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Abstract 

 

This dissertation examines the corpse as an object in and of American hardboiled detective fiction 

written between 1920 and 1950.  I deploy several theoretical frames, including narratology, body-as-text 

theory, object relations theory, and genre theory, in order to demonstrate the significance of objects, 

symbols, and things primarily in the clever and crafty work of Dashiell Hammett (1894-1961) and 

Raymond Chandler (1888-1959), but also touching on the writings of their lesser known accomplices. I 

construct a literary genealogy of American hardboiled detective fiction originating in the writings of 

Edgar Allan Poe, compare the contributions of classic or Golden Age detective fiction in England, and 

describe the socio-economic contexts, particularly the predominance of the “pulps,” that gave birth to the 

realism of the Hardboiled School. Taking seriously Chandler’s obsession with the art of murder, I engage 

with how authors pre-empt their readers’ knowledge of the tricks of the trade and manipulate their 

expectations, as well as discuss the characteristics and effect of the inimitable hardboiled style, its 

sharpshooting language and deadpan humour. Critical scholarship has rarely addressed the body and 

figure of the corpse, preferring to focus instead on the machinations of the femme fatale, the performance 

of masculinity, or the prevalence of violence. I cast new light on the world of hardboiled detective fiction 

by dissecting the corpse as the object that both motivates and de-composes (or rots away from) the 

narrative that makes it signify.  I treat the corpse as an inanimate object, indifferent to representation, that 

destabilizes the integrity and self-possession, as well as the ratiocination, of the detective who authors the 

narrative of how the corpse came to be.  The corpse is all deceptive and dangerous surface rather than the 

container of hidden depths of life and meaning that the detective hopes to uncover and reconstruct. I 

conclude with a chapter that is both critical denouement and creative writing experiment to reveal the 

self-reflexive (and at times metafictional) dimensions of hardboiled fiction.  My dissertation, too, in the 

manner of hardboiled fiction, hopes to incriminate my readers as much as enlighten them.   
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

“What one man can invent another can discover.” 

– Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s “The Adventure of the Dancing Men” 

 

 The name on your office is something like Joe Wrench, or Harvey Thorn, or Nate Husk, 

but that’s just what people in the business call you. You come in late, because work’s been slow 

and you don’t like to disrupt the pace. You’re a working stiff, after all, a flatfooted gumshoe who 

keeps himself standing by letting himself get knocked around for little reward and less 

satisfaction. 

You take your hat off. You sit in your chair and look around, only there isn’t much to 

look at: a bowl-shaped ceiling light, a phone, a blotter, a safe in the corner, window shades—and 

then you, thinking everything needs a good dusting. But what’s a bit of dust between you and 

some things?  

You’ve been there an hour when you get the call. Some wisecracking police detective, or 

an old friend looking for a favour, or some frail who’s gone off her rocker tells you to get out 

there right now, because there’s a dead guy to look at. It might have something to do with you, or 

it might not. It probably doesn’t, but you figure you might as well get a slant, see if someone will 

give you the time of day for showing your mug where it’s not needed. 

Picking up your hat, you wonder why you keep doing this job, except that you’ve been 

doing it for so long, you think you might miss playing the sucker every now and then. You know 

the day will be ripe with tough guys who talk like tough guys in movies and who’ll take a swing 

at you for calling them on it. As if you’ll ask for it.  You probably will. You’re too tall, or too 

short, or too thin, or too fat, but you’ve got a solidness to you that’s great for taking a few blows. 

Wise guys in tuxes and broads with high chins call you a greasy keyhole-peeper, but you’re not in 
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it for the flattery. You’re not in it for the money, either. You’re simply in it. All or nothing. 

You don’t bother to lock up. In a minute you’re down the elevator and on the street, 

heading for your car. It’s sunny out there, like your disposition, but only if the sun thinks it’s 

overworked for trying to get into dark corners of nobody’s business. 

The scene is only a couple blocks west. You stop to burn a cigarette before getting out of 

the boiler and eye the apartment building. Housing for dead men. There could be a corpse in each 

room, and what difference would that make? Count them up, shamus, like pocket change. 

You go upstairs. A police dick is already there, standing in the hallway outside the room. 

He looks like he sees your face too often. You think you probably look the same.  

“Come to put the screws on, eh?” he asks. “I’ve been here half an hour, and don’t know 

what happened from nothing, but I bet you came with all the answers.”   

He thinks he’s a smart guy, so you say, “I’m lousy with them. How about we stop jawing 

and take the up-and-down already?” 

You look into the room. Somebody knew what a table was for, and chairs, too, but that’s 

about it. You step in like it’s any other room on any other day—and it is like any other room on 

any other day, except there’s a dead body on the floor. A dead body with a shot of lead poisoning 

in it that looks like it was made by a .45—1  

 

As the reader here, you have already determined that you are reading a detective story, 

most likely a hardboiled detective story, assuming you are familiar with that particular mode of 

the genre. You know this from the implied and overt structural and contextual elements, what 

John Frow in Genre (2006) calls textual and contextual “cues” (16), including idiom and diction, 

as well as the final trigger: the corpse on the floor.  

If you appreciate a more morbid sense of humour, as I do, then consider this a semi-

                                                      

1 To be continued… 
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interactive autopsy into the body in and of hardboiled detective fiction, to examine how the 

representation of objects (specifically dead bodies) function as the motivating force of narratives.  

So, let us begin with our ‘Y’ or Why? incision.  

I contend that we can never get at the object, per se, since objects in narrative exist in a 

liminal space between real (concrete) and fictional (represented), making them always 

inaccessible to direct investigation. The corpse, however, may well be the kind of narrative object 

that defies apprehension altogether, even if its presence forms and deforms (as well as informs) 

narrative construction in hardboiled detective fiction.  

Object relations theorists have studied objects as separate, physical phenomena with an 

approach that requires a profound awareness of how we interact, use, and identify with objects, 

recognizing the nearness and the distance that we navigate in our relationship with the things 

around us. Bill Brown and Peter Schwenger, however, take the theory a step further into the field 

of literature and art, pointing to the obstacles that occur when we attempt to artistically or 

linguistically render concrete objects into subjective representations. Brown explores this 

relationship in A Sense of Things (2003) by weighing the implications of the phrase, “the ideas of 

things and the ideas in them” (1, emphasis mine). He also, elsewhere, makes a distinction 

between “objects” and “things” where objects are what we encounter in the objective world and 

things are a “latency” or “excess” (“Thing Theory” 5) that is produced in the act of perceiving 

objects, meaning that objects exist on their own terms, but we experience things, or, the ideas in 

objects only. In this sense, we never actually look at objects; we look “through” them to the idea 

we believe they contain, or, the function we believe they perform (4). In The Tears of Things 

(2006), Peter Schwenger goes deeper into the “elusive dynamic between objects and subjects” 

(2), noting that “through perception” by a subject, the object is “simultaneously apprehended and 

lost” (2), leading to a feeling of distance and, of course, melancholy. Brown writes that “the belief 

that there are ideas in things amounts to granting them an interiority and, thus, something like the 
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structure of subjectivity” (8), meaning that we impose significance onto objects only through our 

own subjectivity. If, as Brown says, we grant objects a subjectivity, Schwenger makes it clear that 

this subjectivity has nothing to do with the object; perception is a one-sided affair, because 

objects are, above all, “indifferent” and “all of this reflects an interior that is ours, not that of the 

object” (8). The indication that objects are indifferent mirrors of (only) our own subjectivity 

suggests that we should be cautious and vigilant about how we think about the thingness of 

objects, especially because it is customary to think that objects necessarily exist as material 

referents of epistemological or ontological meaning, function, and truth. In a sense, objects are 

shifty, capable of slipping out of our hands, and failing us when we are most desperate for them 

to be proof of our own capacity to be or mean. 

 Hardboiled detective fiction re-enacts this object-subject relation, working against the 

classic detective mode wherein objects at the scene of the crime, and by extension, the corpse, are 

read as clues. We are familiar with Sherlock Holmes’ ability to deduce a man’s character from his 

hat, or his profession from the dust on his shoes, but while this classic deductive observation and 

reasoning allows for a persuasive account of Holmes’ abilities, as well as an indication of human 

interaction with objects, the thingness that Holmes deduces is dubious at best, because the objects 

in question are not inherent markers or containers of the significance Holmes has given them.2 

Raymond Chandler, as a hardboiled writer, makes some not-so-subtle nudges to the reader in this 

direction. In The Big Sleep (1939), Philip Marlowe states outright, “I’m not Sherlock Holmes or 

Phil Vance. I don’t expect to go over ground the police have covered and pick up a broken pen 

point and build a case from it” (183). In the hardboiled style, then, physical objects, like a broken 

pen point, are never clues (at least, not in the traditional sense), but they are suspicious because 

they can mislead us, and narratives are deceptive because we cannot trust or verify them. A clue, 

in this sense, is only an object around which a “case” may be built, which is a dimension of the 

                                                      

2 When is a door not a door? When it is ajar. 



 

5 

 

object’s thingness and entirely of the detective’s crafting. Cases, however, are subjective 

constructions of context, motive, and intent, and so the object remains indifferent to its own 

“clue-ness” (or state of being read as clue), and thus easily displaced into another context, another 

case. Evidence, by definition, is something obvious and apparent, an object that must mean a 

foregone conclusion or (pre-)determined significance. Chandler’s Marlowe, however, suggests 

that reading an object as evidence in the hardboiled style requires an awareness that there is more 

than one way to skin a cat—that there is more than one thingness, case, or narrative that can be 

built around an object. The assumption that objects mean beyond their immediate surface, or can 

be interpreted or read as containing meaning, is a deception that the hardboiled private eye must 

somehow mediate and which he (or she) must not fall victim to. 

The inevitable question asked of all detective fiction is: whodunit? Dennis Porter suggests 

that “[t]he corpse encountered in the opening paragraphs of many a mystery story poses a 

question that for the reader transforms the activity of reading the novel into the search for an 

answer” (86), and certainly whodunit sums up this impulse to know, to read on, to resolve, but the 

corpse is, like on Jeopardy!, a question that presents itself as an answer, or an answer that 

presents itself as a question.3 The detective narrative folds into itself, becoming both the plot of 

investigation that occurs because a dead body has been found and the plot of murder that 

produces a dead body to be found, delicately interwoven in the activity of reading and resolving 

the two towards one point of intersection: the corpse. What is experienced is a compulsion to 

narrate the corpse on the floor, to tell the story of what happened to the body after it is already 

dead, which is facilitated for the reader through the figure of a detective as he endeavours to 

plausibly recreate and solve the crime, to reanimate the inanimate thing on the floor through 

authoritative composition, to make comprehensible the incomprehensible. But the minute we ask 

who committed the murder, we are, in fact, being evasive or we are “playing the sap,” as we 

                                                      

3 I’ll take “Corpse Rules” for 500, Alex. 
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avoid the metaphysical dilemma that is actually taking place, a dilemma that centres on the fact 

that—whether we realize it or not— we are no longer talking about the body on the floor, but 

rather about the events and motivations that put it there.  

 I am, of course, pointing to the difficulty of getting at and identifying an object at the 

centre of a narrative, and yet, without the corpse, there is no narrative in the murder mystery. S.S. 

Van Dine4, creator of the erudite American detective, Philo Vance, is well-known for his 

“Twenty Rules for Writing Detective Stories” (1928). In this guidebook, Van Dine’s rule number 

seven claims that “There simply must be a corpse in a detective novel, and the deader the corpse 

the better. No lesser crime than murder will suffice. Three hundred pages is far too much pother 

for a crime other than murder. After all, the reader’s trouble and expenditure of energy must be 

rewarded” (n.p.). Although no corpse can be deader than dead, Van Dine’s playful insistence on 

the presence of a corpse is more than simply a recognition of a necessary plot contrivance. It is an 

awareness that readerly compulsion, narrative motivation, and structural coherence are essentially 

linked to a specific object at the centre of the genre’s structure, similar to, but more fundamental 

than, T.S. Eliot’s objective correlative. Eliot’s aim is a symbolic grounding produced by “a set of 

objects, a situation, a chain of events which shall be the formula of that particular emotion” 

(100), and the narrative object is similar in that it must ground and centre a work of literature, but 

the objective correlative only serves to produce an essential effect. Eliot suggests that we must 

put together the complete puzzle in order to see the picture it produces; the narrative object, by 

contrast, is at the puzzle’s core, directing and influencing the way the puzzle is ultimately 

shaped—the material the pieces are made from. If the objective correlative is a formula, as Eliot 

claims, with variables inputted by a set of symbols to produce an emotion, then the narrative 

object is the basis upon which such formulas may be developed, the thing at the centre of the 

                                                      

4 The penname for Willard Huntington Wright (1888-1939). 
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equation, the gravitational waves at the heart of Einstein’s theory of general relativity.5 To that 

extent, there is a difference between the narrative object, the objective correlative, and the symbol 

in literature. For the detective story, there must be a corpse. The objective correlative serves as a 

network to implicitly create an image or emotion, a kind of narrative constellation; a symbol is 

immaterial and abstract, an overt shadow that may cloak a story or loosely pin it together, but the 

narrative object, by contrast, is a concrete mass that both drives and obstructs the gravitational 

forces of narrative composition. It is therefore important to not simply look at an object as mere 

image or symbol, present in the text, but also to recognize it as a necessary component of the 

structure of the text.  

Dashiell Hammett, an originator of the hardboiled style of detective fiction, declared that 

“If you kill a symbol, no crime is committed and no effect is produced. To constitute a murder, 

the victim must be a real human being of flesh and blood” (qtd. in Shaw, vi). The corpse had to 

have substance beyond the frailty of a symbol. Chandler felt the same, writing, “Hammett gave 

murder back to the kind of people that commit it for reasons, not just to provide a corpse” (69). 

Both Hammett and Chandler, emerging from the folds of pulp magazines like Black Mask, Dime 

Detective, and Detective Weekly in 1920s-1950s America, sought out a new twist to the murder 

mystery, where the clichéd and overwrought contrivances of classical detective fiction, almost 

strictly European, were rubbed out by the objective realism of hard-talking American writers who 

wrote with the grit of authenticity and quick bullets of language. The American hardboiled style 

relied on real language, real motives, real murder, “real people in a real world” (Chandler 63)—

and, of course, real corpses, but if not just provided for the sake of the story, for the sake of 

having a murder to solve, then the question becomes: what are these bodies bleeding out on the 

                                                      

5 Although, hardly as revolutionary. It is a convenient analogy, however, as I work towards the suggestion 

that the “mass” of the narrative object causes motivating waves though the narrative “fabric.” Also, the 

shift from classic to hardboiled and Golden Age modes of detective fiction occurs in the same timeframe as 

Einstein’s development of the theory, and just recently the validity of gravitational waves was proven by 

the Laser Interferometer Gravitational-Wave Observatory (Ligo) in the United States (Hanford 

Washington, and Livingston, Louisiana).  
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pages of hardboiled fiction? In being more than mere symbol, the corpse in this new style is “a 

real human being of flesh and blood” while also problematically an inanimate object losing its 

flesh and blood, even as characters attempt and fail to narrate it into being. It is a necessary 

component of the genre and yet the corpse as literary object consistently deceives, decentres, and 

detaches itself from the story that it supposedly sets into motion. The idea of the corpse, real or 

fictional, thus becomes a thing both concrete and destabilizing—it decomposes and discomposes 

in the midst of composition.  

The corpse as an object, then, frustrates the desire for narrative closure, an object that 

troublingly kicks off (or triggers) the compulsion to give it a subjective dimension, but that also 

denies us the satisfying fusion of the physical body with its metaphysical thingness. In some ways 

the corpse as object provokes a recitation of futility, a movement towards meaning that is 

ultimately undone. After all, the dead body cannot be revived despite a detective’s efforts to 

reanimate it through narrative composition.6 A plausible story of the murder may be composed, 

but the body remains dead at the end. Lisa Perdigao (2010) indicates that corpses are “sites of 

crisis for narrative transaction” (1), disrupting interment and defying exhumation in their 

representation, but this crisis in hardboiled fiction does not occur because the corpse cannot be 

represented, but because, in Schwenger’s words, it is indifferent to narration. The corpse’s 

incomprehensibility to us does not trouble it, and the decomposing object of hardboiled fiction 

mocks us with its disregard for the need to be represented as meaningful.  

In Reading for the Plot (1984), Peter Brooks zeroes in on the difference between 

narrative and plot, writing that “[p]lot as I conceive it is the design and intention of narrative, 

what shapes a story and gives it a certain direction or intent of meaning” (xi); that is, plot in 

narrative provides a structural shaping that allows the various components of the narrative to take 

on meaning through their completion. He suggests, of course, that writing and reading narratives 

                                                      

6 Literature about zombies and the walking dead aside. But that’s another skull to crack. 
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requires a certain element of feeling out of what gives the narrative recognizable form. The art of 

composition differs little from being asked to close our eyes and being given a mystery object to 

handle, feel out, and identify by its shape—we must perceive the object in our hands before we 

can adequately address what it is and what we can make of it. In differentiating between narrative 

and plot, Brooks defines narrative as “one of the large categories or systems of understanding that 

we use in our negotiations with reality, specifically, in the case of narrative, with the problem of 

temporality: man’s time-boundedness, his consciousness of existence within the limits of 

mortality,” and plot as “the principle ordering force of those meanings that we try to wrest from 

human temporality” (Reading xi). While narrative is a matter of coding and encoding our 

experience of the world through subjective experience—as unfathomable as it may be—plot is 

the grounding, shaping force. It is “how human life acquires meaning” (Brooks, Reading xii), and 

“a narrative without at least a minimal plot would be incomprehensible” (5). 

Brooks’ purpose is to point out a human reliance on plot. We crave it, desire it, seek it for 

the sake of satisfaction and closure. It gives us a sense of order and direction, since we are, as 

Brooks eloquently explains, “immersed in narrative, recounting and reassessing the meaning of 

our past actions, anticipating the outcome of our future projects, situating ourselves at the 

intersection of several stories not yet completed” (Reading 3). Life is a narrative we are in the 

process of composing and that we “narrate to ourselves in an episodic, sometimes semiconscious, 

but virtually uninterrupted monologue” (3), just as death is the point of decomposition, of it 

coming undone or, as we at least hope, the point where it takes on significance—where our life 

and our actions become meaningful. Whether that significance is verifiable or not, and whether 

our dead body contains it, however, is what leaves us in doubt. It is worrisome enough when we 

are confronted with the incomprehensible corpse of what was once another person, but it is even 

more discomposing when it is a reminder that our own bodies have the potential to become 

indifferent objects, as well. Even if the corpse does, in some sense, maintain that meaningful past 
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existence or interiority, its life cannot be read off the body—especially the dead body. In no 

longer being capable of narrating our own story, we must rely on the scanty information others 

have read off of us to make us meaningful. That is, our immersion in narratives and our reliance 

on plots is, in effect, a coping mechanism to combat that fear or suspicion that we are a mere 

composite of being, not real, not whole, not adequate, not meaningful.  

This capacity to make narrative comprehensible—to make it accessible and 

communicable—is enacted through how plot is seen to be the “very organizing line” (Brooks, 

Reading 4) because it must be finite. It must have a shape, and it must come to an end, bringing 

closure, in order to be complete and to be identifiable and familiar. It must be solid. We rely on 

objects to ground us in the same way as we rely on plot. We turn to the object to hold that 

narrative together, the anchor that keeps us fixed in a vast ocean. What is Moby-Dick; or The 

Whale (1851) without the body of a whale? What is Henry James’ The Golden Bowl (1904) 

without the broken pieces of the golden bowl? These are impossible questions, because we cannot 

think of these narratives without those objects, and yet those objects are evasive, endlessly 

interpreted and re-interpreted out of necessity. They are elusive, because how do we make a thing 

mean? How do we contain it? How do we make it contain anything? Melville, through Ishmael, 

and James structure their fictions around those objects precisely in order to question whether we 

can adequately approach, handle, and possess the objects we desperately hope will verify our 

being in the world.  

I am suggesting, in league with Brown and Schwenger, that plot can be and often is (or 

heavily intertwined with) a narrative object that centres the narrative in the process of 

composition—an object that sits at the core of narrative compulsions and both drives and 

threatens the plot. It is through interaction with and the desire for this object to be meaningful that 

narrative becomes directed, motivated, and comprehensible. The most obvious and most useful 

example, perhaps, is the Holy Grail, and the quest of King Arthur’s knights to attain it. 
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Quintessentially both object and thing, like an example par excellence of Brown’s distinctions 

between those terms, the Grail enacts a powerful influence over the quest associated with it, and 

the many stories woven around it. Without the Grail, there is no narrative compulsion, no quest, 

but it is both enlightening, holy thing (the Grail) and hard, solid object: a cup, goblet, or bowl (a 

grail). The Grail quest is not merely a narrative of knights attempting to take possession of a solid 

object, but of their desire to possess that which they think it contains, to ascertain that the Grail 

signifies the sacredness it is thought to hold, and to verify that the virtues and honour they wish to 

see in themselves are reflected in the physical token that they can then bring to their king as proof 

of their loyalty and faith. At the same time, the quest is only meaningful so long as it is a failed 

quest. Arguably, the quest for the Holy Grail is only possible in the absence of the object itself—

but there is always the presence of the thing, the idea that the Grail itself is thought to contain or 

stand in for. The desire to actually hold and possess the thing allows for an interrogation of what 

one should do when confronted with the hardness and indifference of the physical object itself. 

There is always the fear that the grail is nothing but an empty cup, and so it becomes a 

conundrum wherein the desire for the thing drives narrative, but the actual presence of the object 

threatens to disillusion us—and then what? The stakes change, and what ends up being at risk is 

not that the Grail cannot be found, but that no one can find it, no one can possess it. Perceval, 

who glimpses the grail but fails to attain it, in failing to ask the right questions, must face the 

disabling realization that he was not adequate enough to realize the thing, to make it real. The 

distance is felt keenly. The Holy Grail is the object that holds the quest narrative together—both 

in its presence and in its absence—and it is both the aim and object of the narrative, such that the 

narrative folds in on itself. The quest for the Holy Grail is a narrative that explores the 

consequences of the subject/object dynamic with a literary object at the centre of the narrative 

compulsions, since what Arthur’s knights wish most is to bring back the grand story of their 

triumph and to have stories told of them throughout the rest of history. The Grail, as an object, is 
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separable from such weavings, but at the same time, these stories are impossible if the object is so 

easily possessed and made meaningful. 

Brooks, in Body Work (1993), as well as Reading for the Plot, has already explored the 

body “as an object and motive of narrative writing” (Body Work xi), a “vehicle” (xii) that drives 

or instigates the act of narration. He places the body at the centre of composition as a point of 

reference for both the beginning and the end of the plot, and that is particularly true of detective 

fiction as the corpse is the nexus where the story of murder and the story of detection both begin 

and end. As Van Dine suggests, there is no real detective plot without a corpse, but detective 

plots—more so in hardboiled fiction, where murder is often not planned and the motives for it 

sometimes remain inexplicable—are never perfectly linear, never entirely “finite and 

comprehensible” (Brooks, Reading 4). Plot, in this case then, is neither line nor thread; it is a 

corpse that author, reader, murderer, and detective find themselves “circling” (Body Work 106), 

trying to get at, trying to compose, but the corpse is also inanimate object, inaccessible and 

incomprehensible—and, being organic material, it tends to rot. Perdigao gets it right when she 

calls the corpse “the utter limit of representation” (1), insofar as representation of the corpse in 

fiction is an attempt at “translating the nonnarratable into narrative” (16), which fails because the 

body loses substance—material—as it enters into language. At best the body-as-text can only be 

“dismember[ed]” (79) or fragmented by our representations of its murder and death. She 

identifies this as a “crisis of representation” (5) due to the corpse’s rejection of the meaningful 

transformation into semantic language. Corpses thus “both drive and threaten the structure of the 

plot” (16), such that even if the murdered body in detective fiction provides the motive behind the 

plot, it also threatens to decompose it by exposing the inability of the narration to hold the real 

corpse together (represent it as comprehensible and meaningful). It threatens to reveal that 

narration’s inadequacy, its inauthenticity, its lack of coherence and structural integrity. It 

becomes both dead end and red herring, because it becomes increasingly difficult for either writer 
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or reader to maintain a hold on the “real” object in the course of narration.   

Perdigao’s view on the supposed dead metaphor of the body-as-text does not conflict 

with Brooks’ body-as-vehicle notion of narratology; rather, together, they indirectly work 

towards teasing out the same hermeneutic intention—that of reversing the conception that 

discursive or narrative methods keep (or do not keep) the integrity of the centralizing object 

intact. Instead, we must rely on the structural integrity of the object at the centre of the text to 

hold together the subjective narrative(s) that reader, author, and detective develop and redevelop 

in an attempt to represent the object. The corpse, then, as narrative object rather than symbol, 

becomes a necessary element of how narrative is structured and motivated in the hardboiled 

style—the object and objective of narrative transaction and trajectory. “Object(ive)” is an obvious 

ploy put into action here, but it is effective in pointing to the ways in which an object in literature 

also instigates the necessity for narrative resolution and closure—the compulsion to tell the story 

that is thought to be focused on or located in the object.      

We should keep in mind that there is always a dynamic at play between what are 

essentially antagonistic forces (in the loosest sense): the object and the subject. Although the 

corpse motivates the narrative and the need for it, it remains fundamentally outside of the 

narrative, because in talking about the life of the victim and the circumstances and people that 

acted upon it, we are talking about a subject and subjectivity, not the object. The corpse may 

compel us to read and write it, to narrate its life and death somehow, but the object qua object has 

no need to be narrated and ultimately asserts its hermeneutic decomposition despite our best 

efforts to compose or re-animate it. The problem that arises is one of how to figuratively flesh out 

a subject, victim, story while its body, its material, is literally losing flesh—how do we compose 

the story while the object itself is decomposing—when it discomposes us? My intention in this 

project is to dredge these bodies up to the surface of critical investigation, to shadow the 

problematic relationship between murdered bodies as objects and the narrative compulsions they 
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somehow animate in subjects, and if and how these questions either diverge or converge in the 

object at the centre of the narrative. Of course, as Brooks, Judith Butler, Helena Michie, and 

Roland Barthes have demonstrated from different angles, all bodies in narrative, especially dead 

bodies, are problematic, but in hardboiled fiction there is something insidious at work as these 

narrative corpses are simultaneously composed and decomposed in a risky game of storytelling 

that creates while it murders, or, overwrites the body at its source, in order to produce a story that, 

while not cohesive, at least seems, as Sam Spade puts it in Hammett’s The Maltese Falcon 

(1930), “to click with most of the known facts” (118). The body—the human body—fascinates 

us, in all of its complexities and intricacies, its physicality and its mystery. The dead body, 

however, arrests us, but less in the sense of a full stop, held in the grip of fascination, and perhaps 

more in the sense of the evident pun. When I say that the corpse arrests us, I mean that it seizes us 

into or engages us in a kind of narrative custody under what Dennis Porter refers to as the “threat 

of mystery” (87) until we can plausibly make the motives behind its murder coherent and 

comprehensible in terms of narrative structure—author them. The body as object and motive of 

plot is, as Brooks says, about “how human life acquires meaning” (Reading xii), but perhaps 

more essentially it is a question of survival, of narrative alterity and integrity, of holding oneself 

together in a (fictional) world where bullets speak louder than words.  

Narrative therefore rests on a subject’s (in)ability to make an object mean, and the 

success or failure depends entirely on how the subject navigates the impenetrability of the object 

as well as his or her own compulsions to generate meaning. Without the object, there is nothing to 

build a case from; without the subject there is no one to build it. That is, as Heta Pyrhönen notes 

in Mayhem and Murder (1999): “We traditionally think of plot as a line” (12), but this may be too 

simplistic an approach to the complicated weaving of narrative elements that go into the 

composition of a story. Pyrhönen writes that “it downplays the fact that that whole is reached 

through an ongoing process of figuration, of continually fitting narrative fragments against 
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various narrative patterns and assessing the explanatory reach of such patterns” (11). She is 

suggesting that, as opposed to a line, plot is more like a 3-D puzzle always in the process of being 

made and remade by the reading process. D.A. Miller notes, in his investigations of the Victorian 

police procedural, that “[t]o use Mikhail Bakhtin’s term, the novel is thoroughly monological—

always speaking a master-voice that corrects, overrides, subordinates, or sublates all other voices 

it allows to speak” (54). This monological tendency is essential to its self-definition, to its poetics 

of suspicion, as well as what Miller calls “vision” and “supervision”: authority enacted both at the 

level of narrating voice and characters of official authority within the genre (35). In Looking Awry 

(1991), Slavoj Žižek points out that “both the modern novel and the detective novel are centered 

around the same formal problem—the impossibility of telling a story in a linear, consistent way, 

of rendering the ‘realistic’ continuity of events” (48-49), but he notes that “the detective, solely by 

means of his presence, guarantees that all these details will retroactively acquire meaning” (58). 

Classic and Golden Age modes undeniably adhere to Žižek’s notion of details or clues becoming 

retroactively meaningful in the detective’s hands, as the narrative closes and the detective 

presents just such a linear representation of the events thus far left mysterious and disconnected. 

The hardboiled style, however, while supplying a linear story of the crime, deliberately 

obfuscates whether that linear narrative is authoritative or simply one version of events as they 

might be arranged or told. Bahktin’s view of the grand tradition of the realist novel as dialogic 

serves a special purpose here as the hardboiled detective story is primarily constructed out of the 

dialogic contention of narratives between biased suspects, each story undermining the validity of 

the others, since any story may be just as true as the others. In that regard, the hardboiled 

detective story is dialogic only insofar as all narratives fail to be precisely authoritative rather 

than exemplary of Bahktin’s own preference for heteroglossia. The private eye may grant 

monological, retroactive meaning to the details of the plot, but, as we see with Chandler’s 

Marlowe in The Big Sleep, the story the detective chooses to tell may be nothing more than a 
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convenient cover-up, a fabrication that, rather than being authoritative or true, is backed up only 

by the assertive authority of a detective willing to risk the odds. The authority to define the limits 

and shape of how a story is to be told is exactly what the detective must first demonstrate in order 

to become that master voice and identity who “corrects” and “overrides” all other accounts or 

narratives. The hardboiled detective story thus presents us with a delicate conflict of monological 

voices always made suspicious by their inherent dialogic potential—many voices contending for 

narrative authority over what the dead body may mean and all equally plausible and suspicious. 

Whether we call it an act of composition, or a process of figuration, or, perhaps in Brown’s 

words, an “imaginative possession of things” (A Sense 4), what results is a suspicion of how we 

come to such conclusions, and through what reliable competence and authority.7 

By looking at an object in how it drives narrative intent, it becomes not a matter of 

simply recognizing the presence of objects in literary representation (what Brown calls “the 

object that literature represents” [A Sense 3]), but also of mapping the ways in which an object is 

used in the art of composing narrative identity and structure, leading to the broader picture—what 

Brown calls “the object literature has as its aim, the object that literature is” (3). In this way, we 

are investigating a literary work as both an object that is held and read and a narrative with an 

objective of becoming a thing, of becoming “Literature.” Dennis Porter (The Pursuit of Crime 

1981), in attempting to explore compulsions behind the interest in crime fiction, makes a note that 

                                                      

7 Narrative contentions and affected monologism thus prompt a question of the detective’s agency as a 

subject, as a detective, and, in many cases, as a man. There is gendered territory here not to be neglected or 

overlooked, but we should remember, too, that while not as popular in the pulps, female detectives, cops, 

and criminals were frequent hardboiled agents, as well. They are equally confronted with the same issues 

and obstacles, and work through the same problematic process of demonstrating their authority over the 

world of objects. Katherine Brocklebank’s Tex of the Border Patrol, first appearing in Black Mask in 1928, 

Stewart Sterling’s Sergeant Helen Dixon, a female version of Sterling’s Detective Mike Hansard, and 

Hammett’s coldblooded femme fatales, such as Brigid O’Shaughnessy in The Maltese Falcon or Jeanne 

Delano in “The Girl with the Silver Eyes,” are all examples of hardboiled women. The femme fatale 

frequently fails in her confrontation with the male private eye, but the same can be said of the homme 

fatales confronted with the female hardboiled dick, or female crooks coming up against female detectives. 

The hardboiled pulps are rife with gendered stereotypes and language, but they also frequently play with 

those stereotypes and the perception of both men and women. If we believe that women are only soft, 

gentle, passive victims in this genre, then we are perhaps a sap, as Hammett’s Spade would say.    
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is more broadly applicable to our ideas of literature as a whole; he writes, “if we are to explain the 

genre’s hold over its vast public, therefore, we need to know what a work does to a reader while 

he reads it and how it does what it does” (7). This understanding is a matter of exploring not only 

the reasons why people read specific types of literature, but also why and how authors write such 

literature for that audience—what Brooks, perhaps, refers to as “the obsessive motive of the 

writing project” (Body Works xi). Of course, that is not something that can be definitively 

answered in any project, since motive differs between readers and between writers (and between 

readers and writers), and this project certainly does not propose to attempt such a result; rather, it 

seeks to explore the dynamics that prompt such compulsions and motives—the dynamics, as 

Brown has suggested, that question what the object in literature is and what the objective of 

literature is in terms of readability, accessibility, integrity, identity. 

This dissertation aims to take a stab at this heart beneath the floorboards of literary 

composition (if I may refer to the father of detective fiction’s “The Tell-Tale Heart”). But perhaps 

that would be too easy, and this project, too, is about both ravelling and unravelling complex 

puzzles of the human mind and soul, so of all objects to investigate in this context, I have chosen 

not just the body, but the dead body (“the deader the better,” going back to Van Dine), the corpse, 

the remains, the cadaver, and, of course, the point of human decomposition. The body in literature 

and art is a uniquely problematic object—something Brooks, Judith Butler, Helena Michie, and 

many other theorists have attempted to contain and explain—but the corpse, the thing once 

animated, living subject, but no longer so, complicates that relationship of subject and object, 

precisely because we are forced to think of the body as an object. It is a curious object that serves 

many shadowy roles in how we write and read the genre of detective fiction—a genre that starts 

and often ends because of a dead body. I work to show that the corpse is a fundamental 

component of how we think about the specific genre of hardboiled detective fiction. What is the 

“real” corpse, then? What is the fictionalized or narrative corpse? The corpse as thing is both 
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exceptional and mundane. It is both familiar and unfamiliar, both captivating and easily 

overlooked, both, in complicated and complicating ways, subject and object. The object is the 

physical thing on the floor, the mass of flesh and muscle, bone and blood; the subject is only who 

it was once and no longer is—the idea in the corpse. The corpse as object is thus a specific 

choice, made for the purpose of understanding the depth of interplay that occurs among subject, 

object, and narrative in hardboiled detective fiction.  

I return to the “thingness” (Brown 7) of the corpse in order to discover what it means to 

fictionalize the supposed “real” corpse as a literary object and what it means for such an object to 

serve as the aim of the literature composed around it. The body and its representations in 

literature have been widely explored, but the problem of the dead body (as something less body 

and more inanimate thing) and how it figures into the composition of plot, narration, and style in 

the hardboiled detective genre, remains to be adequately investigated and is thus the motivation 

behind this project. Many critics and writers of detective fiction take note of the importance of the 

corpse, but outside of Perdigao, Maria Plochocki, and Gill Plain, they rarely engage with how 

these corpses are being written, and more importantly, how they are being read. How do we write 

the corpse, and, more importantly, how do we read it, both in terms of the forensics performed on 

the corpse as clue and the critical investigation of the corpse as narrative object(ive)?  

Undoubtedly, from the squeamish to the scientifically fascinated, each of us has our own 

reaction to the idea of the corpse that likely differs from our reaction to a real corpse, even if we 

pretend we are all tough guys like Hammett’s Continental Op because we watch crime dramas 

such as Crime Scene Investigation or Bones, where murdered bodies are graphically recreated for 

our entertainment. The real corpse and the idea of the corpse, however, are not the same thing, 

but fictional and fabricated corpses cross some sort of boundary in that they allow us to get very 

close to the real thing without having to deal with the real corpse of a real person—and yet they 

do not let us forget that they are an inevitable state of non-being, of objecthood that threatens and 
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intrigues us all. It is this relationship between a subject and its own potential state of 

objecthood—of becoming an object—that more definitively addresses the subject-object 

dynamic, and hardboiled fiction highlights this relationship not only by littering its pages with the 

castoff husks of murdered men and women, but also by developing the psychological reactions of 

the detectives and private eyes who find and investigate these bodies.  

American hardboiled fiction marks the first generic attempt to really get to what, as 

narrative object, the corpse is. The hardboiled style is objective and detached, and primarily 

focussed on the basic physical descriptions of objects, but it is also a style that enforces a 

suspicion of objects—not that they are more than they seem, but that they can fool us into 

thinking they are. Hardboiled detectives are distinctly aware of how clues and objects can mislead 

and be misread, how they often prove to be red herrings and dead ends if focus is geared towards 

what an object might mean rather than what it is. In a genre that openly rejects or at least 

recognizes the misreading of objects as clues, it is disturbing the power with which corpses as 

objects compel the detectives, and us, to read them as more than object, and, above all, how 

corpses become the motive for the narrative. 

American hardboiled fiction also provides the most consistent use of an object at the 

centre of composition, such that it allows—for a broad-based sampling of what is actually a 

frequent element of American fiction.8 While objects in hardboiled fiction present an overt and 

covert reliance on objects, an insistence on their impact as indifferent objects, American literature 

more generally also explores the thingness of objects and their influence on how we mediate the 

world around us. We must think of the whale in Melville’s Moby-Dick; Hester Prynne’s hand-

sewn ‘A’ in Nathanial Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter (1850); Henry James’ prevalent attention 

to objects, especially in The Golden Bowl and The Spoils of Poynton (1896); the glass unicorn in 

Tennessee Williams’ The Glass Menagerie (1945); and the Trystero stamps of Pynchon’s The 

                                                      

8 Whether it is a corpse in a murder mystery, murder weapons, or stolen possessions. 



 

20 

 

Crying of Lot 49 (1966). We must also recognize the essential importance of the wallpaper in 

Charlotte Perkins Gilman’s “The Yellow Wall-Paper” (1892); the house in The Professor’s 

House (1925) by Willa Cather; the house, too, in Toni Morrison’s Beloved (1987); the pocket 

watch of Faulkner’s Quentin Compson; the Twin Towers as represented in Don DeLillo’s Falling 

Man (2007), or any number of consumerist objects in White Noise (1985); and string or ice-nine 

in Kurt Vonnegut Jr.’s Cat’s Cradle (1963). This list goes on and on. These texts utilize objects 

as more than image, symbol, or metaphor, and are, in many ways, impossible without the 

intersection of object and text. While each of the above-mentioned objects are fundamentally 

different in nature or material and influence their narratives in diverse and unique ways, they are 

also deeply embedded in how we read these texts. We need only to open them to recognize that 

objects play a crucial role in how the narratives are written. 

The Twin Towers of DeLillo’s Falling Man are quite a different thing from the ‘A’ of 

Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter, however, and both of these require a distinct engagement that 

diverges from that used to dissect the whale body in Moby-Dick. Hester Prynne’s hand-sewn 

letter is meant to be a physical sign of shame for her act of adultery, an embodied symbol, but 

Hester’s detailed stitching and embroidery of the ‘A’ suggests an ownership or pride in her 

actions, a possession of the object and how it is to be perceived. More importantly, the ‘A’ serves 

as an anchor for the motivations of each character, and they attach to its outward physicality (a 

fabric flimsiness) a heavy weight and meaning, that Hester alone is capable of donning or casting 

off as she may do with any piece of clothing. Dimmesdale’s supposed marking of the ‘A’ into his 

own flesh, mentioned only as a rumour after his death, suggests a very different kind of 

physicality of the object, as Dimmesdale attempts to embody that which the ‘A’ stands for. In 

effect, he transposes meaning and shame (as well as guilt) onto his own body in order to give full 

weight and physicality to the letter, suggesting, perhaps, a desperation to make the object mean. 

Hawthorne’s attention to the ‘A’ as sewn object and as embodied (carved in flesh) symbol raises 
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questions about the physicality of symbols and how we attempt to wear them or contain their 

awfulness in objects. By contrast, the Twin Towers, while also functioning as a symbolic 

reminder of tragedy in Falling Man, serve to, as Linda S. Kaufman suggests in “World Trauma 

Centre” (2009), formulate “arrested moments” (854) of narrative and trauma. The Twin Towers 

at the site of 9/11 become a “world, a time and space of falling ash and near night” (DeLillo 3) as 

the trauma of the event, for 9/11 survivor Keith Neudecker and all of New York City, continues 

to not repeat, but to never end. Keith’s son, Justin, insists that the towers have not yet fallen, but 

will fall, telling his parents, “This time coming… they’ll really come down” (102). The novel as a 

whole is structured around the physical and metaphysical problems that arise when an object as 

stable and as symbolically-charged as the Twin Towers disappears, becoming “unseen, whatever 

that means” (5), and how Keith attempts to inhabit the world and himself in the aftermath. In fact, 

Falling Man incorporates an intricate subject-object relationship in that Keith embodies the 

towers in the arrested moment of their falling, becoming an object, or taking on objecthood, in the 

moment of its collapse: “He heard the sound of the second fall, or felt it in the trembling air, the 

north tower coming down, a soft awe of voices in the distance. That was him coming down, the 

north tower” (5, emphasis mine). 

Melville’s Moby-Dick; or, The Whale, by comparison, is an American novel heavily 

(even obsessively) focussed on and structured by an object and thing—a dead whale. A whale’s 

body is not the same as an ‘A’ or the Twin Towers, or the shattered pieces of a golden bowl, but 

the novel fundamentally treats the whale as an object through its focus and representation of 

whaling practices in the nineteenth century. The whale as an animal is a living thing, but its 

lifeless body is viewed as a material resource. Ahab may be searching for a monstrous and 

supposedly malicious whale, but his purpose is to kill it (to make it into an object just as it has 

made his leg a mere object) and to render its material—blubber, oil, and bones—into 

manufactured objects through the whaling industry. More importantly, however, this whole 
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narrative is sidelined by Ishmael’s heavily structured cetological writings which seek to do 

nothing more than construct (or deconstruct) a whale and the idea of a whale from its variable 

parts. I have long read Moby-Dick as a clever treatise on how to write literature, or how to read it. 

In almost every chapter of the novel, Ishmael essentially asks the important question: What is a 

whale? While some chapters are attempts to narrate events surrounding one specific whale, most 

of the others are investigations of the whale and its body as an object that cannot be adequately 

represented in narrative, because in getting close and hunting the whale—in having a harpooner 

drive his tools deep into the flesh of the thing—the life of the whale is lost, and what remains is 

merely what the whaler will do with the hard material. Ishmael writes: 

any way you may look at it, you must needs conclude that the great Leviathan is 

that one creature in the world which must remain unpainted to the last. True, one 

portrait may hit the mark much nearer than another, but none can hit it with any 

very considerable degree of exactness. So there is no earthly way of finding out 

precisely what the whale really looks like. And the only mode in which you can 

derive even a tolerable idea of his living contour, is by going a whaling yourself; 

but by so doing, you run no small risk of being eternally stove and sunk by him. 

(289). 

This declaration of the inadequacy of representation, or Ishmael’s inability to adequately author 

such a beast is a coded reworking of the subject-object dynamic already put forward here. “Any 

way you may look at” an object, it “must remain unpainted to the last.” What results is an 

understanding that our attempt to breach the distance between us and an object necessarily leaves 

us with an inadequate account of one’s self and one’s relation to the object or thing in question. 

One narrative may hit the mark much nearer than another, but there is no “considerable degree of 

exactness.” The only way to make an object comprehensible, is to go whaling—to perceive it—

yourself, but that is a joke, in its own way, since as Ishmael makes clear, whaling is not an easy 
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practice. Samuel Otter in Melville’s Anatomies (1999) writes, “Ishmael demonstrates that the 

whale’s body resists representation. The whale swims out of sight of most observers, and even 

when seen, nearly all of its body lies under water” (140). Moby-Dick brings to life, through the 

struggle between living whale and whaling boat, between whale body and harpooner, the very 

difficulty of the subject-object dynamic—of the object in the process of being caught as thing. Of 

course, Moby-Dick cannot be both object and thing, but the idea of the thing—the monstrous 

Leviathan that seeks Ahab’s blood—is a falsification or deception on Ahab’s part, hence his 

obsession seeming unequal to the object as described by Ishmael. Ahab has constructed his own 

version of what happened and what the whale is, but which representation the whale, in the end, 

appears to defy, especially as Ishmael dissects it down to its bones.  

If Moby-Dick, or The Whale (as well as a whale named Moby-Dick) is in itself a novel, 

then Melville is writing a fiction in the process of being shaped, or in the process of trying to be 

caught and comprehended through an object that is problematically both mysterious, 

unfathomable object and threatening monstrosity of a meaningful thing. The novel is shaped 

around a whale that is a book, both being written, both being read. If Ishmael’s writing is an act 

of whaling, so is our reading of Moby-Dick, and thus, the whale—a novel, an object, a thing to be 

read and thus experienced—is hunted and moored to the side of the ship, the space of reading, 

interpretation, perception—but that is always problematic. Melville thus raises concerns about 

what whales are—what literature is—and how we approach it, how we understand it, and this can 

only be done through a centralizing object: the body of a whale. If we read Melville’s novel in 

that way, then there too we see a curious play of narrative structure with an object at its centre, 

which seeks to otherwise explore ideas of how literature, as a thing, is written and read. 

If we can get at and investigate the object at the centre of the writing project and look 

closely at the ways in which it is being encoded or imprinted by perceiving subject(s), we can 

better speak to what the objective of the process of composition is. Brown says that “we look 
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through objects… because there is a discourse of objectivity that allows us to use them as facts” 

(“Thing Theory” 4). He specifically notes that objects provide such supposed grounding 

principles and not things, which he says, “can hardly function as a window” of interpretive 

coding, because things are not found but produced through the subject-object dynamic. Things are 

magnifying lenses held over the object itself, creating a distortion or alteration to the way in 

which that object is viewed—we may be looking closer, but we have necessarily put an obstacle 

between ourselves and the object as it really is. The thingness of objects, in this way, cannot be 

confirmed; they are, at best, circumstantial evidence of our relationship to objects. There is, 

fundamentally and compositionally, a crucial difference between reading an object as symbol and 

reading an object as a shaping influence in the narrative. An object as mere symbol suggests only 

that some idea of the object is superimposed onto or into the narrative—it could be easily 

removed and replaced by some other symbol. If a whale is merely a symbol, then there is no need 

to hunt one down or kill it or possess its bones. An object as shaping influence, by contrast, is 

foundational to the narrative in question and, of course, participates in the success or frustration 

of the composition, as well as the weaving of the narrative elements. In some sense, to position an 

object in this way is to realize it as a component that defines the interworkings, or complex 

interactions of narratives; the thing behind the scenes that directs the motivations of the other 

elements in play while also frustrating them in the way Schwenger calls objects “unmoved 

movers” (Tears of Things 8). Rock-like and unmoving (some objects are rocks, after all), they 

prompt narrative waves in the subjects who seek them. How does one land on the object, lay 

claim to it, identify with it, situate it, get around it? How does possession of the object ultimately 

provide closure and resolution? Objects that provoke such insidious risks in the structure of 

identity-building and being are not symbols but something more material and influencing, more 

vital to the compositional structure of a text. They, without meaning to, demand that we, as 

subjects, explain ourselves. If an object is to be the obsessive motive behind writing (and the 
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desire to read), then we must recognize that fundamentally the motive and motivation is to make 

the objective world mean through our own subjective authority, and not just to narrate it into 

meaning, but to also find a way to back up that account and accountability, to find the authority 

and power to make meaning as one pleases rather than as someone else chooses to direct it—in 

order to narrate the self into meaning and possess that selfhood.  

There is thus no simple or direct way to examine the narrative object, or, rather, there is 

no one way to do so. Each text incorporates, integrates, and develops ideas of the object in its 

own conditions, and even this may depend on the kind of object in question. The dead body of a 

whale carries different resonances than an embroidered letter or even shoelaces.9 What becomes 

the aim, then, is an investigation of the motivating forces or waves an object may create within its 

own narrative composition, what hold or sway it has over the text. Each author and each text 

attempt to explore the dimensions of the subject-object relationship in compelling and diverse 

ways, and therefore produce varying levels of success and failure in the representation of the 

object, more often meditating on that success or failure. Melville’s whaling experiment suggests 

that representation may be an adventure, but that it fails to hold the object’s thingness secure to its 

moorings. It is an exploration of the hunt for an object and its interiority. Henry James’ work, as 

Brown tackles in A Sense of Things, attempts an “effort to redeem things” that causes his readers 

to both think about “the thingness of objects” in The Spoils of Poynton, and “the objecthood of 

things, the transformation of the metaphysical into the physical” (164) in The Golden Bowl. 

Underlying James’ writing is not so much the “subjectification of objects” or objects made to 

contain meaning, but rather an “objectification of subjects” (17) or “materialization of thought” 

(165)—how subjects attempt to inhabit or exist in the place of objects, or are described as (taking 

on the attributes of) objects. Hammett and Chandler and their hardboiled contemporaries bring to 

light yet another investigation of objects in narrative through style and structure, both with 

                                                      

9 Nicholas Baker’s The Mezzanine (1988). 
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anticipated objects like Hammett’s Maltese falcon at the centre of its own narrative, which 

characters seek to possess, and with the elusive dead body as an object that complicates and 

drives narrative (and murderous) motives, the subject and object matter of life and death.10 If 

Melville hunts down narrative objects to dissect their appropriated significance, and James 

creates a kind of material thinking or “thinging” (Brown, Sense 162) as narrative objects and 

subjects exist or co-exist in a state of objecthood, then hardboiled fiction produces a suspicion of 

the reliance on objects to define the epistemological, ontological, or existential parameters of our 

being in the world.  It also functions to engage with the kind of alienation that occurs in the gap 

between the subjective identity and the material, a bridging of the spatial contact between 

subjects and objects and the obstacles that arise in that process—in short, how we deduce our 

agency through the objects around us, including (and predominantly through) our living and dead 

bodies.  

Object relations theory is, of course, a discourse aimed at the relationship among 

perceiving subjects, objects, and the creation of or investment in meaning. In the context of 

detective fiction, which predominantly deals with the interrelationships of objects, people, and the 

problems of ownership, possession, and value, object relations theory posits itself as a natural 

recourse for literary criticism. This is a question of how we make or produce meaning, but also 

how we make meaning valuable to one or more subject, like the counterfeit Brasher Doubloon of 

Raymond Chandler’s The High Window (1942) or the eponymous falcon of Hammett’s The 

Maltese Falcon (1929)—hence the need to investigate the roles of objects in how the genre is 

perceived, constructed, shaped, styled, structured, composed, and motivated. For that reason, a 

study in hardboiled detective fiction may help us think about the purpose, representation, and use 

of objects real and fictional in (and in-between) literature and in the shaping of literature as a 

whole. That would allow for a much smaller jump, I would suggest, between the study of a 

                                                      

10 Very similar to Hitchcock’s use of a “McGuffin,” but more engaged in the narrative dynamics. 
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monstrous literary classic such as Melville’s Moby-Dick and Hammett’s Red Harvest (1929); 

between Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice (1813) and Raymond Chandler’s The Lady in the 

Lake (1943); between Henry James’ The Golden Bowl and Ramon Decolta’s Rainbow Diamonds 

(1931). Genre may vary, but the core—the skeleton—of the beast remains the same.  

Detective fiction is also one of the few literary genres that focuses on how the writing 

(and hence the reading) must be pleasurable, readable, and, of course, compelling, something 

Dennis Porter works through in The Pursuit of Crime (1981). Brooks’ insights on narrative intent 

and design (and so direction), as well as Heta Pyrhönen’s claim for a “self-conscious dimension 

to reading” (5) in detective fiction, are also written in the same vein. The detective genre has, 

certainly, over a comparatively short period of literary history, found itself struggling to revitalize 

and renew itself in response to a diverse and perceptive readership which habitually developed 

expectations of the genre. If we suggest that the detective story, as a specific genre, began with 

Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” in 1841, then by the time hardboiled 

detective fiction surfaces in the 1920s, under a hundred years at most had passed, but the 

detective genre was already being broken down into categories of the classic style, the Golden 

Age, and the Hardboiled School, each playing with the conventions of the others. This 

resurrection of a genre through various modes in such a short period of time of course indicates 

the limitations of a form, but also the adaptability of a form that must continuously engage with 

and prepare for an avid and hungry readership that regularly becomes familiar with tropes, plots, 

and other elements of the genre. It also triggered contests of plausibility in terms of how detective 

work and crime differed on the page and on the street. In a genre that is consistently fighting 

against contrivances, recognizable plot devices and plot twists, tropes, and clichés, it is 

challenging enough to make a story seem or feel new to a reader, and, beyond that, to keep the 

reader guessing—to keep them compelled. There is an art and a craft in that, and one that should 

not be so easily overlooked. Deception and honesty with the reader (a complicated balance 



 

28 

 

detective readers and writers alike insist on) is a literary technique in itself—what information, 

what imagery, what implications, what details can be revealed to maintain an honest delivery to 

the reader (so that they may feel that they are participating and following along in the mystery), 

while also ensuring that the reader does not solve the mystery before the detective—before the 

denouement and resolution? That is not an easy task. It requires practice in the art of writing and 

composing literature deceptively—to simultaneously guide and misdirect the reader, 

manipulating expectations and suspicions, the author or narrator functioning as an “inside man” 

to the narrative—knowing, participating, leading, deceiving, but not giving the story or end away. 

The Hardboiled School took this most to heart, developing an awareness of the problems in 

writing and reading previous modes of detective genre while also using that awareness to play 

with the reader’s expectations of deductive method, and, to use Chandler’s terminology, of the art 

of murder.11  

In this regard, terminology like “real” and “fiction,” “realised” and “fictionalised,” have 

subtly different connotations. The divide isn’t as simple as “true” and “false,” but rather how the 

degrees of such values are used to form specific motives and compulsions. In the hardboiled 

style, more so than classic or Golden Age detective modes, there is a heightened investigation 

into whether things ought to even be considered meaningful and into how plausibility, as a 

concept and as a kind of currency, is constructed through authoritative representation in narrative, 

such that meaning-making also hinges on a reliance on suspicion (our engagement with suspicion 

both on and off the page, a suspicion towards plots and how they are constructed, and Paul 

Ricoeur’s hermeneutics of suspicion). Hence, the exploration of objects in hardboiled literature, 

which typically undermines and denies prior detective fiction’s reliance on clues as inherently 

meaningful to the perceptive eye, becomes useful in the sense that objects can no longer be easily 

read as clues, and even, sometimes, cannot even be considered as clues. Christopher Raczkowski 

                                                      

11 We may even recall Thomas De Quincey’s “On Murder Considered as One of the Fine Arts” (1827), a 

satirical essay on the aesthetic appreciation and craft of murder. 
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(“From Modernity’s Detection to Modernist Detection Vision in the Work of Allan Pinkerton and 

Dashiell Hammett” 2003) develops an intriguing differentiation between Hammett’s detective 

work (both as an author and as a man who was a detective operative himself), in terms of the 

detective’s perceptive eye as narratively-constructed vision, and that of Allan Pinkerton and his 

National Detective Agency (established 1850), the real life model of the original private eye.12 

While Pinkerton adheres to the classic mode of deductive reasoning, the “penetrative, ‘scientific’ 

vision” (631), or the idea that a “systematized network of fully professionalized detectives,” or 

all-seeing eye, “makes crime and criminals visible to the State” (629), Raczkowski writes that 

“Hammett rewrote the detective’s sight as a vexed affair, reformulating the detective’s vision as 

both embodied and perceptually limited to exteriority and surface” (629), such that it cannot 

“‘cut’ or ‘peel’ or otherwise penetrate into the object’s interior” (645). In a sense, this is a crisis 

of how perception works that shifted at the turn of the century, producing a different relationship 

to how we interact and understand the world (and other people in it), and a crisis that, 

Raczkowski indicates, “led literary modernists to interrogate the relationship of viewing subject 

to object viewed and to reconsider the epistemological limits of narrative constructions of the 

visible” (630). In terms of literature, that dynamic shift in method promotes a question of the 

ethics of story-telling or narrative poetics at play between a reader and the text. We must begin to 

question the text as it is presented to us, but also to question our traditional methods of reading. 

This would suggest that Frow’s concept of genre is similar to detective work and to the reading of 

detective fiction in the discovery and comprehension of generic cues/clues. That prompts further 

questions, of course, of how the genre and narrative of a text can become increasingly unstable 

and misleading in the process of decomposition if cues/clues are ultimately read as misleading or 

are proven to be misleading (such that the author has devised them to be misread cues/clues). The 

reader and the detective must be capable of simultaneously accepting meaningful representation 

                                                      

12 As well as where the term “private eye” comes from. The Pinkerton Agency is well-known for its symbol 

of an open eye and the slogan “We never sleep.” 
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(that words mean what they denote; objects are clues; plot has a discernible structure; narrators 

are, at some level, reliable), and developing suspicions of methods or modes of representation as 

meaningful.  

Objects, too, are problematically represented on the pages of fiction—they are an aspect 

of narratives that are meant to be comprehended as “real” but are always distant from the reader, 

inaccessible and so shadowy and suspicious in their role. Of course, a text itself, as an object that 

is read, is an object, and one that mediates Frow’s sense of genre, as well as an object that is 

meaningless until it is in the process of being read. All literature is meant to be read and re-read, 

not just by individuals, but by a general readership, similar to how Brown writes that “identity 

depends less on authorized value and function, more on recognition and use” and uses the 

convenient example of “a book being used as a coaster becomes for that time more coaster than 

book” (Sense 38). Literature, as a concept and as an object, exists in active recognition and use—

in our perceptions of what it is, what we want it to be, and how it is to be read and hence “used.” 

Literature in the form of a book being used as a coaster isn’t really literature (even Shakespeare’s 

works are only coasters if we aren’t actively reading or engaging with them).13 Literature should 

thus be seen as an object under interrogation, and this project, too, serves as an object under 

interrogation, a conversation between theories, critics, and narratives of varying style and 

approach that fundamentally only has value when being read.14 While there has been a shift in the 

objecthood of reading from books to digital devices,15 it is a helpful one because it allows me to 

suggest that narratives or stories are objects in and of themselves, regardless of the hard format 

                                                      

13 But, seriously, people who use books as coasters are the worst… unless it’s Twilight or Fifty Shades of 

Grey, which sit rather precariously on that borderline between coaster/literature anyway. 
14 After all, what’s the point of writing it, if no one’s going to read it? 
15 This is where things get finicky, however. A book, ostensibly, is an object, and one that exists to be 

engaged with. They are meant to be opened and read (not used as a coaster), and, as literary criticism has 

shown us, interpreted and studied. In this age of computers, tablets, and phones, though, that definition 

seems a little less apparent, since we may not necessarily read a story or poem from the hardcopy of a book 

(though we could still stay that any device from which we read is a kind of “book”), but we still use the 

terminology of “reading a book on my tablet.” We have to, then, be a little more open minded about this 

object we call the “book,” at least in this context. E-books are still books, after all, still an object, albeit an 

electronic one, that requires we access and interact with it. 
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they take when we engage with them. They have their own hard format.16 There is thus a dual 

nature in our experience of the book as object—the object we read from and the thing we actually 

read. If stories are objects in and of themselves, there is a complexity and a complicity to be 

considered in the transference of narrative. To that extent, like a murdered corpse, we may think 

of “narrative” or the “book” (in whatever form) as an object indifferent to our reading of it or our 

writing of it, insofar as readerly and writerly motivations attempt what McGurl stylizes in a title 

of one of his articles on Hammett as “Making ‘Literature’ of It” (“Making ‘Literature of It: 

Hammett and High Culture” 1997).  

I have styled my theoretical framework much in the same way Perdigao characterizes the 

semiotic tension of the dead body as “Matryoshka-like” (1). To that purpose, my tools are varied. 

Some are admittedly blunt where necessary and others sharp and precise. This thesis sits on the 

joints of several literary discourses: genre theory, body-as-text theory, object relations theory, 

narratology, reader response criticism, cognitive literary theory, language and poetics, 

representational realism, and a few others that may only be briefly glimpsed (and a few I’ve 

created to fit specific niches of theory). It is not my intention to complicate the investigation of 

the corpse as object in hardboiled detective fiction, but the interdependency of these discourses 

allows them to work as a team, each with its own tasks and knowledge spectrums to be brought to 

bear on the investigation—something like the interworking members in a police procedural. 

Coming from a background of study in creative writing and publishing markets, I also take into 

consideration authorial intention in style, structure, and overall composition. It is easy to dismiss 

authorial intention in criticism, favouring the reader’s retroactive interpretation and response to a 

work of literature, or turning to seminal works such as Roland Barthes’ “The Death of the 

                                                      

16 I am myself a bibliophile, drawn to the touch and feel of a printed book, interested in printing and 

binding processes, and so the objecthood of reading is a compelling area of interest, especially as that area 

undergoes cultural and technological shifts in how we read a “book.” The tangible now converts to the 

intangible, but maintains a kind of hard concreteness, a way in which it exists, inhabits, or takes up space in 

the world as we know it. 
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Author” (1967), but this work is interested in the motives behind composition, and hence the 

tools utilized to realize them—how an author anticipates the expectations and suspicions of 

potential readers. To dismiss this would be as ludicrous as forgetting that painters use different 

types of brushes, canvas, and paints, as well as different styles of brushstrokes and angles of 

lighting and perception. I cannot legitimately be said to be examining the process of 

(de)composition in detective fiction (how readers read) without also being aware and drawing 

attention to how authors write and for whom and to what effect—the process of composition as 

Poe once noted in his “Philosophy of Composition” (1846). After all, detective fiction must 

always keep one step ahead of its readers or fail, leading its readers to a conclusion without 

giving it away, and so must I keep one step ahead of its wily authors. 

 On the surface, my work here is driven by what Frow has already qualified as the 

shaping powers of genres—the importance and influence of genres on culture and vice versa. It 

may be my secret desire to defend hardboiled detective fiction’s (and, more generally, detective 

fiction’s) right to stand beside the canonical tomes we often refer to as Literary Classics, the big 

‘L’ of this town, like an underestimated private eye taking on the so-called big crime syndicate. 

But that isn’t the whole story; just an angle of it, since by delving into the development of the 

genre of hardboiled detective fiction I hope to demonstrate how stories are written by clever and 

deceptive authors for perceptive readers. Literature isn’t written to be read without engagement, 

and it equally isn’t written to be taken at face value, and the hardboiled style, in its use of 

suspicion, readerly expectation, and style and pacing, overtly recognizes the transactions among 

reader, writer, and text. 

In Genre, Frow seeks a new, and better defined, schematic for approaching the concept of 

genre. He points out what should already be obvious to us as readers and as critics: that even the 

simplest of genres are complex in not only how they are written, but also in how they are to be 

read, since each text is, in itself, a self-reflexive guide to how that genre is to be read. Frow, of 
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course, approaches genre more generally as a form of social cues, no different from modes of 

talking and conversation or from body gestures to impart meaning, interpretation, 

communication, and understanding. If we align, as Frow does, genre with physical gestures of 

communication, we are forced to think differently about what genre is and how it is used to 

communicate ideas and meaning—also, of course, to whom that meaning is being communicated 

to, and whether they are familiar with the genre and its techniques or conventions. If we become 

complacent about genres, deeming them readily classifiable as lowbrow or highbrow, we forget 

the complexity and adaptability of genres, and, by extension, narrative—something that is much 

more like a living organism, perpetuating its own animation and life, than a stable, dead object. 

Rather than “blueprint,” “structure,” “label,” or “contract” (Frow 52), Frow understands 

texts as using and performing “the genres by which they are shaped (25). This performative 

dimension results in texts that “are at once shaped by a type of situation and in turn shape the 

rhetorical actions that are performed in response to it” (14). Such interactive patterns would 

require a heavy onus on, or at least keen awareness of, reader knowledge and reader behaviour—

what an audience expects and anticipates, not just from a text (in any proposed genre), but while 

reading a text. For Frow, “The formal organisation; the rhetorical structure, and the thematic 

content” (74-75)—structure, style, content—which can only be seen as coherent if recognized as 

“not neatly separate, but could each be expressed in terms of one of the other categories” (76), 

such that these dimensions are mutually dependent on one another—even woven together—in a 

text. 

For that to be possible, functional, in a work of literature, Frow insists on genre as a 

“dynamic process” (n.p.) rather than stable or static. It is a “‘typified’ action, a structural kind” 

(14), a shape and shaping force that moves in order to acquire meaning “in relation to social 

actions in a social setting,” or more broadly, the “textuality” of the work (17). Textuality can be 

seen as the “life” of a text; perhaps, the structural generic ‘life,’ as it were, of a work of fiction. 
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Narratologists and formalists, in studying narrative, certainly point towards a divide between 

form and content, and then, more subtly, structure and texture. These are exemplified by Frow’s 

three dimensions above and are of course derived from Aristotelian and Quintilian definitions; in 

keeping with the controlling object and metaphor of this chapter, however, I propose a definition 

of genre that corresponds to the body of the corpse and the corpus of detective fiction:  

 

Structure: the complex material and parts of the human body, i.e. bones, muscles, 

organs, veins, tissue, tendons, etc., considered independently of function and purpose, the 

anatomy (how it is put together, and what it is made of) 

 

Form: the function, movement, sensations, reflexive response of said structural material 

working interdependently, or the systems of biological function such as the nervous or 

respiratory system (how it works as a coherent unit; the shaping principle) 

 

Content: the persona, identity, and emotions (what it means) 

 

Together, these dimensions work together to create “life” in the broadest sense in the human 

body, and “textuality” in the literary sense. Thus, a text that is not creatively and psychologically 

situated between reader and author—creatively composed by an attentive and crafty author 

(perhaps pre-empting reader response) and demonstrably engaged with by a reader—is an object 

with nothing in it and nothing to it. The metaphor above serves to highlight how a text is put 

together and what material (codes and cues) composes it, how these elements work as a complete 

unit, and what multi-faceted meaning is to be derived from those interconnected functions. In 

essence, how works of literature may seem to live or die in the interdependent bindings of 

structure and textuality. 
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 Through this analogy I am also suggesting that reading itself can be posited as a process 

involving both body and mind. Frow’s work on genre is thus compatible with more recent 

developments in cognitive poetics, the writings of Reuven Tsur, Peter Stockwell, and Gerhard 

Lauer, for example. Cognitive poetics suggests that an author may manipulate, pre-empt, or, as 

Reuven Tsur has suggested in Aspects of Cognitive Poetics (2002), “exploit” (n.p.) the cognitive 

processes we utilize to read, and, by extension, we use to understand, participate, experience, and 

codify our world. He argues further that reading can be considered a uniquely adaptive process, 

requiring a cohesion of the human brain’s capabilities—something which “we have all too easily 

accepted” but “ought not to be taken for granted” (n.p.). It is an object that directly requires the 

participation of two or more subjects as “readers attempt to understand the hypothetical intentions 

of an author and, vice versa… authors construct their texts in order to motivate their authorial 

readers” towards certain conclusions (Gerhard Lauer, “Going Empirical: Why We Need 

Cognitive Literary Studies” 150). For Lauer, the potential for readers to be authorial readers 

involves an awareness of how readers (and authors) pre-empt the composition of a story, 

attempting to engage with its construction—an awareness of how slyly reflexive narratives may 

be. I am not suggesting that authorial intent is the answer to interpretation (neither does Lauer), 

and that each author aims for a text to have a specific interpretation or meaning, but that, at least 

in detective fiction, such authorial deliberation is both obvious and tongue-in-cheek, subtle and 

wickedly manipulative.  

What interests me about Frow’s work on genre is his insistence on reader response, 

knowledge, and behaviour such that he writes “[g]enre is performed in the activity of reading, and 

reading has different kinds of authorisation and authority” (139), but what Frow describes when 

he refers to “genre as a form of symbolic action” (2) is a dynamic process that exists in the 

complicated transference of communication between authorly composition (the creation of a 

work in a genre) and readerly decomposition, to use my own term (the communication and 
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realisation of genre in the hands of the reader). This “active[] shaping [of] the way we understand 

the world” (2) is active also because it occurs in the interactions among author, reader, and text in 

the communication, and as Frow notes “metacommunication” of meaning-making—not just in 

the meaning itself, but how it is constructed between author and reader. There must be an equal 

onus on how a genre is shaped by readers and how authors shape genres for readers, since as 

Quintilian has said, “The perfection of art is to conceal art,” meaning that a strong work of art is 

one that is aware of its own artifice, but also renders it invisible. Hardboiled detective fiction, as 

we will see, is a genre in which the self-reflexivity of generic coding is key in the creation of 

meaning and knowledge, and that dynamic process or performance is heightened through the 

style and pacing of the mode, where action and delivery are primarily considered. This self-

reflexivity occurs, of course, because hardboiled detective fiction was initiated as a response to 

the contrivances, tropes, and clichés that classic and Golden Age modes of detective fiction had 

become far too well known for. Hardboiled fiction’s counter to this predictability or artifice is to 

overtly manipulate the awareness of them, both acknowledging and subverting expectations of 

the genre. All genres thus stand in for a shared, or at least authoritative “reality”—something 

Frow ties to Bakhtin—where the cues and metacommunications between author and reader, 

speaker and listener, narrator and audience, are agreed-upon throughout the shaping process as 

“knowledge is organised” (Frow, Genre 84), leading to understanding, conclusion, and ultimately 

comprehension.  

Meaning-making, in this regard, is not a simple equation of X=Y, but is rather an active 

and often unstable process, constantly in flux as the text is being composed (written) and 

decomposed (read). Frow writes that “a central implication of the concept of genre is thus that the 

realities in and amongst which we live are not transparently conveyed to us but are mediated by 

systems of representation: by talk, by writing, by acting (in all senses of the word), by images, 

even by sound” (19), noting a direct equation of “meaning-making” and a concept of “reality” 
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through representation, but also an indirect indication that there is no stable “knowledge” or 

“reality” except that which is plausibly represented—or, that which is authored (authoritatively) 

and believed as plausible. Hence, some of the linguistic play of hardboiled detective fiction 

becomes a compelling metaphor for the acceptance or denial of a “story” as truthful or as 

(inherently or stably) meaningful. The frequent use of “I don’t buy it,” referring to a suspect’s 

version of what happened in a crime, raises questions of authority and of the use of authority, a 

difficult ground traversed by Miller in The Novel and the Police (1988), skirted by Žižek in 

Looking Awry (1991), and identified in hardboiled fiction by John T. Irwin as the formative 

process in which a detective subject realises himself as a reliable and credible agent of his own 

narrative authority in Unless the Threat of Death is Behind Them (2006). “He bought it” also 

addresses the question of truth or plausibility as having inordinate values depending on who is 

willing to “buy” into them or “invest” meaning in them. In hardboiled detective fiction, this play 

is enacted through the figure of the private eye or detective figure, whose challenge isn’t just to 

solve a mystery and catch a criminal, but to make comprehensible the parameters of meaning-

making in an unstable, violent, often meaningless world through an ongoing active process of 

self-composition and narration. The hardboiled detective becomes the decisive locus of how 

meaning and so ideas of truth are constructed or framed through the choices he makes while 

participating in, resolving, and making coherent the unspeakable, the unintelligible, the 

incomprehensible crime. Assuming, of course, he can keep himself alive long enough to tell it. 

 I have thus chosen hardboiled detective fiction for many reasons, but predominantly 

because it sits uniquely on the border of conventional and unconventional, the expected and the 

unexpected.17 The Hardboiled School of writing is one that adheres to generic cues while also 

defying them, challenging the methods and processes by which we read genre. It plays with its 

readership’s expectations, interrogating composition and decomposition, how stories are ravelled 

                                                      

17 Although particularly because I am a fan of the style, a kind of mean, sharpshooting language in the 

hands of literary hit men in the shadowy underbelly of perceived classics. 
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or unravelled. I have chosen it, too, as a genre (and style) that is often dismissed as lowbrow, un-

literary “pulp” fiction—cheap commercial counterfeits of “real” literature. However, the 

hardboiled mode is deceptive, inventive, performative, and deeply and troublesomely layered. In 

its conception, it was a challenge to the way we think about or the ways we read literature, the 

tools, skills, and habits we have developed in order to read a text (and, at times, taken for 

granted). Those habits are something Hammett explicitly undermines in The Dain Curse (1929).  

My focus throughout here is the mechanics of the genre itself, but the hardboiled 

detective genre, as well as the conditions it rose from, resonates with tropes and themes, as well 

as cultural and social concerns, that American literature frequently explores. Broadly speaking, 

the genre sits in a peculiar position in American literary history as it represents on its pages a 

transitional stage in America’s perception of itself as a national identity. This is a period in which 

the lingering effects of the American Civil War were still rippling through the popular 

consciousness, and one that found itself caught between two World Wars, the Depression, and 

Prohibition (the latter tapping into a cask of corruption that flooded the streets of New York, 

Chicago, and Los Angeles). It is also a period of major changes in industry, national policy, and 

journalism, as well as the insurgence of rising union strikes. Politically, sociologically, 

financially, “America” was an idea, a Thing, that was under attack. In Making the Detective Story 

American (2010), Van Dover turns to Frederick Lewis Allen’s Only Yesterday, a history of the 

twenties published in 1931, and Allen’s sense that “[t]he physical and mental world into which 

the average American citizen awoke on any given morning in 1929 was… a very different one 

from the world into which he or she would have woken in 1919” (9), to describe the effect of the 

decade on the American populace. The change of only ten years “constituted a watershed in 

American social, cultural, and economic history” (9), and as Van Dover goes on to add, it was “a 

decade of shocking novelty: they were the Roaring Twenties, the Jazz Age, the Lost Generation, 

the Harlem Renaissance. And each of these epithets reflects a sense of dynamic, roaring change. 
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Flappers and bootleggers, flivvers and victrolas, nudes descending staircases and jazz: unsettling 

novelties were everywhere, in the headlines and in daily life” (9). America was changing and 

changing quickly, innovating and becoming innovative, and the country was still in the final 

throes of attempting to establish itself as a solid, powerful, self-reliant and authoritative nation—a 

nation capable of weighing in and being a major player, and which was, above all, in possession 

of itself. That re-definition, and that sense of chaotic self-shaping is, without a doubt, represented 

in hardboiled detective fiction, as what is required and what is sought after is a master voice or 

authoritative identity that brings a sense of cohesion to both self and world.  

The America of the 1920s to the 1950s is an America that presents a though exterior shell 

of confident authority and identity (a stable, firm, and reliable government18)—just like our 

hardboiled dicks—but underneath, as Twain’s termed Gilded Age of the 1850s suggests, it is 

fraught with division, strife, poverty, inequality, consumerism, and violence. The frustration and 

heedless opportunism posed by the Prohibition and the fluctuating and difficult economical 

transformation wrought by the Depression did little to change this and much to complicate it, 

such that the period in which hardboiled detective fiction emerges in one characterized by 

bootleggers, bank robbers, mobsters—the era of Public Enemy Number One—as well as a shift in 

policing strategy in response to crime. We are talking, of course, of John Dillinger (1903-1934), 

Baby-Face Nelson (1908-1934), Pretty Boy Floyd (1904-1934), Bonnie and Clyde (1920/1919-

1934), Bugsy Siegel (1906-1947) of Murder, Incorporated, and the Five Points Gang of New 

York, including Lucky Luciano (1897-1962), Johnny Torio (1852-1957), and, the most violent of 

them all, Al Capone (1899-1947). These real-life characters were easy fodder for sensational 

headlines during the period as crime and sex became the money-makers for competitive 

journalism, and the source for many dime novels and beginning pulps. We are, however, also 

talking about the establishment of the Federal Bureau of Investigation by the government in 1908 

                                                      

18 But one also troubled by witch hunts for members of the Communist Party (of which Dashiell Hammett 

was one). 
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and J. Edgar Hoover’s role as director during the War on Crime of the 1920s and 1930s. If only at 

the level of crime and the nation’s response to this widespread deluge—a sense and reality that 

crime was always on one’s doorstep—this transitional stage of America marked a dramatic shift 

in how people looked at their world and the objects in it, and so the emergence of the hardboiled 

style in the pulps comes as a new but necessary response to now more complicated ideas of 

authority, self-possession, narrative, identity, and reason in a chaotic pursuit of truth.  

The turn of the century is also a period marked by rampant consumerism and the desire to 

have, sell, purchase, and steal things. Van Dover suggests that “an increase in disposable income” 

and “economies of mass production” (9) during this time produced a drastic shift in how 

Americans lived, a revised identification with the objects, and the presence or necessity of 

objects, in a person’s life. Similarly, Brown notes that after the turn of the century, Americans 

“lived in an ‘age of things,’” that resulted in a realization that “we do not possess [things]; they 

possess us” (Sense 5). Brown’s point is that Americans were not only stifled by object 

consumption as objects became factory produced, easier and cheaper to purchase, and, of course, 

widely and even obnoxiously advertized (even literary publications like The Smart Set 

overwhelmed their pages with a variety of advertisements for medical devices, tools, clothes, 

alcohol, cigarettes, and more, like decorations on a Christmas tree), but that Americans were 

“being possessed by possessions” in a culture of consumerism (5). Brown calls this eruption and 

compulsion to acquire things a “fashioning of object-based historiography and anthropology” 

(5)—an attempt to create and legitimize a cultural imprint on the world—the resonance of which 

we continue to feel today in our own culture of consumerism. Material goods mediate how we 

define ourselves, and, even if we deny such a reliance on objects, we are ultimately still in need 

of them. Many now could not imagine getting by without a cell phone or a computer or forks or 

coffee cups or desks or chairs or TVs or music players. History, too, is a long-winded ledger of 

who possessed what material goods and who wished to attain them, regardless of method. Human 
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beings tend to metaphorically or symbolically plant flags in objects—money, clothes, food, 

jewellery, artefacts, land, castles, the moon. The American claiming of the west, of its own 

independence, of the American dream, of land, invention, innovation—these are all 

fundamentally objects on which the American mindset relies to define its identity. 

American culture—and more broadly, entertainment and media—has prevailed in this 

mentality. While the turn of the century brought about a drastic change in the American need to 

possess things as they became more readily available for consumption, the twentieth and twenty-

first century have brought about a renewal or return to the heightened need for things to define us, 

making the issues of object relations as represented on the cynical pages of hardboiled detective 

fiction even more relevant. The reliance on things in the last decade or more has become, 

perhaps, insidious in the North American imagination and identity. We are overwhelmed by 

things. If the surplus of objects—many of them unnecessary and untouched for long periods of 

time—around us at any given moment (things on our desks, in our rooms, on our shelves, stored 

in boxes in closets, crammed in basements and attics, sold off in garage sales, locked away in 

sheds, and lying around in junk drawers we rarely open) is not itself an indication of at least our 

compulsions to buy and own objects, regardless of our actual need for them, then the presence of 

extreme interest in objects in entertainment media is evidence enough. I am thinking of the 

numerous TV series devoted to the finding and valuing of objects alone: Storage Wars (Texas, 

New York, Canada, and original), Storage Hunters, The Liquidator, American Pickers, Canadian 

Pickers, Toy Hunter, Barry’d Treasure, Pawn Stars, Haunted Collector, Hoarders, Four Rooms, 

Auction Kings, Manufactured, American Restoration, How It’s Made, Salvage Hunters, Counting 

Cars, Warehouse 13, and dozens of others, including do-it-yourself shows on interior decorating 

and house renovation. These are all shows that chronicle our relationships with things—what 

kinds of things people have bought, what they have kept, what many have thrown away, what 

people value, what people hope to restore or renew. More than an interesting compendium of 
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objects that are to be found in lockers or sheds or houses, these shows provoke a question of what 

kind of people have kept and stored these objects, and why. It is a strongly American curiosity 

and interest, as well. For that reason—although there are many reasons—approaching hardboiled 

fiction, which was in itself a challenging of our relationships to things as well as an entertaining 

genre focussed on the consumption of objects, through object relations theory has a contemporary 

relevance in terms of literature, culture, and entertainment. We are as aware as, or even more 

aware of the difficult and unsettling nature of objects than the American populace of the 1920s 

and 1940s. 

With that social and cultural upheaval (of which I have only grazed the surface) came, 

too, broad-sweeping changes in literature and publishing. Literary modernists sought out 

innovative methods of writing, and the themes of their work tended towards disillusionment, 

doubt, and cynicism, as well as a breaking down of social and cultural order in favour of the 

individual experience and agency. Pound’s development of imagism altered the way in which 

emotions and descriptions were to be delivered to a reader or audience, and while there appeared 

to be a vast breaking of formalist rules, the period took a turn towards new narrative and poetic 

manoeuvres—a literature with its own rules, creating a unique blend of the traditional and the 

unconventional. It is odd how Ernest Hemingway (1899-1961) is granted literary genius for using 

much of the same style, devices, and approach as Hammett (1894-1961), so much so that many 

critics have been prompted to ask which came first, the Hammett or the Hemingway? The truth is 

they both denied the influence of the other on their work, but they were contemporaries of a new 

literary age and style of representation. In the same vein, commercial publishing took on a fast-

paced stride not as of yet encountered as pulp magazines took off running from their origins in 

the dime novels of the late nineteenth century. Thousands of pulp magazines bled out into the 

market within a short decade. Major publishing houses like Alfred A. Knopf (1915) and Random 

House (1925) were established, as well, creating the roots upon which the publishing market of 
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today would grow, a diversified industry of literary publishing and market sensibilities. We now 

take much of this innovation for granted, just as, through its parody and imitation (even self-

imitation), the hardboiled style appears now to lack the new, dynamic freshness it was created 

with. The America of this period, culturally, socially, economically, and in terms of literary 

definition was in the process of seeing itself differently. It was in the process of redefining itself 

as self-reliant and innovative, as well as a culturally powerful independent nation—a process that 

is essentially never-ending. As an American genre, the hardboiled detective story approaches the 

delicate question of how to make and remake identity in order to define it, much like Dashiell 

Hammett’s Flitcraft in The Maltese Falcon, who, in being nearly killed by a falling construction 

beam, attempts to make himself someone else entirely. It is a question rephrased in Brown’s need 

to “ask why and how we use objects to make meaning, to make or re-make ourselves” (Sense 4). 

Frow, too, in “A Pebble, A Camera, a Man Who Turns into a Telegraph Pole” (2001), 

indicates that the “true role of Things, of underlying thingness, is to be the mirror of our souls, the 

object that makes us a subject, that makes us real” (273, emphasis mine). This formulation of the 

hidden function of Things is not strictly American, of course, but the prevalence is strong and the 

presence of such mediating objects in an American genre such as hardboiled fiction is perhaps 

that appropriate place and position to begin such an investigation. All of these investigative 

methods come back around to that relationship of author, reader, and text, which is undeniably 

mirrored by the relationship of murderer, detective, and corpse.  
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Chapter 2 

Getting the Facts Straight: A Genealogy of Hardboiled Detective Fiction 

 

“All we want are the facts, ma’am.” 

 – Joe Friday, Dragnet 

  

 The detective narrative is a mystery story in itself, complete with detours and sudden 

turns, clever criminals and hack crooks, red herrings, changes in milieu, and even the odd plot 

twist. It is a body of work—a corpus—that was cultivated through a competition, or tension, 

between the detective author and the detective reader. While an exhaustive analysis of the genre’s 

development and its historical climate is beyond the scope of this project whose focus is on 

objects and corpses, it is necessary to do some digging into the genre’s shadowy past to better 

apprehend the genre’s modus operandi, as it were. This chapter thus serves as a short account of 

the history of detective fiction up to and including the emergence of the Hardboiled School of 

writing to establish a genealogy of its manner and style (its birth, aim, directive, and 

development, as well as its place in the popular imagination), but also to lay some important 

groundwork in the understanding of the hardboiled style’s innovations and dynamism, which, 

over time, has been taken for granted.1   

 Everyone in the know will tell you that the genre of the detective story began with Edgar 

Allan Poe—an American. There is, more broadly, a debate over whether a literature of deductive 

                                                      

1 This section is meant to provide a limited but contextual history of the hardboiled detective genre. It is by 

no means exhaustive, and it is geared towards the conditions from which the mode developed. For further 

and more comprehensive information on the history of detective fiction, I recommend Howard Haycraft’s 

Murder for Pleasure: The Life and Times of the Detective Story (1941), which offers a contemporary 

perspective on the genre as well as both a decade-by-decade outline of the development of detective fiction 

and a comparison of English and American approaches; and Julian Symons’ Bloody Murder: From the 

Detective Story to the Crime Novel (1972), which is a more critical approach to the genre’s history. Also, 

for a (more recent) study focussed on the history of the hardboiled genre, J.K. Van Dover’s Making the 

Detective Story American: Biggers, Van Dine and Hammett and the Turning Point of the Genre, 1925-1930 

(2010) provides a compelling account of the times the authors lived in, as well as Frederick Nolan’s The 

Black Mask Boys (1985), which not only gives a detailed outline of Black Mask’s history and influence, but 

also includes examples of the short fiction that appeared in its pages. 
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reasoning can be traced further back before Poe (arguably Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex is a detective 

story, putting into play similar themes and tropes). If we keep our focus on the detective story as a 

form with particular characteristics and expectations, codes and cues, as well as intentions, then 

undoubtedly Poe is the official originator of the genre.2  

 In 1841, Poe published “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” and established C. Auguste 

Dupin as the first amateur detective par excellence, (though, as Julian Symons notes, the word 

“detective” had not yet become a viable or well-known term [34]3). Poe created the narrative 

model of composition—as well as the detective figure—upon which the genre would be based. 

“The Murders in the Rue Morgue,” as well as the subsequent “The Mystery of Marie Rogêt” 

(1842) and “The Purloined Letter” (1844) provided a new and complicated approach to the 

mysterious (mystery) and macabre (the ugliness of death) by bringing into play the figure of a 

man who could, with observation and reason alone, parse out a practical and realistic solution 

from bare facts, but also with a suspicion of bare facts as they are presented. Poe, of course, saw 

the humour (and hermeneutic significance) of a man who could point out that all other men are 

fools both because they miss important details in front of them and because they assume the 

details in front of them must be taken at face value. He even goes a step further in “The Purloined 

Letter” as Dupin mocks the Prefect of the Police, G—, for looking too hard for something that 

was hiding in plain sight all along. In setting the stage for Dupin, Poe writes in “The Murders in 

                                                      

2 Ready, set, Poe. 
3 “Detective,” as a word designating a person who detects, wasn’t really conceived until 1850. The first 

modern police agency in England (Scotland Yard) was established in 1829 (where “inspector” would be the 

term instead of “detective”), and the first professional law enforcement agency in America (the New York 

City Police Department) was established in 1844, only later creating the first detective bureau in the New 

York City Police Department in 1857. It would be thirty years before the department hired their first 

celebrated but infamous detective, Thomas F. Byrnes, known for his work solving the Manhattan Savings 

Bank Robbery (1878) and several innovations he created in police work, including the Mulberry Street 

Morning Parade of criminals (for detectives to learn faces of known suspects), the supposed coinage of “the 

third degree,” and, most of all, a book of photographs of criminals called the Rogues Gallery. Byrnes’s 

service on the force as bureau chief is marked by great advancement in police techniques, but also 

unscrupulous tactics, dubious arrests, and convictions forced on weak evidence. Theodore Roosevelt (then 

the president of Police Commission) induced Byrnes to resign in 1895 in an attempt to rein in corruption on 

the police force.  
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the Rue Morgue”:  

it is in matters beyond the limits of mere rule that the skill of the analyst is 

evinced. He makes, in silence, a host of observations and inferences. So, perhaps, 

do his companions; and the difference in the extent of the information obtained, 

lies not so much in the validity of the inference as in the quality of the 

observation. The necessary knowledge is that of what to observe. (118) 

This emphasis on what to observe and the quality of that observation is more than an indication of 

what kind of perceptive analyst Dupin will be; it is also a clue to the reader to be wary of what is 

put before him or her. Poe creates a challenge to our own cognitive and interpretive observations 

and reasoning which becomes wrapped up in the idea of what kind of man Dupin is. What we 

should keep in mind is that Poe, above all, knew how to manipulate his audience, and that much 

of his work is both serious and subtly tongue-in-cheek in its awareness of how language and 

narrative provoke the reader. Through stories like “The Balloon Hoax” (1844), a work of fiction 

masked as journalistic fact, and The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket (1838), a 

frustrating running gag on the problems of decoding signifiers (and Poe’s only novel), Poe wrote 

for a market he knew how to influence. We are not talking about the melancholic brooder Poe 

that brings to mind “The Raven” (1845), or “The Fall of the House of Usher” (1839), but rather 

the trickster writing imp behind the pulsing tension of “The Tell-Tale Heart” (1843), the 

ridiculous fun of “Loss of Breath” (1832), and the playful instruction of “The Philosophy of 

Composition” (1846). The latter, as an essay on the art of writing, is sometimes taken seriously as 

a definitive explanation of Poe’s writing process, but the piece is clearly both a serious and a 

satirical demonstration of the necessary and gruelling editorial and critical labour behind any 

work of creative imagination, through which Poe is undoubtedly making our expectations of the 
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writer the joke.4 Poe, as a writer, was very aware of how to inculcate his audience into becoming 

accomplices in the crime of writing through the process of reading.  

 “The Tell-Tale Heart” uses deliberate pacing, sentence structure, and punctuation to 

emphasize the meticulously deranged but coherent madness of the narrator, but also echoes the 

“hideous beating” of the heart under the floorboards from the beginning of “True!—nervous—

very, very dreadfully nervous I had been and am” (199), to the climax, “I paced to and fro with 

heavy strides, as if excited to fury by the observation of the men—but the noise steadily 

increased. Oh God! what could I do? I foamed—I raved—I swore!… It grew louder—louder—

louder!” (202) to the final line of “here, here!—It is the beating of his hideous heart!” (202). 

These are sentences that suggest a pulse, a breathing but halting rhythm that mocks the reader 

with the thumping of the heart the narrator hears. We especially hear it in “louder—louder—

louder” with the choice of the repeated two-syllable word and the gasping dashes. More than that, 

Poe directly engages the reader to participate with the first paragraph, asking “but why will you 

say that I am mad?… How, then, am I mad? Hearken! and observe how healthily—how calmly I 

can tell you the whole story” (199). Poe cleverly asks the reader, or audience to which the 

narrator speaks, to judge the narrator’s sanity based on his ability to tell a coherent story, and yet, 

the sentence style itself is likely to put the reader on guard, as it is a nervous, anxious, unstable 

method of expression, jerked, emphatic, and repetitive. The rest of the story details the narrator’s 

extremely meticulous murder of the old man because of his vulture eye—a dead eye that fails to 

look at, only through, the narrator. The detailed precision of the narrative does not put the reader 

at ease or even prove, as the narrator hopes, his mental stability, particularly since he cannot offer 

a viable motive for his actions: “Object there was none. Passion there was none. I loved the old 

man. He had never wronged me. He had never given me insult. For his gold I had no desire. I 

think it was his eye! yes, it was this!” (199). If we are to take the narrator at his word that he is 

                                                      

4 Not to mention another one of his stories: “The Literary Life of Thingum Bob, Esq.” (1850): “To pen an 

Ode upon the ‘Oil-of-Bob’ / Is all sorts of a job. (signed) SNOB” (305). 
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sane and can therefore justify his actions with reason and “healthy” composition, then Poe taunts 

us with the discomfort that comes with the fact that our narrator has only just now come up with a 

reason for what he has done, a retroactive and perhaps flippant account of motivation. The 

narrative begins to become mixed up in its intentions, in its means and in its ends, and though an 

attention to detail in narration is usually viewed as strong writing, Poe takes it to its ultimate 

extreme here, as the narrator tells us: 

And then, when I had made an opening sufficient for my head, I put in a dark 

lantern all closed, closed, so that no light shone out, and then I thrust in my head. 

Oh, you would have laughed to see how cunningly I thrust it in! I moved it 

slowly—very, very slowly… It took me an hour to place my whole head within 

the opening so far that I could see him as he lay upon his bed… when my head 

was well in the room, I undid the lantern cautiously—oh, so cautiously—

cautiously (for the hinges creaked)—I undid it just so much that a single thin ray 

fell upon the vulture eye. And this I did for seven long nights. (199).  

Despite the narrator’s claim to “caution,” “foresight,” and “dissimulation” (199), and hence acute 

intelligence, the description Poe provides us with is one slowed down to a state of queasiness. 

“The Tell-Tale Heart” is definitely a roller-coaster ride to read, but what good are steep drops and 

loop-the-loops without the nauseating slow roll and hesitation that paces the ride? The narrator 

suspects that the reader is like-minded, hence why he attempts to explain himself, but what the 

reader experiences is an unsettling divergence between enjoyment of the story and a sickening 

intimacy with the narrator. With the story and its devices, Poe manages to manipulate the reader’s 

response to the story and to question the definition of madness, while also demonstrating that 

narrative of any kind is artificially constructed. If we simply allow the story to act on us, we may 

miss the humour, or worse, we may miss the troubling layers and depth that reveal the instability 

of the narrator. Composition, for Poe, is thus a matter of using readerly practices and writerly 
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techniques to prey on the reader’s imagination and emotional investment. 

 “Loss of Breath” is an equally macabre story about a man who suddenly loses his ability 

to breathe, but carries on anyway, despite the fact that people regularly mistake him for dead. The 

story is a curious romp if only because Poe employs highly (and I mean highly) elevated 

language, metaphors, and descriptions in Mr. Lackobreath’s voice to narrate what is otherwise a 

dark and humorous series of slapstick hijinks. The reader is inclined to read the narrative very 

seriously, but this becomes less and less possible until, perhaps, we are out of breath from 

laughing (or from trying to get through the longer and longer complicated sentences and 

references Poe puts in front of us). It is “The Balloon Hoax” and “The Philosophy of 

Composition,” though, that are most overt in their manipulation of readers. “The Balloon Hoax” 

mirrors the stylization of real articles and informs the public that, “The great problem is at length 

solved! The air, as well as the earth and the ocean, has been subdued by science” (31). Framed as 

a factual article printed in the New York Sun, it provides the plausible account that a man named 

Monck Mason has managed to cross the ocean in three days using a hot air balloon (an incredible 

feat at the time, seventy-five years before the first airship is built). In some ways the article is an 

example of science fiction planting the seeds for scientific innovation, but mostly the article is a 

clever blend of imagination and technical facts created by Poe to fool an audience—and fool 

them it did. Poe has been otherwise known for saying, “The nose of a mob is its imagination. By 

this, at any time, it can be quietly led” (“Marginalia” n.p.). The article was retracted very soon 

after it was published.5 “The Balloon Hoax,” and articles or hoaxes like it, however, serve as 

reminders that the reading public may be easily duped by plausible and convincing writing or 

                                                      

5 Poe is not the first to release a hoax on an unwary public, and, in fact, hoaxes were prevalent in the period, 

just as in Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s time a mass interest in the debunking of the occult and other hoaxes 

(much to Doyle’s despair) flourished. Besides the numerous psychics and mediums, one of the most 

famous hoaxes was P.T. Barnum’s Fiji mermaid (1842), the supposed mummified body of a mermaid, 

which was one of Barnum’s many sideshow attractions, made from the torso of a small monkey sewn to the 

back half of a fish (in fact, such hybrids were stitched together by Japanese fishermen, either for religious 

purposes or for the sheer morbid fun of it). Even while debunked as a hoax, the Fiji mermaid served as an 

exceptional attraction, and fakes of the fake are even now commonly found.  
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showmanship.  

 “The Philosophy of Composition” is especially indicative of Poe’s stance on authorial 

composition and its conversation with a readership. The article is set up as Poe’s response to a 

comment made by Charles Dickens to demonstrate “the construction of the effect” of a literary 

work (742)—that is, a work is produced with the dénouement in mind, and from there explicit or 

implicit effects are created—and so expounds itself as a differentiation from Wordsworth’s 

spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings in favour of methodological composition at the point 

of conception6: “I have often thought how interesting a magazine paper might be written by any 

author who would—that is to say, who could—detail, step by step, the processes by which any 

one of his compositions attained its ultimate point of completion” (743).7 Poe asserts the author’s 

capacity to shape and consciously decide the form a work takes, and goes on to break down his 

own process when writing his famous poem, “The Raven.” We should be careful with “The 

Philosophy” though and tiptoe through Poe’s conception of methodology therein. He 

simultaneously grants us “a peep behind the scenes, at the elaborate and vacillating crudities of 

thought—at the true purposes seized only at the last moment—at the innumerable glimpses of 

idea that arrived not at the maturity of full view—at the fully matured fancies discarded in despair 

as unmanageable—at the cautious selections and rejection” etcetera, in order to provide insight 

into the writer’s craft, while he also overplays the concept with “the cock’s feathers, the red paint 

and the black patches, which, in ninety-nine cases out of the hundred, constitute the properties of 

                                                      

6 Wordsworth does not, of course, suggest that there is no method or intent behind composition, instead 

noting a need to recollect those emotions in tranquility—in essence, to analyze and organize them. Poe, 

however, takes the idea to its absolute extreme (as he does with his own method throughout the article) to 

oust authors or artists who commonly claimed their genius came to them spontaneously and without 

affected treatment.  
7 The “that is to say, who could” here certainly carries great (and mischievous) implications; it is a well-

contrived burn on the literary community, calling out authors who tended to the pretense of unaffected and 

easy genius. Poe effectively indicates that genius is the product of consistent praxis, skill, and careful 

consideration or awareness of one’s craft, not something an author may only vomit up on the page. In 

league with “The Balloon Hoax,” Poe’s indication that there is as much craft as inherent inspiration in 

writing is a kind of literary debunking of ideas of how literature is supposedly written (a hoax that some 

authors even today unfortunately carry on).  
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the literary histrio” (743). His description of the creation of “The Raven” is hardly illuminating 

for readers or for writers (questionably for critics who may take it as a serious account), and, in 

fact, it takes the life out of the beauty and genius of the poem, reducing it to a matter of steps and 

equations, while any decent reader of Poe would be aware of more depth and vision in his work. 

Poe, however, sought out that line between the serious and the absurd at the basic level of 

plausibility, and “The Philosophy of Composition” is another example of Poe’s work at such an 

attempt, asking the reader to gauge the seriousness and the absurdity of his described process. 

Poe toys with us in “The Murders in the Rue Morgue,” but the story is also a first of its 

kind, in which Poe inculcates a different style of reading. He begins the story with, “The mental 

features discoursed of as the analytical, are, in themselves, but little susceptible to analysis. We 

appreciate them only in their effects. We know of them, among other things, that they are always 

to their possessor, when inordinately possessed, a source of liveliest enjoyment” (117) and goes 

on to suggest that the analyst’s “acumen” while seeming “præternatural” and having “the whole 

air of intuition” is actually based on complex methods of observation, attention to detail, and 

knowledgeable inference (117).8 The first several pages of the story, in fact, have nothing to do 

with the murder or crime, but everything to do with Poe’s attempt to teach the reader how to 

think analytically—and, moreover, to think analytically about how we analyze the world as we 

see it. The unnamed narrator includes a demonstration of Dupin’s mental prowess and acuity of 

thought, clearly delineating the method first by the seeming intuition it produces and then by 

Dupin’s own explanation of how he came to his conclusion. Literary writers other than Poe might 

have seen this as untoward in a fictional story, like letting the readers see the man behind the 

curtain, or giving them the solution to the riddle before they even encounter the Sphinx. At worst 

it would seem anticlimactic, and at best maybe cheating, but Poe is adept at creating 

circumstances which ask the reader to think carefully about what they are reading. The 

                                                      

8 In fact, Poe appears to mimic this precisely in “The Philosophy of Composition.” 
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explanation of analytical power as more than simple ingenuity, and the given example of Dupin’s 

method provide the reader with the tools to read this story. Even if a clumsy newborn of the 

genre, “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” does exemplify the underlying reading process involved 

in detective fiction—Poe aims not to write a brilliant story, but to introduce the readers to the 

game, and goes on to play them for fools.  

Once through the preliminary instructions, we enter the narrative itself, except that we 

don’t. Poe provides Dupin’s initial encounter with the crime as being read from the newspaper. 

