vis ceral emo tional re sponses
in the reader (Haidt et al., 1997).

82

In De An gelis, the de scrip tion of the smell of death is re l at ively subtle:83

Qui c’è puzzo di ca davere (Il mis tero delle tre orch idee, p. 3362);

→ There is a stink of corpse here

L’odore non era più forte che in an ti cam era, ma dava la nausea (La
bar chetta di cristallo, p. 1437);

→ The smell was no stronger than in the ante cham ber, but it was
naus eat ing

E ap pe na den tro, un odore forte, strano, che pren de va in sen si bil ‐
men te alla gola (Il ca not to in san gui na to);

→ And just in side, a strong, strange smell that im per cept ibly gripped
the throat
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The smell is men tioned but not de scribed in de tail, in keep ing with a
sens ib il ity that main tains a cer tain emo tional dis tance even in the
face of vi ol ent death.

84

In Scerban enco, the smell of death takes on a much more vis ceral and
un set tling di men sion:

85

Aveva ris entito il dis gus toso odore che veniva da quella porta, dol ‐
ciastro e in sos ten ibile (Cento, p. 268);

→ He had smelled again the dis gust ing smell com ing from that door,
sweet ish and un bear able

The de scrip tion be comes much more pre cise (“sweet ish”), un like De
An gelis, who lim its him self to fac tual ob ser va tions (“strong, strange
smell”). Scerban enco’s vocab u lary dir ectly draws on the re gister of
primal emo tions and phys ical re ac tions, dir ectly in volving the reader
in the ex per i ence of dis gust.

86

sen tiva che vi era molto sangue, nell’auto, e l’odore del sangue umano
[…] scatena ter rori an ces trali, voglia di fug gire, di ur lare (idem, p.)

→ he sensed that there was much blood, in the car, and the smell of
human blood [...] un leashes an ces tral ter rors, the urge to flee, to
scream

Here too the emo tional re ac tion (“an ces tral ter rors,” “the urge to flee,
to scream”) is made ex pli cit, dir ectly in volving the reader in the ex‐ 
per i ence of dis gust.

87

In Car risi’s work, the smell of death re tains its phys ical di men sion,
even in its ab sence:

88

E lui si portava ancora ad dosso il puzzo del sangue (Io sono l’abisso);

→ And he still car ried on him self the stench of blood

c’era il puzzo di morte (L’edu ca zio ne delle far fal le);

→ there was the stench of death
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just as, in an other field, Pa tri cia Corn well’s nov els fea tur ing the med ical ex‐ 
am iner Kay Scar petta do (see 3.1. and 5.1.).

3  The concept of “visual sniffi ng” pro posed by Mon dal (2023) of fers an in‐ 
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6  The lex ical ana lysis was con duc ted using the Voy ant Tools soft ware,
which al lowed for the ex trac tion of fre quen cies and dis tri bu tions of the
main ol fact ory lem mas. A de tailed ana lysis of the res ults will be de veloped
in a sub sequent study.

RÉSUMÉ

English
This study ana lyzes the evol u tion of ol fact ory ste reo types in Italian crime
fic tion through the works of three em blem atic au thors: Au gusto De An gelis,
Gior gio Scerban enco and Donato Car risi. Ad opt ing an in ter dis cip lin ary ap‐ 
proach that in teg rates nar rat ive se mi ot ics, lin guistic ana lysis, and em bod ied
cog ni tion the or ies, the re search ex am ines how smell func tions as an in vest‐ 
ig at ive device, a means of char ac ter iz a tion, and a means of con struct ing
nar rat ive at mo spheres. The ana lysis re veals a pro gress ive trans form a tion:
from so cial marker and ma ter ial clue in De An gelis, to vis ceral ex pres sion of
so cial cri tique in Scerban enco, to meta phys ical bridge between phys ical and
psychic di men sions in Car risi. This evol u tion re flects pro found cul tural
changes in Italian so ci ety, from pre- war so cial strat i fic a tion to post mod ern
fluid ity, sug gest ing that the ol fact ory ele ment is not simply de script ive or‐
na ment a tion but an es sen tial nar rat ive device for cre at ing sus pense and
emo tional reader en gage ment. The study pro poses a new meth od o lo gical
per spect ive for ana lyz ing Italian crime fic tion, demon strat ing the po ten tial
of a lit er ary ol fact o logy of the genre.
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