The next several pages are devoted to the newspaper’s and the police’s account of what is already 

known about the circumstances of the murder, and Dupin’s first response is to note a distinction 

between the mere “cunning” of the police and their attempts, and an altogether different method: 

“The Parisian police, so much extolled for acumen, are cunning, but no more. There is no method 

in their proceedings, beyond the method of the moment. They make a vast parade of measures; 

but, not infrequently, these are so ill-adapted to the objects proposed” (126). Poe signals, through 

Dupin, that the regular method for reading a story in this case will be “ill-adapted” to the 

composition put in front of the reader. In that, he highlights that even cunning readers need to 

reassess how they read, because the resolution and dénouement will not be so simple. Of course, 

Poe, the mischievous imp that he is, is also knowingly putting readers on high alert, which will 

allow him to manipulate and undermine their reading processes. Dupin suggests to his 

companion, “As for these murders, let us enter into some examinations for ourselves, before we 

make up an opinion respecting them” (127). Once more, Poe advises the reader to re-examine the 

newspaper account for themselves, being critical of eye and analytical of mind before readily 

deciding on the solution. Ultimately, however, Poe plays the reader for the fool, because he 

knows that in pointing out the necessity of observation and analysis, the reader has likely given 

more credence to certain things than they are worth. The ending of the story is perhaps an 

elaborate prank that encourages readers, in future stories, to be even more careful about how they 
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play with Poe, because Poe is the master of the relevant and the irrelevant in narrative. “The 

Murders in the Rue Morgue” is solved by Dupin for the simple reason that there appears to be no 

motive behind the severe brutality of the murders. Despite Poe’s demonstration of analysis and 

ratiocination, the murderer turns out to be, as Stefano Tani writes, an “ape in the closet”—an 

orangutan that performs the murders, and a completely irrational, inhuman answer to the complex 

problem—such that “Poe does not present good defeating evil but rationality exorcising the 

irrational” (7). Moreover, the reader is likely to notice that Poe does not play fair, as Dupin solves 

the mystery using clues and knowledge the reader is not given access to, including Dupin’s actual 

inspection of the crime scene and the tuft of hair he finds there. This information is not given 

until after Dupin has revealed the creature’s owner and explained the mystery to his friend. From 

the start, Poe never intended for the reader to solve the mystery through their own observations, 

which may seem like a dismissal of the development of method in the early detective story, but 

actually enhances the experience since the end result is that the reader must now engage with 

narrative knowing that there is a crafty author behind the piece, leading them along and deceiving 

them. They must be aware of details, but they must also be aware that such details may be 

misleading. 

As with “The Balloon Hoax,” Poe knew how to shape a narrative using a certain element 

of fact and fiction. While “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” reveals how Dupin navigates first-

hand witness accounts of the murders, “The Mystery of Marie Rogêt” (1842) is a more complex 

attempt to play fact against fiction. Not only is the story composed of newspaper accounts of the 

murder (and not just one, but several), but many of those accounts were virtually plagiarized from 

real American newspapers.9 Poe’s story is about the mysterious murder of a young girl in Paris, 

but it is heavily based—if not a mildly fictionalized re-telling—of the real murder of a young girl 

named Mary Cecilia Rogers that took place in New York in 1841. Poe certainly makes no effort 

                                                      

9 Something Poe does again, and spectacularly, in The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym.  
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to hide that his source material is taken from real events and real newspaper cuttings. He 

superimposes Dupin onto the events as Dupin reads the papers and puts together the true facts 

with some careful armchair detection (the first of its kind). Our detective never once leaves his 

library and instead solves the case (or at least offers an opportunity for a solution) through a 

careful and critical analysis of the newspaper articles, what they say and what they do not say, as 

well as how they may obscure actual truth since, as Dupin points out, “in general, it is the object 

of our newspapers rather to create a sensation—to make a point—than to further the cause of 

truth” (150). Poe’s detective work then begins to read very much like literary criticism, an 

engagement with the how and why behind the articles and the theories they provide. One by one, 

Dupin displays, through reading, how these versions of events can be shown as insufficient, 

crude, or inaccurate, and moreover, much of this he divines from the style and language of the 

authors. Keeping in mind that Poe stole these articles from real newspapers, making only a few 

adjustments, the story also highlights Poe’s ability to read through authorial constructions. Thus, 

Dupin not only shows us competent deductive skills of ratiocination, but a critical eye that is 

suspicious of the facts as they are presented or represented. This is a clever ploy, created to reach 

an audience that would have been very aware of the story of Mary Rogers, prompting the reader 

to try to solve a real crime (which had remained unsolved) and to push them towards a particular 

solution. But, more than that, it also challenges the reader to think critically about the narrative 

constructions and writing tactics Poe uses in engaging with written works.  

 Despite the fact that his detective fiction was, oddly enough, set in Paris10, Poe was an 

American author writing for an American market; he made use of a crime that was very much on 

the minds of his audience, allowing “The Mystery of Marie Rogêt” to bridge a gap between fact 

and fiction. It is certainly a fiction, but it is based on facts that had infiltrated the popular 

imagination to an extensive degree. It was a real crime, making the story seem all the more real, 

                                                      

10 Poe never visited France, or left the States. 
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and Dupin’s ability to resolve it through deduction becomes all the more viable for that reason. 

Newspapers of the time engendered an extensive print culture with dubious source material for 

their headlines. If Dupin exorcises the irrational in his first detective story, then perhaps we can 

say the same of “Marie Rogêt,” insofar as newspapers of the time were known for their 

sensationalism—appeals to emotional feeling, confusion, outrage, fear and horror, the mundane 

made extraordinary—rather than their veracity regarding the facts, hence Dupin’s suggestion that 

the papers seek to cause a sensation, not to promote truth. The New York Sun (in which Poe 

published “The Balloon Hoax”),11 established in 1833, was well known (and well-loved) for its 

sensationalist headlines, sometimes fabricated, but the Sun is reported as one of the first 

newspapers to print local news as well as more personal scandals, including divorces, murders, 

deaths, and suicides while most other publications were limited to political issues and artistic 

reviews.12 To that extent, these newspapers provided a curious mix of fact and fiction in and of 

themselves. Part of this sensationalism was (and still is) based in financial motivations (which 

headlines were most likely to sell the most papers), but it was also used to incite interest in the 

daily news and to cause a stir, especially when the news lines took on a particular bias or stance 

on an issue. Poe saw these motivations for what they were, no doubt, and “Marie Rogêt,” in part, 

is a treatise on how to read through the sensation and get to the facts. Crime flooded the papers 

(and certainly sold papers), but Poe takes both a serious and humorous stab at reminding his own 

reading public not to believe everything they read. In terms of style, composition, and theme, 

though, this notion of putting real crime on the pages of popular fiction is fundamental to the 

creation and development of the detective story.  

 Poe made his mark. The detective genre, however, was then taken up (for the most part) 

                                                      

11 Nine years before, the Sun also published a series of articles about a civilization discovered on the moon, 

now known as “The Great Moon Hoax” (1835). Unlike Poe’s “Balloon Hoax,” however, it was never 

retracted, even when it was discovered as a hoax several weeks later. There is some debate over whether 

the moon hoax was actually stolen from another hoax of Poe’s writing, “The Unparalleled Adventure of 

One Hans Pfaall” (1835) which was published only two months before in the Southern Literary Messenger.  
12 The publication had become one of the most read across America by 1834. 
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by European—not American—writers. Throughout the late 1800s, the genre developed its 

foundations in the hands of Émile Gaboriau, as well as those of Charles Dickens and Wilkie 

Collins. Gaboriau’s detective, Lecoq, is fastidious in his scouring for clues, cool in his logical 

deductions, and is also a master of disguise, but, as Howard Haycraft points out, “[t]here is 

nothing really new in Lecoq’s reasoning; it stems directly from Dupin” (35), which is to say that 

Lecoq has his advantages, but they came first in Poe’s Dupin. Dickens’ Bleak House (1853) and 

Collins’ The Moonstone (1868), while fundamentally not detective fiction in the strictest sense, 

incorporate the art of detection to such a degree that they became the precedent for later detective 

novels. The Moonstone, especially, brought into play certain elements that we still see as classic 

features of the detective story: the inside job, the “least likely suspect,” a final twist in the plot, 

red herrings, the locked room murder, and more. Haycraft characterizes both novels as something 

more like a novel of manners with a shady flavour of detection thrown in, such that detection is 

“the plum in the pudding, but it is by no means the entire pudding” (39). Certainly, The 

Moonstone is a fundamental angle of the detective fiction genesis story, and yet Dickens and 

Collins created something that, for the most part, merely included a detective thread. Still, from 

these novels sprung a multitude of English authors writing puzzle and murder mysteries, and, 

more importantly, they established the potential for a novel of detection.  

 In 1887, Sherlock Holmes entered the picture. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s famous 

detective established whole new possibilities for the genre by his sheer popularity. There is no 

need to go into detail emphasizing the qualities that have made the Sherlock Holmes stories so 

magnificently popularized. At this moment, there are two touted Sherlock Holmes series to be 

found on TV, the BBC’s Sherlock (2012) and the American Elementary (2014), as well as two 

Hollywood blockbusters starring Robert Downey Jr. as the inventive and (at times) reckless 

sleuth. These few do not include any number of more subtle variations on the Sherlockian tropes 
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that profusely infiltrate the market on an everyday basis.13 Sherlock Holmes is a household name, 

and though the approaches to the source material all differ by degree, the basic tropes and 

elements remain the same in the variations. Fundamentally, however, Holmes has his origins in 

Dupin, and what we now recognize as the dense but affable sidekick figure of a narrating Watson 

has his origins in Dupin’s nameless friend who also narrates the stories. Holmes may openly 

degrade and dismiss both Dupin and Lecoq more or less as bumblers compared to his own 

abilities, but that is just a clever writer’s trick to provide a ground of comparison in which 

Holmes supposedly comes out on top—by having Holmes dismiss the fictional detectives he most 

certainly takes after, Doyle prepares the reader to expect a detective beyond compare, a detective 

with no equals. But if we are looking at the facts, then it is difficult to separate Holmes from the 

Dupin model, because their methods of detection are much too similar. They may not be the same 

man, but they participate in the same process of ratiocination, the observation of a series of 

material clues, and the mental acuity to render them significant. 

We are all more or less familiar with Holmes and his methods from somewhere, which is 

to say that the prolific presence of Doyle’s detective created and was created by, in a circular 

correlation, a voracious readership. What Poe, Collins, and Gaboriau lacked in the same degree 

was the severe and unrelenting devotion of readers who so invested themselves in the character of 

the detective that he became a reality (to them). In perhaps an oddly inverted process from Poe’s 

creation of fiction out of fact, in order to establish the credibility of his Dupin, Doyle’s character 

created what appeared to be fact from fiction to the point where readers, not realizing that there 

was an author behind the stories beyond a Dr. Watson ruminating on his adventures with Holmes, 

sent mail to the fictional address of 221B Baker Street, presumably asking for Holmes’ help. 

                                                      

13 Or not so subtle. Sherlock Holmes in the Twenty-Second Century, for instance: an animated TV series 

aired in 1999 with the premise that Moriarty is accidentally cloned in the 22nd century, and so female 

Inspector Lestrade (presumably a descendent of the original Lestrade) discovers and resurrects Sherlock 

Holmes (who has been kept in a glass-walled, honey-filled coffin in the basement of New Scotland Yard). 

Oh, and Watson is a robot.  
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Haycraft notes that “When Doyle announced in one of the later stories that Holmes was retiring 

from London to keep bees in Sussex, the mail was swelled with applications from would-be 

housekeepers and friendly advice from apiarists, amateur and professional” (58). For many, 

Holmes was so present he was a real person moving among them on the London streets, perhaps 

in disguise, but somewhere always at hand and always able to confront and resolve real 

problems—social, political, and private. The figure of Holmes was so crucial to the popular 

imagination that Doyle’s attempt to kill Holmes in “The Final Problem” (1893) came up against 

numerous pleas to bring the detective back and methodological explanations of how it was 

possible that Holmes may have survived his descent from the Reichenbach Falls. There were also 

protests outside the offices of The Strand, which published the stories. Doyle’s hand was forced, 

and he resurrected the detective.14  

It may seem oblique to discuss the popularity of Doyle’s work rather than the elements 

that have made it so much a part of the popular imagination, but if Poe created the precedent for 

manipulating and playing a market of readers at the level of plausible fiction using a basis of fact, 

then Doyle perfected it. We must not overlook the fact that the widespread accessibility and 

desire for the consumption of detective fiction has had a crucial role in its development. The 

genre has, from the beginning and predominantly since Doyle, always reached out to the reading 

public, asking them to engage in the process by which the story is structured and realized, as 

originally set out by Poe. Any fiction without a reader is pointless, but in many senses, detective 

fiction is heavily reliant on the reader’s intent and ability to put him or herself in the pages, either 

as a secondary Watson or as another detective trying to measure up to Sherlock. This very 

element is an often overlooked, all-important feature of the genre. One may read a literary novel 

and remain quietly on the sidelines, but there are no passive bystanders in detective fiction—even 

                                                      

14 Hence why the biologist who helps to resurrect Holmes in Sherlock Holmes and the Twenty-Second 

Century looks like Doyle. 
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the reader is somehow involved in the crime.15 

This momentum increased on the European side as more authors took up the detective 

writer mantle—but, for the most part, in imitation of Dupin and Holmes to the point where 

Haycraft calls it a “veritable epidemic” of the 1880s and 1890s (63). The market was 

oversaturated with detective stories, as well as romance, adventure, and horror tales that were 

being made readily available to a reading public through both notable publications like The 

Strand, and less credited shilling shockers and penny dreadfuls16. Paperbound novels, referred to 

as dime novels, first appeared in 1860s America, sparking a whole industry based on the 

publication of stories aimed at a youthful, working class readership. Some dime novels prompted 

the rise of continuous publications of a similar kind, notable ones including Fireside Stories, Wild 

West Weekly, New Nick Carter Weekly17, and George Munro’s Old Sleuth Library, which ran 

from the 1860s to the 1920s.18 Many of these were juvenile magazines, fostering a market of 

young readers, but they were widely read by an adult audience as well due to their accessibility, 

price, and diverse genres. This, too, is the period of serialized publications (which began in the 

early 1800s), novels published in parts or installments in inexpensive publications, for which 

Dickens is well-known. The value of the serials was a sense of continuation of a series, something 

which prompted in the reading public an attachment much like the present day zeal for long-

running TV series, in particular Game of Thrones (2011) or, even, the BBC’s Sherlock. Serials 

also allowed writers like Dickens a kind of intimacy with their readership, a participation in the 

                                                      

15 Doyle was very much involved in solving actual cases himself, working as an advocate to clear the name 

of certain individuals, including Oscar Slater and Sir Roger Casement. By the same token, however, Doyle 

was also deeply invested in the paranormal and spiritualism, and while friends with Harry Houdini, who 

denounced mediums and psychics, he persisted in the belief that Houdini had abilities of his own. Their odd 

but compelling friendship is now the premise behind the just recently aired TV series, Houdini and Doyle 

(2016).  
16 Also, apparently, sometimes referred to as “bloods.” 
17 The literary character and private detective, Nick Carter, first appeared in the New York Weekly in 1886. 

To this day, Nick Carter is still the name of dime novel detectives. 
18 For more examples of dime novels or further information, see J. Randolph Cox’s The Dime Novel 

Companion: A Source Book (2000), or Garyn G. Roberts, Gary Hoppenstand, and Ray B. Browne’s Old 

Sleuth’s Freaky Female Detectives: (From the Dime Novels) (1990).  
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plotting and development of stories as, over the time of serialization, fans sometimes sent letters 

to these authors (like with Doyle) in order to converse with them on the story and its direction. 

The tail end of the nineteenth century developed a widespread publishing industry and readership. 

There had always been a market, but the advances in publishing, as well as the development of 

paperbound novels (and broader levels of literacy), allowed for not only accessibility but also 

competition, such that newer and newer publications were always seeking authors of the kind of 

stories they knew would sell. Detective stories were amongst the foremost of such genres, and so 

Haycraft’s “veritable epidemic” of detective stories and Holmes imitators come as no surprise. 

Thousands of detective stories were being published each year in a very short period, and there 

was little innovation or differentiation between them. 

These detective stories were, for the most part, formulaic imitations, but a few authors of 

note are Arthur Morrison (1863-1945), Robert Barr (1849-1912), R. Austin Freeman (1862-

1943), E.C. Bentley (1875-1956), and G.K. Chesterton (1874-1936), best known for his Father 

Brown stories. Each of these authors brought a certain twist and flair to a genre that was quickly 

stagnating in a swamp of its own prolificacy, but even they were hard pressed to escape the Dupin 

model of deductive reasoning and intelligent wit. Before World War I, the worst of these in-

between writers fell into specific habits and predictable stratagems. Their detectives were the 

same figure with different quirks, and the writers were willing to sacrifice a sense of character 

and character development for the sake of bringing about a coherent conclusion. Almost all 

criticism of detective fiction during these years comes down to plausibility, and those writing 

before the turn of the century or at the beginning of it focussed narrowly on the plausibility of the 

plot—did all the elements, even if contrived, fit together to bring about the conclusion? The main 

aim was to make sure that the solution and the murderer’s reveal did not come out of a nowhere 

land of plot twists (although, admittedly, sometimes they still did, and Golden Age detective 
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writers started to establish certain imperative rules of the genre to eliminate this problem).19 For 

that purpose, the murdered corpse often became a mere body of excuse, the idea of murder 

contained in someone or something bleeding on the English rug. It was not necessary to care 

about the victim, or to feel sorry for the victim, or, even, to know anything “real” about the 

victim. They merely had to be a victim of the machinations of the plot. 

Arthur Morrison’s “The Case of Mr. Foggatt” (1894) is a prime example of this formula 

of plotting. The short story spends more time demonstrating the skills and intelligence of the 

detective, Martin Hewitt, than on the victim, Mr. Foggatt. The title may suggest that this is a case 

about Mr. Foggatt, and it is, but it is more predominantly one of Martin Hewitt’s many cases, and, 

like Poe in “The Murders in the Rue Morgue,” Morrison exemplifies the narrative strategy of 

having the detective show off. When Mr. Foggatt is found shot dead in his own rooms (located 

above Hewitt’s office and the rooms of his narrating Watson, a journalist named Brett), the focus 

is not on Mr. Foggatt or the unpleasantness of his death; the focus, rather, is on Hewitt teaching 

Brett a lesson in deductive work. In fact, Brett’s description of the dead man is lamentable, if not 

terribly humorous:  

Fat as he was, he had a way of carrying his head forward on his extended neck 

and gazing widely about with a pair of the roundest and most prominent eyes I 

remember to have ever seen, except in a fish. On the whole, his appearance was 

rather vulgar, rather arrogant, and rather suspicious, without any very 

pronounced quality of any sort. But certainly he was not pretty. In the end, 

however, he was found shot dead in his sitting-room. (n.p.). 

The reader is not invited to feel empathy or any due consideration for the dead man, and his 

murder is played off by Brett as an exceptional “oh, by the way,” an aside that limits the tragedy 

                                                      

19 Ronald Knox’s Decalogue: The Ten Rules of Detective Fiction (1930) and S.S. Van Dine’s “Twenty 

Rules for Writing Detective Stories” (1928). 
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and horror of murder to a mere footnote.20 Hewitt goes on to condemn Brett (and the reader) for 

not making the natural deductions based on the scene—that it is murder and not suicide, despite 

occurring in a locked room. While the police and Brett believe the “common-sense view of the 

case” in which Foggatt committed suicide (or accidentally shot himself), Hewitt immediately 

delivers his own deduction: “Mr. Foggatt did not shoot himself. He was shot by a rather tall, 

active young man, perhaps a sailor, but certainly a gymnast—a young man whom I think I could 

identify if I saw him” (n.p.). Brett fails to see how Hewitt made any such conclusions, and 

certainly so does the reader, as, like in “The Murders in the Rue Morgue,” the necessary clues are 

not directly provided. Both stories are fairly similar, since Hewitt deduces his physical 

description of the murderer by gauging the type of man it would take to escape from Foggatt’s 

window without climbing down, and hence, “very active, dextrous, and cool” (n.p.), just as Dupin 

deduces that only a sailor or animal could manage to climb down from the murder scene. 

Ultimately, however, despite taking Brett step by step through an observation of the crime scene, 

Brett fails to catch the hint (the hint is questionable at best) and Hewitt refuses to reveal the easy 

answer, saying, “Then I sha’n’t tell you; you don’t deserve it. Think, and don’t mention the 

subject again till you have at least one guess to make. The thing stares you in the face; you see it, 

you remember it, and yet you won’t see it. I won’t encourage your slovenliness of thought, my 

boy, by telling you what you can know for yourself if you like” (n.p.). As with Poe, the reader, 

alongside poor Brett, is invited to solve the unsolvable, knowing that the detective has already 

found the answer. In this case, the answer is in an apple that Brett does notice at the crime scene, 

but he does not make note of the bite indentations made into it or the fact that Hewitt quickly 

made a mould of the teeth marks. This is information that both Hewitt and Morrison hold back 

until the big reveal. Morrison, as an exemplar of the classic mode of detective fiction spends 

much of the narrative focussed in the detective’s intelligence and scientific method, neglecting 

                                                      

20 As unimportant as this footnote. 
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the dead man at the centre. Rather, Mr. Foggatt is reduced to a scoundrel, killed by the murderer, 

Sidney Mason, out of revenge for the evil Foggatt did to his father and mother, and the reader is 

invited to feel empathy, instead, for Mason; as he writes to Hewitt, “I have taken some time and 

trouble in order that you (so far as I am aware the only human being beside myself who knows 

me to be the author of Foggatt’s death) shall have at least the means of appraising my crime at its 

just value of culpability” (n.p.). Mason may have murdered a man, but we are told it was for just 

reasons, and certainly are never given the opportunity to think more of Foggatt as a victim. 

These classic writers might be getting a bad rap here, but certainly their contribution to 

the development of the genre is both definitive and necessary—and, also, the classic mode of 

detective writing provides us, now, with an exterior view to how the genre was and is still 

constructed. There is a corpse, a detective, a murderer, and, above all, a method of detection—

there is also a resolution that is madly sought after by detective, author, and reader alike. The 

narrative structure, the climax and resolution, the art of detection are all clearly delineated. The 

form at its most basic and familiar can be seen clearly in the classic mode, as a kind of 

scaffolding or, better, skeleton of the form. Still, as Ishmael states in Melville’s Moby-Dick, “the 

skeleton of the whale is by no means the mould of his invested form” (494) and cannot give us 

“accurate hints” as to its true body (289).  

In the mean time, there had been little to no growth in detective fiction in America, and 

what little developed was mostly carried by female writers such as Anna Katharine Green (1846-

1935), best known for The Leavenworth Case (1878). Green is often considered the mother of 

detective fiction, alongside Poe, as its father, for her legally accurate detective stories. Her own 

father was a lawyer and she developed a keen knowledge of criminal law, which she used to 

enforce the realism of her detective fiction. Green’s Ebenezer Gryce actually anticipates Sherlock 

Holmes, appearing first in 1878 (A Study in Scarlet was published in 1887), and she is credited 

with establishing the first female or girl detectives (the early prototypes of Nancy Drew), first and 



 

64 

 

foremost with social debutante/secret operative Violet Strange, who first appears in The Golden 

Slipper and Other Problems for Violet Strange (1915). However, Green is also known as the 

originator of many of the to-be-later clichéd tropes of the genre: expert witnesses, medical 

inquiries, ballistic experts, and dead bodies found in libraries. Other female American authors of 

the period include Mary Roberts Rinehart (1876-1958), known for what is now referred to as the 

“had-I-but-known” style of mystery writing; and Carolyn Wells (1862-1942). There were some 

American men writing detective fiction, as well, including Melville Davisson Post (1868-1930), 

Arthur B. Reeve (1880-1936), and, best remembered, Jacques Futrelle (1875-1912) for his 

Professor Augustus S.F.X. Van Dusen, otherwise called “The Thinking Machine.”21 What these 

authors and their works all share, however, is some critic or devotee naming either them or their 

detectives “an American Sherlock Holmes,” or, in the case of the women writers, female rivals to 

Sherlock Holmes (Violet Strange in particular). Problematically, even though each of these 

writers brought their own cards to the table and each provided a wonderful, new devotion to the 

fiction, they could not escape the most basic of comparisons to the Sherlockian model, just as 

Doyle could not escape his credit to Dupin. Readers may have been willing to recognize the 

original strengths of each re-working of the detective story, but the basic elements remained the 

same. There was always a highly intellectual detective who believed strongly in an adherence to 

logic; (s)he was either amateur or professional, (for variation), and (s)he typically had some sort 

of strange quirk, like being blind, or always wearing a specific hat. There was usually a Watson 

figure, sometimes female, but always relegated to the periphery in order to highlight the brilliance 

of the detective. The other players in the scene were inevitably flat and uninteresting, except for 

their part in the crime, and often for the very reason of emphasizing what a character the detective 

                                                      

21 Futrelle actually died on the fateful passage of the RMS Titanic on 15 April 1912, refusing to enter the 

lifeboats. He was last seen smoking on deck. Curiously enough (while we are talking about mysteries), 

there was a novella printed in 1898 by Morgan Robertson, titled, Futility, or the Wreck of the Titan. In the 

story, the Titan, an ocean liner very much like the Titanic, sinks after striking an iceberg carrying a 

shortage of lifeboats, just as the Titanic does fourteen years later. Many people believed that Robertson was 

clairvoyant (this is why it is important to read books before disaster strikes). 
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was (and to make him or her seem smarter, as well). The detective remained an outsider to the 

crime, to the people involved, or to the setting in which the events took place—and, inevitably, 

there were the usual suspects: red herrings, locked rooms, ciphers, puzzles, English country 

houses, devious and unexpected weapons, butlers who “did it,” the least-likely-suspect, plot 

twists, and a clear, clean-cut explanation to everything with no muss and no fuss—all cleaned up 

so tidily it was like there had never been a corpse on the floor to begin with. Say what one will of 

the attractions of each author—American or European—the genre had stagnated, and there was a 

need for a revitalized mode. 

But, perhaps, the reading market can be blamed for that. The profusion of detective 

fiction based on the classic model was undoubtedly what was being sought after and wished for, 

and so it was being written.22 The parameters changed, though, between the wars. The wars 

initiated a revival of the genre, perhaps because soldiers in the trenches were desperate for a 

return to cool reason and identifiable conclusions—a solution to everything dark and unpleasant. 

Symons also notes that the detective story could work around the social upheavals and disastrous 

conditions of war, such that these troubling world events “were ignored in almost all the detective 

stories of the Golden Age” (104); that is perhaps a bit naive, even for Symons, since a readership 

of (mostly) soldiers might have likely felt the glaring discrepancy between the straightforward 

scientific logic of Reeve’s Professor Craig Kennedy, or Futrelle’s Thinking Machine, and their 

everyday experience. In an age being decided by men with their feet on the ground, weapons in 

hand, keeping their heads down in the trenches and risking their own skin charging into no man’s 

land—by soldiers—the simple and easily moralized logic of professors, scientists, and amateur 

aristocratic sleuths in comfy armchairs no doubt failed to hold the authentic or familiar tang of the 

reality these men (and women) were experiencing. This revival thus divided detective fiction into 

two camps of style: what would later become called the Golden Age of English detective fiction, 

                                                      

22 Let there be detective fiction, and, lo… 
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and, of course, the American Hardboiled School. The 1920s and 1930s provided a fertile ground 

for the English murder mystery, which was frequently set in either rural backdrops or in English 

country houses. Raczkowski notes that “Golden Age mysteries usually take place in spaces that 

have not been traumatized by history—estates and villages and resorts where signs of 

continuity—vicars, butlers, maids; lawns, hedges, libraries; holiday rituals and social customs—

prevail” (11), and W.H. Auden expands on this by saying, “Nature should reflect its human 

inhabitants, i.e., it should be the Great Good Place; for the more Eden-like it is, the greater the 

contradiction of the murder… the corpse must shock not only because it is a corpse but also 

because, even for a corpse, it is shockingly out of place, as when a dog makes a mess on a 

drawing room carpet” (qtd. in P.D. James, 111). The characters, too, were usually aristocratic in 

demeanour or background, which granted them a carefree existence away from the direct impact 

of war. The Golden Age wanted to widen the gap between the innocent and the guilty, the good 

and the evil, the peaceful leisure of life and the horror of a corpse interrupting it. In that was the 

belief that a state of normalcy could be attained and maintained, that soldiers in difficult and 

dangerous situations could hope for a peaceful return home and a sense of personal order, as well 

as a sense that the blood and violence around them could be cleaned away and left behind.  

Golden Age stories fundamentally used the same devices and the same conventional set-

ups as those of their forefathers, but they were also intended to be more believable and more 

rounded out, introducing psychology as part of the detective’s method. We are in the territory of 

Agatha Christie (1890-1976), Dorothy Sayers (1893-1957), Freeman Wills Crofts (1879-1957), 

and Father Ronald A. Knox (1888-1957), amongst hundreds of others. The Golden Age writers 

recognized that they were working with a form, as established by Poe, and went to great lengths 

to preserve and enforce that form while still demanding original plots and conclusions. Knox 

compiled “Father Knox’s Decalogue: The Ten Rules of Detective Fiction” (1930) which included 

such rules as: “The criminal must be someone mentioned in the early part of the story, but must 
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not be anyone whose thoughts the reader has been allowed to follow,” and “No accident must 

ever help the detective, nor must he ever have an unaccountable intuition which proves to be 

right” (although, also “No Chinaman must figure in the story”23). As Maida and Spornick note in 

“The Puzzle Game” (1982), Christie’s work, and by extension that of her Golden Age 

contemporaries, is written as a “complex structure which offers the reader intrigue and 

intellectual stimulation,” or a “puzzle” (29). The mode relies on the idea that the detective story is 

a murder game (like Clue24) in which the “individual author creates puzzles bearing his or her 

own imprint, for the uniqueness of the puzzle derives from the way in which the author perceives 

and then manipulates each of the components” (30-31). Like with Poe, the Golden Age mode of 

detective fiction aims at a conversation between reader and author, as “[d]evotees of Christie tend 

to expect certain kinds of clues, just as they look forward to favored settings and recognizable 

characters. In fact, part of the allure of the game is the element of expectation” (34). Structurally, 

then, the rules to the game were of the utmost importance to the mode, just as Poe provided his 

readers with the necessary tools to read his detective fiction.  

While Dorothy Sayers is better known for her detective stories involving the foppish 

Lord Peter Wimsey (the archetype for the gentleman detective), who first appeared in Whose 

Body? (1923), she also compiled and edited two detective and mystery anthologies: The Omnibus 

of Crime (1929) and The Second Omnibus of Crime (1932). Her introduction to The Omnibus of 

Crime provides an outline of how the genre was to be written, read, and received, as well as the 

generic expectations. She focuses quite heavily on plot and how it is to be constructed as “a 

                                                      

23 While the racist overtones of this rule cannot be ignored, Knox’s concern here is not the representation 

(or exclusion) of racial groups, but rather structural elements and the avoidance of cliché. If anything, the 

rule points to a troubling overuse of Chinese characters and oriental culture as unexpected plot twists, or as 

the answer to complicated riddles. Knox believed that using “the mysteries of the orient” or an acrobatic 

Chinese perpetrator in a detective story was a sign of weak writing and weaker plotting.  
24 Clue was officially launched in 1949 as Cluedo in England, and as Clue in the United States. The game 

was originally designed by Anthony E. Pratt, of Birmingham England in 1944. It has since spawned 

numerous games and books, as well as the film Clue (1986), starring Tim Curry, Madeline Kahn, amongst 

others, as well as Lee Ving (the popular front man for the hardcore punk band Fear) as Mr. Boddy. 

Supposedly Ving was chosen for the role solely because his name sounded like “leaving,” as in “Mr. Boddy 

will be leaving/Lee Ving soon.” 
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suitable framework of interlocking parts” (3), but more fundamentally, for Sayers, is the “central 

idea” (3) that inspires the work. Sayers outlines what were thought to be ingenious methods of 

surprising the reader with the cleverness or the often devious manipulation of the law by the 

characters involved, or with the unexpected or uncanny positioning of the dead body to create a 

scene, such as the copper-plated silver statue of Maria Morano’s corpse in Sayers’ “The 

Abominable History of the Man with Copper Fingers” (1928). This central idea is the objective of 

the work, and it is bound up closely with how plot is put together, as well as how an author was to 

make their detective story unique and unanticipated. For Sayers’ work it was usually the manner 

of death: daggers made of ice, or a bubble of air injected into the blood, but she also notes 

Freeman Wills Crofts’ tendency to create clever alibis for his criminals that seem to prove his or 

her innocence, even if he or she is the obvious culprit. Thus, it became a matter of how the 

detective or the criminal came up against a specific framework of circumstances and outsmarted 

them—not necessarily how criminal and detective outsmarted each other. The Golden Age 

detective story was all about making use of plot—of circumstances that could be controlled both 

from within and without the story, by writer, criminal, and detective alike. Ingenious method and 

clever people—even if the incredible manipulation of circumstances to one’s advantage was, 

well, somewhat implausible. It provided an attractive exploration of how the human mind can 

adopt and adapt to the situations it finds itself in, and, as such, provided a fertile ground for 

detectives to utilize a knowledge of human psychology, as we see Poirot do in “The Tragedy at 

Marsdon Manor” (1924) when he uses a word association game to draw clues out of Captain 

Black. This, of course, is the Golden Age detective story’s strength, but its reliance on the central 

idea placed a lot of weight on the machinations behind the plot and very little on the people in the 

picture. Clever people come in all shapes and sizes in this mode, but they are always 

exceptionally clever people.  

 Another factor of the Golden Age story was its need for perfect resolution. Everything 
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had to be put neatly in the box and wrapped up in a bow. Van Dover notes that Christie, Sayers, 

and the rest of the Golden writers “promised the same result as did Harding: they would restore 

normalcy to a world disrupted by murder. And they always delivered” (11). Julian Symons 

equates this to a “fairy tale land… in which murder was committed over and over again without 

anybody getting hurt” (104). Certainly, the Golden Age story set out with the intention to not only 

intricately control plot and circumstance, but also to suggest a return to order after a chaotic mess 

disrupts the peace. The role of the detective was to logically put everything back in order by 

chronologically outlining what happened and explaining how murder most foul was possible—

and then allow everyone to get on with their lives. It was to some extent a promise of the 

detective story that the detective would deliver a reasonable and satisfying solution “in a 

reassuring world in which those who tried to disturb the established order were always discovered 

and punished” (Symons 18), so that the reader could then rest easy. This kind of murder mystery 

was, at its base, a fun romp where the reader could count on a sense of satisfaction and 

completion by the end. It provided “pleasurable excitement removed from the reality of their own 

lives” (Symons 14). In that sense, detective stories both suggested that murder and crime took 

place in a completely separate place and that the reading would provide an escape from the 

troubling frustration of reality. Christie once wrote, “I don’t like messy deaths. Anyway, I’m 

more interested in peaceful people who die in their own beds and no one knows why. I don’t like 

violence” (qtd. in Maida and Spornick, 29), eliminating the evidence of “bloody murder” and 

placing “greater emphasis… on the circumstances of the crime” (31). In their formulaic design 

and in their rejection of bloody violence, these stories are very much, as Symons suggests, like 

fairy tales in that there is a sense of a “happy ending” and a “once upon a time”—there is both a 

return to order by the end and a certain distancing for the reader who could participate in the 

solving of a murder without having to admit that it could be happening right next door.25 The 

                                                      

25 Sue Grafton’s female private eye, Kinsey Millhone, in A is for Alibi (1982) effectively notes that, 
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events could be enjoyed and then set aside. But we should keep in mind that fairy tales were not 

originally so neat and tidy, or even so whimsical and satisfying. They were bloody and terrifying. 

They were warnings that people did get hurt and sometimes for no good reason at all, and that 

there were consequences to actions, even if meaningless ones. We will come back to this, 

however. 

In the 1920s, detective fiction began to return to the hands of American writers. Dashiell 

Hammett published his first short story in 1922, but the Hardboiled School would not yet 

establish itself with such force for about four more years, and at that point it would come up 

against another style of American detective fiction. In 1926, S.S. Van Dine (the penname of 

Willard Huntington Wright), brought to life the amateur (but by no means modest) detective, 

Philo Vance. This American sleuth appeared in twelve novels, and was extremely popular; he was 

even a favourite with more than one U.S. president. Philo Vance brings to the stage a foppish 

demeanour, an extreme and baffling intelligence in all matters, a silly lilting accent, playful 

attitude, and the inclination to withhold information just for the fun of it, as well as a terribly 

immodest sense of superiority. He is the quintessential amateur but omniscient sleuth who knows 

better than his more official counterparts. The Benson Murder Case (1926), the first of the Vance 

novels, is an amusing read, if you can wade through all the philosophical, psychological, and 

aesthetic jargon Vance throws around, and Vance is certainly a “character”— however, he is not, 

strictly speaking, American.  

 Philo Vance is a curious blend of Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes and Sayers’ Lord Wimsey; 

he is both an “Americanized Sherlock Holmes” (Van Dover 8) and “Wimsey’s American cousin” 

(Symons 111) set loose on, importantly, real American streets. The books are supposedly written 

by S.S. Van Dine, Vance’s friend in the same way Dr. Watson writes the Holmes adventures, and 

                                                                                                                                                              

“Except for cases that clearly involve a homicidal maniac, the police like to believe murders are committed 

by those we know and love, and most of the time they’re right—a chilling thought when you sit down to 

dinner with a family of five. All those potential killers passing their plates.” 
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Vance’s attitude and aristocratic eggheaded-ness is reminiscent of Wimsey and other aristocratic 

English detectives. Still, Wright set a renewed precedent for the use of real crime in fiction. He 

presented a true American crime story in the guise of fiction—or, perhaps, a fiction under the 

guise of a true crime story—and gave readers the opportunity to not only attempt to get in close 

with the purpose of solving a crime, but to solve a crime they already knew very well from 

newspapers. Joseph Bowne Elwell was murdered in his house in New York on 11 June 1920 by a 

gunshot to the head. The case remains unsolved even today, but Wright, like Poe with Mary 

Rogers, took up the case and wrote The Benson Murder Case, in which Alvin H. Benson is 

murdered in his house in New York by a gunshot to the head. Like much popular crime—

particularly when it remains unsolved—the case exploded in the newspapers, and Wright, as Van 

Dover notes, “invited” his readers “to revisit a celebrated crime about which they knew every 

detail but the identity of the killer” (99).26 More importantly, “what the contingencies of real life 

could not provide, the conventions of the detective story [would] supply: there is a guarantee that 

the murderer of Alvin Benson will be identified, his motives exposed, his method explicated” 

(99). Not only did making use of a true crime story give the novel (and Vance) plausibility, but it 

also fed into a widespread need to find an answer to something horrific that had really happened. 

It was not mere fiction; it was not “just like crimes that might happen in New York;” it brought 

onto the pages of detective fiction “crimes that did happen in New York City” (Van Dover 99). 

Wright was developing and utilizing the role of the reader in detective fiction, aware that five 

years before, a widespread reading public had desperately been trying, in their kitchens and living 

rooms, to find a solution to this very murder. It was real to them, and they were, even if only 

peripherally, a part of it. Of course, to make it a work of fiction, Wright had to change the rules; 

                                                      

26 Bill James’ Popular Crime: Reflections on the Celebration of Violence (2012) is an inviting read about 

unsolved murders in America. Although James is not a professional in the field of crime (most of his books 

are actually about baseball), and frequently admits as much, the book provides a compelling and extensive 

array of popular crimes throughout American history. He also meticulously outlines his theories as to why 

the idea of crime has become, similar to baseball, an American pastime, as well as what it is, exactly, about 

these (often unsolved) crimes that so capture the popular imagination. 
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he had to alter the evidence and the people involved in order to a) make the plot work, and b) 

condense it all into a novel of feasible length. He also had to throw into the mix a detective who 

knew everything, and who could philosophize at the drop of a hat on any subject so long as it 

made him look smart. Philo Vance is a clever wit, but he is also an obnoxious twit who prompted 

American poet Ogden Nash to write, “Philo Vance / needs a kick in the pance” (qtd. in Van 

Dover, 7). He certainly does, but one should not let that get in the way of reading The Benson 

Murder Case with enjoyment.  

Wright’s work, though written by an American and with a realistic setting on American 

streets, falls more in line with the Golden Age detective story in that the Americanization of the 

setting and figure (basically, a transplantation) is no different from Sayers’ “central idea” as a 

unique contrivance of plot and circumstance. As Haycraft explains, “they were American in the 

narrow sense that their milieu and subject matter were American; yet in method and style they 

departed no whit from the well established English tradition” (159). Van Dover makes a 

distinction between the work of Van Dine and Earl Derr Biggers (1884-1933), writer of the 

Chinese-American Charlie Chan detective stories, and that of the Hardboiled School: “Van Dine 

(and Biggers) had tried to write an Americanized Sherlock Holmes, and had enjoyed notable 

success. Hammett had tried to write an American detective, and he changed everything” (8). The 

difference between Americanized detective fiction and American detectives is crucial. As noted, 

Wright transplanted the prior modes of detective fiction onto American soil in the same way that 

Poe relocated his crime scene to Paris, but Wright’s America is not Hammett’s America, and the 

extremes are so obvious that the idea of Hammett’s Continental Op, or Raoul Whitfield’s island 

detective Jo Gar, or Chandler’s Philip Marlowe on the scene of The Benson Murder Case with 

Vance, is absurd and laughable, since, as Van Dover remarks, these American detectives “might 

well have administered the needed kick” Nash requests (8). At the very least, they would have 

shot out a snappy wisecrack that would have put Vance in his place. Hammett, Chandler, and 
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their contemporaries in style knew this cerebral method of detection was unfeasible, and the fairy 

tale model “an absurdity” (19). Both in terms of the detective as central character and in the style, 

they swung the whole model 180 degrees. They knew that their reading market was made of the 

ordinary working class who wanted urban crimes on urban streets, solved with urban resolution 

and if not ingenuity, then gut instinct and a few thrown punches. If we are to call hardboiled 

detective fiction fairy tale-esque, it is only because they are as dark, gritty, and violent as the 

original Grimm tales.  

If English detective writers were perpetuating the “happy” or neatly resolved endings of 

such crime narratives, then American detective writers were beginning to scoff at them. While 

Wright and Biggers were “trying to take back American ownership of the standard model 

detective story” (Van Dover 4) in the 1920s, the Hardboiled School was still trying to find its 

feet, but when it did, it landed hard and started running. Again, it came down to plausibility. The 

ingenious murder of an English aristocrat in some old country house was all well and good, but 

the American working class reader had no definitive association with that; rather, even if they 

were crowded on the dark, dirty, dangerous streets of urban centres, they were more likely to 

identify with a completely different persona and commercialized genre: the Western (even Doyle 

turned to the American western in the first Holmes novel, A Study in Scarlet [1887]). The 

frontiersman turned vigilante of justice in the Wild West is just as much a part of the hardboiled 

genesis as the detective model or structure. In some ways, one genre was simply grafted over the 

other, but that in itself was inspired in its approach and execution. As David Geherin notes in The 

American Private Eye: The Image in Fiction (1985), “it was inevitable that the frontier hero 

would also soon become urbanized” (8). More importantly, though mostly an aspect of narrating 

perspective and character, it changed the milieu of the fiction to include the ordinary man who 

struggled for his everyday survival, and who, while wanting justice to even out the odds, also 

recognized that nothing in real life is so clean-cut and easily resolved. Life is messy, and crime is 
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messier, and though there could be decent endings to all the awful disruptions to the peaceful 

order (which is in itself more a fable), there are no perfect endings. No one quite escapes the 

ugliness, which, at its most unsettling, serves as the underlying truth that drives Chandler’s The 

Big Sleep (1939). Philip Marlowe is based partially in the idea of the Arthurian knight through his 

personal code,27 but his character is developed from the western cowboy and frontiersman in this 

awareness of the world. Westerns, like classic detective stories, were a popular genre of dime 

novels in America and they take as source material and for inspiration the American development 

of the West, predominantly the incongruity of a national government and law enforcement 

attempting to govern independent and often widely scattered settlements across the country. As 

America attempted to form itself into a connected and stable unity, geographically and 

ideologically, the issue of controlling and providing resources (as well as communication) for 

these widespread settlements became increasingly more apparent.28 These towns also became the 

ideal places for criminals on the run from the government to hide out, as well as gambling and 

prostitution. While the settling of the American West served to solidify the integrity of the Union, 

it was by no means an easy and clean process; it was the beginning of an America united, but it 

was an America definitively divided by its own distances. Putting aside the Mexican War in the 

1820s, the removal of the Native Americans from their land, including the Battle of Little 

Bighorn in 1876, and the brutal conditions surrounding the construction of the transcontinental 

railroad in the 1860s, the expansion in the west was a trial by survival for many settlers (the 

constant need for food, water, tools, shelter, protection), and the farther these settlements spread, 

the more lawless they became. Justice became an individual affair, decided by one’s own 

                                                      

27 The name “Marlowe” is actually meant to recall “Malory,” a reference to Sir Thomas Malory and Le 

Morte d’Arthur (1485).  
28 To quote the non-player character, Preston Garvey, from the 2015 video game Fallout 4, “Another 

settlement needs your help.”  
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conditions and code, in the absence of immediate and dependable civilized justice.29  

The rough-and-tumble gunslinger of the West is as much reality as he is myth, or rather, 

the myth is built from reality—for the good, the bad, and the ugly of history.30 Even today we 

know the names of the Wild Bunch Gang (Bill Doolin [1858-1896], Arkansas Tom Jones [1870-

1924], Butch Cassidy [1866-1908], the Sundance Kid [1867-1908]), of lawman Wyatt Earp 

(1848-1929) and his deputy Bat Masterson (1853-1921), Billy the Kid (1859-1881), and Jesse 

James of the Clement Gang (1847-1882). There are, too, the wild women gunslingers, including 

Annie Oakley (1860-1926) of Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show, known for her sharpshooting, 

Belle Starr the Bandit Queen (1848-1889), Calamity Jane (1852-1903), and Stagecoach Mary 

(1832-1914). These are only a handful of names, and many of them exist more as legends today, 

barely discernible from fiction. Lesser known names should not be overlooked, including ruthless 

outlaw William Longley (1851-1878), who is known for killing thirty-two people during his short 

twenty-seven year lifespan before being hanged, as well as many of the lawmen who served out 

justice during this period.31 I can briefly mention Pat Garrett (1850-1908), known for gunning 

down Billy the Kid after the outlaw escaped from prison; Garrett didn’t just hunt the Kid back 

down, he went to the outlaw’s home and waited in the dark for him to come home and shot him 

when he walked in; and John Barclay Armstrong (1850-1913), who hunted down the dangerous 

John Wesley Hardin (1953-1895) despite also recovering from a gunshot wound. When 

confronted with Hardin and his men on a train coach, Armstrong killed one, disarmed three, and 

                                                      

29 As Tim Roth’s character in Quentin Tarantino’s The Hateful Eight (2015) indicates, there is a vast 

difference, ideologically and materially, between a civilized sense of justice and ruthless frontier justice. 
30 The movie, The Good, The Bad, and The Ugly (1966), starring Clint Eastwood, is actually set during the 

American Civil War, in 1861-1865.  
31 The lives of each and every one of these historical figures provide a colourful perspective on an 

American time period too-easily gilded by the movie industry. I highly recommend reading more about the 

names listed here, as well as many others that could not be included. They are outlaws and lawmen, and 

tough customers that are lauded (and hated) for their strength, stubbornness, shooting skill, brutality, and 

questionable morals, and so paint a very different picture of the American West than just the sense of a 

progressive and stable nationhood. Their lives, like those of the pirates during the Golden Age of Piracy in 

the eighteenth century, though violent, were formed out of difficult and troubling conditions, and so, in 

part, out of necessity.  
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knocked Hardin himself unconscious. These figures, alongside the explorers and frontiersmen of 

early America, including John “Grizzly” Adams (1812-1860), who caught and trained grizzly 

bears, presented a dire contrast to the kind of characters appearing in European literature and 

newspapers; they were men and women who made their own justice under grim circumstances 

and looked after themselves and their own far outside of the expected moral compass. That this 

mindset of self-reliance and hard endurance transitioned to the urban streets of New York, Los 

Angeles, and Chicago is a reminder that it was deeply embedded in an idea of the American 

character and a sense of stability in the cohesion of the chaotic beginnings of nationhood; and, 

certainly, the western cowboy overlaps in history with the hardboiled tough or private detective. 

The Pinkerton Agency, for instance, was deeply involved in many of the manhunts for outlaws 

near the end of the nineteenth century, including Jesse James, the Reno Gang, and the Wild 

Bunch. 

Although a period characterized by exceptional violence, it is important to remember that 

this violence was routine and even mundane—at least if we are to compare the kind of crime that 

was occurring in the west (and, truthfully, on the urban streets, as outlaws became bootleggers 

and racketeers) to the kind of bloodless and contrived murder that was being written by Christie 

and her contemporaries. The new American style went about, as Van Dover suggests, “proving 

that ordinary people committing crimes for ordinary motives and by ordinary means in ordinary 

places could be as interesting (and perhaps a great deal more meaningful) as any over-thought 

homicide committed by a barrister with [a] Polynesian dagger in a locked room in a vicarage. The 

art of murder, as Chandler would write, might be simple” (18). Van Dover makes a fundamental 

point that an attention to the ordinariness of crime could render an act like murder, in fiction, 

more meaningful because it would be more familiar to the life of the everyday reader.32 In that 

                                                      

32 I am by no means attempting to downplay the insidiousness or grotesqueness of real crime. The terms 

“mundane” and “ordinary” are used here to indicate that crime and criminal activity more often than not 

occurs under everyday circumstances, not by clever criminals plotting clever acts of clever murder.  
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sense, a shift in desired approach was created; many readers no longer wanted a literature of 

escape where everything become readily resolved—they wanted a literature that did not try to 

play them for the fool, or the sap. They knew better.  

All of this came down to a matter of method, of course—a matter of method both in 

terms of how the detective figure detects and reasons, and of how the writer structures the story of 

detection. The European authors of detective fiction never really got outside of Poe’s Dupin 

model except for slight deviations as (undoubtedly) they felt out the market for what kind of 

sleuth would pique the most interest. Doyle got the right cohesion of elements to make the genre 

work. Most critics will tell you that it is the detection that really matters; even Gertrude Stein 

(1874-1946), an avid reader of the genre, cared mostly for the detection, and, of course, without 

it, there is nothing to distinguish the detective novel (what good is a detective figure who doesn’t 

detect anything?) from any other genre. Without a specific method, there is nothing to 

differentiate one detective story from another, either. From Dupin’s armchair detection or 

ratiocination, to the scientific method of Holmes, to Poirot’s grey cells, and Vance’s intellectual 

and psychological aestheticism, method is the key element, and compositionally, method is a 

matter of style. To truly revitalize the detective genre, American writers had to “shift[] the 

paradigm” (Van Dover 4), and that could only be done through style. The Golden Age writers 

missed the point of Poe’s fiction, or perhaps its essence. Where classic and Golden Age authors 

relied on plot and only plot, the Hardboiled School sought to flesh out their work with a style 

closer to that of Poe. Poe’s original detective fiction emphasizes not the plot or even 

compositional structure in itself, but rather its delivery. It is thus the experience of narrative that 

is important, with plot acting as a shaping principle. Poe created an invitation to explore readerly 

experience and engagement through the manipulation of narrative expectation. The Golden Age 

certainly expands on Poe’s puzzle game in the detective story, but, by following on the heels of 

the classic mode and by following the rules, it fails to be innovative about how that game might 
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be played. Poe’s detective stories certainly proposed a puzzle game with their audience, as well as 

a focus on how plot may be formed, but that was developed through an ongoing and ever-

dynamic conversation of narrative suspicion—learning to recognize Poe’s tells, when he is 

bluffing, when he overplays his hand, perhaps on purpose, how he tries to control the game. The 

Golden Age of literature gets nowhere near this level of innovation, and, in fact, is predicated on 

a reliable repetition and consistency of rules. We always know how to read or what to expect in 

an Agatha Christie story (although we can still be surprised, sometimes, by the resolution), but 

American hardboiled fiction, however, attempted what Poe had originally attempted—to change 

the rules and make the game of literature new. We perhaps know that we are reading Agatha 

Christie, an overt recognition of the author’s hand at work behind the narrative, but readers 

almost always trust her. The same cannot be said of Poe, or of Hammett, Chandler, and their 

hardboiled contemporaries. They do not always play by the rules of their own game.  

In 1920, H.L. Mencken and George Jean Nathan decided to take strategic action to 

financially stabilize their literary magazine, The Smart Set. They founded another magazine, 

Black Mask, with the specific purpose of hitting the lowbrow market and generating profit. Its 

purpose was to cater to the mass market of readership in order to rescue the more expensively-

printed and intellectually “clever” Smart Set. Black Mask, along with other contemporary 

magazines of its kind (such as Dime Detective, Phantom Detective, Detective Weekly, Flying 

Aces, Amazing Stories, Gun Molls, and Western Story Magazine) had the advantage (though some 

would say disadvantage) of being printed on cheap wood pulp paper rather than the glossy or 

slick high quality paper of the more highbrow publications—hence “the slicks” and “the pulps,” 

as they became known. Their real advantages, however, were that they were generally sold at ten 

cents a copy as opposed to twenty-five per copy, meaning that they were accessible to a much 

larger market (just as the dime novels were)—and they provided a diverse range of narrative 

possibilities without any so-called “literary” limitations or illusions. Black Mask did its job, too. 
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Mencken and Nathan made a “tidy profit” of $12, 250 from an initial investment of only $500 

after the first eight months (Nolan 20). At first, though, it was no different from any other 

detective story magazine using the same old models of style and following in the tracks of prior 

dime novels. In a sense, Black Mask started on the safe bet, a careful observation of market trends 

and preferences in regards to the publications which were the most financially successful at the 

time (or over time). This put it in direct competition with other pulp magazines, including 

longstanding publications that had already made their mark on the reading public. Black Mask 

started to pick up momentum, though, when editorial reins were given to George W. Sutton in 

1922.33 While he did not play a major role in the development of the hardboiled style or mode, 

Sutton is mentioned here because he did play a small part in being the editor to first accept the 

stories of writers like Carroll John Daly, Dashiell Hammett, and other soon-to-be hardboiled 

writers. What is important about Black Mask, of course, is that it is where the Hardboiled School 

first began to develop and where it ultimately flourished in the hands of editor Captain Joseph T. 

Shaw, otherwise known as Cap Shaw. Shaw accepted the job as the magazine’s editor-in-chief in 

1926, despite having no experience with detective fiction, and immediately saw in Hammett’s 

hard, lean, and economic style an opportunity to rethink the detective genre—and literature—

altogether. Shaw gave the whole magazine direction, and, of course, a motive. 

Hammett and Shaw are thus generally credited with the creation of the Hardboiled 

School of writing, but the first so-called “hardboiled” story came from another writer, Carroll 

John Daly. In 1922, Black Mask published Daly’s story, “The False Burton Combs,” featuring, 

rather than a detective or sleuth, per se, a man for hire who didn’t mind getting his hands dirty or 

putting a few lead holes in whoever got in his face, but the nameless protagonist was more than a 

tough guy, he was a tough guy who made sure justice was dealt out, even if it got messy—a 

strong contrast to Poe’s Dupin or Doyle’s Holmes who never failed to provide a legitimate and 

                                                      

33 Prior to this, the magazine’s initial editor was Florence Osborne (credited as F.M. Osborne), a female 

editor. After Sutton there was also editor Philip C. Cody. 
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clean solution (whether keeping the affairs private and discreet or ensuring the criminal was given 

his or her just due). This figure developed into Three-Gun Terry Mack who appears in a later 

story named for him, and then, ultimately, in 1923, into the infamous Race Williams. Race 

Williams first appears in “Knights of the Open Palm,” also published in Black Mask, where 

Williams heads out to the western burg of Clinton to round up some Ku Klux Klan members and 

smack some sense into them after a father asks him to get his son back from them. Calling in 

Williams as a gun for hire is a lot like taking dynamite to a fishing hole, however, and he tends 

(like Mack) to overstate his capability in a similar way as the classic detectives would overstate 

their superior intelligence. Daly’s work is littered with phrases such as, “I’m good with a gun, and 

in my line that’s near enough… I ain’t a lad what waits around all night for what is called an 

opening… I earn my money and act” (“Three Gun Terry” 61), and, “There was nothing gentle 

about me then—I’m a different man when it comes to business—that’s why I’m a success. I 

always play that the end justifies the means” (59), through which Williams and Mack confidently 

inform us how skilled a shot they are and where we can take our doubts about them.  

For the development of these characters, Daly undoubtedly took his cue from the figure 

of the frontiersman and the morally-dubious lawman of the west. The western hero is a 

quintessential American character, especially the rough-and-tumble outlaw turned lawman who, 

for better or worse, takes justice into his own hands. It was more than that, however. At the core 

of the figure of the frontiersman who endured the hard conditions of an America still in the 

process of laying ground and who survived despite drastic odds, is a sense of self-supported 

survival and self-reliance. Porter refers to this mindset as a “cult of self-reliance” that “began with 

the concept of self-defense” (171). It was a personal investment in one’s own integrity, principles, 

and continued existence, and an active participation in the concept and realization of justice, and, 

how, perhaps, a person may be “read their rights” or what those rights were when law and 

government could not always be relied on. Porter’s purpose is to point to how the presence and 
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use of guns, as well as how one was expected to be able to handle one, played a particular role 

from the Frontier to the urban alley in “establishing American nationhood” (171), and, while he is 

not wrong, that nationhood also points to an individuality of survival dependent on the person 

carrying the gun and what choices he or she makes with it. It is thus a national unity of identity 

founded on a mutually understood every-man-for-himself mentality. The hardboiled style picks 

up on this quiet reality, stylizing itself as part of an American identity, while also placing its 

private eyes in the position of having to defend themselves as lone agents. If having a gun and 

knowing how to use it with confident accuracy was a sign of American self-reliance as well as 

masculinity and manhood (an ability and authority to protect, defend, and serve out justice), then 

Daly’s Terry Mack and Race Williams are, without a doubt, American.34  

The inclusion of the frontier lawman in the genre of detective fiction enforced, as already 

suggested, a change in method, and thus in style. In shifting the narrating figure or protagonist, 

the approach had to change as well. Mack and Williams shoot first and ask questions later (if at 

all), and could never be bothered with criminals who think they are being clever by setting up 

complicated devices or alibis to commit murder. They certainly would not have been warmly 

invited into any English country house to put two and two together like Martin Hewitt or Lord 

Wimsey35. Since patience was out the window, the method of detection had to be more immediate 

and less cerebral, more active and less passive, more aggressive and less longwinded. Daly and 

the Hardboiled School began to experiment in a method of detection that relied heavily (although 

                                                      

34 While the majority of works I focus on in this project feature a male (and masculine) detective, and while 

the hardboiled style was written predominantly by men for a male readership (although, arguably for a 

female readership, too), there is no doubt that the same rules applied to women and female detectives in 

this genre. There are weak-willed and defenceless women throughout the pulps, but men are frequently 

exposed as weak, indecisive, dependent, and unassertive as well (Leslie Murdock in Chandler’s The High 

Window is an example, or Earnest Thompson who hires Race Williams in “Knights of the Open Palm” or 

Jerry Wheeler’s brother in Cornell Woolwich’s “Angel Face” [1937]), as much as women are often 

revealed to be devious, crafty, hard, and self-assertive (such as Norma Patten in George Harmon Coxe’s 

“Fall Guy” [1936]). Hence, while gender plays problematic roles in the genre (which are actually often 

revealed as performative), my intent here is to suggest not necessarily an American masculinity, but an 

American agency. 
35 Who is really as “whimsical” as his name would suggest. 
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not entirely) on what Knox deemed unacceptable in his ten rules of classic detective fiction: “an 

unaccountable intuition which proves to be right.” That is an over-simplification, of course. Gut 

instinct in a hardboiled private eye is typically rounded out by knowledge, experience, as well as 

an awareness of the most likely odds, and it is almost always well-supported by a loaded gun. 

Hammett’s Continental Op knows how to play people and information against one another to get 

a desired outcome; Sam Spade knows how to read between the lines of what people say; 

Chandler’s Marlowe has made a habit of watching people and making educated guesses; 

Whitfield’s Jo Gar anticipates his opponents based on what he himself would do in their place; 

Katherine Brocklebank’s female dick, Tex, is a savvy reader of people’s gestures and words, as 

well as a keen manipulator of her own identity, a devious weapon in her armoury of wit and 

physical capability. All of this comes down to a gamble of willpower, instinct, habit, everyday 

knowledge, and predictability—not scientific logic—to solve the crime, and then backing it all up 

with physical force and endurance, all the while (especially in Marlowe’s case) taking a few saps 

to the head.36 Geherin characterizes this as a necessary shift due to the broader “upheaval in 

society” by “a loss of confidence in reason as the solution to all man’s problems” (5), brought 

about by the wars and other social, political, and financial dilemmas on a large scale.37 The 

intelligence of man alone was not enough to combat and untangle the “rational but arbitrary and 

capricious” world (5). That awareness of the malicious caprice and, of course, randomness of 

events (as well as people) meant that an answer to the puzzle may not necessarily be 

satisfactory—it may not even be true or, more importantly, plausible. There was more to it than a 

mere puzzle, or a corpse on the rug for pure shock value. Detective methods had to account for 

                                                      

36 Like Tintin in Hergé’s The Adventures of Tintin (first published in 1929 in Belgium), Marlowe gets 

“sapped,” or hit over the head, so many times we should be concerned for the effects of such frequent 

concussions. 
37 “Man’s” problems, indeed, but the hardboiled method, while decidedly detached and unsentimental, 

provides a stark contrast to the cold and so typically-viewed masculine logicality of the classic or Golden 

Age modes. The hardboiled method of detection is one linked to (typically feminized) instinct, intuition, 

and feeling of a different, more primal kind.  
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this. In The Dain Curse (1929), Hammett’s Op characterizes his work and ultimately his method 

to “Tad’s blind man in a dark room hunting for a black hat that wasn’t there” (268). Geherin 

identifies this as the “confusion” of the private eye (5), but it can also be method, one full of an 

awareness that the detective must feel around for clues and explanations of things that are not 

really there, or not necessarily true. Even if you touch every corner and inch of space—bump 

your knees and stub your toes—you may never be certain if the hat is there or not. It is an 

epistemological, or even existential, question about the objective world. A real sense of 

plausibility in the murder puzzle in hardboiled fiction required a certain acknowledgement that 

there are a lot of dark spaces that cannot be accounted for at all. There is really only what you can 

touch. 

But Hammett’s work tells us that while Daly created men like Mack and Williams for 

fictional purposes (Daly himself was not like his characters in demeanour or behaviour), the idea 

of the self-reliant, self-asserted, and just American man could be found in real men (or real men 

wished to see themselves in this way38). Hammett’s stories and his detectives are based on fact 

and on real experience—Hammett’s own personal experience, and that of colleagues in the 

Pinkerton service. The figure of the hardboiled private eye has been imitated and parodied to 

absurdity in our current popular imagination, so it is easy to forget (as it is with the Wild West 

and pirates) that they had their source in factual history. Chandler, too, realized that genres can 

seem less authentic or realistic over time, noting, “Fiction in any form has always intended to be 

realistic. Old-fashioned novels which now seem stilted and artificial to the point of burlesque did 

not appear that way to the people who first read them” (“The Simple Art of Murder 208).39 As 

with Hammett’s Op and Sam Spade, many hardboiled characters were based on real detectives, 

                                                      

38 And maybe women wanted to see men in this way. 
39 Keeping in mind, of course, that “The Simple Art of Murder” is aimed at demonstrating how implausible 

the classic and Golden Age modes of detective fiction were, bumping the hardboiled style up closer into the 

realm of Literature. 



 

84 

 

cops, and private investigators.40 Some real American (hardboiled) detectives include William J. 

Flynn (1867-1928) who served as director of the Bureau of Investigation for three years and who 

came directly face-to-face with counterfeiters in the American mafia, in particular Giuseppe 

Morello; Johnny Broderick (1896-1966), a New York City detective often called “Broadway 

Johnny” with the reputation for assaulting gangsters and suspects, as well as for facing two 

heavily armed prisoners in the Manhattan Detention Complex (“The Tombs”) during a prison 

break41; Izzy Einstein (1880-1938) and Moe Smith (1887-1960), who were part of the Prohibition 

Unit, and who, despite being well-known for their skills in disguising themselves (and Izzy’s last 

name), were definitely hardboiled in demeanour and method; and, even, the Los Angeles private 

eye upon whom both Sam Spade and Philip Marlowe are supposedly based, Samuel B. Marlowe, 

Tinseltown’s first licensed black private detective. If the gangsters and punks that overrun the 

genre’s pages were based on real gangsters and real crime, then we must not forget that the 

detectives and agents who came up against them were real, too, and had to carry a similar (if not 

the same) kind of mentality to the realities of crime and policing. 

Like much cultural slang, the term “hard-boiled” emerged from several resonances, its 

use as a descriptor for a detached lack of sentimentality or realistic pragmatism arising in the 

1830s. That being said, as common slang in this connotation, the word does not take on its full 

weight until the 1920s.42 According to Peter Tamony, American folk-etymologist, the word was 

                                                      

40 Actor Bruce Willis, who plays the rather more modern hardboiled cop, John McClane, in the Die Hard 

series, actually worked as a private investigator himself for a few years before taking up acting.  
41 In fact, Broderick’s reputation for toughness got him another gig working as heavyweight boxing 

champion Jack Dempsey’s bodyguard.  
42 Words are shifty things, if we think of slang usage, taking on new and even contradictory meanings over 

time. We tend to agree that words are a fixed language of communication, or even that words are objects, 

but while communication depends on some mutual agreement on the definitions and connotations of words, 

the hardboiled style in particular (and our own modern slang) highlights that words are shadowy in 

meaning and application. Part of compelling writing is, of course, a writer’s ability to shift our 

understanding of a word within a certain context to create new meanings, images, and emotions. Certainly, 

that is something we credit Shakespeare with, so why not Hammett? We drop words like lose change and 

pick up new ones just as readily. No one says “dismurderized” anymore, but “twerk” is common enough 

now. In fact, one of my favourite comments about the English language, and which applies here, comes 

from the Usenet personality James Nicoll: “The problem with defending the purity of the English language 
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popularized by the cartoonist T.A. Dorgan (TAD as he signed his work) (“Origin of ‘Hard-

Boiled’” 259).43 As expected, the word takes its cue from the “hardboiled egg,” an egg that has 

been boiled until the yolk is solid—that is, until the entire egg is cooked through and made solid 

(although not just hard). In becoming applied to a person or personality, no doubt the jump was 

made easily enough by an earlier slang of referring to people as good or bad “eggs,” which had 

been in use for at least a century before (OED). To refer to someone as an “egg,” especially a bad 

egg, in some ways suggested that a person had an outer shell, a promise of being a good egg, but 

when cracked open or known more intimately, turns out to be rotten, bad, or unpleasant on the 

inside—a division of the interior and exterior of the egg (OED). In that regard, to refer to 

someone as “hard-boiled” indicated a thorough solidness, from shell to yolk, in their integrity and 

demeanour, which also suggests a match between interior identity and exterior presentation. 

Tamony also points to a conundrum in The Witmark Amateur Minstrel Guide & Burnt Cork 

Encyclopedia printed in 1899:  

‘What’s the hardest thing to beat?’ 

‘A hard boiled egg.’ (qtd. in Tamony, “Origin of ‘Hard-Boiled’ 261).  

Like with the wisecrack the hardboiled style is known for, the conundrum here serves as a case in 

point for the etymological connotation of the word as it is applied to our hardboiled dicks. A 

cooked-through egg is hard to beat, literally, but a hardboiled character is difficult to confront and 

break down.44 “Hard-boiled,” however, had other uses around the turn of the century, including 

                                                                                                                                                              

is that English is about as pure as a cribhouse whore. We don’t just borrow words; on occasion, English has 

pursued other languages down alleyways to beat them unconscious and riffle their pockets for new 

vocabulary.” For other fun, look into the Canting Dictionary of 1736, a dictionary of the language of 

thieves and bandits. 
43 Of course, Hammett was a reader of TAD’s work, or so many assume, hailing to Hammett’s comment in 

The Dain Curse of the Op: “I thought of Tad’s blind man in a dark room hunting for a black hat that wasn’t 

there, and knew how he felt” (268). There is some debate over which cartoon Hammett refers to, but the 

image in itself (of a comic) is quite amusing. 
44 Tamony has also written on the term “Egghead,” which provides an appropriate comparison of the 

hardboiled detective to the scientific or cerebral detective, frequently called an egghead (Lord Peter 

Wimsey is undoubtedly an egghead). Tamony suggests that the word originates from a response to John 

Alsop’s use of the word in an article by his brother Stewart Alsop in the Saturday Evening Post, where 
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referring to a starched shirt or collar or even hat that would first need to be boiled in water (as far 

as the OED suggests, a chiefly American usage) before it could be cleaned (dress shirts, or boiled 

front shirts, amongst other articles of clothing were often laundered with starch to keep them stiff 

and firm). This allusion suggests the same kind of connotation as above, except that it comes with 

a secondary connotation that the hardness of the clothing and its hard-boiledness undergoes a 

process of cleansing and renewal of its solidness. “Hardboiled,” as a term for a demeanour, 

became widely used, and, as Tamony indicates, widely accepted across America at an astonishing 

rate (TAD supposedly first used the term in 1915) developing its hold on the American language 

in only two years (261), but Tamony also points out that TAD was aware that “the phrase was 

thirty years old when he first used it” (261). The word functions as a deliberate and effective 

moniker of the style of this mode of the detective genre (of course, the genre is also based in the 

term and its origins itself), but its origins hint at how such a character must be created and 

established; it must be fully cooked and solid and hard to beat, but it also aims at an honesty of 

interior and exterior, a solid integrity. 

Like Wright, Hammett takes his cue from Poe’s marriage of fact and fiction to render 

plausibility in his stories. However, Hammett gave his protagonists a slight change of degree in 

that, unlike Williams and Terry Mack, they are not in it for a personal taste of vigilante 

violence—nor are they in it to prove anything. Rather, for Hammett’s private dicks, it’s a job, and 

a job that they like to do for the simple reason that they are good at it. The Continental Op, in 

“The Gutting of Couffignal” (1925), makes this explicit when he explains to the Russian princess 

why he won’t turn a blind eye to her involvement in the attack on Couffignal: “Now I pass up 

about twenty-five or thirty thousand of honest gain because I like being a detective, like the work. 

And liking work makes you want to do it as well as you can. Otherwise there’d be no sense to it. 

                                                                                                                                                              

John Alsop explains that “the word sprang unbidden into his mind, with the mental image of a thin outer 

shell with mushy white stuff underneath.” Alsop was referring directly to so-called “intellectuals,” and no 

doubt the contrast to “hardboiled” is quite clear. 
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That’s the fix I’m in. I don’t know anything else, don’t enjoy anything else, don’t want to know 

or enjoy anything else” (479). It would have been easy for the ordinary man, working to make a 

living, to relate to and identify with Hammett’s Op or Chandler’s Marlowe, because they were 

frustrated men trying to get through the day, coming up against difficult situations and people so 

that they could make ends meet.45 Detective work is a job—it is work, work necessary to get by 

on, even if the pay is meagre and the benefits non-existent—and, especially for Philip Marlowe, 

nothing is worth risking the principles of the job.46 Independent men and women who had been, 

for a long time, relying on their skills and ability to endure could understand that better than the 

aristocratic sleuth who lounged around solving crimes from the breakfast table. No doubt they 

appreciated the honesty of it. 

At the same time, the Hardboiled School set a new precedent for the prevalence of 

violence in the detective genre. In other iterations of the detective model and structure, violence 

was relegated to the criminal, and, at the odd time, the detective when coming up against that 

criminal. In a hardboiled story, it starts with violence and then begins to escalate. There is 

frequently more than one victim and a trail of bodies is never hard to find. Marlowe is often 

“knee-deep in dead men” (The High Window 615), and Hammett’s work is an explosion of 

violence. If Red Harvest (1929) is not bloody enough (as its name should suggest) in the Op’s 

clean-up of the corrupt Poisonville, then we need only turn to Hammett’s short stories, “The Big 

Knockover” (1927) and the aptly-named “Bodies Piled Up” (1923). In the former, gangsters pool 

their resources to take out a couple of banks and then start getting picked off by the man who 

                                                      

45 No comfy armchairs for the hardboiled detective. In fact, they rarely get to sit down for any long period 

of time. 
46 Hammett goes that extra step in establishing an adherence to the detective’s agency in both The Maltese 

Falcon and “The Gutting of Couffignal,” to the point of suggesting that manhood and masculinity has 

nothing to do with it. The Op tells the princess in “The Gutting,” “You think I’m a man and you’re a 

woman. That’s wrong. I’m a manhunter and you’re something that has been running in front of me. There’s 

nothing human about it. You might just as well expect a hound to play tiddly-winks with the fox he’s 

caught” (450); and in The Maltese Falcon, Spade tells Brigid, “I’m a detective and expecting me to run 

criminals down and then let them go free is like asking a dog to catch a rabbit and let it go. It can be done, 

all right, and sometimes it is done, but it’s not the natural thing” (222). 
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masterminded the scheme, and in the latter, the Continental Op opens a hotel clothespress only to 

have three corpses fall out one-by-one. Like three bodies spilling out on top of us, the violence 

and body count seems excessive, and, even, absurd, but as Geherin notes, “Hammett and 

Chandler were depicting and exploring the great social upheavals of the 1920s—lawlessness, 

prohibition, corruption, the power and violence of notorious gangsters who were close to 

becoming folk heroes, the cycle of boom and depression” (73). The violence, as part of the 

fiction, seems extreme, but it is not far off the mark. The extraordinary, we must remember, is 

actually quite ordinary for those living in it, and through it. Murder was happening right next 

door, or just down the street. The newspapers, too, sensationalized it, spread crime across the 

country as a national amusement. Gangsters and urban desperadoes have taken on a fictionalized 

tang, but hardboiled fiction, in its time, was a reminder that the man you passed at the fair, or on 

the boulevard, or on the boardwalk could very well have gunned someone down only moments 

before. It is the era of gangsters and bank robbers: Dillinger, Al Capone, Pretty Boy Floyd, Lucky 

Luciano, and other notorious and infamous names that were, as Geherin says, becoming folk 

heroes, and who, now, are revived in film and TV over and over. For hardboiled fiction, violence 

was part of the plausibility and believability of the genre—where murder happens over and over 

and people really were getting hurt—and a detective protagonist who was “inured to this world” 

(Geherin 73) was a necessity. A detective who could get involved, take the reins, and then walk 

away in one piece, both psychologically and physically, was expected. For Doyle and his 

readership, there was a draw of hopeful security in the belief that Sherlock Holmes was, perhaps, 

a real person on the streets of London, putting criminals in their place; for hardboiled readers, 

there was the expectation that their detective knew the game—knew what was really going on—

just as they knew that it did not take much to turn an ordinary man into a desperate criminal. They 

wanted to be able to rely on the private eye not because he or she was exceptionally clever, but 

because he or she would get the job done—because he or she could also be the man or woman 
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you passed on the street.  

If we hearken back to Poe and Dupin, we will remember Dupin’s dismissal of the 

Parisian police’s “acumen” as being “ill-adapted to the objects proposed” (“Murders in the Rue 

Morgue” 126). The hardboiled style, in the same way, dismisses the classic scientific rationality 

and the Golden Age adherence to plot over character as ill-adapted to the work proposed, 

inadequate to the appropriate investigation of dead bodies. The Hardboiled School turned instead 

to objective realism, of which there are three key elements: 1) an attempted “honest” equation of 

word and object, or, as Bill Brown suggests, an equation of the idea of an object and the actual 

object, where the style describes and represents the world as it ‘is’; 2) realistic and plausible 

circumstances and people; and 3) an emotional disengagement that, for detective fiction, allowed 

the private eye to get involved in deadly circumstances without becoming personally invested in 

them—that is, a detective’s ability to participate in the sordidness of the crimes he investigates 

and survive with his own codes, principles, identity, and integrity as an agent intact—while also 

showcasing just how difficult and insurmountable a task that is. As Nolan describes, the Black 

Mask boys wrote it “as it happened” (13), using a style not unlike that of on-the-scene reporters 

describing the actions and circumstances they saw and encountered. The realism was both a 

matter of the material and the style, flavoured by liquor, ladies, and lugers, but more important 

was the ugliness, pettiness, and meaningless brutality of real crime, and an intention to not, as it 

were, cover it up in “cute” contrivances or “spongy” literary language (Brandon 707). Certainly, 

the hardboiled style is ordered to convention in its own way, a careful demarcation of language, 

idiom, and intent, but its honesty in its delivery aimed at doing away with literary pretense and 

naivety regarding the real and sometimes devastating impact of crime, death, and scandal. English 

detectives invariably find a corpse that is more like a prop than a person on the dining room rug, 

but the Hardboiled School, while not digressing into the blood and mess in gruesome detail (that 

would be against the style), demonstrates that the murdered body of detective fiction is a real 
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thing encountered on the streets, in back rooms and warehouses, in our homes and in our chairs. 

As P.D. James notes, “the modern reader of crime fiction is not spared these realities” (94). 

The Hardboiled School, with its attention to a sense of (American) character, realistic 

plots and motives, and the power of the simplicity of language, thus “established new standards 

for realism in the genre” (Haycraft 171). Vigorous and virile are only two of the usual suspects 

when it comes to describing the hardboiled style. Others include: sharp, frugal, lean, sparse, 

mean, tough, unsentimental, detached, dynamic, gritty, vivid, violent, dark, cynical, and, of 

course, hard. All of these catch words aim at a style, and moreover, a form that was highly and 

strictly developed. In that sense, the style reflected the content—the word was, at least 

superficially, equivalent to the object it signified. Porter identifies this prerequisite of the 

hardboiled style in Hammett’s work, stating: 

The inference to be drawn from such a description is that there is a simple, direct 

equivalence between words and the things they denote….The stylistic message of 

such a passage is the recognizably American one that the world may be disclosed 

through the word, if the word divests itself of conventional literary associations 

and makes itself plain again in order to record no more than the senses perceive. 

(166). 

The relationship between signifier and signified was boiled down into something hard and 

tangible so that the reader could, in some sense, feel it and perceive it. William Brandon, in 

reflecting back on his writing career in connection to Joseph Shaw, stressed that the editor felt 

that “you didn’t need to hear strong words to get their effect—the manner, the scared and angry 

eyes, the wild braking, the shrieking tires, all spoke more clearly than words” (708). In a nutshell, 

words generate an image of what they signify and that image is “real”—or, at the very least, it is 

honest and concrete. Hence, “hard” and “sparse” or “tough” and “lean” was meant to describe not 

only the style but what the style purported to realize, or make real, in its particular literary 
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branding—the material world it was taking place in. It is a “hard” style for a “hard” world (in 

both uses of the word), while also being a tangible representation of how we perceive the world 

around us. There is always to be a distance between an object and the word used to name it, but 

the Hardboiled School provides a generic attempt to bridge that gap—a language and a style that 

we can feel under our feet. It represents that which we can touch and know, and that knowing 

predicates the process by which an individual’s agency, self-reliance, and identity as a fully 

fleshed human being may be seen as stable and whole.  

The Hardboiled School also had to be inventive. It is known for its witty and suggestive 

tendency to make use of slang or plays on words to create a clever linguistic colouring to the 

style. American slang of the period (certainly of all periods) shows how words and language are 

curved or carved with new meaning. Tamony, of course, notes that “words must be born, and 

vegetate, and perhaps die” (“Origins of ‘Hard-boiled’” 259), and slang is created from specific 

cultural and social circumstances, “its origin ascribed to a contemporary, or present 

circumstances” (259), that allows for a creative tooling of language, but more importantly 

requires new twists and turns of language to be “illustrative” (259). Running alongside the 

hardboiled style is the work of Damon Runyon (1880-1946), the origins of a new word in itself—

“Runyonesque,” a style “characterized by plot or language suggestive of gangsters or the New 

York underworld” (OED).47 Runyon is known for a series of articles and stories written about 

New York and the Broadway scene, but his style is credited with colourful slang, monikers (“The 

Seldom Seen Kid” or “Harry the Horse,” for instance), and humorous and sentimental dialogue of 

gangsters and gamblers. While Runyon’s plotting falls more in line with the Golden Age style of 

structure—in being highly-wrought—his use of an American vernacular (and his own deviations 

from it) and local idiom (New York, in specific) is an accomplice to the hardboiled style of 

detective fiction. This creative engineering of language is the element of the style that, in parody, 

                                                      

47 Runyon is perhaps best remembered for his book Guys and Dolls (1931), on which the 1955 play is 

based. 
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gets most blown out of proportion. However, not only is there a certain flavour created when, in 

The Maltese Falcon, Spade accuses the police of “cracking foxy” at him (23), instead of saying 

that they are trying to be clever with him, but the choice on Hammett’s part also allows for an 

intensification of the intent behind the words. It also suggests a hyper-awareness of how, why, 

and what words mean. “Cracking foxy” brings into play several connotative implications about 

what Spade means when he says it, and how he is saying or not saying it, eliminating the need to 

waste narrative space on Spade’s interior reflection. Amongst these is the indication that Dundy 

and Polhaus are attempting to trick him (“foxy”), and being sly about it (“cracking”), but 

“cracking” also suggests that their friendly demeanour during this interrogation is a poor 

facade—Spade can see through their act—and that their cleverness does not compare to Spade’s. 

It suggests, too, a suddenness that Spade does not appreciate as Dundy and Polhaus barge into his 

apartment like foxes trying to drag out their prey, which Spade will not allow. In two words, 

Spade manages to tell the police many things, and those two words, also, give the reader insight 

into Spade as a character. This play of language was about more than making the reading fun or 

humorous; it was also about getting the full idea across without saying more than what was 

necessary. The words presented had to work twice as hard to paint a picture or image, without 

seeming to.  

No hardboiled author crafted a set a rules in the same way as Dorothy Sayers, Father 

Knox, and S.S. Van Dine created rules for the more classic detective story. Hammett and 

Chandler were both asked to explicate their method, and while Chandler wrote instructive letters 

as well as “The Simple Art of Murder,” and Hammett wrote two short articles, “Suggestions to 

Detective Story Writers” (1930) and “Memoirs of a Private Detective” (1923), the only rule both 

writers insisted upon was that detective writers keep the material realistic, and, above all, that 

they got their facts straight. “Suggestions to Detective Story Writers” is merely a list of things 

Hammett thought writers should know, such as “(2) The Colt’s .45 automatic has no chambers. 
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The cartridges are put in a magazine,” or “(6) When you are knocked unconscious you do not feel 

the blow that does it,” or “(10) It is impossible to see anything by the flash of an ordinary gun, 

though it is easy to imagine you have seen things,” or “(19) A trained detective shadowing a 

subject does not ordinarily leap from doorway to doorway and does not hide behind trees or 

poles. He knows no harm is done if the subject sees him now and then” (914-915). Essentially, 

Hammett requests that writers do their research, and Chandler, similarly, was adamant that “[t]he 

mystery story must be technically sound about methods of murder and detection” (“Raymond 

Chandler Speaking” 63). This recognition of realistic detection also pointed to a realistic 

recognition of crime and how crime happened. Hammett had on-the-ground experience as a 

private investigator and brought that experience onto the page, but the Hardboiled School overall 

tried to do away with the overly complicated puzzles of pre-meditated murder committed with 

“hand-wrought dueling pistols, curare, and tropical fish” (Chandler, “Simple Art” 4), and 

substituted, instead, very real American guns in the hands of people who might pull the trigger 

with unexpected provocation. Chandler, ever professing his frustration with classic detective 

modes, writes that “[t]he boys with their feet on the desks know that the easiest murder case in 

the world to break is the one somebody tried to get very cute with; the one that really bothers 

them is the murder somebody thought of only two minutes before he pulled it off” (4). Certainly 

the hardboiled boys, both on and off the page, had no time for “cute” murders, and often mocked 

the concept in their work.48 The objective realism and the reality that the Hardboiled School tried 

to represent on the pages of the pulps was one in which sometimes people got shot for trifles by 

people they didn’t know, and sometimes they got shot for being in the wrong place at the wrong 

time—and sometimes people got shot because they put themselves in the way of the bullet.  

The Hardboiled School thus thought to play more fairly with the reader by emphasizing 

the unfairness of reality. The detective was not a scientist, or a walking encyclopedia of tobacco 

                                                      

48 Hammett especially hated the idea of a gentleman crook and wrote a short story wherein a real rough-

neck tries to go gentleman crook and lands himself in jail as a result. “Itchy” (1924). 
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types or psychological developments, nor was he an egghead or an aristocratic ponce playing 

around in the garden of murder; he was a regular man who spoke like regular men using simple 

language, intuition, and experience to get a job done. In being open about what kind of readers 

are likely to read the genre, hardboiled authors anticipated their expectations, frustrations, and 

suspicions, manipulating these into a style of delivery for plot and narrative—while also putting 

back into perspective the serious humour and humorous seriousness of crime and resolution. In 

that regard, the mode mirrors Poe’s original intent with the genre, to make something new, but 

also to challenge the reader to think and anticipate, to engage and question, and to learn when to 

accept and when to be suspicious. The style was therefore characterized by a wry and often 

sarcastic humour, one that typically fell into mockery and slander of stereotypes or political, 

religious, cultural, or racial prejudices and preconceptions of the time—and the humour was 

almost always tongue-in-cheek in the same way that the classic English detective story was 

almost always cloak-and-dagger in its presentation of circumstances. The detached cynicism of 

the burned-out dick allowed for a wise guy mentality as well as a developed consciousness of a 

world that was both serious and absurd in its seriousness, both ugly and funny in its ugliness. The 

Hardboiled School thus returned to Poe’s work for its insidious humour and sense of the macabre 

and grotesque—the dual nature of the mischievous imp and melancholic brooder. Hammett is 

skillful at hiding his characters’ melancholy, despair, and fear as a kind of monster in the closet 

they choose not to look at or admit to (but which a good reader will still sense and feel as a chill 

up the spine), whereas Chandler, perhaps, is a keener imitator of Poe, as Marlowe is playful in his 

wisecracks but reflective and disillusioned about his own existential and moral conflicts. That 

binding of the serious (and bloody) and the humorous comes through not only in the detectives’ 

demeanours, but also in the narrative styling and composition of the authors at work behind the 

scene with their pulleys and levers and manipulative tricks of craft in language, grammar, and 

structure. Poe’s attention to the mysterious and macabre thus makes a revival, the grotesque 
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brutality of the murders of “The Murders in the Rue Morgue”—of the kind of violence that can 

be done to the human body (and mental state)—are brought back to the surface, only now that 

brutality and that ugliness is less a mystery and committed not by an orangutan, but by human 

beings. The mystery, perhaps, is in the question of why such crimes are continuously repeated 

and how the hardboiled private eye continues to endure the work of investigation over and over. 

It elucidates a return to bare facts in the same way Dupin challenges methods of observation, both 

general and specific, but the Hardboiled School, altogether, poses a different challenge. Dupin, 

for all of Poe’s mischievous stylings, was still a man of ratiocination and logic, observation and 

inference, leading to resolution, insofar as Dupin promises a solution within the boundaries of 

reason. Hammett and Chandler’s detectives promise nothing, and the challenge for the reader of 

the hardboiled detective story is ultimately the absence of stable meaning in a chaotic world or 

narrative of action. Like the detectives that focalize these stories, the reader too is faced with a 

moral or epistemological question of how to respond or react to the objects and intentions put in 

front of them. They are asked to make a choice about what the narrative means. 

Raymond Chandler’s first story, “Blackmailers Don’t Shoot,” was published in Black 

Mask in 1933. By that time Hammett and Shaw had defined the genre, and though Chandler came 

late to the game with a classical education, he brought to the table a legitimization of the genre. 

Through Chandler’s determined efforts to philosophize on the composition of the Hardboiled 

School by praising Hammett for his contributions, and by qualifying the efforts of Shaw to create 

a revitalized genre of detective fiction, the new American style became solidified. Chandler wrote 

what are now seminal texts on what the detective genre is in the hands of new American writers, 

including what is frequently quoted here and everywhere, “The Simple Art of Murder” (1950). 

Hammett and Chandler are not only the two most crucial writers of the genre, and perhaps the 

most talented, but they are also appropriate bookends of its genesis, and for those reasons their 

work is the main focus of this project, but there are, of course, many other hardboiled authors that 
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came after (Mickey Spillane, Elmore Leonard), and many that came between or during Hammett 

and Chandler’s careers that helped to not only create but define what we now know as the 

American Hardboiled School, and whom I intend to engage with as well. The names are endless, 

and many have fallen into obscurity; some only the devotees of the genre know and credit: Raoul 

Whitfield (also Ramon Decolta) (1896-1945), best known for his Jo Gar stories; Frederick Nebel 

(1903-1966); Paul Cain (1902-1966); George Harmon Coxe (1901-1984), creator of Flash Casey; 

Wyatt Blassingame (1909-1985); Talmadge Powell (1920-2000); Stewart Sterling (1895-1976); 

Cornell Woolrich (1903-1968); Erle Stanley Gardner (1889-1970), best known for the Perry 

Mason stories; Thomas Walsh (1908-1984), and Katherine Brocklebank (of whom, like many 

female writers of the hardboiled style [most of which wrote under male pseudonyms or their 

initials], very little is known). These are only the tip of a pulp magazine iceberg, but these writers, 

like their detectives, knew the game and knew how to play with the expectations of the genre they 

were working with in reacting to the classic and Golden Age modes. Eventually, however, Black 

Mask fell into decline, like all the other pulp magazines in the 1950s, and then stopped 

publication in 1951, due to the loss of its main writers, to cost, and to the emergence of other 

forms of entertainment in the 1940s, but it is and remains a foundational publication, as well as 

the heart of the hardboiled story itself.  

 Willard Wright (Van Dine) did not take detective fiction as “serious” literature. He 

wanted to be considered a highbrow writer (indeed, he later wrote a novel entitled I Used to be 

Highbrow But Look at Me Now [1929]). Certainly Doyle had similar doubts and considerations 

when he killed off Holmes the first time and moved on to write more classical works like The 

Great Boer War (1900). This admission was a mistake, however—a false confession, if you 

will—and one that the Hardboiled School endeavoured to overcome. I am not in any way 

suggesting that Hammett or Chandler or Nebel or Walsh had any illusion that the detective genre 

would be considered “highbrow” and “serious” Literature, but under the guidance of an editor 
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like Cap Shaw, who saw an opportunity to make something of the genre, they took it seriously as 

good literature and did not dismiss its possibilities or its importance simply because it was a 

highly commercialized genre aimed at a “lowbrow” audience. The word “pulp” was vulgar to 

Joseph Shaw, and he never referred to Black Mask or its stories as such. He thought it cheapened 

the true value of the magazine and its writers (as well as its readers). For Shaw, it was necessary 

that the publication be taken seriously by readers, critics, writers, and editors alike. They were 

crafting a style, and he wanted it to be recognized for its significance. It was (and still is) 

deliberately ground-breaking.  

I have endeavoured to dig up the past of this genre so that it may be considered again 

under fresher critical lenses. Like many of the types of characters that the genre represents and 

made (in)famous, the hardboiled detective story has become as much incredible myth or legend 

as literary fact, buried so deeply in our popular imagination that we take for granted what was so 

refreshing and crucial about its development formally, culturally, and idiomatically—its life. My 

project’s concern, of course, is the body in and of hardboiled literature, but to fully apprehend the 

corpse as narrative object we must first exhume the coffin we have placed the genre in, just as we 

must question the thingness of the corpse within the contexts of this devious and compelling 

genre.49 If we are to understand how our detectives read the bare object, the bare facts, the lifeless 

corpse, then we must return to the bare bones of the genre itself—to its motives and methods in 

representing the world as the writers of the Hardboiled School lived in it.

                                                      

49 But, like with the narrative object, direct perception engenders only a distance and full apprehension is 

lost. There is more that could be said of the historical milieu, cultural climate, and social developments of 

this short period, as well as much more about the publishing industry in itself, and admittedly I have 

glossed or skimmed the surface of some global and national events for the sake of concision and brevity. 

For further investigation, I recommend some reading into the mobsters and mafia families of the period. I 

recommend Jo Durden Smith’s Mafia: The Complete History of a Criminal World (2008) for a simple 

overview; Pierre de Champlain’s Mobsters: Gangsters and Men of Honour (2004) for a more 

comprehensive investigation, and, even, Cait Murphy’s Scoundrels in Law: The Trials of Howe & Hummel, 

Lawyers to the Gangsters, Cops, Starlets, and Rakes Who Made the Gilded Age (2010). You may also find 

of interest Richard Zacks’ Island of Vice: Theodore Roosevelt’s Doomed Quest to Clean Up Sin-Loving 

New York (2012). 
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Chapter 3 

Red Herrings and Dead Ends: The Object in Hardboiled Detective 

Fiction 

 

“Dead men are heavier than broken hearts.” 

– Raymond Chandler’s The Big Sleep 

 

Porter reminds us that “satisfactory telling is an art of delaying which subtly disguises its 

effects” (47). I lay no claim to subtlety here, but a detour that demonstrates how the art of murder 

and the art of deduction are mutually constitutive might be in order before we engage with the 

corpse as object.  Detective fiction is littered with objects—clues, evidence, objects stolen, lost, 

misplaced, discovered, searched for—and hardboiled writers fashion a style that is itself redolent 

of the hardness of objects, their inscrutable surfaces and impervious solidity, their tenuous 

representation in words, their seeming status as bare facts. The relationship with objects as 

proposed in hardboiled detective fiction is drastically different from what the classic or Golden 

Age modes of detection propose, because the latter modes trust, even depend, on objects to be 

meaningful. The hardboiled mode trusts no one and trusts nothing. This chapter proposes to put a 

spotlight on some of the difficult narrative objects that are not corpses in the genre, in particular 

the Maltese falcon of Hammett’s The Maltese Falcon (1930), the Brasher Doubloon of 

Chandler’s The High Window (1942), and the Von Loffler Diamonds of Ramon Decolta’s 

novella, Rainbow Diamonds (1931), in order to evaluate how the hardboiled detective mediates 

his interactions with the world of objects, when the objects in question are not clues, but rather, 

red herrings—objects that seem to be signifiers and yet prove only to be suspicious, fake, and 

counterfeit containers of subjectivity. I begin here because, before we can adequately engage with 

the corpse as an object (a disturbing one that was once a living subject), we must first establish 

how the hardboiled detective investigates and interacts with objects more generally. 
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Object relations theory points to a divergence from the signifier/signified relationship by 

suggesting that when we talk about an object, we are fundamentally talking about two different 

concepts at the same time, what Bill Brown posits as “the ideas of things and the ideas in them” 

(A Sense 1, emphasis mine), or as a distinction between “objects” and “things” (“Thing Theory” 

5), where objects are what we encounter in the world and things are a “latency” or an “excess” (5) 

that is produced in the act of perceiving or interacting with objects, the ideas we believe are in 

them, or the significance we believe they contain. In that sense, inanimate objects exist on their 

own terms, but we experience things, or the ideas we believe that objects hold or represent (the 

“thingness” of the object).1 What seems at first glance a mere division of material and immaterial 

experience, actually suggests a more complex network including objects as objects (in and of 

themselves), the thingness that is perceived in their status as objects (the ideas of objects), and the 

interiority of objects as meaningful signifiers or symbols (the ideas in things); in other words, 

there is the object, our perception of it as a unique object, and what meanings that tension 

produces. In that regard, we tend to talk about objects and things as one in the same, all the while 

subconsciously aware that there is a difference. We anticipate a difference between a table and 

how we experience or think about a table—or, there is a difference between the table and the 

shadow(s) the subjective mind casts on it. The latter is how symbols are created, and certainly 

how red herrings are produced as narrative devices of misdirection. The hardboiled detective 

knows how to differentiate between objects and things and is wary of slick, shadowy investments 

in how things mean. This knowledge puts the hardboiled private eye at odds with the classic or 

Golden Age mode of sleuths—the classic detective depends on objects having a definite 

connection to their thingness (a direct correlation if not causation), an inordinate reliance on the 

signification of things or the ideas in things.  

Brown suggests that we never actually look at objects; we look “through” them to the 

                                                      

1 We can also use the more standard terms of phenomena or that which is observable or experienced 

(thingness), and noumena, the thing-in-itself (object). 
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idea—in the case of a corpse, to the narrative of its murder; in the case of a diamond, its financial 

value or sentimental significance—we believe they contain, stand in for, or represent to/for us (4). 

Rather than simply playing with the Hegelian conundrum of “no things but in ideas,” Brown 

suggests that, in line with American poet William Carlos Williams, there are also “no ideas but in 

things” (2), that our epistemological existence is dependent on our relationship to physical things 

in the objective world and how we interact with them both through the “practical and symbolic 

use” of them (“Objects, Others, and Us” 188). As Schwenger makes clear, “[n]ot only does our 

existence articulate that of an object through the language of our perceptions, the object calls out 

that language from us, and with it our own sense of embodied experience” (Tears of Things 3). 

We generate a relationship to objects through our perception of them, and in turn, objects help us 

to constitute a sense of our own self, our own embodiment of being in the (real) world. Our object 

culture is thus twofold, including: “the ways that inanimate objects mediate human relations and 

the ways that humans mediate object relations (generating differences of value, significance, and 

permanence among them)” (Brown “Objects” 188). This mediation is the subjective composition 

of our experience of the world, how a “sense of ourselves” is created as well as “a sense of 

others” (187). Because objects are in many ways “domesticated” (Schwenger, Tears of Things 8) 

and appear to partake in our daily routines, they seem to “reveal us to ourselves in profound and 

unexpected ways,” but as Schwenger is careful to note, “this does not mean that things reveal 

themselves, only our investments in them” (3). An object can both provide significance to our 

lives and be given significance through our subjective experience of them; that is, objects seem to 

have just as much influence on us as we have on them—to shape and to be shaped by subjective 

investment2—except, however, as both Brown and Schwenger note, our influence on and 

investment in objects is much more limited in its power to constitute and affirm them than their 

ability to seemingly constitute us. Brown also writes that “the belief that there are ideas in things 

                                                      

2 Frow makes the same claim for genre. 
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[objects]3 amounts to granting them an interiority and, thus, something like the structure of 

subjectivity” (A Sense 8), meaning that we impose significance onto objects only through our 

own subjectivity; it is a subjectivity that we “grant” or give to the object, but it is, without a 

doubt, our own subjectivity, as the perceiving subject. This discrepancy, I suggest, points to an 

unsettling separation between the “hard” world and human doubt and uncertainty, a conflict of 

the external world being a priori and the human perception of (and foundation in) it being 

precariously a posteriori, or, after the fact. As Brown suggests in the phrasing, “no ideas but in 

things,”4 the subjective dimension of being depends on the belief that objects function as definite 

markers of our existence, an interaction with the world and our place or meaning in it.5 In 

essence, we exist, function, and mean through our interactions with the world, but there are 

always obstacles in that relationship.  

Brown’s “thing” or “thingness” associated with the inanimate object is undoubtedly the 

space surrounding Heidegger’s jug—the void rather than the “self-sustained” form (Heidegger 

166)—and it is that space that allows for a creative structuring of the object, or, around the object, 

the creation and granting of an interiority that is otherwise impossible to ascertain. Ultimately, 

though, this is “looser and vaguer,” as Marlowe would say (The High Window 183), than we 

would like to believe because for all our ability to observe, perceive, and touch, the object does 

not contain that subjectivity. We simply grant it such. We shape the object through our own 

subjective perception, but rather, we really only shape our perceptions of it, the void—and by 

extension ourselves. The object has its own shape, though, and if any shaping is taking place, it is 

the object, in its indifference and ambivalence, that is shaping both our perception of it and how 

                                                      

3 Brown’s terminology shifts slightly. In “Thing Theory” (2001) he marks a distinct difference between 

“objects” and “things,” but in A Sense of Things (2003), in keeping with the Williams phrase, the word 

“thing” becomes interchangeably both “object” and “thing” in opposition to “ideas.” Here, of course, he 

undoubtedly means the physical object and not the thing or “thingness.” 
4 Again, where “things” are objects (in this case). 
5 Which is, of course, a nod to (if not a direct hailing of) phenomenology. It is therefore in stark contrast to 

the Cartesian self. It is not “I think, therefore I am,” but more like “I know you are (matter), but what am 

I?”  



 

102 

 

we attempt to compose both the object and our relationship to it. The jug as we perceive it may be 

the void around it, but the jug is still, in itself, a jug made of something dense and other to us. 

Technically speaking, we are talking about objects as empty signifiers, bowls we can put any 

number of “things” into, changing out flowers and baubles and water for whatever suits our 

existential or symbolic or narratological desires. Objects can mean whatever we want them to 

mean, and yet they will quickly shed that signification once we’ve turned our backs. They are 

hollow and empty in the sense that, having an impervious hardness to them, they contain no ideas 

whatsoever—we formulate the ideas and try, in a sense, to put them in objects for safekeeping, a 

safety deposit box of our own secrets.  

The quotation I have borrowed from Chandler’s The Big Sleep (1939) to use as an 

epigraph here illustrates the finer aspects of the subject/object dynamic in the Hardboiled School 

of writing: “Dead men are heavier than broken hearts” (36). The simplicity of the words and their 

delivery is characteristic of the style—certainly we may miss the impact of its underlying 

profundity because of its commonplace nature, while perhaps recognizing only the obviousness 

of the statement itself—that dead men are heavier than broken hearts. It is obvious because a) a 

broken heart is an idea or emotion (unless taken literally) and a dead man is a weighted corpse, 

and; b) even if we plunk a dead man and a broken or damaged (physical) heart on a set of scales, 

the dead man is still going to weigh more. Although, this morbidly raises questions of how many 

broken hearts are actually equal in weight to a dead body—with or without its heart included—

and whether that entails the weight of blood the (broken) heart may or may not pump or contain. 

Are we using the average weight of a man or the weight of a specific dead man? This is a rather 

dark turn to the joke of which is heavier: a tonne of feathers or a tonne of bricks? That joke is 

actually a good representation of the kinds of cues Frow suggests we use in genre—the joke relies 

on people reading it as a riddle (“which is heavier”), where riddles propose complex 

metaphysical questions, when, in reality, it is an obvious equation of equal mass and the answer is 
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given directly in the question. However, there is, more suggestively, a distinction made between 

the weight of the dead body as object, and the grief, melancholy, or simply retroactive 

signification we give to the corpse—how we feel about it, towards it, or from it, and while that 

weight is physical (on the level of the obvious interpretation), it also reveals a question of the 

impact or significance we give the corpse when we perceive it. A corpse may serve as a memento 

mori, as a historical artefact, as a victimized body (in any number of situations to symbolize 

various social agendas), as material evidence in a murder case, or, even, sometimes, simply as a 

moral to a story, but these intimations of “broken hearts” are not as physically tangible, heavy, or 

cumbersome as “dead men,” not because they are abstract or are characterized by emotive 

perceptions rather than physical ones (immaterial), but because objects, especially the corpse, 

function as incomprehensible gaps in our symbolic and imaginary worlds (a little piece of the 

real, as Žižek never fails to remind us).6 In layman’s terms, the lifelessness of the dead human 

body is disturbing because it is a living human body that not only fails to mean, but ceases to 

mean; it is traumatic because of its incomprehensibility, at least until we can overwrite it with 

meaning. I am not, of course, reducing “broken hearts” or emotions to being inconsequential, but 

rather I am pointing to a difference in the experience. Broken hearts are the narratives we write 

around these dead bodies because direct contemplation of the macabre object is unsettling. We 

attempt to seal the corpse in meaning so that we do not have to accept its real weight, which, of 

course, is the weight of its emptiness. Corpses do not mean (or even mean to mean), so we make 

them mean, read them or write them as meaningful—form them as “broken hearts” through our 

own subjective dimension or experience of the object. 

                                                      

6 There are many types of objects, but here we are limiting our scope to tangible, physical objects which 

can be touched, regardless of texture, material, or nature; by contrast, perceptions, emotions, feelings, and 

demeanours are part of a subjective and immaterial dimension, but there is a broad range of types of 

subjectivity—from hard to soft. I say this to clarify my position in regards to the notion of a “man” being 

“hardboiled.” Objects are not gendered here, and neither is the “hardness” I allude to throughout this 

discussion. All bodies are physical bodies, all corpses are objects, the subjective dimension is merely the 

content of the structure and form—the life—and both men and women can be hardboiled or hardened 

against the world.  
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What this dimension points to is not a rigidity of fixed meaning (signifier=signified), but 

rather a flexibility or looseness of generated meaning (personal and social) in the attempt to say 

and authorize what an object means (or is) in terms of signification and function (to make it 

comprehensible, legible, contained in semantic language). Jacques Lacan builds off of Ferdinand 

de Saussure’s concept of the signifier/signified relationship, developing instead the chain of 

signifiers, but object relations theory aims at a more complex relationship of objects and how they 

generate signification and value in complex contexts, or objects as signifiers and the many ways 

in which we impose meaning on these objects.7 If objects are to be read as signifiers, there is a 

problematic discrepancy in that they must be read as signifiers. Interpretation may be listless or 

languid, easily moved around by external sources, rather than set in rigour (or rigor mortis). This 

subjective dimension of the object (created by subjects, not the product of objects) thus functions 

in a state not unlike that of a “red herring,” to borrow from detective fiction’s own terminology.  

The “red herring” is a curious literary device, and an even more curious idiom, since, 

technically speaking, there is no such thing as a fish called a red herring, and the practice of using 

red herrings to train or deter hounds on a fox hunt has been more recently shown to be a false 

scent in itself (Quinion, “The Lure of the Red Herring”).8 A red herring, as a real object, is 

                                                      

7 We may here, too, think of the explanation behind Einstein’s tesseract: the dimensionless dot, the one-

dimensional line (composed of many connected dots in a line) or interval, the two-dimensional square, the 

third dimensional cube, and finally the fourth-dimensional tesseract formed of two interconnected cubes. I 

am not attempting to enter the fourth dimension of literary criticism here, but rather, suggesting that if 

Lacan creates an interval of signification with his chain of signifiers (a plane of meaning), or a two-

dimensional approach to signification, then object relation theorists, in an awareness that each object is a 

subjective angling of many perceptions by diverse individuals, point to a three-dimensional figure to the 

structural coherence of signification.  
8 There is very little critical work on the red herring as a literary device or tool. Rather, it seems to be an 

element of plotting and literature more generally that is surprisingly taken at face value. While accordingly 

seen as a common device of detective fiction, red herrings are also treated as too obvious a concept to be 

reflected upon seriously. “A red herring is what a red herring is” seems a dubious (and perhaps ironic) 

consideration of what is in actuality an essential tool in all plotting and literary intention. Critics who come 

closest to engaging with the red herring as a literary concept include, more prominently, Peter J. 

Rabinowitz in his article, “Shakespeare’s Dolphin, Dumbo’s Feather, and Other Red Herrings: Some 

Thoughts on Intention and Meaning” (2010), in which Rabinowitz tackles the finicky issues of reading 

meaning on fixed or fluid forms of literature and drama (as well as music), or, the conflict of reading a 

work as is and of reading it through a lens of intention or performance (as with Shakespearean plays—the 
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actually a kipper, a herring brined and cured; through the curing process it can sometimes take on 

a reddish colour—that is, herrings are never red, though we can make them so. Historically, it has 

been commonly believed that red herrings were used to train hounds to follow a particular scent 

(they were to learn to distinguish between the scent of their quarry and the stronger scent of the 

kipper), or to deter them from catching their intended quarry (purposes that are actually 

contradictory), but deeper investigation has shown that it was never a common or recognized 

practice except as a contrived literary device originating in a work of political journalism by 

Robert Scott Ross in 1807 (OED). The object thought to lay a false scent has been proven to be a 

false scent.9 Both literally and figuratively, the red herring is not what it has appeared to be, and it 

is perhaps humorous that an object purposefully believed to lead to false conclusions has proven 

itself a deception all along. 

But how does one distinguish a red herring from an object that is not a red herring? The 

concept of the red herring, while a distinct trope of the classic mode of detective fiction, presents 

a vexing problem of how clues, or in this particular project, objects, are to be perceived as and 

rendered meaningful (or as having a functional value) if they cannot be meaningful. What the 

hardboiled dick knows better than any other detective—and what the Hardboiled School was 

dead set on revealing through their method—is that there is no discernible way to distinguish a 

legitimate clue from a false lead. As stated in chapter one, the clueness of an object is an 

indication that the object must mean or must be a clue, but hardboiled detectives tend more to 

towards the belief that anything that looks like it might be a clue probably isn’t one. In that sense, 

all objects and all clues must necessarily function as potential red herrings, and hardboiled 

detectives like Sam Spade, Phillip Marlowe, and Jo Gar are not only aware of this dilemma, but 

                                                                                                                                                              

text and the production of it); and Andrew Hadfield in his article “A Red Herring?” (2015) which 

endeavours to engage with various objects throughout history upon which omens have been read, in 

particular a fish supposedly found in 1597 with the image of two men fighting on it (as well as the common 

appearance of food products with Jesus’ face on them, a type of red herring that has apparently been 

somewhat in vogue from 1597 until today). 
9 Oddly enough, used for literary effect. 
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use that knowledge to control subjective perceptions, narrative contentions, and representations of 

identity. They do not engage with an object’s thingness, but rather engage with the desires to 

claim possession over these objects through how they are made to mean or signify. Deductive 

reasoning, or, better, deductive method in the hardboiled style thus differentiates itself from the 

ratiocination of Poe’s Dupin. Classic detectives deduce meaning by separating out irrelevant 

information in order to discover (uncover) the “truth” behind a clue (if we remove the improbable 

and the impossible, what remains must be the truth); hardboiled detectives more pragmatically 

deduce that clues can mean many things, and that what remains is who is telling the most 

plausible (or perhaps most useful or convenient) “truth.” 

Miller, though focussing on Victorian police procedurals, attempts to unravel the 

confrontation of the detective with the crime scene, noting that in the “exhaustive description of 

the scene” (34), what the detective is faced with is the problem of “separating the relevant 

signifiers from the much larger number of irrelevant ones” (33), but, as Maria Plochocki asks, 

“how can they [clues] be clear and/or readable when no one knows or agrees, necessarily, on just 

what they are?” (14). Plochocki’s question digs a little deeper than Miller’s conception of the 

detective separating clues from meaningless bric-a-brac in the crime scene. I am of the same mind 

with Plochocki in questioning what it means for an object to be read as clue. For the reader of 

detective fiction, there is a further problem in that this “exhaustive description” is by no means 

exhaustive, or even trustworthy, since as Porter notes, “[e]verything that is described or merely 

mentioned is significant because it has the status of a potential clue” (43). Such a statement also 

implies that everything described equally has the potential to be a red herring for detective and 

reader alike as well, and to prove to be actually irrelevant or inconsequential to the narrative. In 

this sense, where objects and description are thought to “reveal truths” in detective fiction (Porter 

43), they are just as likely to hide, conceal, or obscure the truth, because reading the significance 

of objects is always a matter of who is reading them and why (who makes them relevant or 
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irrelevant). When all objects are equally (ir)relevant to the narrative of events until perceived as 

or read as otherwise, what is revealed, more than anything, is that, as Miller states, “[t]his world 

is not so much totally intelligible as it is totally suspicious” (29-30).10 Doubt enters the field of 

perception and rather than “truth” (or an equation of an object to its clueness), what is discovered 

is chronic uncertainty. Clues are not evidence, and objects refuse to be coded symbols or 

containers of meaning and function, highlighting the difference between deductive reasoning 

(from general to specific) and inductive reasoning (from specific to general).  The hardboiled 

detective enters the scene with a suspicion of both methods of reasoning since, in his awareness 

of objects and how they are read, there is no definitive connection or confirmation between theory 

and observation. There is an awareness, here, that the tension or “threat of mystery” (Porter 87)—

the knowing gained from objects used as clues—cannot be resolved, the objective world and 

subjective dimension do not quite cohere. Strictly speaking, though, objects are not red herrings, 

but our perceptions of them are. The hardboiled dick is not so much concerned with the idea that 

objects may not be what they seem, but with the idea that objects should be exactly what they are, 

and recognized as such, lest we make a false investment in them as meaningful clues. Objects 

thus have a hard, impenetrable—even perfect—solidness that disallows and denies access by 

perception and vision for the simple reason that there is nothing beyond the surface of objects, 

nothing, at least, that will render an object into a viable and reliable clue. An object does not 

mean anything; it contains no significance at all, unless we impose that subjective dimension onto 

it (loosely and vaguely). In that regard (and to risk a pun), the significance and meaning of an 

object is a matter of making the herring red (and read). 

Hardboiled fictions’ observance of the ambivalent, and even austere, simplicity of objects 

and their hard surface aligns itself with object relations theory as hardboiled detectives are 

frequently questioning the ways in which objects (are made to) signify, and if they signify 

                                                      

10 There are more irrelevant or meaningless objects than meaningful clues. 
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anything at all.11 Sherlock Holmes and his contemporaries have a tendency to infer a great deal 

from the state of an object, pulling from the various facets of the object a plethora of possibilities 

about its owner. This typical method of scientific deduction is formed on the idea that objects 

have significance and meaning, and that an astute eye and mind can read a history from a button 

or a hat brim. It is an old, familiar trope, but as T.J. Binyon (‘Murder Will Out’: The Detective in 

Fiction 1989) notes, “Inferences partake of the nature of all circumstantial evidence: though the 

degree of probability increases as each successive inference supports its predecessors, certainty 

can never be obtained. It is remarkable, therefore, how seldom Holmes’s inferences—or 

deductions—prove incorrect” (11). To a private eye like Sam Spade, Holmes’ reading of objects 

is a cute game, but is, as far as real objects go in real murder cases, no better than circumstantial 

guess-work—a parlour trick. Chandler’s Marlowe also scoffs at the regular conception of objects 

as clues, mentioning that he is not about to pick up a pen lid from a crime scene and make a case 

out of it, since if the police “overlook anything… it’s apt to be something looser and vaguer” (The 

Big Sleep 183) than a pen lid. Similarly, when, in The High Window (1942), Leslie Murdock 

leaves behind a cigarette butt in Marlowe’s office, Marlowe picks it up only to say, “I dropped it 

back in the tray, wondering what made this important. Maybe it was a clue” (471). Marlowe’s 

“maybe” is dismissive and Leslie Murdock’s visit to his office is meant to distract him from 

finding the Brasher Doubloon with a half-smoked story, such that the object serves as a red 

herring, if we are looking for leads in the case, to hide the important aspects, which are that Leslie 

Murdock has constructed a false story around the Brasher Doubloon to deliberately put Marlowe 

on the wrong track. Marlowe’s skill lies not in reading meaning in objects or “maybe” clues, but 

                                                      

11 There is no doubt that there is an implication of (masculine) gendered connotations to words like “hard” 

and “dick” in the genre. I do not intend to ignore these implications, but, certainly, as far as this project is 

concerned, words are shifty things (precisely in Brown’s use of “thing”), not fixed objects. There are 

female “dicks” and hard women (as well as soft, pliable men), and all flesh—male or female—is soft (at 

least compared to a hunk of lead like the Maltese falcon). I use “hard” here in the sense of concrete and 

tangible (and so including both the soft and hard materials of objects—such that both a handkerchief and a 

table are hard objects) to contrast not “soft” (and definitely not “feminine,” as far as that word may go here) 

but rather the more difficult to pin down ideas, abstractions, emotions, fears, and constructions of identity 

and agency. 
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in perceiving the instability of such significations and such narrative productions—the complex 

subjective dimension of objects—as contrived by suspects. More simply put, the hardboiled 

method of detection is marked not by recognizing when something is a (relevant) clue, but by the 

awareness that all clues are irrelevant. What matters are suspects. 

Hardboiled fiction is more aware of how questionable the dynamic between subjects and 

objects is, since even if the thingness read off the object could be true, it is just as likely to not be 

true. Giving precedence to what an object might contain as significance or as “clue” or “thing” is 

misleading if we are not being careful about how we understand that investment; the “clue” tells 

us nothing about the object in fact—what it tells us is the detective’s (subjective) method of 

reading the objective world—or, rather, the detective’s ability to mediate and navigate the 

subjective dimension of objects. This ability should remind us of Dupin’s insistence that the 

analyst must be both observant of the details before him and wary of how those details are 

presented or taken at face value, but it also points to a more grounded phenomenology of a 

hardboiled detective’s hermeneutic relationship with bare facts. If, as Brown says, we grant 

objects a subjectivity, meaning, or function (including as a reference to events that have taken 

place), Schwenger makes it clear that this subjectivity has nothing to do with the object. 

Perception is a one-sided affair, because objects are, above all, “indifferent” and “all of this 

reflects an interior that is ours, not that of the object” (Tears of Things 8). We search in objects 

for the ideas we believe they contain; we attempt “to penetrate them, to see through them, and to 

find… within an object… the subject” (12), but this ultimately fails since, at best, what we 

encounter is the thingness we have created, not the object. We internalize the object as “thing,” 

but then the object as object (hard material) will always remain outside of this apprehension. It 

does not care to participate in the subject-object dynamic (it can’t), and yet it is complicit in our 

attempt to perceive and realize it. This suggests a breakage of the signifier/signified relationship 

while also supporting Lacan’s chain of signifiers (or going beyond it). The signifier (object) does 
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not signify, but subjective representation and interpretation allow it to signify without boundaries 

(for better or for worse), which creates not a stable merging of object and subject, hard fact and 

loose fiction, but rather a riot of representation around an object. 

For Schwenger, what is ambiguous in this process is perception itself, since objects are 

not “troubled by their own ambiguity….Objects have a ‘Perfectness’” (6) and that perfectness, or 

hardness (solidness or impenetrability to perception), necessarily means that we batter our 

perceptions against the object in our attempt to apprehend it, like moths against a light bulb. Still, 

the object “will not yield to us its secrets” because “it has no secrets to yield” (6), and so 

perception “will always [fall] short of full possession… giv[ing] rise to a melancholy that is felt 

by the subject and is ultimately for the subject” (2).12 What results is a sense that the object is not 

adequate to the significance we append to it (it is less than its granted significance), but beneath 

this is a deeper and more nettled awareness that we are not adequate to the object we hope to 

apprehend and possess, not as perfect, as it were. This (in)comprehensible process leaves us as 

the “other” in the subject-object dynamic, feeling both deeply invested in the object and 

completely “sundered” from it (Tears of Things 7). Thus an object is “simultaneously 

apprehended and lost” (2). Schwenger’s overall concern, of course, is that in seeing ourselves in 

the object, or in trying to constitute a sense of self through the object, we experience a sense of 

loss or fragmentation of the identity that can be keenly felt as a form of melancholy, and, in the 

worst case, perhaps, a sense of minute trauma in how selfhood is composed (a simple example 

would be Linus and his security blanket from the Peanuts comics). More problematically, what is 

lost is not the object at all, but rather the sense of self or identification we have unwittingly tried 

to make it stand in for. We attempt to frame objects as representations of our own being in the 

world, our identity and subjective construction (through narrative communications with objects) 

and to put suspicion on them instead of ourselves so that we may feel solid, coherent, and 

                                                      

12 The object that stares back no doubt reminds us of the Vulture eye of the old man whom the narrator kills 

and dismembers in Poe’s “The Tell-Tale Heart.” 
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stable.13 Brown’s intention in A Sense of Things is to formulate and concretize the way in which a 

work of literature (in Schwenger’s case, a work of art) produces and attempts to represent objects, 

“to determine what literature does with objects” (16). What he seeks is a key to understanding 

how human identity, inanimate objects, and literature appear to intersect at the level of 

subjectivity and narrativity, as well as “the way objects and subjects animate one another” (16). 

For Brown, it is a matter of mediation between the subject/object dynamic in which objects are 

identified as subjects through personification and metaphor, and subjects are rendered object-like 

in their identification with the objective world in the hope of becoming solid, unified, and 

coherent in both body and mind. My intention in using Brown’s and Schwenger’s object theories 

to cut into the interplay of objects and subjects, clues and suspects in hardboiled detective fiction 

is aimed at the dialogic play of narrative contenders separately attempting to make objects 

meaningful alongside the awareness (at least through the private eye) that objects like the corpse 

resist such dialogue.14 Rather than dialogic or even monologic (which is the ultimate aim of this 

genre—mastery over the generative locus of meaning), objects in this genre highlight precisely 

their non-logic, or nullologue (if I may make up a silly term of my own), essentially, their non-

speech or lack of comprehensibility. There is a tendency to think that this will somehow solidify 

our own permanence as agents of meaning (and meaningful interaction with the world). Where 

the classic and even Golden Age modes of detective fiction take this process for granted, of the 

detective figure merging object and subjective dimension, signifier and signified, through a 

process of rational deduction, such that as Žižek has already posited (in my first chapter), “the 

detective, solely by means of his presence, guarantees that all these details will retroactively 

acquire meaning” (58), the hardboiled style challenges the process directly, requiring an 

interrogation of the validity (the guarantee) that meaning (and resolution) will be acquired (or 

                                                      

13 “Frame,” as in enclose in meaning, but also to falsely set the object up as meaningful (as in setting 

someone up to take the fall for a crime they did not commit). 
14 That is perhaps what makes the corpse so disruptive—the fact that it does not speak and does not 

respond—even though the human (living) body is made for such interactive communication. 
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possessed, as the object theorists would say), as well as of the detective figure itself at the centre 

of—importantly—both that process and that interrogation. 

Hammett overtly plays with the subjective dimension of objects in The Maltese Falcon to 

establish and authorize meaning. When objects are described in the novel, it is with a resounding 

bareness: “A switch clicked and a white bowl hung on three gilded chains from the ceiling’s 

center filled the room with light…. A tinny alarm-clock, insecurely mounted on a corner of 

Duke’s Celebrated Criminal Cases of America—face down on the table—held its hands at five 

minutes past two” (13). Hammett, curiously, does not waste time with describing the objects, and 

in fact, the most in-depth and complex description we get here is the suggestion that Duke’s 

Celebrated Criminal Cases of America is face down on the table; the rest of the description is 

simply of what is in the room—a light switch, a ceiling lamp, a clock, a book—and perhaps, at 

best, their functional value as tools (the light). The clock, even, maintains a kind of stillness and 

indifference in that it “holds its hands” at the precise moment of time, unmoving. I said 

“curiously” above, because this passage, part of a small section of chapter two (in which Spade 

receives a phone call about Miles Archer’s dead body) is accompanied by a drawn-out narration 

of Spade rolling and lighting a cigarette: 

Spade’s thick fingers made a cigarette with deliberate care, sifting a measured 

quantity of tan flakes down into the curved paper, spreading the flakes so that 

they lay equal at the ends with a slight depression in the middle, thumbs rolling 

the paper’s inner edge down and up under the outer edge as forefingers pressed it 

over, thumbs and fingers sliding to the paper cylinder’s ends to hold it even while 

tongue licked the flap, left forefinger and thumb smoothed the damp seam, right 

forefinger and thumb twisting their end and lifting the other to Spade’s mouth. 

(13).  

The “deliberate” action here goes on for another paragraph, before there is a description of the 
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clothes Spade puts on and he goes out the door. This section of the chapter ends there with a 

determined and visible section break. Hammett provides an over-exerted description of an 

object—the cigarette—as well as Spade’s interaction or complicity in the making of it (focussing 

on which fingers are doing what with the paper and tobacco)—but like in Poe’s “Tell-Tale 

Heart,” where the narrator’s detailed account of the murder lessens rather than enhances his 

rationality and sanity, the length and meticulousness of narration here does not emphasize the 

activity as meaningful, but rather as mundane and meaningless. The rolling of the cigarette takes 

time and narrative space (hyper-focussed on the task), suggesting what Joseph Frank has referred 

to as spatial form in narrative writing, the momentary freezing of literary time to create a multi-

dimensional space of the scene, and yet it is a mundane activity made more mundane by that fact 

that Spade merely lights the cigarette and goes on his way. The reader is apt (particularly in 

detective fiction, where we expect to move along quickly from plot point to plot point) to wonder 

what is taking so long or why this is important. It isn’t. The cigarette is just a cigarette. Hammett, 

like Poe, employs a reflexive humour, if drier than Poe’s, that tricks the reader into investing 

themselves into this rolling of a cigarette (and this reading of the rolling of a cigarette) with no 

actual delivery of purpose—the failure of a punch line, which, in itself, becomes the punch line. 

Through moments like this in the novel, Hammett both highlights the problematic nature of 

objects as clues, and of the reading habits of detective readers expecting this scene to signify. He 

also foreshadows the quest for and failure of the Maltese falcon.  

In hardboiled detection, physical objects are never clues—at least, not in the traditional 

sense—but they are suspicious because we can be misled by them. In general, The Maltese 

Falcon is the story of a group of thieves attempting to possess the invaluable statuette of a bird 

and of how Sam Spade gets caught up in the hunt for it, Hammett modelling the novel on the 
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quest for the Holy Grail.15 More specifically, however, the novel serves as an inversion of this 

quest, highlighting the indifference of objects, with the Maltese falcon towering over all 

indifferent objects.16 When Brigid O’Shaughnessy describes the bird for the first time, her 

description is limited: “‘It’s a black figure, as you know, smooth and shiny, of a bird, a hawk or 

falcon, about that high” (90). It is important to note that Brigid only describes the surface of the 

Maltese falcon—its colour, texture, general shape. She motions with her hands to give Spade an 

idea of its physical size. Her hard description is definitely, in Brown’s terms, of a solid object and 

not of a thing. Yet, according to Caspar Gutman, who has the most invested in the falcon, Brigid 

and Joel Cairo do not know what the falcon is. He tells Spade, “it’s surprising, but it well may be 

a fact that neither of them does know exactly what that bird is, and that nobody in all this whole 

wide sweet world knows what it is, saving and excepting only your humble servant, Caspar 

Gutman, Esquire” (112). Gutman goes on to explain to Spade that the Maltese falcon is a 

“glorious golden falcon encrusted from head to foot with the finest jewels” (127), made as a 

tribute from the island of Malta to the Emperor Charles V, but after years of being lost, passing 

from hand to hand, the falcon has now become covered in black enamel. It is not the jewels or 

gold, however, that Gutman is interested in, but the history of the bird, the idea of immortality 

and priceless power that it, as a mythical historical artifact, seems to contain or represent. Gutman 

desires the idea or thingness under the hard, opaque surface, which is to say that the Maltese 

falcon is represented as a layered thing, an idea wrapped in gold, encased in jewels, covered in 

black enamel, but, of course, shrouded in its own mysterious absence—since no one can 

definitively say that they have seen the Maltese falcon. It has been in “disguise” for more than 

seventy years and thus overlooked “by private owners and dealers too stupid to see what it was 

                                                      

15 Certainly, the Maltese falcon is the Holy Grail of historical artefacts as far as Gutman is concerned, if we 

miss all the other parallels. 
16 We should perhaps note that the falcon is never directly named “The Maltese falcon” in the novel, with 

the exception of the title. “The Maltese falcon” carries with it a mythical implication, but the characters 

typically refer to it as “the black bird,” “the bird,” or simply “it.” 
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under the skin” (129). Gutman’s implication is that he, who knows what the bird is, and the Greek 

who ran down the leads for him, are the only ones capable of seeing the bird’s value as “no 

thickness of enamel could conceal value from his eyes and nose” (129). The notion that this skin 

of enamel on the bird is in some way penetrable to Gutman’s perception, that beneath it is the 

metaphysical dimension the bird seems to contain, is curious and leery at best, especially since 

Gutman’s idea of the bird’s value is skewed by the investment he has in its history. He refuses to 

“guess” at the value after Spade tries to get a gist for what kind of money is at stake (133). We, 

like Spade, should already be tipped off by Gutman’s difficulty in naming a price or value to the 

falcon, since, at the very least, a monetary value would give the bird a certain currency and 

tangibility in terms of value, but Gutman’s interest is in the statue’s significance, or the idea he 

believes it contains.  

Critics have tried to unwrap the symbolism of the Maltese falcon, and John Irwin 

provides the most compelling breakdown of the Maltese falcon as a symbol in Unless the Threat 

of Death is Behind Them (2008). Undoubtedly the bird, in its chosen shape, in its blackness, and 

in its use in the text, brings forth intimations of death, and, of course, it becomes an omen that 

nudges towards the fact that man after man dies in consequence of the quest for the bird. Irwin 

suggests that the bird is coded as “singular” in its association with death (17), pointing to the 

singularity of one’s own death—the death that is final and can only happen once for the very 

reason that death is final: “Of course, a falcon is a bird of prey and thus already associated with 

death” (18). However, as Irwin is quick to note, the lead bird and the golden bird the enamel is 

thought to contain provide a crucial discrepancy, in that while the black bird17 signifies the 

singularity of death, the Maltese falcon is “coded as long-lived, as an object whose historical 

longevity, whose ability to survive its creators and all its subsequent possessors, makes it capable, 

like other objects of this sort, such as pyramids, of serving as a figure of immortality” (17-18). In 

                                                      

17 Irwin reminds us to “consider the most famous poem by the detective genre’s inventor” (18), “The 

Raven.” 



 

116 

 

its history and in its historical value, the bird is, in some sense, a physical manifestation of 

immortality—insofar as it is a symbol. Still, even Irwin notes that we are bound to be 

disappointed if we perceive the statue as a symbol rather than an object, since “what these 

characters actually find is a leaden statue of a bird with a string of violent deaths in its wake” 

(18). The idea of immortality is, of course, fleeting and cannot be possessed, because the falcon is 

not a symbol, but an object—and a fake one, at that. 

The key to The Maltese Falcon is a recognition of how Spade maintains a control and 

self-possession over the other characters (and what they do) because he perceives the falcon as an 

object, not as a thing. When Gutman asks Spade, “You mean you don’t know what it is?” (110), 

Spade merely replies, “I know what it’s supposed to look like. I know the value in life you people 

put on it. I don’t know what it is” (110). Spade knows what the falcon looks like as an object and 

he knows that these people are willing to kill for it, but he still cannot say that he knows what it 

is, because Spade, like most hardboiled dicks, does not buy into the angle that objects are more 

than their surface. Gutman has spent years piecing together an idea of what the Maltese falcon is 

meant to signify, but even in his account there are epistemological difficulties in ascertaining the 

validity of the falcon’s history: “These are facts, historical facts,” Gutman says, “not schoolbook 

history, not Mr. Wells’s history, but history nonetheless…. The archives of the Order [of Templar 

Knights] from the twelfth century on are still at Malta. They are not intact, but what is there holds 

no less than three… references that can’t be to anything else but this jewelled falcon” (127). For 

Gutman, those three references are clues to the solidity of the Maltese falcon as thing, a cohesion 

of object and its perceived thingness, material bird and immortal history—but to a skeptic like 

Spade, “no less than three” references, that are “not intact,” does not amount to much at all. As 

far as Spade is concerned, Gutman has only a couple of random footnotes. He takes the supposed 

history to Effie Perine to give to her historian cousin to look into. Spade doubts there is much 

validity to it, and, if there is, what it might be worth: “Has he ever run across anything that might 



 

117 

 

have some connection with it? Is it probable? Is it possible—even barely possible? Or is it the 

bunk?” (138). Bunk or barely possible, the falcon’s history is a dubious matter and perhaps, even, 

a delusion. Spade can only say that the conspirators have imposed significance onto or into the 

falcon, and that it is a significance they believe so strongly in that they are willing to kill to 

possess it. Raczkowski suggests that, in opposition to the Pinkerton idea of a detective’s 

perception as one that can “‘cut’ or ‘peel’ or otherwise penetrate into the object’s interior,” 

Hammett provides an idea of sight and perception in terms of objects that is “limited to the 

surface, exteriority” (645). Limited is perhaps an appropriate adjective, but Hammett actually 

does more than create a sense of limited vision or perception, such that, for Spade, there is 

nothing to penetrate, or there is an awareness that sight does not and cannot penetrate the object’s 

hard, perfect surface. For Spade, the idea of the Falcon and the idea in it is, as Brown would put 

it, “insufficien[t]” (A Sense 6). There is “no soul in the toy” (6) or, as Spade would say, the 

“dingus” ain’t worth anything (Falcon 132). More appropriately, what Hammett establishes, 

through Spade, is a definitive sense of the indifference of objects, a reduction of The Maltese 

falcon to a “dingus,” an object for which its name has been forgotten (OED). Where Gutman 

believes he can get under the skin of the object and perceive its thingness, Spade recognizes and 

acknowledges that it is merely an object, and that the Maltese falcon really is just a bird-shaped 

hunk of lead. That awareness is not just of limited surface (though there is that), but an 

acknowledgement of the objecthood of objects, their thorough indifference to perception, their 

solidness that has nothing to do with perception, surface-scanning or penetrating. Raczkowski 

does make a fine point in stating that, above all, The Maltese Falcon, as a novel, “stands over all 

[Hammett’s] fiction as an iconic meditation on depthless surface” in that the statue, “the object of 

desire that fuels the narrative” is discovered to contain nothing but “black surface layered over 

meaningless black surface” (646), but if the falcon is really a layered thing, it is only because the 

characters have deemed it so or perceived it as such. It contains no golden idea or thingness as 
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Gutman has believed or hoped. The conspirators have been duped, and the Maltese falcon, insofar 

as its hard enamel is thought to contain something beyond its material, is a red herring, and the 

whole plot to attain it is a dead end. In this way, Hammett distinguishes between whether 

characters perceive the falcon as either object or as thing, or rather as either its hard material 

presence and its immaterial (but priceless) thingness (for Gutman, its historical significance; for 

Brigid and the other conspirators, its monetary value). Spade’s power and authority throughout 

the novel is his capacity to maintain a detachment from the object itself or an objectivity about 

objects, and unlike his classic counterparts, what Spade “reads” (and analyzes) as a detective is 

not objects, but subjects and how they make the herrings red.  

The Maltese falcon is only a deception, however, because Gutman and the conspirators 

have banked on its thingness (its redness), not on the object itself and that, as Irwin reminds us, 

“no one in the novel has ever actually seen this object (not even Gutman). Its existence has 

simply been deduced by Gutman from examining historical documents” (17). Since the golden 

possibility of the bird is not founded on any fact, not an object that can be possessed, it is the 

desire for that immortality, that value or meaning (the story of the falcon), thought to be 

contained in a (disguised) object that can be possessed, that is shown to be untenable. At best, this 

hope is a subjective desire of Gutman and his conspirators, for the sake of the quest, the chase, for 

what will always elude them. That the Maltese falcon is discovered to be nothing but lead does 

not simply reveal that the falcon is purely an object (limited to its surface), inadequate to its myth 

as symbol, but rather it reveals that the story or significance of the falcon is inadequate to the 

actual object, incapable of being part of the material. Hammett thus brings home the 

discomposing truth that an object in its surface and its depth “conceals no hidden treasure—

epistemological, psychological, or otherwise—for a grasping subjectivity” (Raczkowski 650). 

The subject-object relationship falls short the moment the object is “in possession” (when the 

conspirators have their hands on the object), but is not possessed at all, because the thingness of it 
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has been simultaneously apprehended and lost—and by extension, the conspirators are lost, 

without direction, their investment (both in terms of time, effort, and in terms of the emotional 

and personal stakes) entirely lost. The solid material reflects back a significance that remains 

uncontained, undefined, unshaped, unfulfilled. If the Maltese falcon, as an object, tells its 

perceivers anything, it is that objects have a sneaky way of making us deceive ourselves, and that, 

if the significance granted is under suspicion, then it is the subject who is inadequate to the object 

he or she hopes to comprehend. It is an unequal and unsettling realization of the difference 

between subjects and objects, the distance, as Schwenger would call it, we feel in the attempt to 

possess objects, to own and to inhabit them. 

Of all objects in hardboiled detective fiction, the Maltese falcon (perhaps because it is the 

most memorable and iconic due to the movies based on the novel) serves as an austere example 

of the object that rejects symbolization and interiority (while also problematically undermining 

the stable subject). It is a physical anti-symbol that overtly shrugs off its thingness or its mythical 

status and value.18 To that extent (if we return to my “nullologue” of the object), the falcon, as 

object, does not directly participate in the narrative intentions and compulsions structured around 

it; it does not communicate, and what is seen as a dialogue between objects and subjects, and 

perhaps between objects and their interiority, is actually null and void. When the core of the 

falcon is revealed to be more “black surface,” Spade is first to say, “I held up my end. You got 

your dingus. It’s your hard luck, not mine, that it wasn’t what you wanted” (211). Spade makes a 

point (perhaps rubs it in a bit), that the object that is the Maltese falcon is, without a doubt, in the 

conspirators’ hands. They are holding the physical object, but he can also enjoy the joke that the 

“dingus” both is and “isn’t” what they wanted, because Spade never invested any value in the 

bird, nor did he buy the stories Gutman, Cairo, and Brigid told him about it. Spade’s authority 

and power comes from his ability to navigate these narrative contentions, which is only possible 

                                                      

18 Without meaning to, though. Again, objects are indifferent obstacles. We can blame rocks for tripping us 

or tables for hitting our shins, but we trip over rocks and we hit our shins on table edges. 
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because he remains objective about what the bird is as an object. Spade is not surprised (although 

he is momentarily suspicious of a possible switch) that the dingus is just lead, because, whether 

there had been gold or not beneath its enamel was never part of Spade’s investigation, or, more to 

the point, Spade was never interested in the Maltese falcon or the conflict involving it. His 

interest was, instead, finding the murderer of Miles Archer and putting her away, and his success 

was possible for the very reason that he does not fall in with the conspirators, but rather 

manipulates and navigates the stories they narrate around the falcon in order to trap them in their 

own game, and to turn them against one another. With the falcon revealed to be a hunk of lead, 

merely an object, the conspirators are left vulnerable to Spade’s version of the facts—they must 

fall in with him. As Defino suggests, “by so resolving the matter, the novel hardly mocks or 

derides the value of the object as such. On the contrary, it asks the more disturbing question: is 

value really just a myth with no object? If the lead bird is a joke, it is of the most serious sort” 

(78). The ability to make serious the humorous and humorous the serious is a known element of 

hardboiled fiction, with its origins in Poe’s blend of dark melancholy, terror, and mischievous 

impishness, but Defino’s point is that as much as we, the readers, may not be able to keep down a 

smirk (alongside Spade) when Gutman chips away the enamel to find lead, the black void of the 

bird, or hard, impenetrable core, we are also likely to be left feeling cheated by the narrative 

“tease.” Because Hammett has built up the thingness of the falcon—its power, its possession, its 

value, its prominence as fatal and fateful omen—the revelation that the falcon is not what we 

expect it to be (besides its surface) emphasizes the traumatic breaking of the subject-object 

relationship, the shadiness of the subjective dimension granted to the object, and, above all, the 

disruptive unravelling of the narrative composition Hammett has thus far led us through—similar 

circumstances as those created by Spade’s rolling of his cigarette.19 A reader may not believe that 

                                                      

19 Perhaps also reminding us of Spade’s story about Flitcraft, or Spade’s own indication that “My way of 

learning is to heave a wild and unpredictable monkey-wrench into the machinery” (89). The near death 

experience that Flitcraft experiences opens up the inner workings of the world for him, granting him (if 
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the falcon is what Gutman says it is, but Hammett elicits our investment in figuring out what kind 

of object it is, an investment that we neither make money on, nor quite get back, because the 

narrative Hammett has spun is undermined by the object’s failure to be the Holy Grail the 

conspirators expect it to be.  

Hammett reminds us, as he disappoints the conspirators by refusing to give them their 

thing, that objects—in particular objects that prompt narrative motives and deceptions—are likely 

to deceive and mislead. The idea that an object like the Maltese falcon of Hammett’s The Maltese 

Falcon can drive (and yet then throw off course) narrative as both object in and objective of the 

plot provides a compelling lens through which to consider what Brown has called “the object 

literature has as its aim, the object that literature is” (A Sense 3). What comes under investigation 

(and suspicion) in this project is the construction of plot, and a doubleness inherent in narrative 

composition. For Brown this is what the formula of “no ideas but in things” best highlights, 

wherein the “doubleness” of objects in narrative (having a supposed or complicated 

“inside/outside dichotomy”) “illuminates the material specificity of reading, of engaging with 

things—books—that have ideas in them” (9). He adds that “given that the very act of reading 

seems to depend on a hermeneutic model of surface and depth, how can literary criticism resist 

this impulse to see into things, to scratch through the surface of them?” (9). Like Gutman 

scratching the enamel surface off of the Maltese falcon, the attempt to get at the layered object 

compels us to represent it. It is a matter of how one participates and interacts with the narrative 

compulsions that lead us down dark alleys to dead ends and red herrings. 

The Hardboiled School undoubtedly saw the link between the presence of an object and 

the narrative compulsions they provoked; they made use of them, drawing on an object’s 

convenient ability to signify and to deceive in its signified value in order to bolster and develop 

                                                                                                                                                              

only temporarily) mastery over the meaning and purpose of his own life. The Maltese falcon is similarly a 

monkey wrench thrown into the world Hammett constructs for us. No doubt either Hammett or ourselves 

are meant to learn something by it. 
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the methods by which hardboiled detectives navigate the subject-object dynamic, and distinguish 

between valid and false narratives. If, as Miller has stated, the world is “totally suspicious” rather 

than intelligible, it is not because the world is obscure or deceptive, but rather that the stories we 

tell to fix both self and meaning are tenuous, flimsy, shady. The subjective dimension of objects 

is how we attempt to communicate with the world (and with other subjects), but it is, as far as 

Brown and Schwenger are concerned, is an inherently flawed communication between 

metaphysical depth and physical material, an awkward encounter that leaves the subject facing 

the limits of its own body and doubting both its agency over objects and the veracity of the tales it 

weaves around them. The characters of Hammett’s The Maltese Falcon all agree on what the 

parameters of the falcon are; by that I mean that while there is a drastic discrepancy between the 

falcon as object and the falcon as thing, the various suspects all agree on its potential to fulfil 

their desire. Spade does not buy into this assumption, but he accepts that this is what the 

conspirators believe and so plays along, taking part in their “script,” as it were. There is one 

“story” in and of the falcon, and possession of the statuette is believed to be possession of that 

story in material form. In many ways, this kind of agreement of several suspects as to the 

meaning of the object (the meaning possessed in the object, inside it) is unique to this Hammett 

novel, and is responsible for creating this knowing and reflexive, indeed metafictional, work of 

his oeuvre.  

More typically, hardboiled fiction tends to address the subjective dimension of objects by 

exposing the motives and intentions of narrative contenders to make an object or objects mean in 

manipulated and affected ways, the prism created by multiple subjective dimensions of the object, 

contrived to fool, deceive, distract, or mislead other characters—even, often enough, to control 

others and their actions. Rather than just one subjective dimension or potential thingness, what is 

highlighted is how characters knowingly construct those dimensions in opposition to one another 

in a wrestling of voices vying for monological control over possession of the object (and how 
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others believe it signifies). We see this narrative play more overtly in Rainbow Diamonds by 

Ramon Decolta,20 as it works to more fully develop the kind of subject-object dynamics that 

Hammett began in The Maltese Falon.  Both works were published in Black Mask, Hammett’s 

novel being serialized about a year before Rainbow Diamonds, and so they function 

contemporaneously, and yet Decolta’s work may be seen to be drawing from and building off the 

tactics Hammett puts into place. In this novella, island detective Jo Gar sets out on the cruise 

boat, the Cheyo Maru, to chase down a ring of diamond thieves in the hope of taking back the ten 

Von Loffler diamonds before they reach the mainland and become untraceable. The story appears 

to centre on the diamonds, and the narrative contentions enacted around them, as well as who 

possesses them, to create a disparity of narrative angles that Gar must navigate in his search for 

the actual objects. More than a mere symbol, embedded in the text, and beyond the objective 

correlative, the Von Loffler diamonds appear to shape how the story is constructed and how 

detecting method is, in itself, investigated through the use of and awareness that an object 

contains no inherent significance. These investments in the diamonds as valuable (more valuable 

than human life) are revealed to be nothing but the subjective dimension of the thieves’ 

perception of indifferent objects. As a symbol, the diamonds are, at best, a token of the clarity and 

potential for death, since, as Gar says, “So many people die—for diamonds” (484), but Gar’s 

remark is not simply about the number of deaths left in the wake of the stolen diamonds, but also 

the absurdity of the value the thieves put on the possession of the rocks, a value they are willing 

to kill one another over. Gar’s search and investigation is frustrated by the fact that he is 

frequently waylaid by “fake” diamonds—either paste jewels disguised as the real diamonds, or 

the real diamonds disguised as plain beads—made and planted to deceive him, as each member of 

the ring creates a different story of where the diamonds are and who has them.  

                                                      

20 The penname for Raoul Whitfield (1896-1945). He wrote under both names. Many pulp authors wrote 

under several pennames, which was an effective strategy for getting perhaps more than one story published 

in an issue, or was used to differentiate between different series characters. Authors sometimes allowed 

their work to appear under “house names,” contributor names that belonged to a single publication.  
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Decolta is clever in his use of the diamonds as a central object. The Von Loffler 

diamonds, at first glance, may only seem an objective correlative of the story, but possession of 

the diamonds themselves drives the narrative intentions. As a whole, Rainbow Diamonds is 

broken into six stories: “Diamonds of Dread,” “The Man in White,” “The Blind Chinese,” “Red 

Dawn,” “Blue Glass,” and “Diamonds of Death.” Structurally, the story is cut into a series of 

narrative facets as Jo Gar attempts to retrieve the diamonds one-by-one from the various members 

of the diamond ring in different settings—that is, each separate chapter of the overarching novella 

is designed to provide a new angle and colour (as well as depth) to the narrative compulsions 

which Gar must look through in order to reach the actual diamonds; or, Gar must discern between 

the real narratives and the false leads, just as he must discern between the real diamonds and the 

many fakes set out to deceive him. We learn, from the beginning, that there were four thieves and 

that, after robbing the jewelry shop, “[t]hey escaped in all directions” (449). Immediately the 

possibilities of what happened, who was involved, and how the story may play out are splayed 

out in a spectrum. The true events are distorted, and the investigation takes on many potential 

leads and angles as each participant in the narrative—and each crook—begins their own 

deception to facilitate their escape. The trail of the thieves is, for a brief period, lost to the police, 

but when it is picked up again by Jo Gar, what is gathered is not a definitive lead (Gar does not 

know who took the diamonds, what they look like [since they were masked], or what they are 

planning—only that they are likely on a boat to leave the island). In each chapter, a different ploy 

is put into action: a note, supposedly written by the murdered police chief (and Gar’s friend) is 

left to trick Gar; a Chinese is paid “to lie—and then to die” (457) to throw the police off the track; 

the man in white, Señor Ferraro, contrives a cheap hairpin to disguise the real diamond in his 

possession; a traitorous insurance representative sends Gar on a car ride intended to be his last 

(literally taking him off the track); Mendez tries to force him to admit that he has the diamonds; 

Tracy and the nameless woman play a curious game in telling Gar that the diamonds will be 
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transported through customs in a bag of beads, though that is false; and, in San Francisco, Gar is 

led into a trap by Raaker, the ringleader. Gar knows that “white glass—worth thousands—is a 

reason—for lies” (488), and certainly through the diamonds themselves comes an array of 

subjective perceptions of how the diamonds are to be set in a narrative context (where they are, 

who owns them, etc.). This prism of possibilities not only generates the brilliant deceptions 

played out by detective and criminals alike, but also highlights the cultural ethnicity that Jo Gar 

stands in for in the series. Jo Gar is mixed in his heritage himself (Mendez the Spaniard and 

Raaker both condemn him for this), and in Rainbow Diamonds he comes up against many 

characters of different ethnicities, speaking different languages, and, of course, telling different 

misleading stories. Just as later, in “Red Dawn,” Gar indicates that he has learned “[n]othing—

that seems to lead me anyway….  It is like that Street of the Lanterns where Ying [the blind 

Chinese] lived—much colour and sound, and so difficult to see or hear beyond either color or 

sound” (482), Gar’s work is to either listen very carefully to the deceptive stories related to him, 

or block out the colour and noise, the subjective dimensions projected around the diamonds as 

meaningful things. Gar’s job is to weed out facts—useful facts—from the lies of the many men 

and women who seek to deceive him, lead him astray, and kill him. Throughout the story, Gar 

must parse out the truth from the lies and the lies from the truth, knowingly “gambling his life, in 

a strange country, against his chances of recovering the four missing Von Loffler diamonds, 

against the final chance of facing the one who had planned the Manila crime” (507). It is no 

surprise, then, that a central object of the text is a set of diamonds which Decolta aptly names the 

Rainbow Diamonds—pieces of so-called valuable glass that when inspected closely under a light, 

cast an array of colours and subjective projections. It is not the diamonds Gar is looking at, but 

the “light” and false narratives being cast through them as various characters try to maintain 

possession over them. 

Unlike the Maltese falcon as an object, the diamonds sit more squarely in that constant 
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state of (ir)relevance mentioned previously, and so allow for a multiplicity of narrative red 

herrings made to deceive Gar. On the Cheyo Maru, the “man in white”—Señor Ferraro—attempts 

to throw Gar off the track by ransacking both his own and Gar’s room and planting a cheap 

woman’s hairpin amongst his own things to suggest that a woman is involved. The planting of the 

hairpin within a contrived story of the rooms being ransacked (when they really weren’t, except 

by Ferraro himself) sets the stage for the narrative deceptions taking place around the diamonds, 

especially since Ferraro hides one of the diamonds in the hairpin. Ferraro has sensed that Gar is 

onto him, and this planted red herring is a narrative construction meant to turn attention away 

from Ferraro and onto, instead, a female culprit (Ferraro is thus also betraying one of the ring 

members). Ferraro thus attempts to control how Gar reads the trail of the diamonds, undermining 

Gar’s suspicion of him. Gar is not so easily fooled, however, by such a cheap and deliberate red 

herring. He makes his own fake hairpin, a replica of the hairpin made by Ferraro and brings it to 

him as second false clue.21 Ferraro exclaims, “The same sort of junk!… It might mean 

something” to which Gar only replies, “It might, but I’m afraid not” (466, emphasis mine). Gar 

knows what Ferraro does not: that these objects do not mean anything, not because they are junk, 

but because they are not clues. As Gar points out, Ferraro “wanted to create a mystery, and to 

show me that [he] possessed nothing of value” (468), by putting one of the diamonds in the cheap 

pin and painting over it so that it looks like glass or paste. The narratives constructed around these 

hairpins are suspicious deceptions, created as tricks. They are both meaningless objects made and 

set in narrative constructions to signify a thingness (or clueness) and to be read as crucial clues to 

the case, but Gar is not fooled by Ferraro’s hairpin and uses his own to reveal that its presence is 

meaningless. As with Spade, Gar does not invest value in the diamonds themselves and is not 

fooled. Ferraro suggests that there is a greater depth or mystery in the hairpin, a clueness, but 

Gar’s objectivity filters out this deceptive facet. Ferraro’s mistake, of course, is that when Gar 

                                                      

21 It is not made in any way clear where these men are picking up these hairpins on board the Cheyo Maru. 
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tries to walk away with the wrong pin, Ferraro reveals that he has put value on one object over the 

other, and thus shown his hand. Gar makes use of the fact that the man in white has given too 

much significance to one stone (the diamond) over another (a fake paste stone), which, as far as 

Gar is concerned, is just as much a piece of “junk” as the cheap hairpin. There is a difference, for 

Gar, drawn between a rock like a Von Loffler diamond as an object, and the “thingness” it seems 

to represent for Ferraro, as well as the rest of the diamond thieves, who place great weight on the 

value of those diamonds and who possesses them. It is clear, then, that Ferraro was “too sure—

[he] was not suspected. Too certain” (469), a certainty of knowledge based in his assumption that 

he has maintained possession of the diamonds, although Gar easily enough removes the real 

diamond from the pin when Ferraro is not looking, literally extracting it from this narrative play 

around it. Every chapter of the novella presents an account of one or two of the thieves attempting 

to deceive Gar with similar narrative deceptions as well as real diamonds disguised (as the 

Maltese falcon is supposedly disguised) as paste and glass beads cut like diamonds. These 

disguises and this cutting does not fool Gar, because, as he makes clear to the ringleader, Raaker, 

the diamonds themselves hold no thingness in which to invest for him. Gar has no interest in the 

diamonds or their value; his detachment from the subjective dimension of the object allows him 

to shrug off the disguises and tricks of light cast over them or through them. Raaker, cornered and 

genuinely threatened by Gar’s disinterest in the diamonds, demands, “Look at them—damn 

you!… Look at the four you couldn’t—reach! Look at them—” to which Gar responds, “I’ve seen 

the others…. I’ve seen many diamonds, Raaker” (509).22 Gar indicates that one diamond is as 

good as another (no matter how they are cut) and even then not of great importance to him. 

Between the real diamonds, diamonds concealed and revealed, and a plethora of glass beads and 

cheap hairpins, there is no fundamental difference except an idea, a thingness, that the criminals 

have granted to one object over another. They have no influencing power over him or his agency 

                                                      

22 You’ve got to love a hardboiled detective who can look at a set of perfect diamonds and say, “Eh.” 
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and so Gar can easily separate an object from its thingness, knowing very well that a diamond is 

only worth anything because we have, arbitrarily, decided what it is worth—a thingness that has 

nothing to do with him, and, of course, nothing to do with the diamonds either.  

The story is formulated around the need to possess the diamonds, or rather the agency, 

power, and authority over what happens next that comes with possession of the diamonds. In The 

Maltese Falcon, Spade asserts control over the conspirators by stating that “Sure. You’re together 

now, but I’ve got the falcon” (181), but that control is expressed as narrative control over the 

story they will give to the police and who they will pin as the fall guy, since as Spade tells them, 

“I say what I please” (188). The thieves in Rainbow Diamonds develop the same constructed 

notion that possession of the diamonds will grant them authority—in particular over Gar. This 

makes sense at the basic level that so long as the thieves have the diamonds (even though they say 

the others have them) and Gar does not, Gar is fundamentally unable to lay claim to where they 

are or must play by their rules, play along. Possession of the diamonds thus functions as narrative 

power—or at least the power to designate the value, history, and context the diamonds exist in as 

the action continues, since the ones with the diamonds can say what they please and Gar must fall 

in. It is for this reason that Gar ends up taking a ride that is almost his last in “Red Dawn.” Still, 

narrative authority is not fixed on the object, and it is shown that for all of these efforts to possess 

the Von Loffler diamonds, actually apprehending the diamonds is not a indication of who is in 

charge of how the narrative is concluded (or made meaningful, resolved), but rather, it is the 

subject who recognizes that the diamonds are hunks of glass—glasses of deception—who 

survives the narrative contentions and ultimately authors how the story is cut. The potential 

refractions of the narrative compulsions, driven by the desire to find and possess the diamonds, 

results in a distortion of what value the diamonds contain, since when Gar finally tracks Raaker 

(and the last four diamonds) down in Chicago, Raaker’s interest in the diamonds shifts from 

monetary value to personal vengeance on Gar: “Damn the diamonds—I’ve got you! They brought 



 

129 

 

you here” (509). Even though Raaker declares that with “over two hundred thousand dollars” 

(what the diamonds are appraised at), he “would have been fixed” (509), Raaker is more 

interested in how possession of the diamonds has brought Gar, the man he “hate[s]” (508), to 

him, as if, in a strange kind of narrative voodoo, the diamonds grant Raaker authority over Gar’s 

fate such that Gar will “never see diamonds again” (509). This might be true if Gar, like “the 

others” Raaker used to bring the diamonds to him (508), were interested in ownership of the 

diamonds himself and the two hundred thousand dollars they are said to be worth, but Gar’s 

interest in retrieving the diamonds is not for himself, but to avenge Juan Arragon’s death (like 

Spade seeks to resolve Miles’ murder).23 While the final chapter of the novella is titled 

“Diamonds of Death,” presumably because, in Raaker’s hands, the diamonds are made to 

symbolize Gar’s death, potent tokens that will give Raaker the opportunity to kill the detective, 

Gar ultimately undermines this. If they symbolize or bring death, it is only because Raaker has 

brought it onto himself in seeing in these objects a thingness (either the monetary value or his 

possession over Gar’s fate), since as Gar tells him, “And they’ve brought the San Francisco 

police here…. They’ve brought tear gas and sub-machine-guns—and they’re bringing death here, 

Raaker” (509). In this way, Raaker has framed himself,24 bringing the police to his front door 

(although Gar is actually bluffing, or at least being pre-emptive) and trapping himself in a 

narrative of stolen diamonds and murders. Gar is able to extract himself from this subjective 

dimension formed around the diamonds, but Raaker cannot. Because Gar invests nothing of 

himself in the diamonds—he invests his agency in other things—he is not deceived by or made 

subject to the supposed narratives cast through them. Where Raaker relies on others to bring him 

the diamonds, and the result is a spectrum of betrayals and deceptions leading to death, Gar relies 

only on his own agency. Like Spade, Gar’s ability to detect the difference between objects and 

                                                      

23 That is, Gar sees no value in the diamonds, but invests himself and his integrity in the dead body of his 

friend, as I discuss later in this chapter.  
24 Congratulations. You played yourself. 
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their supposed thingness, the subjective dimension or spectrum of narratives splayed through the 

object, and to remain detached from or sceptical of objects as meaningful things, provides Gar 

with the insight to navigate such dimensions rather than getting caught up in them. What Rainbow 

Diamonds accomplishes, however, is to stress the complicated nature of such subjective 

spectrums of meaning and meaning-making, the narrative contentions of subjects constructed on, 

in, or around the hard object, but which cannot be verified as true or false. There are merely 

shades of narrative possibility that must ultimately be registered as suspicious, a dialogic play 

against incomprehensible, indifferent objects (white glass is a reason for lies), attempting to 

enforce the authority of one voice over many others. Gar, capable of speaking many languages, 

no doubt serves as an appropriate mediator of such dialogic play around the object.  

I have thus far loosely used narrative, signification, and meaning interchangeably as 

names for various subjective dimensions of the object.25 To that extent, a narrative object (in 

specific, as opposed to objects outside of narrative) is positioned at the centre of many kinds of 

subjective meaning, to broad-spectrum stories, just as an individual diamond may be worth a 

certain price, but, set in a hairpin, necklace, or ring, might be part of an even larger narrative 

construct. I stress this here to clarify the subjective dimension as multifaceted, which is exactly 

why, for hardboiled detective fiction, it is formed by the perceptions of many subjects for 

different ends (or means to those ends), so complex to navigate and break down except through 

direct contemplation of the object itself (as with the Maltese falcon). Narratives are similar to the 

value we place on objects, in how we create, recreate, and falsify the matter called “truth.” The 

object(ive) of a detective story is often regarded as the hard truth—the complete, indisputable 

truth—but in hardboiled fiction truth is a loose, vague thing, often so much so that characters 

cannot be sure they are telling it when they claim to be. Like Jo Gar, we must be prepared to not 

only recognize that one story is as good as another, but that people place significance in them and 

                                                      

25 Or “broken hearts.” 



 

131 

 

buy them at their own discretion and at their own risk. It takes a perceptive eye to discern the 

difference between the real and the fabricated, and it takes a private eye to know that, technically 

speaking, everything is a fabrication.  

The private eye—which is, of course, a metaphor for the individual subject perceiving the 

objective world (the ‘I’)—serves, in many ways, as the arbiter of signification and value where 

objects in detective fiction are concerned. Spade knows the falcon is an object and that 

knowledge allows him to sidestep its mythical value and turn the conspirators against one 

another; Gar judges and appraises the narrative deceptions that impede the possession of the Von 

Loffler diamonds, ultimately deciding what they do or do not mean. Hardboiled detectives do not 

believe in the thingness of objects, but they recognize the value others put on objects, and so use 

that knowledge to their advantage. It is an insider knowledge that allows the detective to perceive 

the clash between the objective and subjective worlds (and, in several cases, though not always, 

correcting, overriding, subordinating, or sublating, as Miller suggests, these contending voices 

and meanings into the detective’s master voice).26 This kind of investigation for the detective, 

however, is complicated by the deceptiveness of both objects and the subjective dimension. 

Like the Maltese falcon, which is a hunk of deceiving lead (as well as a problematic 

“lead” for Spade), and like the Von Loffler diamonds, which are consistently replaced with or 

disguised as cheap fakes, the Brasher Doubloon of Chandler’s The High Window is a constant 

reminder that objects are not always what they seem and that, depending on how we perceive 

them, their value comes under suspicion—or rather that both an object and its thingness can be 

counterfeited, making it impossible to tell hard truths from well-composed lies or fiction. Philip 

Marlowe, as the private eye of the narrative, takes on the task of not just separating the wheat 

                                                      

26 I should be careful to say here that this master voice is also a knowing, self-conscious voice, which will 

be discussed more specifically in later chapters. The classic detective, like Holmes, is a master voice that is 

meant to be accepted by the reader and other characters for his or her sheer intelligence. The hardboiled 

detectives do not have it quite so easy. They must first prove that they have the authority to decide on 

narrative meaning and agency. 
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from the chaff, the fact from the fiction, the bad lies from the good lies, but of constructing a 

plausible account of the events surrounding the coin himself. Spade can toss aside the falcon, Gar 

can return home and hand off the diamonds, but Marlowe must (as he often must in his novels) 

decide what subjective dimensions and what narratives will be recognized as true when they are 

always a counterfeit or partial fabrication of the truth. 

The novel seemingly centres on a coin called the Brasher Doubloon. We learn, as 

Marlowe learns, that the coin, belonging to the late Jasper Murdock, has been stolen from the 

Murdock estate. Marlowe has been hired to discreetly locate it, but after doing all the footwork to 

find it, the coin is simply mailed to him—only Mrs. Murdock reports that it has been returned to 

her as well. There are suddenly too many Brasher Doubloons to account for, considering it is 

supposed to be a rare, expensive coin. What Marlowe has fallen into is a counterfeiting gambit 

run by Leslie Murdock (Mrs. Murdock’s son from a previous marriage), Vannier, and a dental 

technician, creating a complicated question of what is real or true and what is counterfeit or 

false.27 More importantly, there is a question of how one tells the difference, and what we base 

truth, value, and plausibility on, since the Brasher Doubloon is dubbed by Eli Morningstar as 

“[i]n some ways the most interesting and valuable of all early American coins” (493). It has 

history. First made in New York in 1787, it was created before there were any American mints, 

and so it was not minted. It was created through a process called pressure molding. Morningstar 

tells Marlowe that “its maker was a private goldsmith named Ephraim Brasher, or Brashear. 

Where the name survives it is usually spelled Brashear, but not on the coin. I don’t know why” 

(493). It is a “rare gold coin” (453) and it is well known to be part of the Murdock collection. 

This is the idea in the coin—its value and historical significance, its thingness. Technically 

speaking, the coin has been literally printed with a value of currency, but, like the Maltese falcon, 

it has also been symbolically imprinted with a historical significance meant to cohere to the 

                                                      

27 The hard tooth and the false veneer. 
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material thought to contain it—which is exactly why it gets stolen. 

Using the same molding material and process as dental technicians use to make moulds 

of teeth, Vannier and Leslie steal the Brasher Doubloon and counterfeit it with the intention of 

replacing the original Brasher and selling off the fakes for a couple thousand apiece. Made of 

solid gold like the original, these counterfeits are “exactly the same as the original” (640), so 

perfect is the process. The real coin cannot be told apart from the fakes. When Marlowe receives 

the coin from George Anson Phillips, and learns that Mrs. Murdock also has the coin, he realizes 

very quickly that he has “apprehended and lost” the coin; he has apprehended a Brasher 

Doubloon, but has also lost the Brasher Doubloon, the real thing, and the Brasher Doubloon has 

now been forever lost. The Brasher Doubloon cannot signify anything and it cannot have any 

value unless it is verified as the real thing, but this is now impossible, and even by the end of the 

novel, there is no way to verify it anymore. Even Leslie Murdock cannot be certain that Vannier 

returns to him the original coin. That symbolic value imprinted on the hard material becomes so 

malleable, so overstretched, so questionable, that it melts away.  

Oddly enough, even though Mrs. Murdock says that the doubloon is “said to be worth 

over ten thousand dollars” (453), and even though it is insured, the coin is fundamentally 

worthless because it cannot be sold and any reputable dealer would not dare to buy it or sell it 

again, knowing full well the provisions Jasper Murdock made in his will—that his coin collection 

could not be “sold, loaned, or hypothecated” while his wife was still alive (453). It cannot be 

sold; it has no legitimate value—at least, not until it is counterfeited and the real coin—or its 

facsimile—is placed back in its case at the Murdock estate. Only the counterfeits can be sold and 

thus only have value if they are thought to not be the Murdock Brasher. Mrs. Murdock, of course, 

“care[s] nothing for such things” (453) as these “little pieces of metal” (454), much in the same 

way that, for Marlowe, the doubloon does not equate to financial value but is rather simply the 

object(ive) of the job at hand. The doubloon, insofar as its supposed history is thought to give it 
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value, is meaningless to both Marlowe and Mrs. Murdock because they perceive its hard surface, 

not its supposed “thingness.” They fall in line with Spade, and not Gutman in their relationship to 

the object in question, but Vannier and Leslie Murdock are literally and metaphorically banking 

on that unique and rare thingness of the coin in order to make reproducing it worthwhile. Vannier 

and Leslie choose the Brasher Doubloon because it has to be an early and rare American coin. It 

must have that symbolic value in order to be of interest to buyers, and otherwise the process and 

material used would “cost more than the coin would be worth” (640), meaning, of course, that the 

rareness and history of the coin carries more monetary value than the gold it is made from. The 

value of a counterfeit, generally speaking, depends on the coin’s ability to pass as the real thing, 

or to, at least, be good enough to pass as the true object, such that the thingness of the coin can be 

transferred to any of the counterfeits. Of course, that significance is depreciated and lost the more 

copies are made, and ultimately the coin will only be worth the material it is made from if there 

are too many counterfeits. Due to the process by which they were made, the Brasher Doubloons 

forged in 1787 all have “consequent slight variations in design which would be visible under 

strong magnification” (493). Morningstar even claims that “it would be safe to say no two of the 

coins would be identical” (493), but though the Murdock doubloon can be discerned from other 

coins of similar make, it cannot be set apart from its own counterfeits. There are two sides to this 

coin—the real and counterfeit—but they are all the same coin, and as such, they are either all 

worthless or all valuable. For Marlowe, ultimately, it makes them worthless, because a 

counterfeit, like a false story, is only worth the material it is constructed from. Unlike the Maltese 

falcon, which is not, in the strictest sense, a counterfeit—there was, as far as the story is 

concerned, never a real Maltese falcon—the Brasher Doubloon, as an object that can be copied 

over and over again, instigates a complicated issue of how one discerns value and significance if 

all the coins, real and fake, look exactly the same and are made of the same material. Even if the 

detective gets as close as possible to the facts and the details all line up, is the story of the murder, 
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as re-created, verifiable as the truth and not as a counterfeiting of what happened due to the 

subjectivity of experience and perception (and intention)? Is the object real or have we been 

cheated? In which case, what is the value that has been lost, and who lost the most in the gamble? 

If the coin is not what it appears to be, it is a deception, but that deception is on those who read 

significance onto the object. A rose is a rose is a rose is a rose until a rose is meaningless, the 

thing divided utterly from the object.28 A Brasher Doubloon is a Brasher Doubloon, but only if 

one is willing to believe that it is the thing one perceives it as—otherwise, like the Falcon is a 

hunk of lead, it is just a hunk of metal, which, of course, it is. While we may be inclined to buy 

into the “true” story or “real thing,” there is always an awareness that the story is somehow false 

and “made up” for the sake of making it seem plausible. 

 Chandler develops a more troubling dialogic play around the object than what Hammett 

formulates in The Maltese Falcon or even Decolta creates in Rainbow Diamonds. While the prior 

detectives have the option to simply dismiss all the deceptions woven around their respective 

objects, Marlowe must ultimately, out of a sense of responsibility to his clients and his sense of 

integrity, decide on the course of narrative in The High Window, choosing one version of the facts 

over the others, despite the multiple angles the characters present Marlowe with—the authorized 

real story (resolution and closure) and the counterfeit fictions or accounts of what happened. 

When Marlowe is confronted by the “official” law authorities to give up what he knows about the 

murder cases surrounding the theft of the doubloon, he responds with a speech that highlights not 

only Marlowe’s own agency over his narrative power, but also implies that the “official” story 

cannot always be trusted: 

Until you guys own your own souls you don’t own mine. Until you guys can be 

trusted every time and always, in all times and conditions, to seek the truth out and 

find it and let the chips fall where they may—until that time comes, I have a right to 

                                                      

28 Gertrude Stein, “Tender Buttons” (1914). The object rendered to mere thingness in semantic satiation. 
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listen to my conscience, and protect my client the best way I can. Until I’m sure you 

won’t do him more harm than you’ll do the truth good. (540). 

Marlowe recognizes that no truth can be “trusted every time and always, in all times and 

conditions.” The declaration of ownership over one’s own soul (subjectivity)—in effect, the 

power to say what you please, as Spade eloquently puts it, rather than accept what others tell 

you—as well as Marlowe’s lack of faith in the cops as trustworthy narrative voices, places 

emphasis on Marlowe’s own sense of self-possession over what stories are told or not told, how 

they are to be told as credible or as lacking credibility, and that Marlowe’s decision or choice of 

narrative will be dependent on his conscience and his client. Chandler thus stresses the subjective 

dimension of narratives since Marlowe becomes the decisive locus of which subjective version 

will be accepted as “true,” while knowingly overstating the problem that there are only fictions, 

and only counterfeits. Chandler is not unaware of how the subject-object dynamic plays out in the 

novel as a shady moral problem. In fact, it is central to the way The High Window is written and 

to how the novel must be read. We must remember that The High Window is a narrative that 

interconnects several narrative cover-ups, including the death of Horace Bright, Mrs. Murdock’s 

first husband, and the Cassidy case that Lieutenant Breeze, at the end of the novel, admits to 

being a true case but “under another name” (656), a scandal covered up to keep a politician’s son 

out of jail. These connections not only add structural dimension to the novel, as well as the cases 

Marlowe ends up investigating, but also draw direct attention to how such counterfeit narratives 

may be bought or sold, may pass or not pass as currency, as well as Marlowe’s struggle with such 

ambiguous subjective dimensions. 

 Marlowe’s conversations with police detective Breeze are key to understanding the 

Brasher Doubloon as a centralizing and motivating object(ive) of the narrative. The coin, in its 

ambivalent position between real and counterfeit, currency and hunk of metal, structures not only 

the quest to retrieve the “real” Brasher Doubloon, but also influences the impulse that drives 
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Marlowe to construct a narrative that may, if nothing else, ring true, a plausible account of what 

happens that provides a proper account of his own actions (in some rather sticky situations), and 

protects his client, Mrs. Murdock (as much as he doesn’t like her).29 Marlowe has to tell the 

detectives something after the corpse of George Anson Phillips (an amateur private eye caught up 

in the theft of the doubloon) is found, so he gives them a story as close to the facts as he can give 

without revealing his client or why he was at Phillips’ apartment to find the body. Breeze, of 

course, is not sold on it, so when Marlowe says, “That’s my story,” the police detective simply 

replies, “But you don’t have to get stuck with it…. You can always give us a better one” (517). 

Like the Brasher Doubloon can be counterfeited, so can Marlowe’s version of what happened (or, 

vice versa, Breeze can doubt its authenticity), and some of the details of how he phrases it may be 

“off.” It may pass as true, but Breeze can still doubt its legitimacy or value. Breeze knows, as he 

knows Marlowe knows, that “people always lie in murder cases” and that Marlowe was probably 

“lying the first time” (536) or, at least, conveniently leaving out some facts. Breeze questions the 

verifiable value—the legitimacy—of Marlowe’s story; he even says, “We’re not trying to pull 

anything that’s not legitimate. We only hope you ain’t either… ain’t either trying to pull anything 

legitimate. Such as holding out on us” (536). The police are not trying to frame the case or to 

frame Marlowe, exactly, but they know that nothing thus far can be verified as true, and that 

Marlowe must know more than he is letting on. Since people always lie or hold out in murder 

cases, then there are no legitimate versions of what happened that can be trusted. There are only 

fabricated counterfeits—good ones and bad ones, such that, as Breeze says, “Everything you just 

told us might be strictly the truth, and yet you might not be telling us the truth. If you get what I 

mean” (538). If all stories can be counterfeited and/or doubted, there leaves little room for 

reliable or credible truth. Like all the Brasher Doubloons might be Brasher Doubloons, they may 

                                                      

29 Made even more problematic by the problem that Vannier is also blackmailing Mrs. Murdock for the 

murder of her husband, Jasper Murdock, and Mrs. Murdock has for many years cultivated in her secretary, 

Merle Davis, the belief that she was at fault.  
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still not be the Brasher Doubloon. All narratives, and all coins, are suspicious.  

Since Breeze has yet to hear “strictly the truth,” he asks Marlowe to try again with a 

“better” account of himself and the case. Marlowe knows the game, though, so his reply is a 

moment of hardboiled clarity in both the situation at hand and the issues in the novel as a whole: 

“It’s good enough…. I mean it’s good enough in the sense that it’s bad enough to be true” (517). 

Marlowe knows that so long as there is no way to verify the story as “strictly the truth”—no coin 

on which to base any of the narrative compulsions—then we must be careful about buying into 

too perfect or contrived versions of the truth. Rather, the version that allows for the fact that it can 

only be “good enough” if it is “bad enough” is most likely to be close to the truth, because even if 

it is not entirely true, it may yet “ring true” (578) like the counterfeit coin may pass as real. There 

is here a recognition that we can never fully apprehend the thingness of the object or objective 

(the hard truth) in question. Stories (and meanings) that “ring true” are always, according to 

Marlowe, “the most reasonable and plausible” stories, unlike the one Leslie Murdock gives 

concerning the theft of the coin, which Marlowe calls “fabricated” and “over-simple”—because 

all the details fit too conveniently together, a perfectly made counterfeit or fabrication of events 

(578), just as copies of the Brasher Doubloon are exactly as good as the original, but also reveal 

the instability of its value. Marlowe knows that stories are never entirely cohesive, not if they are 

to objectively “ring true” with reality, which is full of pitfalls and inexplicable coincidences and 

little problematic mysteries that remain unexplained, as well as details we can never actually 

know—and, of course, the “real” world cannot be wrapped up so prettily in a semantic and 

comprehensible bow. It is for this reason that the detective figure, in particular the private eye, is 

necessary; it is not that the detective will provide a linear story of what really happened, or even 

that the detective will retroactively reveal the truth of the crime, or what clues mean, but rather 

that he will authorize a plausible counterfeit through his own agency in the absence of hard truth 

since what really happened cannot be verified without being subjectively composed. Marlowe 
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typically does both, however, explaining what he thinks happened, and then, afterwards, what he 

intends to do with what he believes rings true with the facts. In the final conversation with Leslie 

Murdock, Leslie insists that his father’s death was an accident (and denies responsibility for the 

other crimes), and to this Marlowe responds, “You say it was an accident. Okay, it was an 

accident. I wasn’t a witness. I haven’t any proof either way. I’ve been working for your mother 

and whatever right to my silence that gives her, she can have. I don’t like her. I don’t like you, I 

don’t like this house” (647). The short lines carry a great deal of impact, compact as they are. 

Marlowe openly addresses the lack of evidence or proof behind his version of events, and, 

certainly, he agrees to bury this murder in silence because Mrs. Murdock is his client. Yet, the use 

of you say indicates how loose and vague any story is and how easily it is to accept or reject 

imposed meanings and conclusions. While he maintains his credibility as a detective by 

upholding his detective-client confidentiality, Marlowe also states that he still owns his own soul 

by outwardly rejecting the Murdocks because of their treatment of Merle Davis. The novel closes 

with Marlowe taking Merle home to her parents’ house after a mental breakdown; removing her 

from the Murdocks’ presence is his moral decision over how this narrative ends, and certainly it 

is his attempt to give a little legitimacy and meaning to a case that leaves him dispirited and 

disgusted with the greed and selfishness of human beings. As the novel closes, Marlowe says, “I 

had a funny feeling as I saw the house disappear, as though I had written a poem and it was very 

good and I had lost it and would never remember it again” (654). That Marlowe feels as though 

he has written a poem is an indication that he has, if only fleetingly, composed a meaningful 

sense of closure to the narratives he has worked through, given the case a tang of legitimacy 

through his navigation of the subjective dimensions of the objects in play, but, of course, 

Marlowe is not naive, and even this poem is lost again. 

The High Window, on the surface, is a novel about the counterfeiting of a rare coin and 

the plight of Merle Davis, who has been framed for the murder of Horace Bright (and who 
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believes it), but in its layers, the novel is actually a statement about the problem of verifying the 

legitimacy of the things in front of us, and, beyond that, the methods by which we attempt to get 

at that legitimacy and to recreate it. That legitimacy is an illusion. The truth of the Brasher 

Doubloon is simply that it is a hunk of metal shaped into a coin, made to be passed as people see 

fit. The rest is simply a value and a story imposed onto the coin which is indifferent to such 

thingness. The High Window undoubtedly is meant to overtly perform the same critique of classic 

and Golden Age detective fiction, its contrivances and overworked plotting, that Chandler 

develops in “The Simple Art of Murder”: 

If it started out to be about real people… they must very soon do unreal things in 

order to form the artificial pattern required by the plot. When they did unreal things, 

they ceased to be real themselves. They became puppets and cardboard lovers and 

papier-mâché villains and detectives of exquisite and impossible gentility. The only 

kind of writer who could be happy with these properties was the one who did not 

know what reality was. (215). 

Chandler berates the previous modes of detective fiction for overstressing their plausibility at the 

cost of realistic (realistically flawed and devious) characters, a heavy reliance on tidy and “true” 

plots and narratives, so perfectly contrived (and repeated) as to become counterfeits of “real” 

detective fiction. Underlying this, however, is also an emphasis on the fleshing out of fiction to 

better realize it, which can only be accomplished by authors who are aware that it in order to be 

good enough to be true, it has to be bad enough to be true, a recognition of the detective figure’s 

struggle with narrative in a world that is objectively ambivalent and indifferent to our attempt to 

make it mean, to make it signify, to make it cohere with our version of the facts through the 

subjective dimension of the subject-object relationship. Curiously though, the Brasher Doubloon 

is a real American coin outside of the text as well. We are playing with real money here, not a 

fictional bird statuette, meaning there is a dimension of the narrative object here that seems to 
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legitimatize the narrative of The High Window in some way. The story of the Murdock Brasher 

Doubloon may be a fabrication—a counterfeiting of the real—but the novel, again, is a story 

imposed upon a real object, and we, the reader, at least subconsciously know that while Chandler 

framed the novel around a true physical object in the real world, the narrative itself cannot be 

verified as true despite its plausibility. It is, like all the fictions and all the framing of murder that 

occurs in the novel, a fiction itself. Chandler makes literal what Defino suggests Hammett 

gestures towards in The Maltese Falcon, that “truth” as a thing “is merely the currency of the 

moment” (77), because truth is always a subjective construction, even when our intentions to 

relate just the facts are genuine. Where Hammett’s falcon “negotiates the value of a story” 

(Defino 77), Chandler’s Brasher Doubloon completely debunks it.  

I have only pointed to three instances of crucial narrative objects—a statuette, a set of 

diamonds, an old coin—in a genre that widely uses an interaction with objects to explore the 

mystery of how meaning is deduced, shaped, influenced, and authorized. In the section on 

Chandler’s The High Window, it is not hard to notice that my discussion veers away from the 

Brasher Doubloon and into a commentary on the verisimilitude of narrative and how it is 

investigated in the hardboiled style. There is an evident shift from the object to the agency of the 

detective that posits the narrative object as an instigating force, but one that also appears to 

distance itself from the narrative constructions built around it. We lose sight of it, just as we lose 

sight of the original Brasher Doubloon that was stolen. It is precisely, however, that relationship 

of object, subject, and signification or meaning that I am dissecting, re-enacted in the conflicting 

dynamics of detective, corpse, and narrative intention (and by extent, resolution), since the 

subject-object dynamic that Brown and Schwenger work through is certainly developed around 

the problem of how a subject enacts his or her own agency over the object world, and so reads 

meaning onto it. The Maltese falcon, the Von Loffler Diamonds, and the Brasher Doubloon all 

work to influence, and are complicit in, how plot and narrative are structured in their respective 
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stories. They each serve, respectively and by their own terms, as types of Holy Grails, sought 

after, believed in, but never apprehended. Brooks identifies plot as “the design and intention of 

narrative, what shapes a story and gives it a certain direction or intent of meaning” (Reading xi). 

The objects of hardboiled fiction, in how they seem to mean and then are shown to not mean, 

provide a more concrete method of defining that “design” and “intention.” The narrative becomes 

shaped around the object at its centre, that centres it, and that directs the motives of those who 

would attempt to possess it or impose meaning onto it. The inadequacy of objects and of the 

subjects who seek them are common threads in all hardboiled fiction. Thomas Walsh’s 

“Diamonds Mean Death” (1936) is centred around the trade of suspiciously-gained African 

diamonds, but though they seem real enough—and are—Joe Keenen is quick to make out that 

Major Geoffrey Russell means to switch them out for counterfeits once the sale is made. In “A 

Taste for Cognac” (1944) by Brett Halliday, it is a bottle of very fine cognac sold at the same 

price as the cheap stuff during Prohibition that sends Michael Shayne hunting for its source, only 

to find a body instead. In fact, you would be hard-pressed to find a story by a hardboiled writer 

that does not focus on the supposed or suspicious (in)adequacy of an object to its thingness, its 

value, its narrative bindings, or a detective’s ability to make it mean. From diamonds, to cash, to 

guns, to knives, to Persian rugs, to necklaces, to jade statuettes, to pearls, to hats (Hammett’s The 

Glass Key [1931]), to what have you, objects are not only put centre stage, but are made 

necessary to plot.30  

It is curious that there is little to no scholarship on the red herring as a literary device (we 

may talk about metaphor, conceit, anaphora, and rhyme ad infinitum, but the red herring is 

relegated to the sidelines). It is always quickly identified as metaphor or denouement (when it 

does come up), but never engaged with as a complex tool to drive or undermine narratives. At 

best, it is a word that is easily thrown around in order to offhandedly discuss other aspects of 

                                                      

30 Perhaps similar to the handkerchief in Shakespeare’s Othello (1603), if we were to look for similar 

examples of objects outside of detective fiction. 
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literary insight.  Of course, sometimes the absence of a thing is a red herring in itself. We assume 

that the red herring is a red herring of literary devices, irrelevant to more in-depth modes of 

critical discourses, but, as its etymology suggests, it is based in literary contrivance and 

convention. The red herring, too, at least in detective fiction, is necessary to plot as well, 

especially, as Rabinowitz attempts to elucidate, when we take into consideration how a work of 

literature or art is meant to be read or experienced with a difference between “acts done on 

purpose” and “acts done for a purpose” (348). We often forget that without the narrative objects, 

there is no motivational force behind the narrative, but it is the subjects, seeking something in 

these objects, that provide the motive. Of course, our narrative object, our fugitive on the run31, is 

the corpse. In that there is the implication that there may be more than one narrative object that 

centres the compositional motives of a text, which is, no doubt, an even more complicated 

dimension of subject-object relations in detective narratives, but, as Van Dine has already 

demonstrated in his rules for detective writers, there must be a corpse in a detective story, and that 

is one rule that the Hardboiled School agrees with. 

However, these objects besides the corpse serve their purpose as red herrings in more 

ways than one, since the investigation into them often overwrites and misleads the reader from 

the corpses that directly influence the detectives. Hammett is clever in how he misleads us—

while reading The Maltese Falcon we are deceived if we think that the Maltese falcon is the 

motive behind the narrative of the novel. The novel may be called The Maltese Falcon, but that, 

too, is a red herring. The object at the centre of the narrative is, all along, the corpse of Spade’s 

partner, Miles Archer, just as at the centre of The High Window is the corpse of Phillips (and, 

perhaps, buried deeper into the subtext than that, the falling body of Horace Bright pushed 

through the high window of the title), and at the centre of Rainbow Diamonds is the corpse of 

                                                      

31 Well, lying around, but you know what I mean (as far as that goes). 
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Gar’s friend, Juan Arragon, left as a warning in Gar’s office. If objects may serve as the intent 

and design of the hardboiled detective story, then, without a doubt, plot is a body, and takes on 

the shape of a body by becoming the “human thingified” (Brown 63)—by simultaneously being 

rendered into an object void of subjectivity and by being subjected to the narrative intentions of 

the detectives (and criminals) who seek, both literally and figuratively, to represent them through 

active narration and narrative composition. The inadequacy that arises then, like with the Maltese 

falcon, falls not on the object, which is solid and indifferent, but on the private eye or perceiver 

and the inability to make the body mean, to make it comprehensible in such a way that “broken 

hearts” are as equally heavy as dead men, materially and immaterially, subjectively and 

objectively. My digression on Marlowe’s role in The High Window, to conclude and choose a 

narrative direction for the plot, and hence a resolution, resonates here most strongly when the 

object under the crisis of representation is the corpse—in effect, the impact the corpse, as object, 

has on the detective’s own sense of coherent stability and identity. Schwenger has already 

suggested that in the process of perceiving objects, subjectivities fragment and shatter in the 

encounter while the object remains an indifferent obstacle to the coherence and solidness desired 

for that subjectivity. If we use objects to constitute our own subjectivity, our own relation to the 

objective world through a “corporeal unity” (Schwenger, Tears of Things 9) or interaction with 

objects, then, when we realize that the object is indifferent to that subject-object communication 

and likely to shed meaning—just as the corpse has a tendency to decompose—we are left to 

question our own structural, moral, epistemological, existential, and psychological integrity—our 

ability to cohere and to be coherent. Merle Davis, after finding Vannier’s corpse in The High 

Window, becomes hysterical and mentally fragile. When prompted to explain what happened, 

Marlowe tells the doctor, “She found a man murdered…. It shot her full of holes” (625). The 

encounter with the corpse on the pages of hardboiled fiction results in an attempt to animate the 

inanimate—to infuse the lifeless object with a subjectivity—through narrative compulsions that 
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are ultimately shown to not to be that of the object in question, but rather that of authors or 

narrative contenders around the object who seek to make it mean for their own motivated ends. 

The dead body as an object necessarily compels us to narrate a life onto it, to reanimate or 

represent the victim, because in it, or through it, we see the incomprehensibility of how our own 

life is meant to acquire meaning (as Brooks suggests in Reading for the Plot).  

Objects, then, in their tendency to withhold the secret to their hardness from us, shoot or 

reflect back at us our own fragmented subjectivity as well as our inability to adequately account 

for our own whereabouts, our own being in the physical world, much in the same way Marlowe 

fears that he “would cease to be a free agent” if he went to the police without a plausible story 

regarding how he came across Phillips’ dead body: “The score would be low, very low. Marlowe, 

three murders. Marlowe, practically knee-deep in dead men. And no reasonable, logical, friendly 

account of himself whatsoever” (The High Window 615). The tense rhythm of the sentence 

structures here is perhaps reminiscent of the stylistic reading I performed on “The Tell-Tale 

Heart” in the previous chapter: short sentences, “Marlowe, three murders”; repeated words “low, 

very low”; and then, also, a “hypertension” of pacing through “no reasonable, logical, friendly 

account of himself” as pressure on Marlowe’s integrity increases with each loss of stable 

identification and agency, as well as his presence at the murder scene. Spade, too, with the police 

“cracking foxy” (23) at him, accusing him of murdering Miles Archer and Floyd Thursby, must 

account for himself—to account for the body in the alley that could have been him. We may also 

hail back to “The Tell-Tale Heart” for the similar motive created in both the narrator and in our 

hardboiled protagonists. It is the dead eye of the old man that (supposedly) drives the narrator to 

kill him, a clouded, glassy eye that looks through the narrator and not at him. It reflects back at 

him the very sanity, coming undone at the seams, that the narrator insists he has under control. It 

is the dissolving of the subject—his subjectivity in the reflection of this eye—that causes his rage. 

The plight of the narrator is also the plight of our detectives, the fear that identity is not stable, not 
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solid and permanent, or not controlled by our agency and ability to make it mean and cohere. The 

narrator attempts to destroy the eye by dismembering the old man and hiding him under the 

floorboards; the hardboiled detective attempts to resolve the narrative of murder with the corpse 

on the floor.  

The corpse, though, is a peculiar and macabre object, and, if only in its unsettling 

disruptive nature of being a corpse, it raises more questions than it answers. Schwenger calls the 

corpse “[r]esidue of a subject” and “the final ironic closure of the gap between subject and 

object—ironic because to become in this way object is also to become abject” (Tears of Things 

157). The use of the word “abject” is illuminating here. The corpse as object is a miserable thing 

to look upon, although it does not feel this misery or wretchedness itself. Rather, “abject” better 

describes the corpse in the sense of thrown out or cast aside. The corpse is, in some way, turned 

inside out, all its contents tossed aside. The corpse is a container, but one that is dependent on the 

living to reanimate it, to inject it with meaning and hence life. As a narrative object, the corpse—

in actuality, of the subject lost as the victim—must be left in the hands of the often unreliable and 

inadequate living subjects that seek to make it mean. Such a fate of the object is no different from 

the corpse being dressed, like a doll, in a selection of different suits of clothes, to see what kind of 

man that makes of it. It is to be manhandled by the narrative intentions of others, which is all the 

more disturbing when the corpse, as object, was, at one time, a subject with its own intentions.32 

As residue, it lingers, it remains, but it also decomposes. How the corpse figures into the process 

of composition as a narrative object will be more intricately discussed in following chapters, but 

here it is important to address why the corpse, an object chosen above all others, is so crucial to 

how we understand the subject/object dynamic in the narrative composition of hardboiled fiction, 

                                                      

32 Brown has already suggested that there are no secrets in the inanimate object. The living body, 

containing a subject, may very well have secrets beneath its surface. The dead body does not and cannot 

have secrets beneath its surface, not unless we are talking about the mystery of its parts, but that is no 

different from talking about the various gears and pinions needed to make a clock tick. Whether the clock 

works or not, moves or not, tells time or not does not matter; the pieces remain as pieces of inanimate 

objecthood. 
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and how it provides motive and motivation to the shaping of the stories. People typically pick up 

and read detective fiction for its corpses, as even Chandler reminds us, “[t]here are even a few 

optimists who buy it at the full retail price of two dollars, because it looks so fresh and new and 

there is a picture of a corpse on the cover” (208). We know, of course, that there is no murder 

narrative without a corpse, but what is important is not that there is a corpse to investigate, but 

how that corpse is investigated as the detective story folds back on itself. The task here is to 

examine the methods by which various suspects in the fiction seek to claim authoritative 

possession over the corpse’s context or narrative of murder—its story and resolution—to make it 

signify for their own self-motivated ends. It is a matter of exploring how we get at an object, how 

we circle it, get into its skin, and, above all, what we find there—the subject reflected back in the 

dense surface of the object.  

Barthes, as Brooks points out in Body Works, situates the body and its potential symbolic 

field(s) at a point of convergence, and that “we are forever striving to make the body into a text” 

(7), to inscribe it with physical and metaphysical meaning, yet this attempt to make the body into 

a text results in a narrative crisis that Perdigao best highlights: “the textual body yields 

representations of bodies that are inscribed with writing, violence, and meaning; it becomes like a 

nesting doll, a seemingly infinite (and endless) supply of containers” (1). Perdigao refers to the 

problem of representational coding as “encrypting” or “entombing” the dead body. To encrypt or 

to entomb the body in a form of representational coding is to bury it beneath metaphor and 

metonymy, what Brooks refers to as the body “embody[ing]” (xi) its narrative. This canvas is 

easily overwritten and marked over with the symbolic fields of many contending subjects. The 

blank wall is crowded with overlapping graffiti; the empty slate is rife with palimpsests; and the 

corpse is buried in narrative compulsions meant to put it to rest. Lennard Davis notes that “in fact, 

the body generally… has been conceptualized as a simple object when it is in fact a complex 

focus for competing power structures” (Enforcing Normalcy 11). He is noting that the human 
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body is often simplified through the various approaches taken to critically interact with it and its 

idea, while also suggesting that they are inadequate to appropriate discussion on the body and the 

disabled body, but we know as Spade knows that objects are simple things—it is those that 

perceive and try to extract significance from them that complicate them in the very “competing 

power structures” that Davis alludes to. In being the “complex focus” of many gazes and many 

social contexts, the object falls through a tangled weaving of interpretation and elucidation, but, 

ultimately, we can always still separate the object from this weaving because it is too heavy, too 

solid to be contained by it or to contain it if “dead men are heavier than broken hearts.” It is 

exactly for that reason that it is a complex focus—in being indifferent to the way we perceive and 

read it, the object necessarily forces us to second-guess and challenge the motivations behind the 

tangled warps and wefts of other perceptions and investigations. In fact, that is exactly what 

Davis is proposing in his statement above; he is proposing that we separate the body from 

previous hermeneutic encounters and recognize its complexity for his own motivational purposes 

(as, of course, we would expect him to do) in the field of disability theory. My intent is to 

separate the corpse from such “representational coding,” as Helena Michie conceives (124), but 

not to dispel it, since what is sought here is not the body as text or even necessarily as site of 

inscription, but rather the motivation behind such representational coding at the level of narrative. 

Those competing power structures are re-enacted in hardboiled fiction as competing power plays 

of one’s ability to authorize and back up an authoritative version of the facts. In that sense, I agree 

with Davis in that the body—in particular here the dead body—is a “complex focus” but I 

maintain that the object is simple. What makes it complex is our desire and compulsion (even 

desperation) to make it mean something beyond its material. What is important is how that 

material shapes us and the narratives we build. 

I am compelled to add here a short note: When the corpse is the object of critical 

discussion, most critics try too hard to make it human, and almost always the discussion falls on 
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the corpse as either a plot device, or as a point of intersection where we talk about the 

sexualisation and gendering or victimization of (female or feminized) bodies.33 I find this limited 

and limiting—the social encoding many critics see as inseparable from the body, I see as enforced 

and inscribed, at least when we begin to talk about the corpse, because we are talking about an 

object and, with all other objects, encoding and inscription is always superimposed onto the 

object by a subject that is other to it, rendering such contexts circumstantial evidence. Of course 

the corpse is gendered and sexualized, especially if it is female, and certainly the eye generally is 

masculine within the genre,34 since the investigating detective is typically a male in hardboiled 

fiction (with important exceptions, such as Katherine Brocklebank’s Tex in “Bracelets” [1928] or 

Cornell Woolwich’s Jerry Wheeler in “Angel Face” [1937]), but in getting to the corpse as an 

object, it is necessary to realize that as an object the corpse is neither a construction of male or 

female, straight or queer, political or im-political, class or classless—unless we force it to be so. 

The purpose here is to get back to the corpse in its most basic nature—that of being an object, not 

human, separate from and indifferent to inscription and coding, and which, more importantly, 

refuses to give any weight or material to that inscription and coding (especially as it decomposes).  

Narrative construction requires a discussion of intention and motive in the composition of 

plots and what influences them.  Red herrings and dead ends, besides being formal techniques 

themselves—the former a misdirection and the latter a lack of direction—become compelling 

metaphors for revising the methods by which we engage with narrative (and with objects) in 

order to render them meaningful. That, too, requires a breaking away from the representational 

                                                      

33 It is difficult to tease the idea of the body away from a sexualisation of violence, especially where the 

victim is female, and its afflicter male. However, our project is not concerned with this field of discourse. It 

has been widely covered, deeply plumbed, and overly evasive. Judith Butler and Helena Michie, as critics 

at the top of the body-as-text field (alongside Barthes) both subject the body to an inscription of violence 

(often gendered), both usefully and limitedly in terms of this project, and certainly the few critical 

discourses on hardboiled fiction there are have a tendency to overly stress male violence on female bodies 

(whether acts of murder or seduction), for instance Christopher Breu’s Hard-boiled Masculinities (2005) 

and Mark Ledbetter’s Victims and the Postmodern Narrative or, Doing violence to the body (1996). It 

seems that we are always looking at female bodies in literature, but hardboiled detective fiction is filled 

with all kinds of bodies, so it is important that we widen the scope. 
34 And so, too, may be the traditional terminology used to examine it, or the genre in question. 
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coding we use to talk about objects and the construction of narrative. Not all plots are 

straightforward and easily discernible, and the hardboiled genre enjoys making use of this 

awareness to give different shapes and forms to narrative composition. It is in part, too, why I 

have chosen to include some of Hammett and Chandler’s lesser known contemporaries (indeed, a 

few of them Black Mask writers they knew personally), to give more range to the calibre of the 

genre.35  There is the notion that all hardboiled stories are the same, or present the same material, 

but that is only true insofar as all sonnets are the same. They take their form into serious 

consideration, working with and against the conventions inherent in it, but they are not, in 

essence, the same. We should be open-minded and critical about how we engage with not just 

objects and narrative, but also genre. 

Curiously, it is the school of style that utilizes a bare bones of language to realize the 

objective world that most fundamentally insists on investigating the problem of fleshing out that 

dead body on the floor as real. Since hardboiled fiction insists on the objective and hard surface 

of things as well as a suspicion of how things are made to mean, the corpse as vehicle of the plot 

and object(ive) of the compositional structure must necessarily be approached from a slightly 

different angle, because it cannot provide us with a subjectivity or narrative we hope to identify 

and verify. Rather than as mere plot device or as victim of circumstances, the corpse must be 

regarded and critically investigated as an object, a thing, alongside an awareness of how 

subjectivity is created, developed, confronted, and complicated by the encounter with the object. 

The body, full of signification, inscription, and identity, must necessarily shed its flesh so that we 

can adequately discuss its purpose in narrative construction without being misled; the body must 

become something separate—the corpse—while also retaining its inevitable position as a 

                                                      

35 But also because they are texts that deserve to be part of the literary conversation (and which have not 

been so for a long time). Ramon Decolta (Raoul Whitfield) was just as popular as Hammett in their day, 

and for good reason, and so if we are to adequately discuss the capacity and viability of the hardboiled 

genre, then it becomes necessary to look into all of its angles. The work of Hammett and Chandler, after all, 

does not exist in a vacuum. It is part of a larger literary crime scene. 
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confusing nexus of subjecthood and objecthood. With that in mind, it becomes easier to grasp not 

only the correlation between the mystery of the murdered body and the macabre disruption of the 

corpse as narrative object, but also why neither can be neatly extricated from the play of 

plausibility and suspicion in which they remain entangled.  
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Chapter 4 

Writing Off the Corpse: A Forensics of Suspicion 

 

“What do you want me to do? Put him in cellophane for you?”  

– Nick Charles, Hammett’s The Thin Man 

 

Objects—guns, knives, money, jewellery, keys, cigarette butts, cufflinks, old-fashioned 

drinking glasses, bottles of scotch—are strewn through the genre as a whole, but the pages of 

hardboiled detective fiction are inundated with not just dead bodies, but “real” dead bodies 

(Hammett, qtd. in Shaw, vi).1 While an investigation of ordinary objects in the hardboiled style is 

necessary and useful ground to cover in order to pick up the trail of the narrative object and its 

representation, the corpse must be and is my focus, that hideous heart still under the floorboards 

of detective fiction. The Hardboiled School, in its obsession with murder, death, and violence, as 

well as its suspicion of narrative constructions and motivations, sets the scene for an examination 

of the most literal “man-made-object,” the corpse, thus providing an opportunity to question what 

it is, how it is represented, and how living subjects—detectives, witnesses, and suspects—interact 

with both the grim, indifferent object and the subjective dimension, or murderous narratives, it 

both prompts and occludes. This chapter looks at how corpses drive the plots of hardboiled 

stories, in particular Hammett’s The Thin Man (1934) and Thomas Walsh’s lesser known 

“Diamonds Mean Death” (1936). Here I intend to tackle some of the tactics suspects (as well as 

authors) use to inter the corpse in suspicious narrative composition, or, to overwrite it in order to 

play the detective (and reader) for a dupe. In this chapter I only suggest that the corpse de-

composes and unravels these compositions, but in the next I will expose more fully how the 

corpse floats away from its narrative bindings. 

Typically, the only fact in any murder case is the corpse on the floor, the physical object 

                                                      

1 Hammett’s Red Harvest (1928) alone has at least seventeen mentioned dead bodies. 
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around which the suspicious angles of narrative composition are framed. Pyrhönen stresses that 

while “criticism emphasizes that it is only in the end that detective narratives constitute 

themselves into wholes, it downplays the fact that that whole is reached through an ongoing 

process of figuration, of continually fitting narrative fragments against various narrative patterns 

and assessing the explanatory reach of such patterns” (11). Pyhönen also reminds us that we 

“traditionally think of plot as a line,” but that the “organization of the detective-story plot 

demonstrates” a different sort of “patterning” created through “formal and thematic figurations” 

(12) in which the detective tests hypotheses against one another and to “either reject [each] or 

correct, adjust, and elaborate it as they acquire more information” (11). That form of patterning is 

certainly more complicated than the traditional line or plotline as we think of it, placing more 

emphasis on dialogic play as complicated and messy rather than neat and tidy. She is also 

suggesting that, as opposed to a line, plot is, in its most basic nature, more like a 3-D puzzle 

always in the process of being made and remade by the reading process. I take Pyrhönen’s theory 

a step further in suggesting that plot is an object(ive) that narrative voices circle around and 

attempt to render comprehensible through the act of composition, a process in which the 

narrating/perceiving subject attempts to shape and form the solid figure of both their object and 

objective—to flesh out the plot. Thus the subjective dimension constructed around the corpse as 

narrative object necessarily becomes a space of authoring agency over an object to form meaning. 

There is no such thing as a line that forms a whole; the supposed linearity of plot is a misleading 

fiction in itself. Of course, envisioning plot as a line is a way to simplify it, but we should not be 

so negligent as to forget that plots are inherently tangled, wayward, and deceptive in detective 

fiction. Kurt Vonnegut Jr. presented his theory on the “shapes of stories” with a different take on 

the traditional plot line or arc through shapes such as “Man in Hole,” “Boy Meets Girl,” and 

“Cinderella.”2 Vonnegut, of course, is poking fun at shapes of plot that have become so familiar 

                                                      

2 In the previous chapter, I mentioned Einstein’s tesseract. Certainly a detective story is a more complicated 



 

154 

 

that they could be said to apply to any story. Similarly, Laurence Sterne’s The Life and Opinions 

of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman (1759) supplies a set of mapped plotlines that reflect the shape of 

the novel as it is being told, but also all of its digressions, giving Tristram’s self-styled 

autobiography a physical, almost concrete form that can be traced through a series of loops, sharp 

angles, squiggles, and backtracking curves. Brooks conceives plot as “the design and intention of 

narrative, what shapes a story and gives it a certain direction and intent of meaning” (xi). If plot is 

what is being told, and narrative is how it is being told, then we need to envision the detective 

plot not as a line, but, as Pyrhönen suggests, “an ongoing process of figuration” (11)—a process 

of figuring out and comprehending, and of giving a structured figure or shape to what is being 

composed, both moving towards and away from resolution (never fixed). Pyrhönen borrows from 

Stephano Tani the idea that plot has more broadly taken the shape of “the mirror, the labyrinth, 

and the map” (12), but, while these may remain valid ways of perceiving plot, when it comes to 

the Hardboiled School, it is perhaps more on point to think of plot as a corpse, that it, in many 

ways, takes on a human form, and the detective attempts to author the story of the crime by 

attempting to comprehend, represent (to act for), and flesh out with meaning the body at the 

centre of suspicious narrative workings (and, perhaps, failing to do so).  

The classic mode of detective fiction, as well as Golden Age writers, were aware that the 

victim is, as P.D. James states, “a catalyst at the heart of the novel” who “dies because of who he 

is, what he is and where he is” (126), and that the presence of a corpse is the underlying instigator 

and necessity of detective fiction, a required plot device, but in these modes it is rarely more than 

a well-positioned device, an excuse to prompt some fancy application of detection and to 

highlight the superior intelligence of the detective. The classic method of detection attempts to 

                                                                                                                                                              

figure than a series of dots that form a line, considering that the detective story rarely arcs in the traditional 

ways. Rather, it moves backwards and forwards, left to right, circling around, returning to the beginning. 

To take the full complexity of the hardboiled detective plot into consideration in the kind of lines Kurt 

Vonnegut Jr. draws on his axes, would involve a multi-dimensional figure, or, at least, a line that only 

resembles an arcing line in spirit. 
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provide a skilled reading of the dead, murdered body, and this is likely why the corpse seems like 

a prop in these cases, as such a reading suggests that a direct contemplation of the corpse as a clue 

will communicate to the detective the solution to its murder, thus reconciling the mind of the 

detective with the body of the corpse. The same can be said, perhaps, of the hardboiled style’s 

corpses, since nine times out of ten, the method of murder is fairly obvious to the naked eye,3 but 

it is the capriciousness or ambivalence (even sometimes the sheer brutality) of that apparent 

violence that the hardboiled style and its detectives concern themselves with—the irrationality of 

it. The real corpse is not easily read at all; in fact, it is difficult to look at, because it is bloody, 

because it is twisted and mangled, because it is pale and lifeless, and because its face is distorted 

or its limbs are mutilated. These macabre aspects of the “corpse encounter” rarely seem to affect 

the classic and Golden Age detectives, but hardboiled detectives direct their focus to this violence 

enacted on the body, reminding us that the corpse is flesh and blood while also effectively 

demonstrating the detective’s unsentimental attitude to the corpse as an object, not a living 

subject, as well as his reasonable awareness of how people overwrite it and write it off. When 

Spade arrives, in The Maltese Falcon, at the scene of Miles Archer’s murder, he turns down the 

offer to look any closer at the body (in fact, he stands at a great distance from it), saying only to 

the police detective, “You’ve seen him. You’d see everything I could” (17). While Spade is told 

that a bullet “got him right through the pump,” through the heart (16), Spade’s remark indicates 

that there is nothing to be read from Miles’ corpse, no idea or narrative contained in it. 

Hammett’s treatment of the dead body in the novel reflects a more tangled dynamic of subject, 

object, and meaning, one where the subjective dimension of narrative composition comes under 

interrogation. It is a recognition of the humanness of the corpse, but also its indifference as an 

object with nothing to say, containing nothing “for a grasping subjectivity” (Raczkowski 650) to 

ground itself in, offering not closure or the hardness of truth (the whole truth and nothing but the 

                                                      

3 It does not take a genius to see when a man has been shot, maybe several times, or stabbed in the back. 
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truth), but rather incomprehensibility (unstable or irrational ideas and fictions).4 More broadly, 

hardboiled detective fiction engages with how subjects act on objects. This awareness allows for 

a finer investigation of how corpses are written and how they are written off by suspicious 

narrative voices looking to make it a coherent and stable signifier of their own agency and 

(narrative) authority. 

Brooks notes that we are “more acutely aware of [the] artifice” (Reading xii) of plots 

than, perhaps, ever before, and are suspicious as well of the narrator’s ability to adequately piece 

the narrative together in a plausible manner. Hardboiled fiction, as a reaction to what were 

deemed common artifices and contrivances of plotting in detective fiction, made use of these 

suspicions to direct attention to the fact that narratives and plots are suspicious because people 

and characters make them suspicious—because subjects are always suspects. Žižek further 

positions the corpse in detective fiction as an object with an “intersubjective dimension” that 

“works to bind a group of individuals together: the corpse constitutes them as a group (a group of 

suspects)” (59). The corpse, in being dead and incomprehensible itself, not only prompts 

investigation, but drives those around it to give it narrative consistency, a story that will render 

the corpse comprehensible to them. Žižek, though, predominantly uses this formulation to discuss 

the traditional “circle of suspects” that has become a well-known trope in classic and Golden Age 

detective modes. In these cases, murder occurs within the confinements of a house, building, or 

party, creating a strict pool of suspects, all of whom, despite their lies and deceptions, are 

ultimately subject to the detective’s agency and authority as he or she clears them of culpability.5 

                                                      

4 Throughout this chapter, “truth” is used both to refer to the preconceived notion of a true and reliable 

account of what really happened (which is impossible)—the bare, objective facts—and to the subjective 

dimension created around an object (moralistic, epistemological, symbolic narratives, or stories, etc.) that 

perceiving subjects attempt to make stable through containing it in a hard object. Hence the supposed 

“truth” of a corpse is the story of how it became a corpse and what it now means to the suspects caught in 

its narrative custody. 
5 Especially since detectives like Poirot, Wimsey, Holmes, and Father Brown are almost never seen as 

potential suspects themselves. Hardboiled detectives frequently find themselves caught up in the case as 

possible suspects as well, hence the police cracking foxy at Spade in Hammett’s The Maltese Falcon and 

Marlowe “play[ing] murders close to the vest” in Chandler’s The Big Sleep (92). 
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The hardboiled detective story, by contrast, provides a much wider dimension of suspects and 

suspicions, possibilities and plausibilities, and there is no one authority, or no one answer to 

whodunit? Instead, there is a co-extensive cluster of dialogues and dialogic narrative conflict as 

suspects all equally attempt to narrate or represent the body. To further exemplify this narrative 

conflict, let’s play a game of Clue. We are all familiar Clue, in some form or another, due to its 

many variations and adaptations (or the movie, which has several endings). There is always a 

body—Mr. Boddy, or Mr. Black. He is always dead before we get there. What is compelling 

about the game dynamics of Clue is that no matter how many times we solve the murder, Mr. 

Boddy is bleeding on the floor again when we next open the box and set up the game. We can 

never satisfactorily solve the murder. While the game is undoubtedly conceived more in the 

manner of the plots by Agatha Christie, the point of Clue is not just to arrive at a reasonable 

solution—Colonel Mustard in the Ballroom with the Knife—or just to point fingers; the point is 

to withhold information for as long as possible from the other players, hoping that they will guess 

wrong, while you try to put together your own version of what happened, knowing full well that 

your opponents are also withholding certain cards. More importantly, there is no definitive 

version of what happened to Mr. Boddy. Underlying the game is the very simple understanding 

that every scenario is as likely to have happened as another, and that players play according to 

which cards they reveal or conceal. The game play highlights the narrative contentions 

emphasized in the hardboiled style, a recognition that possibilities are endless, and murders are 

rarely satisfactorily or fully resolved, if only because the body remains dead. 

Pyrhönen’s “process of figuration” (11) becomes a compelling metaphor for the 

construction of hardboiled plots. The fundamental difficulty of the corpse as narrative object is 

that even if it is guilty of participation in the dynamic forces of narrative, it still cannot be fully 

apprehended.6 Our relationship with inanimate objects is complicated for the very reason that we 

                                                      

6 The master criminal of all objects. 
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imbue them with and impose onto them a “sensuous” or “metaphysical presence” by granting 

them value, interiority, and significance through our own subjective perception, even while the 

object itself is indifferent to and ambivalent about such matters. Brown refers to this as a sort of 

“magic” (“Thing Theory” 5); for this project, I refer to it as narrative motive and motivation—the 

compulsion or desire to give an object significance or to narrate onto it a subjective dimension of 

meaning. The corpse occupies a critical position in the process by which living subjects—

detectives and suspects alike—continuously try to animate the lifeless object through symbolic 

systems and narrative, to both comprehend the object and to apprehend it, to seize possession 

over how it is to be made to mean.7 This dissection of the corpse as narrative object reveals that 

the usual conception of an object as a mere symbol, or assumption that representation shapes the 

object, is inadequate; rather, objects definitively shape the intentionality of narratives in the 

continuous attempt to make them mean or signify. 

When we talk about the body as the “object and motive of narrative writing” (Brooks, 

Body Work xi), we are, by extension, talking about how the body may seem to “embody” (8) an 

idea or representation, what Brooks sees as an “effort to bring the body into the linguistic realms” 

as a “key signifying factor in a text” by “embod[ying] meaning” (8). Brooks is pointing to how 

the mysterious state of the dead human body situates it as “an ever-renewed writing project” 

(286) that seeks to fix a body or object in and through signification. This narrative compulsion to 

overwrite the corpse with a constructive angling of what it should mean is what Brown refers to 

as “the labor of infusing manufactured objects with a metaphysical dimension” (A Sense 4) and 

names the “imaginative possession of things” brought about by “the human investment in the 

                                                      

7 For their own ends. “Ends” and “means,” as well as the well-known idiom of “the means to an end,” is 

useful and illustrative for this chapter and this project. If “means” are the subjective dimension of narrative 

constructions formed around the corpse as object in a murder case and “ends” are the goal, objective, or 

resolution aimed at through that set of means (and meanings), then “the means to an end” becomes a 

functional application of how narrative voices attempt to author the corpse, making it signify (mean) for 

their own motives and intentions, either to make the corpse coherent (as the detective usually attempts to 

do) or to make the corpse a convenient tool in a criminal’s (or other suspect’s) attempt to divert attention 

from their involvement in the case, creating false narratives with alternative conclusions or endings (like 

the movie based on the game of Clue).  
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physical object world” (4-5). I have already noted how the object deceives us, misleads us, 

appearing to contain a metaphysical dimension but then slipping out from under it, resulting in 

the failure to make the physical and metaphysical cohere, because objects and corpses only seem 

to mean. However, we require that the physical world of objects centre us—we need them to 

situate, position, and affirm our being in the world. Žižek, unable to get away from the objet petit 

a, suggests that “[f]or things to have meaning, this meaning must be confirmed by some 

contingent piece of the real that can be read as a ‘sign’” (32), and by doing so he remarks that 

narrative composition (as well as coherent identity) is dependent on how a piece of so-called 

material, such as the body, is seen as meaningful (not necessarily that it is meaningful, but how it 

is seen to be so). For detective fiction, that “little piece of the real” is “the dead body” and it 

“attests to the success of the communication” or plausibility of the narrative, but it only takes on 

meaning if “some of it remains hidden, waiting to be deciphered” such that “the real functions 

here not as something that resists symbolization, as a meaningless leftover that cannot be 

integrated into the symbolic universe, but on the contrary, as its last support” (31). The concrete 

object then, hopefully perceived as a “little piece of the real,” is a kind of ontological transistor 

between Lacan’s orders of the imaginary, symbolic, and real. In resisting representation, the body 

becomes the little piece of the real that both refuses to be integrated into the imaginary order of 

the subject, but also functions as the grounding force of the symbolic realm—the desire to 

narrate, to know, and to verify. For this reason, the object, meant as a “last support” to realize our 

position in the symbolic universe, remains a problematic centring and decentring force that is in a 

constant state of suspicion. By fleshing it out with narrative, we attempt to establish our own 

agency over this lack of composition—to give it life—despite an awareness of the distance 

between the object at the centre of our narrative quest and our subjective desire to possess it. The 

goal may be to give form to the literary object by composing it through narrative, but the result is 

inevitably that the body comes apart from the project and the drives that instigated it, and we thus 
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enter into yet another renewed authoring project not to contain the corpse, but to contain our own 

desire to have it contain meaning. We thus create frames within frames of narrative motive to 

contain what seems and remains most incomprehensible to us—the human body without 

meaning.8  

The corpse as a body of plot is both subject (that which is narrated) and object (that 

which prompts and shapes narrative), but it is never, per se, a real person with its own 

coherence—so it becomes a question of whose motivations are in play and to what end (or a sense 

of closure between the physical and the metaphysical being).9 Rather than an excuse to elicit the 

detection, a mere plot device, the corpse becomes complicit in—even guilty of—participation in 

the complexity and difficulty of detection, and, of course, narrative composition. As popular 

culture’s obsession with murder mysteries implies, the corpse is an object which compels us to 

explain it, to make it meaningful (because it does not make itself comprehensible to us; “there is 

no soul in the toy”10), and to create a narrative to explain how it came to be a corpse. In a sense, 

therein lies the need to comprehend how the human subject becomes the indifferent object, that 

sudden and violent transition.11 Yet, there is a hermeneutic difficulty in the risk of overwriting the 

corpse with a story or inscription (some subjectivity) that reflects not the body, but rather those 

desperate to explain it or those who seek to make use of its representation to create meaningful 

dimensions of their own subjectivity and being. That risk is a crisis of the physical and the 

metaphysical, and an awareness that the corpse cannot and will not verify or authenticate any one 

narrative of murder. 

Plochocki’s work in Body, Letter, Voice: Constructing Knowledge in Detective Fiction 

                                                      

8 We are, after all, bodies that signify—that speak, act, gesture, and, even, create. The human body that 

does not signify is thus deeply troubling to the concept of identity and of inhabiting or possessing one’s 

sense of self. 
9 The Von Loffler diamonds of Decolta’s Rainbow Diamonds, and Hammett’s Maltese falcon undoubtedly 

instigate the same subjective dimension of narrative play, but even though there is a tendency to believe 

that objects can contain ideas, there is no expectation, per se, that they could talk back. Corpses (and, 

perhaps, dolls and mannequins) thus sit within very different parameters of dialogic play around objects. 
10 From Brown’s A Sense of Things. 
11 The mystery we can neither grasp nor escape. 
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(2010) emphasizes the absent body of representation, referring to the dead body as the “ultimate 

sign,” in the sense that the corpse “aveng[es] its murder” by helping to reconstruct and tell its 

story while “the detective and detective process deconstruct it in every sense—rob it of meaning 

and coherence in order to invest it with such again, for their own ends” (21). Plochocki provides a 

curious contradiction in the idea that the corpse of detective fiction is an answer to the mystery of 

its murder, but that answer is destroyed in the process of representation and narrative 

composition. I call this a contradiction since her description of the corpse as “the first and 

fundamental sign” “robbed of whatever meaning it may have held initially” (21) suggests that 

detectives, in any mode, never really reach a coherent resolution of corpse and representation 

except, perhaps, by accident, which seems naive if the body really is the ultimate sign with a 

meaning or narrative already embedded or inscribed on or in it. It suggests that all detectives (in 

all modes) fail at the very process of perception they are meant to be experts in, bumbling fools 

missing the clear evidence under their nose. I see, rather, an interaction of corpse, detective and 

subjective composition (investing the body with meaning for one’s own ends) that sits between 

Plochocki and Perdigao, the latter indicating that the corpse is the exact opposite of Plochocki’s 

vision of the corpse in detective fiction. Perdigao devises the corpse as an “inactive metaphor” 

that, by disrupting the representational process or transformation into meaning (becoming an 

active signifier), actually resists discursive attempts to embed it in narrative (9). Both of these 

critics are on the right track, but are following the wrong leads in the case of the corpse as 

narrative object. Plochocki does well to note that detectives and suspects in the murder mystery 

attempt to overwrite the dead body for their own ends, but the corpse, as an indifferent object, 

cannot be an “ultimate sign” unless we allow that the state of being an ultimate sign is also the 

failure to be a sign, where, as Schwenger writes, “[i]s the true meaning of the Thing, 

paradoxically, its nonmeaning?” (Tears of Things 13). Perdigao’s sense that the dead body is an 

inactive metaphor gets closer to the indifference of the corpse as object, an object that subjects 



 

162 

 

(and thus suspects) attempt to frame within a narrative that resolves the tension between the 

incomprehensible physical body and the subjective dimension we hope it contains or represents. 

As an inactive metaphor that drives the plot because it has no active dimension of meaning of its 

own (it does not work as a metaphor), the corpse more closely clicks with the issue at hand: that 

of telling a coherent and cohesive story of the dead body, not for the sake of the corpse or victim, 

but for those attempting to make it mean. Rather than being a victim of narrative (Plochocki) or 

resisting representational arrest (Perdigao), the corpse of the hardboiled detective story 

problematically participates in the resolution of its murder while also denying full apprehension 

of it. Yet, a metaphor is not an object, but rather the difficult terrain between vehicle and tenor, 

or, object and subjectivity, such that what is left wanting is a sense of how the transition to 

metaphor from object occurs and who facilitates and authors it. With that comes a question, as 

Perdigao has already suggested, “of who and what has authority over the [dead] body” (79), such 

that the subjective dimension of the object becomes the suspicious dimension of narrative 

composition in the hands of several narrative contenders.  

By imposing a story on or overwriting the corpse, by figuring out and giving a coherent 

(and so meaningful and rational) narrative of its mysteries through (or against) a multiplicity of 

suspicious and subjective motivated angles, we attempt to establish authority and so authorship 

over it, gaining possession over its horrifying metaphysical and narrative dimension. It is an 

animated investment in inanimate objects, generated by the subjective angling of narrative, in 

order to obscure the incomprehensibility and indifference of objects that not only refuse 

signification, but simply shrug it off. That indifference is Porter’s “threat of mystery” (87), the 

unknown, the severe objecthood that is the potential of all human bodies, and the fear that life and 

death have no material, solid, or stable meaning. Brooks, perhaps, puts it more succinctly than 

Žižek: “It is as if the frustrated attempt to fix the body in the field of vision sets off the restless 

movement of narrative, telling the story of, approach to, and swerve away from, that final object 
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of sight that cannot be contemplated” (103). If the body is positioned as such an object—one that 

instigates narrative compulsion and so takes on the shape and shaping of the plot—and that yet 

remains restlessly impenetrable even by the most detailed and investigative eye, what we 

experience in any given detective story is the body being overwritten for the very sake of 

covering it up. What is created is the space around the body, that space we attempt to inhabit and 

possess.12 That space is a layering of narratives made to give the corpse form and yet prevent us 

from looking at the real macabre, grotesque, and bloody object directly and seeing in it what most 

unsettles and decentres us, which, as Brooks suggests “would be petrifying” (103).13 We never 

quite attain the object, never quite apprehend it and possess it—we are afraid to—but just as the 

corpse places us under arrest, until we can explain it, we attempt to wrest control of it and to 

place it into a kind of narrative custody of our own—to frame it. That shaping results in 

overwriting the corpse, in covering up what cannot cohere or be made definitively coherent and 

comprehensible. Overwriting the corpse and shaping it are both endeavours to contain and 

possess that which defies containment and possession. 

Overwriting the corpse, though, is also writing off the corpse, since we are both 

constructing the space “off” the object—the frame—and concealing the decentring and 

discomposing fragmentation that every object elicits (and which the corpse exemplifies). The 

problem inherent in any work of hardboiled fiction is not that the body mysteriously or spatially 

disappears from the text, but rather that it seems to linger, that, in being a set of remains, it so 

remains to challenge, decentre, and expose the narrative as a confusing mystery or suspicious 

dialogue of subjective contentions over what it should embody. The corpse’s power, in being 

inanimate and indifferent to narrative construction, is to move outside it, to slip under the 

symbolic netting or ropes and pulleys designed to animate it once more, and, by extension, to 

                                                      

12 In both senses of the term, to possess (to own) and to possess (to haunt or inhabit), as well as the overall 

connotation of dominating and controlling. 
13 “Petrifying” is another word that has useful double meanings, both “eliciting fear” and “to make stony,” 

as in the perceiving subject’s own potential death. 
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decentre, unnerve, and discompose the subject by revealing his or her own (narrative) alterity. It 

is the object that directly instigates investigation and that threatens to reveal the latter’s 

inadequacy. In being disturbing, it is disruptive; in being discomposing, it de-composes our 

narrative agencies and authorities; in being indifferent, it makes its nullologic all the more 

unsettling. Ultimately, however, the narrative decomposes, comes apart, as the corpse remains 

incomprehensible and indifferent. Since, however, the story of the murder is unravelled in the 

process of the story of investigation and the corpse remains incomprehensible and indifferent, the 

hardboiled detective story becomes a tension of narrative dynamics that pulls away from the body 

in the same way that the flesh of the subject ultimately rots away from its harder, ossified core. 

Decomposition, then, is a useful term for how the intentions of narrative simultaneously form the 

object(ive) of a story and result in a disruption of that narrative construction. The simultaneous 

(de)composition of the narrative corpse, then—its apprehension and its loss—is an inevitable 

condition of the object’s representation. The idea that a detective may look at a body and see in it 

the solution to its mystery—instead of being compelled by its horrifying mystery—or that the 

body in some way may avenge its murder, is unsupportable. Certainly, present technologies have 

made autopsies and forensics more effective and reliable, so that, sometimes, the wounds on the 

body may point more directly to a murderer,14 but it takes a full investigation to comprehend all 

the angles of the case. These angles of subjective dimension around the corpse as narrative object, 

their complexity and complicity in authoring a coherent narrative of the body as potentially 

meaningful is what the hardboiled detective story engages most closely with, a navigation of 

suspicions and suspects, lies, deceptions, and misdirects, that may or may not play the hardboiled 

detective for a sap or a sucker. The private eye’s task, then, is to discern between the plausible 

                                                      

14 As the television series CSI: Crime Scene Investigation (2000) claims in its overuse of forensic 

technology. Many critics suggest that the show has made it easier for real criminals to get away with their 

crimes. There may be truth to that since many of the techniques and devices used on the show are even 

beyond the actual capabilities of the police force: for instance, computer programs capable of filling out the 

resolution in a grainy photograph so that an investigator may read a distant license plate. 
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and implausible, fact and fiction, whole truths and well-constructed lies, to get at the motives of 

narrative intention and to author(ize) a new shape and direction to the story. 

Hammett’s The Thin Man serves as a manifesto on the construction of plausibility in both 

fact and fiction, and as an example of how a corpse at the centre of a text can frustrate or unravel 

the narrative it sets in motion. While not in tone a hardboiled story,15 The Thin Man remains 

fundamentally hardboiled in its treatment and method. Nick Charles may be out of the detective 

game after marrying Nora and her money, but as he tells Nora, “once a sleuth always a sleuth” 

(311), and what Hammett presents is a novel that questions the narrative poetics of storytelling, as 

well as what Catherine Nickerson refers to as “the ethics of storytelling” (4), by developing what 

we may call a forensics of suspicion built around the corpse as narrative object. What comes 

under interrogation is not simply the corpse, the remains of which ultimately unravel the plots 

constructed around them, but also the motives behind any work of detective fiction, both on and 

off the page. This focus on how the detective inserts himself into the intersubjective dimension 

created around the corpse and attempts to get back out by unravelling the “looser” ends, creates in 

the hardboiled style a keener sense of the contrivances of fiction and narrative (the counterfeits of 

fact, as with The High Window), and hence an analysis of how suspicion is represented and 

employed in a narrative by characters and authors. This suspicion of narrative tactics, intentions, 

and compulsions does not work itself out only in the subjective dimension the detective mediates, 

but also in the kinds of structural and stylistic tactics an author uses to anticipate and manipulate 

the expectations of a readership already well-versed in the ins and outs of detective fiction. If 

suspects in a detective story can compose narratives to deceive the detective, making use of his or 

                                                      

15 The Thin Man’s tone falls more in line with a comedy of manners disguised as detective fiction or vice 

versa.  If Hammett’s Red Harvest (1928) or The Maltese Falcon are quick-paced, dark, and gritty, The Thin 

Man is meandering (insofar as it presents a series of back and forth conversations rather than actual 

progression forward), light-hearted (despite the dead bodies), and smooth as pouring scotch into a glass.  

Also, Nick Charles, more like the amateurs of Golden Age detective fiction, does not work for a living (or 

at least he tries hard not to).  Rather, in tone, the novel is the story of a hardboiled private eye trying not to 

be a hardboiled private eye. 
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her suspicions, so may authors of a detective story compose narratives pre-empting and utilizing 

the suspicions the reader brings to the text. It is a method geared at both figuring out the most 

plausible version of how the facts may be arranged, identified, and narrated with authority, and of 

trying to give a coherent shape or figure to the corpse as object and objective of the narrative.  

Throughout The Thin Man, everyone—from the police, to the Wynant-Jorgensen family, 

to the criminal underbelly of New York, to Nick and Nora Charles—is looking for a thin man 

named Clyde Wynant, who supposedly killed his secretary, Julia Wolf, and is now on the lam. 

Nick Charles gets caught up in the murder case because Wynant is an old acquaintance, and 

because Wynant’s daughter, Dorothy, asks for his help. The characters of The Thin Man function 

as a surplus of narrative voices and narrative suspects contending for supremacy in overwriting 

the body—presumably of Julia Wolf (but actually Wynant’s)—with a credible, plausible story to 

help (if that’s the word for it) Nick solve the case. The result is a group of suspects playing a 

detective game with Nick, offering solutions, deceptions, and accusations, but many of these 

plausible versions of what happened are suspicious for the very reason that they are subjectively 

motivated, and Nick is tasked with differentiating between this multiplicity of angles to get at 

“the whole truth” (396). From the beginning, however, what Hammett keeps under wraps is the 

fact that Wynant is a little too thin, which is exactly why every suspect in the case takes the 

opportunity to relay to Nick their own suspicions as to how and why Wynant killed Julia. The 

Thin Man thus posits an overt play on the use of “angle[s]” (373) and “telling [the] story straight” 

(365)—terminology commonly used in hardboiled fiction—to describe how a coherent and linear 

narrative of events is supplied by detectives and suspects. Characters are frequently asked to get 

their story straight, or they claim that they are giving only the straight facts. With this metaphor 

of the story as straight and fundamentally truthful (straights facts and whole truths), comes the 

notion that the so-called facts must be arranged linearly—told straight, from beginning to end in a 

neat, orderly arrangement—in order to make the murder comprehensible, but what Hammett 
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instigates through Nick Charles’ multiple encounters with suspects (as well as his dialogic play 

with Nora) is that every story, testimony, or narrative of “what happened” around the corpse is a 

matter of subjective perception of the facts as they are shuffled by individuals for particular ends 

and means, because all narratives are personally or subjectively motivated and so form suspicious 

dimensions of narrative (dialogic) play. Stories are never “straight,” or never quite the whole (or 

hard, solid) truth, because the attempt to narrate the facts provides only a version of the facts, 

angled by intention, memory, language, and subjective experience—that is, intentionally and 

unintentionally, subjects (narrators) skew the facts in the very attempt to represent them. In 

attempting to be linear representations, these narratives tend rather to be bent and so angled 

through the lens of the character, who, more often than not, at least in hardboiled fiction, has 

something to gain in the telling.  

Hardboiled investigation in The Thin Man is thus a matter of making use of various 

suspicious angles to figure out a plausible narrative account of why Wynant killed Julia, to shape 

a complex narrative. Nick tells Nora at the end of the novel, that “[w]hen the murders are 

committed by mathematicians, you can solve them by mathematics. Most of them aren’t and this 

one wasn’t” (427). Embedded here is the laughable idea that mathematicians would commit 

murders that could be solved and written out logically (which Holmes and Moriarty are masters 

of16), an easily identifiable and delineable equation of murder, but that is only true if we do not 

account for the many human and subjective variables that enter into play. Nick may insist that 

people like Mimi Jorgensen tell their “story straight” (365), but he knows that straight stories are 

manipulated fabrications, put together after the fact. They are an angling back to prior events and 

interactions with the objective world, retroactively constructed with a particular angle and so just 

miss being truth. The linear story is complicated by the fact that any story told by a potential 

suspect must inherently be suspicious, because in a murder case no one is capable of being 

                                                      

16 In fact, Doyle’s Moriarty holds the mathematical chair at his university. 
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entirely objective.17 The Hardboiled School is aware that the real world is a messy place and that 

literature and its narrative constructions have a way of making it seem neat and tidy. The 

important word here is “seem,” since narratives and stories only give the illusion of being 

straight, clean, and fully composed.  

Hammett’s attention to narrative construction, plausibility, and suspicion in the novel 

depicts an interplay of complex narrative intentions, motivations, and directions, but also an 

intensive challenge to the traditional idea of reliable and unreliable narrators. Poe certainly 

dabbled with problematic narrators, emphasizing the discomfort, doubt, and friction (as well as 

tension) the reader would feel while engaging with the narration. The narrator of “The Tell-Tale 

Heart” is a matter of course in this context,18 but we may also look to “The Cask of Amontillado” 

(1846) as the story’s narrator, Montresor, problematically never specifies what slight caused him 

to finally dispose of Fortunato by bricking him up in the catacombs. We can never be certain of 

Montresor’s motives, or if he tells the story out of guilt or out of satisfaction, or merely as a 

confession. Hammett revives this tactic—not just the unreliable narrator, but the untrustworthy 

and suspicious narrator—in The Thin Man. While Clyde Wynant is conveniently out of the 

picture for the majority of The Thin Man, much of Nick’s opposition in the attempt to piece 

together a narrative of murder is supplied by Wynant’s family and colleagues, including: the 

daughter, Dorothy, who provides information on her father and her family, but conveniently 

leaves out important details; the ex-wife, Mimi Jorgensen, who turns lying from habit into a 

performance art; the son, Gilbert Wynant, who thinks he can help because of what he has read 

                                                      

17 As Gregory House says in House (2004), “everybody lies,” and, of course, “people always lie in murder 

cases” (Chandler, The High Window 536). House, of course, is based on the Sherlock Holmes stories, or 

perhaps based in the origins of Sherlock Holmes as a character, since Doyle used Dr. Joseph Bell (1837-

1911), a doctor brilliant at difficult diagnoses, as the inspiration for Holmes. Also, Holmes/House and 

Watson/Wilson.  
18 “The Tell-Tale Heart” actually raises questions of narrative authority, and the ease with which we often 

accept narrators (and authors) at their word. By forcing the reader to experience discomfort at the narrator’s 

story, Poe works against the concept of a trustworthy (even likable) narrator or character, drawing a 

distinction between a relatable narrator we accept at first blush (for what he or she may say they are), and a 

compelling but disreputable narrator we do not want to accept or trust. 
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and studied in books; Herbert Macaulay, Wynant’s attorney or “mouthpiece” as lawyers are 

sometime nicknamed19; and a copious number of secondary characters, all of whom have a 

particular angle on the events they wish to share with the detective. Unlike most detective stories 

(of all modes, in fact), where characters appear reluctant to reveal information or to incriminate 

themselves, The Thin Man is rampant with characters and suspects ready to partake in the case, 

one way or another, and the book is plagued with an epidemic of finger pointing, as characters 

develop new theories.20 What results is a novel full of suspects and suspicions and absent of 

legitimate facts.  

Of the many suspects Hammett puts before Nick and the reader, Mimi Jorgensen is the 

most formidable opponent—or obstacle—in the case. A chronic liar, she tasks Nick with 

enduring one fabrication of what happened to her ex-husband after another, sometimes for no 

other reason than she cannot help it, though typically because she hopes to blackmail her ex-

husband for money. Mimi is a living, breathing red herring, and she functions as an explicit 

representation of the unreliable narrator. Even when she is known to be a liar by those who listen 

to her, Mimi’s particular shaping of the events becomes an obfuscation of the truth. Rather than 

aiding him in breaking down her lies, knowing that Mimi is always lying leaves Nick, as well as 

the rest of the Wynant-Jorgensen family, with even less certainty as to what she does or does not 

know, or if they can believe any information she brings forward (as well as if they can afford to 

disbelieve any of it). Dorothy indicates, however, that “Mamma’s good at hiding things 

sometimes, but she’s never much good at making them up. It’s a funny thing—I suppose you’ve 

noticed it—the people who lie the most are nearly always the clumsiest at it, and they’re easier to 

                                                      

19 A convenient moniker for Macaulay, since he speaks (writes) as if he were speaking for the dead 

Wynant. 
20 To some extent, all characters in a well-formulated hardboiled detective story are more than characters, 

but also narrators as well as suspects. I stress this shift because not only do these characters provide a series 

of narratives to be appraised, but, in the hardboiled style, they assert agency over their narratives. In prior 

modes, suspects typically provide narratives, but these are offered to the detective as possibilities which the 

suspects give up the minute they are dismissed as false, whereas, as we see in The Thin Man and Rainbow 

Diamonds, narratives are not offered, but asserted as characters exert an agency, and, above all, possession 

over them and their validity. 
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fool with lies than most people, too” (333), such that Mimi’s lies, while selfishly motivated, are 

never far from the truth (but never quite make it to truth), since she is not “good at making things 

up,” but also that Mimi, on a regular basis, cannot tell the difference between lies and the truth 

herself, regardless of whether she is the one telling the story or listening to it. Nick adds: 

When you catch her in a lie, she admits it and gives you another lie to take its 

place and, when you catch her in that one, admits it and gives you still another, 

and so on. Most people—even women—get discouraged after you’ve caught 

them in the third or fourth straight lie and fall back on either the truth or silence, 

but not Mimi. She keeps trying and you’ve got to be careful or you’ll find 

yourself believing her, not because she seems to be telling the truth, but simply 

because you’re tired of disbelieving her. (371). 

Mimi thus lays a suffocating trap of false versions of the facts, one that wears people down until 

whether she is lying or not no longer matters; they believe her out of necessity. Her success in 

storytelling and lying is largely due to the fact that no one has the endurance to contend against 

her as a narrating voice in the novel. She is, perhaps, best described as an opportunist, and a 

changeable one, since her loyalties are never certain. Depending on what she is after, Mimi is 

quick to “about-face and hold it out” (328) which is exactly what she does, first to blackmail her 

ex-husband with supposed evidence of the murder (which proves to be evidence planted to point 

to Wynant), and then to get back at her second husband, Jorgensen (who already has a first wife) 

for deceiving her. Mimi, as an unreliable narrator in a flock of potential narrators of whodunit? 

brings to the fore of the novel a sense of overlying suspicion about how stories are told—and 

why, or what motives ultimately angle them (intentional and unintentional). She also 

demonstrates how truth—what is real and reliable—and narrative—what is only or always 

plausible—are at odds. Yet, Hammett cleverly complicates this description of Mimi as a dubious 

narrator by revealing that, despite what she says about her mother, Dorothy, too, cannot be 
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trusted: Nick says of Dorothy, “I don’t know whether Wynant is nuts and I don’t know whether 

she inherited any of it if he is, but she thinks both answers are yes, and it’s got her doing figure 

eights” (274). Dorothy, too, makes many false claims and accusations (including that her 

stepfather, Jorgensen, abuses her), and, fearing that her father is crazy and so herself, Dorothy 

cannot be said to be authoritative. There are thus no reliable narrators, only subjects caught in the 

act of trying to compose a coherent and cohesive version of what happened for their own benefit.  

Hardboiled detective fiction is rife with unreliable narrators, either because they are 

fabricating a story to fool or deceive, or because they unintentionally mangle the truth. Nora 

claims that Dorothy was “at least trying to tell the truth” (275, emphasis mine), but Nick 

dismisses this, saying, “A lot fancier yarns come from people who are trying to do that. It’s not 

easy once you’re out of the habit” (275). The hardboiled genre, as a whole, aims at realism in the 

conception and pursuit of truth. Courts know that witnesses are not reliable, because what 

happens in a moment of crime cannot be rendered coherent after the fact, partially because it 

happens so quickly; partially because what is seen and experienced depends on the angle of 

vision and position of the witness; and partially because subjects tend to both make mistakes in 

the moment of remembering and to embellish and fill out their stories in the process of repeating 

and explaining them to themselves. We must, then, rethink the epistemological ability to know 

something as the “whole truth,” and what Nick points out, more than once, is that no one knows 

what happened to Julia Wolf, but there are a lot of people willing to make a guess. The 

investigation is stymied not because Wynant has not been discovered, but because people throw 

too many angles into it and none of them are verifiable, only plausible. Worse, none of these 

stories explain in a satisfactory manner how or why Wynant killed Julia. They are too 

conveniently arranged. While the police are set on figuring out the hard truth about who killed 

Julia Wolf, Nick is sympathetic, but knows that, more fundamentally, their method is ill-adapted. 

When Lieutenant Guild complains that they have not been able to find out “the whole truth” from 
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anyone they have interrogated, because, “everybody’s been telling me practically the whole truth. 

What I want’s some impractical son of a gun that’ll shoot the works” (396), Nick offers a simple 

solution: “Maybe nobody you’ve found knows the whole truth” (396). What Nick is suggesting is 

not that the police simply have to find the right person to ask, but that there is nobody who knows 

the whole truth. If we break down Nick’s words, we become aware that there is an 

epistemological discrepancy in how truth is known, as well as how we define truth, if it can be 

broken down into a whole or its fragments. Nick is that impractical son of a gun who will shoot 

the works, but for Nick, the detective business is not so much about hitting the target dead on, but 

about playing something more like Russian roulette. When you have eliminated all the empty 

chambers of narrative possibility, what remains is the loaded bullet—of course, that is not the 

whole truth either, since what really matters is who pulls the trigger. When it comes to telling the 

true story of what happened to Julia Wolf, Nick is less concerned with having all the details line 

up neatly, and more concerned with who is holding the gun, since, as he explains, “I just tell you 

what happens; I don’t explain it” (337). The latter “I don’t explain it,” however, is characteristic 

of Nick Charles, but it points to the underlying aim of the novel, and all hardboiled detectives: 

Nick’s freedom to navigate, undermine, and control this complicated dialogic play, reducing the 

various angles to “what happens,” and exerting his narrative authority over the case. With so 

many characters pointing out new angles, and composing the story of who killed Julia Wolf?, a 

straight, linear narrative is undoubtedly an inexact and misleading shape to assign the plot. 

Hammett posits the detective’s role as one where Nick Charles functionally mediates the 

various attempts to overwrite the corpse at the centre of the novel. While a detective’s objectivity 

forms the basis of his instinct and capabilities, as well as his power to subvert the subjective 

dimensions suspects create around objects, it also demonstrates that the hardboiled detective’s 

primary power, in terms of narrative contention, is the ability to be suspicious—and not just of 

bad lies (such as the fabrications Nick gets from Mimi), but also plausible stories (or counterfeit 
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fictions, like the false report from Allentown that Wynant was seen trying to commit suicide, 

when, as it turns out, the information is false: “Man here is not Wynant and did not try to commit 

suicide” [312, emphasis mine]21). Nick must eliminate the stories that are either too implausible 

to fit the facts, or to discount the ones that are too plausible, seeming fabricated. His job is also to 

take what angles he is given and work them around the murdered body until he has something 

like the shape of a comprehensible story of the corpse. Like with Chandler’s Marlowe, Nick is put 

in the position of making a moral or educated decision based on loose facts and shoddy truths that 

fall apart under scrutiny, told by dubious suspects. As he tells Nora, “probably” is “a word you’ve 

got to use a lot in this business” (430). What matters, for Nick as the novel’s detective figure, is 

not that the numerous angles simply divert attention from the possible true story of the murder, 

but rather that, depending on the skill and authority of the teller, all of the angles or the frames 

narrated around the corpse could be plausible. Anyone could have killed Julia Wolf: “Mimi 

Jorgensen, Wynant, Nunheim, Gilbert, Dorothy, Aunt Alice, Morelli, you, me, or Guild. Maybe 

Studsy did it” (323). This list is only a smattering of possibilities—all of which are valid, 

excepting, of course, Nick and Nora, and potentially Lieutenant Guild. These final three are a 

joke that Nick is making, though it is a serious joke like the Maltese falcon, that, depending on 

who tells the story around the corpse, and how, any of these suspects could be the killer, 

including himself. It is not even a comprehensive list, since Nick does not include Christian 

Jorgensen, otherwise known as Victor Rosewater, who could have killed Wynant for his money 

(he already married his ex-wife for that reason), or, of course, the real murderer, Herbert 

Macaulay, Wynant’s lawyer (who has killed both Julia and Wynant).22 As with most detective 

                                                      

21 I call this a good counterfeit since the original report passes for good information that leads the police on 

something of a wild goose chase, only to find out that it was not Wynant who was spotted at all, and the 

man who (presumably) was spotted did not try to commit suicide. 
22 I have somewhat glossed the variety of motives and motivations developed by these characters 

throughout the novel. At its simplest, the novel portrays each character as having more than one objective 

or motive in their narrative attempts, either because they are after something (Mimi, in particular, tells more 

than one story, siding with different suspects),or they are trying to deceive (or, in Dorothy’s case, just play 
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stories, a reader enters into this novel knowing that only one of these suspects could have 

possibly murdered Julia (with the exception of two or more characters being in on it together23), 

but Hammett skillfully reminds us that, at the same time, all of them could have plausibly 

murdered her—even Nick, Nora, or Guild—if someone were to spin the story right. It is all in 

how you frame it, or, how you manipulate the angles. There are a lot of subjective and suspicious 

angles in The Thin Man, a lot of twisting, bending, fixing of the “truth” by interested and invested 

individuals. The hermeneutic dynamics of the hardboiled detective story, as exemplified by The 

Thin Man, produces an overt interrogation of how narrative is structured as plausible when caught 

between the means of narrative composition and the ends of it, the object (the hard facts) and the 

objective (the construction of active meaning through subjective fictions). 

The above is admittedly a weaving preamble before getting to the corpse in The Thin 

Man as part of the suspicious narrative contentions happening around it. This, in part, is 

purposeful, mirroring Hammett’s own withholding of Wynant’s corpse (and, also, the fact that 

Wynant is dead) until the second-to-last chapter of the novel, but the complexity of The Thin Man 

as a hardboiled detective novel (Nick Charles is a hardboiled detective, “tough” as Morelli says 

[259], even if he tries not to act like one), is also situated in the dialogic play of suspicion and 

suspects. It forces a reading of those diverse narrative ploys as enacted (or represented) by 

various characters vying for authority over Wynant’s murder (as murderer or as victim). Corpses 

are unsettling for the very reason that they contain nothing—that is, the corpse, the “residue of the 

subject” (Schwenger 157), the “sites of crisis for narrative transaction” (Perdigao 1), and “the 

design and intention of narrative” (Brooks, Reading iv) serves to definitively reveal the gap 

between the hard indifference of the object world and the shadowy dimension of subjectivity, 

                                                                                                                                                              

with) Nick, or they intend to frame another character, or they are a layering of false identities trying to hide 

their past (Jorgensen, a.k.a. Rosewater). To truly grasp the complexity of the narrative play, you must read 

The Thin Man¸ as even the movie fails to fully represent the dialogic play at its most extreme. 
23 Technically speaking all of the characters in The Thin Man were in on it, although mostly unwittingly. In 

not attempting to find Wynant before the murder of Julia Wolf, most of the characters make use of 

Wynant’s absence to take advantage of him. 
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since, in failing to represent anything, including an identity or life (of the victim) it is a reminder 

that subjectivity is, in itself, a kind of fleeting fiction, that must somehow be stabilized and 

authorized as “real” and as having a solid integrity—a plausibility. In the greater existential 

mystery, and in our interactions with the objective world fraught with doubt and uncertainty, we 

are all suspects in the act of telling, in the act of rendering “real” objective facts comprehensible, 

and in narrating our lives as meaningful—the acquirement, apprehension, and possession of 

meaning. What The Thin Man best underscores is this suspiciousness of subjecthood, with several 

narrating voices attempting to make narrative and object coincide. With that comes the tension of 

trying to find a point of material reference, a narrative object that, in the process of concluding 

and ultimately shaping the narrative (and our authority over the suspicious world around us), also, 

in its objecthood, undoes everything that came before its reveal, just as the corpse of Clyde 

Wynant ultimately unravels The Thin Man and all of the angles used to frame him.  

I have only briefly mentioned authorial intervention in the detective genre, but 

Hammett’s hand is clearly at work behind the construction of The Thin Man, as manipulations of 

narrative structure become apparent only when Wynant’s corpse surfaces in the story. Hammett 

demonstrates not only how the corpse de-composes fictions composed around it, but also reveals 

the tenuousness of narrative structure in general by putting the unravelling of The Thin Man itself 

before the reader. Nick Charles is no fool;24 reconstructing the motive, method, and means of 

murder around the corpse is, at best, a matter of guesswork, especially since the corpse in 

question has been eaten away by lime and buried both literally and figuratively by Herbert 

Macaulay. In keeping the pivotal corpse concealed until the end of the novel, Hammett 

inventively plays with the reader’s expectations of how the detective story is formed, putting into 

action a forensics of suspicion that demonstrates both how storytelling is an act of framing we 

must learn to see through and be suspicious of, and how narratives are always in a process of 

                                                      

24 He would have most people fooled there, though, since he likes to act like fool. 
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becoming de-composed, undone, unravelled, even as they are composed. The crux of the novel 

hinges on the understanding that Wynant can only have murdered Julia if he is alive, which is the 

“fact” or reiterated truth upon which the narrative angling is initially constructed, but, as Nick 

serves to reveal, the novel as a whole and the narrative contentions enacted in it are implausible 

unless Wynant is dead. Herbert Macaulay’s overwriting of Wynant’s corpse—his narrative 

framing—is thin. Nick ultimately sees through it, and sees through it to the real corpse at its 

centre, while Hammett suggests that all of the narrative constructions in play up until that point 

are to be completely undermined.  

A reader spends the vast majority of The Thin Man thinking that the main corpse, the 

object of murder, is that of Julia Wolf—it is a detective story about who killed Julia Wolf, and so 

our focus in reading through the suspicious dialogic play is aimed at solving this mystery. When 

Wynant’s corpse is unburied (from both the concrete of his workshop and the narrative framing), 

Hammett has his joke (again); we have been mislead, and, more problematically, we have 

perhaps been reading the novel inadequately, not accounting for the corpse under its subtext, 

hidden between the lines of narrative contention. Curiously, the corpse of Wynant drives the plot 

of The Thin Man (it is only because Wynant is dead that the events and suspicions are instigated), 

but remains absent from the actual dialogic play, until the end, where it, in essence, “upsets the 

cart” by proving the implausibility of all the narratives built around it. Wynant is described by 

Nick as “Tall—over six feet—and one of the thinnest men I’ve ever seen” (239). Between the 

suggestive title, The Thin Man, and how the novel proceeds, the important aspect of Wynant is 

his thinness, since it becomes apparent that Wynant is thin in more ways than one.25 From the 

beginning, Wynant’s absence is complicit in how the case and the novel are structured around 

Julia Wolf’s dead body. Macaulay has led the family to believe that three months ago Wynant left 

                                                      

25 Although, over the course of the filming of The Thin Man movies, the thin man in question was later seen 

to be Nick Charles, and then Hammett himself. It is a strange instance where fictional victim, fictional 

detective, and author co-inhabit the same cognomen. 
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New York for business and has been acting through his attorney via letters and wires ever since.26 

Macaulay communicates on Wynant’s behalf in two senses of the term: he acts as his 

“mouthpiece” to relay information to the police and Nick, and he quite literally speaks for the 

dead man through messages he has written in Wynant’s voice. Wynant, divorced from Mimi, 

estranged from his children, generally thought to be eccentric, and to be having an affair with his 

secretary, comes across as the type to maintain such a distance, so no signal flags are raised until 

Julia Wolf is murdered. The early letters and telegrams from Wynant (but written by Macaulay) 

are pleas to have the murderer found, while dropping tidbits of misleading information, such as 

Julia’s desire to quit her job and seeming so “worried or frightened” (293). He also points to 

Victor Rosewater (Christian Jorgensen) as a possible suspect “with whom I had trouble some 

years ago inasmuch as the experiments I am now engaged in are in line with those he claimed I 

cheated him out of” (293). The letters, above all, indicate that the police “must be convinced” that 

he “can tell them nothing about the murder” (293), having been holed up performing dangerous 

experiments in an undisclosed location. This information seems plausible enough from an 

eccentric busy-minded inventor at first glance, but it is also tooled to draw suspicion away from 

searching for Wynant since it pressures Nick and the police with finding the murderer—Wynant 

even asks Macaulay to do “everything in [his] power” to “persuade” Nick to work for him 

(292).27 “Everything in Macaulay’s power” is an appropriate designation of the dynamics 

underlying Wynant’s falsified letters, since everything about Wynant is actually in Macaulay’s 

power, or under his control insofar as he writes or authors Wynant’s subjectivity and agency. 

Macaulay attempts to overwrite a subjectivity and living agency onto Wynant’s corpse, 

burying it under layers of his own narrative authority throughout the novel as he directs 

suspicions with Wynant’s letters. Macaulay thus attempts to frame Wynant, first as a concerned 

                                                      

26 Importantly, written modes of communication. 
27 Or, rather, Macaulay writes as if Wynant wants him to “do everything in his power.” The power is all 

Macaulay’s. 
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party, and then as the murderer of Julia Wolf, a frame job he can work only because Wynant is 

dead, a silent corpse. Wynant’s physical absence, however, renders this agency flimsy and 

suspicious in itself. More than the letters’ insistence that Wynant be left alone to perform his 

experiments,28 what makes the other characters suspicious is the fact that Wynant, as Guild says, 

“writes a lot of people, don’t he?” (313) for a man who is supposed to be rather indifferent and 

disinterested in anything but his experiments. As with most of Hammett’s work, Guild’s 

comment is a comical twist that we can only understand after the fact, on a second reading of the 

novel, since it is not Wynant who “writes a lot of people” but Macaulay who “writes” Wynant. 

Macaulay paints a picture of the living Wynant hiding out in Allentown, Pennsylvania, keeping 

him evasive, but not necessarily out of suspicion. Macaulay believes himself to be clever, 

thinking that the letters will either divert attention away from Wynant, or draw it onto him, 

leaving Macaulay free to act and to control the murder case (as well as Wynant’s money). What 

the other characters do not understand, however, is why Wynant keeps “hanging around like this, 

just messing things up” (409). The fact that he does not “either come in or run away” (409) is off-

putting because it “don’t fit in anywheres” that can be “see[n]” (409). Guild asks, “I’d like to 

know why, if he didn’t do it, Wynant don’t come in and answer questions for us” (316), and also 

says, “he disappoints us too much for me to have much confidence in what he says” (409). The 

police detective thus raises questions about Wynant’s stability and coherence as a suspect: if 

Wynant really did kill Julia, why does he keep contacting the family?; if he did not kill her, why 

does he not come in and explain himself? Macaulay has tried to frame Wynant to serve his own 

motives, but the frame fails to maintain a stability without Wynant’s own body, and so “Wynant” 

begins to bleed through the edges like wet ink. There is not enough of him to constitute a 

subjectivity, and instead what is revealed is not a physical thinness to Wynant, but rather the 

                                                      

28 Hammett, perhaps, too, is hinting that Wynant is at the centre of his own narrative experiment as author, 

and “a discovery of and a premature exposure of my experiments, which I would consider very dangerous 

at this time” (293) would threaten to implode the dialogic play—as it ultimately does. 
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thinness of a false story and a forged identity. Nick tells Mimi that Wynant may not need to be 

“saved” because “[t]he police haven’t got much on him” (363), and a reader is likely to miss the 

double meaning here. Nick means that there is not enough evidence to arrest, convict, or even 

suspect Wynant, but Hammett is also subtly hinting at the fact that Wynant is dead and does not 

have much flesh on him; and, being dead, he does not have enough agency to commit murder, let 

alone write letters about it. Guilty or not, Wynant’s part in the case seems more and more 

implausible for no other reason than he does not get out of the picture or get into it. 

The corpse hidden at the centre of The Thin Man provides Macaulay with the opportunity 

to write off Wynant and thus wrest control over the dead man’s money (and agency) through the 

power of attorney. By forging Wynant’s letters—and by extension, his subjective narrativity and 

agency—Macaulay attempts to write a subjectivity over the dead body to serve his own ends, to 

subject it to his own narrative intentions. Macaulay has attempted to cover his bases, too, by 

burying the body. He has buried Wynant under a corner of the concrete floor in Wynant’s factory, 

covered the corpse in lime, and then dressed and “disguised” (422) it in a fat man’s clothes 

clearly marked with the initials “D.W.Q” (420). Above all, he has fabricated, to bury the corpse 

indefinitely, a story of how Wynant killed his secretary out of jealousy, escaped, and tried to kill 

himself. It is all very convenient—too convenient for Nick Charles, which is why when Guild 

cracks, “Nobody sees [Wynant] come, nobody sees him go. What was that joke about a guy being 

so thin he had to stand in the same place twice to throw a shadow?”, Nick says, “Wynant’s not 

that thin, but he’s thin enough, say as thin as the paper in that check and in those letters people 

have been getting” (421). Hammett positions Wynant’s thinness in relation to the paper he 

appears to be printed on, a man “dead a long time except on paper” (421). Wynant is a paper man, 

a straw man, a man written on foolscap. The fact that Wynant is dead allows Macaulay, amongst 

many others, to overwrite him and his corpse with a subjective dimension, figuring it into the 

account of the facts as it suits their own objectives. Although Macaulay is the perpetrator—“the 
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original plotmaker” (Brooks, Reading 25)—and makes the most use of Wynant’s corpse to 

compose a subjective angle on the events, Wynant’s disappearance allows for any number of 

versions of how and why he murdered Julia to be told by several suspects. Even Hammett’s 

construction of the dead man’s name is telling: Wynant, or “why not, I guess. Uh-huh, that could 

sound like it—why not” (400). If the dead man can be broken down to not whodunit? but why 

not?, then the corpse becomes an intersection for narrative reworking and reconstructions, all of 

which can be plausible, depending on what information is provided and how it is revealed, 

concealed, and, overall, read and interpreted as meaningful or significant (and by whom). All of 

the narrative framings that take place in The Thin Man are plausible (and hence possible), because 

why not? Wynant is nothing more than a man on paper, which means that anyone could overwrite 

him or write him off, and the real Wynant, a corpse at the centre of the text, is neither coherent 

nor comprehensible enough to verify any of the narratives overwritten on him, except, of course, 

to assert that his corpse is a corpse, which is how Hammett deliberately undermines his own 

narrative constructions in the novel. 

As a narrative object, Wynant’s dead body directs and influences the course of action and 

overall structure of The Thin Man, as well as the suspicious dialogic play that attempts to flesh 

out the murdered body at the centre. Of course, a great deception is in play since Julia Wolf’s 

body is not the central narrative object, but rather Wynant’s is. Plochocki suggests that this 

dialogic representation of the corpse “robs” it of inherent meaning, but Wynant’s corpse is 

positioned very differently, where its non-meaning robs the narrative structures around it of 

cohesion and authority. As noted in the previous chapter, the body-as-text metaphor is widely 

used as recognition of how the body is written on (by various external forces), and while 

Wynant’s corpse is overwritten or written off with narrative for a variety of resolutions, what is 

demonstrated is how the corpse ultimately slips away from these narrative dimensions, and robs 

them of meaning—not because the corpse acts as a first and fundamental sign or because it 



 

181 

 

provides a direct answer to its own mystery, but because it reveals all narrative attempts to be 

unfeasible, implausible, and unstable. The structure of the narrative becomes a curious diversion 

by Hammett, to overwrite and conceal a corpse at the centre of the text. The corpse is there from 

the beginning, because none of the story is possible unless Wynant is a corpse buried under 

concrete in another man’s clothes, under the narrative contentions and suspicions at play. 

Hammett thus presents us with an object in the process of being composed into a subject and 

being subjected to a narrative framing—while underneath the text is the fact that the dead man 

was never fully composed, never comprehensible. Hammett utilizes the figure of Wynant, and his 

corpse as object, to play with narrative composition and its structural components. The novel is 

probably the most overt demonstration of a narrative being decomposed—threatened29 and 

broken down—by the narrative object. While Hammett writes us the compelling tale of the search 

for a suspected murderer and the investigative process behind it, he is also setting us up for the 

moment when everything we have read peels away from the structural bones of the novel to 

reveal that we have been played for fools, and to reveal that the corpse at the centre of the novel 

is not only Wynant himself—framed by narratives—but a corpse that has no meat on its bones, 

that refuses to uphold or embody any of those narratives. If Wynant is material—paper or flesh or 

even bone—to be written over, then composing the subject or narrative over the corpse—to write 

it off—involves a decomposition of the narrative motives around it. Macaulay may have imposed 

a particular subjectivity onto the corpse—and subjected the dead body to that subjectivity—but 

Wynant’s corpse, as an object, not only refuses to legitimatize this narrativity as whole, truthful, 

or solid, but ultimately debunks it, , since, as Perdigao notes, “The material and discursive… 

cannot be reconciled but can be renegotiated; total recovery, although a desired end, especially in 

place of (and at the site of) loss, is impossible” (12). In some ways, The Thin Man plays with the 

tropes of the hoax genre in the same way Poe wrote hoaxes for the newspapers insofar as 

                                                      

29 As Perdigao intimates, dead bodies both “drive and threaten the structure of plot” (16). 
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narratives are directly interrogated as either plausible or implausible based solely on how 

convincingly they may be constructed, but the decomposing corpse, while prompting the 

conditions of the hoax (just as Wynant’s corpse provides Maucaulay with the power to write him) 

ultimately undermines them by revealing the hoax. Nick and the police not only dig the body of 

Wynant out of solid-enough concrete, but also out of the suspicious narrative compulsions set to 

fix the body in a contained state of meaning. The Thin Man, working with the idea that a man can 

be as thin as, specifically, a piece of paper, to be written on and written over like a palimpsest, 

suggests that every man and woman (every subject and agent) is a suspect that can also be written 

out or written off, and that the detective novel is a fiction of contending narrative voices aiming to 

frame one another, to hold a criminal to a particular crime, and to fix to the corpse a story about 

how it came to be one.  

In chapter three, I addressed how a similar dialogic play occurs in Decolta’s Rainbow 

Diamonds, a spectrum of narrative possibilities created to distract and deceive Jo Gar, suspects 

manipulating the circumstances around the Von Loffler diamonds to assert possession over them. 

Hammett’s The Thin Man develops this dialogic play much more overtly, since the novel itself, in 

having for its main detective an ex-detective (Nick is retired), and through the clever banter 

between Nick and Nora “offside” (occurring as part of but also separate from the main plot) 

creates a self-referential awareness of narrative construction and manipulative composition 

around a “thin man”—a corpse, or, rather, the thin(g)ness of narratives constructed around it. 

Hammett creates this suspicion through the novel’s own structure. Unlike the typical hardboiled 

story, The Thin Man has very little action (but lots of drinking and talking)30 and through that 

balance (or perhaps imbalance) Hammett creates a pattern and a frame. The pattern involves a 

series of vignettes in which the various characters approach Nick to discuss the case and to offer a 

                                                      

30 In fact, the most exciting action occurs when Shep Morelli holds Nick and Nora at gunpoint in bed, and 

even then, Morelli states, “I got to talk to you …. That’s all, but I got to do that” (258). Although 

admittedly, Morelli does end up shooting Nick, supposedly by accident, when the police barge in. 
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possible solution, which are answered by Nick’s flippant and playful replies.31 These vignettes are 

intersected by offside conversations between Nora and Nick, with Nora pressing him to come up 

with a theory (while filling her glass with scotch). Nora likes “detective stories” (249), and enjoys 

the opportunity to participate in one, while Nick is self-righteously uninterested in acting like a 

serious detective: 

Nora yawned again. “That may be good enough for a detective, but it’s 

not convincing enough for me. Listen, why don’t we make a list of all the 

suspects and all the motives and clues, and check them off against—” 

“You do it. I’m going to bed. What’s a clue, Mamma?” (381). 

This pattern creates a play of suspicion as different versions of the facts are put forward and then 

put aside, providing direct instances in which Nick reads through the suspicious narratives, while 

also framing the story through Nick and Nora’s overt recognition of the detective work as a game 

only they are participating in. Hammett’s play of suspicion here is two-fold; on one level there is 

the endless supply of lies and deceptions told to Nick and which he must mediate; on a second 

level, Hammett draws direct attention to the construction of a detective story by having his main 

characters discuss the events scene by scene. Nick and Nora are full of playful quips, and many of 

them are illuminating hints as to how Hammett is breaking down the structural integrity of any 

supposedly “linear” story, as well as the narrative intentions involved in the act of composing any 

kind of narrative. Embedded in the dialogue between Nick and Nora, though, beneath their 

linguistic hijinks and playful banter, is a challenge that comes across much like a game of Whose 

Line is it Anyway? Both in regards to the suspects in the novel, who are invested in a particular 

end to the events by closing the case, and to the readers who anticipate a particular shape to the 

narrative, Hammett makes it necessary to interrogate how the narrative is shaped to an end or 

objective, and what compulsions have driven it to that end. 

                                                      

31 Such as his initial reply to Morelli: “All right, talk, but do you mind putting the gun away? My wife 

doesn’t care, but I’m pregnant” (258) 
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If the corpses of hardboiled detective always remain indifferent to the narrative 

contentions enacted around them, their role in how narrative is made suspicious is also always in 

the forefront. The narrative corpse undermines the structural integrity of authorship and authority 

around it, rendering the dialogic play suspicious, both in the story and of the story. Ledbetter asks 

a poignant question in Victims and the Postmodern Narrative or, Doing Violence to the Body: An 

Ethic of Reading and Writing (1996):  

Could it be that an interruption in the text, where the story line appears broken 

and our own expectations for the narrative are not met, is the narrative’s most 

profound and defining moment? Could the story be calling us to a closer look at 

its failure to clarify, conclude, or justify an issue that is simply too complex and 

ambiguous to be settled by simple description and narrative consistency? I am 

convinced that such ‘problems’ in a narrative serve an interpretative purpose of 

pointing us towards a narrative ethic. (2). 

The simple answers to Ledbetter’s questions are: yes. Anticipation of and the breaking away from 

readerly expectation in a work of fiction—interruptions in formal plotting and pacing; the failure 

of expected conclusions; narrative consistency— necessarily exposes the inner workings of 

narrative composition, a self-referential (and sometimes metafictional) capacity of the work’s 

ability make the reader a self-conscious player in the game. While this is not true of all narratives, 

and certainly such play (especially with narrative consistency) should not be attempted by 

unskilled authors, hardboiled detective fiction is a blatant challenge to how narratives should be 

read, believed, or, as the hardboiled toughs like to say, “bought.” It poses a “narrative ethic” 

insofar as the author overtly participates in the work alongside the reader and asks the reader to 

both trust their delivery of the story but also to be suspicious of how that delivery is made and by 

whom. Therein lies the need for a forensics of suspicion, an analysis of how and why we read and 

write narratives to be seen as convincingly plausible. What becomes crucial in hardboiled 
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detective story (both in and of the detective story) is the ability to recognize what angles of 

interest are in play, and to use those particular angles to shape the case in the most plausible 

manner so that, as Nick says, it “clicks” (426), and, as Spade says, “it ought to hold” (Falcon 

118). It must be more than a neat and tidy linear plot; it must be fleshed out, just as Ishmael says 

that the skeleton of the whale gives no direct idea of what the whale really looks like in Moby-

Dick. Shapes and structures have a durability to them, but a straight line is often too thin to bear 

the weight of scrutiny and detail. Hardboiled detectives, too, know that “straight” and “neat” refer 

to how you order a drink, not to how you buy into a given story.  

Ledbetter’s “narrative ethics” as well as Nickerson’s “ethics of storytelling” (4) address 

not just the deceptiveness of authors, but also how those authors intervene within and employ 

conceptions of truth. The pursuit of truth is a deeply embedded ideology in the American popular 

imagination, and certainly serves as the (broadly speaking) objective of most detective stories and 

westerns (truth being replaced by “justice,” or with justice acting on truth). Hardboiled cynicism, 

however, interrogates the value of truth, as well as how we know when truth is attained, 

apprehended, or comprehended. In The Thin Man, Nora asks Nick, “Were you telling the truth 

when you said Wynant didn’t kill [Julia Wolf]?” and Nick, at best, can only say, “I don’t know. 

My guess is I was” (311-2). Not able to ascertain if he knew that Wynant did not kill Julia when 

he claimed as much, Nick indicates that truth is always, in some manner, a form of guesswork 

that you back up and verify after the fact through your own agency and authority. Most readers of 

detective fiction, amateur or professional, new to the game or well-established, are perhaps more 

familiar with what Haycraft refers to as “[t]he famous dictum-by-inference (as best phrased by 

Dorothy Sayers) that ‘when you have eliminated all the impossibilities, then, whatever remains, 

however improbable, must be the truth’” (12). Certainly this phrase has been reused and restated 

frequently enough to seem viable, but it is likely that people miss the point. What this famous 

dictum indicates is that in having eliminated the impossible, what remains “must” be truth, but 
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there is an assumption in suggesting that truth is so confirmable—that what remains must be the 

truth, and the whole truth. Hardboiled fiction tends to dig deeper into this dictum by bringing to 

light a sometimes direct comparison of the subtleties between the (im)possible, the (im)probable, 

and, of course, the (im)plausible, within the context of “the art of representation” as laid out by 

Aristotle, since, as he writes, “it is the function of the poet [the author, story-teller, etc.] to relate 

not things that have happened, but things that may happen, i.e. that are possible in accordance 

with probability and necessity” (97). At first glance, these terms may appear interchangeable. 

They are all degrees of how we define and categorize truth, or what is real and factual. The 

possible is a matter of what is able to happen, based in the Latin of “able to be”—in turn the 

impossible is nothing more than what cannot be, but while there are certain limitations of physics 

and natural phenomena, what is possible or impossible depends highly on the situation under 

question. The probable is merely what is likely to be proven true and is dependent on evidence, 

since it must be proven; the improbable is thus anything that cannot be proven true, but again 

what is probable or improbable is a matter of effect, since even magicians have a way of making 

the improbable probable. Finally, the plausible, which works perhaps in a state beyond the 

previous two terms, is more complicated in that plausibility and implausibility is largely a matter 

of how the object(ive) represented is contrived. The plausible, from the Latin plausibilis, 

“deserving applause, acceptable,” and, later taking on the meaning, “seeming reasonable, 

probable, or truthful; convincing, believable,” and “having a false appearance of reason or 

veracity” (OED), is only that which is apparently true, positioning it outside or anterior to 

traditional ideas of Truth, because the possible and the probable, as well as the impossible and the 

improbable, can be rendered both plausible and implausible so long as the constructions 

composed around it—to explain or represent it—appear credible. Fact is stranger than fiction; 

fiction manipulates fact, deducing and inducing answers to mysteries, or the lack thereof.  

Chandler suggests that the only fundamental rule of detective fiction and the mystery 
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novel is that it “be reasonably honest with the reader” and honesty, “in this connection,” is that 

the facts as presented must “not be concealed” and “they must not be distorted by any false 

emphasis” (Chandler Speaking 66). There is an unspoken mutual contract between the author and 

the reader—in terms of accountability, the reader expects the author to “tell it straight,” both in 

the sense of the story being honestly presented and in the sense that the story must be made 

comprehensible from beginning to end in terms of form and content. Yet, a hardboiled story is 

always inevitably written with the need to angle back to the crime while moving towards a 

resolution. It cannot possibly be straight, if we are thinking about how stories are shaped. 

Detective fiction is a matter, as Brooks has suggested, of “the detective repeat[ing], go[ing] over 

again, the ground that has been covered by his predecessor, the criminal” (Reading 24) in order to 

generate meaning. The story of detection rebuilds the story of the crime, but since the expectation 

is a reasonable solution and conclusion, a good work of hardboiled fiction, in being honest (but 

not strictly honest) with its reader, becomes more tangled and complicit in how it reaches the 

solution and how the author/reader figures out that conclusion on both sides of composition. 

Taking into consideration a forensics of suspicion allows us to make sense of the middle ground, 

not the conclusion, and to better make out the tangled web that is narrative construction. Chandler 

is also aiming at an objective honesty of concrete facts, which is difficult to accomplish in 

mystery fiction since it involves a careful process of revealing and concealing necessary to the 

cohesion of the text—that is, the author cannot conceivably give every detail without boring the 

reader, but also cannot limit his or her details to those that give away the mystery. The result is a 

manipulated balance in the constructed art of telling, which raises further concerns more in line 

with Brigid O’Shaughnessy’s defense of her lies in The Maltese Falcon: “the lie was in the way I 

said it, and not at all in what I said” (38). Brigid claims that she was speaking the truth, but that 

she has somehow twisted it into a lie in the way she has told it to Spade. All of hardboiled fiction 

inhabits a similar space of narrative (dis)honesty, both in content and in form, and what the 
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detective is expected to confront and break down is never, as Marlowe puts it, “the austere 

simplicity of fiction” but “the tangled woof of fact” (The Big Sleep 145)—tangled, because 

people bring their own inflection, tone, motive, and angle—their own subjective dimension—to 

how the hard truth is told and narrated.  

Plausibility is thus largely a confidence play32—a con—by authors and narrative 

contenders who, at least in hardboiled fiction, are just as likely to cheat their readership as to give 

them exactly what it asks for. Even the impossible and the improbable can be made to seem 

plausible and legitimate by the right seller (like Chandler’s Brasher Doubloon). What must be the 

truth, then, is merely what other people are willing to believe, and what they are willing to buy, 

investing in the confidence and credibility of any narrator, author, or storyteller. There is an 

emphasis in the definition of the confidence man or sharper on “professional,” their credibility 

and integrity, and a confidence man’s (or woman’s) credibility comes from his or her ability to 

make their audience believe what they say. Chandler wrote that the detective story “must consist 

of the plausible actions of plausible people in plausible circumstances, it being remembered that 

plausibility is largely a matter of style” (Raymond Chandler Speaking 63). Chandler and his 

hardboiled contemporaries, even while attempting to write real murder on real streets, knew that 

style made all the difference in the authenticity of the characters and situations—how plausible 

they were on the pulp pages of fiction—and part of that plausibility is the recognition of such 

narrative confidence plays, since, “people always lie in murder cases” (Chandler, The High 

Window 536). The Hardboiled School therefore aimed at a fine line between confidence plays and 

honesty with its reader, a narrative ethics that does not simply play the reader for a dupe or 

sucker, but challenges the reader to engage with narrative suspicion. Hardboiled writers must 

                                                      

32 A term with its origins in American slang and cultural conditions. A confidence play or “confidence 

trick” is “a method of professional swindling, in which the victim is induced to hand over money or other 

valuable as a token of ‘confidence’ in the sharper” or confidence man “one who practices this trick; a 

professional swindler of respectable appearance and address (OED). Confidence men and carpetbaggers 

have long been part of American history and literature, including Herman Melville’s The Confidence-Man 

(1857). 
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knowingly strike that balance between plausibility and suspicion in order to compose a solid 

(well-composed) detective story.  

 The world of hardboiled fiction is founded on suspicion and Carl D. Malmgren (“The 

Crime of the Sign: Dashiell Hammett’s Detective Fiction” [1999]) makes note of how hardboiled 

authors “give[] full play to this suspicion” (375). He writes: “Throughout Hammett’s fiction runs 

the fear that nothing can be taken at face value, nothing is what it appears to be—a fear that 

culminates in a suspicion not only of individual people but also of the social order itself” (375). 

Social orders, symbolic and semiotic orders—the organizing principles we use to order, arrange, 

contain, and narrate our own being in the world, and our agency over it—come under suspicion as 

manipulations in the hands of manipulators. Brooks rightly notes that “we have become more 

suspicious of plots, more acutely aware of their artifice, their arbitrary relation to time and 

chance, though we no doubt still depend on elements of plotting, however ironized or parodied, 

more than we realize” (Reading xii). Hardboiled authors, as I have already indicated, felt the 

same tendencies had become a problem within the genre, and so set out to “debunk” these 

contrivances and artifices by suggesting that all narratives were artificial and fabricated—that 

they were produced to serve a particular angle of composition and to manipulate reader response, 

which developed and produced an explicit awareness of suspicious narrative play. Places, clues, 

people, situations, contexts—all of these are made out to be suspicious and misleading, likely to 

be misconstrued or to be misinterpreted in order to complicate our relationship to the text or the 

crime. In terms of the genre, such a thematic dimension is necessary to open the doors of 

narrative possibility and, more broadly, to keep the reader arrested in a perpetual state of 

suspicion (suspicious of what information they are given, how it is presented and represented, and 

of their own attempts to piece it together—that is, a writer of detective fiction must make the 

reader suspicious of their own ability to read the story and put together the facts, which, of 

course, is also the challenge of the detective figure). Beyond this, there is the implication that if a 
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plot is constructed with a particular “end” in mind (Poe stresses the importance of the 

dénouement)—the perfect solution to the puzzle, for instance—then, realistically, we are bound to 

play the dupe for buying into it. In The Maltese Falcon, Spade repeats several times to Brigid, “I 

won’t play the sap for you” (220), an assertion that he will not be fooled by her narrative 

authority or invest himself in the false and suspicious narratives she weaves around Miles 

Archer’s corpse. Playing the sap, or “fall guy,” is, in a sense, being framed by the composition, 

duped into buying or believing the set up the author lays before the reader, and the reader of 

detective fiction must mediate, as Nick Charles does, those suspicions.  

The use of narrative frames in literary composition is a standard tool, so much so that we 

are often inclined to recognise and then quickly dismiss it. The usual frame is created through the 

story-within-a-story technique, and is often employed by having a character introduce and so 

begin a story from within a narrative already started, like Henry James’ The Turn of the Screw 

(1898) or Dorothy L. Sayers’ “The Abominable History of the Man with Copper Fingers” (1928). 

Or, the frame is employed by utilizing the secondary story as a plot device or allegory within the 

narrative, meant to enhance the primary and larger tale which frames it, such as the famous play-

within-the-play of Shakespeare’s Hamlet (1603), “The Mad Trist” in Poe’s “The Fall of the 

House of Usher” (1839), or the Flitcraft story in The Maltese Falcon. At the more complex level, 

hardboiled detective fiction in itself reveals the problem of how stories may be inaccurately or 

intentionally framed by witnesses, criminals, or other characters, whether deliberately or 

accidentally. As represented in Hammett’s The Thin Man, motive creates biased angles and 

people are easily “framed” in stories they have nothing to do with. Hardboiled detective fiction 

goes a step further with its framework, by not only acknowledging its role in the narrative 

workings, but also by casting doubt on the sturdiness and credibility of such frames and how they 

are presented. Mimi Jorgenson may tell a plausible version of the facts about her husband in The 

Thin Man, but we aren’t so quick to buy into it—rather we are more likely to wonder if any of it 
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is valid—unlike in The Turn of the Screw where we are inclined to believe the narrator, even if 

we doubt the validity of the governness’s account. The Thin Man, by contrast, asks its readers to 

challenge detective methods, as well as detective fiction tropes; through that, the book’s structure 

becomes a framing of the practice of reading detective fiction and of the expectations created for 

the genre. Detective fiction, and in particular the hardboiled style, reminds us that narratives are 

frames with intentional focuses, and that narrators have motives behind how they construct those 

narratives. More than that, the hardboiled style reminds us that frames are crucial devices that 

may lead to resolution (seeing the complete picture) or may simply mislead us. It is, oddly 

enough, an honest delivery of facts within a dishonest (purposeful or accidental) narration.  

The good detective writer is aware that a frame is anticipated by the reader, if only 

because the story of detection must frame the story of the crime, but with the hardboiled style 

comes that suspicion—deliberately triggered in the reader by the author, at times—of 

premeditated contrivances, making the reader’s suspicions itself a kind of frame the author must 

work with. The manipulation of framing in the hardboiled style, then, takes on that more sinister 

connotation of the word in colloquial slang: “I’ve been framed” or set up—hence playing the 

dupe. There is both the potential of falling into a trap that has been set by the author to divert or 

deceive; the potential that everything has been set up to create a deception. If the reader is 

incriminated in this manipulation, their own expectations of the genre become obstacles rather 

than helpful aids, allowing the author to produce diversion, distraction, and misdirection at will, 

and to use the reader’s experience and their suspicion against him or her as the story progresses. 

The hardboiled style highlights the fact that we have only our own interpretational skills and 

suspicions to rely on. We must be on our toes. 

The thinness that Hammett emphasizes in The Thin Man serves to elucidate how unstable 

these frames are, but also indicates that frames can be useful in identifying what is being made 

suspicious and how. It is an honesty, if not of delivery of the facts, then of the apprehension of 
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things insofar as Nick Charles can shrug his shoulders and say, “Sure. Why not?” In the same 

vein, but aiming at a different thread of narrative honesty, is Walsh’s “Diamonds Mean Death.”  

Like The Thin Man, Walsh’s story presents conditions in which the circumstances around a 

corpse may be misconstrued by the overwriting of several suspects, but where Hammett provides 

a colourful play of narrative styling, Walsh creates a story in which the confidence tricks of the 

characters are mirrored by the narrative tactics of the author, which is more than a slyly reflexive 

commentary on the idea of detective fiction, but also a direct challenge to reading habits and 

behaviours.  In essence, The Thin Man is a metaphysical exercise in suspicion and honesty, but 

“Diamonds Means Death” is a mechanical appropriation of the exercise. Like Decolta’s Rainbow 

Diamonds, “Diamonds Mean Death” is a hardboiled story that functions around the questionable 

authenticity of a set of diamonds, and the story employs narrative suspicions that undermine and 

complicate how we are to come to a valid and plausible resolution about the story we are given. 

While Decolta is explicit in how Gar rejects the subjective dimensions of the Von Loffler 

diamonds, Walsh demonstrates how plausibility and suspicion may be manipulated. The 

difficulty of anticipating such narrative shifts in authority, plausibility, and credibility, requires a 

close and fine-toothed critical reading of the story. To begin, Walsh overtly nudges the reader to 

question the shaping of the story by opening it in a moment—in the act—of suspicious dealings. 

The story begins with a description of Ellen Bridges as a “pale, glowing cameo,” a figure caught 

between a “yellow cone of light thrown” by the lamp in the cottage and “the shadows at her back” 

(333). That our first encounter with a character is one that brings to the fore a play of light and 

shadow provides a shady dimension to how the scene is set, not simply because the transaction 

about to take place has all the feel and tang of shadiness, but also because the story will reveal 

that what is under suspicion are the deceptions behind the construction of a story—the tricks and 

angles utilized to make a story seem plausible and convincing—how light and narrative is thrown 

and cast. Walsh sets the scene:  
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The two men seated across the table watched her with varying emotions—Major 

Geoffrey Russell with very clear, slightly amused blue eyes, a smile faint on his 

lips, a cigarette graceful in his long fingers. Joe Keenan was not smiling; he sat at 

the end of the table, sharp face watchful, gray eyes shining coldly, with small 

glints of color, as if the diamonds heaped carelessly on the cloth before the girl 

were reflected there in pinpoints of ice…. None of the three spoke. (333). 

Even if Russell and Keenan are not positioned directly across from each other, their mannerisms 

paint a clear picture of a kind of antagonism or tension between them as Ellen studies the heap of 

diamonds on the table. Between the shadiness of the room and the way in which Walsh 

“carelessly” tosses the diamonds in a “heap” before the reader, there are more questions than 

gathered knowledge, and a good reader is apt to be suspicious of the circumstances he or she has 

entered into. In most works of fiction, early exposition serves to set the stage, identify characters, 

and provide access to the conditions that have prompted the narrative. Walsh may set the stage 

and tell us the characters’ names, but the exposition itself evades giving the story a context to 

work off of. In this way, Walsh forces his readers to pick up information as they go along, 

working with and against what they do and do not know about the narrative in an uncertain space 

of reading. It is important, too, that Walsh presents the poorly-lighted scene before he allows any 

legitimate account of the diamonds to be provided, because what results is an uncertainty of who 

is to be trusted and who is not to be trusted when the facts are given. Russell, with his “faint 

smile” and “slightly amused” eyes has a kind of pretense to him that is reminiscent of a card 

shark entering a poker game, as if he has arranged himself in a certain way for Keenan and Ellen. 

At the same time, Keenan, “not smiling” and “gray eyes shining coldly” does not necessarily 

invite us to trust him. His wariness only inspires further watchfulness. We are on our toes. Of 

course, Walsh has not even provided us with context, so at this point we cannot even say that one 

or the other is the hero of the story, or whose point of view we are to follow. Since “none of the 
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three” have yet spoken, more weight will be given to whoever speaks first. Without any 

grounding context, Walsh offers in the first paragraphs of the story only a reminder that there is 

no point of reference at which confidence in our knowledge may begin. The reader is asked to 

join the table without any tangible information about the other players or what is at stake.  

 Drawing attention to the suspiciousness of the narrative conventions in play in the 

opening paragraphs allows Walsh to alert the reader to the kinds of tricks, artifices, and problems 

of plausibility that come with how a story is put together and how a story is “bought,” or seen as 

plausible. This setting of the scene is a simple trick of craft, and fundamentally does not present 

itself as important unless we are watching for it, much in the same way that Major Russell will 

“set the scene” with his story about how he came upon the diamonds, as a way of verifying their 

authenticity, in order to convince Ellen that she can legitimately purchase them. Ellen Bridges has 

hired Joe Keenan, a private eye and friend of her late father, to accompany her on this meeting 

with the major. After picking through the diamonds and assessing their value, Ellen tells Keenan, 

“They’re all genuine, Joe. I can’t really believe it” (334), expressing her wonder that the 

diamonds are all “real” (334) and that it is too good to be true, considering that altogether, if 

genuine, the diamonds are worth eighty thousand dollars but the major is willing to sell them for 

thirty-five thousand. There is a discrepancy in their value. Keenan is quick to call the major out, 

saying, “There are two answers to that— you’re crazy or you’re crooked. Me, I don’t think you’re 

crazy. Those stones are hot” (334). Whether “crazy” or “crooked,” what Keenan demands and 

what the major is all too happy to supply is an account of himself and his ownership of the 

diamonds, since, as Ellen has already determined, the diamonds are real diamonds. We need not 

question at this point their legitimacy or their importance to how this hardboiled story will play 

out, but, by contrast, like Keenan, who Ellen later points out, is “suspicious of everybody” (337), 

we are made suspicious of everything that has to do with them. Because the diamonds cannot 

change what they are, what comes under question is how they came to be there, who has a claim 
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to them, if anyone, and whether the major, in peddling them in this covert and under-the-table 

manner, can be trusted. Russell is aware that he and his diamonds are suspicious, and uses that 

knowledge to formulate his construction of his story. If the diamonds are suspicious, he need only 

admit as much to form a convincing story of their ownership and a convincing account of himself 

as a trustworthy man, and as “a gentleman” (337), while Joe Keenan exposes him as a confidence 

man. The major makes use of this; by telling a story that, by its nature, is crooked, he provides a 

story of ownership that, even if not verifiable and completely trustworthy, seems at least 

legitimate in its crookedness. Russell, responding to Keenan’s suspicions, admits, “Naturally I did 

not expect you to buy until I satisfied you as to the legal ownership. It is unfortunate that, strictly 

speaking, there is none—none that could be proved before a court of law” (334), and he goes on 

to tell Keenan and Ellen a story of how he came to possess the diamonds. According to the major, 

he was working in Africa, hunting and capturing animals for zoos, when he “stumbled on the 

body of a man—a white man” (335), and that on the corpse of this man, who had “been there for 

years… so there wasn’t much left of the poor chap” (335), he discovered the pouch of diamonds. 

He emphasizes that all that remained of this man was “a few bones, one or two rags of clothing” 

and that there was “nothing else around to give [him] the slightest clue to his identity” (335). The 

major suggests that the man was murdered, having “gambled his life getting away” with the 

diamonds (335), and, because this dead man could not be identified, there can be no legitimate 

account of who the diamonds belong to, which allows the major to say, “and so, in the end, I held 

on to them myself” (335). Russell asserts his authority—and thus possession—over the diamonds 

by laying legitimate claim to the suspicious circumstances they exist under. Hardboiled writers 

practice the same art; the outright admittance of the detective story’s suspicious constructions 

(both in form and in content) allows the author to move more subtly between the lines, and, of 

course, will likely put a reader off their guard, if for no other reason than the reader and author 

appear, like Russell, Ellen, and Keenan, to be co-conspirators for the benefit of the transaction.  
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 “Diamonds Mean Death,” as a whole, closes off in much the expected manner for a 

detective story, but the middle ground to reaching that conclusion is fraught with deceptions and 

ploys. The story proceeds to work with misdirection and narrative tricks to, in essence, play the 

reader for a sap in the same way the major is attempting to swindle Ellen and Keenan with the 

diamonds’ value. The major’s story about the body in Africa is a misdirection, since the major 

tells it only for the sake of turning suspicion onto the circumstances behind the diamonds instead 

of the diamonds themselves in terms of legitimacy. More importantly, Major Russell uses this 

story to control Keenan’s suspicions through the remarks he adds afterwards. He stresses that the 

murder of the unknown man is “pure conjecture on [his] part” (335), effectively removing 

himself from responsibility for the dead man and emphasizing, by extension, that he is being 

honest with Keenan and Ellen. He says, “that’s the story. If it isn’t very convincing the fault is 

mine as narrator. The details, I assure you, are true” (335). The devil, of course, is in the details, 

since the only true detail in the whole story is that Russell is standing there telling it and that there 

are real diamonds heaped on the table. Everything else is “conjecture” or an act of artifice—an 

artful representation. By the end of “Diamonds Mean Death” Keenan will have marked Russell as 

a “sleight of hand man” (343), with hands quick enough to switch the real diamonds out for paste 

in front of Ellen, and smart enough to switch out straight facts with angled fictions to manipulate 

the reader’s own suspicions about how this story will play out—right before the reader’s eyes. A 

sleight of hand man works by creating a deception to hide his true intentions, but the deceptions 

are often actions that make use of his target’s suspicion. Russell—both at the level of his con and 

at the level of his participation in the narration of events—works in that shadowy region between 

fact and fiction, between appearance and truth, between suspicion and authority in the authorship 

of meaning and plausibility. By that standard, the major’s story about the diamonds and how he 

came to possess them, true or not, is used as a deception to hide his intentions in providing this 

narrative in the first place—and those intentions are deeply embedded in his motivation for 
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wanting to sell the diamonds to Ellen. By admitting to how the story fails to be “satisfactory” as 

to the legitimate ownership of the diamonds, Russell controls its plausibility. It gives the major 

control over Keenan and Ellen’s suspicions, and what they are or are not able to confirm about 

the diamonds, so that even if they continue to ask questions about their ownership, they will not 

think to ask about his objective in telling them this story. Walsh similarly uses the suspicious 

dimensions of his own story to eliminate doubts as to its plausibility and construction—a 

narrative that at least seems legitimate in its crookedness. 

What is important, like Ellen sitting between the light and the shadow of the lamp behind 

her, is that the major’s story regarding the diamonds is caught between potential truth and artifice 

in the same way that ownership of the diamonds cannot be, “strictly speaking,” proven. So long 

as the major is only “strictly speaking”—which is what story-telling is—there is no concrete 

evidence of anything he claims. There also cannot be any evidence that he is lying. Through 

Keenan’s suspicion, Walsh calls attention to the potential for artifice and falsification, both in the 

diamonds and in the major’s story of how he came across them. The diamonds are, of course, 

declared as “genuine” by Ellen, but that value is twisted by the Major’s remark that: “Genuine? 

You may be sure I made quite certain of that, my dear” (334). What sounds like a confirmation of 

the diamonds’ authenticity becomes a distinct indication that the diamonds are only “genuine” so 

long as the major has “made quite certain of that.” Curiously, this is both honesty and dishonesty, 

as the response is angled to make the major seem trustworthy and honest, and yet it has the tang 

of being too honest at the same time, hinting at another objective and end that Russell may be 

aiming at. Keenan, in turn, functions as the hardboiled detective, “suspicious of everybody.” 

Keenan’s suspicion and perceptive eye does not necessarily discern between lies and truths, but 

rather good and badly constructed accounts. When the major has finished his story, Keenan thinks 

to himself that “the major’s story seemed plausible enough—it might be a shade too plausible. 

Was that the catch, the warning, that jerked uneasily at his mind?” (336). There is no coincidence 
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that one of the central themes of Walsh’s story is the shadiness of plausibility, its formlessness in 

the midst of the narrative conventions, patterns, devices, and expectations that attempt to give 

plausibility a tangible and convincing form—a shape that can be bought and possessed, that can 

be owned and mastered. Keenan recognizes that Russell has woven a convincing story 

(convincing enough for Ellen), but what makes him suspicious is not that he doesn’t think the 

story is plausible, but that he is suspicious of its very plausibility, or that it is plausible. Suspicion 

is stylized as a kind of knowledge exerted by the private eye, because Keenan knows that a story 

can be too plausible to be true, just as Phillip Marlowe, as seen in The High Window, knows that a 

story is only “good enough” if it is “bad enough to be true” (517)—and, just as the genuineness of 

the diamonds Russell is trying to sell is too good to be true under these shady circumstances. 

Keenan lives life on the edge of suspicion, it seems, not only not trusting anyone, but expecting 

(trusting) people to be untrustworthy, and his presence necessarily signals a discrepancy with a 

reader’s typical relationship with an author in the act of reading. If we accept “Diamonds Mean 

Death” as too plausible, will we only end up being deceived by Walsh in how the story resolves 

its tensions, and end up playing into his game, playing the sap? The title, too, engages with this 

question of acceptance of the narrator or author’s construction of the story, as Walsh provides a 

direct equation of object and things—diamonds mean death—but the circumstances around the 

subjective dimension and preconceived conclusion to the story ends up undermined. Keenan will 

not buy or buy into the major’s story so easily, nor will he let Ellen buy the diamonds—real or 

not—without being there to oversee the final transaction. Throughout “Diamonds Mean Death” 

the plausibility of Russell’s story (as well as his authority as narrator) and the acquiring of the 

diamonds are linked. The story integrates doubt, weaves suspicion, into its construction to 

highlight, at a reflexive level, that all narratives hinge on a narrator that is either to be trusted or 

not to be trusted, but that, if we are a “square guy” like Keenan (336), we know that no narrator 

should be trusted. We are suspicious, and we should be suspicious. By being aware—and by 
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making the reader aware—of the artifice of narrative construction, the stakes of the story change, 

which is to say that a narrative’s shape is more than its plot; it is the intentions and motivations—

the means—to the end, which should always be suspicious to the knowing eye. Means and 

motivation go hand-in-hand. 

The same dynamics are in play in the construction of narrative in the story as a whole: the 

major’s story of possession is legitimate so long as he has made quite certain that it is plausible 

enough to be believed. Like the diamonds later, his legitimacy as a reliable and truthful narrator 

can be switched out with a deceiving sleight of hand trick that occurs so early in the story that we, 

and Keenan and Ellen, may not notice it. Before Keenan can properly think through his 

suspicions, the entire narrative (and Russell’s authority) is interrupted by the contending voice of 

Jerome Peale who ultimately changes the angles of the story by his appearance in the cottage. 

Walsh is clever in how he brings Peale onto the page, as the text is formatted as such: 

As [Keenan] followed the girl towards the door he was frowning, 

unsatisfied—something in all this didn’t ring true. A man would not throw forty 

thousand dollars to a stranger because he had no time. A man— 

 

Somebody behind him said: “Hold it.” (336). 

The spacing between the paragraphs, the sudden dash at “A man—”, and the context of the events 

that occur interrupt both the pacing of the story and threatens (as we ultimately see in more detail) 

to reveal Russell’s deception as Peale, who has entered the cottage, essentially commands that the 

events come to a sudden stop with the words, “Hold it,” so that he may assert his own authority 

over the diamonds and the people involved. This formatting also highlights the artificiality of 

Walsh’s story by jettisoning the reader out for a brief (but visible) space, and by indicating “A 

man” in Keenan’s thoughts that then becomes a character in its own right, the “somebody behind 

him,” as if we are starting a new story. Walsh is not naive, nor unaware; he is playing with us and 
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our suspicions by reminding us that this, too, is a contrived story, composed with a particular 

intention, and motivated by a particular objective. He thus discomposes us and cuts the story off 

at an angle—he changes its shape, just as Peale’s remarks to Keenan will change Keenan’s 

perspective on Russell’s story. The question, then, is whether Walsh is performing a sleight of 

hand with this inserted distraction. If we are quick readers, we may be apt to pick up on the 

dubious nature of the interruption, as soon as that dash appears. 

The scene instigates assertive dialogic play between Peale and Russell (and peripherally 

Keenan and Ellen), a contention over who is in charge of the moment. Peale’s appearance 

complicates the plot, just as it complicates Russell’s objective. His “Hold it” arrests the narration 

momentarily as all of the characters freeze and put up their hands. Stand-offs are not unusual in 

hardboiled fiction, but they are effective for the very reason that they function to both put a halt to 

the pacing of the story and to signify impending action. Still, until the stand-off is broken by 

whoever moves first, at least here in “Diamonds Mean Death,” there is a strong sense of how 

Peale has stopped the story so that he may commandeer its telling. However, his authority (and by 

extension his authority over how the story may be angled) is fleeting. Almost all of the dialogue 

up until Russell shoots Peale is interrupted, cut short, or left unanswered, as Russell and Peale 

contend against each other for control of the situation. When Russell attempts to convince Peale 

that “Killing me won’t help, you know. There’s—” he is quickly cut off by Peale’s “Shut up!” 

(336), words that are uttered simultaneously with the raising of his automatic. Before Peale’s 

arrival there is a distinct sense that Russell has mastery over the transactions in the cottage, but in 

a few lines of dialogue Walsh allows for a scuffling of narrative voices vying for control over 

what is or is not said in this moment. The pivotal moment of this scene, and of the story as a 

whole, then, occurs when Peale takes notice of Keenan in order to say: “I had you pegged for a 

square guy, Joe. You have that name and everyone knows it. If the skirt’s with you there’s a 

chance for you to blow now. I’ll figure you were like me; dumb enough to—” (336), and that is 
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when Russell chooses to shoot him, effectively silencing him. The act makes Peale’s appearance 

seem like only an interruption and we move immediately back into the same circumstances as 

before, with the major composed and composing the situation. The major, of course, claims that 

he acts in self-defense, but, even though Peale was holding the room at gunpoint, the major’s 

quick sharp-shooting, which delivers a bullet direct to Peale’s forehead, seems too overstated and 

too contrived an action to be in self-defense, something that Keenan takes note of, since, as he 

says later, “you killed Peale to shut his mouth, not to protect yourself. Winging him in the arm 

would have done that” (342). Rather than helping Russell maintain the plausibility of his story—

which Peale’s voice and authority threatens to undo—killing Peale and claiming it as self-defense 

results in making his story seem even more “crooked.” Keenan thus leaves the cottage even more 

suspicious of the major, and even though Ellen thinks Russell’s story is still plausible when it 

comes to the legitimacy of the diamonds (her only real concern) and wants to buy them because 

“Major Russell’s a gentleman…. Of course I believe his story” (337), Keenan insists that she turn 

down the deal. Ellen, though, like any hardboiled sister, is a “willful” (338) and “obstinate” (337) 

kid, and chooses to overlook his advice.  

The story then, rather suddenly, shifts gears from telling to action, as Keenan returns 

home to find a man named Feeney in his apartment who has come to take him for “a ride”—to 

take Keenan out for a drive and dispose of him—even though Feeney claims that he and his 

partner “don’t want to crate” him (338); they only want to keep him out of the way for a day or 

two. Keenan complies and gets into the car, but his focus is on figuring out who these men work 

for and why someone wants him out of the picture for awhile. The arrival of the men and this 

“ride” is baffling to Keenan, but he does suspect that the diamonds, Ellen, and the major are 

involved somehow, which is why Keenan ultimately takes action, striking out at Feeney, crashing 

the car, and trying to force Feeney to reveal who hired him. Keenan does not get the answers he is 

looking for, but he manages his escape. At first glance, this particular scene, in its action and in 
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its shift in pacing seems like strong forward momentum to the story, meant to advance the plot, 

but it, too, is a device. It serves as another distraction that takes us out of the real narrative we are 

attempting to examine, just as the arrival of these men is actually Russell’s attempt take Keenan 

out of the story so that he may not influence the shape of the events or disrupt his objective. 

Whether Russell seeks to simply quiet Keenan’s voice or to divert attention away from himself by 

hiring a couple of thugs to mislead Keenan does not matter. If we are looking at how “Diamonds 

Mean Death” is constructed, we can see how a scene of dramatic action and conspiracy ultimately 

causes the reader to look away from the more important actions happening elsewhere. Of course, 

if the trick fails, the magician is all the more suspect. In Walsh’s case, failed or successful, this 

distraction emphasizes the compositional ploys being enacted on the page in the construction of a 

narrative that questions not the events themselves but what purpose they serve behind-the-scenes 

in shaping the narrative. Keenan still suspects that Peale’s network goes deeper than he first 

thought, which is telling of Major Russell’s deceptions; Keenan does not quite yet grasp the true 

intentions behind his false story. 

If Russell attempts to take Keenan out of the circumstances to negate his potential 

overwriting and authority over the dealings, then Walsh certainly attempts to jar the reader out of 

the story itself. Strong writing is typically described as emotive and immersive (in fact, these are 

terms best used to describe the writing of Henry James), such that the reader experiences a kind 

of merging with the text, or becoming one with it, but Walsh, at home in the Hardboiled School, 

creates a different experience of narrative—not immersive but subversive, an amplification of 

suspicion and awareness in the process of narrative construction (and reading). Keenan’s 

suspicions are amplified because Feeney fails to take him out of the picture, and Keenan takes the 

time to stop and think about what has already happened, and what he already knows, going “over 

it again in his mind” (340). He begins to “figure the lay” (341), adapting to the suspicious angling 

of the story and how it has been arranged, but remains disturbed by the fact that the “vital part, 
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the thing that would have made it jell, was missing” (341). Keenan seeks the thing that would 

hold the story together, give verifiable proof to an account of the events, and legitimate 

possession of the diamonds (and legitimate proof of his suspicions). By this point in the story we 

are likely to have forgotten about the anonymous man Russell supposedly lifted the diamonds off 

of, but it is this body of “proof” that we—and Keenan—must return to, not because any kind of 

definitive sense of ownership, possession, or authenticity can be drawn from it, but because this 

corpse, as part of Russell’s story regarding his claim to the diamonds, remains absent and 

unaccountable—it refuses to hold together Russell’s story. Like Wynant is too thin to be a living 

agent of the narrative events in The Thin Man, the indication that this dead man (where 

everything begins) does not have much left to him, physically or in terms of proof of ownership, 

is suggestive. The major works this information in his favour—if there is nothing to this man, 

then the diamonds belong to whoever takes claim of them. However, if there is nothing to this 

man, there is no verifiable proof of the diamonds’ legitimacy to be sold or of the major’s story 

either. It is too shady; it is, like diamonds, too clear in its cut. “Diamonds Mean Death” is 

certainly structured around this “missing” corpse, even if it is the body of Jerome Peale and not 

the nameless body in Africa that prompts Keenan to dig deeper, and the title of the story is not 

subtle in its indication of how meaning is constructed through the silencing of contending voices. 

Walsh calls direct attention to the practice of how objects are made to mean, and that there is 

always a murderous if not violent intent behind the act of narration which is angled and 

deceptive, like a “contraption” inside a man’s sleeve—the sort of thing the major uses to snap a 

“gun down into his hand faster than you could watch it” (343). The story thus questions how an 

object is to be authenticated through its signifying networks and, moreover, highlights the 

problem of how authentication is bound up in the problem of how one claims possession of the 

object. More than Russell’s intentions, what comes under suspicion is the plausibility of his 

narrative about the diamonds and, by extension, his plausibility as a man who can be trusted. By 
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the end of “Diamonds Mean Death” it will still “hang cloudily” (340) whether Russell’s story 

about this dead man is true, and, if it is, whether or not the man was dead when Russell found him 

or if Russell made “certain” of it (334).  

It is the fact that Russell shoots Peale that ultimately tips Keenan off, because the speed 

and accuracy of the shot reveals the major’s capacity for deception. He could only have gotten the 

shot off first if he had, in essence, something up his sleeve. Peale’s dead corpse also, of course, 

reminds us of the nameless corpse in Africa and how the major supposedly came across it. The 

combination of the revealed deception and the questionability of the corpse that is the proof of the 

diamonds’ right of ownership, suggests that Russell has contrived a story of possession that, 

without a doubt, serves his own ends. Russell calls Keenan a “smart guy” (342), which for the 

private eye, brings to mind the fact that Peale called him a guy “dumb enough to—” (342) what? 

Whether Keenan is smart or dumb becomes key to mastering the plot in play since Keenan 

realizes that everything comes down to the plausibility of Russell’s initial story—is Keenan smart 

enough to see through the skewed narrative intentions or is he dumb enough to buy it like Peale 

did? Peale’s comment to Keenan is even more suggestive now as Keenan asserts himself as the 

kind of guy that can decide the ends and means for himself, a “square guy” who has “that name 

and everyone knows it” (336). Keenan is a man to be trusted; he is reliable, solid, stable, and on 

the level (such are the characteristics of a square), and everyone knows it. This is a strong 

contrast to Russell, who is all pretense and charlatanism. At this point, Keenan figures out the 

story by directly accusing Russell of being a “good shot” (342) and of executing this con over and 

over with new suckers. The diamonds always remain the same, but the performance is enacted 

again and again as an illegitimate contrivance of its own. Keenan just happens to be smart enough 

to see through it. 

Russell’s con becomes a metaphor for Walsh’s inventive and canny story. A con is a 

confidence trick, a deception that involves both the illusion of legitimacy and a con-man’s 



 

205 

 

confidence to back it up, to assert the appropriate authority to the con to make it believable and 

plausible enough to be bought. That is the word’s definition, and in “Diamonds Mean Death” 

Walsh brings it to the fore without being direct about it. The con is simple for a sleight of hand 

man: Russell would find a mark, give him a story about the diamonds that seemed plausible and 

legitimate enough so the mark would buy it, have the mark ascertain that the diamonds were 

genuine, and then switch them out for ones made of paste, keeping the real ones for the next 

mark. For Keenan, that makes Russell a “decent magician” (342)—noticeably neither a smart nor 

dumb magician, just “decent,” or good enough to fool some of the people some of the time. 

Moreover, Russell does not switch pouches, but presents Ellen with the fakes—except one 

genuine stone, which he has her examine again. The trick is the same as the first scene of the 

story, which Walsh calls attention to when Keenan says to Russell, “Satisfy us that one was good 

and you knew we wouldn’t bother to look at the rest” (342). Just as the major allows Ellen to 

recognize the genuineness of the one stone to distract her from the others, he has also given them 

a story—genuine or not—that would satisfy them so that they would not bother to look at the 

other details, at the ropes and pulleys and contrivances he has used to make it plausible enough to 

buy. At the beginning of the story “[i]n the corners of the room shadows held steady, cut in sharp 

patterns by the yellow glow of the lamp” (333), considering that the diamonds in question are, 

too, “yellow” (333), which suggests that, like with the Von Loffler diamonds of Rainbow 

Diamonds, the dimensions of this story have a cut and colour to them, a discolouring. A story is a 

confidence trick, too. It is a discolouring of truth for the sake of plausibility and authorial agency 

of the dialogic play. In that respect, Keenan, who “has a bad habit of saying just what he thinks” 

(334) must assert his own authority over Russell’s plausibility and story—over its means and its 

ends. He must take control over it where Peale failed, which is why Keenan’s confidence to say 

“just what he thinks” is so crucial to the story. It undermines Russell’s confidence, and thus the 

con. The story is titled “Diamonds Mean Death,” but the diamonds do not mean that for Keenan, 
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undermining the easy solution. Keenan’s purpose in “Diamonds Mean Death,” though, more than 

posing a threat to Russell’s con, is to point out the necessity of breaking down the conventions of 

narrative plausibility for the sake of “figuring out” a story’s shape. He serves as a threat to the 

narrative workings Russell (and Walsh) employ in the construction of this confidence trick, 

through his suspicions of them. 

We must, of course, always be suspicious of all kinds, models, and patterns of narrative 

for what purpose they are meant to serve, but we should also be suspicious of how they do this. 

Walsh’s story is an example of that very process, put directly before the reader in order to expose 

and to enforce mastery over those narrative contrivances, as well as to defy the reader to 

distinguish between an author’s honesty and his artifice. It is also part of the method of style that 

the genre inventively utilizes to draw the reader into its confidence. What we encounter, then, on 

the pages of hardboiled fiction, is a forum for the contention of what can be known and doubted, 

and an investigative exploration of how suspicion is created, developed, and employed. Where 

Chandler indicates that there must be honesty in the delivery of storytelling, an ethics, Hammett 

and Walsh suggest that honesty is a complex affair, difficult to navigate (The Thin Man) and easy 

to manipulate (“Diamonds Mean Death”). This forensics of suspicion heightens the reader’s 

awareness of a mode of genre aware of its own artifices and contrivances, its history and its 

plausibility, when it delineates the subjective angling of narrative contenders that weave and flesh 

out the story. And yet that suspicion still only points to the surface of the Hardboiled Style’s 

innovation and mischievousness. There is still the hideous heart under the floorboards—the 

corpse and its threatening decomposition as an object—to be dug up in the next chapter. 
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Chapter 5 

A Nightmare with Hair on It: The Hermeneutic Decomposition of the 

Corpse 

 

“I felt like an amputated leg.”  

–  Philip Marlowe, Chandler’s Farewell, My Lovely 

 

Direct confrontation with sudden, violent death is no doubt frightening and unnerving,1 

but more terrifying for the living subject is the idea of death. I have so far noted the disruptive 

nature of the corpse as object, the dialogic suspicions it drives and threatens, and its influence on 

the restless, shape-shifting plots of the detective story. What remains are the remains—the corpse 

that decomposes. If the previous chapters developed a way of thinking about corpses as objects, 

then this chapter addresses how the presence of the corpse induces a crisis of both knowledge and 

meaning—a hermeneutic decomposition. Structurally, that decomposition can be imagined as the 

corpse’s representational flesh rotting away from narrative authority. Thematically, that 

decomposition is the unsettling and macabre transformation of the human body into an 

unrecognizable and incomprehensible “it,” and the fear, confusion, and uncertainty it engenders 

in the moment of contemplating its indifference. It is the tension between suspects and corpses in 

the (de)composition of narrative identity and alterity that this chapter wrestles with, looking at 

Chandler’s The Lady in the Lake (1943), Wyatt Blassingame’s “Murder is Bad Luck” (1940), 

and, for a slight deviation, Patricia Highsmith’s The Talented Mr. Ripley (1955). 

Typically, we think of detective fiction as a play of antagonistic forces embodied by the 

detective and the criminal. This dynamic is certainly true, and overtly established in the work of 

classic and Golden Age detective writers, but the power dynamics of hardboiled fiction are more 

dispersed, and the violence and struggle more complicated, as characters attempt to take 

                                                      

1 I’m not dead, so I don’t know. I can only guess. Also, pun intended. 
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advantage of the circumstances for their own benefit. Since the crooks in the pulps are not trying 

to outwit the detective, as is the usual case with previous modes, but rather to outgun him (or, in 

some cases, outtalk), the play of antagonistic forces in the hardboiled genre creates a series of 

power plays, or narrative contentions. The conceptual framework of “detective versus criminal” 

or “good versus evil” is thus too simplistic an approach to the dynamics of the genre.2 Instead, to 

better comprehend the complexities of hardboiled fiction, we need to first recognize the central 

object(ive), what I have thus far suggested is the narrative corpse and the suspicion engendered 

by the subjective dimensions constructed around it. The forces in question are the detective as 

subject and the corpse as object, and this relationship is just as antagonistic, just as difficult and 

dangerous, if not more so, than the pattern of a detective contending against the cleverness or 

physical prowess of a criminal behind the act of murder. The real hazard is the corpse(s) the 

detective must continually trip over in dark alleys and hallways, the corpse that refuses to even 

acknowledge the game played around it. Detection becomes a fraught affair when the corpse 

undermines subjective authority over it. 

The corpse serves as a critical antagonist because it indifferently refuses to give the 

detective, whose sole aim and purpose is to make the corpse intelligible such that it can underpin 

the narrative whose stability is otherwise precarious. Rather than good and evil or detective and 

criminal, the work of the hardboiled style is closer to Poe’s formulation (as expressed by Tani) of 

the rational “exorcising” the irrational (7). In detective fiction in general, the intelligibility or 

narrative stability (the rational) is a reparation to the dead (vengeance); in others it is a resolution 

that finishes the narrative work and confirmed the authorial agency of the detective, or it is a 

moral judgement or ethical decision about how resolution may be acquired. Yet, what comes 

easily to the classic and Golden Age detectives, must be worked hard for, and may come at great 

                                                      

2 Hardboiled detectives do not (or rarely) have arch-enemies and nemeses, in the same way Holmes has 

Moriarty. Some series would employ recurring characters, and sometimes the private eye does come up 

with a crook he’s put away once before (as the Op does in “The Gutting of Couffignal”), but the kind of 

crooks that get out of the joint don’t tend to be much of a threat. 



 

209 

 

cost to, the hardboiled detective. The corpse is a challenge that the detective must somehow 

assimilate into his symbolic reality, but the silent immobility and objecthood of the corpse—its 

incomprehensibility—is more fatal and threatening to the triumph of ratiocination than any punk 

with a gun because the detective has no discernible course of action to contend with or against its 

indifference. In a sense, the irrationality inherent in the corpse cannot be exorcised, because it 

“def[ies] exegesis” (Haycraft 171),3 and, because the irrational is too complex a dimension to be 

easily reduced to a logical or linear sequence—the explainable. Narrative in hardboiled fiction 

proposes to (re)create an identity and subjectivity (a victim and the circumstances of its animate 

life) with no point of identifiable physical or material reference. The object slips away (often 

literally4) as it dismantles narrative structure and defies authoritative agency.5 More to the point, 

it de-composes the authority (and so epistemological and existential stability) the detective seeks 

in attempting to assert agency over the dead body (the specific corpse and the potential of all 

bodies to become a corpse). Brown notes that the “very idea of ideas in things—literalized by the 

child’s search [in the toy]—is repeatedly revealed as a fantasy doomed to exposure” (A Sense 7) 

since “[w]hat first reads like the effort to accept things in their physical quiddity becomes the 

effort to penetrate them, to see through them, and to find… within an object… the subject” (12). 

The corpse, as a physical object perceived to operate as a “silent witness” to its murder and as a 

container for the identity of the victim, reveals to the detective not meaning but rather its 

“nonmeaning,” what Schwenger suggests is paradoxically “the true meaning of the Thing” (13), 

                                                      

3 Haycraft actually uses this phrase to describe Hammett’s oeuvre of work; I have appropriated it here to 

apply to the corpse. 
4 It is not until the rise of police procedurals—and, in particular, TV police procedurals—that the corpse 

becomes a site of return for detectives, coroners, and forensic technicians. Bones (2005) and CSI are based 

on the insistence that the victim’s corpse is active evidence in the investigation. In a sense, it was not until 

the corpse as a grotesque prop could be properly portrayed on screen (and not seem fake) that this shift in 

approach occurred. Hardboiled detective fiction does not spare us the realities of dead bodies, but, over the 

course of the story, the corpse disappears. Especially for private eyes, returning to the corpse for a second 

look is rare. 
5 However, while the central corpse may never be physically seen again, it does linger in the hardboiled 

detective’s response to it. Moreover, a hardboiled story rarely gets far without shoving yet another corpse 

(and yet another) in front of the detective’s path. The style does not let us or the detective forget that initial 

encounter, or that dead bodies are dead bodies. 
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but also, as Brooks says, “petrifying” (Body Work 103). The corpse, in revealing that it contains 

no subject—that it is an empty object—becomes not simply a search to narrate and resolve a 

murder case, but a struggle to assert the detective’s subjective authority over it as subject, and the 

supremacy of his own rationality to exercise his or her own self-rationality over the irrationality 

of death. In my introduction I suggested that criticism, or a hermeneutics of suspicion, is 

analogous to a post-mortem, a dissection of the corpse/corpus. My emphasis here is on how a 

work means. In the context of the fiction under scrutiny here, the hardboiled detective’s struggle 

is characterized by the difficulty of resuscitating meaning not only in the corpse as a petrifying 

object, but also in the construction of narrative plausibility. 

It is no surprise, then, that the narrative object at the core of a good hardboiled detective 

story is a corpse—the quintessential object that decomposes when we are most keen on making it 

signify. As a narrative object that is both lifeless and speechless, or, put another way, as an object 

in the process of decomposing while the detective and the reader are in the process of composing, 

of trying to give it a kind of structural integrity, the corpse poses a unique conundrum. While 

classic and Golden Age detective fiction certainly make the body more an object than a subject—

a prop of the narration, as it were—hardboiled fiction, both insisting that “the victim must be a 

real human being of flesh and blood” (Hammett, qtd. in Shaw, vi) and denying the subjectivity of 

the corpse as an indifferent object, better situates us to grapple with that confusing and unnerving 

confrontation with a corpse, as well as its ugly, decentring decomposition. As Schwenger makes 

sure to note, art “perceives and attempts to represent an object that must always to some degree 

be lost in perception and lost again in representation” (Tears of Things 15). When we look back—

to re-ascertain what is to be or has been read off the body—we find that it is less there than 

before, that it is more narrative and less material, more shadowy uncertain thing and less hard 

object. It is a realization that the corpse has de-composed itself—separated its material from the 

attempt to make it signify—and that a subject can no longer go back with confidence and say that 
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what he or she has composed is the story of the body. The narrative corpse cannot hold itself 

together (it will not), instead leaving a hole in the narrative we create for it, because it refuses to 

contain it, bear it, solidify it.6   

Many critical works on the corpse in fiction (detective or otherwise) have attempted to 

tackle the question of what kind of signifier the corpse is, and yet none of them quite touch on the 

hermeneutic question of how a corpse is made to signify.7 Plochocki and Plain both agree that the 

copse must mean something, but that this meaning is “often ignored or misinterpreted—thus, 

again, making the victim alienated, as well as hobbling detection” (Plochocki 23) and 

“[d]etective, police and pathologists scrutinise the corpse-as-text, seeking clues to facilitate a 

reading of the crime, while the material reality of the corpse decomposes beneath their narrative 

indifference” (Plain 12-13). That interpretational theory, however, should be qualified here by the 

subject-object dynamic as posed by object relations theory. The object is not alienated in the 

process of perception, the subject is; and the detective is never indifferent to the corpse or 

narrative (both function as agents of his own subjective composition), rather it is the object that is 

indifferent. Perdigao, at least, recognizes that the crisis is in representation of the corpse, not in 

the corpse itself. The matter of how a corpse is made to signify becomes dependent on the 

detective’s own authority and agency to stabilize such narratives as meaningful, as well as his or 

her compulsions to do so. Perdigao writes that “[t]he tension between the material and discursive 

is made explicit in the representations of loss, in the writers’ choices to represent the physical 

signs of death (marks of violence on bodies, signs of decay) or to transform dead bodies into 

something representative, symbolic, anything but the corpse” (8, emphasis mine). Her 

                                                      

6 In essence, a plot hole, as plausibility that becomes unstable under scrutiny, despite the direct objective of 

maintaining an integral plausibility and authenticity (and so authority). Also, I suppose, a grave plot. 
7 Of the small number of critical works engaging with the corpse in detective fiction I encountered for this 

project, I found that none get beyond stating the main issues, with the exception, perhaps of Perdigao, who 

does not focus on detective fiction (although she does analyze Jody Shield’s The Fig Eater [2001]), looking 

instead at the corpse of American literature more generally. Brooks glosses Doyle’s “The Musgrave Ritual” 

(1893) in Reading for the Plot. Plochocki and Plain provide a compelling introduction to the corpse in 

detective fiction, but are too generalized in their approach to be overly influential on the investigation this 

project enters. 
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formulation of “anything but the corpse” suggests a compulsion—even desperation—to contain 

the dead body in narrative, indicating not only the horrible incomprehensibility of the corpse as 

object and as thing, but also the subject’s need to seal that incomprehensibility in stable narratives 

of meaning; in essence, to make it a signifier to hide its decentring and decomposition of the 

subject in its guise as indifferent object. 

Brooks suggests that the body is killed in the attempt to render it linguistically 

approachable, but in the murder mystery, the body is already (literally) dead before narrative can 

even begin. The problem then, is not that language replaces the body, but that language and 

representation cannot hold the object at all, which is Perdigao’s concern. Rather, it is the 

shiftiness of language and the shadiness of representation (a subject shadowing an object) that are 

shown to be inadequate—and by extension, the ability to author meaning from that process. 

Perdigao uses the terms “entombment” and “burial” to express the narrative desire to contain the 

corpse in representation, while she similarly uses the term “exhumation” to express the narrative 

desire to dig up the corpse through language, to bring its corpse-ness to the surface. Both attempts 

at making the body signify, she suggests, are problematic since representation only serves to 

question “who” and “what” has authority over the body (79). More importantly, it raises question 

of how that authority is generated, composed, and established. While Perdigao is preoccupied 

with the corpse as representational crisis, object theorists exemplify this tension in their 

discussion of how subjects and objects constitute ideas of being in and being of the world. Henry 

James Senior, who explored the importance of objects and whom Brown uses as an epigraph in 

his book, A Sense of Things, nails down this relationship: 

I can legitimately be held to know only in so far as objects exist to make me 

know. Take away, consequently, the object of knowledge (or thing known) and 

you a fortiori take away the subject: for the subject in existence is logically 

constituted only by the object for which and to which and by which he lives. (qtd. 
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in Brown, A Sense xiii). 

We must know objects just as much as we need objects in order to know, and, of course, nothing 

can be known unless we first recognize the object of knowledge. The corpse of hardboiled 

detective fiction, then, is a representational crisis for the detective insofar as it is through the 

object—the object for which and to which and by which—he is to constitute his own narrative 

authority, both over the lawless world, and by extension, his own identity. 

This tension between linguistic discursivity and materiality is of course the encounter 

with Freud’s Das Ding, since, as Schwenger points out, “Das Ding, then, is both the lost object 

and the psychic dynamics formed around its absence. Neither of these can be grasped directly, as 

they are by nature absent or alien” (Tears of Things 112). The decomposing corpse thus becomes 

both its hard material and its absence, both the object that occupies narrative space and the space 

it evacuates in the open narrative. The corpse as dead end is a kind of plot hole because, despite 

the fact that the narrative has been built around it as a hard, impenetrable object in the process of 

being represented, the corpse itself rots away from it, disengages, decentres, leaving only a sense 

of incoherence and instability—the failure of active meaning—just as Wynant’s corpse reveals 

that all the suspicions and narrative constructions in play throughout The Thin Man are 

implausible contrivances—thin narratives—by those who would have his corpse signify or serve 

as a means or meaning to fulfill their own ends. The corpse frustrates narrative desire and agency. 

Representation of the body in literature “endeavours to make the body present” (Brooks, Body 

Work 7), and, perhaps, language exists to make the corpse seem human again, but we are thus 

faced with an awareness that this is accomplished only “within the context of its absence” (7-8). 

Yet, Ledbetter reminds us that the “conspicuous absence of a text’s victim is a part of the text, 

too” (5), given that in shaping narrative around the corpse, subjects inevitably take on its form. 

Clyde Wynant, in being utterly absent and utterly unrepresentable, leaves the text open to 

composition while also providing it with its most compelling and frustrating absence—how the 
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narrative intentions may be undone as unsubstantial and as lacking authoritative integrity. The 

tension between the corpse as object and the detective as narrating, authoring subject (or 

authoritative agent) reveals fundamental complications in reading corpses as signs when the 

corpse, insofar as it should embody hermeneutic stability (composition), sheds off that fleshing 

out of subjectivity (de-composition). This tension therefore engenders what I call a hermeneutic 

decomposition. The term is playful, of course, and though dead bodies in the hardboiled mode are 

almost always fresh dead bodies, it functions as a compelling way to think about both the corpse 

as problematic object for interpretation and signification, and the combined function of 

composing narrative and unravelling it. It allows for a more in-depth discussion of how a 

narrative or story is composed by authorial agents and ultimately de-composed in the process of 

reading. The corpse, as a narrative object, decomposes because its objecthood is always in direct 

(unyielding) conflict with the attempt to make it a thing, or, anything but the corpse, through 

narrative authority. The hermeneutic decomposition of the corpse falls in line with a “process of 

unveiling, laying bare, denuding” (Brooks, Body Work 96) fiction in order to discover its 

textuality, its content and life. The corpse, as object, de-composes the constructions we (or the 

detective) have been using to comprehend the case (or text), and to give murder (both its object 

and objective) a kind of rational, but more importantly stable and solid, signification—an 

unquestionable composition of the corpse as object and as thing. As the “design and intention of 

narrative” (Brooks, Reading xi), as a body of plot in the centre of a multi-motivated process of 

figuration (Pyrhönon), and as a threat to consistency and comprehensibility, the corpse becomes 

situated as a narrative object that subjects most desire to be meaningful (and so are most 

compelled to narrate and contain) and which always, in remaining dead, denies compositional 

stability. It is also a form of deconstructionism as we must, like vultures, pick apart the literary 

object in order to get at its compositional bones—how it influences and is complicit in the 

structuring of plot and narrative. We peel away the layers of narrative compulsion in order to get 
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at the foundational core of how a narrative is shaped. It is not that narrative gives shape to the 

object at its centre, but that narrative cannot be shaped without an object and the objective 

(motive) to get at that hard material of the text. A body of plot remains at its centre, but our focus 

turns to how that body is positioned, arranged, shaped by the lines drawn around it, while 

narrative meaning is that space between the intention to compose and the material that is always 

indifferent to it. This decomposition thus leaves only a chalk outline around the corpse, since we 

can never get to the hard truth through representation. For every narrative sewn around the corpse 

as a kind of suit of clothes,8 what comes under scrutiny is the identity and motive behind the 

narrative—in the case of the detective, the authority and agency to account for and back up one 

definitive version of events. Objectivity in the hardboiled style of narration, then, should rather be 

defined as activity in relation to objects and what they may or may not signify, an awareness of 

the complicity and complexity of representation rather than a disposition. It is a question of how 

we use narrative to confirm and validate our encounters with the world, even though 

subconsciously we are always aware that this is a tenuous relationship of our “reality” and of our 

position in that reality.  

That chalk outline, however, is the narrative shaping of a text, and so engaging with a 

hermeneutic decomposition, as elicited by the corpse as narrative object, endeavours to dig into 

that gritty and disturbing divergence between narrative intention and structural integrity in a work 

of literature—or the dynamic forces that create and undermine the attempt to overwrite the corpse 

with meaning as a sign. There is, then, also a sense of dismembering, an alienation of part from 

whole, the corpse becoming critically dismembered as an object from the plot it engenders, and of 

the private eye’s own personal journey to make him or herself coherent. In Chandler’s Farewell 

My Lovely (1940), Marlowe, waking up from being hit over the head, claims “I felt like an 

amputated leg” (252). It is the fear that one is dismembered, disjointed from the world and, 

                                                      

8 Recalling the improperly fitted clothes Macaulay uses when he buries Wynant’s body. “Dressed in 

meaning,” as it were. 
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worse, from one’s own body, but it also a recollection of the incongruity in the phantom limb 

syndrome, a belief that there is a limb that may be controlled and made to move when there isn’t 

one. The corpse, too, serves as a phantom limb of the detective, an object the subject endeavours 

to move, but which is not part of the whole composition. It is a disparity in the subject’s illusion 

of his cohesive identity, controlled and complete.  For Marlowe, this is a feeling he carries into 

every investigation and which resurfaces with every dead body he encounters, such that corpses 

seem always to be an extension of his own fraught relationship with the world, his metaphysical 

dismemberment and disillusionment with people, which, somehow, must be overcome by 

narrative authority and his own principled actions—to author his place in the world as a real 

human being of flesh and blood, his own subjective agency, rather than as a mere “it,” subject to 

the murky currents of the ugliness around him. 

Farewell, My Lovely undoubtedly is about Marlowe’s coherency and agency, but 

Chandler’s The Lady in the Lake stands as an unwavering example of a text in which the corpse is 

both overwritten and written off to serve subjective and suspicious ends, as well as where the 

corpse asserts its hermeneutic decomposition—its peeling away of signification as clue and as 

little piece of the real that supports its narrative structure. In The Lady in the Lake, Philip 

Marlowe is hired by Derace Kingsley to locate his estranged wife, Crystal, who was supposedly 

last seen at their cottage on Little Fawn Lake. Marlowe makes the trip up, and is greeted by the 

caretaker and neighbour, Bill Chess, who claims that his wife also ran away because of his own 

brief affair with Crystal Kingsley. Marlowe and Bill Chess take a tour of the lake, and are 

surprised when, from beneath the pier, “something waved out from the darkness, hesitated, waved 

back again out of sight under the flooring” (42). Marlowe is quick to add that the “something had 

looked far too much like a human arm” (42), and as we soon discover first-hand, the “something” 

is a corpse, held down under the water. As they are watching, it comes free from the boards: 

It rose slowly, with an infinitely careless languor, a long dark twisted something 
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that rolled lazily in the water as it rose. It broke surface casually, lightly, without 

haste. I saw wool, sodden and black, a leather jerkin blacker than ink, a pair of 

slacks. I saw shoes and something that bulged nastily between the shoes and the 

cuffs of the slacks. I saw a wave of dark blond hair straighten out in the water 

and hold still for a brief instant as if with a calculated effect, and then swirl into a 

tangle again. (43). 

The corpse as described here is not human. Certainly, the addition of wool, a leather jerkin, 

slacks, and shoes uncannily makes this “something” seem human, but the corpse importantly 

remains an “it” to Marlowe—unidentifiable, unrecognizable, unrepresentable as a whole—and 

more than certainly “tangled” in a “calculated effect” both in how it appears in the course of our 

reading, and how it surfaces to the fore of Marlowe’s investigation. The hair of the corpse, in how 

it moves, gives the illusion of agency, animation, and even subjectivity, but Marlowe knows that 

this is only a “thing that had been a woman” (48). The grotesqueness9 of the corpse highlights the 

body’s problematic status of “thing” that was “human,” emphasized by: “The thing rolled over 

once more and an arm flapped up barely above the skin of the water and the arm ended in a 

bloated hand that was the hand of a freak. Then the face came. A swollen pulpy gray white mass 

without features, without eyes, without mouth. A blotch of gray dough, a nightmare with human 

hair on it” (43). Even though “the face came,” it is definitively “without features, without eyes, 

without mouth.” Without features, it has no identity; without eyes, it cannot see, perceive, or 

know; and, above all, without a mouth, it cannot speak. It is faceless, incoherent, and utterly 

incomprehensible. Although this body may look human, it is, rather, a “nightmare with human 

hair on it,” the incomprehensibility that yet reminds us, because it has hair and clothes and the 

vague shape of a human being, of the precariousness of our own being. It is the object that 

threatens us with its very being. It is the object that is just barely human, far too much human, or, 

                                                      

9 Chandler’s use of description here is noticeably more detailed and disturbing than his attentions to other 

corpses in his novels, and, more broadly, than in most hardboiled fiction. 
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if we acknowledge the terror inherent in this object, it is the thing that is terrifyingly not human at 

all.  

As such an instigating object, the corpse as “it,” prompts the restless compulsion to 

narrate, explain, identify—to make coherent so that we may frame its incomprehensibility. It is 

Bill Chess who identifies the body as Muriel Chess, his wife, but it is Marlowe who attempts to 

give it narrative dimension within the context of his own means and for his own ends. When the 

body is dragged out of the water (just as the corpse is ultimately dragged out of the narrative 

depths of the novel), the sheriff asks the local coroner, “What you say, Doc?… Cause and time of 

death,” to which the Doc is quick to snap back: 

“Don’t be a damn fool, Jim Patton.” 

“Can’t tell nothing, huh?” 

“By looking at that? Good god!” (49) 

The doc also adds that though the corpse “looks drowned all right” you “can’t always tell. 

There’s been cases where a victim would be knifed or poisoned or something, and they would 

soak him in the water to make things look different” (49). Besides Muriel Chess’s clothes, this 

corpse “tells nothing,” or, worse, it may be misleading because of the conditions it has been 

placed under. Fundamentally, at its most obvious, the title of the novel indicates this 

decompositional conflict. Its focus will, of course, be “the lady” in the “lake,” floundering in the 

murky waters of narrative shaping, bloated out of proportion, as well as plausibility. These 

descriptions of a body mutilated by the water, rotting and bloated out of proportion are then re-

enacted at the level of narrative construction, highlighting the impossibility of definitively 

holding this corpse to a story (or identity, as we later see). As a corpse left to drift in the watery 

currents, it serves to effectively shape the story in the sense that it will become disengaged from 

Marlowe’s attempts to narrate it, to hold it to a coherent and plausible account of how it came to 

be there. It is also dubiously represented, because this corpse, for all its seeming disguise of being 
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Muriel Chess, is actually Crystal Kingsley, and Muriel Chess, who murdered her, is not Muriel 

Chess, but Mildred Haviland.  

Muriel/Mildred has written herself off as a dead woman—by suicide or by murder—and 

effectively overwritten Crystal Kingsley, assuming her identity. She is a woman who has re-made 

herself several times, re-shaping her identity, creating convenient circumstances to suit her needs, 

and she seems to take relative joy in not only fooling the men she has been involved with, but in 

leaving behind her a series of misleading and “calculated” clues to provide the basis of falsified 

accounts. She has escaped murder charges in Bay City through an extensive cover up by her ex-

husband, a Bay City cop, and her lover, Dr. Almore (another man whose wife she has killed), and 

she has escaped her boring life in Little Fawn Lake by assuming Crystal’s identity and nicely 

framing her husband for murder.10 In that regard, the “tangle” of the corpse’s hair in the murky 

water, moving for “calculated effect” is reflected in Mildred/Muriel’s calculated narrative 

framings meant to mislead men, because she has dressed the corpse precisely for a calculated 

effect, entangling it in the fabricated stories she has contrived to deceive (several) men. Because 

the body itself tells us nothing, it both allows for such contrived framing and undermines it—

which is precisely what makes Marlowe so suspicious of the body dredged up in the lake in the 

first place. No doubt Chandler’s title is suggestive of that very notion—an indication to return to 

the body in the lake, the real clue at the centre of the narrative, that will both prompt the 

investigation and ultimately reveal its misdirection through its ability to de-compose the 

narratives written over it. Certainly, the title is a direct allusion to Arthurian legends involving a 

lady of the lake (or several)11 who plays key roles in the plot behind the King Arthur stories, 

predominantly enchanting Merlin (and trapping him in a tower or dungeon), raising Lancelot, 

                                                      

10 In fact, she creates a complicated set of circumstances—a note that is either from the first or second time 

she ran out on Bill, and that can be read to indicate either suicide or simply leaving; a vehicle with all her 

old things abandoned in the woods by their house; etc. 
11 The Lady of the Lake as opposed to the Lady in the Lake. The difference propounds a shift in 

signification in how the “lady” inhabits or reigns over the lake. 
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and, of course, giving Arthur his sword Excalibur. In that regard, the Lady of the Lake serves to 

drive the plot of Arthur’s fate, protecting and guiding him in times of trouble, providing him with 

the tools to prove his worthiness, and yet being part of his downfall, since her seduction of Merlin 

supposedly heavily influences Arthur’s own downfall and ultimate death when the Lady of the 

Lake comes to reclaim Excalibur. Since Marlowe’s own name is a derivation of Malory, an 

allusion itself to Le Morte d’Arthur (1485), the connection to the Arthurian lady of the lake (or 

ladies), is an overt one. Many names are given to the Lady of the Lake, and certainly Malory 

incorporates at least two ladies of the lake, Nimue and Nyneve (there is also Vivianne in other 

versions of the tale), providing the title of the Lady of the Lake with diverse identities, as well as 

direct influence and roles in the chivalric code and the justice system of Camelot. For Chandler, 

that overlay of identities centred on the Lady of the Lake who so influences Arthur and his 

knights becomes a suitable parallel for his femme fatale, Mildred/Muriel/Crystal. The allusion is 

suggestive of Marlowe’s own pursuit for a sense of cohesion with the world, his encounter with 

the “lady” (or what remains of her), and how he asserts his agency over the decentring non-

meaning of the corpse.12  

The allusion also points to a division between the lady in the lake—the corpse of Crystal 

Kingsely—and the subjectivity or story in it—the identity transitions of Mildred Haviland, and so 

expounds the subject-object dynamic, as well as the tension or decomposition the encounter with 

the corpse engenders. The discovery of the corpse has a profound effect on Marlowe, driving him 

to make sense of its murkiness and of the murder. After, he experiences a dream about the corpse: 

I dreamed I was far down in the depths of icy green water with a corpse under 

my arm. The corpse had long blond hair that kept floating around in front of my 

                                                      

12 And yet, I cannot neglect mentioning Monty Python’s Monty Python and the Holy Grail (1975), where 

Arthur’s explanation of his kingship being decided by the Lady of the Lake as “her arm clad in the purest 

shimmering samite, held aloft Excalibur from the bosom of the water signifying by Divine Providence that 

I, Arthur, was to carry Excalibur” is rebutted by an unruly peasant, who returns, “Listen—strange women 

lying in ponds distributing swords is no basis for a system of government.” 
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face. An enormous fish with bulging eyes and a bloated body and scales shining 

with putrescence swam around leering like an elderly roué. Just as I was about to 

burst from lack of air, the corpse came alive under my arm and got away from 

me and then I was fighting with the fish and the corpse was rolling over and over 

in the water spinning its long hair. (83). 

Marlowe has had strange dreams pertaining to his cases in previous novels, but here the return of 

the corpse as incomprehensible object and objective of Marlowe’s investigation is accentuated. 

The dream begins with the corpse under his arm, but it soon gets away from him, “rolling over 

and over in the water spinning its long hair.” It slips out from his attempts to contain it, to make it 

mean. It obscures, with its tangled, spinning hair, his ability to see and make out its contour and 

content, and the water—overwhelming, dark, deep—provides no direction or traction by which to 

situate himself. In his attempt to contain the corpse and even to re-animate it through narrative 

and signification in his nightmares (and, by extension, in real, waking life), it slips away from 

him into the murkiness of lake water. More than a poignant evocation of Marlowe’s fear of his 

own floundering inadequacy, or than a gruesome reminder of the bloated corpse, this dream 

reveals further the problems of narrative intention and representation when it comes to the corpse. 

The corpse will not be contained, or made to contain meaning or representation. Kingsley accuses 

Marlowe of having the “detective instinct to tie everything that happens into one compact knot” 

and reminds him that “Life isn’t like that at all—not life as I have known it” (87), but Marlowe, 

though he may strive for a kind of conclusive coherency to his case, is no fool. There cannot be 

“one compact knot”; there can only be the “tangled” mess of threads (hairs), as haunting and 

unsettling as that may be.  

The corpse in the lake, with its decaying flesh and bloated face, is thus presented as 

something separate from the narratives constructed around it—by Mildred, by Derace Kingsley, 

by Bill Chess, and by Al Degarmo (Mildred’s original first husband), who attempts to frame 
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Marlowe for the murder of Mildred in the conclusion. Marlowe, too, must separate the object and 

its thingness from the tales Mildred has woven around it—or, rather, he must be prepared for how 

it sets off his own restless attempt to make the body solidly mean. This authority, too, must be 

developed without Marlowe getting trapped or lodged beneath the pier of Mildred’s own 

narrative ploys. While investigating further (and having left behind the corpse in question to 

continue his search for Kingsley’s wife), Marlowe ends up at the house of Chris Lavery, Crystal’s 

lover and who she supposedly ran off with, where he discovers a woman named Mrs. Fallbrook, 

who claims to be Lavery’s landlady. It is not until after she leaves that Marlowe also discovers 

Lavery, shot dead in his shower, but he is suspicious of her presence there, holding a gun she 

claims “was lying on the stairs” (92). The account she gives of herself to Marlowe is plausible, 

but Marlowe’s response is a comment that is quite nearly an ironic twinge of humour on 

Chandler’s part: “That’s your story…. I don’t have to get stuck with it” (93).13 Just as the corpse 

in Little Fawn Lake does not get stuck in the murky waters, or simply in the disguise Mildred 

Haviland has written over it, Marlowe indicates that stories are meant to be shifty and shifting, 

that they are mutable, rolling over and over in murky waters of narrative intention and (failed) 

execution. The corpse does not get stuck in the underwater flooring—it frees itself, and, 

ultimately, by surfacing will reveal the flaws in Mildred/Muriel’s fabrication. Of course, the 

comment is a joke, too, amplified by the fact that Marlowe gives his name to Mrs. Fallbrook as 

“Philo Vance,” S.S. Van Dine’s American answer to Sherlock Holmes, and who Marlowe mocks 

in The High Window. Marlowe is not fooled by the evidence, nor by the corpse. If it can slip out 

from under the boards of narrative construction, then he does not have to “get stuck with it” 

either. That awareness helps Marlowe along, especially as we later discover that Mrs. Fallbrook is 

also Mildred Haviland/Muriel Chess. Mildred also knows, however, that she does not have to get 

stuck with one story or one account of herself—she can escape them for the very reason that they 

                                                      

13 This line also hails back to The High Window. Detective Breeze says nearly the exact same words to 

Marlowe. See Chapter 3. 
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have been contrived or calculated. Where Marlowe navigates both his and her narrative alterity—

her construction of identity as well as his own authority over her stories—Mildred can de-

compose these identities, strip them off, and dress herself in another suit of narrative. 

It becomes Marlowe’s responsibility to represent the corpse under a different framework, 

working with and against Mildred’s plausible constructions. Marlowe realizes that, in his search 

for Crystal Kingsley (as she becomes the most probable suspect in Lavery’s murder), if he is 

going to continue, then he must work carefully with the threads of the case. He tells Kingsley, 

“Whatever I do has to be on the basis that your wife is an obvious suspect, but that the 

obviousness can be wrong” (104). Crystal is, of course, the most obvious suspect, and technically 

speaking Lavery was killed by Crystal Kingsley—only it was Muriel/Mildred, who has assumed 

that identity—but Marlowe notes that obvious suspects are often formed out of the angles of 

obvious stories, too plausible to be true. In that regard, Chandler is playing on ideas of detective 

conventions that had been—essentially—murdered by the classic mode of detective fiction, the 

tropes and methods that could be considered predictable, obvious, contrived, clichéd, or otherwise 

overplayed. They are all surface framing and no depth; all plot and no sense of character or 

human motive. Marlowe tells Kingsley that he will “go along” with him “to a point” to cover up 

Crystal’s involvement, but “none of that means anything…. Because we are looking at it from the 

angle of calculation, and people who commit crimes of passion or hatred, just commit them and 

walk out” (104). Marlowe’s point is that Crystal Kingsley is, by all accounts, a “reckless foolish 

woman” (104), and that, when it comes to murder, people are fundamentally reckless and foolish, 

swayed by moods, emotions, and whims. Because real people who commit murder fashion 

unintended and inconclusive narratives—a tangled mass of hair—a crime committed in the 

moment of violence has no rhyme or reason—no coherence. It is not meant to be so easily 
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comprehensible, and it is not meant to be satisfactory when resolved.14 Cold-blooded, calculated 

murder is rare on the pages of hardboiled fiction (with the exception of Hammett’s The Dain 

Curse, though there is a purpose behind that). As I have already emphasized, Hammett and his 

contemporaries sought to write about “real people in a real world” (Chandler, Raymond Chandler 

Speaking 63), and to give “murder back to the kind of people that commit it for reasons, not just 

to provide a corpse” (“Simple Art” 4). “Reasons” here have a human dimension of complexity—

human motive. The corpse may be a victim and it may be subjected to such crimes of narrative 

intention, but there is no sense of closure or resolution. Mildred/Muriel may have contrived the 

evidence and dressed Crystal in her own clothes for calculated effect after the fact, but Marlowe 

is right to suggest that the murder itself—enacted because Muriel’s husband, Bill, slept with 

Crystal Kingsley—was likely not premeditated. Crystal’s dead body simply became the 

convenient object around which to shape Mildred/Muriel’s escape from her life in Little Fawn 

Lake. Even so, we are never sure of Mildred/Muriel’s motives for the murder. They are never 

made explicit to the reader, either. 

Marlowe, of course, in recognizing the assumed Crystal Kingsley as Mrs. Fallbrook and 

as Muriel Chess and as Mildred Haviland, reveals to the other detectives and to Kingsley how the 

corpse dredged up from Little Fawn Lake is a red herring in the case. Much in the same way that, 

in The Thin Man, Wynant’s corpse allows for Macaulay’s framing of the events, the corpse of 

Crystal Kingsley allows Mildred/Muriel to shape a different version of events and a different 

identity for herself. Marlowe’s job is not to find a killer, but to parse through the tangled threads 

of stories contrived to deceive him and others, the illusion of plausibility for which the corpse 

provides the alibi and by the same token undermines. The complicated sway between fact and 

fiction, material and immaterial accounts, calculation and passion, become entangled throughout 

The Lady in the Lake as, in a perhaps more subtle manner than in The Big Sleep or The High 

                                                      

14 Unless, of course, the resolution is its own reward, but hardboiled detectives like to get paid for their 

efforts. 
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Window, the novel reveals Marlowe’s own fraught tension with his being in and of the world, a 

man and not an “it,” since, after all, and as Marlowe never forgets, we are all one step from 

becoming that “nightmare with human hair on it.” The novel ends on that note, too, as Degarmo 

runs from the police, and is shot off the road in Little Fawn Lake, his car careening into the 

canyon. The story closes with Marlowe, standing high above watching the sentries “lift 

something out” of the damaged vehicle, “Something that had been a man” (222, emphasis mine). 

That Chandler ends here is suggestive of Marlowe’s own precarious cogency threatened by the 

easy dismemberment and decomposition of the metaphysical identity from the physical body.   

The corpse, in decomposing and thus peeling itself away from the dialogic play—

necessarily sheds the narrative(s) built around it. It disappears from the text and establishes itself 

as an absence rather than a presence. We are aware that, fundamentally, the corpse disappears 

from the text after its initial overblown description, and that the hardboiled dick, rarely a part of 

the police force, has little control over where the body eventually ends up. We do not see it again 

after that first encounter, but for the detective, these bodies linger and remain in their irrationality 

of objecthood and in their impact on his own subjectivity as a stable subject. Throughout The 

Lady in the Lake, too, like The High Window where Marlowe is “knee deep in dead men” (615),15 

Chandler never lets the reader or the detective forget the indifference and disturbing nature of the 

corpse as a decomposing and discomposing object. It is rare for there to be only one body, and 

with the piling up of bodies (Hammett’s “Bodies Pile Up” (1923), otherwise titled “House Dick” 

in some versions), the hardboiled style, in its objectivity towards the corpse, precisely intimates 

that one corpse is no different from any other corpse. What we experience on the level of the 

literary text is an intensification of the distance between the physical object and our indefinite 

apprehension of it. The more we narrate the corpse, the more it reveals that unsettling gap 

between an object and the subjective thingness we attempt to impose on it, or, that gap between 

                                                      

15 And The Big Sleep, and Hammett’s Red Harvest, and Decolta’s Rainbow Diamonds. The list goes on. 
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the flesh and the bones of the object. The more we lose sight of the object as object, the more our 

attempts to make it coherent and hold it together leave us with a widening awareness that we can 

never quite make the object mean, or fix to it a narrative of subjectivity. The corpse refuses to be 

contained. We, instead, cling to stories in order to contain ourselves. 

The hermeneutic decomposition of the corpse positions it as a narrative frustration in the 

detective oeuvre as a whole, but it becomes a predominantly complicated force of reflexive 

motive in the hardboiled style in that its decomposition is not hidden by the thematic dimensions, 

but rather exemplified by them. In that regard, the hardboiled detective narrative is formulated 

around and in the awareness that the corpse, as a narrative object, is an ugly, confusing, deceptive 

thing that, in a detective’s attempt to represent it, refuses to be so easily apprehended. That 

apprehension is ever tangled in the suspicious angles and frames created by suspects and subjects. 

In Doyle’s work, a reader knows Holmes is “on the case,” and that it will be resolved 

satisfactorily, every corner and wayward thread tucked perfectly into its frame. Poirot’s leisurely 

easiness in the murder cases he encounters never allows for a sense of threat or worry over the 

improper resolution in the plot—Poirot, after all, is a tidy and dapper fellow. Marlowe, though, 

and the hardboiled detective figure generally, serves only as a promise or hope for meaningful 

and coherent resolution, not the guarantee as Žižek would suggest, and with that comes an 

awareness of their own humanness—their ability to fail, to be wrong, to be stupid, to be dissolute 

(and drunk), to be uncertain and doubtful, and, above all, to die.16 Chandler himself writes of his 

private eye, “Of course Marlowe is a failure and he knows it” (Raymond Chandler Speaking 232), 

and in essence, Marlowe’s capacity (and fear of) failure is embedded in his character and in his 

work as a “wounded subjectivity” (Žižek 61). That work is aimed at being an active body of 

                                                      

16 Holmes, notably, is only wrong once. In “The Adventure of the Yellow Face” (1893), Holmes’ 

deductions prove embarrassingly off base, and it is perhaps the only instance where Holmes openly admits 

to his failure to solve the case. “The Adventure of the Yellow Face,” while being about race and racism, 

features an African American little girl, and not a face of Chinese origin, as Hammett’s more problematic 

title “Dead Yellow Women” (1925) suggests. 



 

227 

 

meaning and representation—to figure out and make sense of the thing—and so the corpse serves 

as an obstruction, or “intrusion of the real” that reminds its detectives that their “social reality is 

then nothing but a fragile, symbolic cobweb that can at any moment be torn aside” (Žižek 17), 

including a sense of their own agency. That is perhaps an overstatement, however (as much of 

Žižek can be, despite his work’s compelling applications). Social realities are mutually agreed-

upon constructions,17 and these can serve, even if “cobwebs”—loose, and flimsy—as anchors for 

a wayward, and many-legged identity, but hardboiled detective fiction emphasizes the violence of 

real crime, as well as the incapability of lawful or official authority (governmentally established 

and so mutually accepted and expected) to police a “cult of self-reliance” (Porter 171) in a period 

characterized by Prohibition (or rather, its disregard—bootlegging, speakeasies, etc.), economical 

insecurity, and being caught between two major world wars. As with the Western genre’s trope of 

frontier justice in the absence of civil justice and aid, the detective story, as Ronald Thomas 

suggests in Detective Fiction and the Rise of Forensic Science (1999), “may act less like an 

enforcer of legitimate cultural authority and more like a force of resistance to such authority” (6), 

such that “the plot of the novel is the protagonist’s quest for authority within, when it cannot be 

discovered outside” (9). The contrast here is telling. The corpse does not intrude upon the social 

reality, but rather on the detective’s own sense of personal reality, his agency.  Moreover, the 

corpse encounter hits even closer to home, such that the detective’s “quest for authority within” is 

enacted both against the perilous narrative contentions and dangerous situations he finds himself 

involved in and with his own sense of a coherent agency within himself when the objective world 

asserts its indifference to his or her gestures of meaning. The corpse, serving, as Pyrhönen 

describes, as a “self-reflexive textual enigma” (7), reflects back at us our own decomposition—

our own inability to make an object, and thus our sense of self in relation to it, composed and 

                                                      

17 Although, so is the concept of mutually-assured destruction (in terms of nuclear war) or MAD as it 

developed in the postmodern period, which contains some rather unsettling connotations about constructed 

social realities. 
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comprehensible. The responsibility falls on the detective—typically the narrator18—to create 

compositional cohesion around the object, just as the detective is pressed to back this “figuring 

out” with something material and complete in himself—a sense of authority and integrity that he 

must cultivate, maintain, and enforce. We cannot escape or forget the fact that the corpse neither 

mirrors the detective’s plausible explanations, speculations, even, nor serves to verify his 

conclusions.  

The detective must, by some act of authority, somehow appropriate the subjectivity of the 

corpse, and tell a story about a subject completely other to him or her. The corpse, in Porter’s 

terminology, is “that most recalcitrant of witnesses” (40). On the surface, the corpse is 

recalcitrant and difficult to work with or manage simply because it is dead and cannot speak, but 

beneath its reticence is its indifference to narrative containment. We write around the corpse, and 

thus attempt to write over it, but to return to the corpse would reveal that only its absolute 

inaccessibility has been contained or controlled—ant that only vaguely and loosely. It is still 

dead, and no matter how plausibly or satisfactorily we may narrate it, the corpse remains separate 

from our desire to do exactly that. Having no agency, it is a free agent, and easily removable to 

yet another context, another story, another version of what happened. What remains then, is a 

reminder that we cannot contend against this most recalcitrant of witnesses for the very reason 

that it provides nothing to work with for “a grasping subjectivity” (Raczkowski 650). Where, for 

Brooks the (living) body “comes to represent for the protagonist an apparent ultimate good, since 

it appears to hold within itself—as itself—the key to satisfaction, power, and meaning” (Body 

Work 8), the corpse of hardboiled fiction upsets this entire notion by revealing that it contains 

nothing. Dominance over the living body may point to the “key to knowledge, pleasure, and the 

very creation of significance” (8) for the protagonist, a possession of how the body moves, 

breathes, means, and asserts its authority to mean and make meaning, but the dead body becomes 

                                                      

18 Or at least the character the narration is focalized through. 
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restless attempt after attempt to fix not just a narrative to the object, but also the self to stable 

identity. This “desire for knowledge of that body” (8)—the corpse—is really the desire for 

knowledge of our own body as a container for our own supposed subjectivity, which can never be 

comprehensively grasped, spinning off, perhaps into a narrative death (the failure to mean). The 

Hardboiled School definitively exemplifies that obstacle in narrative alterity and the composition 

of identity through its themes and through its style and structure, and the corpse at the centre of a 

private eye’s investigation is a reminder that our attempts at subjective agency are always under 

interrogation—that we are bound to be suspects and not comprehensive subjects. What 

hardboiled fictions set out to combat and posit as (re)solution is the necessity of being the agent 

to not only tells the story, but who can back it up with the force of his own credibility. The 

detective, in other words, authors his authority.  

At its most literal, this narrative custody and possession of the corpse would perhaps 

make us think of something along the lines of the film Weekend at Bernie’s (1989), or, at its most 

complicated level of subject and object interplay, perhaps Patricia Highsmith’s The Talented Mr. 

Ripley (1955). Although not hardboiled fiction, The Talented Mr. Ripley was written in the same 

period and carries a similar underlying tone, if not style in its treatment of the dead body as a site 

of narrative alterity and hermeneutic decomposition.19 In the novel, Tom Ripley becomes friends 

with Dickie Greenleaf and, frustrated by Greenleaf’s lifestyle and demeanour, kills him, dumps 

the body into the waters of San Remo, and decides to become him. Ripley thus inhabits the 

supposed subjectivity or agency of Greenleaf’s dead body and claims narrative custody over not 

just the body but the identity of Dickie Greenleaf.  

Ripley is a man caught between the insecurities of his own physical and metaphysical 

being and a sense of disillusionment about the concreteness of the world around him. At the 

                                                      

19 In fact, Chandler was asked to write the script for Hitchcock’s film adaptation of Highsmith’s Strangers 

on a Train (novel 1950; film 1951), but Hitchcock only used the script piecemeal and Chandler was quite 

offended. Chandler actually wrote a letter to Hitchcock, making a complaint. 
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beginning of the novel, he feels misplaced, unreal, and so frequently presents himself as a kind of 

performance in order to cover up his own inadequacies, which it to say that “Tom Ripley” is a 

highly constructed narrative that Ripley imagines for himself, and the performance seems more 

real to him than the truth about his background and upbringing. Ripley’s identity is an elaborate 

lie, told to better suit him, and because Ripley is dependent on this performance of identity, it is, 

of course, offputting and jarring to recall that there are concrete truths about him that cannot be 

overwritten so easily. His entire sense of being is complicated by the fact that Ripley sees himself 

as an actor who is more real when he is acting, in a world that feels, to him, to be a construction 

itself. He frequently anticipates the dismantling of the stage and the end of the scene and 

Highsmith does not hesitate to put this sense of displacement (between the illusion of the body 

and the crafting of identity) overtly before the reader in moments such as: “It’s like a movie, Tom 

thought. In a minute, Mr. Greenleaf or somebody else’s voice would say, ‘Okay, cut!’ and he 

would relax again” (26), and, “As if when his boat left the pier on Saturday, the whole city of 

New York would collapse with a poof like a lot of cardboard on a stage” (29). By directly 

revealing the tension Ripley feels between his real self and a performance of identity (or a crafted 

narrative of who he wishes to be) and the elusiveness of the concrete world, Highsmith also 

reminds us, just as Walsh reminds us in “Diamonds Mean Death,” that this too is a highly-

constructed story about identity and, ultimately, human subjectivities as suspects. Like Marlowe, 

Ripley’s sense of the incohesiveness of object and the subjective dimension, corpse and narrative 

identity, becomes an intrusion into his stable identity, that in many hardboiled stories often 

manifests itself as a real bullet or knife to the chest, a blow to the detective’s self-integrity and 

agency over the objective world. Highsmith highlights a dissolving self rather than a 

decomposing corpse, an invisible self and illusory world rather than a dead body and 

disappearing corpse. 

Ripley suffers precisely because he is haunted by the separation between physical body 
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and projected identity. Ripley’s time with Dickie Greenleaf heightens Ripley’s panic that there is 

nothing tangible, material, or trustworthy in people. Ripley comes to realize that “he would know 

time and time again that he would never know them [people], and the worst was that there would 

always be the illusion” (88). The illusion of knowing a person is unsettling when one is aware 

that it is, in fact, an illusion that necessarily dissipates the knowing. In that sense, people narrate 

themselves into being. Ripley fails to find a connection between what is real about people and 

what is fabricated about them, and, at least with Dickie, he becomes discomposed by the idea that 

there is nothing real in people, nor is there anything real in himself. This fear ultimately turns 

onto himself when he realizes that he wants Dickie to “feel the same way” as him, to find in 

Dickie confirmation of his own legitimacy of being. What he finds, instead, is the illusion:  

You were supposed to see the soul through the eyes, to see love through the eyes, 

the one place you could look at another human being and see what really went on 

inside, and in Dickie’s eyes Tom saw nothing more now than he would have seen 

if he had looked at the hard, bloodless surface of a mirror. (87). 

The hard, bloodless surface of a mirror is lifeless, cold, unyielding, and, of course inhuman, but it 

also casts back a reflection. In looking into Dickie’s eyes, Ripley hopes to see himself, his desires 

and emotions, reflected—and he does, only what he sees is the emptiness he has always suspected 

was there, which is why he decides to murder Dickie.20 Dickie reveals to Ripley, in the flat 

surface of his eyes, the disjuncture Ripley is attempting to suppress in himself, that sense of 

fragmentation and inadequacy qualified as “unrealness” in the novel, and, at some level, Ripley 

hopes to kill this surrogate (or representative) of what he hates most in himself. By the end of the 

novel, when Ripley is being interviewed about Dickie’s disappearance, Ripley says, “If he killed 

himself… I think it was because he realized certain failures in himself—inadequacies. It’s much 

easier for me to imagine him a suicide than a murderer” (252). Ripley is talking about Dickie, but 

                                                      

20 À la “The Tell-Tale Heart.” 
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he is really talking about himself here, and, of course, by this point in the novel, the separation of 

the two is almost impossible. Those “certain failures in himself” are Ripley’s recognition of the 

division of material body and immaterial subjectivity, as well as the insurmountable task of 

constituting them as a plausible whole21—after all, people, like narratives, can seem like real and 

unreal subjects, and, worse, there is always the individual subject’s doubt in their own complexity 

and plausibility.22 

 The separation of Ripley and Dickie becomes impossible as, halfway through the novel, 

Ripley kills Dickie and assumes his identity, imagining himself as Dickie Greenleaf, crafting 

himself as the man, and acting out Dickie’s role in a narrative that Ripley constructs for him. 

Ripley is thus both author and character in his own narrative, not a metaphysical presence 

possessing a container (which is how we normally think of the possession of bodies), but as a 

physical body in possession of Dickie’s identity and how it is to be performed and narrated. What 

makes Tom Ripley such an intense and unsettling force in the novel is precisely how easily he 

plays at being Dickie, as if he is only, temporarily, stepping into a story and seeing how it will 

play out. He may experience some conflicts with his assumption of the identity, he may become 

suspicious and wary, and even suffer, but Ripley never appears to question the validity of his 

choice. Fundamentally, the fact that he can become another person and act out that identity never 

crosses Ripley’s mind as something that is problematic or morally disturbing. Rather, the only 

thing that threatens Ripley throughout the novel is the issue of getting the role down pat, of 

inhabiting the illusion perfectly. His worry is how plausible his performance is. After the murder 

of Dickie, Ripley is taken with “a feeling that everyone was watching him, as if he had an 

                                                      

21 I am thinking along the lines of the mirror stage of Lacan’s psychoanalytic theories, the moment a child 

sees itself as a set of separate members (or at least separate from the mother) rather than as a fully-

constituted whole (or wholeness with the world). In many ways, that trauma is relived with every encounter 

with a corpse. 
22 Freud’s categories of Id, Ego, and Superego, for instance, suggest unconscious drive but also a layered 

identity, either of psychological depth or of pretense. The different layers, too, suggest the possibility of the 

conflict or mental instability that results from conflict or division between these categories.  
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audience made up of the entire world, a feeling that kept him on his mettle, because to make a 

mistake would be catastrophic” (132). The “mistake” would be catastrophic because it would 

reveal only Ripley’s failure to master and possess the identity of Dickie—to control how it is 

narrated in the real world; it is only of secondary concern that he may be caught for murder.  

The murder of Dickie is a violent affair, and is, perhaps, an explicit representation of 

Ripley’s assertion over the body—over the physical strength required of his own body to enact 

the violence, and over Dickie’s body, insofar as Ripley seeks to take control of Dickie’s identity 

and so must claim authorship over how it means. Ripley takes him out on a boat and smashes him 

over the head with an oar several times before pushing the body into the water. A great deal of 

thought and planning (and, by extension, imagining and self-narrating) goes into this plan, 

because in order for Ripley to become Dickie, there must be no body. Having already decided on 

his course, what remains is the “how” (since The Talented Mr. Ripley would be classified as 

crime fiction as opposed to detective fiction, the “how” becomes an inversion of “whodunit”). As 

Highsmith writes, “He began to think of how” (98), and part of that how is obviously the 

procedure and method of murder, but it is also partly a matter of creating the circumstances that 

allow for plausibility. It prompts Ripley to think, “but how would he get rid of the body?” for the 

very reason that if Ripley is to become Dickie, then “[t]he body had to disappear, absolutely” (9). 

Like in “Diamonds Mean Death,” the corpse potentially serves as a body of proof, although not 

because it could be definitively recognized as Dickie, but that there cannot be two physical bodies 

for one identity, and the corpse of Dickie is frustrating because it will both allow Ripley to craft 

his own story for who Dickie is and threaten to unravel it. In that sense, Ripley needs there to be a 

corpse, but it must also disappear from the text he is crafting. Certainly, Ripley’s confrontation 

with the corpse and its decentring capacity as narrative object resonates with Mildred Haviland’s 

authority over the body in the lake, as well as her narrative alterity as an agent who acts on and 

overwrites the corpse. More than simply composing a story to explain or contain the corpse, 
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Ripley writes himself off as Dickie, stepping into the dead man’s shoes (and wealth), and 

presenting himself as the living man. Ripley thus covers up the corpse at the centre of the novel 

by framing and posing himself as the dead man still walking in a frustrated attempt to “fix” the 

body (his own and Dickie’s) in a network of meaning.  

The illusion, however, is never quite perfect, and the translation of Ripley into Dickie is 

never quite complete. At some point it becomes difficult to tease fact and fiction from the 

plausible in the novel in that Ripley, in looking, acting, speaking, and performing Dickie 

Greenleaf as a kind of living narrative of Dickie’s subjectivity, becomes the man so believably 

that when Ripley murders Freddie Miles, the authorities really do believe that it was Dickie who 

killed him, and so “he, Tom Ripley, was safe!” (198). There is not room here to fully work 

through the layers of interplay between Ripley’s sense of stable identity and the necessity of 

representing himself as Dickie to ensure that sense of assurance, because this project is concerned 

with hardboiled fiction, and Highsmith, although certainly a partner in crime, as it were, to the 

genre, is not of its ilk. However, it is curious how Ripley only feels genuine confidence in his 

own identity when he considers his “story,” written over Dickie’s submerged corpse, to be 

“unassailable” (239). Although the novel is not hardboiled, I bring up The Talented Mr. Ripley 

not only because it walks the uneasy line between fact and fiction, but also because Ripley, in 

inhabiting an identity that is not his and is thus written and styled for his own ends, directly 

illustrates the tension between the subject and the object, as well as the process of attempting to 

possess a literary object (inhabiting the real body of Dickie Greenleaf) through acts of narrative. 

Ripley, in constructing a narrative identity overtly makes himself aware of (and so makes use of) 

the suspicions inherent in the contrivances of his own plot. He is ultimately successful in 

murdering Dickie, assuming his identity, and then writing Dickie off when circumstances go out 

of his control, because the story never ceases to be a story or performance to him. Dickie is, by 

that standard, never real, and Ripley knows that his stories are “good because he imagined them 
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intensely, so intensely that he came to believe them” (239), such that, for Ripley, there is no real 

legitimacy to anything unless it has been fabricated, performed, or constructed as narrative 

(authorized by him). In that sense, The Talented Mr. Ripley falls right in line in its narrative 

intentions with hardboiled detective stories in that it calls attention to the tricks and ploys 

necessary to the composition of narrative in the face of a suspicion towards plots, as well as the 

need (or attempt) to overwrite the corpse at its centre, making its non-meaning its meaning. 

Where Chandler’s The Lady in the Lake addresses the ugly decomposition of the corpse, its 

transformation from “human” to “it,” The Talented Mr. Ripley (indeed, as its title may suggests—

“talented”) demonstrates how that transformation threatens the detective’s own stability as 

subject. Ripley, to that extent, is under the illusion that his own inability to be himself may be 

overcome by the construction of an alternative identity that he can both know and be.  

Yet, Ripley struggles to balance this narrative alterity, to maintain its coherence, and 

Dickie’s Body, like Crystal Kingsley’s, slips away in the murky depths of narrative construction, 

and Ripley fails to hold onto its identity. Wyatt Blassingame’s “Murder is Bad Luck” is a 

hardboiled story that works with a very similar construction as The Talented Mr. Ripley, and was 

actually published fifteen years before the novel. While “Murder is Bad Luck” develops the same 

assumption of identity as Highsmith’s novel, it dovetails into Chandler’s sense of the private eye 

caught up in the tangled dynamics around the corpse. In “Murder is Bad Luck,” Sandy Rice is a 

former jockey turned horse track cop in New Orleans, who knows all the ins and outs (but mostly 

the outs) of horserace betting. On a particularly unlucky day at the track, Rice is a witness when 

the horse, Doomsday, bucks itself into the stands, crushing Arthur Andrews, a “small-time 

commercial artist and writer” (245), to death, and dislocating the shoulder of Andrews’ friend, 

David McCracken. Rice eventually becomes an acquaintance of McCracken, mostly for poker 

games, which prompts the first line of the story, “For me this man McCracken was bad luck. Like 

a black cat or the number thirteen for some people. He didn’t want to be bad luck any more than a 
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cat does. He just was” (244). Ultimately, however, we discover that McCracken is not 

McCracken at all—because McCracken was the man crushed by Doomsday, and Arthur Andrews 

chose that day to write himself off as the dead man.  

Besides the rather cute naming of the race horse that crushes “Arthur Andrews,” life and 

death are characterized throughout the story as a betting man’s game, a gamble with high stakes.23 

“Doomsday” is simply another word for Judgement Day, or any day of reckoning, at which point 

all accounts must be settled, or paid in full. Where Walsh presents plausibility in the construction 

of narrative as a kind of relationship between a seller and a potential buyer (author and reader) in 

“Diamonds Mean Death,” Blassingame characterizes narrative plausibility as something more 

akin to placing a bet on a horse that, hopefully, will prove a “sure thing” (249). Rice highlights 

the frustration of being a track cop, which we should also consider the frustration of authorship, 

through the constant nagging of people looking for a tip on the next race:  

That’s the hell of being connected with the track; persons keep after you to put 

them onto something, and if you don’t they hate you for a cheapskate, and if you 

do—and it comes in—they forget you; and if it doesn’t come home, they say you 

touted them wrong intentionally. Hell, if I could find one really sure thing a 

season, I wouldn’t be working for a living. (249). 

It is possible that Blassingame is making a comment on the publishing market here, with the 

suggestion that if a pulp writer could write one “sure thing” (a bestselling or literary novel) a 

season, he “wouldn’t be working for a living” writing hundreds of pulp stories.24 That is besides 

my point, but what is revealed here is a sense of how people are likely to take Rice up on what 

                                                      

23 Another horse named “Extra Trouble” is mentioned first—Blassingame enjoyed the joke, no doubt. 
24 Otter Penzler, in the foreword on “Murder is Bad Luck,” notes that Blassingame’s literary agent brother 

“showed the young writer a stack of pulp magazines and told him to take them home and study them, as 

they were buying stories. Six weeks later, Wyatt, who had never even heard of the pulps, sold his first 

story. Although he was a slower writer than many of his contemporaries, he still sold four hundred stories 

to the pulps” (243). Blassingame, when the fiction markets began to fizzle out, also had to trudge through 

writing “nonfiction articles, mainly on travel, and juveniles, mostly about animals and American history” to 

get by (243). He only published one book of mystery fiction, which came out four years after “Murder is 

Bad Luck.” 
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they believe is a “sure thing,” coming from a guy on the inside of the track, even beg him for it, 

but are just as quick to accuse him of giving them a bum steer if it does not pan out.  

Narratives and their readers are just as finicky, willing to believe only as it is convenient or 

beneficial to them on the hope that the story will come through. Detective fiction has long been 

characterized formally by rules and expectations—so too has the race track—but in both there is 

also the uncertain promise of one’s horse coming through in the last stretch. If readers of 

detective fiction traditionally expect the sure thing—a full resolution, all facts neatly arranged as 

they are willing to bet on—then Blassingame positions every story as a shady ground of narrative 

composition, because while there is a demand for the sure thing from readers, underneath the 

(de)compositional process is the suspicion that the hardboiled author or narrator is “touting them 

wrong intentionally,” or deceiving them. Like the tactics used to anticipate and develop suspicion, 

Blassingame uses the expectation of outcomes and resolutions to deceive. Detective fiction also 

functions within a context that demands that the facts be given honestly, but not given so freely as 

to be obvious, while also proving to be, by the end, not simply misleading. There is, too, the 

expectation in the hardboiled story that the composition must be deceptive and, even, 

underhanded in how it delivers the final twist. The back and forth of suspicion at the level of 

style, method, and plot are thus difficult to navigate in “Murder is Bad Luck,” because 

expectation and execution of the story involves a great deal of manoeuvring between the odds 

(and ends) and, also, a kind of luck that allows plausibility to enter into the account given. 

Narrative intention and motivation, then, at least in “Murder is Bad Luck,” relies on taking risks 

(something Sandy Rice does more than once himself throughout the story) on the sure thing, and 

is formulated on the necessity of identifying what the sure thing is. Rice, of course, will discover 

that, where McCracken is concerned, there is never a sure thing in play, because the sure thing—

the real McCracken—is already dead, meaning that the shaping and figuration of the story 

depends on whether the reader believes Andrews is really McCracken, and whether the other 
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dead man in the story, Roscoe Jancey, complicates the narrative stakes. 

When the doubleness of “McCracken” is revealed (later) in the story, it is meant to come 

as a surprise. Of the seven discernible sections that make the story, Blassingame does not reveal 

Andrews’ identity theft until the end of the fifth section, and, as far as reveals go in detective 

fiction, it appears to come out of nowhere,25 at least for Sandy Rice. When he finally tracks 

“McCracken” and his niece, Mary Swanson, down again, Rice and Mary’s exchange elicits 

deliberate confusion: 

“Mr. Smith said that if I wanted to find Uncle Dave I’d have to hurry.” 

I stared at her, trying to make sense out of her words. “Who said what?”  

“Mr. Smith said he’d take me to Uncle Dave, but there wasn’t any time 

to waste. I knew you’d understand.” 

“I don’t. Isn’t Dave McCracken your uncle?” 

It was her turn to stare.  

“Why, of course.” 

I was really confused now. 

“Then you mean this man here isn’t McCracken?” (255).  

Rice, in effect, stumbles on the resolution to the mystery, but even then he does not reveal where 

the real McCracken is or what happened to him until the final stretch of the story.26 However, the 

reveal presents a peculiar moment in the narrative where the plot of the story is thrown awry, 

scratched before it reaches the finish line.27 This narrative ploy only works if the most basic of 

expectations of the reader is met—that is, that the reader takes Rice’s narration and insights (and 

so Blassingame’s delivery) at face value. More than a suspension of disbelief, this tactic makes 

                                                      

25 As far as Knox’s rules for Golden Age detective fiction go, Blassingame blows “No accident must ever 

help the detective, nor must he ever have an unaccountable intuition which proves to be right” out of the 

water (n.p.). 
26 Readers actually frequently miss this. 
27 To use some horse race terminology. “Scratch” is apparently the term for when a horse falls out of the 

race before finishing. 
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use of the very basic expectation that a reader accepts the plot and the detective’s reading of the 

plot to be reliable. Rice may be a tough guy—former jockey, race track cop, with a stomach of 

iron (he drinks several alcoholic beverages over the course of the story, vile concoctions of 

raspberry syrup, sugar, egg, vanilla cordial, vermouth, and brandy28)—but his first person 

perspective does not necessarily provide reliable information (not to mention Rice makes some 

rather questionable decisions—including, above all, taking the knife out of Roscoe Jancey’s 

corpse when he finds him29). With most detective fiction, we can reasonably expect the 

detective’s observations and inferences to be solidly deduced and honestly related to the reader, 

but Sandy Rice serves as an example of the hardboiled detective who isn’t always onto the “sure 

thing” and who makes mistakes, but, more importantly, who, like the reader, believes Andrews is 

McCracken simply because he has been told that he is.  

The convenience of narrative plausibility becomes part of the easy acceptance of the 

pacing and delivery of “Murder is Bad Luck,” and is tightly woven into narrative intention, as 

well as the dead body that both serves to drive the plot and undermine it. The event at the track is 

a convenient accident that allows Andrews to assume McCracken’s identity and the “fairly 

moderate income” that comes with it (245). He writes himself off as the dead man in two ways: 

both in the sense of killing his own identity off by saying the body is that of Arthur Andrews, and 

in the sense of writing or narrating himself into the role of David McCracken. There is likely a 

joke at hand when it is revealed that Andrews “had been a small-time commercial artist and 

writer” (245) as noted above, who “did articles on outdoor life and illustrated them himself” 

(245). Andrews’ assumption of McCracken’s identity, like Ripley’s assumption of Dickie’s, is an 

                                                      

28 Sandy Rice is actually a curious twist on the model of the hardboiled dick. He is short (he was a 

successful jockey who “brought in Morning Glory in the Derby” [246]), and, unlike Hammett and 

Chandler’s detectives, he doesn’t drink scotch or whiskey. He drinks “pousse l’amour[s]” (246), “Roman 

punch[es]” (251), “brandy flip[s]” (252), and my favourite, “a Kinney fifty-fifty” which is described as “a 

smooth mixture of rum, grapefruit juice, the white of an egg, and gin” (258). The ingredients of these 

drinks, as noted above, create sugary cocktails mixed with some hard alcohol, which are known to be 

incredibly hard on digestion.   
29 That was a poor life choice, really. 
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artistic rendering, a method of taking McCracken’s identity and “illustrating it himself,” for his 

own purposes (commercial artists predominantly make the art for advertisements and marketing 

campaigns). Andrews thus overwrites the corpse by drawing a new possibility around it and 

imposing himself as an author of its comprehensibility in order to lay claim to the income checks 

McCracken receives. He speaks for McCracken after the disaster at the track, and crafts an 

account of himself (a story of who he is) in order to take a chance on a better lifestyle, on a 

supposed “sure thing.” Of course, assuming another’s identity is just that—an assumption, not in 

any way the unassailable story Ripley imagines he creates for himself, because assumptions are a 

matter of “guess work” (Blassingame 257), not provable theory. Such assumptions are certainly, 

as the word does hint, an act of taking possession of something, but since it is not the physical 

body being possessed and manipulated (like, perhaps, in Weekend at Bernie’s), there is really no 

legitimacy or concreteness to the assumption. Andrews’ attempt to control McCracken’s identity 

can be likened more to using tracing paper to copy an image. That is precisely our relationship 

with objects more broadly—this attempt to possess them by circling them, drawing lines around 

them, rendering them, but never quite representing them. It is the discrepancy between the object 

and the thing, the physical and the metaphysical, divided by the thin opacity of tracing paper or 

narrative authority. The angles of hardboiled fiction exemplify how contending voices attempt to 

make an object signify, shaping narratives around objects like a corpse for particular ends. There 

will always, however, be discrepancies in the composition of such objects, and hence such 

narrative identities, and, as “Murder is Bad Luck” aptly reveals, assuming an identity also means 

assuming, or taking on, the debts and obligations of the (dead) man. When the real McCracken’s 

niece arrives in town, and Roscoe Jancey turns up dead in McCracken’s rooms, Andrews realizes 

that those debts have come due, and, of course, all accounts and all identities must be settled by 

the end of the story (by Doomsday). 

For the story as a whole, this settling of debts signals, perhaps, what Žižek states is the 
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grounding principle of murder mysteries: “The return of the dead is a sign of a disturbance in the 

symbolic rite, in the process of symbolization; the dead return as collectors of some unpaid 

symbolic debt” (23). Žižek suggests that the disturbing corpse drives the restless compulsion to 

bury the incomprehensible corpse in signification (to make both its life and death meaningful, in 

the same way as a funeral is meant to be a putting to rest. It is the idea that the living owe the 

dead body symbolic coherency), and will continue to be disturbing and discomforting until we 

grant it that symbolic burial in signification. The problems of “rendering” a plausible story, of 

drawing it out and shaping it, hinges on the object being taken out of the picture, but the corpse of 

McCracken asserts, in its absence, its hermeneutic decomposition by peeling away from the 

narrative alterity Andrews has rendered around it. The process of acquiring agency over the 

corpse becomes a reminder that Andrews fails to bury the corpse. Rather than a collector of the 

unpaid symbolic debt, which would involve the corpse being properly buried in the narrative 

transaction), McCracken’s corpse’s return is a disturbance of the narrative stability meant to put it 

to rest—a breaking down of the “process of symbolization” composed around it. Rice takes Mary 

to McCracken’s hotel to locate him after she has come to New Orleans to “touch” her uncle for “a 

thousand dollars” (246) to help pay her medical school fees. She tells Rice that her uncle “seems 

to have disappeared all of a sudden” (247), and though nothing has been revealed, McCracken 

and his body really have disappeared long before Mary arrives in town, so there is irony at play 

here. Between Mary and the arrival of Jancey and of McCracken’s lawyer, Blumberry, Andrews 

realizes that the absence of McCracken’s physical body now complicates the bet he took when he 

assumed his identity, because, as Rice eventually figures out, in regards to the South American 

bonds McCracken was to purchase, he “was supposed to go to Boston to close the deal. And he 

couldn’t go because he was dead. And Andrews couldn’t go because he’d be recognized as a 

fake” (258). Andrews’ overwriting of McCracken’s dead body is only plausible so long as no one 

recognizes him as real or fake, meaning, by extension, that McCracken—both his body and his 
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identity—must disappear. Andrews cannot “close the deal” nor can he close off the narrative he 

has been constructing. Overwriting the corpse, as it functions here, involves the narrative 

intention to compose the story of the body by highlighting its disappearance or absence from the 

text itself, its decomposition. The overwriting of the corpse can only be a sure thing if there is no 

body to centre it or ground it, but at the same time, for both Ripley and Andrews, the body is 

necessary to the success of the gambit, which is why murder “is” bad luck. Rice notes that for 

Andrews, once he had received McCracken’s income checks, “he could leave and change his 

name again, and [he] would vanish. Or with good luck he could just keep on living on 

[McCracken’s] income” (259). Good luck would allow Andrews to continue to write himself off 

as McCracken, the sure thing; bad luck would destroy the plausibility of his assumed identity, 

forcing Andrews to shed one identity for another (unable to return to his own), and so the murder 

of Roscoe Jancey proves more than an inconvenience to his plot. It threatens to reveal that it is a 

formulated construction doomed to failure. 

 The dead body of Jancey is a diversion from the main story of “Murder is Bad Luck.” 

Rice notes, “I told Mary about the murder and she said she had never heard of a Roscoe Jancey; 

as far as I could tell the world wasn’t going to miss Roscoe Jancey very much. Nobody seemed to 

have heard of him. He was a hell of a man to get sent to the electric chair about” (256). Even after 

he has been identified, Jancey proves anonymous and faceless, since everyone swears “they had 

never seen the dead man before” (250) and no one has ever heard of him. Jancey may seem like a 

plot device in the classic mode of detective fiction, an object thrown in like a wrench in the 

narrative workings, and, at one level, he is. He upsets Andrews’ plot by being dead in 

McCracken’s room, but more broadly, Jancey’s corpse, in having essentially no identity that 

anyone can speak of (or care about), serves as an unsettling reminder that there are discrepancies 

that must be addressed, and if not concluded, then at least covered up. In The Maltese Falcon, 

Sam Spade says, “My way of learning is to heave a wild and unpredictable monkey-wrench into 
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the machinery” (89). Jancey’s corpse is certainly a monkey wrench thrown into the narrative by 

Blassingame, both as an intended distraction and red herring, and as a method of revealing the 

true stakes of the narrative game. It also serves (much in the same way as Jerome Peale’s abrupt 

and brief arrival into “Diamonds Mean Death” is a sleight-of-hand trick at the level of the 

thematic figurations of the story) to distract the reader from the real plot—which is about who 

McCracken is and is not. In fact, the presence of a dead body on McCracken’s floor necessarily 

begs the question, “what kind of person is McCracken?” and “Who is David McCracken?” 

because immediately everyone wants to know where he is, and how he is related to the dead 

man—as well as whether he killed Jancey. Even Rice believes “McCracken would at least know 

the corpse in his hotel room,” a notion that is quickly followed with “But how to find 

McCracken?” (252). In that sense, Andrews is caught up in a set of narrative workings that have 

nothing to do with him as Andrews, but that he is nevertheless caught up in because he is 

pretending to be McCracken. Because one person after another comes across Jancey’s 

unidentifiable corpse, each one, from Rice, to Blumberry, to Nell Parker, to Lieutenant Murphy, 

to Andrews must try to compose a plausible account for why the body is there, and how they 

came to be positioned in relation to it. To exemplify this positioning, Blassingame shows the 

characters in the story stumbling over the corpse again and again. When Rice first enters, his 

“foot touche[s] something big and heavy and rubbery” (247), and, as Blumberry enters, “Then he 

stumbled over the body” (248), and finally a page later, “and then she [Nell Parker] stumbled 

over the body” (249). The succession of characters stumbling over the corpse reminds us that the 

body is an obstacle and hindrance to the narrative, if only because of where it is positioned and 

how people must move carefully around it. The angling approaches to the corpse as narrative 

object unexpectedly trip us—and the characters—up, and, at least with Rice, ultimately become 

entangled in the attempt to explain its being there. Rice, in being found by Blumberry in the room 

with the body becomes Lieutenant Murphy’s favourite suspect, forcing Rice to both try to prove 
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his innocence and to compose an account of the corpse’s murder that somehow excludes him. He 

must wrest control of the angled narratives to save his own skin, even while Andrews now, in 

order to not implicate himself, must either write himself into these events as McCracken in a 

plausible but not incriminating manner, or he must write McCracken off entirely and escape. His 

own identity and agency are at stake. 

As mentioned above, the turning point of the short story is when Rice discovers that 

McCracken is not McCracken, and Blassingame uses this narrative moment to highlight the 

instability of narrative alterity in the attempt to assume the identity of a dead man. Andrews’ 

rendering fails when he kidnaps Mary from the lobby of the hotel and Rice tracks him down to an 

apartment house. Rice opens the door to find the man “walking across the floor with a half-filled 

glass of whiskey and soda in his hand, walking like a man who has been at it a long time, back 

and forth” (254). Rice has caught Andrews in medias res, at rest between his rendering of 

McCracken, his true identity as Andrews, and his act as Mr. Smith, which is the name he gives to 

Mary, as a friend of her uncle. Andrews’ anxious “back and forth” between real identity and 

composed identity leaves him vulnerable when Rice stumbles backstage, so to speak. The 

narrative pulleys and wires are revealed, suddenly, through an opening of the door, much in the 

same way that Hammett’s Flitcraft, in The Maltese Falcon, after nearly being hit by a falling 

beam, feels like “somebody had taken the lid off life and let him look at the works” (65). Rice is 

given a look into Andrews’ narrative workings (as well as the reader), catching the would-be 

author of a “sure thing” in the act. Rice’s appearance is enough to disrupt Andrews’ ability to 

compose a plausible account for everything that has happened and for his connection to the 

murder. Immediately upon seeing Rice, Andrews is unable “to say anything but, ‘What? What? 

What?’” (254), and Rice stands there watching as Andrews’ “mouth was working with froth 

coming out of it like he was a horse who’d run the mile and a quarter in mud” (254). He attempts 

to speak, but fails to be coherent. In this moment, Andrews immediately becomes a suspicious 
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manipulator of facts and of identities, a small time artist and writer incapable of putting together a 

sure thing. He loses his intelligibility and his stability, prompting Rice to ask Mary, “Who said 

what?” (255), a pivotal layering of questions that must be peeled back, or as McCracken’s name 

may suggest, cracked open. “Who said what?” reveals an important relationship between coherent 

identity and subjectivity (who) and plausible object and objective (what), framed by the act of 

narration (said). Blassingame essentially places all bets on this question as a hinge to how the 

story is to be shaped, since everything depends on pinpointing McCracken’s or Andrews’ 

identity. The question of “Who said what?” directly opens Andrew’s overwriting of McCracken 

to implausibility and suspicion, and, at the level of Blassingame’s own manipulations of 

narrative, it indicates that there is no sure thing in narrative. Rice has picked the wrong horse, the 

wrong narrative construction, to bet on, which is why McCracken “just was” bad luck (244). 

Blassingame exposes the art of murder as a losing bet. 

Andrews’ narrative workings result in a set of suspicious frames within frames 

(complicated, of course, by Blumberry’s lies as the real murderer trying to frame Rice) that 

simultaneously attempt to give shape to the corpse and to overwrite it. Andrews has not framed 

anyone for the murder of Jancey, per se, but in overwriting the corpse of McCracken he creates 

the circumstances in which the numerous overwritings of Jancey’s dead body are possible. The 

story thus reveals that the narrative being composed around Jancey’s corpse (and by extension, 

McCracken’s body) is a matter of palimpsestal negotiations among several characters trying to 

overwrite the corpse for their own ends. Hardboiled fiction is founded on such dynamic interplay, 

and their stories are thus shaped by the motive to position, situate, and frame the literary object, 

even while that frame is constantly being undermined by the object itself. Just as characters are 

stumbling over Jancey in the dark room, author and reader are both stumbling around the 

object(ive) of the story, trying to get close without actually giving anything away, laying a bet on 



 

246 

 

what they hope will prove a sure thing.30 If the dead body, in these stories, is an object that thus 

shapes narrative identity, then the corpse is a complicated, awkward, and often multi-dimensional 

shaping force. Murdered bodies, after all—on the mean pages of hardboiled fiction at least—are 

not neatly laid out in their pine boxes. The murdered bodies we find in this style of detective 

fiction are thrown awry, crumpled or sagging, sprawled out or crushed, angled awkwardly in the 

way only a dead body felled in an act of violence could be. Or, they may have been arranged a 

certain way to deceive us. People will say anything to get around the corpse, and to make use of 

the corpse. “Murder is Bad Luck,” The Lady in the Lake, and The Talented Mr. Ripley reveal the 

fundamental problem of pinning a significance, meaning, or story to an object such as the corpse. 

Even if we dig deeper, we are likely to find only frames within frames of the overwritten body, 

the corpse slipping away entirely, such that Rice’s comment at the end of the story, when he and 

Mary are about to make a toast, becomes poignant: 

“I think we’ll have another,” I said. “To McCracken.” 

“You mean Smith.” 

“Another one for Smith,” I said. “And then one for Andrews, so we’ll 

have him right under whatever name he prefers.” (260). 

It becomes unclear if they are toasting Andrews, McCracken, or simply how that sense of 

identity, created through suspicious narrative composition, becomes both plausible and 

implausible. It does not matter to Rice who Andrews was, or McCracken. What matters is that 

one construction is as good as another, and that by selecting one or another, “we’ll have him 

right” in the same sense that the cops are likely to say, “we have him” when they arrest the 

murderer—in custody, apprehended, in possession. Rice and Mary’s declaration that they are not 

entirely certain who they are toasting suggests that McCracken’s corpse is never symbolically 

buried as Žižek would suggest, and rather than composing a stable sense of his own identity (after 

                                                      

30 Which characterizes the knowing reader of detective fiction’s usual reading habits—to stake a claim on 

who did the deed and then proceed to the conclusion to affirm that he or she was right. 



 

247 

 

all, Andrews’ intent was to use McCracken’s money to set him up for life, a financial stability), 

Andrews succeeds only in fragmenting his own identity into shades of being.  

Andrews’ stutter when he is discovered by Rice is crucial to the conflict between the 

subject as narrator who composes identity and the corpse as narrative object which decomposes 

and discomposes that transaction, indicating an elementary question motive, circumstance, and 

objective. What is this about? What is going on? What are you doing here? It also points us to the 

lack of coherence of the real McCracken who cannot speak unless Andrews speaks for him. What 

makes a corpse so unsettling is its incomprehensibility, both because of its enigmatic aspect and 

its harrowing reminder of the irrationality of death, and because of the fact that it cannot speak 

and cannot be made to speak. The corpse is essentially a “what,” that which cannot be described 

or represented in language, and that which is no longer a “who.” The corpse as “what” and 

narrative as “who says what” creates a gap that, by necessity, reveals that the corpse as narrative 

object comes apart when we try most to make it coherent and comprehensible. It cannot be 

completely explained but it also begs the question: What happened? What is it? What do we do 

with it?  

That decomposition, too, hints at the art of composition in writing craft itself. A genre so 

aware of its narrative constructions, its plausibility, and its agency and authority over facts and 

fictions cannot fail to make both authors and readers stop and question the methods by which 

stories are written and by which they are read. Predominantly, while an object like the corpse 

instigates the motivations behind such narrative suspicion (both in and of the text), what comes 

under interrogation is not what the corpse represents but how it is represented—that tangled, 

unnerving confrontation of the subject under threat and the indifferent object, the fleshing out of 

active representation in an objective and meaningless world. The failure to be coherent and to 

make the dead body comprehensible becomes, for the hardboiled detective (and for his or her 

antagonists), direct contemplation of his or her own narrative death—the loss of agency, 
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authority, and self-representation. As a unique object that is both “residue” of a living person 

(Schwenger, Tears of Things 157) and irrational “it” (perhaps Freud’s Das Ding, or Spade’s 

“dingus”),31 the corpse’s hermeneutic decomposition causes troubling ripples in the drive for 

narrative affirmation, or, in the object(ive) designated by resolution, conclusion, self-possessed 

identity, authoritative agency, or simply the narration of living and dead bodies. The body of plot 

thus, as Pyrhönen indicates, “makes the reader probe not only crime but also the figure of the 

investigator” (22), just as in “Murder is Bad Luck,” Blassingame takes something of low blow at 

Sandy Rice as narrator, as well as the reader’s tendency to buy into what he says. If hardboiled 

detective fiction serves to challenge the structural integrity of narrative and of the detective, then 

that tension between detective and corpse becomes an active representation of how the hardboiled 

private eye survives narrative. 

                                                      

31 Hammett also wrote a story featuring the Continental Op, titled only “It” (1923), and titled so because the 

Op tells Zumwalt to “dig it up” (qtd. in Gale, 23), the corpse of Rathbone he buried in the cellar. The story 

was later published under the title “The Black Hat That Wasn’t There,” a reference Hammett reuses in The 

Dain Curse, and which takes inspiration from, according to Hammett, a cartoon by Tad Dorgan.  
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Chapter 6 

Talking Tough, Shooting Straight, and Holding His Own: The Private 

Eye 

 

“You’re a great talker,” he said. “I know that. A two-fisted, you-be-damned man with 

your words. But have you got anything else? Have you got the guts to match your gall? 

Or is it just the language you’ve got?”  

Elihu Willson, Hammett’s Red Harvest 

 

If readers were to be introduced to the unsettling realities of murder and detection, they 

had to be seen through the perceptive eye of the hardboiled detective. Realism in the hardboiled 

style required a man who could get into the thick of the mess and still get himself out, who was a 

part of the dark streets but also, as an independent agent, separate from them. This requirement 

for detachment, even objectivity, demanded a narrator or focalizer who could engage in the ugly 

and often futile game of urban warfare without allowing himself to be broken, fragmented, or 

disillusioned by it, both physically and psychologically—a man, who, first and foremost, could 

get the job done and keep his integrity intact. This survival meant that he would not be swayed by 

the circumstances, he would not panic or back down, he would not be tempted by the femme 

fatale; it meant that he could keep his head in a world that was likely to take him down with one 

well-placed shot. The hardboiled detective had to do more than figure out who committed the 

murder; he had to survive, and survive with an accountable story of himself in the end, as well as 

an authority over his own self-representation. I say “man” and “himself” here, but the same 

dangers threatened the female agent of the hardboiled style.1 In this chapter I look at both male 

                                                      

1 In fact, we should disengage our gendered readings (at least initially) here, to focus on fully fleshed out 

characters rather than women and men. I am not attempting to be glib; I am only attempting to get outside 

of a sometimes limiting box of literary criticism (too) often applied this genre. That being said, a man’s 

masculinity and a woman’s femininity serve as decisive weapons in their struggle for narrative authority 

and self-possession in the hardboiled oeuvre. 
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and female agents, and their representation of corpses, in order to show what active representation 

of the corpse entails for the hardboiled agent or subject. As I illustrate in Hammett’s The Maltese 

Falcon (1929), Chandler’s The Big Sleep (1939), and Katherine Brocklebank’s “Bracelets” 

(1928), the private eye must demonstrate his or her metaphysical and physical coherence as a 

stable, authoritative agent, or risk being overwritten and written off him- or herself.  

Chandler stressed that “plausibility is largely a matter of style” (Chandler Speaking 63). 

If this is indeed the case, then it is crucial to recognize that the style of the hardboiled oeuvre 

provided the foundation for its credibility as well as its impact and effect. The style, in itself, is an 

investigation into how the private eye (a subject) experiences, interacts, and engages with the 

world, and strives to produce self-possession and agency in an otherwise unforgiving and 

unyielding world of indifference. The realism of the Hardboiled School, then, is meant to reflect 

what Chandler saw as key to the detective story: “a sense of character” that could not be “faked” 

(Chandler Speaking 48), and that was centred on the narrating voice of a hardboiled detective. 

That voice had to belong to a man who, despite staring down the barrel of a gun, or taking a few 

saps to the head, or even possibly ending up as that body on the floor, manages to give an 

authoritative account of not only what happened to the murder victim but of his or her own ability 

to survive this “real” discomposing and threatening world, and to survive it, as Porter states, 

“with [his] integrity intact against superior odds and against all comers” (181).2 

I have talked about the form of the human body in this project as a metaphor for the 

material and function of narrative components, but here I wish to address the content or “life” of 

hardboiled fiction. That is, how the dynamics in question create the grounds for an investigation 

of the hardboiled detective’s interiority and integrity—or, more specifically, the detective’s 

vulnerable subjectivity in the confrontation with the corpse and death, as well as the attempt to be 

                                                      

2 It should be assumed here and elsewhere that “man” and “he” are interchangeable with “woman” and 

“she” insofar as the hardboiled detective functions as an agent. I use “he” and “him” and “man” more 

generally here, mostly to simplify clarity, and to allow for a nod to the recognition that the male private eye 

is the predominant sex of hardboiled agents.  
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a subject in possession of his or her own body. The hardboiled detective (or protagonist3) comes 

across as stoic, detached, unfeeling—a hardened personality and subjectivity—but there is always 

a grittier friction under the surface that must not be overlooked. Some readers and critics dismiss 

the hardboiled tough as a stock character that is flat, undeveloped, and cold, but such a reading is 

superficial. In describing Hammett’s representation of Spade, Binyon writes, “He describes in 

detail Spade’s everyday actions—how he dresses, pours a drink, rolls and lights a cigarette—but 

never reveals his thoughts or emotions, apart from what can be gleaned from his words or the 

expression on his face. The reader cannot empathize with him or vicariously experience his fear 

or excitement or pain” (40). Binyon’s opinion would be the common one, and certainly the 

hardboiled detective’s narration or focalization does not grant direct access to emotions or deep 

self-reflection, but we must remember, too, William Brandon’s indication that Joseph Shaw, the 

editor for Black Mask, felt that “you didn’t need to hear strong words to get their effect—the 

manner, the scared and angry eyes, the wild braking, the shrieking tires, all spoke more clearly 

than words” (708). There is perhaps more depth or impact in Hammett’s brief description of 

Spade in the elevator after his confrontation with Gutman than in five pages of Henry James:  

Spade rode down from Gutman’s floor in an elevator. His lips were dry 

and rough in a face otherwise pale and damp. When he took out his handkerchief 

to wipe his face he saw his hand trembling. He grinned at it and said, “Whew!” 

so loudly that the elevator-operator turned his head over his shoulder and asked: 

“Sir?” 

Spade walked down Geary Street to the Palace Hotel, where he ate 

luncheon. His face had lost its pallor, his lips their dryness, and his hand its 

trembling by the time he had sat down. (115). 

                                                      

3 Since not all detective figures throughout the hardboiled style can be said to always be on the side (or 

even sidelines) of the law. C.B. Yorke’s Queen Sue, for instance, or Hank Searls’ Pete Butler, or, perhaps 

Walsh’s Joe Keenan.  
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Because Hammett grants the reader so little access to Spade’s fears, anxieties, and emotions, this 

scene where Spade outwardly expresses that anxiety simply by breathing out, and through the 

physiological reactions to stress, indicates a more complicated tension between Spade’s emotions 

and how he composes himself. Our detectives, after all, are real human beings of flesh and 

blood—like the corpses they are to investigate, or so says Hammett—and though they often 

perform as social, cultural, ideological, or gendered representations, they are also living 

embodiments of the subject-object dynamic. The private dick4 is practical, unprejudiced, and 

level-headed in his relationship to his world, forming a distance between himself and the things 

around him. He remains, of course, objective about the people in it and their misleading 

intentions. He does not let the moral ambiguity and emotional chaos of circumstance distract or 

deter him from his course of action. But no hardboiled tough—from Spade, to Marlowe, to Jo 

Gar, to the Continental Op, to Tex, to Queen Sue and onwards—is emotionless. The hardboiled 

detective is almost always an inevitable and unwanted outsider to the circumstances he finds 

himself involved in (no matter how many times he throws or takes a punch for the sake of the 

case) and he chooses to represent himself that way. It is easy to assume that there is no depth to a 

man like Hammett’s Continental Op based on the surface of what he says as he narrates the story 

(as well as himself), and to dismiss him as a psychologically uncomplicated character because, 

perhaps, he does not seem to present himself with any kind of moral compass or emotional 

response, but that is a cheap means of reading any genre or any character; it makes us the worst 

kind of detecting readers ourselves. The hardboiled detective has to survive in a world out to 

break him down at the sensitive points that make him most vulnerable—the points that make him 

                                                      

4 The term “dick” in hardboiled terminology of course sits on the obvious innuendo (and so does not escape 

concerns of masculine connotation), but the term more formally is a shortened variant of “detective” itself, 

and, in older slang usage, simply a reference to any common fellow, stemming from the pet-form of the 

name Richard (as in Tom, Dick or Harry, which is actually a title to another Hammett story) (OED). The 

coarse usage of the word is somewhat contemporaneous with the period in question, originating in 1891 

and becoming more common by the 1930s, but the double connotation is generally an ideology created 

after the fact as the term became more standard in the English vocabulary. While rarely used for women, 

and undoubtedly used to refer to a man (a fellow), in this context, it is more generally a slang word for 

private eye or detective. Certainly, female detectives are often referred to as “private dicks,” as well.  
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most human—and to admit to self-doubt, fear, or inadequacy would come at great cost, 

something that Chandler’s Philip Marlowe continuously struggles with over the course of the 

Marlowe series. As Žiẑek suggests, Marlowe carries with him a “wounded subjectivity” (61). It 

should be no surprise then, that the detective does and will, without a doubt, keep up the tough 

exterior, revealing little of himself, saying even less, and pretend that the things he encounters 

have no effect on him or cannot affect him. Hammett’s Continental Op is generally objective in 

his approach to crime and its perpetrators, but when the behaviour of the people of Poisonville in 

Red Harvest (1929) makes him go “blood-simple” (584), he begins to worry about how he can 

hold onto his own humanity; and when, in “The Girl with the Silver Eyes” (1924), he accidentally 

runs over Porky Grout in his car, he cannot stop himself from repeating, “That was Porky. That 

was Porky” (178), trying to make sense of the traumatic reality of the experience, both the 

violent, messy death of someone he knew and his culpability in it. Chandler’s Marlowe prefers to 

keep himself at a distance from the events and clients he gets involved with, but every now and 

then, Chandler lets us see how keeping up his tough, cynical exterior is both a necessity and a 

result of the emotional damage and baggage he has picked up along the way. The Marlowe of The 

Long Goodbye (1953) is undoubtedly more dispirited and troubled, more fragmented by the 

things he has seen and done, than the Marlowe of The Big Sleep (1939). We are given only quick 

glimpses through the exterior of the hardboiled tough, and almost always, what is shown is an 

identity threatening and threatened to come apart and one that the private eye is desperately trying 

to hold together his subjective identity and his physical being in the world.  

That detachment and disengagement—the objective distance—allows for a deeper 

investigation of authority and agency, one which explores an ensnarled relationship among 

subject, object, and narrative. The hardboiled detective is often painfully aware of the 

consequences of his actions, and of how subtle behaviours and decisions make the world a 

complicated and dangerous place to navigate—and to accordingly narrate as meaningful. We can 
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even say that the encounter with the corpse, as it reveals the unintelligibility of the world (its 

violence, its indifference, its ambivalence, its randomness, and lack of moral principle), equally 

reveals the artificiality of our own construction, how tenuously it is held together by the fictions 

we tell ourselves to make it cohere. In Red Harvest, the Op tells Dinah Brand, “I’ve got a hard 

skin all over what’s left of my soul” (587). The remark is poignant, and a direct 

acknowledgement of the divergence between hard, stable objectivity and shady, fragmented 

subjectivity. The Op has spent his life (and hence his work) trying to form a “hard skin” or tough 

shell (we may even think back on the term “hardboiled” itself) over “what’s left” of his soul, that 

vulnerable, softer subjectivity. What the hardboiled detective experiences (and hides), under the 

hard shell of his self-representation, is a fragmentation of his identity and how it is positioned, 

situated, made one with the hard world. As Brooks remarks, people narrate themselves into being, 

just as much as they present and represent their subjectivity to other people for different motives 

and conveniences, such that it is easy to characterize human interactions as a kind of scripted 

performance. It is also not unusual for private eyes to comment that men try to act like men they 

have seen in movies, or that women are always making themselves into a heavily made-up 

performance (Carmen Sternwood pretends to faint when she first sees Marlowe, and, of course, 

there is Brigid O’Shaughnessy, who is formidable in how she chooses to perform identity). 

Malmgren refers to this as a kind of “cognitive indeterminacy” (375) in the division of the outer 

and inner self, such that the hardboiled private eye, “inhabits a world so histrionic, so unstable, so 

fluid that role-playing sometimes creates a kind of flickering half-reality. False appearances 

manufacture unreal realities” (374). It is no wonder then that there is a sense of stereotyping that 

occurs on the surface of the hardboiled page as characters attempt to flesh themselves out with 

roles and the performance of their identity, and certainly, over time, as the genre has been 

parodied and imitated, the roles that were once meant to be a complex interface between surface 

appearance and metaphysical depth have become commonplace figures in the popular 
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imagination: the femme fatale, the private eye, the gangster, the hired gun, the naive sister, 

amongst others. We know these figures as types, but much of hardboiled fiction was already 

aware that these figures were, in their initial conceptions, a performance of identity and of roles to 

be acted out in fictions both on and off the page, especially if, as Shakespeare put it, “All the 

world’s a stage, / And all the men and women merely players” (As You Like It II.vii.138-139). 

The hardboiled genre develops an awareness and suspicion of these contrivances, and so it would 

be unfair not to acknowledge how identity constructions (including gender) in the genre are both 

contrived and knowing.  

If our lives are to be considered the culmination of our attempts to narrate them into 

meaning, seeking resolution, closure, and above all, a sense of ourselves as a completely whole 

and legitimate stable subject—a sense of how we are shaped, and of what material (both physical 

and metaphysical) we are composed—then it is perhaps only appropriate that a literary genre 

invested in those very same questions of plausibility at the level of crime and detection—and the 

representation of objects—should also be concerned with the ontological tensions between 

narrative and identity. More to the point, the detective story, broadly speaking, serves to overtly 

register how narrative conventions and narrative compulsions function as the kind of process of 

identification we enact every day in our attempts to realize ourselves as subjects when we most 

feel ourselves to merely be suspect rather than subject—a flimsy shadow, a thin man or woman, 

an idea with no concrete stability. The hardboiled style is unique in how it approaches that 

dialectic by limiting objects and people to their hard surface, and exhibiting a desire to make the 

inner and outer, the physical and the metaphysical, cohere. A hardboiled egg, after all, is cooked 

through, made solid to its centre, but this can rarely be said of people. This produces a curious 

interplay between an inescapable reliance on objects in the real world to constitute one’s identity, 

and the private eye’s insistence on denying and refusing the world of objects’ influence on his 

being. What occurs, then, between the surface and the depth, the composition and the 
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decomposition of the hardboiled detective story, is an attempt to make cohesive and 

comprehensible the unaccountable inadequacy of our physical and metaphysical being—our 

ability to know, narrate, and identify a sense of self, and—crucially—realize and possess that 

sense of self in the concrete, and terrifyingly indifferent, world around us.  

Thus the indifference of the corpse does not only decompose narrative structure, but 

discomposes and undermines the hardboiled detective as a stable, reliable, legitimate subject—an 

agent and agency. In the same way that Brown and Schwenger propose to reinvestigate the 

subject-object dynamic, and, by extension, how a sense of self is constituted, Lennard Davis 

provides a compelling link between thinking about objects and thinking about bodies by 

reinvestigating “the way we think about or think through the body” (2). Davis’ process is similar 

to that of object theorists, and, in truth, he uses the same Freudian and Lacanian rulebooks, 

though his gaze turns to the living, human, disabled body. Davis forms a bridge between thinking 

about living bodies and dead bodies and our experience of them through perception. He suggests 

that visual interaction necessitates a subject-object dynamic in which the “normal” or “able” 

perceiver, upon seeing the disabled body, “becomes disabled by his or her reaction to the disabled 

person” (12). Davis posits this as a disabling or “disabled moment” (3), because, due to what is 

seen as a “disruption in the visual, auditory, or perceptual field” (129), the perceiving subject 

becomes aware of not just his or her own lack of cohesion as a “whole” body,5 but also that the 

belief that he or she is whole is actually an illusion. Davis calls this “the hallucinated whole 

being” created through and against “the repressed fragmented body” (130), the Spaltung, which 

attempts to differentiate between “whole/incomplete, able/disabled” amongst other social 

contexts (129). We attempt to “fix the body as entire, intact, whole” as part of a “power move” to 

unify our own sense of identity under our own terms (11), but the encounter with the disabled 

                                                      

5 The “whole” body here meaning a fully-constituted identity, or perfect merging of the complete physical 

body and the stable metaphysical subjectivity in it. In essence, there are no gaps between the body’s parts 

and the agency which exists (and so controls) it. 
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body—the body not whole, the body, in some way, fragmented—brings to the fore the problems 

with that attempt because “the disabled body is always the reminder of the whole body about to 

come apart at the seams” and so “provides a vision of, a caution about, the body as a construct 

held together, wilfully, always threatening to become its individual parts—cells, organs, limbs, 

perceptions—like the fragmented, shared eye and tooth Perseus ransoms back to the Graiae” 

(132). Although we may be inclined to see ourselves as whole, the vision of the incomplete body 

is a disruption because it forcibly breaks up our hallucination of the unified self. The gaps, the 

fragments, the individual parts become all too visible and all too difficult to cover up. As Davis 

adds, “the subject sees the true self of the fragmented body” (139), the repressed fragmented 

body, in a sort of death-work, or death drive. We become a subject that is “constituted” through 

the object of the body, “perhaps not so much now as a body that speaks a multiple language of the 

senses, but as a conscious self that becomes aware of its consciousness by contrast with that 

which is not conscious” (Schwenger, Tears of Things  6), but, with the body, we are nagged by 

the feeling that our constitution is fundamentally fragmented. In fact, that consciousness reveals 

only the flaws in our sense of personal cohesion and integrity. The more aware we are of our 

bodies, the more aware we become that they are a multiple sensory experience that sometimes 

escapes us and that there are things our bodies know but which must forever remain a secret from 

us.  

This encounter should sound familiar already because of Schwenger and Brown. The 

identity shatters against the object of perception because the subject is the one with an underlying 

inadequacy or lack of cohesion—not the hard object. Like the disabled body in the visual field 

reminds us that our wholeness is false, that we are fragmented beings, we are “shot [] full of 

holes” as Marlowe says of Merle Davis6 in The High Window (625), because the object’s 

indifference reminds us that we are not hard, complete, or solid in the same way as the object. We 

                                                      

6 No relation to Lennard Davis, of course. That is just an odd and amusing coincidence. 
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see just how much our subjectivity lacks cohesion, just how much we are a suspect in the world 

of solid objects, and, frustrated by the incomprehensibility of the object, we seek to enact a sort of 

agency over the object in order to dispel its darkening magic, as well as its power of indifference 

that seems to dispel or even reject us. The body too—our own fleshy, solid container—in 

seeming at times inadequate to the “ideally constructed selves” (Brooks, Body Work 2) we 

perceive for ourselves, appears to “belong[] to the world” and not to us. In trying to inhabit the 

flesh, to embody it and possess it, we become more aware of how our own inner abstraction is a 

shadow cast from an object, and so “[i]dentity is thus alienated, the product of the gaze” (Brooks 

14). Davis notes that “[a]ccompanying the gaze are a welter of powerful emotional responses. 

These responses can include horror, fear, pity, compassion, and violence” (12), as well as 

“repulsion” (12), but more important is the fact that we ultimately attempt to compensate for the 

fragmentation, distance, or melancholy we feel in the moment of apprehension. We attempt to 

explain it, and “as such, the disruption, the rebellion of the visual, must be regulated, rationalized, 

contained” (132), or, as Davis playfully claims in allegorizing this specular moment with the 

story of Perseus, the “monstrosity” or “other” “must be decapitated and then contained in a 

variety of magic wallets” (132)—magic wallets being the complex structuring of social contexts, 

as well as critical dialectics and hermeneutics, used to identify and explain that object in the field 

of perception as meaningful, and as comprehensible. The corpse is something beyond the 

disabled body—an object. Not simply fragmented or dismembered or disabled in the general 

sense, the corpse is perhaps better described as hollowed out (although the marks of its death may 

be disturbing and gruesome). The corpse is the disabled body de-subjectified—the body literally 

objectified and rendered completely Other, completely undone—and beginning to come 

irrevocably undone. If it signifies anything to the onlooking detective, it is only that the human 

body, as material, as flesh, is a set of remains from which the metaphysical self can be easily cast 
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off.7 Hence the feeling of detachment that is used to characterized the hardboiled detective comes 

to mean not simply an exteriority to things and people, but rather a feeling of being detached from 

one’s surrounding circumstances. It is both an emotional state for the private eye (especially ones 

who have been in the business a long time) and an instinctual response to the tension between the 

material and immaterial—a coping mechanism. 

In Body Work, Brooks suggests that “language seeks to remotivate itself as a symbolism 

with an original referent in the body: to become a language embodied,” and goes on to add that 

“Narratives in which a body becomes a central preoccupation… dramatize ways in which the 

body becomes a key signifying factor in a text: how, we might say, it embodies meaning” (8). 

The corpse, however, works conversely to that embodiment, slipping off meaning and narrative 

containment in its inactive deadness, but the detective is a body, too, and while not perhaps a 

signifying factor, most definitely serves as an agent of signification in, as Irwin cleverly notes, 

“the way he makes the ‘mean streets’ mean” (Threat of Death 197). That agency is the capacity to 

authoritatively decide how the case will be concluded (how the story will be told) and, more 

specifically, to decide what narrative version of the facts is to be accepted as “the truth” in the 

corpse’s representation (how the objective world may be seen to signify); but it is also an agency 

fraught with uncertainty. The detective, as a living body in the process of representing the dead 

body at the centre of the narrative becomes what Brooks calls “an ‘epistemophilic’ project’” 

(Body Work 5), or, a body driven to know itself and compelled to narrate itself into action and 

agency. If the corpse disturbs in the detective a sense of his or her own lack of cohesion as a 

subject and as a body—a lack of self-possession (being in and of their own body)—through the 

very kind of fragmentation and shattering as suggested by Davis, Brown, and Schwenger, then 

the restless compulsion to make the dead body anything but the corpse (Perdigao), or 

incomprehensible object, through narrative authority, also becomes the detective’s underlying 

                                                      

7 And so the fear that there is nothing beyond death. We cease to be. 
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desire to assert his or her own self-possession—the cohesion of the body proves his agency over 

it. Ledbetter approaches this complication of body-text by positing, “narratives, as bodies of text, 

like human bodies, seek a certain coherence, which I would describe as the healthy body of 

literature,” which is a healthy integrity and wholeness composed of resolution and the reader 

being able to “sum the story up” (16). Summing up the story should not be seen as simply a 

summary of events, but rather the ability to say that the story has a beginning, middle, and end, a 

fusion of form and content in the ongoing process of figuration. Overwriting the corpse, the 

object that centres and decentres the detective narrative, with the detective’s body as a living text 

that writes its own subjectivity and agency is an attempt to gain access to or create the healthy, 

stable body of literature or as an object that demarcates its own limitations and structural 

integrity, defining its plausibility through its own narrative authority, an object that actively 

means by embodying its subjectivity.  

That integrity, for the hardboiled dick, is both psychological and physical. In The Pursuit 

of Crime, as I pointed out earlier, Porter writes that “Sam Spade and Philip Marlowe display the 

knowledge of how to survive and remain free with your integrity intact against superior odds and 

against all comers” (181). The private eye must utilize his skills, confidence, agency, and 

corporeality to demonstrate his authority over the events happening around him at the same time 

that he narrates the events that stuck him there in the first place. The result is precisely the 

method of detective work the hardboiled style exemplifies—the finely-tuned experience and 

instinct of the private eye, backed up by a loaded gun and a sturdy body. The toughness of 

hardboiled characters (whether exaggerated, as in Daly’s work; or subtle, as in Decolta’s Jo Gar 

stories) is always key to the detective’s efficiency and success, but it is also a balance of 

physicality and one’s ability to psychologically “take it” (as Marlowe says of General Sternwood 

in The Big Sleep [12])—to withstand the irrationality and violence of the world around him. 

Hammett nails down that balance of corporeal and psychological toughness in Red Harvest. The 
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Continental Op is called in by Donald Willsson, but when Donald ends up dead before the Op 

even arrives, the man’s father, Elhu Willsson, who “own[s] Personville, heart, soul, skin and 

guts” (Red Harvest 442), attempts to hire him to clean up the town, which is better known as 

Poisonville, “where gangsters masquerade as businessmen, capitalists contract with criminals, 

and no one can tell the difference between them” (Malmgren 375). While Red Harvest is perhaps 

the most violent and exciting of Hammett’s novels (a reader does not go many pages without a 

bullet cracking by), it is a work of critical investigation into narrative dynamics, structure, and 

style all of its own, so I mention it here only briefly for the exchange that occurs between the Op 

and Elihu Willsson, which I have also used for the epigraph of this chapter. Elihu Willson says to 

the Op: “You’re a great talker…. I know that. A two-fisted, you-be-damned man with your 

words. But have you got anything else? Have you got the guts to match your gall? Or is it just the 

language you’ve got?” (475). Willsson wants “a man” (475) to clean up the corrupt town of 

Poisonville, and, with his differentiation between “guts” and “gall,” is trying to see if the material 

(guts) stands up to its representation (gall)—if the Op can back up his bark with bite. The Op, 

along with Spade and Marlowe, certainly has gall insofar as he can spin a good story—something 

that both amuses and frustrates the other players in the dialogic play of their respective stories. 

They are all good with their language: efficient, effective, authoritative, adaptive, but a man needs 

to prove what material, mettle, guts, he is made of without spilling them out on the street. He has 

to prove that he is not only adequate to the task, but competent, and can, as it were, hold his own, 

just as Chandler insists that the private eye “must be a complete man” (“Simple Art” 5). The 

private eye—the detective as subject and agent—must be complete in the sense that he can talk 

tough, shoot straight, and, in the face of contending voices vying to snuff him out, participate in 

the action without falling apart—and that goes both for his physical endurance (he has to come 

back in one piece) and emotional or psychological stability, which is always equally under threat. 

A “man” who cannot endure cannot possibly be coherent or an authoritative voice in the “massive 
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fiction” of the world (Malmgren 375), but a man who cannot back up his gall with some real 

guts—who cannot step into the fray as an agent and survive these fictions and narrative 

contentions over the resolution—is not reliable or, even, plausible (credible) enough to be seen as 

an active agent of his own representation. There is no material to him. The consistent return to 

corpses and their murders, especially in Red Harvest, is a private eye’s risky attempt to narrate, 

authenticate, and prove authority over his own subjectivity. Porter writes that “[t]o be hard-boiled 

and to have retained a heroic integrity was to be a man” (183), but that integrity is more 

effectively demonstrated through the detective’s ability to hold his guts and his gall together, to 

become part of the bloody mess that threatens his subjectivity—often taking up where the dead 

man left off—and making it clear that his version of the story is the one everyone is going to have 

to follow. That is precisely why the Op demands of Willsson the “authority to go through it 

[cleaning up Poisonville] in my own way” (Red Harvest 477, emphasis mine).  

The conception and perception of confidence has long been a matter of investigation in 

American literature, partially due to the formation and expansion of America as an independent 

country, and partially due to Emerson’s essay “Self-Reliance” (1841), which more or less 

crystallized the need for the recognition of independence and self-generated originality, a kind of 

thinking and execution of that thinking that involved a confidence in America’s origins, its 

expansion, and its future development into a self-sufficient, stable country. More broadly 

speaking, however, a discussion of how we define confidence, and how it is performed, 

possessed, and maintained suggests that it is actually a fragile concept, deeply vulnerable to 

supposed cracks in its foundation and questionable in terms of its tangible value (since it is often 

described, in itself, as a kind of currency or object that can be bought and sold). Yet, like the 

object that always remains elusive, this state of stability or confidence remains difficult to grasp, 

often lost again the moment it is apprehended. Marlowe, “knee-deep in dead men” (The High 

Window 615), and frequently faced with difficult moral, ethical, and on-the-spot choices, 



 

263 

 

quintessentially represents the hardboiled private eye most threatened and disillusioned about his 

power and ability to make sense of the world around him and the invasive fictions that attempt to 

overwrite him. Megan Abbott notes that Marlowe is “uncomfortable in his own skin and yet an 

explicit outsider in any system but his own set of harassed ethics” (29) such that “Philip 

Marlowe’s relationship to his own masculinity, his own self-conscious view of his hardboiled 

role, is continually fraught” (49). Each detective’s individual vulnerabilities differ widely, but at 

their root is a question of confidence and endurance. In that regard, the fact that Marlowe is 

continually uncomfortable “in his own skin,” much like the “thick skin all over what’s left” of the 

Op’s soul (Red Harvest 587) is not enough to prevent Poisonville from poisoning him with its 

violence and disregard for human decency—the absolute lack of structural principles—points to a 

detective’s awareness that his “guts” may not match up to his “gall” at all. True confidence has a 

hardness that cannot be worn down, or at least we like to think so—a state of being or integrity 

that is impervious to fear, anxiety, and failure. The individual subject who is capable of 

undergoing hardship, surviving its ramifications, and shaking it off untouched is even sometimes 

represented as an ideal (albeit often an absurd and reckless one. There’s tough, and there’s 

dumb—most hardboiled detectives know the difference).  

The supposed success by which the hardboiled detective comes to possess that integral 

confidence is arguably one of the main reasons why the genre became so popularized, such that 

the hardboiled dick, as Christopher Breu (Hard-boiled Masculinities 2005) points out, “quickly 

became an icon of modern American masculinity” (1). It is nearly impossible to avoid a 

discussion about masculinity in hardboiled fiction, although we can also say that a similar 

discussion of femininity in the period can be elicited under the same topics of confidence and 

performance. We need only look to Katherine Brocklebank’s Tex stories, such as “Bracelets” 

(1928), or C.B. Yorke’s Queen Sue in “Snowbound” (1931), which both feature female figures 

who undergo the same process of authoritative representation to legitimize her agency, to see that 
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while ideas of masculinity play a key role in how we are to understand the authoritative subject in 

hardboiled fiction, ideas of femininity could easily be substituted in their place.8 Brigid 

O’Shaughnessy, too, as the femme fatale par excellence, attempts to “hold” herself together and 

assert her authority over Spade through a kind of active agency; her failure should not be seen as 

a comment on her femininity,9 but as a comment on her lack of self-possession and inability to be 

coherent, for certainly her performance as a stable female subject was the undoing of Archer, 

Thursby, and Captain Jacobi.10 Male or female, the stable, authoritative, and authoring agency of 

the hardboiled story, even while it emphasizes gender roles (as a performance of how one 

represents that gender), is fundamentally based in the quest for the confidence to demonstrate that 

one’s guts matches one’s gall.  

In The Maltese Falcon, Hammett grants us limited access to Spade’s motives in such a 

way that throughout the novel we are apt to question whether we understand him as a subject. 

Inaccessible, shady, tight-lipped, at times inscrutable, Spade is no different from the hard surface 

of the falcon—what remains uncertain and obscured is their interiors, what is beneath the surface 

of both the lead bird and the hard-as-iron man. There is a hope that the interior will match up with 

the exterior. Much of The Maltese Falcon is actually about the reader’s need to see Spade as a 

subject who is not fragmented, but who is solid, stable, and emotionally and physically intact. 

The novel focuses, then, closely on how Spade, as a detective whose motives are always 

questionable, survives the narrative fictions that threaten to act on him. He accomplishes this by 

demonstrating mastery over them through credibility and legitimacy as both a detective and as a 

male subject. The novel overtly calls attention to Spade’s contentions with Gutman, Cairo, and 

                                                      

8 Or, at least, doing so may open some compelling critical doorways. 
9 Brigid does not fail because she is a woman up against a male agent, or because she fails to perform her 

gender cohesively (she is consistent and competent in that performance). She fails because she assumes that 

Spade’s love for her is a certainty, and Spade refuses it. 
10 I should say that I am not simply dismissing such gendered readings of hardboiled fiction as ineffective, 

but merely suggesting that they are limited in their approach to a genre that is much more complicated than 

its surface would have us believe, and that deals with the very difficulty of adequate representation of 

identity, including gender roles.  



 

265 

 

Wilmer Cook in connection with how the falcon is made to mean or not mean (almost every 

chapter is constructed around those dynamics). Certainly, possession and ownership of the falcon 

represents a kind of power for the characters, if only erroneously perceived—Spade using the 

conspirator’s investment in “the dingus” and his lack of one to control the power dynamics at 

play. However, Spade’s interactions with Brigid O’Shaughnessy reveal a deeper level of 

performative self-representation under threat. Despite the difference of their genders, they are 

discomposed by the same fissure between a sense of identity and how that identity is to be 

performed in the world—to the point, especially for Brigid, where it no longer matters whether 

the performance is real or false, but rather that it is credible enough to be believed as true.  

Hammett’s Spade is driven to structure his identity around his job as a detective in charge 

of his own agency (which, of course, he is, since Miles Archer, his partner in the agency, is now 

dead and Spade can run the office himself). Hammett intensifies this formulation of structural 

integrity as the detective represented. Of course, credibility and integrity for Spade as a subject is 

heavily determined by his ability to “say what I please” (188) and to act accordingly—to be both 

author and participant in the composition, since as Irwin so eloquently puts it, “What a man does 

to live is all” (Unless The Threat 239). Irwin introduces a compelling theme in hardboiled fiction, 

where “the struggle of the twentieth-century working American” is “to become or stay his own 

boss, a struggle that plays out as a conflict between the professional and personal lives of these 

novels’ protagonists” (xi). Irwin posits that, in hardboiled detective novels, this “struggle… takes 

on a larger, existential dimension as their protagonists try to maintain control of their own lives 

against obstacles” (xi). Irwin entrenches this concept in the idea that, “In the old American 

South… it was said that a man wasn’t a man till his father said he was, but in urban twentieth-

century America, North and South, many have felt that a man wasn’t a man until he was his own 

boss” (38), meaning that the construction of masculine identity, at least under the parameters 
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Irwin lays out, depends on a man’s ability to establish himself as a free, independent agent.11 No 

doubt my motive in bringing forth Irwin’s theme is obvious—the struggle to become one’s own 

boss in the face of external chaotic circumstances (by definition, circumstances out of one’s 

control) resonates with what I have already posited as the hardboiled private eye’s need and 

intention to gain a monological mastery over how narrative and bodies are made to mean—

indeed, as Irwin writes, “the way he makes the ‘mean streets’ mean” (197). That authority and 

plausibility as an agent (in both senses) takes on the connotation of reputation and reliability—

stability in terms of a subject’s ability to make choices and to speak without having to answer to 

another agency—in the rather appropriate designation of becoming one’s own boss. While Irwin 

focuses primarily on the construction of ideas of masculinity in the heyday of hardboiled fiction, I 

extend his theme to explore the formation of subjectivity itself. Spade transitions from partner in 

an agency to the sole representative of that agency. Irwin, however, notes that there is a “trade-

off,” correctly highlighting the pitfalls that come with trying to become one’s own boss: “the 

trade-off between working for yourself and working for a large agency is that what you gain in 

independence or self-satisfaction by being your own boss, you give up in steady income, 

personnel support, and establishment credentials” (33). The issue with becoming one’s own boss, 

or a free agent, is establishing oneself as trustworthy, reliable, and legitimate—as stable and 

plausible rather than suspicious (to clients).  

Spade’s desire to represent himself as his own boss and agency comes to bear on 

Hammett’s narrative red herring in the novel. While the Maltese falcon is a potent component of 

the object dynamics at play in The Maltese Falcon, the object that drives the narrative 

compulsions is the corpse of Miles Archer, so that the entire novel’s objective is Spade’s intent to 

represent his partner. When Miles is first found dead, Spade does not bother to see the body any 

closer, but what Spade does perceive in the body of his dead partner is a responsibility to 

                                                      

11 Similar to how a woman may claim that she is her own woman. 
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represent him—to render his murder coherent but also to take his place in the narrative 

constructions, because “[w]hen a man’s partner is killed he’s supposed to do something about it” 

(223). Spade’s actions are all intended to represent Miles, to take his place. Brigid 

O’Shaughnessy has “knocked off Miles… for the sake of double-crossing Thursby” (220), her 

partner in the theft of the Maltese falcon. It was a “nice little trick” (220) to frame Thursby, and 

to get him arrested and out of the picture. Spade is really attempting to represent both dead men—

Thursby and Archer—by not only getting involved with Brigid, the femme fatale, and allowing 

himself to temporarily be lured by her—as they had—but also by proving that though he may 

love her, he still has the self-possession, composure, and integrity as a detective to turn her in. 

Archer was “dumb” (216), but Spade, as we see, is smart, and where Archer is rendered into an 

object—a corpse—Spade makes it his business to get involved in the narrative dynamics that 

killed him and assert his toughness to survive it as a subject if not to master possession of his 

subjectivity through it.  

Brigid is the femme fatale of The Maltese Falcon. She functions as both a reflection of 

Spade’s potential power and his potential failure, and inevitably the femme fatale of hardboiled 

fiction is a female double for the detective figure as their unique power play reveals a mutual 

need to out-speak, overwrite, and manipulate the other—essentially to author or establish 

authority over the agency of the other—something the femme fatale, whether we realize it or not 

(getting caught up in how hardboiled authors represent her as a woman), does just as well if not 

sometimes better than the detective.12 It is, I believe, too easy to read the femme fatale, and more 

broadly women in hardboiled fiction, as problematic stereotypes when, if we are looking closely, 

we can see that, like the men of the genre overtly perform their masculinity in order to solve their 

                                                      

12 In George Harmon Coxe’s “Fall Guy” (1936), Flash Casey only gets out of Norma Patten’s deceptive 

play to make him the fall guy by the skin of his teeth, prompting him to admit, “Me, I’m just a softie. A fall 

guy. She rubs out Sorenson and then sends me down to make her look innocent. For old time’s sake, she 

said, and I bit. That’s what burns me” (63).  
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cases,13 so do the women overtly perform their femininity and feminine wiles to successfully 

reach their own objective. As Spade tells Brigid, “Now you are dangerous” (Falcon 38). The play 

between the femme fatale and the private dick is essential to the narrative dynamics of the 

hardboiled genre and the narrative contentions it illustrates. Because the genre is structured by the 

narrative contentions of suspects, it is important to place emphasis on the role of the femme fatale 

as the embodiment of the forces set to destroy, or more importantly control the detective, but also 

as the embodiment of the decentring and lawless interference of narrative voices, since the 

detective must ultimately assert his authority over the femme fatale or risk “playing the suck” for 

her, becoming not a subject that is his own agent, but subject to her desires in the course of her 

narrative alterity and performance. The femme fatale is a threat, not because she is a woman 

(though there is that), but because she is the strongest contender for a master voice in the 

narrative. Irwin indicates that “the woman’s performance is motivated by a need to manipulate 

the detective verbally in order to keep him from discovering what each has to hide” (47, emphasis 

mine). She knows that men will listen, and that most will believe whatever story she tells them, 

because of what she is, but it is shown that the femme fatale, with Brigid O’Shaughnessy at their 

epitome, is a powerful threat to the detective’s job and life because she is capable of being the 

most coherent—the most articulate, or, at least, most skilled at articulating things to serve her 

ends—contender for master voice, and, sometimes, men will back her up even if they don’t 

believe her, which is exactly what Brigid expects of Spade. She expects him to fall (apart) for her. 

Like with Mimi Jorgensen’s lies in The Thin Man, each one piled on top of another, 

peeling away the layering of roles that make up Brigid’s identity does not get us any closer to 

who she really is, and instead makes Brigid all the more a suspect rather than a subject throughout 

the novel, since to the end she remains not a real person, but a person who skillfully performs her 

identity and persona in order to achieve what she wants. She performs identity from the very 

                                                      

13 Race Williams being the most overt example. 



 

269 

 

beginning when she first walks into Spade and Archer’s office and feeds them a false story. 

Spade is quick to see through the cracks in her facade, if only because he knows that she is a 

fiction the moment she walks into his office under the alias of Miss Wonderly. Because Spade is 

playing his part as a detective, he is acutely aware that Brigid is playing hers, and, of course, the 

chapter closes with Spade asking Archer what he thinks of Miss Wonderly and warning him not 

to “dynamite her too much” (12). Archer responds, “Sweet! And you telling me not to dynamite 

her. Maybe you saw her first, Sam, but I spoke first,” and, “grinn[ing] wolfishly,” Spade says, 

“You’ll play hell with her, you will…. You’ve got brains, yes you have” (12).14 We would be 

mistaken to read into this only the masculine ribaldry of two men who do not actually like each 

other.15 Spade’s sarcasm is evident in the last line: “You’ve got brains, yes you have.” He may 

not know what will happen to Archer, but Spade does know that Miss Wonderly is far from 

“sweet,” and that Archer has misjudged her by not being suspicious of the narrative identity she 

performs. Brigid’s representation of her helplessness and overt femininity (she is neither weak 

nor entirely vulnerable—more likely to dynamite Archer than the other way around) becomes a 

focal point of Spade’s ability, as a detective, to read and judge her integrity, a matching of her 

guts to her gall, and whether he can trust her. 

The tension between Spade and Brigid’s agency is demonstrated through their frequent 

discussions alone together, as both of them attempt to gain control over the others’ weaknesses. 

On the surface, their story is a love story, but underlying that performance (on both sides) is two 

narrative voices vying for narrative authority over how they are perceived, how they keep 

themselves composed, and how the story will end. Throughout the novel, Spade allows Brigid to 

play her part, but also calls direct attention to it. He asks her, knowingly, “You aren’t… exactly 

the sort of person you pretend to be, are you?”, and Brigid’s response is coy, but Spade clarifies 

with, “Schoolgirl manner… stammering and blushing and all that” (57), and what results is a 

                                                      

14 Notice, too, that Archer emphasizes the authority of who “spoke first.” 
15 Spade has been sleeping with Archer’s wife and later calls him a “son of a bitch” (221). 
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breaking of Brigid’s supposed external character: 

she laughed and said: “Very well, then, Mr. Spade, I’m not at all the sort of 

person I pretend to be. I’m eighty years old, incredibly wicked, and an iron-

molder by trade. But if it’s a pose it’s one I’ve grown into, so you won’t expect 

me to drop it entirely, will you?” (57).  

She directly admits that her identity—the sort of person she “pretends” to be—is a “pose,” a 

staged act of being, but, even so, it is one she has “grown into,” one that has become real, though 

a fiction, for her. If she drops it entirely, as she suggests, there is an indication that she would not 

know how to act or how to be at all. Brigid’s confusion here is thus not all pretense. Her moment 

of hesitation reveals a confusion between choices in how to next represent herself to Spade, what 

subjectivity she will take on, and how she is to perform it if there is no longer a cohesive sense of 

self beneath it. Her admittance reveals, rather, like being on the point of tears and then laughing 

and calling herself “an iron-molder by trade,” an identity fragmented by its own attempt to 

cohere, and, like how the falcon’s surface will be chipped away to reveal nothing but a hunk of 

lead, the surface of the identity Brigid performs will be chipped away to reveal a kind of 

fragmentation—the complete lack of integrity and meaningful interiority. Where Spade is 

quintessentially a figure that represents how the surface must match the depth, Brigid is a surface 

meant to conceal the fragmentary nature of who she is as a subject. In some ways, those tensions 

make Spade, Brigid, and the falcon itself all the same kind of thing: the conflict between interior 

and exterior. And yet, Brigid’s surface, or front, is daunting and threatening for Spade, not just 

because it reveals a disparity between her interior and exterior, but that she is all surface and no 

interior. Like a hollowed-out doll that seems human, but is not, Brigid’s subjectivity is uncanny 

and unsettling, and yet she takes ownership of that pretense seriously.  She stands for an identity 

fragmented beneath its pretense, but she also stands in a curious position, for Spade, of being all 

front, while Spade must maintain his front.  In that regard, Brigid is problematically the 
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consequence of what Spade works most against—in-cohesion of the interior and exterior—and 

the goal he most desires.    

Spade, by contrast, works to represent himself as a hard, solid surface, a hardness like a 

spade that can dig in to the dirt around him without getting bent or broken (physically 

overcoming the conspirators but also refusing to fall in with Brigid’s love story). Spade seeks and 

enacts what Porter has already referred to as the “direct equivalence between words and the 

things they denote,” where “Sam Spade is named by his author by means of words that 

themselves have the honesty of concrete things, and Spade will himself be used as an instrument 

of further honest naming” (166). Porter is making a joke, but a serious one, in that we are to call a 

spade a spade. Certainly, Hammett even likens the private eye to a spade in his physical 

description (which is the first line of the novel): “Samuel Spade’s jaw was long and bony, his 

chin a jutting v under the more flexible v of his mouth” (5). The description could equally 

describe the sharp-edged implement used for digging. Spade is, then, what he is, and what he 

presents himself as, just as words, as well as dialogic play, should connote bare intentions, rather 

than be at cross-purposes. A Spade by any other name would likely talk as tough, but Spade’s 

identity is also an honest equivalence to his name as a private investigator—the name he puts on 

his door as a legitimate business with honest dealings rather than being, as he warns Brigid, “as 

crooked as [he’s] supposed to be” (223). Spade may have been playing along with the 

conspirators, willing to let one of them be the fall guy for the murders, but he ultimately refuses 

to allow himself to be seen as a crooked detective, easily bought by criminals. Instead, he asserts 

agency over how Brigid may perceive him, if she thinks he’s crooked.  

Brigid’s nature is perhaps best defined by the fact that she cannot survive in a romantic 

relationship without feeling empowered over her male counterpart through her many deceptions. 

All of the dead men involved in the plot of the novel were “saps” for her—Miles Archer, Floyd 

Thursby, and Captain Jacobi—for willing to rescue and help her at any cost, but also for trusting 
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and believing her story. What makes Spade different is that he does not believe her, nor trust her. 

When she presses him to believe that he loves her, saying, “You’re lying if you say you don’t 

know down in your heart that, in spite of anything I’ve done, I love you” (220), Spade is quick to 

remind her of the “nice little trick[s]” she has played on his “predecessor[s]” (221). He makes it 

clear that she has given him no reason to trust who she is or what she says. In never playing 

square with Spade—in never revealing any solid sense of who she is or how she can be trusted—

Brigid reveals that there is nothing beneath her surface, only a layering of identity that gets 

chipped and chipped away by Spade’s hard, pointed agency (as a “spade”). In their final 

confrontation, Hammett is overt in this clash, writing, “Spade, face to face with her, very close to 

her, tall, big-boned and thick-muscled, coldly smiling, hard of jaw and eye” (214). Spade here is 

“thick-muscled” and ‘big-boned” while also cold and “hard of jaw and eye”; all descriptions point 

to a durability and a solidness that is not necessarily physical strength, but a dense agency that 

cannot be fragmented or broken. Brigid will crack under the pressure and lose her ability to 

cohere and be coherent—to hold herself together: “Her face was wild-eyed, haggard. Her dry 

mouth opened and closed. She said in a small parched voice: ‘You’re not—’ She could get no 

other words out” (219), but Spade, as we see, holds himself firm, and hard, and digs under her 

surface. Spade’s choice to not trust her, his bearing, his sense of integrity as a detective, and 

above all, his choice to deny his love for her for the sake of upholding that representation of a 

man who puts his job above all else, are all geared towards his intent to hold himself together as a 

stable, comprehensible (intelligible), and, above all, authoritative identity that can be relied upon, 

whereas Brigid, through her deceptions, loses her composure—becomes discomposed—and 

“haggard” and can no longer be articulate, since “She could get no other words out.” 

Fundamentally, Brigid can neither say what Spade is or what he is “not” (“You’re not—”), 

because in asserting his own authority over her representation of him, he strips her of the ability 

to speak, to be heard, listened to, or to narrate and author. In this regard, while both Spade and 
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Brigid are performances, Brigid’s fragments, but Spade’s holds, if only at the cost of emotional 

depth—which is, of course, Hammett’s point. For Spade’s coherency to be established, he must 

represent himself as entirely objective, neither trusting nor disbelieving Brigid’s claim, or his 

supposed love for her. He tells her that, in giving her over to the police, he will “have some rotten 

nights—but that’ll pass” (223), and the remark is telling of Spade’s attempt to put a hard skin 

over his own soul, asserting instead his identity and “reputation” (223) as a detective: “I can’t 

help you now. And I wouldn’t if I could” (221). Spade’s detachment is easily seen as cold and 

heartless, an objectivity so extreme that he seems overtly (even overly) emotionless. But Spade 

also tells Brigid that he won’t play the sap for her and let her run, or even run off with her 

because, as he says, “all of me wants to—wants to say to hell with the consequences and do it—

and because—God damn you—you’ve counted on that with me the same as you counted on that 

with the others” (223). Spade knows that giving in to Brigid’s authority over him puts him in the 

exact same position as the men who have fallen for her before him (and so fallen, died). Given the 

choice between giving up his integrity and potentially falling into the same trap, Spade chooses to 

either bury or overwrite that emotional investment in her, asserting his integrity as his own man 

instead. 

Trust then becomes a matter of authority, because the one who willingly trusts and thus 

becomes a subject to the other, gives in and loses his own self-intelligibility and 

comprehensibility—his ability to narrate his own identity. Three times Spade tells Brigid, “I 

won’t play the sap for you” (221). He refuses to play the sap for Brigid, as she would be able to 

hold authorship over him, define how he is to live and die (as she did for Miles Archer, Thursby, 

and Jacobi). He chooses to play the detective by declaring that it is “bad business to let the killer 

get away with it” (222) even if she did him “a favour by killing” Archer (220). Spade will not risk 

being represented as a sucker, or playing the role of a sucker, since he identifies himself, first and 

foremost, as a detective, and “expecting [him] to run criminals down and then let them go free is 
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like asking a dog to catch a rabbit and let it go. It can be done, all right, and sometimes it is done, 

but it’s not the natural thing” (222). Spade knows that to hold his integrity intact as a detective he 

must maintain a kind of plausibility to his actions in order hold himself together as a “complete 

man” (Chandler, “Simple Art” 5), having survived the narrative telling of the events that turned 

Archer into a corpse. In the end, he proclaims to Effie Perrine, when she is horrified to find out 

that he turned Brigid in, “Your Sam’s a detective” (225), and “put[s] his arm around her waist” 

(225) in yet another gesture of possession. Right to the end, Spade identifies himself as a 

detective and holds himself to that role above all else.  

Spade may not be the complicated layering that Brigid is, but The Maltese Falcon 

furtively reveals that the question of who Spade is and how he chooses to represent himself (as 

well as how other people perceive him as a detective) is the underlying objective of the novel. 

The love between Brigid and Spade may very well be a performance, but it may also be their 

reality. Fundamentally, what matters, though, is that Spade and Brigid agree to that reality (and 

its plausibility), and ultimately Spade refuses to do so in order to protect his own agency—as a 

subject with the authority to overwrite Brigid’s plots against the men she is involved with, and as 

a detective who works in an agency. Brigid poses the greatest threat to Spade’s life (perhaps 

existence) not because she is physically powerful (seductive) or even because she is devious and 

dangerous, but because she is the only other character in the novel capable of overwriting him 

and potentially writing him off through her own masterful manipulations of plot, motive, and 

narrative identity. Even in the final scene of the novel, Brigid’s attempts to win Spade to her side 

are insistencies that he does love her and so cannot be heartless enough to sell her out and send 

her to jail, as if she is telling him how to act—instructing him—but Spade will not fall for that, 

and, in fact, he demonstrates his masculinity, his intelligence, and his subjectivity by subjecting 

her to his version of the facts, which is that even if he is in love with her, it does not matter. 

Overcoming and besting the femme fatale, exemplified by Spade’s decision to give Brigid over to 



 

275 

 

the police rather than save her even though he may love her is the way in which the hardboiled 

detective “regains his sense of personal integrity and identity” (Žižek 66).16 In essence, Spade 

asserts himself as the author of his own narrative alterity and agency, able to extract himself from 

the circumstances where Archer could not. Brigid, by contrast, loses her stability and power as a 

narrative contender. Žižek writes, “We can never be quite sure if she enjoys or suffers, if she 

manipulates or is herself the victim of manipulation. It is this that produces the deeply ambiguous 

character of those moment in film noir (or in the hard-boiled detective novel) when the femme 

fatale breaks down, loses her powers of manipulation, and becomes the victim of her own game” 

(65). As Žižek suggests, Brigid O’Shaughnessy is an identity caught between her desires and how 

she (supposedly) suffers to attain those desires. We can never be quite sure, however, if that 

suffering is real or a performance, a manipulation or the consequence of being manipulated. Like 

Schrödinger’s cat, Brigid is both a real subject who suffers and a fictional performance of a 

subjectivity that role-plays her suffering to persuade men to help her until we open her up. 

Brigid’s failure should not be superficially read as a female agent who succumbs to a male 

agent’s masculine power over her; indeed, until the closing chapter, the dynamics would suggest 

that it is Spade who nearly succumbs to her femininity. The Maltese Falcon would not be the first 

or last instance of women overpowering men through wit, physical endurance, and sexuality. In a 

sense, female agents are even more aware of their bodies and how to use them, demonstrating an 

even more effective toughness, and we should not forget, either, that most dead bodies in the 

genre actually happen to be male, and specifically those of men tricked and outgunned by 

women. Rather, Brigid’s failure in the conclusion of the novel is her failure to be what she claims 

to be. Like the falcon, she contains nothing, and, as already indicated, she no longer knows what 

kind of subjectivity or person she is if she is not performing it. 

The satisfaction of agency and authority comes only when Spade has the falcon in his 

                                                      

16 And yes, even Spade is, at times, aware of his role of “hardboiled dick.” 



 

276 

 

possession, and turns Brigid in for her crimes, denying her possession over him. This dynamic 

creates a “type of denouement” that, as Porter categorizes it, “is by implication a test of male will. 

The private eye is temporarily excited by an attractive woman, finds himself betrayed, and ends 

up demonstrating his mastery over sexual temptation by rejecting, arresting, or in some cases 

killing her,” (185), but the confrontation is also more than that, since, as Irwin says, there is a 

verbal element in that demonstration of mastery, and that comes under threat through the 

narrative methods by which both the detective and his female counterpart attempt to frame the 

circumstances as well as each other. Certainly, in some hardboiled stories, this framing is how we 

most recognize the term frame—the femme fatale placing the blame for the crime on her male 

counterpart—but, especially in The Maltese Falcon, the framing mentioned here has more to do 

with how one agent represents or frames the other as a subject—how they describe, characterize, 

or subject the other to their narrative authority. For Spade and Brigid, the issue of whether their 

story is a love story or not will depend on whose narrative authority is more stable and the 

encounter is ultimately concluded by Spade’s insistence on representing himself and his agency 

rather than letting Brigid write him off as “crooked,” or as a “sap”—or killing him, writing him 

off literally. Spade chooses to represent himself in the end as having a kind of integrity that is 

solid, stable, and hard to break, and he does this by undermining Brigid’s attempts to represent 

him. The narrative contentions are not simply a matter of who tells the most plausible version of 

the facts; it also importantly hinges on a subjectivity that can simultaneously back up (author) that 

story with his (or her) own plausibility in a world that is largely lawless, unintelligible, and 

ultimately fictionalized. Miles Archer’s corpse initiates Spade’s narrative compulsions, as well as 

the need to assert his own narrative authority, but the corpse, besides its initial description, is 

extensively absent from the text. We are not even aware that Spade is representing himself by 

representing Archer until the end. 

The Maltese Falcon, however, is a novel in which the majority of threats and risks taken 
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are actually narrative ones facilitated by discussions over what story will be handed over to the 

police. Despite several murders (Archer, Thursby, Jacobi), there is little or no actual gunplay or 

violence in the novel. In fact, the most unsettling physical harm that takes place is perhaps 

Gutman’s daughter, drugged, scratching her belly with pins. Spade gets drugged once, too, and 

Jacobi bleeds out on the threshold of his office, but the majority of physical action is limited to 

disarming gunmen of their guns (before they even get them out of their pockets). In terms of 

actual violence and fast-paced action, The Maltese Falcon is the exact opposite of Red Harvest, 

and many other hardboiled stories in which the altercations the detective undergoes are more 

physically threatening, and death has a stronger presence on the page. It is one thing for Spade to 

keep his integrity intact when his authority is purely demonstrated through his power over stories 

and narrative alterity—since any risk of being shot is usually preceded by a direct and obvious 

threat—but it is quite another for the hardboiled dick to maintain composure, self-possession, and 

accountability in the thick of deadly action, faced with the sudden unpredictability of gunplay and 

other gruesome deaths for which the Hardboiled School is well-known. Katherine Brocklebank’s 

“Bracelets” represents one of the more gruesome deaths, although the method of murder by the 

criminal falls more closely in line with Golden Age detective fiction in being a premeditated 

contrivance. The short story features Tex of the Border Patrol, a female U.S. secret service agent, 

sent to Tia Juana to “unravel the skein of mystery that tangled around the strange death of 

Melville Hewett, a wealthy San Francisco merchant, and the disappearance of his son, Arthur” 

(325). Tex, while disguised as a “Border percentage girl” (324), attempts to hunt down a criminal 

by the name of The Eel (also known as Señor Jefe), who was seen leaving Hewitt’s home the 

night before the murder.17 The “strange” manner of Melville Hewitt’s death is not made apparent, 

                                                      

17 A percentage girl, according to The New Partridge Dictionary of Slang and Unconventional English,” as 

“a woman who uses her sexuality to induce customers to buy drinks at a bar” (1687). Percentage girls were 

common during the 1920s and the 1930s, and they frequently appear in hardboiled detective stories. A 

percentage girl drinks with Sandy Rice in “Murder is Bad Luck,” drinking the “coloured water” (252), or 

watered down whiskey, bars would serve the girls (thus making a larger profit off each drink). 
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however, until the Eel recognizes Tex as “that Texan female dick” (325), and he leaves the 

twisted corpse of Bobbie, “the youngest member of the department and whom the chief had 

evidently sent to protect her” outside of Tex’s hotel room door (325). The corpse is described as 

having “swollen, twisted limbs” and “Melville Hewitt had looked that same way” (325). The 

Eel’s modus operandi is later shown to be “hollow bracelets” filled with “poison, from… the 

rattler” snake and fixed with gold prongs to inject the venom when pressed against the flesh 

(329). The poison, of course, causes “writhing agony” (331), “swollen limbs” and “discoloured 

flesh” (327), as well as making the body coil and twist. It is an ugly death, but like Spade 

representing Archer, Tex vows to “get them” (325) for murdering Bobbie, entering into the 

dangerous circumstances more directly to confront the Eel. Tex is like Spade as well in that much 

of her power and capability as a detective and agent comes from her ability to represent herself 

through clever manipulations, and to use that skill to direct the narrative dynamics around her, 

but, unlike Spade, Tex must also back that skill up with physical encounters and gunplay, 

demonstrating more fully her guts and her gall. 

Tex may be undercover as a percentage girl (as Pancho says, “she ees wan of my 

percentage girls. Mucho good wan” [325]), but Tex is a tough and independent “female dick,” 

and while her femininity is part of her arsenal (as Spade’s masculinity is part of his), she is also 

quick on her feet, physically strong, and can handle a gun better than most.18 Good with her 

language as well as with a gun, Tex falls in line with the basic standard conception of the self-

reliant hardboiled detective. Like Brigid, she is aware of her body and how to apply it, although 

the story never features Tex attempting to seduce anyone (rather she acts obnoxiously drunk to 

put the Eel off his guard). The story opens, however, with Tex in the Blue Fox bar, scanning the 

crowd for her mark, and Brocklebank provides a description of Tex that presents an overt division 

between Tex as who she really is and Tex as how she represents herself for the case. It is a 

                                                      

18 In fact, Tex’s femininity is never once characterized as a weakness—rather, it is always a tool. 
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controlled identity. She has dressed herself accordingly to throw off suspicion, but the disguise, 

much in the way that a woman’s makeup is often seen as war paint in the hardboiled style, 

emphasizes Tex’s knowingly crafted outer surface:  

Tex shifted her eyes to the long mirror back of the bar, noting her titian wig with 

an inward smile of satisfaction. Strangely enough her greenish gold eyes took on 

a copper glint. Her wide, good-humoured mouth had turned to one of hard 

wisdom under the clever manipulation of a vivid lip-stick. The orange rouge, 

slapped carelessly on either cheekbone, gave the finishing touch to a Border 

percentage girl, calloused, eager—pathetic. (323). 

The description reveals both the “clever manipulations” of makeup and clothing, including the 

titian wig which even appears to alter the colour of Tex’s eyes, but also her awareness of the 

effect produced, as her “inward smile of satisfaction” suggests. Outwardly, she is a “Border 

percentage girl, calloused, eager—pathetic,” but inwardly the Tex the reader encounters is clever 

and self-composed, and conscious of that sense of self-possession as an agent who has “been in 

tight corners before since she’d entered the secret service four years ago, and through her quick 

wit and clear reasoning she had always managed to extricate herself” (325). Tex’s objectivity and 

ability to think on her feet,19 points to a well-developed composure while under threat, as well as 

the skills necessary to extricating herself from dangerous situations. Tex is thus capable of 

entering into dangerous situations and getting herself out again. Curiously, her power of disguise 

reveals how easily she shifts to outward presentation (its contrivance), but it also demonstrates 

keenly Tex’s sense of her own stable identity, one that is not afraid to “loiter” (324) in the bar on 

her own until it closes and then to walk to her rooms on her own, a “snub-nosed pistol, with its 

Maxim silencer” hidden in her purse (325). Tex is thus characterized as an agent capable of 

choosing how to represent herself to others and control that representation for her own ends. In 

                                                      

19 Another idiom that fits the “guts and gall” formulation well. 
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fact, it is only the odd slip of her “Texan drawl” that gives her away at all (325), an accent from 

her personal background that remains as a marker of the coincidence of her inner and outer 

selves. Throughout the scene in the bar, in which Tex attempts to get in close with Eel and the 

girl in his employ, Mame, to gather information, Tex’s actions, too, are heavily orchestrated or 

calculated, with “she hooked her arm in the girl’s in a sudden burst of alcoholic familiarity” and 

“the Eel bent forward, giving Tex a sharp glance of mistrust, but when he saw her grinning at him 

vacantly, he turned back to the girl” (324). Her actions are controlled and deliberate, but they also 

reveal Tex’s control of how she is perceived. Spade, in The Maltese Falcon, embodies an overt 

equivalence of one’s inner and outer identity—a man who calls himself a detective and acts like a 

detective. Tex is something different, but her manipulations do not suggest a lack of cohesion 

between her guts and her gall, but rather a self-conscious ability to deploy both to her advantage. 

While Tex has been on this case for some time, it is the discovery of Bobbie’s corpse that 

shifts the dynamics and prompts her into action. Tex’s action is, for the most part, passive in the 

opening sequences of the story, relegated to watching, listening, and indirectly insinuating herself 

into the Eel’s space, and she makes no assertive engagement with the Eel, Mame, or the case, nor 

does she appear to be in any hurry to start action. Her work, however, shifts from passive to 

active when she opens her door and Bobbie’s body “plunge[s]” into her room (it was left leaning 

against her door) (325). Tex is noticeably troubled by the corpse and its “swollen, twisted limbs,” 

and the realization that it is the corpse of Bobbie discomposes her so that for a moment, the “cool 

reasoning” Tex takes pride in is overset by “unexpected tears” and her “hot Texan blood” 

beginning “to boil” (325). Both are emotional responses to the “glassy eyes” of Bobbie that stare 

up at her (325). Brocklebank writes, “[w]ith a revulsion of feeling toward touching anything 

lifeless, that she had never been able to overcome, [Tex] turned the man on his back” (325). Her 

revulsion is characteristic of Davis’ list of feelings that may be felt in the moment of direct 

confrontation with the Other body, and certainly Tex’s need to turn the body over to see who it is 
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(was), highlights her own compulsion to know and understand the corpse as having meaning and 

identity. The Eel has left it as a sign or symbol to her, planting a note on the body that reads, “Ull 

git yuse if u dont lay off” (326). Brocklebank overtly points to these “scribbled words” as 

“illiterate” and as barely intelligible (326). Even a competent reader may stop and slow the pacing 

of their reading of the story in order to comprehend what is being said because of the poor 

spelling, jumbling of letters, and lack of punctuation. If Bobbie’s corpse is meant to serve as a 

sign, or warning, to Tex, it is a barely comprehensible one, and, Tex, realizing that the chief 

likely sent Bobbie “to protect her” (325) takes it on herself to give a different meaning and 

representation of the corpse in front of her, and so actively takes on the responsibility to “get 

them for this” (325). That active representation drives her to hunt the Eel down directly in the 

same way Spade goes out of his way to find Brigid again after Archer’s murder. Tex may work 

with cool reason and wit, but her method is characterized by the traditional hardboiled hunch, the 

experienced instinct of a hunter and a hard determination,20 a toughness in her inward decision to 

make Bobbie’s murder comprehensible and controlled, and in her outward actions that make good 

on that decision. Her descent on the Eel’s adobe is fraught with nervousness: “From time to time 

she glanced nervously over her shoulder. Silence trailed back of her—heavy, oppressive. And 

before her? Nameless peril. A little demon of fear clutched at her heart, squeezing it until she 

could hardly breathe” (326). The peril is importantly “nameless” and “silent,” and therefore 

incomprehensible and unnameable, but Tex takes ownership of that “little demon,” since “[s]he 

knew the symptoms. She had had the same feeling when she was about to take off for the five-

foot hurdlers back in Texas. A breathless sort of feeling. A feeling that a hunter must have just 

before the kill” (326). Tex knows death, both its threat and its potential. She fears it, but she also 

serves as an active agent of it, a hunter seeking its prey to fill its hunger. In that regard, Tex will 

not feel quite whole, or in control again until she directly takes control over what his meaningless, 

                                                      

20 There must be hard and soft emotions, surely, and Brocklebank attributes both to Tex, along with her 

ambiguously gendered name. 



 

282 

 

unnecessary murder may mean.  

The note on Bobbie’s body, too, is positioned in the text such that it is directly contrasted 

to Tex’s manipulative speech and authoritative narrative coercing. The initial encounters with 

Mame and the Eel are characterized not by physical violence (at first), but rather narrative 

authority over what is or isn’t told, which becomes definitively linked to physical authority over 

the other people in the room. We see the same kind of standoff in Walsh’s “Diamonds of Death” 

when Jerome Peale enters the cabin and he and Major Russell attempt to assert their authority 

through words and guns, each interrupting the other. Tex’s agency is developed through the short 

story as a combination of her ability to persuade the other characters to tell her things, presenting 

herself as either a possible ally (for Mame) or easy victim (for Pancho and the Eel). She directs 

conversation and thus narrative through her leading or deceptive questions and provoking 

comments. With Mame, who works for the Eel, but who has fallen in love with the kidnapped son 

of Melville Hewitt (Arthur), Tex presents herself as a friend and coerces Mame to tell her how the 

Hewitt crime was committed, because “[i]f, as she surmised, the girl was weak, guarding some 

secret, through love—or fear—she would break under Tex’s soft persuasion” (327). Mame does 

“break,” ultimately echoing Tex’s persuasive declaration of “For Arthur!” (328-9). In a similar 

fashion, Tex disarms (figuratively—although later, literally) the Eel and Pancho with her easy, 

drunken manner as well as her vulnerability in being trapped in the adobe “one mile south of Tia 

Juana” (326) with no one to back her up (since the Eel already took care of Bobbie). Despite a 

straightforward, initial threat of “Better keel ‘er now, eh, Jefe?” (328) from Pancho, Tex’s first 

word to the crooks is simply “’Lo” (328), neither particularly threatened nor threatening. She 

recognizes, too, that the Eel is “so confident that he could always squirm from under any police 

trap set to ensnare him” (329) and that “wallowing in his conceit” (329),21 he may be easily 

                                                      

21 Insofar as the title of the story puts great emphasis on the “bracelets” in the story and their contrivance 

(while possible) is somewhat far-fetched, ironically turning into a metaphor for “handcuffs” when Tex 

successfully concludes the story, the Eel’s conceit is also the metaphor—a literary conceit—of the bracelet 
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manipulated (certainly this is a plot tactic that has become overused in many genres now). 

Despite being threatened with one of the Eel’s bracelets, Tex maintains her composure and cool 

reason, actively taking the reins of the dialogic play occurring in the scene, first with direct 

questions such as “Say, fellah, who you goin’ to bump off—an’ if so—why—an’—how?” (329) 

and “Ah—don’t—want—your bracelet. Ah—never—did—like ‘em. But—Ah’m kind of 

curious—What’s in ‘em?” (329). What first appears as giving agency and narrative authority over 

to the Eel is actually a strategic ploy to convince the Eel to give up his narrative authority—that 

is, his secrets. Tex has already gotten most of the story from Mame, and is already suspicious of 

the bracelets, so coercing the Eel to explain the tool as well as his intent (the who, the what, and 

the how) allows her, as an officer of the Border Patrol, to use that information against him, since 

both Hewitt and Bobbie’s death can, without a doubt, be traced back to only one kind of specific 

weapon—the bracelets (Bobbie is in fact wearing one when Tex finds him), and those are a 

signature weapon connected directly to the Eel. A confession of how he “invented” the bracelets 

actually empowers Tex to make a direct arrest (329). Also, while Tex’s speech appears to be 

broken up by the dashes, the choice of punctuation is actually an indicator of Tex’s drawl 

becoming “more noticeable than ever” alongside the “steady stare” she keeps on the Eel (329), as 

she begins to drop the pretense she has kept up. After questions, Tex uses flattery to distract the 

Eel as she reaches for her gun, telling him, “Lordy.... It sure takes a heap of brains to figure that 

out!” (329) and “simulating awe, horror, admiration” (329). Despite the circumstances she has put 

herself in, and “her heart pounding against her side” (328), Tex maintains composure, an outward 

calmness, as well as her own inward sense of self-possession through her “cool reason,” since, for 

Tex, this case comes down to its full resolution. Her integrity is thus based on gaining possession 

and authority over “an explanation of the mystery; a confession if possible” (329). Even though 

                                                                                                                                                              

serving to represent his constricting control over other people, like a snake, which is utterly undermined. I 

refer to a snake here, since Brocklebank (or Tex) appears to use “eel” and “snake” interchangeably in the 

story. The bracelets, too, are shaped like snakes, or, even, the ancient symbol of ouroboros, the snake eating 

its own tail and which frequently symbolizes self-reflexivity and a primordial sense of unity.  
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she can “shoot her way out if it [is] necessary,” Tex sees this as “mean[ing] defeat” insofar as it 

would be a failure to give meaning to Bobbie’s murder (329). Her choices to direct the narrative 

play in the conclusion, as well as the action she does partake in when the moment becomes 

heated, become her active representation of and on behalf of the corpse, not just in taking 

authority over the Eel’s confession, but also in physically enduring the violent encounter.  

The story is heavily driven by the exchange of dialogue, much in the same way as The 

Maltese Falcon is, but Brocklebank shows that just having the “gall” is not enough. Tex may be 

able to walk into the adobe and wrest control of the narrative contentions, but she also has to have 

the “guts” to get herself out. Pancho will end up shot and, after a physical struggle with Tex, the 

Eel will fall victim to his own murder weapon. I have mentioned that the bracelets seem more like 

something out of a classic or Golden Age detective story. This contrived feel of the modus 

operandi, however, is offset in the story by how easily it is undermined when the Eel mistakenly 

grabs the prongs himself, demonstrating a hardboiled response to the impracticality of such a tool. 

Chandler’s description in “The Simple Art of Murder” of one of Dorothy Sayers’ stories is 

elucidating here: 

a man is murdered alone at night in his house by a mechanically released weight 

which works because he always turns the radio on at just such a moment, always 

stands in just such a position in front of it, and always bends over just so far. A 

couple of inches either way and the customer would get a rain check. This is 

what is vulgarly known as having God sit in your lap; a murderer who needs that 

much help from Providence must be in the wrong business. (213). 

While not as complex and precise as the mechanically released weight of Sayers’ story, the 

bracelets are impractical devices of murder, especially if the poison is easily released. When Tex 

grabs for the bracelet, “her strong fingers snatch[ing] it from” the Eel, he attempts to grab it back 

from her: “He lunged for it. She met the darting hand with a movement as swift as his own. His 
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slender fingers entered the circlet; the needle-like prongs cut and tore. He gave a cry of rage and 

terror, clawing frantically at the poisonous manacle, but the more he pulled at it the deeper sank 

the sharp gold points into his punctured flesh” (330). Not only does the Eel fail to comprehend 

the consequences of grabbing for his own contrived murder weapon, nor to remember that Tex is 

holding a gun in her other hand, but, in an irrational act, he drives the poison deeper. Moreover, 

in the physical encounter it is Tex’s strong fingers, swiftness, and deliberate movements that are 

emphasized: “She met his darting hand with a movement as swift as his own” (330). In the 

suddenness of action and violence, Tex is capable of keeping her head (where the Eel is not) and, 

in essence, putting the cuffs on the Eel. Although she wants (but fails) to bring him in alive, the 

story as a whole demonstrates Tex’s agency over his life and his death, in particular, the manner 

and method of death. The Eel, too, in his “tremendous ego” being his “downfall” (328-9), is 

perhaps a murderer who is “in the wrong business,” but he does prove a viable threat to Tex’s 

agency, having successfully killed Bobbie using the bracelets, and it is a threat that Tex registers 

physically as “[h]er mouth suddenly went dry and an icy finger seemed to trail along her spine” 

(328) and as a “little quiver of panic” (330). More than any other threat, perhaps, it is the style of 

death that most unsettles Tex, a twisted, convulsing death that is not just sudden, but a moment of 

agony where control, self-representation, and agency come in direct conflict with immobility and 

the lack of power to help oneself. Tex, as we have seen, is an agent who looks after herself, a self-

reliant, tough hardboiled dick with more than enough guts to back up her gall, but a death in 

which those guts turn against her and she can no longer apply herself and her body as she chooses 

is one that would render her the most vulnerable and helpless, a twisted deformation of her 

integrity as an agent. 

What Brocklebank provides in Tex is precisely what Hammett leaves buried under 

Spade’s surface, the conflict of vulnerability and decisive action. It is important to note that Tex 

is never afraid because she is a woman. Her panic and nervousness comes of a living body tensed 
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for action, ready, like a hunter, to spring, and her vulnerability or fear of failure stems not from 

being a woman unable to confront her male opponents, but rather her inadequacy as an agent (as a 

controlled identity and as a member of the Border Patrol) to resolve the case. It is Tex that 

ultimately shifts the metaphor of the bracelets, too, from death and poison, to handcuffs and 

justice as she “murmur[s]” the word “bracelets” with “a little exultant cry” after touching the 

“cool hardness” of the handcuffs in her beaded bag (331). That shift of the tenor and vehicle of 

the metaphor suggests that Tex has managed to close the loop or circle of the narrative in her own 

meaningful fashion rather than becoming trapped by the Eel, who, “even in death seemed to coil, 

like a snake” (331). Spade asserts his cohesion as an active representation of Miles’ corpse and as 

his own agent by dismissing Brigid’s authority over him and his emotions. Tex, by contrast, 

harnesses her emotions, and becomes a more coherent and cohesive agent than Spade, whose 

underlying motives are never quite realized. As a fusion of the guts and gall of the hardboiled 

detective, Tex is actually one of the more successful agents. Most detectives find themselves 

undone or precariously on the edge of inadequacy and failure, more traumatized by the dead 

bodies and victims rather than survivors of the meaninglessness that they encounter. Marlowe is 

perhaps the prime example of the subject fragmented by the encounter with death and the corpse, 

his “wounded subjectivity” growing into a greater dissolution over the course of the Marlowe 

novels, and into a greater fear of a purposelessness in his own existence, such that many of 

Marlowe’s “crusades” (as we may call them) seem like empty ones that Marlowe struggles to 

inhabit, possess, and give purpose to as he stumbles and trips over dead bodies, and, sometimes, 

like in Farewell, My Lovely, his client has his brains bashed out while Marlowe is lying out cold 

on the pavement. 

We can easily say that this is a kind of repetitive trauma that the detective figure 

undergoes, one that is emphasized when a detective is featured in a series of stories, such as 

Philip Marlowe, “Flash” Casey, or Jo Gar, as the same detective finds himself in yet another 
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dangerous case, attempting to make it and himself comprehensible through action and dialogue.22 

If the encounter with the corpse is a kind of traumatic apprehension of the potential in-

cohesiveness of the self, as Schwenger, Brown, and Davis have all indicated, then the detective’s 

act of (self-)representation is an attempt to make sense and to bring closure to that inflicted 

psychological wound. We can even say that the encounter with the corpse reveals not only the 

unintelligibility of the world (its violence, its indifference, its ambivalence, its randomness and 

lack of moral principle), but also the artificiality of our constructed world, how tenuously it is 

held together by the fictions we tell ourselves. It is no surprise then that what the detective 

experiences, under the hard skin of his soul, is a fragmentation of his identity and an exposure to 

how it is positioned, situated, made one with the hard world. In the face of death, how do any of 

us know ourselves as a stable subject? The shadiness of our being creeps in through the edges, 

and the margins of the intelligible world so painstakingly held together reveal their blankness (it 

is no wonder, then, that Spade tells the story of a man nearly struck by a falling beam, as if 

Flitcraft bears witness to the very structures meant to hold the world together come crashing 

down). This becomes a moment that the detective must survive, but which also brings the 

awareness that he is already in the process of (just barely) surviving the inevitability of death. 

This type of trauma is similar to that outlined by Cathy Caruth in Unclaimed Experience: 

Trauma, Narrative, and History (1996), a kind of traumatic experience that occurs so deep under 

the surface that it is not the trauma itself that lingers and forces itself upon the psyche of the 

subject as a repetition, but rather the act of surviving the trauma—surviving death. Caruth writes 

that, “the experience of trauma repeats itself, exactly and unremittingly, through the unknowing 

acts of the survivor and against his very will” (2) and so “emerges as the unwitting re-enactment 

of an event that one cannot simply leave behind” (2), but which, problematically, is difficult to 

subsume into the psyche precisely because the subject has left it behind. What remains, then, is 

                                                      

22 Brocklebank’s Tex, too, was part of an ongoing series, if only consisting of four short stories: “Bracelets” 

(1928), “White Talons” (1929), “The Canine Tooth” (1929), and “The Silver Horseshoe” (1929). 
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not the “collision” but “the impact of its very incomprehensibility” (6), something that is 

elucidated in hardboiled detective fiction by the expectation and necessity of the detective telling 

the story of the murder in order to resolve and bring to a close the incomprehensibility of the 

crime (as well as an attempt to give life—animation and subjectivity—back to the de-signified 

corpse, to flesh it out again).  

 Chandler’s The Big Sleep explores Caruth’s version of trauma in Marlowe’s attempt to 

represent himself as a stable subject despite stumbling over corpses and people very like corpses. 

It is not the search for the blackmailer Arthur Geiger, or for the nude shot of Carmen Sternwood, 

that drives the plot, but the missing body of Rusty Regan. Even though Philip Marlowe has not 

been hired by General Sternwood to find Regan and several times has to insist that he is “not 

looking for Regan” (43), it is Regan’s body, suspiciously missing from the narrative, that impels 

and compels the forward momentum of the novel. Later, Geiger will be murdered “very dead” 

(31) and his body, too, will vanish before Marlowe can get the chance to figure out the facts. The 

Big Sleep is a novel about the indifference of the dead and their corpses, as well as their effect on 

Marlowe. Chandler’s ending to The Big Sleep is perhaps one of the most poignant endings of all 

hardboiled novels, and it illustrates this corpse’s indifference. Rusty Regan’s body is in the 

Sternwood oil sumps, now a “horrible decayed thing” (196), but, even though the corpse is rotting 

away, Marlowe is actually disturbed by the way the body remains detached from representations 

of its life and death: 

What did it matter where you lay once you were dead? In a dirty sump or a 

marble tower on top of a high hill? You were dead, you were sleeping the big 

sleep, you were not bothered by things like that. Oil and water were the same as 

wind and air to you. You just slept the big sleep, not caring about the nastiness of 

how you died or where you fell. Me, I was part of the nastiness now. Far more a 

part of it than Rusty Regan was. (197). 
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Now “sleeping the big sleep,” Regan’s corpse does not care where it is or how it came to be there. 

It has disengaged itself from its own supposed narrative moorings, decaying in the sump as an 

object, not as a subject because, once dead, “you just slept the big sleep, not caring about the 

nastiness of how you died or where you fell.” An object decomposing in the oil and water of the 

sump, his corpse reveals only that all narratives come undone at the point of material reference, 

that they are always insufficient and inadequate because “oil and water” are “the same as wind 

and air”—they are transient, fleeting, and difficult to contain—and if anyone is affected by the 

“nastiness” of death, it is Marlowe, who looks on the corpse and perceives the nastiness of its 

incomprehensible objecthood.  

The Big Sleep is the first Philip Marlowe novel, and it is full of corpses that slip away 

from readers, as well as living people on the edge of becoming, perhaps, what Gertrude Stein 

refers to as “nearly corpses” (“Why I Like Detective Stories” 149). By filling his novel with 

corpses and people more like corpses than living bodies, Chandler highlights the tenuous 

relationship between subjectivity and objectivity that Marlowe must navigate and somehow gain 

mastery over in order to give a proper account of himself. The novel opens on General 

Sternwood’s estate, and Marlowe is led to a hot house full of orchids where “in the wheel chair an 

old and obviously dying man watched [him] come with black eyes from which all fire had died 

long ago, but which still had the coal-black directness of the eyes in the portrait that hung above 

the mantel in the hall” (7). Much in the way that Brown, in A Sense of Things, explores how 

Henry James often describes people as objects, here Chandler props General Sternwood up as a 

nearly lifeless, indeed “obviously dying,” object in a wheelchair, a thing more like a “portrait” of 

what was than a living embodiment of what is. With “black eyes from which all fire had died 

long ago,” the general is fundamentally a body with nothing in it, or, little left in it, and the 

encounter with this man unsettles Marlowe for the very reasons we should expect—that even a 

man with such vitality and indulgence, as the general once was, can become an empty and 



 

290 

 

emptied body—a hollowed out signifier or object that no longer has the ability to maintain a kind 

of agency over itself since the general cannot look after himself. Marlowe sees him as an “old 

man two-thirds dead and still determined to believe he could take it” (12), and so feels distinctly 

that men are vulnerable to the slow creep of death, the coming apart of the vigor and strength. 

What is unsettling for Marlowe is the general’s somewhat sad belief that he can bear the 

damaging ways of the world, the “nastiness” as Marlowe sees it. Sternwood, though, is under no 

illusion, missing part of his stomach and unable to leave his chair or the hot house, which is “too 

hot” for “a man with blood in his veins” (8). What is important about Marlowe and the general’s 

exchange is first that Marlowe is infected, as it were, with a kind of dis-ease, or uneasiness, about 

the ever-approaching nearness of death, and the loss of individual strength, agency, and integrity, 

which is what the bloodless general comes to represent; and, second, that Sternwood makes it 

clear that, in representing him as a client, Marlowe becomes a sort of “proxy” (8) to “indulge his 

vices” (8), which, at this point, is taking care of his willful and dangerous daughters, Carmen and 

Vivian, and protecting his interests at all costs. Marlowe’s body thus becomes the site of 

representation caught between one’s living agency and the ever-vulnerable body. Once Marlowe 

leaves the Sternwood estate, employed by the general, he becomes a proxy or stand-in for the 

general, and, by extension, for Rusty Regan, whose presence once soothed the old man. In fact, 

Marlowe’s presence on the estate seems to directly signal to Sternwood’s daughters, as well as 

the police, that Marlowe is there to represent Rusty Regan, and to find him.  

Marlowe depends heavily on his representational power to the point where he insists, in 

The Big Sleep, that he can only represent one client at a time, meaning, of course, that Marlowe 

takes his own motives very seriously, and the fact that he is serving as General Sternwood’s 

proxy ultimately influences the end of the novel, as Marlowe makes a decision about what 

version of events is to be told concerning Rusty Regan’s murder. The detective’s act of 

representation, though, is enacted at more than one level. We are aware that a private eye 
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represents his clients and his clients’ interests, just as we are aware of the narrative representation 

taking place both on the page we are reading and in the investigation of the crime by the 

detective, who is to tell it linearly by the end. However, the hardboiled detective must ultimately 

stand-in for the murdered body at the centre of the investigation he is participating in. He must 

frequently undergo the same trials, dangers, and threats, and come up against the same 

antagonists as the dead man. Marlowe may be Sternwood’s proxy for his vices and for his 

interests, but Marlowe resolves the murder of Rusty Regan by essentially walking in the dead 

man’s shoes, which is to say that detective fiction hinges on a framework in which the detective 

serves as a double or shadow of the dead body that takes on the circumstances in its place in order 

to assert his ability to survive the telling.  

It is not unusual for Chandler to give his characters’ descriptions a deathliness that seems 

to underhandedly threaten Marlowe. It is in this way that Carmen Sternwood, the main femme 

fatale, is more a threat to Marlowe’s agency and life than any other character, not because she is a 

formidable opponent or narrative contender (in that regard, her sister Vivian is a stronger 

antagonist to Marlowe’s wits and physical vigor), but because she is an emptiness that is 

disturbing and disruptive. The general describes Carmen as “a child who likes to pull wings off 

flies” (11), and, certainly, if Marlowe and Rusty Regan (perhaps all men), are flies to Carmen, 

she takes a certain joy in chipping away their confidence, but it is not what Carmen does that 

unsettles Marlowe, or even the fact that, in an epileptic episode of jealous fury, she has shot 

Regan. More than once Chandler provides descriptions of Carmen’s appearance or presence as 

one “like scraped bone” (135). She is a girl cut down to the barest, thinnest part of her body, a girl 

left naked before a camera lens. There is nothing to Carmen as a subject or individual, and we are 

apt to feel that she is without a subjectivity—that, in keeping with the pornographic photographs 

Geiger takes of her, she is nothing but an object of desire. Curiously enough, she is not an object 

of desire simply because men have made her into one, but because she has, in desperation, seen 
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herself only as an object of men’s desire, which is why she is driven to epileptic madness when 

Regan and Marlowe both reject her. For Marlowe she is, even when naked “not there in [the] 

room at all”; rather, she is “just a dope” (31). Like her father, whose body is too weak or broken 

down to live, Carmen’s existence is a hollowness that leaves her frequently doped up, 

“unconscious” such that “in her mind, she was doing something very important and making a fine 

job of it” (30), or moving through the world as if in a dream. Carmen is not of the world; she is a 

thing that moves somewhere beyond it, and her function in The Big Sleep is more of an object 

caught in the flicker of a camera flash of potential subjectivity that becomes lost, like the 

photograph from the camera Marlowe must search for. It is no surprise, then, that Marlowe 

dreams “about a man in a bloody Chinese coat who chased a naked girl with long jade earrings 

while I ran after them and tried to take a photograph with an empty camera” (37). Like his 

floundering dream in The Lady in the Lake, the construction of narrative meaning and the 

subjectivity needed to realize it becomes an elusive chase for meaning and resolution facilitated 

only by an empty camera. Carmen’s existence of scraped bone positions Marlowe as an object 

that views the world, but contains nothing, can grasp nothing in the flicker of his own 

subjectivity. 

Marlowe is thus continuously confronted by a kind of living dead, subjects on the verge 

of being objects, passive and indifferent to their interactions with other subjects, or what, perhaps, 

Gertrude Stein calls “nearly corpses” (149) in “Why I Like Detective Stories” (1974). By nature 

of the novel’s genre, of course, Marlowe is also confronted with a number of real corpses: Arthur 

Geiger’s, Harry Jones’, Owen Taylor’s, and, above all, Rusty Regan’s, amongst others. The first 

corpse encountered on the pages is that of Arthur Geiger, who Marlowe finds with “his back on 

the floor, beyond the fringe of the Chinese rug, in front of a thing that looked like a totem pole” in 

which there is a “camera lens… aimed at the naked girl in the chair” (31). What strikes Marlowe 

about his encounter with Geiger’s corpse, however, is that “His glass eye shone brightly up at me 
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and was by far the most life-like thing about him. At a glance none of the three shots I heard had 

missed. He was very dead” (31). Geiger’s business is dirty books of photography, and so the 

totem pole camera positioned near his corpse, both in physical distance and in the narration, 

allows for a juxtaposition of the camera, which Marlowe finds empty, and the corpse, with its 

glass eye, “the most life-like thing about him,” which functions as a kind of lens that looks back 

at Marlowe. The combination of Geiger’s corpse and Carmen’s naked but insubstantial image in 

the chair places Marlowe in the reflective gaze of Geiger’s eye, which serves as the lens of the 

corpse—the object that looks back, or, rather, that forces Marlowe to look back at himself.23 

Cameras have a way of revealing an image of ourselves to us, and their lenses seek to contain and 

frame that image, but an empty camera, as well as a glass eye in a corpse, are a reminder that a 

photograph is not evidence of a metaphysical being or subjectivity—of a life or sense of agency. 

A glass eye in a dead man will only reveal the fragile and easily shattered identity behind the eyes 

of perception, the agent that does the perceiving, and that responsibility is transferred back to 

Marlowe, just as all corpses instill in their investigating detectives questions and doubts about his 

or her own integrity of being, and his or her agency. Hence, Marlowe’s remark to the 

Sternwoods’ butler’s offer to call him a cab when he delivers Carmen home has a deeper tone to 

it: “Positively,” I said, “not. As a matter of fact I’m not here. You’re just seeing things” (35). 

Literally speaking, Marlowe is being both comical and practical in telling the butler to forget he 

was there, but this comes between the discovery of Geiger’s body and Marlowe’s dream, and 

reveals a subtly-seeded anxiety that The Big Sleep explores on the larger scale—Marlowe’s place 

in the nastiness of the world, and the ease with which people, like Regan, can seem to disappear, 

or become a kind of illusion. If Marlowe is “not here” and is merely dismissed as an elusive and 

illusionary existence, an image in the camera flash like Carmen, a reflection in the glass eye of 

                                                      

23 If all roads lead to Rome, then it certainly seems that many themes in the hardboiled story lead back to 

Poe’s “The Tell-Tale Heart”: “I think it was his eye! yes, it was this! One of his eyes resembled that of a 

vulture—a pale blue eye, with a film over it. Whenever it fell upon me, my blood ran cold” (199).  
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Geiger, then there are doubts as to what kind of man he is, and what kind of integrity he upholds 

in how he realizes himself as an agent of being in the world. 

That integrity comes under threat several times throughout the novel, both in physical 

encounters and narrative contentions of agency, and, for Marlowe, of his credibility as a 

confidential agent.24 When Marlowe returns to the closed-up murder scene, he (and we) are 

surprised to find that Geiger’s body has gone missing. Someone has moved and “hid the body” 

(82). If we are paying attention, this absence should trigger a thought in regard to Rusty Regan’s 

disappearance, but, more importantly, the absence of Geiger—the corpse that, with a hollow gaze, 

looks back at Marlowe—actually gives Marlowe some freedom of movement, since it works in 

Marlowe’s favour “if somebody want[s] Geiger missing instead of just murdered” (36). The 

“just” is a curious word, here, since it indicates that, in being “just murdered” Geiger becomes too 

simple and blunt an object of the plot. Marlowe cannot get around “just murder,” but a man 

missing is easier to handle as, in the absence of the incomprehensible, Marlowe (as well as the 

other concerned parties) are able to become comprehensible themselves, to overwrite Geiger’s 

role in the story at their discretion. It is important that “[t]here [is] nothing in any of the papers 

about Geiger” (53) for this reason as well. If no one knows that he is, for certain, dead, and if he 

is only an absence, a gap in the storytelling happening around his absence, then it becomes easier 

to construct a story that seems to fit—and to fit Marlowe’s purposes—similar to how Macaulay 

makes use of Wynant’s absence in Hammett’s The Thin Man. Marlowe may not know who 

moved the body, but with the body missing and with Marlowe being one of a handful of people 

who knows that Geiger is actually dead, he can use this all to his advantage. That, of course, is 

what Marlowe tells himself, but he also knows that to find the body “would force [his] hand” (54) 

with the police, which is why “[o]nce Geiger’s body slipped away [he] hadn’t really wanted to 

                                                      

24 “Confidential” becomes, here, both respectful adherence to the privacy and discretion General Sternwood 

has entrusted Marlowe with as an agent on his behalf, and Marlowe’s ability to legitimately keep that 

information secret—essentially to not “spill his guts.” 
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find it” (54). The rediscovery of Geiger’s corpse would force Marlowe’s hand, because Marlowe, 

in order to legitimize his participation in the case and its circumstances, would have to report the 

murder to the police before he has constructed an adequate account for the sake of his clients, but 

if someone has removed Geiger from the picture (pun intended), then it provides Marlowe with 

the power to say whatever he pleases—to frame Geiger as he please—to get the job done as a 

proxy for General Sternwood.  

Captain Cronjager of the police is frustrated with Marlowe for playing “murders close to 

the vest” (92), as if the murder of Geiger, Regan, Jones, and Taylor are part of Marlowe’s skin, 

or, under his own skin. Cronjager tells Marlowe to stop being “so goddamned coy about it” (92), 

since they know he is giving them only an angled version of what he knows, and yet Marlowe 

continues to play his murders close to the vest, both because he must maintain a certain client 

privilege in his representation of the Sternwoods (confidentiality), and because he has, whether he 

likes it or not, placed his own life and legitimacy as an agent on the table, and must play his cards 

right to get out of it. That “life” at stake is both a matter of survival instinct—he is up against 

gamblers and villains, two femme fatales and a few policemen out to teach him a lesson or two—

and subjective identification, as Marlowe’s professional identity—his loyalty to his clients and 

his integrity as a private dick (as a well as a man with his own moral codes and sense of 

justice)—is intricately woven into his psychological identity. Failure here, and to have no 

justifiable account of himself, would come at great cost to his legitimacy as a private eye (which, 

of course, all Marlowe has and all that he represents), so it is no wonder that Marlowe has kept 

Geiger’s murder—and his missing corpse—under his skin. He is protecting Sternwood’s 

interests, and, by extension, his own, and by keeping the murders “close to the vest,” Marlowe is 

playing a delicate game in order to control what is or is not said as part of the narrative. It allows 

him control that he would otherwise not have over the facts and over the suspects, because what 

Marlowe knows becomes the source of his own masterful comprehensibility, and ability to make 
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that knowledge—the corpse of Geiger—comprehensible. 

Yet, it is not the corpse of Geiger that Marlowe attempts to represent, but that of Rusty 

Regan. Regan may not look directly at Marlowe like Geiger’s corpse does, but Regan has a way 

of following Marlowe around, since, like it or not, Marlowe ends up walking in the dead man’s 

shoes, and because people keep asking Marlowe about him as if he should know. We should 

realize from the outset of the novel that Marlowe’s job is perhaps not how Chandler initially 

presents it. Yes, Sternwood hires Marlowe to get rid of a blackmailer (Geiger), a job which 

ultimately turns into a murder case and into a hunt for the nude pictures of Carmen, but as the 

narrative continues, the novel begins to be about another case altogether—the disappearance and 

murder of Rusty Regan. Chandler drops us our first clue as to what Marlowe’s task is when 

Marlowe tells Sternwood, “[I] went to college once and can still speak English if there’s any 

demand for it. There isn’t much in my trade” (9). This commentary seems to be a playful jab at 

Literature and Literary language at first, as well as culture—at higher education and its 

application in the real, dirty world—but in claiming that he “can still speak English if there’s any 

demand for it” Marlowe sets himself up as someone who not only speaks as the demand for it is 

required, but that he is adaptable to the needs of the audience he is speaking to or for, in this case 

General Sternwood. Beneath it, too, is Chandler’s subtle indication that Marlowe’s real test, at the 

end of the novel, will not take place behind a loaded gun, but in making the moral decision to 

unbury Regan’s corpse from the sumps and the narratives Vivian Sternwood and Eddie Mars 

have written over it and whether he should turn Sternwood’s daughters over to the authorities.  

The novel, as a whole, has been misleading in its objective, but the frequent reminders of 

Rusty Regan and that every character seems to think Marlowe is actually looking for him 

develops into a complicated weaving of narrative framing. In the closing chapter of The Big 

Sleep, Marlowe, like all detectives, begins to narrate the circumstances of Regan’s murder to 

Vivian Sternwood, but it is important that the way Marlowe chooses to explain Regan’s murder is 
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by revealing that he has undergone the same circumstances and survived. He tells Vivian that 

Carmen, “turned and shot [Regan], just the way she tried to shoot me today, and for the same 

reason” (194). Carmen tried to seduce her sister’s husband, but was rejected, and so she shot him 

down at the sumps. Marlowe, too, has found Carmen naked in his bed, and has thrown “her out 

on her ear” (194). He also follows her down to the sumps for some shooting practice, but 

Marlowe—though he may get sapped a lot—is not a sap. He makes sure to put blanks in the gun 

before Carmen tries to shoot him, and his confrontation with Vivian, who has paid Eddie Mars to 

get rid of the body, is one where he asserts his power to author their murderous story through his 

physical and mental ability to figure it out and survive it. In this way, Marlowe re-enacts the act 

of murder with himself at the centre, and proves that he can survive the same events that killed 

Regan, as well as reject Vivian’s bribe to keep it quiet. His representation of Regan goes deep, 

and in standing in the same position as him but overwriting the murderous threat, Marlowe also 

places himself in the position of authority over Vivian as storyteller. Marlowe reveals that he has 

been stringing Vivian along in his narration, and that it is his choice as to what version of the 

facts they will go by, or whether it even gets told. Vivian has kept this murder buried for a month 

or more, choosing to protect her unstable sister, Carmen, over her husband (Regan was her third), 

but Marlowe demands that Carmen be committed somewhere, or “out it comes” (197). By 

representing Regan through his own body and own agency, Marlowe secures the right—not to 

bring about justice—but to make his own justice, and so he becomes the sole agent of the moral 

decision to keep the murder buried.  

All sense of stability, within the family and society, that Vivian has tried to maintain by 

burying Regan’s corpse under a fiction of an affair, will be threatened if the body is really 

dredged up, if it is brought to the surface of representation. Marlowe’s presence, then, as a 

detective representing her father, is a direct threat to the maintained plausibility and structural 

integrity of the story that has been fabricated. The novel becomes a matter not of who can dig the 
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body out of the sludge of narrative intentions overwriting it, but who will take authority for its 

cover-up, who will be responsible for how it is disengaged and separated from representations of 

its death. While Regan’s corpse is decomposing in the nastiness of the sump, somewhere deep 

under the novel’s surface, Marlowe’s job, in the end, is to make sure that the story told around it 

holds together. So long as the corpse of Regan’s ugly power to decompose its own narrative as a 

“horrible decayed thing” (196) remains overwritten—as long as the object is kept at bay and out 

of sight—there is some sort of cohesion maintained through Marlowe’s sheer force of will and 

through his attempts to make the cover-up meaningful, if only to himself. The cover up is worth 

“fifteen grand” (195) to Vivian, but Marlowe turns this down, responding, “What are you offering 

it to me for? Can I go on being a son of a bitch, or do I have to become a gentleman, like that lush 

that passed out in his car the other night?” (195). Like the final confrontation between Spade and 

Brigid, Marlowe will not play the sap for Vivian, allowing her to draw him in or represent him as 

a particular kind of man. Instead, Marlowe narrates his own subjectivity and authority:  

I’m a very smart guy. I haven’t a feeling or a scruple in the world. All I have the 

itch for is money. I am so money greedy that for twenty-five bucks a day and 

expenses, mostly gasoline and whiskey, I do my thinking myself, what there is of 

it; I risk my whole future, the hatred of the cops, and of Eddie Mars and his pals, 

I dodge bullets and eat saps…. I do all this for twenty-five bucks a day—and 

maybe just a little to protect what little pride a broke and sick old man has left in 

his blood, in the thought that his blood is not poison. (195). 

Part of Marlowe’s monologue is marked heavily by his cynicism and his resentment for the 

circumstances he has become involved in as he characterizes himself precisely in the way Vivian 

has decided to frame him, as a dirty private eye with only an itch for money and whiskey, but 

Marlowe refuses to be represented as a “son of a bitch” (195) when his motives, at least, were 

good. Marlowe says “I haven’t a feeling or a scruple in the world” but by the end of The Big 
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Sleep, we know better. Marlowe is much worse off than before, caught up in the nastiness of the 

living world by people like Vivian, who are more likely to treat a dead man and a dying man both 

like slaughtered meat. To that extent, Marlowe is presented with a choice that allows very little 

room to keep his sense of principle intact, so that his claim in the closing paragraphs of the novel, 

that it is far better to be “sleeping the big sleep” (197) than to endure the ugliness people have 

created out of the world becomes a profoundly disturbing comment on the vulnerability of his 

own soul to that corrupting “nastiness” (197). His soul, despite the hard skin, becomes infected 

with a dis-ease. Marlowe may never have been under any illusion (even when he is standing 

directly under the Sternwood’s stained glass panel of “a knight in dark armor rescuing a lady who 

was tied to a tree…” [3] at the beginning), but Marlowe’s sense of his subjectivity is definitively 

under threat due to the nastiness he has encountered, and so sleeping the big sleep has its 

advantages to him, for the simple reason that when are you dead, you don’t have to care. Caught 

between the means and the ends of his own narrative composition, Marlowe’s sense of integrity 

and self-representation has become unstable and dissolute, becoming part of the nastiness. The 

corpse is indifferent to its lot, but Marlowe does not have that luxury.  

What bothers Marlowe is the fact that with good intentions comes the nastiness of the 

ends he and others have had to compose, as he must fall in with the Sternwood daughters, even if 

he feels their treatment of Regan and his corpse is worse than despicable. Marlowe endures, 

survives, and establishes his authorship over the story of what happened through an act of 

representation by making a choice as an agent and as a man; and the fact that Marlowe decides 

not to dig up the body, turn Carmen in, or even tell General Sternwood what happened to Regan, 

reveals that he will not hesitate to twist the facts and bury the corpses beneath a false story so 

long as he is the “masterful” (17) one in control of it. Corpses, after all, need to be buried, if only, 

as Marlowe decides and asserts, “to protect what little pride a broken and sick old man has left in 

his blood” (195). Marlowe chooses to protect the general from the poison in his daughters’ veins, 
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and so chooses not so much to ignore their actions, but to demand they take responsibility for it 

by having Vivian send Carmen away to an institution. He asserts his right to represent the 

general’s interests, as well as his station and role as a detective. Where Spade—as his name 

suggests—tends to disturb the narrative dirt, Marlowe is more concerned with covering 

everything with a smooth surface, but they both assert authorship over the events in order to 

establish their own representational and moral integrity. They thus avoid playing the dupe and 

ending up a victim themselves. 

Active representation of the corpse thus entails an investment of the detective’s guts and 

gall, and an acceptance of the threats to his physical body and his psychological stability. His or 

her narrative survival hinges on establishing a coherency of identity in both body and mind, but 

more than that, in the act of narration and of participating in the events as they happen. Caruth 

poses the question of “What does it mean to survive?” (60), a question that suggests: 

the trauma consists not only in having confronted death but in having survived, 

precisely, without knowing it. What one returns to in the flashback is not the 

incomprehensibility of one’s near-death, but the very incomprehensibility of 

one’s own survival. Repetition, in other words, is not simply the attempt to grasp 

that one has almost died but, more fundamentally and enigmatically, the very 

attempt to claim one’s own survival. (64). 

I call upon Caruth’s work here precisely for this question and the activity that she posits 

necessarily follows, “the very attempt to claim one’s own survival” (64) since hardboiled 

detective fiction is tangled in ideas of laying claim to identity, confidence, agency, and, of course, 

the attempt to risk one’s life to solve a case and survive the encounter with death. Certainly, it 

may be hard to say that Spade, Tex, or Marlowe are traumatized in the way we would typically 

conceive of the term, but their relentless quest to get involved in the criminal activity or violent 

crimes around them, wrest control over how they are to be represented, and survive with their 



 

301 

 

integrity intact does point to motives that are more likely driven by a vulnerability that surfaces as 

an ongoing traumatic experience of what it means to live and so author identity. Listening to what 

others say, testing the limits of knowledge, and demonstrating a kind of active representation of 

plots and of characters are all tasks detectives take on to make comprehensible the 

incomprehensible, with their own survival of that process of representation as the core of 

narrative intention and compulsion, such that, as Caruth writes, more broadly, “it is a history that 

is experienced as the endless attempt to assume one’s survival as one’s own” (64), as the 

detective lays claim to his own body, his own authority, and his own guts and gall. The action and 

dialogue—the active language and agency of the detective in the throes of representing the 

corpse—becomes the method by which the detective lays claim to the experience of death and so 

proves his ability to survive it. Caruth writes: 

Is the trauma the encounter with death, or the ongoing experience of having 

survived it? At the core of these stories, I would suggest, is thus a kind of double 

telling, the oscillation between a crisis of death and the correlative crisis of life: 

between the story of the unbearable nature of an event and the story of the 

unbearable nature of its survival. (7). 

This “double telling,” oscillating between “a crisis of death” and a “crisis of life,” should sound 

familiar. Detective fiction is problematically both the story of the murder and the story of the 

investigation, a tangled narrative structure that begins where it ends, and ends where it begins, 

centred on the corpse. The detective narrative folds into itself. So, too, does the detective’s 

psychological stability as the encounter of the corpse becomes the moment in which he must 

simultaneously work through the crisis of death and his own crisis of life, a motive that thus 

compels him to represent the corpse, enter into its plots, and take action to resolve them through 

his active language. 

The ideal self is composed and has composure. In hardboiled fiction, the ideal self must 
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also be coherent enough to make itself intelligible and comprehensible in narrative—precisely 

what the corpse cannot do, which is to say that active agency and a sense of self-composure are 

necessary to the construction of the ideal self. The hardboiled method enforces an equal balance, 

perhaps an interdependency, between dialogue and action, just as P.D. James notes that “The 

hard-boiled detectives are not introspective; it is through action and dialogue that their story is 

told” (76)—as if the act of telling necessarily revolves around an interplay of physical action 

(demonstrated in the act of telling) and authoritative dialogue (the generation of meaning). There 

must always be both, and, more often than not, dialogue and action in a well-executed hardboiled 

story are fundamentally the same thing, or they function in the same way: delivering a 

punch(line).25 Hammett, too, in the formulation of having “as much guts as you have gall” (not 

unlike Bill Brown’s “the ideas of things or the ideas in them”) makes a statement about the 

interrelation of structure and style, grounded on a sense of “character,” in the writing and 

composition of literature. If it is “just the language” a writer has to his name, that does not 

amount to much at all, since an equal balance of language (style) and plot (structure) is what 

composes the integrity of a story. Well-executed literature has both “guts” and “gall,” both a 

sense of language or style and a material that shapes the story on the page. They must cohere with 

plausibility and vitality, eliciting what Haycraft called “one of the most vigorous and virile types 

of all contemporary writing” (xi). Such statements and descriptors about the hardboiled style have 

become commonplace in our critical understanding of the genre, but, thinking carefully, those 

descriptors—“vigorous” and “virile”—are curious choices to describe writing, which is typically 

regarded as a sedentary, solitary, and passive activity. In that regard, the fact that the hardboiled 

style delivers a punch, taking on a kind of assertive violence and vitality, becomes a critically 

different way of thinking about the type of language we use to write and where it comes from. 

Hardboiled authors do not “write;” they “deliver” (just as a self-respecting private eye gets the 

                                                      

25 That’s a joke that’s hard to take. 
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job done) and their work, beyond pacing and content, has a living quality that positions it as an 

active agency, taking place in the world. 

This formulation of the ideal self of hardboiled fiction as the objective of the composition 

and of the active language of the style (both by the author and through the genre itself) plays 

directly into the kinds of questions and concerns posited by object relation theorists. Brown’s aim 

is a new “idiom” for literary criticism and cultural theory, “beginning with the effort to think with 

or through the physical object world, the effort to establish a genuine sense of the things that 

comprise the stage on which human action, including the action of thought, unfolds” (A Sense 3). 

What he posits here, and in the concept of where objects and ideas somehow “merge,” is 

precisely the kind of active language that the Hardboiled School attempts to compose, where the 

“action of thought,” as a kind of “human action” itself, unfolds in the real world, taking place in 

the moment and of the moment and resulting in what Brown hopes would “read like a grittier, 

materialist phenomenology of everyday life, a result that might somehow arrest language’s wish, 

as described by Michel Serres, that the ‘whole world… derive from language’” (3). It is a form of 

solidifying meaning by making it an active agent in the hard, objective world, something that the 

grittiness (and grit) and materialism (the rampant awareness of it) of the hardboiled style 

inherently demonstrates, as the detective works to prove that it is more than the language he has 

got, since, as Schwenger adds, “[f]or consciousness to have being it must apprehend that which is 

outside itself; its being must be being-in-the-world” (Tears of Things 6). Consciousness and 

possession of that consciousness must be done through the body and through interaction with the 

hard material of the objective world, meaning that “being” is a kind of active agency in the form 

of self-apprehension—both the realization of the self (the idea of the self becoming the “real,” 

plausible thing), and the potential threats to that process of figuration and identification.  

 Van Dover, too, recognizes this active agency as a distinctive generic cue of detective 

fiction. He writes that “[t]he highbrow detective” of the classic mode “applies, or is presumed to 
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apply, an objective intellectual method to crime detection; the hard-boiled detective applies 

himself” (63), meaning that at the basic level of genre, it is of crucial importance that the method 

of detection in the hardboiled mode is the detective himself, and detection is largely a matter of 

learning or discovering the existence of what can be known. A master of the massive networks of 

fiction occurring around him and which threaten to undo him (damage his reputation and 

credibility, kill him), the detective who is imbued with or who attains that sense of cohesion, 

intelligibility, and self-composure, necessarily asserts his integrity as an active agent and author 

of his own narrative alterity and self-realization. Van Dover describes this self-possession as a 

knowledge different from the knowledge of classic or Golden Age detective; rather, the 

hardboiled detective’s knowledge “is extended by his ability to hold his liquor, talk tough, and 

shoot straight—abilities that any man might (though most do not) possess” (64). In proving that 

they are in possession of their body—their guts—private eyes attempt to prove that they are also 

in possession of their own agency that comes with the integrity that is formed when one is fully in 

possession of one’s self. Hence, talking tough (solidly and with purpose and authority), shooting 

straight (enacting a kind of honesty and legitimization, as well as the more literal meaning of 

being able to defend oneself with a gun in the heat of action), and holding one’s liquor (keeping 

one’s wits and self-awareness in order regardless of potential dissolution), become appropriate 

ways of talking about the hardboiled detective’s method of narrative play and in the establishment 

of his identity. The goal of the hardboiled story is for the detective to overwrite, and even write 

off (literally or through the frames of narrative he creates), the other potential narrators to the 

fiction being produced, in order to impose his narrative, and his sense of coherent, stable order 

onto the world through a kind of personal vision of justice. That is not so different, perhaps, from 

the conventional detective story. Sherlock Holmes and Poirot also re-establish order by telling a 

story that makes comprehensible the chaotic circumstances, but the difference lies in the fact that 

solving the case, narrating it authoritatively, and imposing that sense of order, depends heavily on 
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the detective’s ability to physically participate in and endure the violent disorder. 

This dynamic positions active (self-)representation as equivalent to the limits of 

signification (when you cease to live, to act, to author, you cease to be), and, as Malmgren 

appropriately indicates, “articulates an ethos of the individual, the private ‘I,’ and reinforces a 

popular American view, namely that justice finally depends more on the individual than on 

society” (376). In the midst of corruption (in business, politics, the justice system, or simply the 

overruning of towns by gangsters and criminals, as Hammett presents in Red Harvest), focus 

turns onto the hardboiled detective as a figure capable of asserting his own authority. Because 

justice—the restoration of the moral order—is always to be seen as problematic, it becomes 

crucial in hardboiled detective fiction that the detective is capable of saying, as Daly’s Race 

Williams likes to say, “[m]y ethics are my own” (qtd. in Geherin, 11). Not only is the private 

eye’s moral code or ethics (his choices) his unique weapon, but it is also something that he 

maintains as his possession, as “my own.” The hardboiled detective’s authorship, and by 

extension authority, become a matter of proving that identity through “a mode of address, a style 

of self-presentation, and an affirmation of American manliness” (Porter 139). The detective lays 

claim to his ability to actively make and re-make meaning through his living body, something 

Kristen Garrison (“Hard-boiled Rhetoric: The ‘Fearless Speech’ of Philip Marlowe” 2010) 

phrases quite appropriately in connection to this project: “if God is dead, individual man reigns 

supreme and acquires the right to define the parameters of his own moral code; if truth is short-

lived, man can resuscitate it as his own discretion” (107). Resuscitation is precisely the act of 

representation and reanimation the hardboiled detective attempts in taking part in the events that 

killed the corpse—to represent the subjectivity of the object by taking its place, and to take its 

place in the system of meaning. The hardboiled detective becomes truth resuscitated, in action, if 

only because he has defined his own integrity as an active, living, agent of signification.  
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Conclusion 

Closure Kills: Incriminating Narratives and Killer Sentences 

 

“He felt like somebody had taken the lid off life and let him see the works.” 

 – Dashiell Hammett, The Maltese Falcon 

 

“Looks like he cuddled too close to a .45,” says Chandler, the medical examiner, 

crouching over the body. “Close range-like.” 

You glance at the police detective who called you out, Hammett, and glower, wondering 

what you’ve been called for when they have M.E.s to point out the obvious. You didn’t think 

Hammett put that much faith in you, even if he acted like you and he were buddies, telling you 

what to do all the time.  

The dead man doesn’t care, looking like he’s just been thrown down there like a pile of 

dirty laundry that missed the hamper. Corpses always remind you how awkward arms and legs 

are. He’s sprawled out on his back, turned over by the M.E., his eyes open and glassy and all 

there is to say about him is that too-intimate smear a .45 left just off the centre of his chest. 

 “Dead... maybe four hours,” Chandler adds and closes up his bag. He gestures to 

Hammett. “All yours. I’ll let you know if I find anything more.”  

Hammett says, “Yeah,” but you both know that an autopsy isn’t going to make the guy 

any less dead or the fact that he’d been shot any more evident. The rooms don’t want to tell you 

much, either, despite the crime scene guys crawling its floors and ceilings. Furniture. Books. 

Cheap souvenirs from some such place or another. A housecoat left on the back of a chair. A 

scuff on the wall by the door. A newspaper lying open on the kitchen table—two Thursdays old. 

Dishes left in the sink.  

Hammett calls a couple of plainclothes over. You recognize the dark one with the big 

nose and moustache as Decolta and the thicker one as Daly. Daly says, “No one around here 
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knows anything about him.”  

 You look up. “He don’t live here?”  

 Hammett shakes his head. “No. The owner found him an hour ago. Doesn’t know him 

from Adam either.” 

“So what’s he doing here?” you ask. “Robbing the place?” 

Decolta snorts. “He ain’t dressed like no robber.” 

That is true. The dead man has a good coat on, the cuffs barely worn yet, and his suit is 

the same cheap, durable kind—same brand maybe—you wear. His grey felt hat has rolled a 

couple feet into the kitchen. Nothing in the room has been moved or broken, either, so far as any 

of you can tell, except the shattered window in the living room. There’s glass on the floor, so if 

what you’ve read about broken windows is true, then someone came in through it first. If the dead 

guy had been looking to steal something, he hadn’t even got that far before getting what’s his and 

flopping to the floor face first.  

“Where’s the owner been then?” you ask. “What’s his excuse?” 

“Just got off a train. Ticket says he was a couple hundred miles away,” Daly says. 

“Got a nice, cheery welcome,” says Decolta.  

“Check up on it anyway,” says Hammett, who has never been big on loose ends. He likes 

to turn rocks over and then turn them over again, just in case. It’s one of the things about him you 

respect, except that you’re always stuck turning over the same rock with him. “And run those 

cards from his pocket by the boys downtown and see if anything jumps.” 

Decolta and Daly nod and trudge out of the room, but not before giving you the same up-

and-down they just gave the body on the floor.  

You turn to Hammett. “Why call me?” you demand, thinking you’re proving just as 

useful as the dead guy. 

“That’s why you’re here,” Hammett says, and you know you’ve definitely seen his face 
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too often. “One of his cards. It has your name on it.” 

You figure he was a would-be client, or he’d been referred by another client. “So he’s got 

my business card. What of it? I don’t know him. He ain’t a client, if that’s what you’re asking. At 

least, he never made it that far.” 

Hammett actually laughs. “No. Not one of your cards. I’ve seen your little pulp badges.” 

He points down at the dead man. “It’s one of his cards, but it has your name on it.” 

You know that your name isn’t just any old Smith or Brown or Moore name, but you also 

know that people like to quote the bard, so you say, “What’s in a name?” 

“Nothin’. Except a dead guy’s carrying it around as if he belonged to it. Along with a 

bunch of others. I’m not surprised he was on his last life.” 

“So he’s nobody?” 

“As far as we know,” Hammett says. “But he’s a nobody with your name stitched into his 

pockets.” He pauses. “Haven’t lost yourself recently, have you?” 

Haw haw. You’re rich in bad jokes; you get paid in them all the time. You frown and 

crouch down to take another poke at the dead man, not because you think you’ll learn anything, 

but because you think he shouldn’t take that lying down. He was clearly headed for the front 

door, away from the broken window, when he dropped dead. That didn’t mean he came in that 

way, though, or that he was trying to go out again like a regular person, through the front door, or 

that he didn’t get turned around and lost himself. 

“What he climb up here for?” you ask. 

Hammett shrugs, so you both stare at the broken window and shattered bits of glass 

sticking out of the carpet. The frame isn’t really big enough for a man to climb through, but it’s 

maybe big enough for a desperate man. 

You leave the rest of the clue crumbs to the guys with magnifying glasses, and head on 

out of the building. You and Hammett lumber around to the side of the building where the 
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window is, and the fire escape is down. Someone’s been up it.  

“Dumb nut climbed to his death,” Hammett says, but you take a closer look at the metal 

ladder and you think different, because there’s blood on it where the dead man would’ve rubbed 

up against it. He wouldn’t have been climbing to his death, then; he’d have been climbing up 

there to die—dying a little more on each rung of the ladder.  

Hammett’s had his fun, so he sends you along, but you’re wondering what all this has to 

do with you, if anything. There’s nothing in a couple of strangers having the same name, but you 

don’t like it. Maybe because the dead man was sporting too many names without being anyone at 

all, which makes you wonder who he really was, or who he thought he was—getting shot in an 

apartment he didn’t own with your name tag pinned to him. You don’t have much in the way of 

enemies, but you don’t have much in the way of friends, either, so there’s an off-chance someone 

who has it in for you wants to have it out with you, knowing the cops would be bound to pass on 

your name. That seemed a stretch, though; the sort of thing that happens in detective stories when 

they’re trying to be detective stories.  

Two hours later, after running down whatever short leads you’ve managed to string 

together, you return to your office with nothing to show for it except a sandwich you picked up 

on the way back. You trudge to the elevator, press the button, and survey the lobby. In the 

elevator, you push the ‘4’ button. Nothing exciting happens on the way up.  

But when you get to your office, there’s a package that you weren’t expecting propped up 

against the door. Brown paper. You stand over it for a moment before picking it up. It’s addressed 

to you, but seems suspicious in its lack of stamps and return address, but the same could be said 

of you in your brown trench coat, so you shrug, unlock the office door, and pitch yourself inside 

just as the phone starts ringing. 

Hammett’s voice is on the other end. He tells you that Daly and Decolta finished running 

those cards by the boys downtown, and no one jumped. The cards were all phonies and couldn’t 
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be traced back to anybody—at least nobody unaccounted for—except the dead body—and he’s 

got boys running all the nearby streets and alleys around the crime scene, canvassing for tips. 

There’s been no claim about anyone fitting the man’s description missing, either. The owner of 

the apartment really was miles away at the time of the murder and the guy checks out. So much 

for that. You hang up. 

It just doesn’t click. It makes it seem like there hadn’t been a dead body on the floor and 

a .45 hadn’t been shot, close range, into a man’s chest, like that joke about trees falling in the 

woods. And now the only sound is your heart clicking away the seconds, counting down the time 

until you’re the dead body that no one knows what to do with, and you don’t want to think about 

what it will mean to be flopping to the floor when no one’s around to hear. 

You’ve forgotten about your sandwich and the mysterious package. You open them both. 

One is roast beef, the other is a book— 

With your name on it.  

Now, you don’t write stories. You solve them, or pretend to, jamming pieces into slots 

where they barely fit or sometimes hang a little loose. It’s sloppy workmanship, really. Writing 

them is a different thing, because you can’t jerk around the pieces so easily or put all your ducks 

in a row, like in a police line up, and hope a weasel pops up from it. You flip the book open and 

thumb the pages. You didn’t write it, but you figure having your name spelled out on the front of 

it in gilded letters gives you the right to a look-see. After all, someone left the book for you.  

You stop thumbing when you find a page that’s been dog-eared. It’s a title page, and it’s 

only then that you realize that the book isn’t a story at all. It’s more academic, discursive even, 

with citations and footnotes—that kind of scholarly stuff that talks in circles. You glance back at 

the front cover, but that doesn’t help you except that you realize now that it’s a book about 

detective fiction and not a book that is detective fiction, so you look at the page with your thumb 

on it. It says: 
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CONCLUSION 

Closure Kills: Incriminating Narratives and Killer Sentences  

 

You laugh, because that’s nonsense. It’s easy to appreciate a joke, even when you’re the 

butt of it, but you don’t know what to do with the book now that you’re a detective reading a 

book about detective stories—with some author, using your name, detecting the importance of 

something called “incriminating narratives” perhaps, even, reading too much into it. Then why 

leave it sitting outside your office, if it was to be so easily overlooked or dismissed as a joke? It 

was left for a reason, if only just for a funny one. Taking a bite out of your sandwich, you take a 

bite out of the conclusion, too, and begin reading: 

 

But even in this project I have misplaced and misrepresented the corpse as an object of 

meaning. The result of my investigation is ironically not the creation of meaning and resolution of 

the object-subject dynamic, but rather a diffusion of interpretation of or engagement with 

indifferent objects. This should be obvious from the beginning. The subject who perceives or 

experiences, then, is key, and, in turn, what they hope to gain or understand through that object-

subject dynamic. The corpses we’ve encountered thus far on the pages of hardboiled fiction have 

been indifferent to the explanation for how they came to be dead, but the investigating detective 

participates actively and even desperately in the attempt to make the story of murder plausible. 

That desperation and compulsion is importantly reflective of the reader’s engagement and 

enjoyment while reading the detective story, participating in the story at the same time that the 

detective participates in the act of telling. The detective’s investigation of the corpse and crime 

accompanies our own, an investigation conducted in the awareness of how both the narrator’s 

manipulations of our expectations and our interpretations of his or her telling are convenient 

fabrications. 
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Any critic would be quick to quote Freud and Lacan’s views on desire here, and the 

difference between a goal and an aim in the progress of desire. Žižek wastes no time in doing so 

in Looking Awry in his discussion of detective narratives, stating (among other moments of 

purposefully riddle-like sentences), “Desire ‘takes off’ when ‘something’ (its object-cause) 

embodies, gives positive existence to its ‘nothing,’ to its void. This ‘something’ is the 

anamorphotic object, a pure semblance that we can perceive clearly only by ‘looking awry’” (12). 

Žižek, of course, is suggesting that certain objects can only be perceived clearly when we are not 

looking directly at them, but rather through a kind of subjective lens. He similarly admits that the 

opposite is also possible—objects becoming clear to perception only when looked at directly 

without particular investment—creating “two realities” of the object in question (11), but he notes 

that the former (looking awry, or at an angle) creates an “interested’ view, supported, permeated, 

and ‘distorted’ by desire” (12). To that extent, distortion is clarity, and clarity is distortion. Desire 

is more than the object or goal that is desired, but also an objective or aim to possess the 

instruments of perception and comprehension. The term literary object(ive) thus also serves to 

highlight not only how a narrative object is constructed, but also how readership is engaged—

what we want literature to do or be, or literature as significant action—and the result is confusion, 

not resolution. In fact, closure kills. Closure requires a kind of satisfaction of our desires to read, 

but as Žižek writes, “[a] goal, once reached, always retreats anew” (5). For that reason, my 

interest here is the process of reading detective fiction before resolution occurs, or denouement 

slips into conclusion, especially in a genre that is meant to fulfill expectations of resolution. I 

want to explore how the composition of literature influences and is influenced by the de-

composition, or undoing of literary activity, in the reading process. In other words, both author 

and reader anticipate, utilize, and subvert expectations. 

 

“Well, hell,” you say, and grimace. “That sure is purty.” 
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 But it gets you wondering what you’re doing there, reading the book in the first place, 

and about a corpse that has left you clueless. Looking awry sounds like something wacky and 

kind of shifty, too, but staring through all the holes in the case hasn’t helped you much either. So 

you continue reading, hoping the author might have some other tips to go on: 

 

SHAPING THE PAGE WITH STYLE 

The hard-boiled school is an explosive style for mean urban streets, an unemotional, 

bullet-like language in the hands of sharpshooting writers whose intentions were to write it “as it 

happened” (Nolan 13) with “gritty authenticity” (75) and well-aimed wisecracks. When Chandler 

praises Hammett for getting back to real motives and real people—giving “murder back to the 

kind of people that commit it for reasons” (“Simple Art” 4)—he drew a distinction between what 

he saw as the contrived and often formulaic writing of classical detective stories and the sparse, 

detached, dynamic realism that came to be known as the American Hardboiled School. 

“Hardboiled” was intentionally a response to both a genre and a style that by the 1920s had 

become stale and overdone, that had become inedible and unpalatable to a reading public that 

voraciously wanted to read detective fiction, but that had also read too much of it. They knew all 

the contrivances, all the clichéd, one-dimensional suspects, all the twists and tricks, all the 

puzzles, and all the supposed erudite intellectualism of the armchair detective; they knew all the 

patterns, and no longer believed any of them to be realistic, compelling, or structurally sound, 

because they were implausible and predictable. The genre had to be reinvented, and the 

hardboiled writers who came out of the dark alleys of pulp magazines did it with style, or, rather, 

through style.  

If we are talking about the hardboiled style of fiction, we are indirectly talking about 

Dashiell Hammett. Notably lauded, widely imitated, and overly parodied (for better or for worse), 

Hammett’s lean style became the foundation for how we now characterize and define the 
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Hardboiled School of writing. It is no wonder, then, that my discussions have centred on 

Hammett’s work as both familiar to a reading audience and also as exemplary of the trends, 

tropes, and stylization in hardboiled fiction. There has been the question of who came first, 

Hammett or Hemingway, but the truth is that they were writing at the same time in different 

genres and when asked about the influence of the other on their work, both indicated that he was 

not in any way indebted to the other. Rather, Hammett claimed that he learned to write detective 

fiction by reading Dostoevsky and Henry James—very different kinds of writers and styles. If the 

prose of Henry James is a fluid language which immerses us, Hammett provides a hard ground of 

diction that we can dig our feet into. James’ prose style is meant to be suited to the worlds he 

evoked—emotionally immersive, elegant, grandiose, and formalized, but spilling out from the 

edges of the conventions of civilized society—and no doubt that is exactly what Hammett learned 

from him: how to align style with the content of the work.  

As I indicated earlier, Haycraft calls the hardboiled school “one of the most vigorous and 

virile types of all contemporary writing” (ix) and with good reason. Its basis was action and 

dialogue, with little emphasis on reflection or character introspection (really, the exact opposite of 

James). It was a style developed through a keen sense of the power of pacing in narrative, and 

how the events on the page—related as if they were of the moment—prompted a dynamic 

immediacy and unpredictability that kept the reader in the moment. It had to be active and 

aggressive; it had to energetic and assertive, characterized by a sense of vivacity, or, more 

importantly, by a robust force of endurance, which is to say that the style of the story had to 

reflect the man who was telling it—who had survived it—or it would not have felt real. Its 

purpose was to get back to the violence and insecurities of everyday survival. For this reason, as 

Nolan puts it, the “elegant, deductive sleuth, the calm, calculating sifter of clues,” of classic 

detective fiction “gave way to a new breed—the wary, wisecracking knight of the .45, an often 

violent, always unpredictable urban vigilante fashioned in the rugged frontier tradition of the 
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western gunfighter” (13), and thus the latter—the tough American frontiersman-cowboy on the 

dimly-lit streets of the American city—became the character model upon which the style was 

formed. It presented readers with a desired and necessary shift in tone and in delivery of both the 

facts and the fictions—the narrative models of what it meant to live and survive when the odds 

seemed to be against you. In “The Simple Art of Murder,” Chandler famously notes that:  

Hammett wrote at first (and almost to the end) for people with a sharp, 

aggressive attitude to life. They were not afraid of the seamy side of things; they 

lived there. Violence did not dismay them; it was right down their street…. He 

put these people down on paper as they were, and he made them talk and think in 

the language they customarily used for these purposes. (216). 

“Sharp” and “aggressive” are an attitude of everyday survival, but they are also words that can be 

used to describe the style that sought to imitate that attitude. “Sharp,” as well as “blunt,” are 

applicable to descriptions of the hardboiled style, because the writing may be direct and pointed 

in its jabs, but it also may be hard, heavy, and pack a wallop. The style may also be fast and hard-

hitting. Undoubtedly, language in the hardboiled style was meant to shadow closely what Nolan 

notes was a “dark and violent time in America” (13). The violence of language is an interesting 

concept, particularly here where the force and influence of language on, in, or around the human 

body in terms of murder is unavoidable and purposefully meant to provoke. However, where the 

hardboiled style is concerned, the violence is only partially a matter of impact, of the 

consequence of encountering the word on the page ; that violence is also (and arguably first and 

foremost) a matter of intent, force, and momentum that takes place in the act of writing. Thus, the 

hardboiled style is violent not just because of the blow felt, but rather because of the arm 

swinging into the punch—not taking a bullet to the chest, but firing the shot, which is to say that 

buried deep in the hardboiled style is an imperative subtext of agency, bringing to the surface the 

need for good old American self-reliance and the question of authority. But while the dark 
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grittiness of the tone, the violence of the pacing, the humour, the creative and inventive play of 

language and theme, and the realism are all elements that came to bear on the Hardboiled School, 

it is still, first and foremost, the material that separates it from other sub-genres of the detective 

story—what it’s made of.  

Behind every writer is a capable editor, and in Hammett’s case, there was Captain Joseph 

T. Shaw, who took over the wheel of Black Mask magazine from 1926-1936, and selected 

Hammett’s work as the standard to which he would hold all writing printed in Black Mask 

throughout his career as its editor-in-chief. Although he never used the term “hardboiled” 

himself, “Cap” Shaw was instrumental in developing its recognizable features that even now 

come to mind when we talk about private dicks, dead bodies, dames, fast cars, guns, and liquor. 

Shaw saw in Hammett’s writing a style of prose that suited what he envisioned for the magazine 

in terms of genre and direction, but that also uniquely differentiated itself as the style par 

excellence for the times. More than a style, it was a doctrine of form, because it utilized a practice 

of stripping the prose down to its essentials, to the bare bones of language and how it is used to 

signify. The difficulty of the style centred on the fact that in pruning the writing to only its 

necessary words, those words ultimately had to work that much harder (as our hardboiled 

detectives have to do as well)—they had to rely on words that denote as much as connote rather 

than on the kind of labyrinthine imagery and purple prose that commonly gets called the “literary 

style.”1  

Critics were, and still are sometimes, quick to dismiss the hardboiled style as crude, 

simplistic, and lowbrow, and, above all, to deny it the status of Literary, but like the sonnet or 

sestina to the poet, the Hardboiled School is a form of composition that enforced a certain set of 

formal rules, meant to both challenge the writer and serve to enhance the experience of the work. 

The hardboiled style is, if we approach it in more technical terms, a prose-equivalent to the haiku, 

                                                      

1 I am being purposefully heavy handed with the distinction between pulp and literary fiction here, but it is 

a stigma that remains among both the literary elite and the amateur reader. 
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in that it was both contained by its genre and condensed in order to create an image of the world 

without saying too much. Like the seventeen on of the haiku, the hardboiled style—essentially 

boiled to a hard surface—followed a set of restrictions and limitations that allowed for creative 

manoeuvring, but that also required skill and an awareness of how language works when we put it 

on the page. Miller would position this creative restriction as a form of “discipline” (17) and 

“delinquency” in the lawlessness of form, an appropriate way to think about crime and detective 

narratives and how they may or may not be structured. Delinquency, after all, or deviation, is 

necessarily a movement away from defined forms and rules of discipline. Outside of the typical 

plot constructions which would be expected of the detective genre, hardboiled fiction gambled on 

style and effect—how does one condense the human experience of violence, sex, fear, success, 

failure, and death into a handful of words?2 How do you make it feel authentic?  

Shaw is known for saying to his Black Mask writers, “Don’t impose action or pace or 

anything else on the material. It’s the material that shapes the page. Just let it shape the page with 

style” (qtd. in Brandon, 706). The advice is compelling, and it is suggestive. Shaw is, on the 

surface, noting that the writing should be and should feel natural. This is in contrast to not only 

the makeshift (and re-hashed) puzzles of classic detective fiction, but also the contrived leaps and 

bounds the writing had to go through to make the puzzle work, which, more often than not, felt 

forced. Chandler identified this classic tendency as putting the contrivances of the puzzle plot 

before “a sense of character” (Chandler Speaking 48), which meant sacrificing character 

development in order to superficially twist the plot into a working resolution. The Hardboiled 

School did not need to force the plot or the writing, because the murders were to be real and the 

motives were to be natural through a sense of character—through style. At the same time, 

however, the idea that the material “shapes the page,” in what Shaw saw as the ideal for 

hardboiled fiction, raises questions about how narrative compulsions (both for author and reader), 

                                                      

2 Resonating perhaps with T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land: “I will show you fear in a handful of dust” (30). 



 

318 

 

style, and, of course, literary object (material) are fundamentally linked. The hardboiled writers 

knew that a certain awareness of how language is shaped by the world (and how the world is 

shaped by words) played into how their work was being read—the experience of reading 

overlapping with everyday experience. Perdigao, in drawing from Bronfren, notes that “This 

tension between the materiality represented within the text and the reality outside the text is what 

Bronfen argues the reader must negotiate” (7). 

So, what does it mean, then, to impose something on the material? If forcing the writing 

into something it is not is imposing on the material, and if, in hardboiled fiction, we are talking 

about a style where words are supposed to denote concrete or “real” things, then where does that 

leave the investigation of the literary corpse in hardboiled narratives? If the corpse, in some 

sense, and the narrative compulsions (and suspicions) it motivates, is the material that shapes the 

“page,” then how can we discuss it—objectively look at it as object—without falling into a 

suspicion of the act of narrative composition? In constructing fiction around the corpse as literary 

object, we problematically impose our subjective interpretations onto it as victim and as symbol. 

Even this present project does not presume to evade the hermeneutic problem that arises when we 

read the corpse as more than mere material. Hardboiled detective fiction presents a unique 

interdependency of style, motive, and structure, and an overt awareness of how difficult it is to 

navigate narrative constructions and compulsions when everything is under suspicion, including 

its authors and its detectives.  

This is not to say that hardboiled fiction is fundamentally literary and not commercial. It 

was, as Haycraft notes, “commercial in inception” (171), and written for the market with the 

intent to sell. That was the appeal. Magazines like Black Mask and Dime Detective were created 

for the supposedly “lowbrow” population, for the working class reader, who, more or less, wanted 

a sense of satisfaction and adventure from his reading material, not intellectualism and culture. 

Black Mask itself was created for the purpose of making money to fund the more “literary” 
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magazine, The Smart Set, and its profits soon overtook those earned by its highbrow cousin. 

Haycraft writes that the hardboiled writers “established new standards for realism in the genre. 

Yet they are as sharply stylized and deliberately artificial as Restoration Comedy, and have been 

called an inverted form of romanticism… but they miss being Literature, if at all, by the 

narrowest of margins” (171).3 Genre and commercial fiction get a hard rap, but there are good 

and bad writers, not good or bad genres. Of course the hardboiled style has been parodied and 

overused to the point where, now, seeing the style, the genre, and the premise of the hardboiled 

detective mystery as realistic—as representing real people in a real world—is difficult. Neither 

does it often seem original or unique after years of imitation. The Hardboiled School has gone the 

way of the classic and Golden Age detective story. We have lost that sense of raw innovation and 

explosive power over time, just as any new genre, style, or novelty eventually erodes when it 

captures the popular imagination. But the Hardboiled School was innovative; it was dynamic, 

smart, and a clever manipulation of literary habits.  

 

So much for that, you think. So everybody’s in on it. You knew that already. That’s how 

the world gets written, after all, or some such nonsense. You close the book and lean back in your 

chair. If this book was really written by your dead body in the morgue, you’d think the guy would 

have known better than to get himself shot. Or maybe that’s the point, and someone sent you the 

book as a clue—if this is a detective story you’re in. Well, someone did send you the book with 

no return address. In your experience, there’s only two things to do here: find out who sent the 

package, or find out where the thing came from in the first place—who made it. A skim of the 

brown paper it came in reveals nothing. You aren’t a fingerprint artist, and that would take too 

long anyway, so you come back to the book and wrestle with it a bit. There’s nothing else about 

the author, but there is a copyright page with the publishing house’s name written all in bolded 

                                                      

3 To quote Maxwell Smart (Don Adams) in Get Smart (1965), “Missed it by that much,” and perhaps, 

appropriately, “Would you believe…?” 
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capitals, and, look at that, they’re based right in the city, or so says the book’s front matter. It 

might be a fake, though. Fronts usually are.  

You shove the book into a drawer and head for the door. Soon enough you’re back in the 

lobby and then on the street, taking the shortcut to the convenience store. There’s a lady, late 

twenties, in the phone booth already, like those figurines you put under glass. She’s freckled and 

pocket-sized, but the angle of her hat and the cut of her clothes says she’s the kind that only looks 

soft and helpless, and you feel like you’ve seen her somewhere before but can’t place her. She 

laughs into the phone, and the glass resonates her voice with a dull sound, as if she’s far away. 

You can’t hear what she’s saying, but she’s taking her time saying it. You get impatient. 

Seeing you, she finishes up her call and hangs up with finality. You watch her slip out of 

the booth, then get into the booth yourself. It takes a couple of minutes to find the publishing 

company’s number in the phone book. You punch it into the phone and wait. A guy on the other 

end asks if he can help you.  

“Yeah,” you say. “I’m a correspondent for Detective Weekly. We’d like to do an article 

on one of your authors—with an interview proper—but he seems to be unlisted. Can you help me 

get in contact with him?” 

You don’t know if Detective Weekly is a real rag or not, but you know from experience 

that if you sound like it’s something people should know about, they don’t ask questions. 

The guy hesitates, and asks you to wait. So you’re waiting again. Another man’s voice 

comes on the line and asks you what you want; you repeat yourself, but now you’re getting 

somewhere because the new voice seems to be in charge. 

“Who is it? Which author?” he asks. 

You tell him, and there’s a pause. 

“You might be wasting your time, but some press on that book wouldn’t hurt sales. The 

guy’s a bit of a nut, you know. If he hadn’t written the book, I would’ve said he didn’t exist.” 
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That was supposed to be a joke, you figure, but its timing is bad. The man rhymes off a 

phone number. You thank the guy, promise to be in contact again, and hang up. It takes only a 

quick second call to a friend in city hall records to find out what address is registered with the 

phone number, and then you’re on your way to fetch your car. You’re not hot on the trail yet, but 

you’re lukewarm, and that’s better than stone cold. 

The building isn’t anywhere near where the body was found. It’s an office complex that 

looks a lot like the one with your office in it, although this one has shiny new windows and, when 

you go inside, there’s a desk womanned by a lady in a pink suit. She’s reading a book, and when 

you get close, you see that it’s a detective novel. You sneer. 

“Oh, hello,” she says, glancing up only briefly from her book. “You haven’t been around 

in awhile.” 

“Excuse me?” 

Annoyed, she takes a longer glance up from her book, purses her lips. “Oh, my mistake. 

Out of the corner of my eye you looked a lot like a gentleman who rents here.” 

You frown, because that brings to mind the opening paragraphs of the conclusion and all 

that nonsense about looking awry and distortion and clarity. You say, “I’m a detective.”  

She can’t help looking at her book before looking back up at you. She closes it, says, 

“What’s the slant, shamus?” 

Cute. Like you jumped off the page into her living room. You’ll be there all day with her 

theories if you let her in on the details, so you just say, “I’m looking for someone. Office number 

29.” 

She’s so still for a moment it makes you think time stopped, but then she starts laughing. 

“Okay,” she says. 

“What’s funny?” 

“Nothing,” she replies, waving her hand. “Only, that’s who I mistook you for. I thought, 
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ain’t that funny, a gumshoe looking for himself. Only—of course—you’re not him at all.” 

You grimace. “I guess he isn’t in? Mind if I go up anyway?” 

“He’s almost never in.” She reaches for a drawer and shuffles things around, pulls out a 

key ring. “Spares,” she says. “For cleaning, you know.” 

This time you grin, and nod at her book, “For cleaning.” 

She shrugs, but you take the keys and make your way to the stairs. You expect the 

building to be dead quiet, but it isn’t. As you climb up to the second floor, the echo of your 

footsteps is accompanied by murmured voices, feet crossing floors, doors being thrown open and 

closed, even a typewriter or two. There’s nothing in that, except the unsettling feeling of being 

alone in an empty stairwell, your own footsteps creeping up behind you and vanishing when you 

stop to listen. And then just people going about their business.  

Number 29 isn’t easy to find. It’s tucked away in a corner, hiding behind a potted plant 

that needs watering. The frosted glass on the door is dusty, and only the word “Author” is printed 

on it. The guy must’ve been paranoid, or just plain screwy, making this much of an effort to be 

anonymous. Didn’t he fear a nameless death at all? No. Right. He had your name, and a bunch of 

others, too. He wrote a book and put your name on it, and some wise-guy left it on your doorstep 

for some light reading.  

You take out the spare keys and open the door as quietly as possible, not bothering to 

knock. You make sure no one’s watching from the hallway, too, and then slip inside. The first 

room is only a waiting room, embellished by some badly upholstered chairs and a lamp. The only 

interesting thing to boast of is a second door on the opposite side, marked “Private.” That’s a 

good sign; you figure you’re finally getting to the heart of things. You cross the room, and try the 

knob. You think you’re up a river because your paranoid “Author” seems to like to keep things 

locked up, but you turn lucky and the door opens. 

The inner room looks more decidedly lived in. There’s half a dozen bookcases and little 
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room for much else besides a desk and a couple of filing cabinets. A couch sits cramped in the 

corner by the door, with a blanket and a pillow perched on the edge of its worn cushions. The guy 

slept here then, or maybe the place doubled as a makeshift live-in. You haven’t found any 

evidence of another address yet, but that’s what you’re hoping to find, if anything. Magazines and 

books in various languages, papers, clippings, proof sheets, are scattered everywhere. The desk 

has seen better days, overburdened by its books, some open, some closed, and more papers than 

you’ve seen in your life. There’s minimal elbow room on one side, carved out of the stacks with a 

creative expertise that could rival Mount Rushmore. All the books are detective novels and 

anthologies, or else books about detective books. Your Author did his research, apparently, and 

wrote a few bad drafts before hitting on the good one. You wonder how many times a person 

could revise the same story, or, in this case, the same piece of work. You pick up a stack of paper 

and glance over the text. It’s part of the same conclusion you were already reading: 

 

I do not want to delve too deeply into the cognitive processes of reading or any kind of 

supposed generalized modes of reading, since part of my purpose is to show the importance of the 

individual reader’s subjective engagement with the narrative workings of a detective story. 

Rather, my priority here is how authors may anticipate readerly expectations in a genre widely 

read and, even, by the 1920s, written to the point of repetition, parody, contrivance, and cliché. 

Of all genres, the detective story has perhaps changed the most, partially out of necessity, in a 

relatively short period of time. If we first mark the origins of the detective story as a form with 

Poe’s “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” in 1841, then by the time Hammett and Daly begin 

writing in the hardboiled style in the late 1920s, we see a drastic shift from the detective story’s 

origins to classic detective fiction to Golden Age to the Hardboiled School in a matter of just 

under a hundred years. My point here is that this is a surprisingly short period of time for each 

stylistic and generic reincarnation aimed at overcoming the problem of a vast readership quickly 
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schooled in the art of reading detective fiction. As readers became more accustomed to the form, 

authors had no choice but to establish new rules, new structures, new approaches to how those 

stories are to be constructed so that they may still surprise and confound and impress the reader. 

The detective genre is a strange genre in which authors and readers are in direct competition to 

stay one step ahead of the other. Very few other genres could boast as much.   

Porter reminds us that detective stories often coax us to reread them in order to find the 

clues that an author would have planted in the earlier pages. In that regard, Porter notes that this 

rereading involves “a limited number of structural constants… combined with an indefinite 

number of decorative variables in order to make the familiar new” and that “the audience’s 

pleasure depends both on being familiar with the structure of the whole and on not knowing the 

specific outcome. The final solution of a crime, like the punch line of a joke, is recognized as the 

predictable formal term whose actual content is appreciated most when it comes as a surprise” 

(99). Our reading experience of detective fiction depends heavily on being familiar with the 

generic cues, as Frow would say—knowing what to expect. This reliance enhances our pleasure 

of the experience if only because we can say we know what we are reading, such that reading 

becomes a kind of “inside job,” where we are “in on it from the beginning.” That knowledge, 

however, is suspended by the troubling expectation of the unexpected, the “predictable formal 

term” that is “appreciated most when it comes as a surprise.” The satisfaction that we extract 

from reading detective fiction has thus an oddly semi-conscious dimension. The formal rules of 

the genre hinge on keeping us in the know, but also keeping us on our toes—especially the more 

we read the genre. That is why I have chosen to discuss the literary object(ive) in correlation to 

desire and closure. Detective fiction necessarily aims at engaging the reader as an equal 

participant in the “game” of narrative construction, and one that must be manipulated to produce 

pleasure. Porter notes, when discussing The Big Sleep, that “Chandler’s novel makes particularly 

clear that satisfactory telling is an art of delaying which subtly disguises its effects” (47). 
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Certainly, The Big Sleep expounds itself as a work of art in the use of delayed satisfaction, as it is 

a novel driven by Marlowe’s hunt for a man he isn’t really looking for, a dead body that up and 

disappears, a second body that will never be brought to the surface of the muck, and a series of 

incidents and confrontations that, while moving the plot forward, have the appearance of 

inconvenient obstacles to Marlowe’s investigation. It works because Chandler’s readership, likely 

versed in the classic and Golden Age modes, and, by 1939 in the great age of pulp publications, 

trained in the hardboiled style and structure, would anticipate certain formal elements only to 

have these skillfully undermined in Chandler’s capable hands. When Porter says it is “an art of 

delaying which subtly disguises its effects,” he is importantly pointing out that detective fiction is 

art that conceals its own artifice. In my introduction, I quoted Quintilian, and I will quote him 

again: “The perfection of art is to conceal art.” This is especially true in a genre where your 

readers are not just an audience, but perceptive, knowledgeable, and determined opponents. To 

that extent, the Hardboiled School stepped up its game and began to let its readers in behind the 

scenes and to use the reader’s knowledge as part of their craft. 

 

The game is afoot, then. You toss the pages back down.  

Standing behind the desk, you take in the office at a glance, trying to place your dead guy 

in it, which is hard because it’s a stiff and rigid process not knowing anything about the guy. You 

give that up, rifle through the desk drawers instead, hoping for some personal papers. In the 

middle drawer you find a card case and, in it, a bunch of cards with different names on it, like 

those found on the dead man. You pocket these to look over later. It’s personal papers you’re 

looking for, but you don’t find anything like that—tax records, mail, address books, lease on the 

office, etcetera—not even in the filing cabinets, where you find only a carefully categorized set of 

earlier drafts of that book that’s now beginning to burn a hole in your own desk drawer.  

You stop, hold still. It’s a little too neat, arranged. Sure, there’s stacks of papers and 
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books haphazardly thrown about, and a used coffee cup left sitting on a newspaper, crooked 

blinds in the window, and dirt trudged across the floor, but something about all that seems off. 

You sit in the chair to try and figure it out. It’s cold, indifferent, this room. There’s nothing 

human about any of it. That’s not surprising, in itself, but you think the place only looks like 

someone’s been using it—like someone set it up for you to walk into. 

That’s nonsense though. You blame the Author’s book.   

That’s when a phone starts ringing. You’ve forgotten that there’s a phone, because you 

can’t see it. It takes some real detective work to find where it’s buried. You put the piece to your 

ear and mutter, “Hello?” 

A woman’s voice comes through the line, rich and smooth with hints of caramel. “Hello? 

Is this—? Where have you been?” 

You wonder that, too, but only say, “Yeah.”  

“You were talking nonsense last time—what did you mean by all that? Someone coming 

after you? Anyway, can you meet me at the Dain Club? At eleven.” 

“Yeah.”  

“Good. Until then,” she says and hangs up. You figure she’s the cool sort, but there was a 

sound under her voice, like glass rubbing together, that chipped out shards of anxious impatience. 

Still, that settled things a bit more. There’d been some kind of “nonsense,” and the dead guy had 

told her that someone was out to get him. That at least added up to where the guy ended up, and, 

as a detective, someone was always a heck of a lot better than no one. 

It’s time to call in Hammett and his boys, though, to canvas the building. You pick up the 

phone again, and dial direct to the station. The sullen voice of Blassingame, stuck at the police 

desk, fumbles through the line. 

“Get me Detective Hammett,” you say. “He in?” 

“Oh, it’s you,” says Blassingame. “Sure thing. He’s been betting on losing ponies all day 
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with that new case, so, you know, he’s real cute right now.”  

You chuckle. “Tell him I’ve got a tip that’ll—” 

Then you’re tasting floor. You think you got a piece of the desk in your teeth on the way 

down, too. Everything seems upside down and inside out—like you’re halfway to the bottom of 

the ocean—but that’s just the pain flooding your head. It’s dragging you under. The phone isn’t in 

your hand anymore, and you don’t know where it floated off to, but you got enough sense in you 

to know you’re not alone. You flail out your arms and legs, thinking you probably look like a fish 

drowning on dry land, but you make contact, catching something solid but definitely human 

between your hands. A foot. 

You pull—the rest of a man comes down with it, gasping. He kicks, misses, tries to roll 

over. You jump him like a life raft, only to get tipped off the side again. There’s a crash—

could’ve been right beside you or two blocks over. And the desk bucks ten feet, like it’s 

crumbling down—and a white wave hits you and your new friend. That’s when you come to your 

senses again, buried under all that paper and all those books your Author left lying around. A nice 

little death trap. But now you got your hands on the bird who sapped you when your back was 

turned, and you’re wrestling it out on the pages scattered around you, a couple of typological 

errors fighting it out on the margins.  

Your elbow gets him in the throat, and he chokes, but he’s got a pretty left jab that gets 

you in the face. It’s only then that you remember you’ve got your gun on you, so you haul it out, 

and that puts an end to all the fun. 

“What’s the idea?” you ask. 

He’s got a nasty little face, all glare and sneer, and he’s got a beak on him that could peck 

your eyes out. 

“You tell me,” he says, adding a nice new name for you, and you don’t think that’s 

funny, so you introduce his face to the butt of your gun. You like to repay your debts, after all. He 
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splinters like so much glass, takes a nap. 

You shift and the phone comes rolling up from beneath the papers on the floor. You can 

hear Hammett’s tinny voice come screwing through the mouthpiece, so you pick it up. “So nice 

of you to call,” you say. 

“Damn it, what was all that?” Hammett says. “Some kind of—” 

“Nothing,” you reply. “Listen. Our dead guy isn’t so much of a nobody as we thought.” 

You tell him about the office building and give the address, but you don’t tell him how 

you found it, ‘cause you don’t know how to explain the book yet, and you especially don’t 

mention the meeting at eleven that night with a female voice as hard-hitting as gravity.  

Hammett’s there quick enough, with his shadows Decolta and Daly. Blassingame has 

come along for the ride too, as well as some uniforms. It doesn’t take long for Hammett to kick 

them all into order, Blassingame and Decolta taking your new friend to the station, and the other 

cops scrambling over the building like bees looking for honey.  

Two hours later finds you at the station yourself, drinking dirt in Hammett’s office. 

Chandler has come and gone, curious about the bump to the back of your head, but his 

prescription is to suck it up, so you do. The pain isn’t so bad, anyway. Your friend has a good left 

jab, but a weak arm. Hammett blows in, Decolta and Daly behind him. 

You hold up your coffee mug. “Got anything that’ll make this drinkable?”  

Frowning, Hammett opens a drawer of his desk and takes out a bottle of scotch. That’s 

more like it. While you find the right balance of coffee and scotch in your mug, Hammett tells 

you what they’ve turned up. Your Author paid cash in advance on his rent, and didn’t leave much 

information besides. The dame in the pink suit said he was quiet, didn’t make much of an 

impression. The other people in building knew all kinds of things about your dead man, but 

nothing about who he was, where he lived, what he wrote for a living, or if he had family or 

friends. He talked to them in the hallways sometimes, talked about nearby sandwich joints, the 
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weather, brands of suits and shoes, the daily toil. There was a lot of mix up about what his name 

was, too, so most people just called him the Author.  

“We’re still searching his office, though,” Hammett says. “Maybe something turns up.” 

You doubt it. “And my new bosom pal?” 

“License says he’s Ned Beaumont,” Hammett replies. “Booked once for racketeering. 

Seems like he works for Tom Walsh these days.” 

That’s a name you weren’t expecting, and you can’t figure what a big shot like Walsh has 

to do with your dead guy, except the fact that the woman on the phone had said someone was 

after him. That could fit. Walsh owns more than a few of the casinos and clubs in town—

including the Dain Club—and there’s been some nasty business connected to him but never really 

proven. 

“Is Beaumont awake?” you ask.  

“He’s up,” Decolta says, shrugging. “And saying nothing like that’s his business.” 

“Got one hell of a glare,” Daly adds. “You’d think everybody killed his brother.” 

You nod. “That’s a lot of brothers. Maybe there’s a little sister in there somewhere.” 

Only you think you’re being funny, though, so you suggest you all take a walk and have a 

chat with Beaumont. Daly fetches him from his cell and plunks him down in a chair in the 

interrogation room. Beaumont’s got a nice suit, but doesn’t know how to wear it, or maybe it’s 

just wearing him. His face is just as nasty, a little sharper now from the cut to his head, and he 

doesn’t seem much impressed by the four walls looming over him. 

“So, what’s the story?” Hammett asks, but Beaumont doesn’t seem to have any literary 

aspirations. 

You ask, “How do you know our mutual friend?” 

“Huh?” 

“The guy who used the office you were catching forty in,” Daly clarifies, leaning on the 
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table. “How’d you know him?”  

That breaks up some of the ice in Beaumont’s face. “What? The Author?” he says. “He 

and I are old buddies—regular pen pals.” 

Cute. People are always being cute around you. You lean on the back of his chair. 

“Yeah? Is that so. What kinds of books he write?” 

Beaumont sneers at you. “Must make business tricky, eh, shamus? You being illiterate 

and all.” 

Hammett sighs. “We already got you on battery—” He gestures at you. “So long as 

Sunshine here wants to press charges…” 

“Keep pressing,” you say. 

That gets Beaumont going. “And this goose egg on my head? That was just a kindly 

greeting, huh?” 

Decolta grins. “A love tap, really.” 

You shrug and say, “I might feel a little less hurt if you told us why you were in the 

office.” 

Beaumont grimaces and looks at his thumbs. “Let me walk out of here no charges, sure.” 

You all chew on the silence for a moment, and then Hammett says, “Sure.” 

With that, Beaumont starts to get chatty. “I met the guy sometime last year,” he says. 

“Around April, I guess. Anyways, he says to me that he’s been looking for a book, a real hard to 

find one from a specific print run or something.” 

“Why would he mention that to you?” Daly asks. 

“On account that at the time I was working for Shaw. You know, the art dealer. It was his 

party we were at.” 

You and Hammett share a doubtful look. Beaumont and your guy might have been at one 

of Shaw’s parties, but you both doubt he was working for the man.  
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“So, at first I think he’s a loony, ‘cause he’s telling me this book is probably worth 

hundreds or thousands, and what kind of book is worth that? It’s all pulp and cardboard, you 

know? But apparently this one was important and he had the money, but just couldn’t find the 

book, so he was hoping Shaw might know where to look, but he didn’t. Anyway, so I tell him I 

got some connections and I can ask around, too, so he gave me the details and his phone number 

so I could track him down if I ever found the book.” 

“Let me guess. You found the book?” says Hammett, crossing his arms. 

Beaumont grins. “That’s just it. So I called the guy up to see if he still wanted it, and he 

does, so I went over there to work the deal, and get me a nice commission out of it.” 

That sounds possible, but you never know. “What’s the book called?” you ask, because 

now you’re wondering if it has anything to do with the book in your desk. 

But Beaumont doesn’t have an answer for that, not a fast enough one anyway, and 

Decolta is getting impatient. “That’s a nice bedtime story,” he says, “but it don’t exactly explain 

why you snuck up on Sunshine here. We know you’re working for Walsh these days. I guess we 

could call him down and you can tell this story again for him.” 

Beaumont jumps. “Wait—no,” he says. “Yeah, I work for Walsh, but he’ll kill me if you 

call him in here because of this. I really did meet the guy at one of Shaw’s parties, though.” 

“So?” you ask. 

“The book thing really is true,” he insists, clenching his hands against the table. “But, 

well, that guy, he didn’t have the money anymore—hard luck or whatever—and so I took him to 

one of Walsh’s joints—the Brasher Doubloon.” 

“Nice of you,” says Daly. 

Beaumont grunts. “He could have won big, you know. It weren’t no con or anything.” 

You know you don’t win big at Walsh’s joints unless you’re cutting a deal with him. The 

tables are rigged. At best, customers can win petty cash. 
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You say, “The only way he could have won big was if you were sharing tricks with 

him… or was that what your commission was really for?” 

He chooses the fifth on that one, shifts position on his chair to look tough. “Anyway,” he 

says, “the guy seemed desperate, so he really went all in, you know? But he weren’t lucky.” 

Decolta snorts, and Daly cracks a grin, ‘cause they’re thinking what you’re thinking: that 

Beaumont’s a filthy grifter, playing up his marks with a nice story about how he knows the 

lowdown on Walsh’s tables, but gives them the bum steer so they lose.  

“He owed Walsh big. That’s why I was at his place,” Beaumont continues with a wave of 

his hand. “It was time for him to pay up.” 

You all chew on the silence a bit longer, and then Decolta says, “He did that, all right.” 

Beaumont looks at him like he’s screwy. “Huh?” 

“Paid up,” you say. “He’s dead—murdered.” 

Beaumont’s out of his seat now, not so tough, claiming he has nothing to do with that, 

and that Walsh doesn’t work that way. You know Walsh better, but then again, there’s no sense in 

killing off people who owe you money, and Walsh isn’t stupid, neither. Hammett says your dead 

man, according to Chandler, was killed around two in the morning, and asks Beaumont where he 

was at that time. He’s got an alibi; they always do. You leave him in the room and trek out into 

the hall with the guys to talk it out. Beaumont’s yelling about Hammett promising to let him go, 

but you all know that was a lie. 

“I bet he’d have a story about how his nose wasn’t really his nose if we charged it with 

assault,” Decolta pitches out first, and that’s kind of funny. 

Hammett doesn’t laugh, though. You figure he’s found one side of the rock interesting 

and wants to turn it over again. 

“Well,” you say. “Best to check up on his story, anyway. Both versions.” 

Daly and Decolta nod, and Hammett replies, “Yeah. You two look into his alibi. I don’t 
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believe he was playing stud with this buddy, Madvig. Seems too convenient. Get Coxe and 

Blassingame to contact Shaw and see what he knows either about our dead man or Beaumont, or 

about this pricy book or whatever.” 

The boys nod and head down the hall to pass on instructions and look up numbers and 

addresses. You wait a moment, and then say, “Someone’s gotta talk to Walsh, too. He won’t talk 

to you or your men.” 

“Yeah.” Hammett pauses, and then says, “You and I go back, huh?” 

“Depending on how you look at it, yeah.” 

He nods. “I called you up for a joke on this one—to razz you a bit—but if there’s 

something you aren’t telling me…” 

You interrupt him, “You can stop there. I’m as curious as you on this one. I don’t know 

where the guy got my name, or if it even has anything to do with me. It could be coincidence for 

all we know.” 

But coincidences don’t deliver books to your doorway.  

Hammett frowns. “You’ve had your run-ins with Walsh before.” 

“All the better. He knows me. He might be willing to play.” 

He gets that look again, like he sees your face too often, and then sends you off without 

another word. Outside, you stop for a cigarette, but snuff it out before you’re done, because that 

book’s got you antsy for some reason, and Beaumont’s got you thinking maybe you shouldn’t be 

leaving it around. It can’t be the book the Author was trying to buy—assuming there’s any truth 

to that story—because the copy looks fairly new, and you remember the publisher saying it 

wasn’t getting enough press, but still. So you hop in your boiler and head to your own office.  

It’s already dark when you get there, but everything is still in place, and the book looks 

just as much like a boring old book as before. You figure it might be better to hang around the 

phone in case Hammett’s guys turn up anything useful in the meantime, so you take out a bottle 
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from your own desk, pour a glass, and get comfortable. You go back to where you left off in the 

dog-eared chapter, thinking maybe, at the very least, reading the book some will give you insight 

on your dead man. Maybe it was an encrypted message or a cry for help; you aren’t sure, but 

there has to be something in it, so you put your feet up and try to get literary: 

 

The structural integrity of the detective plot, in part, relies on what Frederic Jameson has 

called a “contract[] between a writer and his readers” (n.p.) on what direction or form a particular 

narrative will take. There are expectations to be met, and there is also the aforementioned honesty 

of the delivery of the story, which Chandler set as the only essential rule of detective fiction. The 

contract incorporates not only the honesty of the concrete facts (which end up in a play of 

[dis]honesty), but also a mutual set of expectations.4 Brooks correctly claims that “[m]ost viable 

works of literature tell us something about how they are to be read, guide us toward the 

conditions of their interpretation” (xii), and his point is that, between generic expectations and 

well-shaped plot or character development, the reader becomes susceptible to the shaping of 

narrative, and thus likely to fall victim to it. 

Detective fiction, as Brooks, Porter, and Pyrhönen all note, is a contest of authorship, and 

by extension, a contest of ownership, the possession and apprehension of narrative. There are two 

layers to this compositional interplay of authorship. The first is obvious and simple: the dynamics 

among criminal, detective, and victim. The murderer is conceived as an author of the crime—the 

one who sets the plot in motion, and who does it in such a way as to compose the scene as he/she 

would like it to be interpreted. The detective, in turn is seen as a reading figure who pieces 

together an interpretation of the text put before him. That places detective and crime fiction in the 

                                                      

4 We should not forget the interfering power of The Editor in any writing project, sometimes enhancing the 

author’s vision or clarifying the reader’s understanding. That is, the editor functions as a necessary filter 

between reader and writer in the publishing process (which should not be so easily overlooked), doing more 

than sweeping out the crumbs of spelling mistakes and grammatical cobwebs, but for this project, I work 

under the assumption that the final version of a text represents the author’s integrity and aim. 
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position of being, as Pyrhönen states, “a series of entangled writing and reading ‘contests’ 

triggered by a crime” (5). Both criminal and detective attempt to wrest control over the events 

and authority over their narration. Each player of the game is interested in “manipulating the 

clues to a crime,” creating “a coherent, yet false, sequence of events” (Pyrhönen 5), partially 

because the authentic one is always, from the moment the crime is “triggered,” as it were, under 

interrogation. The narration of the crime is not only a matter of putting events in significant order, 

but of ultimately being the subject in control of that order and its consequences.  

The second layer is that hardboiled authors are always aware that they are playing the 

same game with their readers as what is being acted out on the pages. Porter makes this kind of 

doubling clear as the criminal/detective and author/reader simultaneously recreate the formula 

wherein “the former scatters clues, the latter gathers them into viable hypotheses and finds 

himself aided or thwarted in his search by victims and witnesses, helpers and blockers, decoys 

and prizes” (88). It is not simply that the detective and the criminal are in the process of 

outsmarting each other, but that detective, criminal, author, and reader are all in on this battle of 

wits and wills. There are no passive participants in detective fiction, and, as such, no passive 

readers. Rather, the widely upheld “fair play method” of detective fiction, even when 

purposefully undermined, remains a standard requirement of the compositional workings—a 

recognition that the reader is an equal participant in the “game” and should be engaged with 

fairly—such that, as Irwin notes, “With the fair play method the story’s battle of wits between the 

detective and criminal became in effect a battle of wits between reader and author” and “a contest 

to see whether the reader, who’d been given equal access along with the detective… could arrive 

at the correct solution to the mystery before the detective revealed it” (172). For Irwin, though, 

“the test of an author’s skill was the ingenuity with which he prolonged this battle of wits while 

still being able, without cheating, to surprise the reader at the story’s conclusion […] so that if the 

reader should go back over the book he would find that the solution had been there all the time if 
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he had had sufficient shrewdness to grasp it” (172). Such dynamics and interplay between the 

wits of the author and of the reader(s), where each is always shrewdly alert to the other’s 

practices, explain, according to Frow, “why genre matters: it is central to human meaning-making 

and to the social struggle over meanings. No speaking or writing or any other symbolically 

organised action takes place other than through the shaping of generic codes” (Frow 10).  

We can say that all detective fiction, hardboiled or otherwise, is about apprehension—a 

sense of understanding of the plot and an arrest and containment of the criminal, or, as Brooks 

calls him or her, the “original plotmaker” (Reading 25), as well as the tension of anticipation that 

comes in the kind of narrative custody and driven action the hardboiled detective story produces. 

The criminal’s plot, of course, only sees the light of day because a detective steps in and picks up 

the loose ends, so if the criminal is a plotmaker it is because he or she produces the object of the 

plot, or the object that is the plot. The criminal makes a corpse (as an author produces a corpus), 

but what makes the criminal complicit in the formation of the narrative is not the object itself but 

how he or she attempts to conceal or position the body. In the larger picture, this desire to possess 

the corpse is a gesture of mastery by both author and reader. Detective fiction has an odd way of 

pointing out to us what other genres tend to work to hide or obscure: that the process of reading 

leads either to possession of the text, a sense of ownership over the text and its interdependent 

meanings, or to being possessed by the text, in the sense of literature being a mode of “escapism,” 

that allows us to step out of ourselves and out of the immediate, concrete world around us. 

Detective fiction may encourage us to see ourselves as detectives, and to think like detectives—

like Christie’s Hercule Poirot, Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes, or Chandler’s Philip Marlowe—but it 

rarely, if ever, takes us out of a sense of our own conscious identity. If we are detectives, and 

even detectives like those we are reading, we are still in competition with the main detective 

figure, attempting to figure the story out before he or she figures it out, and, importantly, before 

the author reveals all. This competition keeps us in possession of our own thoughts and 
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observations and imagination while we read, whereas much other literature asks us to be someone 

else entirely (or no one) so that our imaginations may grasp alternate and unfamiliar worlds. This 

claim may seem a stretch, but I intend it in the most simplest of applications. There are detective 

stories that take place in fantastic realms and technologically-advanced galaxies far away and 

even in historical periods that now seem out of reach, compelling us to adjust to a certain 

suspension of disbelief—but regardless of setting, the detective story asks us to remain 

suspicious, a strange challenge to the idea of the suspension of disbelief, which is so crucial to the 

act of reading if not to that of interpretation. Satisfaction with the detective story may come from 

a particular fascinating plot twist or reveal, but more often it is created by a sense that the reader 

has known all along or guessed the answer already (without it being too easy) and find 

themselves confirmed and in possession of the narrative workings, having been pitted against an 

equally, if not potentially more intelligent and clever author or criminal. Reading is, as such, an 

interrogation.  

A forensics of suspicion points towards not only the ways in which an author makes us 

doubt what we can verify or know as well as our own sense of self and identity, but also towards 

how we learn to play the “game.” We are both suspects in how it plays out and suspicious; we are 

both discomposed by narrative and interested in de-composing or unravelling narrative. In every 

reading of every story, there is the underlining tension that a reader can never “master it 

completely” though we undoubtedly wish to do so, and that the reader is “in part ‘undone’ in his 

effort to unravel the text” (Brooks, Reading 18-19). Brooks is, ultimately, aiming at the 

transformative nature of literature—how we change literature and how it changes us, even 

imperceptibly—as well as how we can often be reliant on literature to help define our sense of 

self-identity. As Brooks suggests, “We as readers ‘intervene’ by the very act of reading, 

interpreting the text, handling it, shaping it to our ends, making it accessible to our therapies” 

(234). When we read, we are compelled to make the work of fiction mean something in regards to 
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how we perceive and identify our self, integrating it into our own subjective dimension, but the 

text, to do that, must first decentre us by putting us off balance or pulling the rug out from under 

us. In that, too, is the tension and fear that comes with closing off the narrative and limiting its 

experience with a conclusion outside of our knowledge of the game. 

Reading detective fiction becomes, then, more than simply a forum to discuss the “ethics 

of storytelling,” but as Brooks posits, “a reading of our compulsions to read” (36). Beyond that, it 

becomes the opportunity to write a self-reflexive genre that utilizes suspicion as a theme and as a 

tool to explore what always remains absent in the text—hard, objective truth. Porter notes that 

such modes of writing, and, in his own terms, the readability of a work of fiction, is “dependent 

on a relationship of complicity between an author and a reader, involving the acknowledgement 

of shared community values as well as of fixed narrative norms” (6). This idea should sound 

familiar, as we have seen it in Frow as well, but what I find most compelling about Porter’s 

statement is the use of the word “complicity,” which makes the reader an accomplice to the 

writer’s composition, or, perhaps, vice versa, makes the writer an accomplice to the reader’s 

decomposition. It brings to bear an idea that a reader may be incriminated in the process of 

reading a work of fiction designed to make them complicit in the narrative workings. 

Incriminating the reader is perhaps a new and interesting way of thinking about how narrative is 

written and manipulated and what it means for the reader to engage in a story and its 

interpretation(s). After all, there are those stories that seem to trap and frame us as we read them, 

tricking us in regards to the final solution, making us see one resolution or explanation while the 

author leads us to another. In that sense, an author may very well incriminate the reader by 

making them complicit in the creation of a false or double story within the composition. If we fall 

for that manipulation, we are certainly complicit in its success.5 Pyrhönen has suggested 

something similar, writing, “Narrative is a way of informing, teaching, warning, impressing, and 

                                                      

5 “Fool me once, shame on me. Fool me twice, damn, that was clever.” 
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even contaminating readers” (25). I am, of course, indicating that it is more than a contamination 

(which would suggest that the reader is a blank, pure slate, made victim to and corruptible by the 

text), but that the reader may participate, and even enjoy, being involved and complicit in how 

narrative is constructed or how it functions as narrative. 

For the detective genre, readerly contamination begins with the inherent functionality of 

the detective as a model reader. Pyrhönen, as well as Brooks and Porter, make note of this 

element of the genre, and Pyrhönen especially writes that the “detectives are portrayed in the 

genre as textually embedded model readers whose readerly and interpretive activities mirror the 

reader’s own activity” (5). Fundamentally speaking, it is nearly impossible to avoid this 

association within the genre, especially with many actual clues to the mystery and plot being read 

(notes, letters, wall scrawls, posters, newspapers, books, poetry, telegrams and missives, etc.). At 

the more abstract level of composition, “the detective must decipher the limits of the criminal’s 

text, the set of signs constituting it, and the code in which the text is written,” such that, “his or 

her activities are the same as those of a reader. While ‘reading’ the clues to a crime, detectives 

present these activities in such a manner that they, too, ‘author’ a text—the story of detection—

the purpose of which is to uncover the criminal and substitute for the criminal’s text their own 

version of the events” (Pyrhönen 5-6). I have already addressed the type of authoring contentions 

that occur in hardboiled detective fiction, and the detective’s compulsion to narrate the events of 

the past in his own monological voice, but the narrative poetics that detective fiction initiates 

indicates that the (de)compositional process is not passive (an author acting on a reader, or a 

reader acting on a text), but rather a dialogue—and one purposefully designed to question the 

validity and objectivity of communication and comprehension. This “dialogue,” which Pyrhönen 

(drawing from George Calinescu) refers to as “imagining or inventing the author” “involves both 

conflict and collaboration on the part of the reader” (15). The conflict occurs because we attempt 

to “insert ourselves into the textual role(s) the author has prepared for us; the confrontation with 
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the otherness of another’s way of thinking and writing engenders tension” (15); and collaboration 

“alleviate[s]” this tension through “our willingness to respect the textually embedded guidelines 

for actualizing the fictional world and the author-reader interaction” (15). This tension, or 

suspicion of the author-reader interaction, deliberately asks us to challenge the ways in which we 

think we read, and how comprehension—apprehension—is reached. 

Because a detective functions as a model reader—whether the author draws attention to 

this or not—this dialogue produces “an examination of the detective’s reading” that “affects the 

reader’s own reading process” (5). This means that a self-conscious, metaliterary dimension 

emerges and exposes the plausibility and inner workings of composition, much in the way that, in 

The Maltese Falcon, Spade’s Flitcraft “felt like somebody had taken the lid off life and let him 

look at the works” when a falling iron beam nearly—but does not—crush him (65). The 

awareness that we are readers reading a text about how to read texts (clues/cues), and also about 

how to construct narrative in the process of narrativity (raising questions of narrativity),6 

problematizes that straightforward relationship with how we read, even making us interrogate and 

question those very reading processes and what we can draw from them. Hardboiled authors, 

more aware than their predecessors in the genre of the reader’s awareness of generic cues, 

frequently made use of that suspicion to manipulate expectations of narrative.7 This suspicion is 

in part a necessity in a period where the genre had become contrived and predictable, and so 

identified for the reader a shared understanding about the rules, but it is also in part an effective 

tool in the hardboiled writer’s kit in the construction of plot. Thus hardboiled detectives are 

frequently more aware of themselves as model readers while acting as model readers, creating an 

insider knowledge between author and reader—detective and criminal. Rather than an ethics of 

storytelling or a narrative poetics, this self-reflexive mode of detective fiction does more than 

recognize that the reader may have extensive knowledge of the “intertextual” generic cues (Frow 

                                                      

6 I have made this purposefully complicated, and absurd. 
7 Ultimately reaching the most metaliterary detective genre—the metafictional detective story. 
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7) established by previous relationships with other similar texts; it utilizes it as a tactical or 

strategic methodology to trap or trick the reader into a frame of reading, making us trip over and 

get caught in our own expectations as the author manipulates them. In that context, the idea of 

literature as a form of escapism takes on a very different sense, becoming less about an escape 

from our everyday lives and more about a feat of escapism, in the line of Houdini’s work, at the 

level of literary engagement and complicity. It is not just about opening the lid and seeing the 

inner workings; it is a genre about how the reader is drawn into the inner circle of composition. 

No official list exists of the techniques and devices that are contained in the hardboiled 

writer’s toolbox. Painters have their brushes and oils and acrylics, and stone carvers have chisels 

and hammers and even pneumatic devices, but each artist also has habits, tricks, and instincts for 

how to use those tools. We grant literary devices to James, Hemingway, Austen, Shakespeare, 

Dickens, and the classical canon of authors, but hardboiled authors, as pulp writers, are often 

given the short end of the stick. Unlike the classic mode or the Golden Age mode, the hardboiled 

style, by noting the chaotic instability, randomness, and incomprehensibility of the world in 

which a man may kill another man for so little, by highlighting the suddenness and immediacy of 

violence and action, and by perceiving the world as both terribly serious and seriously funny, 

reminds us that answers and resolutions are not easy. The more complicated the self-reflexive 

layers of the detective story, the more doubt and suspicion is generated, obfuscating both the 

ultimate goal and aim, such that the activity of reading a work of literature relies on an 

interrogation of reading practices and innovative writing techniques. 

 

It must be a joke. These literary hacks have it okay, coming up with nice little theories 

like that. Mostly it’s making your head dizzy, but maybe you get the point. There’s a way of 

getting caught up in what you’re reading and a way of trying to make sense of it, and those aren’t 

the same things. At least your Author is on point, since here’s you trying to “imagine” the author 
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from the work, play his game, if murder can be called a game. It’s a bit odd, that way, too, 

because the guy is definitely dead, but it’s like you’re having a tactical conversation on the 

strategy of literature. It gives new meaning to the phrase “being read into the case.”  

 There’s no call from Hammett, and you’re tired of waiting around, so you get up and 

change your jacket. You put on your coat and decide it might be smart to keep the book on you, 

just in case, so you slip it into a pocket, opposite your gun. Then you go looking for Walsh. 

 It doesn’t take much effort. He hangs about The Brasher Doubloon around this hour, 

enjoying the take from the suckers losing at the tables, showing his face every now and then to 

slap a few guys on the back, compliment the dames, call for a round on the house. You and Walsh 

have a bit of a case-by-case relationship. You haven’t been to the Doubloon since you crashed the 

party with one of Walsh’s hired goons, the two of you playing craps with a pair of bullets for 

dice. That was when you were working for the actress with the pearls in her hair, like 

constellations dredged up from the deep sea; she wanted her boyfriend out of the game. The time 

before that, Walsh himself had hired you to look into a guy who was cheating his tables—as if his 

tables weren’t cheating anyone.  

 The Brasher Doubloon is a classier joint than its name suggests: crystal chandeliers flick 

off black mirrors on the walls and gold tiles on the floor. It’s crowded, as always, and a four-

piece band is playing in the upper balcony. You know your way around, so you head for the stairs 

and make your way up. Around the corner you find your buddy from last time, looking none the 

worse for your craps game. You’d forgotten what a gorilla looks like. 

 “So they let you out of the zoo, eh?” you ask, and he whips his head around. 

 He remembers what you look like, threatens to put you back in the ground where he left 

you, but you just shrug. That has him swinging his arms at your face. Your head’s still sore from 

playtime with Beaumont, still you figure you’d have a go just for old times’ sake, but you don’t 

get far because Walsh pokes his head out of his office to see what the commotion is. 
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 “Well,” he says with a grin, “if it isn’t my personal bogeyman. Bill, let the man in.” 

 Bill grunts, turns up his nose, but drops his arms and fixes his jacket. 

 You say, “Maybe next time, sweet cheeks.” 

 Walsh isn’t alone; though he never is. He’s got Bill’s cousins for bodyguards, just as big 

and stupid as the Gorilla, and, seated across from Walsh is Frederick Nebel, looking as smug and 

serious as usual. He’s a newspaper mogul who worked his way into his riches from blue collar 

jobs and runs a few publishing syndicates in town. No such thing as bad press. 

 Walsh gestures for you to take a seat, and offers you a drink. You take both. Walsh says, 

“George, have you met the Bogeyman? Comes and goes as he pleases to drag off naughty 

children—like me.” 

 Then he starts into his signature whooping laugh, something between a cackle and a 

cough. You’ve grown used to the nickname already. 

 Nebel nods slowly. “His face sneaks up into my papers every now and then,” he says. 

 “Mostly when it isn’t wanted, I guess,” you say, and the room gets uncomfortable, but 

Walsh laughs it off, because to him everything is a good joke. Nebel lifts a corner of his lips into 

something like a smile. It probably isn’t. 

 “So, whose bed are you crawling out from under this evening?” Walsh asks, passing you 

a rye whisky. 

 You’re not there to waste time, so you say, “I want to ask you about one of your boys—

goes by the name Ned Beaumont.” 

 Walsh pretends to think and then replies, “I admit to knowing a man by that name.” 

 That’s a start. “Hammett’s got him down at the station on account that he bopped me on 

the head and that he was sneaking around a dead guy’s office. He’s got a couple of stories about 

that. I’m hoping you’ll make some editorial comments.” 

 Nebel doesn’t seem to like that joke much either, but Walsh does. He says, “Try me.” 
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 You tell him Beaumont’s story about having worked for Shaw, and trying to sell the dead 

man a book, and the story about the debt. Walsh sits down and sips his drink. 

 When you’re done, he says, “Neddy’s been a bit of a problem since the beginning. 

Always with these deals on the side; forgets that he works for me. As far as this book deal goes, I 

don’t know nothing. I did pick up Ned from Shaw, though. Ned can be a good talker when he 

wants—a good salesman—which is why Shaw had him around, but some antiques started going, 

well, missing, which is why Shaw let me take him off his hands.” 

 Nebel frowns. You say, “And the debt?” 

 Walsh hesitates. “That depends. Lots of people have fun here at the Doubloon, sometimes 

too much fun. That’s honest business. What bird are we talking about here?” 

 You’re not sure how to answer that, so you describe the dead man, keeping your name 

out of it, and tell Walsh about the office with the door labelled “Author.” 

 Nebel whistles. “The dead man found this morning.” 

 Walsh is trying to place the guy—and with a bang of his hand on the desk, he does. 

“That’s Sam you’re talking about. Got himself shot, huh?” 

 “Who?” you ask, ‘cause that’s a new one. It’s the first time someone’s put a name to the 

corpse that wasn’t yours. 

 “The Author,” Walsh replies, grinning. “He was Sam Spade around here. I liked him. 

Funny guy.” 

 You lean back in your chair, stop yourself from reaching for the book in your pocket, 

because you know that name. You’ve read it. Your Author was using it as an alias—but why? 

You wonder. Was the Author just playing around, or did he know not to use your name with 

Walsh? Walsh would have known there was something odd about that. 

 “So he got in deep here, this Sam Spade?” you ask. 

 Walsh looks troubled for a moment and points at you. “Now, see, that’s where Neddy’s 
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story don’t jive for me. Yeah, Sam racked up a pretty little debt with me, but he made even three 

days ago. There was nothing for Ned to collect.”  

 That doesn’t sound good for Beaumont, then. So much for Walsh being the “someone” 

after your Author—though you don’t throw that idea out yet. Walsh likes to tell stories, too. Still, 

he actually talked to your Author and maybe knows something about him, having seen him three 

days before he was murdered. 

 “Where’d Spade get the money to pay you back?” you ask. That was a good enough 

direction to look into. Sam Spade might have got himself into something tricky in order to pay 

Walsh back—one deep hole looks the same as another, except when Walsh is staring down at you 

from over one of them.  

 But Walsh only shrugs. “Didn’t ask… Maybe he sold his soul.”  

“Yeah, and then checked out,” you add, not sure if Walsh is the devil you’re seeking or 

just the one you know. You ask Walsh what else he knows about the Author. 

“He wrote books,” Walsh says, and laughs, and even Nebel seems to get that joke. “He 

talked about getting a novel published, but so far only had a book of literary criticism on detective 

rags out there—something like that. He kept promising me a copy, but never delivered. For the 

better, maybe.”  

You smirk. “Wouldn’t have read it?” 

Walsh shrugs, gets up to pour himself another glass. “Sam was an odd one. He liked to 

play this game with the boys: he’d bring this gun—not real, you couldn’t actually load it, but it 

sure looked real. Anyway, he’d tell the boys to point the gun at their heads and think real hard 

about it being a real gun and it being really loaded. He told them to believe in it being real, and 

then try to pull the trigger—a kind of Russian roulette, I suppose. I think it cost the boys some 

peace of mind. They’re always checking to make sure their guns are real.”  

He takes a swig of his rye, swallows, and then bursts out laughing, maybe remembering 
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the looks on his goons’ faces when they risked the odds and pulled the trigger. 

“That’s the game of a goofy mind,” says Nebel, and you agree, but you figure authors 

and writers are that kind of bunch.  

“Ah,” says Walsh, stopping short. “That’s the word for it. Last time I saw Sam, when he 

paid up, he was acting odd. Not regular odd, but goofy odd. He didn’t seem to know if he were 

coming or going… or if he wanted to be either…” Walsh downs his drink, sits again. “Now that 

I’m thinking on it—hey, Fred—” He swivels around to one of the Gorilla’s cousins. “What’s the 

name of the gal Sam brought around here a while back?” 

George grunts. “Black.” 

It doesn’t sound like much, but it’s enough for Walsh. “That’s it. Black. Dahlia Black. A 

blonde with sharp lips. I figure maybe she’s been giving him a hard time.” 

Nebel slowly sits up straight. “Miss Black is an author, too. She’s been featured in a few 

papers. A writer of detective fiction.” 

That makes sense. You wonder if Dahlia Black is behind the voice on the phone. You 

check your watch. It’s nearly ten. You figure you should be heading on to your meeting at the 

Dain Club. 

“Thanks for the drink,” you say. “And the notes.” 

But Walsh asks, “What’s this got to do with you anyway?” 

And Nebel adds, “The murder is police business.”  

“I’m interested,” you reply. “The guy had my name on him.” 

Walsh presses his fingers together and nods. “Well, you are quite the character, 

Bogeyman. Maybe he saw something worth writing about.” 

You’re not sure how to take that, because Walsh isn’t laughing.  

Then Walsh throws in, “Here’s a tip, Bogeyman, just to feed some nightmares…” He 

likes that, chuckles. “Your friend Hammett’s been working himself into some thin corners these 
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days. Don’t trust him as far as you can describe him.” 

“What’s that?” you say.  

“Maybe ask him if his gun’s real,” is all Walsh says, and grins. Then, dropping the smile, 

he adds, “I’d advise you to keep your nose out of this one. We’re just starting to get along, you 

and I. I’d hate for something to happen to you.” 

 You’re already out of your chair, so you decide not to give Walsh’s words much stock. 

You tell him you’ll call more often, and see yourself out, where you wink at Bill the Gorilla 

before leaving the Doubloon. In your car, you get to thinking about what Walsh meant about 

Hammett, if anything. Hammett isn’t the type to be dirty, but you never really know. People get 

themselves caught up in things—like you, like the dead man. You don’t trust Walsh, either. He 

could be letting Beaumont take the fall, lying when he said there was no debt to collect. You 

don’t even know if anything he’s told you about the Author is true.  

 You put all that aside and take a drag while you sit in your car, trying to put pieces with 

other pieces from what you’ve got, which isn’t much. A man goes most of his life with no one 

being able to put their thumb on him. He’s been collecting names and he spends them like dimes, 

but doesn’t seem to have one of his own. Still, he writes a book using your name and gets himself 

shot after making the mistake of dealing with gamblers and racketeers. This guy who supposedly 

plays with fake guns like they’re real and pulls the trigger. It’s goofy, all right. You could almost 

say he shot himself with a gun that doesn’t exist. That’d be quite the set up. 

 But then who sent you the book? The Author himself? Walsh? Beaumont’s a possibility 

too—and this Dahlia Black dame. None of them seemed to know the guy was dead, though. The 

book, then, might have been meant as a warning—a message that came in too late. You grunt, 

thinking about what you’ve read in the book so far. Nonsense about an author and a reader 

playing games with each other. Well, he’s got you on that one. You start the engine and navigate 

the car around the Doubloon’s lot, turning your headlights towards the Dain Club. You hope 
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maybe your mystery girl can tell you more. 

 A flashy redhead is crooning on the stage at the Dain Club, and a jazz band’s dulling her 

down. The tables are all candlelit and the guests are taking it easy. You’ve got your work cut out 

for you trying to find the woman who phoned the office, but if your hunch is right and it’s this 

Dahlia Black, you can start with the blondes. 

 You make her right away, though, because that much Walsh got right. A blonde with 

sharp lips. But he missed all the important stuff about her. She’s a real page turner, with sweet 

lines severe in just the right places. She’s sitting in a private booth in a dark green dress, so you 

go over to make yourself known. 

 “Miss Black?” 

 She looks surprised to hear that, but not put off. She merely says, “Yes?” 

 That’s the voice, all right, only now you’re getting it straight from the bottle. You take a 

seat without asking, and get right to the point. “You made a phone call this afternoon, making this 

meeting.” 

 “So where is—?” 

 “He ain’t coming. Besides, I’m the one you talked to.” 

 You think she’ll get scared, but she’s not easily ruffled. She leans on the table, taps her 

silver nails on the lacquered surface, and says, “And who are you?” 

 “A private detective.”  

 “Working for him?” 

 “You could say that.” 

 That’s where you catch her off guard. She says, “You could say lots of things. Words 

aren’t very trustworthy, though. They get all twisted up.” 

 She’s an author, all right. You fill her in. “He’s not coming ‘cause he dead.” 

She digs her nails into the table, knuckles white as teeth. You nearly get cut by the sharp 
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lines of her jaw. 

“That’s... impossible,” she hisses, but then recovers her composure when you blink, 

easing back and softening her face. She asks, “How dead?” 

That’s an odd question. “Very.” 

Her eyes take a quick sweep of the club. “You’re sure it’s him?” 

You’re not, really, since your Author is still a nobody. You say, “It’d help if you came in 

to identify the body. In the morning.” 

She nods, looks out the window beside you. “Yes. I can do that.” 

 A waiter comes to take your order and slips off again into the music and noise. It gives 

her time to work things out. She asks, “What’s the name?” You tell her, and, for a moment, she 

loses all that elegance she’s been balancing with a crude snort of laughter. She doesn’t believe 

you so you have to show her your license and photostat. She treats you more seriously after that. 

 “So you found him shot in an apartment that doesn’t belong to him?” she says once 

you’ve given her the facts. “I don’t know where he lived. We always met here or at the 

Doubloon, or I’d stop by his office. Sometimes for coffee. We were friends.” 

 You sit back. “You said he thought someone was after him? What was that about?” 

 She rolls her eyes. “Oh. That. I’d say it was a ridiculous paranoia, except, well…” She 

pauses as the waiter arrives with your drinks. She picks up once he’s gone. “When I met with him 

last time, he was all jittery, like something spooked him. He kept looking around the club as if he 

was expecting to recognize somebody. He wouldn’t tell me much.” 

 “When was that?” 

 “Tuesday—so, four days ago.” 

 “What did he tell you?” you ask, frowning. 

 She purses her lips and runs her finger around the edge of her glass. “All he said was that 

he’d gotten himself into some trouble—that he’d written himself into a corner. He often spoke 
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like that. He’d say his characters were out to kill him. When I pushed him for more, he gave me 

this look and said, ‘I wrote a character into my book and now he’s after me.’ Then he told me that 

I might not hear from him for a little while because he had to be careful.” 

 Vague was your boy’s specialty, it seems. “He didn’t say what for? Or who?” 

 All you get is a shake of those blonde light waves and a shrug of those smooth shoulders 

that seems to shake off the world. You ask her about the connection with Walsh, but, while she 

knows Walsh, she doesn’t know anything about the Author’s debt. She works hard to suppress a 

hard-edged laugh when you mention the name Sam Spade. 

 “That was just funny business,” she says and tips her head and all the gravity of the room 

seems to follow. “He liked detective fiction too much; liked to live in it.” Then she drops the 

smirk. “I guess he got what he wanted,” she says, under her breath, almost spiteful. 

 You change tracks, ask, “I got a tip that says he’d been after a specific old book.” 

 You get a sweet bob for that. “He mentioned that to me once, too. Thought I might have a 

copy or know where to get one. I didn’t. I’d never heard of it.” She pauses. “I think he wanted it 

for his work, but I don’t remember what it was called. I might have written it down.” 

 That doesn’t help you any, but you say, “Sure. Would looking for this book get him in 

trouble with anyone?” 

 “Depends,” she returns with a teasing twist of her tongue. “Depends on who owns a copy, 

I suppose.” That’s the story-teller in her. She takes a moment to look you over. “It’s funny, 

talking to a detective like this, being in a murder case.” 

 “’Cause you’re normally the one writing them?” you say. 

 “Oh, so you know.” 

 “Guy named Nebel might have mentioned it.” 

 “Oh, him. Well, it’s true, but Dahlia Black is just a pen name. My real name is Katherine 

Brocklebank.” 
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 “Pleasure,” you say. 

 “It’s not as mysterious. Anyway,” she goes on, “you can write so many murder stories 

and not know what it’s like to actually be in one.”  

 “This ain’t no story,” you add in and take a package of cigarettes from your pocket. 

 But she just smiles, says, “Sure. But that’s not what I meant. After all, detective fiction is 

based on real things in the real world. Murder happens on the pages of fiction and on the 

pavement of reality. Sometimes the same murder happens on both. In fact, most do.” 

 You grunt. The job already doesn’t pay enough without being fictional, too. You offer 

her a cigarette, but she turns you down, so you light your own. 

 “How’d you end up with a dead man’s name anyway?” she asks, gesturing for the waiter 

to refill her cocktail glass. 

“Better question is how he ended up with mine,” you say. “Sam Spade or Bill 

Shakespeare or whatever, he didn’t have a name of his own.”  

 “So… that was a pen name, too?” she asks. The waiter arrives and takes her glass. The 

redhead on stage slopes off, and the band starts into some sentimental ballad. She looks reflective 

and then smiles pretty. “You know he wrote books, too, right? Mostly literary criticism, but he 

was looking to write a detective novel, too.” 

 You haul out the book and put it down on the table without a word. You watch her stare 

at it, waiting for a reaction but one never comes. “Read it?” is all she asks. 

 “Not my thing. I like the funny pages.” 

 “Okay, Dick Tracy,” she says. 

 You add, “It was left on my doorstep, like a baby in a bassinet.” 

 Katherine reaches out and flips through the book. You can see the sparks in her eyes from 

where the gears are grinding behind them. She’s got the authorial machinery going. “It’s a bit like 

you’ve been framed, isn’t it? Set up,” she says. “Private eye finds corpse. Private eye finds 
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writer’s corpus—both have his name on it. You’re all tangled up in these narrative threads, trying 

to weave them together… but you can’t do that so long as you’re caught up in them.” 

 “Don’t get literary on me, Miss Brocklebank.” 

 There’s a wry amusement in the tilt of her chin, and she shrugs. “But I’m having fun. 

This is no different from those scenes between the Op and Fitzstephan in Hammett’s The Dain 

Curse. After all, can you deny that it’s like our friend has written you into this murder—into his 

life and his death? What for? What does he want you to do? Or are you already doing it?” 

 You frown. “My literary object(ive), was it?” 

 She seems surprised that you’ve read more of the book than you’ve let on. 

 “Maybe,” she says as the waiter returns with new drinks. “You are representing the dead 

man—whether you admit it or not—and he, in this particular instance, represents you.”  

You’re tired of this already. “I get what he was saying about readers participating in the 

story-making,” you say, gruff. Detective work can be a lot like that, after all, a lot of asking 

questions and making use of what you can from what other people give you. “A game needs more 

than one player, so I guess I’m playing along, but this far-fetched nonsense about being set up, I 

don’t like it. No dead author is going to write me off. I’m in this for myself.” 

“It isn’t that far-fetched,” she returns, holding up her palms. “Authors kill off characters 

all the time. You can’t write a good mystery novel without cracking a few heads.” 

 So, what? Your dead guy is pulling the strings from behind the curtains? Writing up the 

recipe for your death, just for the fun of watching you try to get out of the plot? You can only 

play along for so long before the idea gets absurd. 

“Especially if they’re hardboiled,” you say. 

 That makes her go quiet. She plays with her lips, and then leans in close, like she’s got a 

secret she wants to get off her chest. “But… I did kill him,” she says. “I did, but I didn’t.” 

 You cock a brow for the sake of it. 
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 “I wrote him dead—I mean, I wrote him into a story as the one who gets dead, but I 

didn’t know much about him then. Just a guy I met at the club one night and decided to kill off. It 

was a joke. He thought it was funny, too, until, I guess, he wasn’t laughing anymore.” Authors 

and their jokes, you think. “But,” she goes on, “I guess I kind of killed you off too. Aren’t you 

lucky? To have a story written about you.” 

 That’s a screwy idea of lucky. You ask her, “Should I have you arrested on charges of 

manslaughter by metaphor?” 

 She doesn’t answer that. The band has started a new tune, and it’s got the kind of rhythm 

that fills your shoes, so she gets up. You join her, pocketing the book again. Following her to the 

dance floor, you can see the whole room revolve around her, something in the undercurrents of 

how people move and shift from table to table and how couples spin while they dance. You come 

up close and hold her tight, because the way the light hits her she could almost disappear. That’s 

the hard coldness of her, something dense in her that makes her difficult to see through. 

 Once you’re dancing, you say, “You don’t seem too upset to hear he’s dead.” 

 She thinks about this. “Yes, that would look suspicious, wouldn’t it? But the truth is, I 

barely knew him. One of those people that flicker into your life and then suddenly flare out. 

Besides…I’m not that kind. I know about the ugliness of this world, and its brutality, and its 

sudden endings. It’s never-endings, too. The suffering, the fear, the rage, the sadness—all those 

things that make people kill other people. If nothing else, a murder story must be realistic as to 

motive. I know people. I know how to write them. And I know how to let go of them.” 

 But you just say, “That makes you a bad dance partner,” and she laughs, and maybe cries 

a bit too, but you can’t tell.  

 You dance for a half hour, but then the band is getting old, and the place is getting stale, 

so Katherine tells you it’s time for her to go home. You help her to a taxi, reminding her to come 

to the station in the morning to do some corpse gazing, and she says, “Read the book some more. 
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He wrote an interesting section on language in the conclusion.” 

 So that’s what you do. You go home with just the book for company, because you’ve 

only cracked the spine on this one. 

 

CRACKING FOXY 

 I have called the hardboiled style “bulleted” and “sharp-shooting,” amongst other things. 

These are playful descriptors, but they do serve a purpose in revising how we think about 

language and style, and, beyond that, in analyzing how we look at the Hardboiled School of 

writing. In a narrative space of such violence and instability—a space where the bridges between 

signifier and signified, word and meaning, keep getting burned down—language becomes a 

messy affair. Words become weapons, loaded with old and new slang, deviations from standard 

definition, and colourful turns of phrase. Much of this linguistic play, for new readers to the 

genre, requires dictionaries to help with fully grasping the fleeting slang of the period (much of 

which has been lost from our vocabulary today, or replaced by new slang), and, certainly, while 

Hammett and Chandler wanted to use the authentic language of the American populace, “the 

language they customarily used” to “talk and think” (“Simple Art” 4), there was also a great deal 

of poetic license in the stylization that allowed for off-the-cuff linguistic tricks unique to 

individual stories. Hammett’s use of “cracking foxy” in The Maltese Falcon (23) does not appear 

to resurface in any other story or context. If words and how they signify are suspicious and 

unreliable despite the attempt in the genre to reach a correspondence between words and things, it 

is perhaps imperative to look at the language of the style—figurative and literal—to appreciate 

the hardboiled detective in his or her own unstable world. Like the hardboiled detective must 

embody his own agency, establishing his ethics, principles, and sense of justice, so too does the 

hardboiled style mete out linguistic justice in the policing and authorization of what words mean, 

as well as how they mean. 
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 This kind of linguistic play requires creative manoeuvring, but also a distinct knowledge 

of how language, both familiar and unfamiliar, affects the reader. Miller has posited the 

lawlessness of the novel form, and the hardboiled oeuvre undoubtedly represents on its pages a 

social world in which authority, stability, and lawful action are near impossible as police and 

private eyes come up against blackmailers, petty hoodlums, murderers, gangsters, gamblers, 

bandits, racketeers, and bootleggers. I, too, have painted a picture of the corrupt underbelly of 

American cities, as Chandler writes: 

gangsters can rule nations and almost rule cities, in which hotels and apartment 

houses and celebrated restaurants are owned by men who made their money out 

of brothels, in which a screen star can be the finger man for a mob, and the nice 

man down the hall is a boss of the numbers racket; a world where a judge with a 

cellar full of bootleg liquor can send a man to jail for having a pint in his pocket, 

where the mayor of your town may have condoned murder as an instrument of 

money-making, where no man can walk down a dark street in safety because law 

and order are things we talk about but refrain from practicing. (218). 

To a contemporary audience, this description of hardboiled tropes may seem like the stuff of 

movies, but Chandler is not exaggerating. Malmgren calls this lawlessness “acts of social 

rupture” (379), of which Hammett’s Red Harvest may serve as a prime example where the social 

behaviour and milieu of the period (and of the setting, which was based in Hammett’s experience 

in strike-breaking as a Pinkerton agent) began “to affect the sign, creating a rift between signifer 

and signified” (Malmgren 379) such that the people in the novel “are very much aware that 

Personville’s lawlessness infects language itself, with the result that most speech acts are highly 

suspect” (379). He equates an instability of social order with an instability of the linguistic order 

such that words become deceptive and suspicious “double-crosses” (379) that violate and exploit 

our relationship with words. That awareness becomes a slyly self-reflexive tool of the genre; a 
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language that, in a sense, works under cover through a manipulation of words we know and the 

insurgence of words we do not know. It both points to a failure of language to be strictly coherent 

and comprehensible, and to a power inherent in that failure to revitalize and remake language. As 

readers, we take words for granted, accepting them in their quiddity, using them as obvious signs 

to communicate with other people. The hardboiled style utterly undermines that relationship by 

taking language out of its safety zone.  

Embodying language here thus means re-infusing words with an active agency of their 

own through style, or through how narrative voice and tone drive words into narrative, making 

them culpable in the manipulation of the reader’s engagement with the text as a whole. Brooks 

notes that “language seeks to remotivate itself as a symbolism with an original referent in the 

body: to become a language embodied” (Body Work 8), and while Brooks is applying this remark 

to bodies that function as “a central preoccupation” (8) in a narrative, or how the body should 

contain its meaning (but does not), I am borrowing the terminology in order to suggest that 

hardboiled style attempts to re-motivate and revitalize language by re-possessing it, embodying it, 

figuring it out, giving it a shape through its development in style. 

 In the destabilization of the signifier and signified relationship, the fracture or rupture of 

words from their generally accepted definitions and connotations, language itself becomes a 

lawless state which the hardboiled style investigates. The use of figurative language is one of the 

most parodied aspects of the genre, particularly the use of simile (“like”): “The plants filled the 

place, a forest of them, with nasty meaty leaves and stalks like the newly washed fingers of dead 

men” (Chandler, The Big Sleep 7). Yet its objective style (as we see in The Maltese Falcon as 

Spade rolls his cigarette) is driven by literal language, the direct relation of detail and minutiae 

without being distorted by any kind of emphasis. There is thus a conflict of figurative and literal 

language in the hardboiled style that allows words to jump off of the page with suddenness and 

alacrity, and even suspiciously so. Binyon writes that “[w]hat is most notable about the stories, 
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however, is their style. They are narrated by the detective in a stripped-down, stark language 

which is objective and unemotional, like that of a report on the case written for the agency” (40), 

but that description would suggest that Binyon hasn’t read Hammett or Chandler, or even Norbert 

Davis and George Harmon Coxe. The style is certainly stripped down and stark, a black and 

white language of semantic meaning, but while perhaps unsentimental, unemotional is not the 

appropriate word since as P.D. James better insinuates, “The hard-boiled detectives are not 

introspective; it is through action and dialogue that their story is told” (76). James does not negate 

introspection or emotion in the hardboiled style, but rather points to how it is differently 

expressed, through action and dialogue, rather than through “the spongy prose of subjectivity” as 

William Brandon, a hardboiled writer of the later generation, writes in “Back in the Old Black 

Mask” (707). This prose, instead, emphasizes the quickness and unintelligibility of emotion in the 

moment and not the retrospective reconstruction of it, and its embodying language should be 

likened to physiological responses to emotion—how the human body registers and embodies 

rage, hate, sadness, love, desire, anxiety, and repulsion, from obvious sweating to subtle micro-

expressions of the face.8 Hammett’s description of Spade leaving Gutman’s, where “[h]is lips 

were dry and rough in a face otherwise pale and damp” and “his hand trembl[es]” (115) is 

exemplary in this regard. The stark contrast that Binyon notes is caused by colourful moments of 

intensity and figurative language bleeding out into the literal language of the style, as “you didn’t 

need to hear the strong words to get their effect—the manner, the scared and angry eyes, the wild 

braking, the shrieking tires, all spoke more clearly than words” (Brandon 708), such that, as 

Schwenger notes in “Words and the Murder of the Thing” (2001), “[w]hat is defamiliarized, then, 

is not common objects but common words. Abandoning the senses in which we usually 

apprehend them, individual words emerge with a material intensity they have not had, perhaps, 

                                                      

8 The show, Lie to Me (2009-2011), starring Tim Roth, provides a compelling breakdown and application 

of human micro-expressions, or, expressions that occur in-between macro expressions, just beneath the 

surface of the face. 
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since one’s first encounters as a child with words on a page” (105). Both the figurative and the 

literal function to shift our expectations of language and the communication of meaning, and the 

hardboiled style capitalizes on the lawlessness of words and slang, as well as the sense of 

defamiliarization that comes with the shadiness of language in order to authorize new dimensions 

to words, to embody them through new agency and activity that resonates more closely with 

imagism than journalism. In a letter to Joseph Shaw, Hammett wrote, “I can make a better wall 

with the same bricks now than I could make a year ago” to which Shaw, according to Brandon, 

added, “It’s the wall itself that counts for the writer… not what it closes in or out—that’s for the 

critics to mull over. The writer’s business is just making the best wall he can” (qtd. in Brandon, 

708). If a writer’s material are words and language (bricks and mortar), then certainly style 

becomes a matter of how words are applied, or, how the style shapes the material in the moment 

and of the moment—an active body of language. 

The hardboiled style is, at its most simple, adaptive, an action-driven language of words 

bursting onto the scene of signification. We see and feel this in hardboiled language often 

enough, and Marlowe actually describes it quite accurately when, in The Lady in the Lake, he 

says, “It jarred me. It was like watching the veneer peel off and leave a tough kid in an alley. Or 

like hearing an apparently refined woman start expressing herself in four-letter words” (21). The 

latter part of this description is telling of language’s own impact, the crude, brusque, and forceful 

four-letter words that destroy the refinement of supposed literary language, and the jarring 

experienced is a realization that, as Schwenger writes, “if words have become things in this 

way—and thus, in Blanchot’s terms, ‘concrete’ and ‘solid’—this has not resulted in stability. 

Rather, a vital disorder is manifested: within the words one senses, always, the movement of the 

mind seeking an unknown x” (106). The tension between literal and figurative language on the 

hardboiled page provokes the reader into noting what DeFino describes as “the instability of the 

objective frame of reference” where objects undermine their thingness, and “[a]swith objects, so 
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with language. Words do not mean until they are given a context, a position in relation to other 

words or to wordlessness. Our eyes perceive billions of bits of information every second, but we 

construct meaning from those bits only when the image they configure differentiates itself” (81). 

If words and objects fall out of stable meaning, and we fail, as Schwenger playfully suggests “to 

see the trees for the forest” by “impos[ing] the noun on the thing without seeing the complex 

perceptual faceting of which the thing is composed” (“Words” 25), then language becomes an 

adaptable, flexible creature of semantics. This is particularly true of the hardboiled style, a “prose 

style ruthlessly pruned of all inessentials” (P.D. James 73), in which the starkness of words 

becomes all the more apparent, both in how we think they mean and in how they shift out from 

under that meaning. This linguistic play of the figurative and the literal enacts in the style what 

McCann suggests occurs in the material of the page: “Much as in the western, justice and fairness 

always appear to be swamped by illegitimate power and sheer brutality. But, in his struggle with 

the enemies of civilization, the hard-boiled detective, like the frontier hero before him, has at least 

the chance to seize his heroic mission and remake his world” (45). The hardboiled style is not a 

negation of semantic language, nor an over-simplification of its starkness, but rather a remaking 

of language to account for its underlying lawlessness, the trees hidden in the forest, or, as Miller 

writes, “an overall lack of authorization” (vii). We may all agree that language serves the purpose 

of representation and communication, but how that communication takes place with words that 

can adapt themselves to new, different, and even unlikely contexts, is always suspect and jarring. 

 “Cracking foxy” in The Maltese Falcon is just one example of a language actively 

embodied. We can flip to any page in a hardboiled novel or anthology of hardboiled stories and 

point to compelling and innovative applications of language, both figurative and literal. In 

Chandler’s Farwell, My Lovely, Marlowe describes a dead body in an office: 

There was a small scarred desk close to a partly boarded-up window. The torso 

of a man was bolt upright in the chair. The chair had a high back which just 
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reached to the nape of the man’s neck. His head was folded back over the high 

back of the chair so that his nose pointed at the boarded-up window. Just folded, 

like a handkerchief or a hinge. (211). 

The words in themselves are stark and clipped (in fact, the longest word is “handkerchief” and, 

arguable “boarded-up”), and the body is described as part of the furniture with his head “folded 

back over the high back of the chair” and “his nose pointed at the boarded-up window.” It is 

certainly a lifeless body and the majority of the description is mundane and literal. The final 

sentence, however, “Just folded, like a handkerchief or a hinge,” while remaining clear-cut and 

unassuming in its language, creates an impactful image of a dead body. The words “just” and 

“folded” are uninteresting words on their own, same with “handkerchief or a hinge,” and yet 

Chandler establishes an intensification of the image through them, such that their application adds 

shape and dimension to the material of the body. The “just” carries weight in its reduction of the 

circumstances around the dead body, and “folded” gives an exact image of the inert body. In 

Norbert Davis’ “Don’t You Cry for Me” (1942), he writes: 

He had no illusions about his own position. He was involved in a train of events 

that coiled through the backstreets of Hollywood, touched the studios and the 

gaudy movie-rich mansions beyond them, and looped back to that ugly, empty 

little room in the Fortmount Hotel where [Lieutenant] Tilwitz sat and waited like 

a spider to see what would fall into his web. (902). 

Out of context, the passage loses some of its tension, but Davis still successfully drives home the 

quiet patience of Tilwitz as “a spider,” an artful characterization of the lieutenant that says more 

about him than a long reflective passage. Davis, too, is crafty in how his sentence structure 

imitates the image itself, a winding, looping of descriptions that finally reach Tilwitz at the centre 

of his web, a panning view of the city in general to the figure in particular, the great web and the 

spider. In George Harmon Coxe’s “Fall Guy” (1936), which features the series character Jack 
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“Flashgun” Casey, or Flash Casey, the short story opens with, “It was the fag end of a dull day, 

and Casey was slouched behind his desk in the anteroom” (45). A “fag end” here refers to a 

cigarette or piece of cloth that has been left unfinished or worn down to its last piece, and the play 

of words allows for a dullness of late afternoon, just burning out, but still lingering on, just as 

Casey slouches at his desk. In Hammett’s Red Harvest, when Max Thaler threatens the Op, the 

detective returns with: “Yeah… I was reading in the paper this morning about a fellow choking to 

death eating a chocolate éclair in bed” (501). Here there is both humour and sarcasm, but also a 

much darker implication that death comes in many forms, including chocolate éclairs in bed, 

which may be a “sweeter” death than others, but still death. The language, too, is indicative of the 

Op’s toughness and sense of character, part joker, part pragmatist, part stubborn dick, refusing to 

let Thaler have the run of the town. In fact, this exchange is followed shortly after by the Op 

unfixing the “fixed” boxing match Thaler is betting on, and when Kid Cooper hesitates to throw 

the fight, Ike Bush lands one under his jaw: “Everybody in the house felt the punch” (511). This 

sentence is set off from the rest of the paragraph, and stands alone. The pause between the 

indication of the imminent punch and the delivery that everybody feels gives the impression of 

how far the punch resonates through the arena—its impact is both physical and emotional because 

it refers as well to Max Thaler’s rage at losing the bet. In “House Dick” (1923), too, Hammett 

delivers a simple description of, “That was all. Three dead men, a broken gin bottle, blood” (43). 

It is a simple description with words reduced to their bare bones and even pre-empted by “that 

was all,” but the “all” becomes a focal word, heavy in its meaning and distinction between “all” 

or “nothing at all,” and the question of whether “three dead men” can be so mundane a thing as to 

be equated with a broken gin bottle and some cast-off blood. By emphasizing nothing, the short 

sentence emphasizes all.  

 Part of the creative and innovative fun of the hardboiled style’s embodied language is its 

unpredictability and its initial surprise. An invested reader feels the blow of a well-phrased 
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sentence and well-constructed image, particularly one that, like a bullet, shoots out of the prose, 

such as Chandler’s “[d]ead men are heavier than broken hearts” (The Big Sleep 36). “Cracking 

foxy” is an example of language being appropriated under different hats, much like most of the 

hardboiled slang: potboiler (car), cannon (gun), bird (man), the big sleep (death), to dust out or 

breeze (to get out), bracelets (handcuffs), chisel (to swindle), dope (information, although also 

drugs), to throw lead (shoot bullets), twist (woman), ice (diamonds), pump (heart), joint (place), 

and jaw (talk or to talk). It is a colourful, playful kind of language that allows for a clever 

manoeuvring that makes language pure connotation. The recognition of the simplicity of such 

appropriations makes the hardboiled style an adaptive style, using a language that is always 

moving through dark alleys of signification, and embodying or re-motivating the language in 

new, diverse, un-fixed ways. Yet, the figurative language is only one side of this “Brasher 

Doubloon,” as the literal language of the style also participates in the knowing agency of 

language, both a narrator or author’s ability to make new words and new semantic networks, and 

a re-possession of simple words for complex multi-faceted meanings. Having the guts and the 

gall in writing the hardboiled style, means having more than the language—there is the 

underlying suspicion that language can drive the reading experience and shift comprehension 

depending on how the author uses it. It is an awareness of both the hollowed out nature of words 

and their potential to be partners in crime to create more enlightening, or deceiving images, 

embodying not fixed meaning, but active meaning in dynamic contexts. In the same way that 

many hardboiled detective stories make formal use of the “frame” or “frame job” as part of the 

plot, so too do words get “made over” and “sent over” for how they are framed in a complex 

system of signification. As an element of the style, this language of cracking foxy at the reader, 

implying their culpability in how such colourful slang and simple words are made to be read, is a 

fundamental, if only initial, tool in the hardboiled author’s arsenal. Language’s potential to 

actually shift provides a method of revising and revitalizing words for new contexts, and, 
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moreover, of using words that most effectively get the job done. Thus the hardboiled style reflects 

the pragmatism and perceived detachment of its detectives. 

 

You don’t get much shuteye before Hammett’s calling you up. You look at the clock and 

it’s five in the morning. No rest for the wicked, or you neither. 

 “Get down here,” says Hammett. “There’s work to be done.” 

 “So do it,” you say. “Oh, do me a favour. Look into a dame by the name of Katherine 

Brocklebank. She writes books under the tag of Dahlia Black.”  

 Hammett doesn’t say anything, and then: “What Walsh have to say?” 

 “I’ll tell you when I see you,” you say and hang up. Your head’s still a bit dizzy from the 

smack Beaumont gave you, and also that frame job your Author set up for you to read and which 

kept you up most of the night. All that talk about words getting slick, plying you with ruses about 

how to catch and frame other words. It sounds a little like what Miss Black was saying last night, 

about your Author drawing you into his story, making a language out of you.  

But what gets you is the names he mentions in the chapters. The Author likes to throw 

them around, sprinkle them in to give you indigestion. Hammett and Chandler, and some other 

mugs you know. There’s coincidences and names are common, sure, but it’s a bit much for you, 

because you’re beginning to think that there’s nothing accidental about your Author’s work, and 

you don’t like that. You don’t like being the punch line of someone else’s death. Besides, nothing 

so far suggests that the Author’s death has anything to do with you. 

You take your time shaving and getting dressed, and stop at a diner for coffee and grub 

before finally taking yourself to the police station. Hammett’s been waiting, but he hasn’t liked it, 

and he makes sure to let you know. You take a seat at Daly’s desk in the bull room, and let the 

boys gather around. It turns out Shaw remembers Beaumont, but doesn’t have anything nice to 

say about the punk. Shaw also doesn’t know nothing about a book your Author might have been 
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looking for, so either the whole thing was a load or Beaumont kept that deal to himself, not 

wanting to share with Shaw. Only thing—the punk’s alibi checks out for the night of the murder. 

His friend, Madvig, corroborates the story, and the other players in the game include a couple of 

politicians and well-standing businessmen with nothing to gain by helping out a rat like 

Beaumont. Nothing suggests they’re involved in any way, either.  

“So, Sunshine, what you turn up?” asks Decolta. “You talk to Walsh?” 

You nod, and glance over at Hammett, who’s already having his second pick-me-up of 

the day. Looking at him now, it’s hard to imagine that there’s any stock in Walsh’s words the 

night before, but your lady friend has got you wondering about how any of this has been set up, 

so you don’t know. Just by saying the word “frame,” she put you in a fix. 

“Walsh thought it was funny as hell,” you say. “Beaumont works for him, but Walsh 

doesn’t seem to care much for him either, and he says our man did have a debt, but paid it. Seems 

like he and Walsh became buddies over it. Only thing I really got was that our Author somehow 

came up with the money out of nowhere.” 

“So there’s something we’re still missing,” Daly throws in. 

Other than the fact that you still have no idea who the dead man really is, yeah, you’re a 

few syllables short of a full sentence. 

“Walsh also pointed me to the arm piece, if that’s what she is.” 

“Brocklebank-Black?” fills in Hammett. “We’re sifting the dirt on her.” 

You tell them she should be coming in to identify the body, but in the mean time, you 

want another crack at Beaumont. None of his stories fit together the right way. The boys have 

him in the interrogation room already, all hospitable-like with the harsh lights and close walls, so 

you go on in with Hammett and Decolta. Beaumont scowls when he sees you, but he’s made 

himself at home, stretched out on his chair.  

“Walsh sold you up the river,” you say.  
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“Yeah, right.” 

Decolta spits. “You weren’t there looking to collect a debt, ‘cause there weren’t one. So 

what was it? You weren’t there either?” 

“My head says otherwise,” you say, taking the seat across.  

Beaumont claps his hand down on the table. “I’m telling you—” 

“Telling us what, exactly?” breaks in Hammett. “You’re telling us bunk and 

horsefeathers, that’s what. Try again.” 

“Read between the lines, copper,” is all Beaumont sells you, but throws in for free, 

“You’re getting nothing from me before I get my lawyer.” 

Decolta shakes his head. “We ain’t getting any farther on this one unless you give us 

something juicy, so we might as well haul you in for the murder. One bird is as good as another, I 

suppose.” 

Beaumont’s face goes white. “I didn’t kill nobody!” 

“Then what should we do with the body we’ve got downstairs?” Decolta returns. “File it 

under ‘A Lark’?” 

“Why don’t you file yourself under go stuff it?”  

That’s when Daly swings into the room to get you. “There’s a piece of dynamite out here 

with your name on it,” he says. 

So Katherine’s showed up. You nod and Hammett and Decolta follow him out to get a 

look, but you hang back a minute with Beaumont. You lean over the table. 

“Look. I know he really was looking for some book, but I don’t know whether it has 

anything to do with all this. I don’t really care, but you weren’t in his office to collect a debt for 

Walsh, and you sure weren’t there delivering a book, let alone to make friends. My friends here 

can’t wait to put some pretty bracelets on you for the murder.” 

“I got’s an alibi.” 
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“Yeah? And so what?” you return. “Alibis can be set up and even bought. It wouldn’t 

take much to have you boxed and wrapped up.” 

Beaumont chews on his lip. “No one’d believe me anyway,” he says.  

“About what?” 

He looks you over, creeps forward. He says, “So a month ago, I’m going about my 

business when a buddy of mine passes word that some bird is throwing my name around in places 

I don’t like it to be thrown. You know, in case it ends up in the wrong mitts.” You nod. You get 

that. “So I hunt up the guy, because he’s not just asking around for me, but using my name to ask 

questions, and I figure if Walsh catches wind, it’ll land me in trouble.” 

“Having your fingers in too many pots and not giving any honey to the boss,” you add. 

He says nothing to that, knows better. “Anyway, I finally corner the guy, and what do ya 

know—it’s the Author. He says he’s doing research, but I call that bull, because he don’t need my 

name for that, and I tell him I don’t like him riding on my coattails like that.” 

“Get to the point,” you say. 

Neddy frowns. “So he gives me this story about how he figured I’d turn up sooner or 

later, since he remembers me from Shaw’s party, but I know he’s been asking weird questions 

that involve some, well, unsavoury fellows, so when I call him out on that, he tells me he’s 

desperate and needs to get out of town fast and needs money. Easy mark, right?” 

“So you took him to the Doubloon.” 

“Yeah, and he lost big, but then came up with the money no problem, and then he comes 

looking for me saying he needs help getting a new identity to get out of town. He wants to 

disappear. Now that’s not entirely out of my line, but he’s starting to give me the creeps, see?” 

That’s not much of a track to go on. You’re pretty certain that the disappearing trick your 

Author was looking to perform wasn’t the kind he ended up doing. 

“You agreed to help for a hefty price, but he ended up dead somewhere in the middle?” 
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For the first time, Beaumont looks uncomfortable. Hours spent in that hard room, a night 

in a cell, and fending off a bunch of questioning cops, and he still looked like he could wait out an 

eternity, but now, all of a sudden, he looks sick and disturbed, mashing his lips and 

jackhammering his foot on the floor. 

“That’s where it gets hard to believe,” he says, and you wait for him to go on. “You don’t 

get it, shamus. It weren’t—so clean and pat. The guy had a screw loose, got himself all shuffled 

around. He’d been asking questions, don’t forget—all shifty-like. He said someone was after him, 

told me he wasn’t safe anymore, because the guy might find him first. Thing is, all he was asking 

about was a thin man in a grey hat. Who don’t that sound like?” 

You grimace. “Fatty Arbuckle, but he was known to wear a few hats, too,” you say. 

“Yeah, nonsense, right?” Beaumont returns, eyes wide. “But I saw him. The day before 

yesterday. The Thin Man! I saw him coming out of the Dain Club, and he don’t look like much, 

which is why—you know—but I knew it was him. Something about him just wasn’t right. Just 

looking at him… the guy had me sweating ink. I went to warn the Author.” 

Your gut tells you Beaumont’s trying to tell you the truth this time, but you’re not much 

into spookums and faceless men in fedoras. So you ask him, “What do you know about a girl that 

hangs around with the Author? Blonde, goes by the name of Black or Brocklebank.” 

He sneers. “Oh, her. Seen her around. She’s a ditzy one, one of those liars that can’t help 

it. Lies so much she can’t get out of them, and doesn’t know which ones are real and which ones 

aren’t. She likes to play along. Guys like the Author and Walsh—they love that kind of stuff. Me, 

a woman like that spells trouble.” 

You go meet up with trouble. The boys in the bull room have Katherine in a chair and 

Hammett’s asking every question he can think of, trying to get a clue out of her. She’s in blue 

today, conservative, with her hair pinned back under her hat, like she’s wearing a cut of sky on 

her head. She’s made herself up nice, that’s for sure. You don’t know what to think now. It’s not 
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like you trusted her, but now you think that maybe she knows more than she lets on, because she 

just likes playing the part of curious lady novelist.  

She greets you. “I’m disappointed,” she says. “I thought you and I were partners, like 

Holmes and his Watson, but the men here tell me you’ve been carrying on without me. What took 

you so long?” 

“And why didn’t you take longer?” says Coxe. 

“Yeah, yeah,” you tell him, and then give Katherine a nod. “This is real detective 

business, sweetheart. No room for wordplay. You ready?” 

She gives that shrug that unhinges jaws and gets up from her chair. Hammett tells you 

Chandler is already waiting for you downstairs, having rolled out the corpse for your inspection. 

On the way down the stairs, Katherine starts asking questions, but you don’t feel like answering 

any of them until she sees the dead man. The morgue smells too sterile and clean, hiding the 

dozen or so bodies kept on ice in the back. Chandler is looking over autopsy files, eating a bagel. 

The man isn’t a queasy one.  

“Still kicking, huh?” he asks when he sees you. “Well, I’m here for you.” 

“Yeah, thanks,” you say, because Chandler likes dead jokes as much as he likes dead 

bodies. You’re about to introduce your company, but Chandler gets there first.  

“Miss Dahlia Black, yes?” he says. “I’ve read some of your work. First class, if you ask 

me. You’ve got a knack for describing autopsies.” 

“Why, thank you,” says Katherine. “I’m particular about the details.” 

“Of course.” 

You hook her by the arm and lead her through a door to where the bodies are. Your 

Author is already laid out with a sheet over him, except for his face. It’s the first time you’ve seen 

the corpse since the crime scene, and you never thought you’d be so relieved to see a dead man 

again, but you are, because all Katherine’s talk about the Author setting you up has been getting 
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to you. You’ve been half expecting to find a sack of potatoes instead of a corpse, if that.  

“So?” you ask the girl. 

She’s peering at his bloodless mug, making a close study of it. She does the full circle, 

and then looks up at you, her head a bit crooked. She says, “This isn’t him,” and you’re almost 

floored until she shows the slightest of smirks and adds, “He looked more like you, I suppose, if 

you were him, and if I had to describe him.” 

You sigh. “Stop playing around.” 

She laughs. “Well, it really isn’t him. What’s left maybe.”  

You’ve had enough of that already. “Is it his body or not?” you insist. “Be serious.” 

She twists around, tightens her elbows to her ribs, as if you’ve hurt her with that, but she 

says, “It’s him, all right. You can get a second opinion, if you want. Walsh or your con artist in 

the interrogation room can tell you what he looks like.” 

“Never mind,” you say and scratch your head. At least your man is on a slab and not 

running around like some phantom in the wings, pulling levers and drawing the curtains on the 

stage from behind the scenes. “Did you find out what book he was looking for?” 

There’s hesitation in her stance, and then she says, “Better. I looked into it. The book 

doesn’t exist. You’ll laugh, though—it was called The Death of the Author.” 

You scrunch your face up at that, thinking that this whole case is just plain screwy, and, 

worse, that there’s too many suspects and not enough suspects at the same time. That’s the 

problem. It’s getting complicated for no reason, and it’s getting you nowhere. You take a moment 

to think, and then look the girl over again, Dahlia Black or Katherine Brocklebank or whoever 

she said she really was. Beaumont called her a liar, that she liked to play along like she’s part of 

the act even if it isn’t an act. 

“You said last night you killed him in a story,” you begin.  

“I did,” she admits, walking around the room and looking over Chandler’s medical 
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instruments. “It’s one of my better ones, but not as good a mystery as this—” 

“Maybe you weren’t kidding around.” 

She stops, laughs. “I wrote him off. I didn’t kill him. Besides it was just some fun 

between writers.” 

“Stop that,” you say. In that room, where there’s just you, her, and the dead body 

between you, you’re tired of her turning this into some kind of joke. “I don’t get you. A man is 

dead. Really dead, and you’re talking about him like he’s a plot device for one of your books.” 

She’s standing straight now, looking at you with shadows in her face from the lighting in 

the room. “This isn’t about him anymore,” she says. “It’s about you, and what you’re going to do, 

picking up where he left off, walking in his shoes, making sense of the little details so that they 

mean something—not to him, but to you. You’re deciding what kind of story this is.” 

You’ve heard enough of that. 

But then she adds, “I want to be helpful. This is the only way I know how.” 

There’s not a lot you can say to that. Sincerity is real hard to fake, and her voice gives it 

weight. Besides, Beaumont calling her a liar is pot-kettle talk when all you want is whisky, and 

not tea, so this isn’t getting you anywhere. You hold the door open for her, and she steps out. As 

you both head for the stairs, Chandler shouts, “I’ll be seeing you around sometime.” 

You see her out of the station and to her car, telling her you’ll be in touch, but she frowns 

because that’s just a nice way of saying you won’t let her play along anymore. Before she gets 

into the taxi, she stops and looks down at the asphalt. She says, “Be careful. Don’t get all caught 

up in this. You’ve got to be able to step back and take a better look at things.” 

And you say, “Sure,” because that’s the best you can give her. 

When you come back inside, you ask Daly where Hammett’s gone off to, and he tells you 

he’s in his office, so you head over, but stop when someone comes out first. Nothing unusual in 

that—except it’s Nebel, and you like his face less in the light of the station than you did in 
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Walsh’s place. He closes the door and stops when he sees you standing in the hall. 

“You really do just pop up, don’t you,” he says. “Bogeyman.” 

You smile. You like making new friends. “What are you doing here?”  

He smiles back. “Checking in on the case. You piqued my curiosity last night with the 

mysterious death of the so-called Sam Spade.” 

Slowly, you nod, take in the wild elegance of the hall’s grey dust, and then say, “You’re 

sort of high up on the ladder for that kind of work, aren’t you? Don’t you have reporters to do all 

that running around?” 

“Ah” he replies, and puts on his hat. “I like to feel involved, sometimes.” 

But that gets you thinking about what Walsh said about Hammett, and you wonder what 

involvement Nebel means. You say, “I didn’t know you got along with Hammett.” 

Nebel doesn’t bother with a response. “I heard Miss Black was in to identify the body,” 

he says instead. “I’m sure she gave you some insight into the case.” 

“Why’s that?” 

“She… can be a real character sometimes,” he replies, and you’re not sure if he’s 

cracking a joke, because he’s got a real good poker face. “I’ve worked with her a few times. 

Publicity is an art unto itself, you know.” 

You look at him squarely. “You suggesting that she’s got something to do with all this?” 

“My job is not to suggest anything. My job is to report it.” He pauses. “Keeping tabs on 

Walsh is one way of staying on top of things.” 

“Is that so?” you say. 

“He’s a slippery one. After all, Mr. Bogeyman, there’s ways of doing things by the book, 

and ways of doing things that’s more on the margins,” says Nebel. “That’s where the important 

things get noted.”9 

                                                      

9 Or do they? 
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He gives you the perfunctory bob of his head and leaves you standing in the hallway 

wondering what to do with that exchange, especially because now Nebel’s on the list of suspects, 

too, and you didn’t need any help there. Forget it. You go and knock on Hammett’s door, but let 

yourself in. He’s staring at his desk. 

Leaning on the doorframe, you say, “When did you and Nebel get so chummy?” 

His lips draw a thin line, and you notice that most of him is looking pretty thin, like a leaf 

that got crushed between the pages of a book. Then he says, “Don’t start with me, Sunshine.” 

“I’m getting called all sorts of things these days,” you return. 

“You have that kind of face,” Hammett says and swivels in his chair to take a bottle and 

two glasses out of their drawer. He pours rye into both glasses, lets you have one of them because 

you’re staring at them. Then he says, “Nebel’s a piece of work.” 

The rye has put you in good mood, so you say, “That’s subjective.” 

“What the girl have to say?” 

You shrug. “Says it’s the guy she knew, or what’s left of him, but that doesn’t tell us 

much. He’s still nobody.” 

A scowl brightens Hammett’s face. “And Beaumont?” 

You’re not sure what to say there. “I don’t think he killed him, but I think he’s got more 

to do with this than he wants to admit. He fed me this story about a thin man in a grey hat. Said 

the Author thought this spook was after him. Beaumont saw him at the Dain Club and, ‘cause 

he’s such a nice guy, he tried to warn our man.” 

“Good Samaritan, he is.” Hammett gets out his cigarettes, lights up, and smokes for a 

moment. “A thin man? Like a kid’s bogeyman or something?” 

You sputter into your drink, and give yourself a second to enjoy that. “A shadow of what 

he used to be, maybe.” 

“Aren’t we all,” says Hammett. “Call in Daly and Decolta, will you? I’m about up to here 
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with this case already.” 

You can’t agree more. Leaning out, you holler for the boys to get their behinds in the 

office, and soon enough they are, dragging a confused Blassingame with them. Hammett doesn’t 

say anything, just waits for them to get started. 

It’s Daly who takes up the stick. “I like Beaumont for this,” he says. “He can’t keep his 

story as straight as his nose.” 

Decolta kicks the floor. “But he’s also not in any hurry to get out of here. He was 

arraigned last night for battery, and from what I can see, he could make bail, or ask Walsh for a 

helping hand, and hasn’t. His alibi stood up, too.” 

You hadn’t thought of that. Decolta’s good for something every now and then. It’s true 

Beaumont doesn’t seem to be in a hurry to leave police custody—is that because he knows he’s 

got it made anyway, or because he’s scared? But then what’s he scared of is the question—Walsh 

or the Thin Man.  

You say, “I think Beaumont’s a fall guy, maybe for Walsh, or maybe for someone else. 

Maybe there is a Thin Man, but Beaumont’s working for him and pretending that he isn’t.” 

“What good is that?” asks Blassingame, but you haven’t gotten that far. 

“And Miss Black?” puts in Hammett, crossing his arms. You keep your mouth shut. 

Daly says, “Not much on her, except what’s in the papers. Twenty-eight years old, born 

in Illinois, got quite the book racket. She moves around a lot. Makes friends, but doesn’t seem to 

keep any. She’s been staying in town for two years now. What you turn up, Decolta?” 

“I got a friend down at the Central Bank who checked into some things for me,” he 

replies and brushes his moustache. “Looks like Miss Black took out a big cash withdrawal from 

her account. A whopping ten grand.” 

You sit up straight, and Hammett nearly throws down his glass trying to get it back on the 

table. He asks, “What she do with the dough?” 
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Decolta doesn’t move, just says, “You’ll have to ask her.” 

Ten grand. That’s the kind of debt you rack up at Walsh’s rigged tables, but, from the 

sound of it, Katherine isn’t on Walsh’s list. He’d know—he’d have known her name, without 

having to ask one of his goons. But what gets you is that she never mentioned it last night or this 

morning. Trying to be helpful, your foot. 

“Where she get that kind of money?” you ask. 

Blassingame returns, “She does well enough with writing, better than our dead man.” 

“Maybe,” Daly says. “She inherited a lot, though. Old articles turned up some rich, dead 

relatives.” 

Hammett nods. “Keep digging… And Decolta, I want you and Coxe to ask around with 

our stoolies about a Thin Man in a grey hat. Sounds daft, I know, but do it.” 

But you say, “Wait. One more thing I haven’t shared.” And you tell them about the book, 

show it to them, careful to say that you’re not even sure it has anything to do with the case or if 

it’s a kind of “read” herring. For now, though, it’s the only thing you’ve got to rely on, 

supposedly the only thing in the Author’s own voice, and keeping it secret isn’t going to get you 

anywhere. Might as well flash it around and see whose eyes latch on. The homicide boys, though, 

look like you’ve shown them the gum collection you got stuck to your shoe.  

Blassingame muses, “You think the dead guy had it sent to you in case he got killed?” 

“Like, insurance?” asks Daly. “Why didn’t he just write a letter instead of a book? It’d 

have been faster.” 

“Shorter, too,” says Decolta. 

You can’t help but agree. Why write a book to send to a private dick when a quick S.O.S. 

note or phone call would have been more effective?  

“Maybe he sent it, or maybe Miss Black did so she could play too, or maybe someone’s 

holding out on us,” you reply. “I’ve got a lot of suspicions, and, frankly, this case is getting on my 
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nerves in all the wrong ways. We’ve got to go back to the basics. How’d our body get to that 

apartment and where was it originally shot? There was hardly any blood in the apartment.” 

Not to mention the blood on the ladder. 

“Chandler said that, too,” says Hammett. “Said the guy had lost so much blood before 

collapsing in the living room that he must’ve dragged himself a few blocks. I’ve got all the beat 

cops on the lookout for the primary crime scene.” 

It’s still early in the day and you’ve got some thinking to do, so you wait while Coxe, 

Decolta, Daly, and Blassingame are busy with their own leads and then take your leave of 

Hammett. When you’re outside you recall that Hammett didn’t say anything about the book, but 

that’s not anything but an observation—then again, Hammett was the one who called you in on 

this one, and you still aren’t sure why. Bringing you in for a joke is one thing, but keeping you 

around is another. Hammett usually doesn’t like you hanging around police business because you 

aren’t exactly good press, and you can’t be relied on to do what you’re told. So what was 

different this time? 

You go to an eat-in to get a proper brunch in you, and you sit in the window stool 

watching the passersby, and take out the Author’s book. You got a whole new section to read 

now, called “By the Book”: 

 

BY THE BOOK 

The intent to write within a genre may be misleading, as well. I have thus far shown how 

the Hardboiled School served as a deviation away from earlier modes of detective writing, each 

of which produced new conventions of how the genre should or should not be read and which 

experimented with earlier conventions. While not seeming so to readers now, the hardboiled 

mode was an extreme reaction to its prior modes within the genre, taking advantage of the ground 

already covered. Of course, we see in other styles this kind of playful self-reflexivity of genre, 
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including in Agatha Christie’s work and predominantly in G.K. Chesterton’s Father Brown 

series,10 but when I say that the hardboiled mode took advantage of previous conventions and 

stylistic modes, I say it with the morals of the traditional American confidence man in mind. 

Hardboiled authors attempted to employ generic traditions and conventions, not just to 

differentiate themselves from other modes, creating a contrast, but also to demonstrate that those 

conventions gave them power to challenge their reader’s knowledge and expectations of how to 

read the detective story. Poe’s “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” and “The Mystery of Marie 

Rogêt” are in themselves treatises on how to read the genre Poe was attempting to unleash on a 

reading audience unfamiliar with a literature where they would be asked to think, contemplate, 

and guess at the solution based on clues provided. The hardboiled style attempted what Poe had 

done: to outline the rules for a different kind of reading, and one that required readers to be on the 

ball, allowing authors the freedom to adhere to or defy convention in the genre. 

This tool is frequently used as a gimmick that allows detectives to mock, parody, or 

differentiate themselves from the standard Sherlock Holmes model. On its surface, it is a kind of 

intertextuality between modes in the same genre, but at its core, it involves a direct recognition of 

previous modes (which may or may not lead to self-reflexivity in the construction of narrative), 

and a turn away from them, demonstrating the flimsiness or implausibility of those earlier modes 

in order to complicate the mystery at hand. “The Shrieking Skeleton” (1923) Charles M. Green (a 

penname for Erle Stanley Gardner) is an excellent example of a story in which the classic mode 

of detective fiction clashes with the early conceptions of the hardboiled mode, as an investigation 

is undertaken to discover if a dead man is possessing his own skeleton, which his archenemy has 

bought to hang in his lab. What begins as a traditional scientific investigation of a supernatural 

killer quickly turns into a hardboiled manhunt, in which the living skeleton is shot by the 

hardboiled detective as soon as it begins to walk towards him. The story functions, perhaps, as an 

                                                      

10 “The Absence of Mr. Glass” (1914) being a prime example. 
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early Scooby-doo, Where are You! episode (1969), as the ghostly villain is unmasked as the dead 

doctor’s butler, but functionally the story provides a compelling contrast of methods of detection, 

slow scientific experimentation and active hardboiled sharpshooting, ultimately showing that the 

latter is more effective. 

 The best works of detective fiction to use this tool of manipulating genre, however, are 

ones that employ it to create more than a simple differentiation, but also employ it to emphasize 

or draw attention to the reader’s awareness of such tropes and styles. An appropriate example of a 

more contemporary work is Ian Rankin’s “The Dean Curse” (1992),11 which directly references 

Hammett’s The Dain Curse (1928), both to suggest that detective modes have shifted in the rise 

of the police procedural, where investigative methods were taking on a mundane direction—such 

that the “curse” of Hammett’s novel, as well as the spectres, omens, and shadows that the Op 

chases throughout, takes on a level of ridiculousness and contrivance—and to highlight that even 

the ridiculous is plausible in the hands of off-kilter human beings when Inspector Rebus realizes 

that Major Dean is mentally unstable. Dean, trying to keep his daughter to himself, plants a car 

bomb in his own car and tricks the girl’s boyfriend into stealing the vehicle.  

It is important in “The Dean Curse” that Rebus, reading The Dain Curse, only reads to 

the end of the second part of the novel and does not read the third, and so rightfully complains 

that the novel is contrived and overstated. Rebus projects his frustration at the “coincidence after 

coincidence, plot after plot, corpse following corpse like something off an assembly line” by 

throwing his copy of the book into the air and scattering the pages (422). Rebus only reading to 

the beginning of the third part of The Dain Curse is important because the novel is designed to be 

frustrating in the very way that bothers the detective. The first two parts are, in fact, filled with 

extensive complicated plots, drug trips, and ghostly apparitions, and it does come across as 

something similar to an epic novel, stuffed with melodrama, such as the one the Op refers to in 

                                                      

11 Although, if we’re talking about puns on Hammett’s The Dain Curse, I am partial to the reference to 

“The (Great) Dane Curse” in Jim Henson’s Dog City (episode 1: “The Big Squeak”). 



 

378 

 

another Continental Op short story, “The Gutting of Couffignal” (1925): The Lord of the Sea, 

featuring “a strong, tough and violent fellow named Hogarth, whose modest plan was to hold the 

world in one hand” where there are “plots and counterplots, kidnappings, murders, prison-

breakings, forgeries and burglaries, diamonds large as hats and floating forts larger than 

Couffignal. It sounds dizzy, but in the book it was as real as a dime. (452). The Dain Curse may 

be described in a rather similar fashion as “dizzy,” so Rebus’s complaint that Hammett “could 

strain credulity only so far, and Dashiell Hammett had taken that strain like the anchor-man on a 

tug-o’-war teams, pulling with all his might” (423) suggests a rather different lens to look at both 

Rankin’s story and Hammett’s work. It is not likely that Hammett, writing “The Gutting of 

Couffignal” in 1925 and The Dain Curse in 1928, both featuring the Op, overlooked the 

similarity between The Lord of the Sea and the plots of The Dain Curse—and that is the point. In 

the third part of the novel, “Quesada,” it is revealed that the whole mystery and all of the deaths 

involved are the contrived machinations of the unstable and “creative” (if that is the word for it) 

mind of Owen Fitzstephan, the author/writer with whom the Op has frequent metaliterary 

conversations. That, in itself, may seem a simple joke to the reader—the author is the criminal of 

the plot—but Fitzstephan’s motives make it into a more profound demonstration of how narrative 

influences life and vice versa, since Fitzstephan deliberately creates the dramatic and inexplicable 

circumstances around Gabrielle (Dain) Leggett in order to enforce the validity of the curse on the 

Dain family. He constructs the plots around her—coincidence after coincidence, plot after plot, 

corpse following corpse—so that he may keep her for himself.  

While these elements are “far-fetched” for detective fiction, Rebus’s complaints about the 

novel are complicated by the news of a car bomb going off in the sleepy, peaceful town of 

Barnton “where nothing happened, the sort of place where crime was measured in a yearly 

attempted break-in or the theft of a bicycle” (423). What Rebus ultimately uncovers is a plot as 

contrived, mad, and ridiculous as what he shoots The Dain Curse down for—an ex-secret service 
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man, stashed away by the government because he has the bad habit of blowing up cars when he 

feels unstable. This may seem implausible as a story, but Rankin’s point is that it is entirely 

plausible as reality, especially if we consider that Major Dean is likely experiencing a kind of 

PTSD from his work in Ulster where his wife was killed in an IRA terrorist attack (by a car 

bomb). Such narratives only take on the tone of contrivance and implausibility when constructed 

and perceived as a story. Rankin takes this differentiation further, writing, “Rebus blamed 

himself. If only he hadn’t cursed Dashiell Hammett, if only he hadn’t sneered at his book, at its 

exaggerations and its melodramas, if only… Then none of this would have happened… But of 

course it would. It had” (423). The story becomes a comment on contrived coincidence as reality 

or as fiction, and on the paradigms of fact and fiction we so readily buy into—that is, we 

construct narratives through our actions, and take action through our pre-planned narratives 

(plotted actions and planned crimes)—even insane, mad, crazy ones. “The Dean Curse” hints that 

reality itself creates disturbing and unbelievable circumstances and potential outcomes by its 

attempt to “meddle” as it were, in grand narratives, like that created by the government to hide 

Dean. Rebus contemplates that, “[t]he Army had designed a weapon and that weapon had become 

misadjusted, its sights all wrong. You could dismantle a weapon. You could dismantle a man, too, 

come to that. But each and every piece was still as lethal as the whole,” and, coming back to 

Hammett’s The Dain Curse, Rebus decides to “put aside fiction, put aside Hammett and the rest 

and of an evening read psychology books instead. But they too, in their way, were fiction, weren’t 

they? And so, too, in time became the case that was not a case of the man who had never been” 

(436). These closing lines suggest that everything comes with a certain level of plausibility, no 

matter how close or far they come to being story. I have taken a tangent into Rankin’s story—in 

working with Hammett’s novel—precisely to highlight the ways in which a detective fiction 

author may play with or manipulate a sense of what mode(s) of detective fiction are to be 

considered valid or suspicious. Rankin makes us doubt the inexplicable through Rebus’s rejection 
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of The Dain Curse, but the resolution of “The Dean Curse” does not bring much rationality to 

bear on the crime—rather it is a reminder that real life is strange fiction.  

Playing by the book, in this regard, functions as a writing device that allows us to weave 

in and out of modes and to undermine our expectations of how an individual story may play out. 

The story may begin like a Sherlock Holmes’ story, but it can end like a hardboiled story, and 

part of the fun in reading such a device is to first figure out what kind of detective story one is 

reading and then to figure out what kind of crime or criminal is at the core of it. Both Gardner’s 

“The Shrieking Skeleton,” in its overt generic choices, and Rankin’s “The Dean Curse,” in its 

subtle intertextuality with Hammett’s The Dain Curse, produce a conversation of generic modes, 

but more importantly, they engage with the question of what it means to stick to generic modes 

and expectations and to deviate away from them. These authors show that they can successfully 

manipulate expectations of the genre, either using traditional contrivances to their advantage, or 

moving suddenly away from them. Being able to move in and out of the preconceived box of 

generic expectations is a sign of a capable and knowing author, and, above all, one who knows 

his audience. 

 

You finish your coffee and you’re almost ready to believe that your Author is messing 

with you now. The book reads like an almanac of your recent experiences, if Dahlia Black has 

anything to say about it—but you aren’t by the book at all. Your brain has had enough time to 

crunch down the facts, and you figure that Walsh was too easy going about it all. Maybe the 

Author paid off his debt with money from Dahlia Black, or maybe that was just a snow job. 

Maybe Walsh and the dead man had another kind of deal and it went sour fast. Or maybe, you 

think, Walsh worked a little too hard to make it look like he didn’t know the blonde with the 

sharp lips. Beaumont was caught up in it, too, but you’re pretty sure he’s running scared of Walsh 

and doesn’t want to say the right or wrong thing until he hears from the boss. Murders are 
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simple—a person kills another person—but here’s a bunch of people acting like stories kill 

people and they’re all going overboard.  

You get up and go to the payphone by the door of the eat-in. You phone up the station 

and get Blassingame at the desk again, and it’s Katherine Brocklebank’s address you’re looking 

for because you’ve got an idea about how she’s involved. 

It’s not even ten minutes later before you’re outside her hotel. The clerk at the front desk 

doesn’t much like the look of you, but you don’t much like his tie either, so you’re even. When he 

asks who he should say is calling on her, you say Dick Tracy and that doesn’t do you any favours 

with him, but you know Katherine will like it. He tells you to wait and leaves you alone to call up 

to Miss Brocklebank’s rooms. 

The hotel lobby is quiet for that hour of the day. There’s just an older gentleman reading 

his newspaper on a bench by the elevators, a couple planning their day as they wait for their car at 

the door, and a woman in furs talking slowly on the hotel phone across the hall. The clerk is 

taking his time, and yours to boot, so you think to give him a shout—when you freeze in place. It 

was only the corner of your eye, but you saw it—a tall, thin man in a grey hat. He swoops though 

the lobby like a shadow and disappears before you can get a half-decent look at him. You wrestle 

with yourself for a moment, since that’s one of those things that happens when you hear too much 

hokum and your brain doesn’t know what trash bin to put it in—but you know you saw him, and 

like Beaumont, you know it’s him without knowing. It’s not his face, or his thinness, or even his 

grey hat, but what’s not there about him. Faceless, but with a face. You could see him only 

because of the hat. 

But that’s you letting things get to you. You wonder if you’ve had too much or too little 

coffee, or maybe you need to fill up on some scotch. Still, you tiptoe up to the door and look out 

into the street just to make sure, and there’s as many hats on heads out there as expected so it’s a 

lost cause. The couple by the door look at you strangely so you ask them about the thin man in a 
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grey hat, and the girl says she saw him, but her boyfriend only shrugs.  

By the time you’re back at the front desk, the clerk is there and looking impatient, as if 

you’ve wasted his time, but he tells you that Miss Brocklebank is waiting and gives you the floor 

and room number.  

Katherine looks nervous when she opens the door, but you can tell she’s trying to act like 

she’s as composed as usual. It makes that morning seem like a pretty good performance. She 

invites you in and shows you a comfy seat. It’s a nice place, elegant, smells of her perfume, but 

it’s definitely a makeshift workspace, too. Like the Author’s office, there’s books and papers 

everywhere, but even less organized. Mountain slopes slough off their glaciers of paper and little 

islands of books create a detailed map across the floor.  

“Has anything come up?” she asks, sitting delicately on the edge of her sofa, but 

suddenly sitting doesn’t seem natural for her. 

“Yeah,” you say. “Ten thousand bucks.” 

She stiffens and her red lips get real sharp, like they’re getting ready to gnaw you down, 

but you don’t give her that chance. “He came to you for money. You gave it to him. Why?” 

Her fingers touch her hair, her collar, the hem of her skirt, but she doesn’t answer. 

“You wanted to help, huh?” 

She glares at you for that. “How dare you. He was my friend, so, yes, I wanted to help. I 

gave him the money because he needed it.” 

“To pay Walsh or to get out of town?” you ask. “Or both?” 

That’s when she finds some of her composure again. Her anger has a fine edge. “What 

are you implying?” 

“What,” you return, “are you hiding, Miss Black?” 

In a fit, she’s up on her feet again, crossing the room to the liquor cabinet. She fixes 

herself a drink, but doesn’t offer you any, and it hurts your feelings. Then she’s standing over 
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you, lips tight and chin high, her eyes wide. “I tried to warn you.” 

That’s out. “What are you talking about?” 

“Don’t get caught up in this, but I knew it was impossible for you.” She puts her empty 

glass down on a table and crosses her arms. “He knew, but it was too late. If I had known, if I had 

believed him, I wouldn’t have played along. Not like this.” 

You grab her by the elbows and shake her a bit, because you think she’s coming undone, 

but her lips are as sharp as ever. “You’re already in it. He wrote you in, and I helped.” 

You get an inkling. “You sent me the book.” 

“Ha!” she laughs. “Not me. Why would I do that? He wrote me a letter with instructions. 

That’s all. Someone’s going to murder him, it said. Phone him at his office, it said, at a specific 

time and date. Phone even if no one answers—and you answered.” 

You sit her back down on the sofa. “You knew he was already dead when you called?” 

“No. I was just following his instructions. I made the call, I thought I was calling him. I 

thought… I thought it was a game—a couple of writers playing detective—but then, then he was 

really dead, and I had to believe it all. It wasn’t just some story.” 

Looking at her, you don’t see the cool grace that she had at the Dain Club or the childish 

mischief she yoked you with in the morgue. She’s not herself at all. You ask, “Believe what?” 

She wrings her hands. “He said it was a thing of his nightmares—a real man living 

through fictions, a character slinking into real life. A character he’d written. He came out of the 

book to get him. It was real, but he made it. Maybe it really was a person, and that was why he 

was afraid, or maybe it was the other way around. I’m not sure. Only, the ending of that book, it 

came after him. It tried to finish him. So he destroyed it. It sounds ludicrous, but is it? Death on a 

street and death on a page are not that different, it’s just how we look at them. Death—murder—

is always real, but authors play dangerously on the boundaries. He got too close to the margins—

and it—” 
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You straighten out and walk away from her, because you don’t like fairy tales, and 

you’ve begun to like them even less lately. So you help yourself to her scotch, but fix one for 

both you and her. You bring it back and put it in her hands and then drink all of yours. 

You say, “Give me the book jacket version.” 

It seems to give her a chance to recollect herself. She’s calmer when she tries to explain. 

“It’ll sound cracked, believe me,” she says. “I didn’t believe it either, not until he—he was dead. 

His detective story, it was real. In its own way, it became real.” Her eyes were wide planets. “He 

told me—I thought he was crazy or trying to pull one over on me—he told me that a character 

he’d written into the story had somehow gotten out of it. That it came after him, some sinister 

typescript that managed to crawl off the page and worm its way into his real life.” She downs her 

scotch in one breath. “It found its way out and, I don’t know, figured it had to kill him so he 

couldn’t kill it. He thought if he burned the book, all its pages and drafts, it would destroy that 

nightmare, but it didn’t work. He tried to get away from it, but don’t you see? It found him. It 

killed its author.” 

You return to where you were sitting before and slump down, get comfortable, and then 

you roar with laughter, because you were wondering what kind of sob story she was going to feed 

you, but you got a good ghost story instead. You may have seen the Thin Man in the lobby, but 

that didn’t make him something cut out of the pages of a book. That was ridiculous, but she can 

be convincing. She sits and waits for you to have your laugh. 

“You can give that up, sweetheart,” you say. “You’ve been trying to sell me that, but I 

was never buying it. See, I think all that talk is a gimmick, a nice little plot you or the Author or 

Nebel or maybe Walsh came up with to cover up the murder—yeah, I know you’ve got 

connections. You’re in this, all right.” You watch her fidget, struggle to find a way to hold herself 

together.  

“You know nothing,” she rasps.  
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You lick your lips, lean forward. “You’re an engineer of stories, but that doesn’t translate 

to the real world, honey. Let me tell you what I think really happened.” There’s a pop-fizz in the 

air, like you can hear her ego deflating. The room seems big, but like that’s all there is. You and 

her are in a vignette, and all the lights are going down for the final act. You get started: “Sure, the 

Author was writing a detective story. He had aspirations, wanted to fiddle around with words like 

they were real building blocks. But he liked a little fact mixed into his fiction—I know ‘cause I 

read him—he wanted it to be authentic. So he hunted up a dirty grifter he met once at a party a 

year ago, and got him to take him in so he could cozy up to the big boss in this town—Tommy 

Walsh. Maybe he got too involved, or maybe he played big to win big, only his winnings were 

information on Walsh’s business. See, he got friendly with Walsh, but he liked to play mind 

games with Walsh’s boys, so they got to know him better. I bet they told him things; they got 

drunk and told him all sorts of things because he was a screwy guy who’d hold a fake gun to his 

head and pull the trigger while he told himself it was the real thing.” 

She’s torturing her lips now, filing down their edges. 

“Only,” you add, “only this time, getting in with Walsh—that was a real gun and he 

shouldn’t have pulled the trigger. Your story is cute, and it’s not entirely off. You see, I think he 

got cocky and wrote Walsh into his story, made him a character, but he was too real, and Walsh 

didn’t like it, because as much as he likes to laugh about serious business, he takes it real serious, 

and there’s things he wouldn’t want coming back to him if people happened to put fact and 

fiction together. You said your boy liked to say his characters were out to kill him, and that 

someone, this time, really was out to get him. Well, he asked for it. He made himself part of the 

plot and Walsh had his boys come after him to put an end to it before he could bring it to a 

publisher—or, worse, a newspaper. That’s why Nebel was at Walsh’s when I went there. Walsh 

was trying to do some damage control.” 

You pause and count up the facts, making sure you haven’t missed any. Then you say, 
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“What I don’t get is how you fit in.” 

“I don’t,” she says, but her nails have made fine lines in the fabric of the sofa cushions. “I 

was trying to help.” 

You shake your head. “Ten grand isn’t help; it’s a miracle, but I wonder if the Author 

even knew he needed it. He thought he was high and mighty, that his pen was mightier than 

Walsh’s guns, because all he had to do was change some names, and so what? What could Walsh 

complain about then? After all, our Author didn’t stick long to a name himself. But Walsh is a 

careful guy. He’s one of those ‘dead men tell no tales’ guys, and he likes to keep ‘em buried. 

When things went sidewise—either you or Beaumont tipped the Author off—he tried to get out 

fast, looking for a way out of town and the money to pay up… What I want to know is, were you 

playing his game or Walsh’s? You’ve been in this town longer and you seem to like Walsh’s kind 

of company.”  

She won’t give herself up so easy, but that’s fine with you. So far as you can tell, this is 

the only way things add up. It’s why Walsh told you to keep your nose out of it, and it’s the only 

reason for her hokum about fiction bleeding into hard concrete.  

You go on, “You cooked up this story about a character creeping up through the lines of 

his detective story based on jokes he liked to tell. I bet he went around telling everybody—‘cause 

that’s a good gag for a detective writer to pitch out at parties. So either you and the Author 

cooked this up to keep people from looking into his sudden disappearance, but he ended up dead, 

and you had to work all that much harder to convince me I was in on it, part of a bigger, stranger 

scheme. Or, Walsh had him killed and played up the story as a screen until you could put a real 

good frame job on someone else—probably Beaumont. Thing is, Beaumont’s actually got a good 

alibi for that night.” 

The lines of her throat are taut enough to hang her. You’ve got her on a rope now. 

There’s some fear in her face, but what you’re seeing is the spite and disgust she’s got for you for 
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pulling apart her little author’s web. 

“That just leaves one of Walsh’s goons who probably followed the Author that night 

from the Club and snuck up on him to pull the trigger. Maybe the Author was addled enough 

from the shock that he thought he really was being chased down by some literary phantom of his 

own making. He wasn’t wrong, but he wasn’t right, either.” 

“It wasn’t like that,” she hisses, presses her hands to her face. “Sure, I knew Tom, and…” 

You think, so it’s ‘Tom’ now, huh? “And… at first, yes, he asked me to keep an eye on his so-

called Sam Spade because he figured he knew too much and he didn’t trust Spade, but I started to 

like him and he liked me. I was made to be his Brigid. I was. But he was so wrapped up in it all 

that he didn’t even know how deep he was in with Walsh, so in the end I tried to help him get 

out—but, you have to believe me; Walsh wasn’t going to kill him. All Walsh asked me to do was 

find the manuscript and destroy it, try to keep the Author quiet, and I did it, too. That was the 

smart thing to do. But Sam, he—he wasn’t afraid of Walsh. He was afraid of… of…”  

 She’s all bone, bleached through by sun and age and too rigid to move. She’s talked the 

life out of herself. Then she says, “The Thin Man.”  

You aren’t expecting that, but maybe it was time for a plot twist. You think you’ve 

unravelled her little story, but she’s committed—maybe in more ways than one. 

“The Thin Man with the grey hat?” you ask, slouching back and cracking your neck. 

“Yeah, Beaumont played that card, too. That the name you gave your inky monster? The 

character that somehow crawled out of the ending of a story?” 

“He’s real,” she says. “As real as you are, if that means anything.”  

“You’re all daffy!” you shout. “Say I believe that you believe this nonsense, and the Thin 

Man’s down getting a sandwich around the corner—that don’t mean anything, because your 

screwy author mind is turning facts into fictions, making up stories based on what you’ve really 

seen. The Thin Man is a real man with flesh and blood on his bones, not paper and ink. Maybe he 
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works for Walsh, or maybe he followed the Author out of his past, but he’s not some bogeyman 

crossing the boundaries of stories. Can’t you tell the difference?”  

But now she’s all lithe authoress again, and for a moment you’re back at the Dain Club 

with her, everything rearranged around her so that you’re in the middle of déjà vu. She stands up 

and leaves the room, taking herself into her bedroom only long enough to get something and 

come back. It’s an envelope. She holds it out for you. “You’ve done a good job making up your 

own version of this story, haven’t you?” she snarls. “Got your facts all in a row. But what about 

you? Where do you fit in? Is it coincidence that the Author used your name to write that book? 

That you were the one called in on the case? How did the Author know you were going to be 

there to answer the phone?” 

You know the answer: he didn’t. But she’s right that it doesn’t sit well with you that the 

dead man had your name on him and used it, or that Hammett made the special effort to call you 

in on the case. Without the book being left on your doorstep or the phone call Miss Black made to 

the office, this whole thing would have been a dead end. It sure seems fixed up, but that doesn’t 

mean your Author somehow wrote you into some maniacal plot of his own devising.  

You take the envelope and it’s stamped and postmarked the day before the murder. It’s 

got your name on it as sender, and “Dahlia Black” as the receiver. It looks pretty good, but 

postmarks can be faked. It’s already been open, so you slip out the paper, and you figure it must 

be the letter she was talking about before, the one with the instructions from the Author. You give 

her a frown, but she just gestures for you to carry on, so you start reading: 

It is of the utmost importance that you do exactly as I outline in this letter. It’ll all be over 

if you don’t, and we’ll never get started. Someone is after me. He aims to kill me, and, no doubt, it 

won’t be long now. Please play along for what it’s worth. I ask this: at the date and exact time 

marked below, you must phone my office. Phone even if no one answers, but someone will 

answer. He’ll be me and not me. Ask to meet at the Dain Club at eleven.  
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But I know you are more clever than this, and more curious—it’s your character, after 

all, but somehow you manage to be more than that—so you’ll know what this all means. The Thin 

Man is real. We’ve been naive. I’ve tried to find a way out, a way around it, tried to write myself 

out somehow, but that’s not how it works. We’re all in this, part of the plot, and the Thin Man 

knows. He started all this. Believe in nothing. Only help whoever answers the phone to see. Help 

him realize what he’s caught up in. 

“Okay,” you say when you finish reading. You don’t like it. “But where’s the proof you 

didn’t write this up to look like evidence?” 

She holds out her empty hands as if to say she can offer you nothing more than that. 

“I don’t get it,” you say. “I came here to give you a chance to explain yourself, your part 

in the murder, and you hand me this foolishness, hoping it will throw me off track? Give me a 

break. This is as hokey as telling me one of his characters tried to kill him.” 

She shakes her head. “Except that wasn’t it,” she says. “You don’t get it. I’ve been trying 

to warn you. He spent all that time thinking a character he’d written into being had come after 

him, but what if it was the other way around?” She smirks, so you don’t know if she is mocking 

you or wondering whether to take her own words seriously. “Fictional characters don’t suddenly 

spring off the page and take on physical form. That’s impossible. Physics and common sense tells 

us so. Same with corpses; they can’t take on a vitality of their own on they’re dead. I thought 

you’d see that if I kept pushing. The artifice of all this. The way things have been set up—for 

you.” 

“What’s your point?” you ask, getting fed up with her, the case, yourself, everything. 

“That’s just it, though. What is my point? You’re the main character here. Do I exist 

outside of our meetings? Was your dead man the author of the book you’re reading, or is he 

merely an idea within an idea, a story within a story, made suspicious and incomprehensible 

because this is a detective story. You’ve read him. He wrote about the ways in which fact and 
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fiction—truths—can only be authored, not verified. So there is always the question, are we part of 

a narrative we cannot comprehend, attempting to make sense of smaller stories that have been 

placed in front of us by an author?” 

“What, God?” 

“No. Well, maybe, in a way. What I mean is that he wasn’t killed by someone he wrote. 

He was killed by someone who wrote him. How do we know what’s fiction and what’s real? We 

are all part of the literary objective. He saw it, and he got to the end, and…” 

You cock an eyebrow. “This isn’t a story,” you repeat, but you can tell she doesn’t 

believe that. She looks strained, anxious, worried. 

“You’re a character in a story, and I’m a character, but this is all about you. He knew. 

That’s why he used your name. That’s why he wrote that book. He was trying to tell you that 

you’re trapped in this fiction.” 

You stand up. “You’re nuts,” you say and head for the door. “This is all done already, 

and I’ve listened to you long enough. I’ll be telling the police what I think happened, so be 

prepared for the real consequences, Miss Brocklebank. You can’t write yourself out of this one, 

but I’m sure you can come up with a damn good story to try with.” 

The room gets smaller as you open the door, and it seems like a vacuum disappearing 

into the distance as you step over the threshold. And just when you’re shutting the door behind 

you, she whispers: “You’re right. I can’t. But keep reading.”  

On the elevator ride down, you can’t keep still. This case has been a mess from beginning 

to end, and it’s got you going up and down, but that’s it. That’s not how things are supposed to 

work. You’re supposed to come up with clues—real, solid clues that lead you to real, solid 

suspects—and then you haul them in for Hammett to book, or at least turn over what you’ve got. 

Sometimes, yeah, it doesn’t work out so cleanly, and sometimes your clients want you to keep the 

police out of it, but you’re supposed to be good at this, since it’s all you’ve got. And then you 
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realize that you’re trying to make a case for yourself, and it isn’t working. The girl’s wacky idea 

that you’re all trapped in someone’s idea of a detective story has a way of getting through your 

cracks, not because it has any weight to it, but because once that kind of suggestion is made, 

you’ve got to wonder about it—all the little things that don’t add up, and all the things that add up 

too nicely.  

You shake that off, though. Better to put this one behind you. You don’t like that you 

don’t have anything solid on Beaumont, or Walsh, or even the girl, but all Hammett has to do is 

shake down Walsh’s goons, offer Beaumont a deal, get a shrink to certify the girl, and some of 

the important stuff will come to the surface. It might mean a shakeup of this town, or it might not 

mean anything. That’s up to Hammett and Nebel and Walsh and what they think the public needs 

to know about the details.  

But for some reason you don’t go back to the police station. You go to your office and 

stare at the Author’s book. The book, the lamp, the desk. Just things—and you. Keep reading, she 

said. So that’s what you do: 

 

GOING UNDERCOVER 

 The metaliterary detective story puts its own construction under a magnifying glass and 

begs, if not forces, the reader to grow suspicious of the way “facts” are represented to them, both 

in the mystery on the page and the mystery of the page. The postmodernists of the late twentieth 

century deliberated on Jean-François Lyotard’s incredulity towards metanarratives or grand 

narratives—the constructed global or mainstream projection of narratives or ideals—or narratives 

about narratives, but hardboiled authors had already set the stage, both by interrogating the 

conventions and clichés of previous modes, and by incorporating hardboiled detectives who 

tended to work outside of these narratives, neither criminal nor official police force. The 

hardboiled shamus was given the power to doubt and either accept or deny narrative 
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formulations, and generated an overall suspicion of how stories or clues were made to mean or be 

accepted. Something in Spade’s collected coolness suggests that he is perhaps peripherally aware 

that he is a character in a story, deciding how he would like to be represented, and, even, that he 

recognizes the hollowness of being merely a character.12  

When Marlowe says, in The High Window, “I’m not Sherlock Holmes or Phil Vance. I 

don’t expect to go over ground the police have covered and pick up a broken pen point and build 

a case from it” (183), noting that Holmes’ scientific method or Philo Vance’s ponderous psycho-

aesthetic method (or, fopping around) are impractical and therefore fictional the reader knows 

from this point—assuming we are familiar with Sherlock Holmes and Philo Vance13—that things 

are going to change in the hands of hardboiled authors. Beyond this, however, it brings the reader 

in “on the joke” so that they are asked to develop what I have already called a forensics of 

suspicion. The metaliterary lens is used to distort that experience even further, blurring the lines 

between fact and fiction, but also magnifying the underlying structures and gears at play in that 

process, the ropes and pulleys, the scaffolding which holds our perceptions together—just like 

Hammett’s Flitcraft. We begin to suspect the stability of narrative—and all narratives—even as 

we read and engage with it, such that the position of the detective as a character becomes an 

existential mystery in itself: is he real or a fictional device? is he real, trapped in a fictional story? 

or is he a fiction, a construction, himself? has he somehow allowed fiction to permeate his reality 

or vice versa? Hardboiled detective fiction provided early opportunities to look at the art of 

narrative (and the world of fiction) as a mystery, in itself. How are our worlds constructed? What 

makes them real? How do we know that we are not now part of a fiction or narrative? Hammett, 

as well as Chandler and their hardboiled contemporaries, thus point to characters having a kind of 

“inside knowledge” to how the narratives around them are being constructed and an overt 

                                                      

12 “Reality is an illusion; the universe is a hologram; buy gold!” as Bill Cipher of Alex Hirsch’s Gravity 

Falls (2012) would say. 
13 Who will always need a “kick in the pance” as Ogden Nash so elegantly put it. Lest we forget. 
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recognition of that power to devise or deceive, such that there is a sense, for the reader, that a 

narrative conspiracy is taking place under our nose. The metaliterary lens, in allowing us access 

to the problems of composing a believable story—and so demonstrating that the author is, him- or 

herself, aware that these dynamics are at play—also obscures the ease with which we normally 

fall into a story or accept its validity and stability—as a narrative and as a work of literature.  

The Dain Curse functions as an interesting use of deceptive manipulation and 

metaliterary exploration within the genre. Hammett’s end game in this novel is to unsettle the 

reader with the sudden (and explosive!) conclusion. We are given clues to this resolution 

throughout the novel through the Op’s conversations with Owen Fitzstephan, but with the ending 

comes a persuasive awareness that all narrative (and all reality) is constructed and that the line 

between what is real and what is fiction is rather thin. We may easily dismiss the plot of The Dain 

Curse as ludicrously implausible—something that fundamentally troubles the Op in his own 

investigations throughout the book—but in the end we are forced to realize that an even bigger 

contrivance has been played on us, both the detective and the reader. The Op becomes positioned 

as a detective in a story within a story. Fitzstephan manipulates the plot from within the book; he 

is the master plotmaker, if a melodramatic one—but the author of fiction believes he can be the 

author of his own desires, and certainly carries out that intention, composing the circumstances 

and events in which the Op finds himself baffled, and so the reader is similarly baffled by the 

contrived circumstances Hammett appears to put into action. We may say that Hammett’s 

narrative frames Fitzstephan’s contrived plot—of which the Op plays a part—but what is 

developed is a keen sense of the metaliterary lens that the hardboiled style likes to perpetuate. 

This is a question of plausibility in narrative and the problem of discerning fact from fiction, 

suspicion from expectation, not just because the author frames one through another or because the 

author plays by (or against) the book, but because we are forced to question and interrogate the 

conditions of the story’s plausibility and implausibility—its fictionality within its real facts, and 
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its reality in its fictional circumstances. The crime and/or mystery plot is, in itself, a form of 

narrative construction: as criminals, we plan a story of the crime before we commit it and then 

proceed to realize it, and as detectives, we piece together facts or events that have already 

happened in order to fictionalize past events as an intelligible story. 

Ian Rankin’s “The Dean Curse” highlights that precise narrative suspicion in Rebus’s 

rejection of Hammett’s The Dain Curse for its supernatural elements, absurd contrivances, and 

overly complicated plots, but, like Gardner’s “The Shrieking Skeleton,” The Dain Curse is a story 

that undermines its own construction, and goes further to question the relationship between telling 

a story and being part of a story, as well as themes of authority and authorship. A basic 

description of the book’s main events is necessary here, or at least, a simplification of them, since 

it is book of plot within plot within plot and a detective story in which the Continental Op 

functions, unwittingly, as a detective in a detective story against a clever criminal. It is 

impossible, though, to summarize the novel, but what the Op encounters in each section is a plot 

contrived by the unstable mind of Owen Fitzstephan, writer, who seeks to control Gabrielle 

Leggett’s life through the construction of a supposed curse that is first iterated by her stepmother: 

“you’re cursed with the same black soul and rotten blood that [your mother] and I and all the 

Dains have had; and you’re cursed with your mother’s blood on your hands in babyhood; and 

with the twisted mind and the need for drugs that are my gifts to you; and your life will be black 

as your mother’s and mine were black; and the lives of those you touch will be black as [your 

father’s] was black” (252). While part one of the novel, “The Dains,” featuring the Leggett family 

and its history, is resolved through the Op’s investigation (although the chapter features the Op 

mostly running around blindly, and the answer to the puzzle of the stolen diamonds and Edgar 

Leggett’s past are revealed in a letter written to the police by the man himself), the curse follows 

Gabrielle and the Op into part two, “The Temple.” The complex plots are expanded upon with 

supernatural “hocus-pocus” (229) concocted by a unique mix of cult shenanigans run by Joseph 
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and Aaronia Haldorn, Gabrielle’s drug addiction, and then topped off with the cult resort—the 

“Temple of the Holy Grail” (229)—being fixed up with pipes to shoot hallucinogenic drugs 

through to the rooms. This time the Op is hired to guard Gabrielle while she stays at the Temple, 

but on his first night, Gabrielle’s doctor, Riese, is found murdered on the altar, all the clients are 

made to experience hallucinations, the Op wrestles a ghost that is “pale flesh that was not flesh” 

(283) but also a mechanical trick of steam, light, and cloth, and he comes up against the mentally 

unstable Joseph Haldron who suffers from a God complex due to his role in the cult, and has 

developed an obsession for Gabrielle. Somehow, in the mess, the Op survives and Gabrielle and 

her suitor, Eric Collinson, end up married, despite Gabrielle’s belief that she will taint him with 

her cursed blood.  

Part two’s “bloody theatrics” (300), mentally unstable characters, and hallucinations 

create a story that sounds nothing like a hardboiled detective story, although may ring familiar 

with “The Gutting of Couffignal,” another story in which the Op ultimately runs around blindly 

rather than rationally deducing the solution. Still, “The Gutting” is the investigation of a terrorist 

attack by disenfranchised Russian royals on an island and not ghosts and curses, which sounds 

more like something out of Agatha Christie. Hammett makes part three, “Quesada,” essential to 

the cohesion of the hardboiled elements, although it too suffers from a contrivance of plots.14 The 

Op receives a call for help from Collinson in the “one-hotel town” of Quesada (307), but not long 

after his arrival there, the detective finds Collinson dead at the bottom of a cliff. Gabrielle goes 

missing, and a fired gun found in her room, stories from the maid of threats made against 

Collinson, as well as her history as a “dope fiend” (317) lead the local authorities to believe that 

she has killed her husband. A reward is put on her, turning the whole county “bloodhound” (329), 

even as a kidnapper’s note demanding ransom for her surfaces. Putting aside the plots and 

counterplots of the Quesada inhabitants, the section is suddenly interrupted by an explosion in the 

                                                      

14 What is a group of plots called? Surely if a group of crows is called “a murder,” then “a contrivance of 

plots” is appropriate. 
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Op’s hotel room after Gabrielle is found. That is the short version, and there is no questioning 

Inspector Rebus’s frustration with the novel with its “plots and counterplots, kidnappings, 

murders, prison-breakings, forgeries and burglaries” (“The Gutting” 452). As a hardboiled novel 

and as a pseudo-sequel to Red Harvest, the novel fails to function as a representation of 

Hammett’s style except through the Op’s character itself, which of course, is what keeps the 

wacky novel cohesive, since the Op cannot shake the feeling that there is some kind of 

“connecting link” (TDC 328) between the events that could be more tangibly explained than with 

a curse, especially as he says, “I’ve stopped believing in accidents” (327).  

The Op is right, of course, and his suspicion points, even if obliquely, to an author figure, 

or “somebody who’s got a system he likes, and sticks to it” (356), a reference to both a criminal 

mastermind who has thus far stayed behind the scenes and potentially Hammett himself, the 

author in control of the plot systems surrounding the Op. Certainly, the Op feels that he has been 

drawn or written into a story, and one that is distinctly different from his usual experience in that 

it is entirely “goofy” (356). The fact that the Op sees the Dain Curse and its culminating events as 

absurd narrative construction gives the novel a metaliterary dimension, if, as a skilled reader of 

detective fiction, we too wonder, in essence, what the heck Hammett is doing with this over-

complicated, contrived mess of a supposed hardboiled novel. The novel is easy to reject at first 

glance as unnecessarily elaborate and ridiculous, but that is where Hammett plays most with our 

reading experience as he reveals that the mastermind behind the plots is an author, and a rather 

delusional, psychopathic one—Owen Fitzstephan. It becomes apparent that the Op’s suspicion of 

there being a mastermind is true, as well as being the only reasonable explanation to the so-called 

hocus-pocus and murders, but the power of this reveal is demonstrated not through the 

confrontation at the end of the book, but through the fact that there are several chapters—in 

particular all of the concluding chapters of each part—in which the Op sits down and discusses 

the Dain-Leggett case directly with Fitzstephan. When Fitzstephan is shown to be the mastermind 
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of the plots surrounding Gabrielle, these chapters take on a layered significance, partially 

Fitzstephan’s pumping of the Op for information to gain a sense of how to proceed in his 

obsession with Gabrielle and the Dain curse, and partially a mirrored discussion between an 

author and his main character, as each of these scenes occurs within the closed spaces of a room, 

alone, and, with the exception of the final scene, in Fitzstephan’s own rooms. Hammett’s clever 

play here allows for both an experimental metaliterary device in which the reader is granted—

without realizing it at first—entrance into the author’s mind in the process of composition, and an 

underlying suspicion that Fitzstephan sees the Op as a character in the story he himself is 

composing, advising him on how to continue, providing evidence and information, debating on 

how the story should be interpreted. If, as the Op says, the events surrounding Gabrielle looks 

“like a program” (328), then the Op certainly figures as a detective figure in the program, a notion 

enhanced by Fitzstephan’s willingness to play along with the Op, listening to his theories, and 

even encouraging him to dig deeper into the case in the first part of the novel. Fitzstephan, like 

Joseph, suffers from a God Complex that takes the form of an author complex—a man believing 

himself capable of writing the circumstances of the lives of others (something he ultimately does 

do)—and it should come as no surprise that he sees the Op as both a challenging antagonist and 

as a character who participates in his so-called program. I say antagonist here, because in the play 

of metaliterary dynamics and the manipulation of readerly suspicion, the interactions between 

Fitzstephan and the Op also represent the push and pull of interpretation and active significance. I 

do not mean that the Op functions as a difficult character to control (as some authors claim of 

their characters), but rather that the Op, as serving as a model reader, poses as a potential player 

in the game of narrative construction in the same way as the reader plays against Hammett in The 

Dain Curse to make sense of the complex plots and counterplots.  

When the Op tells him of the events in the Temple at the end of Part Two, the Op stops to 

ask, “You actually believe what I’ve told you so far?” and Fitzstephan “grin[s]” and says “that he 
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not only believed it but liked it” (300). Keeping in mind the events and bloody theatrics of what 

occurs in the Temple and which the Op is in the process of relating to Fitzstephan, the fact that 

the author believes and likes the “cloudy and confusing” story begins to bear on an unstable, 

delusional mind, caught between fact and fiction, unable to discriminate between what is real and 

what is merely fodder for story work (rather he reduces them to the same thing). Fitzstephan, in 

comparing his work with the Op’s, also suggests that putting people in books is the same as 

putting people in jail and creates a question of his relationship with the recognition of the 

difference between fiction and the real world, as well as his authority in either. They are the same 

to him and people are characters that should turn themselves “inside out for” him (213). 

Fitzstephan perceives people only as characters that should open themselves to his work as a 

novelist and author so that he may put them in books. Hammett puts into play a layer of 

existential doubt, a suggestive gap between the Op as character and Fitzstephan as potential 

author. Fitzstephan allows us to look at the novel and its constructions from the outside, and gives 

us insight into the story’s own composition. We begin to question Hammett’s motives and 

intentions with the novel, but we also question the stability of Fitzstephan’s role in it—in some 

moments of the novel, the reader may feel the tang of Fitzstephan’s pen and the narrative 

flimsiness of the Op as a character within Fitzstephan’s narrative workings. This is made 

especially apparent when the Op fights off the ghost in the Temple in part two. The encounter 

serves as a metaphor for how the Op struggles in the dark, coming up against the narratives 

Fitzstephan has created to confuse and divert him. As a metaliterary device, however, the ghost 

and its encounter, in being apparently something both real and fake to the Op, creates a confusion 

of the boundaries of what is real and what is fictional, positioning the Op as more character in a 

narrative than flesh and bone. Most important to this impression is the Op’s remark that, “[t]he 

ghost had me sweating ink” (300). A direct reading of the line may imply an octopus attempting 

to escape by spraying ink, a mere metaphor, but having no actual context, the words give further 
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significance to the idea that, at least for a moment, the Op felt himself to be a character written 

into a narrative, sweating off the “ink” that runs through him—ink, rather than blood. Is the Op an 

agent or agency in his own right, or is he merely a fictional character caught in a detective story, 

vaguely aware, for a moment, of the fictionality of his existence? This creates a gap between the 

layering of the novel, such that readers may see under the lid of the novel’s machinations, 

drawing attention to the way in which we all, perhaps, live in fictions of our own making or of 

others’ making. For a moment, Hammett splits the spine of the book so that we may peer inside 

and question the viability of literature as well as his own part in how that literature is constructed 

as the author. It raises questions of the Op’s existence as a character in a narrative we are reading 

and that Hammett has written. Through characters like Gabrielle who have no agency, acting only 

as external circumstances act upon them, and through a parallel drawn between detective work 

and writing, an existential narrative occurs in the subtext of The Dain Curse. Even a hardboiled 

novel can toy with ontological questions and metaphysical doubts, and, in fact, is sometimes 

better equipped for it.  

The Dain Curse presents, thus, narrative contention between the Op and Fitzstephan, but 

also between reader and author, and the reader and Fitzstephan, amongst other doubling. It also 

suggests that there is a competition, if a friendly one, between a writer and his reader to both 

enhance and obscure comprehension, with either the writer emerging triumphant (if the reader has 

failed to understand it) or the reader (outsmarting the writer). Fitzstephan takes great joy in the 

Op’s confusion with the case and the Op’s inability to find the connecting link he suspects is 

present. The Op tells Fitzstephan, “It doesn’t make sense… It’s dizzy” and that the only reason 

the nonsense would make sense was if the “man—or woman” proves to be “a goof” or delusional 

psychopath (354).15 Of course, Hammett likes to blow narratives out of the water, and the novel 

takes a sudden turn into the dynamic narrative structures Hammett uses in Red Harvest. Fink, an 

                                                      

15 He’s not wrong. 
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accomplice under Fitzstephan’s employ in part two and “magician’s mechanic” of all things” 

(377), forces Fitzstephan into the position of accepting a “pineapple” grenade (359). The bomb 

goes off, disrupting Fitzstephan’s authoritative control of events, and drastically altering the 

novel’s dynamics, revealing the artifice of the metaliterary lenses Hammett has thus far put into 

play through the destruction of Fitzstephan. That destruction makes it necessary to see 

Fitzstephan as an author of only his own fate, a delusional psychopath who thinks he is 

engineering reality when he is only superimposing fictions on that reality. Despite the violence, 

though, Fitzstephan actually survives the explosion as “a mangled pile of flesh and clothing” 

(358), a survival that ultimately only encourages his Author Complex. For Fitzstephan, reality is a 

narrative that he can manipulate, and though he fails in one sense to complete his epic as the 

author of Gabrielle’s fate, Fitzstephan’s sense of power over how he is to be seen and portrayed 

only gives him the awareness and knowledge of how to create narratives to “save my dear neck,” 

as he says (408). Fitzstephan is relentless, a mind intent on demonstrating his power over both 

fictional and real narratives. Whether true or not, Fitzstephan claims to be a Dain himself. The 

claim perpetuates the curse as a surviving narrative, although he also says “Suppose I were to tell 

you” (407) which brings doubt to bear on the validity of the claim, making it less an assertion of 

true circumstances and more a new potential storyline. The Op’s response, “I’ll be damned” (407) 

is ambiguous, neither accepting this new plot line nor rejecting it, since Hammett provides no 

indication of the Op’s intonation. The response may either indicate the Op’s surprise at the reality 

of the connection, or it may be an aside indicating the Op’s disbelief that Fitzstephan’s 

monomaniacal delusions of narrative grandeur continue even at this point in the case—that 

Fitzstephan aims to continue in his narrative constructions.  

Certainly, Fitzstephan neither admits nor denies anything about the case, telling the Op, 

“Understand, at present I admit nothing. But the chances are I shall insist on the curse, shall use it 

to save my dear neck” (407), and so frames his actions as premeditated and authoritative, a brain 
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working to control the elements around him to create the outcome he prefers. He makes overt 

reference to this intention as he tells the Op, “You’ll have to go away and let me think… I don’t 

know yet what I shall do” (407). Fitzstephan does not fear the process ahead of him, but rather 

sees it as another game or plot that he can work out himself—a false narrative he can sustain, 

participate in, even while he is aware of its artifice: “In that event, my son, you’re going to see a 

most remarkable defense, a circus that will send the nation’s newspapers into happy convulsions. 

I shall be a Dain, with the cursed Dain blood in me, and the crimes of Cousin Alice and Cousin 

Lily and Second-cousin Gabrielle and the Lord knows how many other criminal Dains shall be 

evidence in my behalf” (407). In a sense, Fitzstephan aims to make himself bigger than life, a 

spectacle, but his narration of what will happen, should he chose to do take this route, suggests 

that he may in fact have the power to create such a narrative around him, working with the 

possibilities as he claims he will “wave my mangled body at them—an arm gone, a leg gone, 

parts of my torso and face… And perhaps the bomb shocked me into sanity again, or, at least, out 

of criminal insanity. Perhaps I’ll even have become religious” (407). His ideas are unsettling if 

only because they reveal that Fitzstephan retains the capacity to control the circumstances around 

him, but also because the reader must recognize (as the Op does) that Fitzstephan will likely be 

successful, because, as the Op tells him, “you’re entitled to beat the jump if ever anybody was” 

(408), a clear declaration that Fitzstephan can pass himself off as insane, because he really is 

insane and legally entitled to make such a claim, but Hammett widens the metafictional gap in the 

novel by Fitzstephan replying, “But, damn it, that spoils it… It’s no fun if I’m really cracked” 

(408). The question remains: is Fitzstephan really “cracked,” or is he simply hyper-aware of his 

reality and existence, or does his intent to present himself as cracked prove that he really is 

cracked? Is he author or victim of his own story? The Op does not choose, in the end, to provide 

an answer, saying only, “As a sane man who, by pretending to be a lunatic, had done as he 

pleased and escaped punishment, he had a joke—if you wanted to call it that—on the world. But 
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if he was a lunatic who, ignorant of his craziness, thought he was pretending to be a lunatic, then 

the joke—if you wanted to call it that—was on him” (410). The joke Hammett notes here is one 

that may be played on the reader as well—has Hammett played a serious joke on us, or has the 

joke only backfired? It is a question of whether we should be so quick to trust the author or our 

own senses. The existential problems Hammett engages with in The Dain Curse are subtle, but 

effective, interrogating the rules by which we engage with ideas of what is real and what is 

fictional in the construction of narrative. The conclusion uniquely demonstrates that both author 

and reader, detective and criminal, are participants, not passive spectators, and while the Op 

apprehends Fitzstephan and unravels his plots, Fitzstephan still serves as a reminder that narrative 

is merely a kind of reality we construct and which we ask others to believe. The novel cleverly 

reduces the absurdity of Fitzstephan’s engineering to the mind of a madman, while also making it 

clear that Fitzstephan serves a point—that our existence is controlled either by external forces or 

by our own agency, both of which suggests that we are either a character or an author of our own 

being in the world, and deepening that awareness of our own potential artifice.   

To read The Dain Curse only once is to do the book an injustice. Its detailed mystery lies 

not in the complicated and literary machinery of Fitzstephan’s interference, but in Hammett’s 

playful, metaliterary construction that bears the question of not only how we exist in and create 

fictions, but how we participate in the construction of plots—whether those are literary or 

criminal. It is the author’s capacity to realize his or her fictions, but only in a dynamic play 

between author and reader, criminal and detective. Hammett, in a sense, preys on our awareness 

of literature’s construction and the processes of reading it, to remind us that reading is not easy or 

simple, but he also provides a challenge to our expectations of reading, frustrating and 

undermining them, as we are forced to not only question what it is we are reading, but its realism 

and its stability as a “real” or “fictional” narrative. 
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It’s the banging of the door that brings you around. There’s a louder thump unlike the 

other banging noises. You’ve let the book slip, and now its spread on the floor, trying to take 

flight and failing. 

You don’t know what time it is, but it’s late, dense evening moving sluggish through 

your blinds. There’s fat shadows under the private door to your office, so you go to give them 

some wider berth. It’s Hammett and Decolta, and hiding out behind them is Chandler.  

Hammett glowers at you. “Nice of you to join us,” he says. 

You rub your eyes and move aside to let the boys in. While they’re sorting themselves 

out with the furniture, you check your watch. It’s been hours since you left Katherine’s hotel. 

“We having a party?” you ask, but none of them are looking jovial this evening. 

“What hole have you been in?” returns Hammett. 

Decolta’s less ruffled. “We got a problem.” 

Chandler breaks out hooting at that.  

“Okay,” you say, and take your own chair again. Decolta’s already sniffing around for a 

drink, so you help him out, but Hammett’s not in the mood for one, and that’s how you know it’s 

really bad. 

“Our nobody is no body,” says Decolta after his first drink. “He up and walked away.” 

A chill hits the base of your spine, makes your toes curl in your shoes. “What—?” 

“Yep,” says Chandler. “Go in to take another look at him, and he’s gone. I guess I didn’t 

tuck him in tight enough.” 

“How is that possible?” you ask. “Someone can’t just walk into the morgue and walk out 

with a dead guy. Besides, Chandler already performed the autopsy on the guy!” 

You remember Dahlia Black, sitting on her sofa with all the articulateness of a skeleton 

as she says, “The Thin Man.” But you knock back your drink and knock that out of your head. 

“Who benefits from the body disappearing?” you ask, but you’re trying to think how 
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anybody managed to pull off a stunt like that. It’s not easy to put one past Hammett or Chandler.  

“No one,” says Hammett, pacing, “and everyone, in this case. We don’t even have a 

viable working theory, so without the body, we’ve got nothing. No body, no murder, no case.” 

“I’ve got a theory,” you say and Decolta snickers into his glass. 

He says, “‘Course you do.” 

“I’m going to haul you in one of these days, Sunshine,” Hammett threatens, looking like 

he’s swallowed something too hot for him to take. “Let’s see you throw your light on our cases 

from a jail cell.” 

You smile. “Just can’t get enough of me, eh?” 

You give them the run down as you see it, including how Miss Black tried to outplay you 

with her talk about the Thin Man and all that literary nonsense. The only thing you don’t mention 

is the letter, because it doesn’t fit in, and it occurs to you then that it’s in your pocket. You took it 

with you.  

“Walsh would have the contacts,” says Decolta when you’re done, “and the money to get 

a body out of the morgue under our noses. But what’s he so desperate to keep under wraps?” 

He’s right about the money and contacts. You weren’t kidding about the whole dead men 

tell no tales thing; Walsh was one to make sure that the dead body told no tales, either. He’d 

know how to pull that off.  

And then you remember Nebel leaving Hammett’s office earlier that day, and Nebel 

getting chummy with Walsh the night before, and you don’t know what to think. Nebel knew 

about the murder long before anything was in the presses. Nothing unusual about that, except that 

he’s been hanging around where he’s not needed.  

“And Beaumont?” you ask, switching tactics. 

Hammett shrugs. “Right where we left him, like a good dog. Sits, like he’s told, and all.” 

Snickering comes from Decolta, and you wonder why he’s even along for the ride. The 
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case is unravelling now, but not in the good way, losing any kind of structure it might have had. If 

the body’s gone, it’s long gone, which just leaves you with the beginning—and Dahlia Black. 

And the Thin Man. 

“Did you turn up anything on a Thin Man?” you ask, but you’re careful about how you 

say it. “Connected to Walsh or our Author?” 

“Ah, well, there was something in that,” says Decolta suddenly, “but it’s goofy. We got 

some of the employees who like to play both sides, and some of the regulars at Walsh’s places—

got them talking about something like that. A guy that gives them the creeps, ‘cause there’s 

something unsettling about him, unnerving. Not everybody called him thin or whatever, but they 

all said he had a grey hat, and that there was something wrong about him but they couldn’t say 

what. Just that he didn’t belong.” 

Chandler perks up, rubs his thumb against his glass. “Like The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll 

and Mr. Hyde.” 

“I’m too old for hide-and-go-seek,” says Decolta, but adds, “The reports all say he started 

showing up about a month ago. No one’s ever talked to him, though. He’s never with anyone—if 

you believe the stories.” 

That fits with your Author’s timeline, and how you figure he worked his way into 

Walsh’s graces to get material for his detective story, but it doesn’t tell you anything definitive 

about the Thin Man or his motives. Your Author knew he was being followed, but didn’t know 

what the guy was after, so his authorial instincts kicked in, but what he came up with was nutty.  

Leaning against the wall, Hammett says, “So besides trying to track down this invisible 

man, we’ve got no leads, no proof, and nowhere to go with anything. We can’t tie anyone in.”  

There’s not much you can say about that, but you think Hammett’s giving up too easy for 

a guy who’s usually turning rocks over and over until something new turns up. Walsh told you 

not to trust Hammett as far as you could describe him, that he was working himself into some thin 
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corners. If Walsh knows about the Thin Man then that isn’t some slip of the tongue. 

Then Hammett says, “Well, but maybe you can still turn up something, Sunshine. You 

never can get yourself out of a story once you’re in one.”  

You laugh and ask, “Hey, Hammett, is your gun real?” 

“Is that some kind of crack?” 

But you say, “No. Just curious about why you called me in on this one. I didn’t have to be 

involved. You could have saved me some grief.” 

Hammett doesn’t like the question. He only says, “Me too, it seems. Come on,” and 

makes for the door, gesturing for Chandler to get up and for Decolta to put the rye bottle down. 

Only Chandler gives you a proper goodbye: “I’ll be seeing you around.” 

When they’re gone, you take up the bottle yourself and question whether you’re still 

sane. You didn’t think crazy was contagious, but there you are, suspicious of Hammett, who 

you’ve known as long as you can remember, and what he’s been doing behind the scenes and 

behind your back. When you’re stuck, it’s usually Hammett who throws you a bone—something 

to chew on that gets you back on track, like he knows what the next step is, but doesn’t want to 

just tell you. You’ve felt like that before, too, only this time you feel like Hammett’s been 

walking off screen too suddenly, setting something up with Nebel. And wasn’t your dead Author 

trying to tell you something about a Hammett who wrote The Dain Curse? 

You take a swig straight from the bottle and remind yourself not to get silly. Hammett 

may be dirty, and may be part of this mess, but that doesn’t make him the author of you, like the 

girl has suggested. Your dead guy might have had the same wiring as Owen Fitzstephan, but that 

doesn’t mean you’re running around between the covers of a book. Still, you’re already feeling 

thin, thinner than any man should be.  

The letter is still in your pocket, so you take it out and read it again. It reads like the 

Author—or Sam Spade or whoever he was supposed to be—somehow got the cheat sheet, the 
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footnotes, to the master plot. Could be the Author was goofy and the circumstances around him at 

the end played into his delusions. Could be the Thin Man is really a textual nightmare stalking 

about like beasts in fairy tales, magically springing from a cursed object because some dumb 

human touched it. Could be there really is an author of your Author, someone who set everything 

in place so that you’d tumble into this plot, live it, solve it—or, even, an author who didn’t like 

your Author’s messing around with his machinery, so he came on down to put an end to it—made 

a detective story out of him, growing clues and theories and suspects from the ground where he 

buried him.  

You think you must be dumb to buy that, even a little. You saw the Thin Man, but who 

knows what you saw? You weren’t looking straight at him. And men wear grey hats; you own 

one, too. Nothing special about that. So you go to bed to get a clearer mind, but can’t sleep. 

Sometime around midnight, on a whim, you call up Miss Black’s hotel. You hear her voice 

falling slow through the earpiece. 

“Hello?” 

“It’s me,” you say. “My corpse got stolen from the morgue. Know anything about it?” 

There’s a gasp, and then a weak chuckle. “Are you surprised? But, no.” 

“Could Walsh have done it? You’d know what he’s covering up, how important it was.”  

“No,” she says again, and pauses. “I don’t know anything more. I never knew anything 

more. I’ve played my part already.” 

You don’t want her to start that again, so you say, “You said you destroyed the novel.” 

“Yes.” 

“Did he finish it? Writing it, I mean.” 

There’s no answer for so long you think the line’s been cut. Then she whispers so you 

can hear how she’s cupping the mouthpiece: “He didn’t. He didn’t get to the end. He stopped 

writing. He was afraid of finishing it. He said... there were too many endings to choose from, and 
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he couldn’t decide when the Thin Man showed up.” 

“Thanks,” you say, and hang up on her. You’re not sure what the destroyed book has to 

do with anything. Maybe nothing. But you’re in it now, all or nothing, and this topsy-turvy case 

isn’t getting any clearer with you standing there wondering, so you figure it’s time to start from 

the beginning again. You pocket the book and your gun again and, leaving your car parked where 

it is, you take a walk back to the crime scene. 

The building looks the same as before, except it had more depth and shape to it in 

daylight. At night it becomes a flat matte cut out placed over the cityscape. It’s cold out, but not 

too cold, and at least it’s quiet. At that hour, all the real people are sleeping, and you laugh, 

because that means all the monsters and bogeymen are out instead. Going around to the side of 

the building, you inspect the fire escape ladder. It’s been pulled back up. This is where your dead 

man found himself in his desperation, where he ended up. So where did he start? The only thing 

to try to think like your Author. If he was so scared, what was he doing wandering around at night 

in this part of town? That didn’t add up, either. It’s like someone just plunked him down here, 

like scientists supposedly do with mice in mazes to see if they can find their way to the cheese. 

You bury that idea, though, ‘cause you don’t like where it’s going. 

You’ve got no leads, so you follow your gut. Based on the arrangement of buildings, you 

figure he could only have come from the northern direction to end up where he did. You doubt he 

fumbled all around the building. Why not just bang on the doors for help? He got his hands on a 

ladder and in his addled brain saw a chance to climb out of the narrative mess around him. So you 

head in that direction, trying to back track over his footsteps. Some of it is guesswork, but some 

of it is pretty easy to figure out based on your knowledge of the neighbourhood and the layout of 

the streets. You keep an eye on the buildings for any sign that might have meant something to the 

man or the case.  

Soon, though, you’re in an area that’s less inviting, where all the best of the worst dives 
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are. Walsh owns some of them, but only peripherally, with their owners paying Walsh for 

protection. No one’s around and everywhere’s closed, but a couple of the residential buildings 

have lights on, little portholes in the descending fog. You take a minute to assess things, but that 

gets you nowhere, so you take out a cigarette and hold up a match. 

And then you hear the sound—a pop-fizz but louder. You can’t tell what it is or that it’s 

hit you until you get to the other end of it—a gunshot. 

 

ARMED AND DANGEROUS 

 This device may seem rather vague at first glance, and certainly I have already talked 

about how the hardboiled style utilizes an immediacy of an action in its narrative pacing, a sense 

that events are happening in the moment and that the detective participates actively in the present 

action. The same can be said for the reader, though, as they will likely feel included in the direct 

relation of events and decisions. In “Knights of the Open Palm” (1923), Carroll John Daly uses 

this device to the point of alacrity. Typically, the action—particularly the gun play—in earlier 

detective modes would be presented in past tense, predominantly because, in the case of the 

Sherlock Holmes’ stories, the cases are being told to a reading public long after they have 

supposedly taken place. For instance, this action takes place in Doyle’s The Sign of Four (1890): 

as we looked he plucked out from under his covering a short, round piece of wood, 

like a school-ruler, and clapped it to his lips. Our pistols rang out together. He 

whirled round, threw up his arms, and with a kind of choking cough fell sideways 

into the stream. I caught one glimpse of his venomous, menacing eyes amid the white 

swirl of the waters. (166) 

All of the action is presented in the order that it occurred, providing generous descriptive detail, 

but spacing out the immediacy and suddenness of the action that actually takes place. Rather, the 

longer sentences, like “I caught one glimpse of his venomous, menacing eyes amid the white 
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swirl of the waters” delay our envisioning of the action (for certainly the main element here is 

action, as opposed to Holmes’ usual reflection and thought). Doyle is using something along the 

lines of Joseph Frank’s spatial form here, and a more modern audience, imagining this kind of 

delayed or slowed-down action may be inclined to think of the cinematic visual effect called time 

splice or “bullet time”—made most famous by The Matrix (1999)—where the viewer experiences 

the passage of time as slowed down to allow for an enhanced perception of the events happening 

on-screen. In fact, Guy Ritchie’s Sherlock Holmes (2009), with Robert Downey Jr. and Jude Law, 

uses the same (or at least similar) effect to illustrate the quickness and sharpness of Holmes’ 

thinking before taking action, and the impact of the fight in the forest scene in Sherlock Holmes: 

A Game of Shadows (2011). 

 Technically speaking, regardless of how action is presented, the violence itself remains 

the same in terms of the story. However, we may compare the above scene from The Sign of Four 

to a similar scene in Daly’s “The Knights of the Open Palm”: 

The other has a sneer in his tones. The next instant I see a flash of steel in the air 

above the boy. 

Crack!  

Yep, it’s my gun what speaks and that lad goes out like a light. The other lad 

draws a gun and looks around him, bewildered. But he don’t see nothing; leastwise in 

this world he don’t. I get him right through the head—there ain’t no mistake where I 

land in that distance. He drops the wrong way—staggers a bit and I hear his body 

crashing down the cliff, tearing loose the rough stones as it goes. (438). 

The order of action is delivered differently here, as the reader is informed of action that has just 

taken place, or has already occurred within present tense action. We are likely to get caught up in 

the abrupt “Crack!”, uncertain whether it is the sound of a gun or otherwise, or if Race Williams 

shoots first. Rather, we infer from the following “Yep” and Williams’ “it’s my gun what speaks,” 
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that he has already taken care of his antagonist. In some respects, this delivery means that the 

main action actually happens off the page. We are told it has already happened, too quick for the 

story to keep up with it. The same amount of violence occurs in both the Daly and Doyle 

scenes,16 but what I intend to highlight here is how that violence is delivered to the reader. Doyle 

makes the reader a spectator in the pacing and delivery of his action, viewing the scene from all 

angles and positions; Daly makes the reader a participant in the pacing and delivery of action, 

and, what’s more, a rather green-horned participant—a sidekick without a gun, in the thick of it, 

but only just barely keeping up with the action.  

 It is curious, however, how Daly gets away with not writing the violence, and yet “The 

Knights of the Open Palm” should be considered one of the most violent early hardboiled stories. 

The story features one man, Race Williams, against a whole chapter of the Klu Klux Klan, and 

while many of the “Night Shirt Brigade” (430), as Williams likes to call them, take a lot of shots 

at him, Williams takes at least twice as many back at them, both with bullets and wisecracks 

about their “pajamas” (432). The story is a unique, though not singular, example of such 

hardboiled writing. Chandler tends to slow things down with literary description, and Hammett 

will at least give us the moment of violence, but my purpose here is not to work through various 

forms of violence in narrative, but rather how narrative style functions as violence, or, should be 

read violently. This is a case for pacing and suspense as well as the creation of unpredictability in 

composition. Even when Sherlock Holmes or Hercule Poirot are surprised by sudden gunfire or 

physical altercations, these moments tend to fit into the formula that the classic and Golden Age 

modes adhere to. The reader of detective fiction in any mode, of course, expects there to be action 

and surprise, but Holmes’ cool logic and planning, and Poirot’s little grey cells take some of the 

punch out of the delivery—they always know when to expect sudden and violent action. Sherlock 

always reminds Watson that there may be a need for his revolver, and the same can often be said 

                                                      

16 Give or take depending on how you measure acts of violence 
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for Poirot and his own Watson, Captain Hastings. The underlying inference from this is that the 

duos rarely walk around armed. Our hardboiled detectives would find themselves rather 

unfortunately undone to not be so prepared at all times, although Marlowe has a tendency to keep 

his firearms close but not too close.17 Daly’s Race Williams is always less than a second from 

pulling the trigger, as he warns “Dough-head,” “So you have a gun that shoots in one second, eh? 

Well, let me give you some advice. If that’s the best you can do you had better keep that gun 

parked. I’m telling you flat that you’d be exactly one-half a second too late” (433), and his 

counterpart in Daly’s other work, “Three-Gun” Terry Mack holds true to his name. Sam Spade 

and the Continental Op always have their lugers close at hand. That the hardboiled detective is 

always at the ready for a sudden attack points to a drastic change in the type of pacing and 

delivery of action in the hardboiled style.  

“The Knights of the Open Palm” is written in both present and past tense, depending on 

how Race narrates the story to the reader, and though very few authors use the same kind of 

device, there is always the sense that the hardboiled detective story occurs in the moment, even 

when the detective is retelling it after the fact—rather, the detective never simply tells the story; 

he relives it. The retelling/reliving takes on a kind of confidential, conversational tone that the 

Classic and Golden Age modes never quite manage in any form. For this reason, and because 

when we tell stories in conversations, we like to give them impact and to really lead into the 

punch line, the hardboiled style’s pacing and delivery becomes, in a sense, more violent. It 

becomes punctuated in sentences stylized to best deliver the impact of the information being 

represented. By this I mean that the hardboiled author makes use of such tools as short sentences, 

fragmented sentences, punctuation, and even paragraph breaks to either speed up the suspense or 

to hit the brakes on the reader’s activity of reading.  

Daly frequently stylizes Race Williams’ narration using excessive conjunctions of “but,” 

                                                      

17 Check his car’s glove box. 
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“so,” and “and” to begin new paragraphs and sentences, as well as adverbs like “then,” and 

interjections like “Oh,” sometimes using anaphora (usually “and”) to create pacing. The tactic 

develops a sense of continuous action and also suggests that Williams is always in the midst of 

the action, even when he is telling it. Daly also propels the reader forward with sudden structural 

shifts in paragraph breaks, such as: 

But I took a good look at the back of that button—you couldn’t tell 

nothing from it, but I sure would keep my eyes open when I seen a lad sporting a 

decoration that way. 

Three days later finds me in Clinton, a little burg of three of four 

thousand and the county seat. (432) 

The “three days later finds me” is abrupt, a sudden shooting forward in the story’s timeline, and is 

interesting in the way that Daly creates the effect using “finds me,” as if the reader must adjust to 

the narrative shift and catch up with Williams in a new setting. The present tense also adds to a 

sense of active readership. In this way, Daly creates his own kind of pacing that both holds back 

(Williams keenly studying the button) and shoots forward (Williams in Clinton, on the case 

already) without provocation or indication to the reader (as opposed to something more like, 

“After three days of conducting further comprehensive research on the clan and their mannerisms, 

Holmes and I, prepared for an adventurous encounter with some of the worst villains I have yet 

heard of, set off for Clinton, catching the 6 o’clock train and arriving in time for breakfast at the 

inn”). Daly also employs punctuation and grammatical manoeuvres to enhance the movement and 

delivery of action. Predominant in this is the use of the dash, in lines such as “I’m not leaving 

yet—no—not me!” (437) and in “I stand there panting and listening to the throb of the distant 

motor—and then the throb stops sudden—not just dies away. I look up the side of that hill and 

suddenly I see a light—it just flashes for a moment and is gone. Enough—I park the bike in the 

woods and start in to hoof it” (437). The latter example effectively imitates the flashing of the 
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light (and of understanding) Williams perceives using the dashes, but also projects the reader 

forward into “and then” and “Enough.” Grammatically, Daly is playful and even mischievous, 

constructing sentences that could be considered backwards or inverted: “Some excitement then 

and I can see my finish unless I duck and—and I ducked” (437) or “the first part of that ride is not 

so bad, for they ain’t bent on speed and the road is fairly level—but the moon goes behind a cloud 

and I got to hang close” (437). The grammatical acrobatics are helpful in establishing Williams’ 

voice and the overall tone of the story, but they also function as tools of violent stylization as 

Daly emphasizes tension before diving into an explanation of that tension. We should be aware of 

how Daly creates such effects, arming himself with linguistic tools and devices to keep the reader 

on his or her toes, directing the pacing and suspense, and giving Williams’ voice a distinctive 

character. Daly does not produce this style by accident, and certainly Race Williams is the right 

kind of protagonist to use it with, since his own gun style and habits mirror Daly’s directive 

choices: “Was he quick? Well, he never had no chance. Mind you, he had his gun in his hand, but 

he never used it” (441). The laconic verve of Daly’s hardboiled slang and delivery takes practice 

and creativity, as well as a knowledge of the ins and outs of language to a degree that requires 

innovation and determination.  

The narrative pacing, however, is only part of the violence that authors use as a tool in 

the genre’s style. We should also take into consideration the violence—meaning the 

unpredictability of narrative composition—of the shape of the plot and the capriciousness of 

circumstances around the main plot. At the turn of the century, a reading audience could likely 

tell you exactly what would happen in a detective story, even if they didn’t know the singular 

outcome or story. The classic and golden age modes tend to follow an equation and so work 

around a predetermined solution. There is inevitably the discovery of the crime, the searching for 

clues, the interviews and questions, the intervening mishap, the revelation, and the capturing of 

the criminal, and finally the detective’s speech at the end, explaining all the details of the crime 
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and its solution. That may be a bit unfair to the earlier modes of detective fiction, and we can, of 

course, say that the hardboiled story does not fare much better in retrospect. Decades of 

hardboiled authors have turned an innovative take on the old formulas into a tradition in itself, but 

in its fresh newness, the hardboiled style anticipated that this plot structure would need to 

undergo some major changes. Hammett’s “The Gutting of Couffignal” (1925) is a good example, 

since the story does not represent a detective systematically and rationally digging up clues and 

drawing information from potential suspects gathered in a room, but rather it represents a 

detective stumbling about on an island under machine gun fire during a heavy thunderstorm 

during a blackout, where civilians and bandits run amok in all directions. The Op, in fact, rarely 

goes in one direction without suddenly going in another in “The Gutting,” as chaos reigns 

supreme over the high-class society inhabiting the island. The use of light and the loss of vision in 

the darkness in the story’s imagery emphasizes that the Op is never really sure what he is doing, 

or how long he can keep stumbling about, especially after he takes a bad fall in the slippery rain 

and twists his ankle. The rest of the story features the Op hobbling around, ultimately stealing “a 

crutch from a cripple” (482) in the mayhem. “The Gutting” provides an interesting change in how 

the typical detective story should be paced and in what order events should take place. We know 

that a crime will become apparent, and we know that there will be gunfire, and undoubtedly some 

kind of resolution, giving us insight into the motives of the criminals, but the routes “The 

Gutting” takes to these crucial moments are rarely predictable.  

The story actually starts out very much like a classic detective story, with the Op 

guarding presents at a wedding on the island of Couffignal with royal and ambassadorial guests. 

Hammett opens with a slow, leisurely description of the island, deliberately using longer 

sentences with a kind of ebb and flow: “Wedge-shaped Couffignal is not a large island, and not 

far from the mainland, to which it is linked by a wooden bridge. Its western shore is a high, 

straight cliff that jumps abruptly up out of San Pablo Bay. From the top of this cliff the island 
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slopes eastward, down to a smooth pebble beach that runs into the water again, where there are 

piers and a club-house and moored pleasure boats” (450). Besides the idyllic setting of the island 

itself, an imitation of the classic country houses and leisurely resorts of the Golden Age detective 

story, the description offers a light-hearted, smooth tone and pacing in which the elements are 

“linked” by easy movement, and sentences that seem, on their own, to “slope down” smoothly. 

The island, beside the Op and some of the “storekeepers, working-people, and similar riffraff as 

are needed to keep them comfortably served” (540), is inhabited entirely by the wealthy and 

aristocratic, including barons, princesses, military generals, and a justice of the Supreme Court. 

The Op even sits down, after the party to guard the presents around midnight, to an armchair to 

read a book as the rain begins to come down. Sitting in the chair seems to parody earlier modes of 

detective fiction, in particular armchair detectives, like Dupin, who need not leave their seat to 

solve the mystery. “The Gutting of Couffignal,” as the title should suggest, is not that kind of 

detective story, however, and everything changes “when the lights [go] out” (452). The story cuts 

to chapter two immediately, beginning with “In the dark” (452) and with the Op attempting to 

gauge the situation. The power is out all over the island, however, such that “all was too far away 

for [the Op] to have seen or heard even had there been lights, and all too vague to say what was 

moving. The impression was strong but worthless. It didn’t lead anywhere” (453), and through 

the driving rain comes the sound of explosions and gunfire. The Op, for several pages, has no 

idea what is happening. The story’s pacing becomes abrupt and the Op is interrupted mid-word, 

“since the—,” by “Three shots, close together, had sounded. Rifleshots, but of the sort that only 

the heaviest of rifles could make. Then, sharp and small in the storm, came the report of a far-

away pistol” (454). The Op has no access to the events happening on the island, only the violent 

sound of them, and Hammett plays with sentence structure and delivery by having narration 

overlap with dialogue and also by imitating the way in which the sound would be received in 

moments such as, “Three shots, close together, had sounded,” a sentence cleverly crafted to sound 
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precisely like three shots close together—an abrupt, short, staccatoed, bulleted rhythm, broken, in 

effect, into three subordinate clauses. The rest of the Op’s narration is characterized by short 

sentences, fragmented clauses, and cacophony that mirrors the confusion, disorder, and chaos 

occurring on the island. Again, this tool is used in “I crept up the shore line. The machine gun 

went silent. Lighter guns snapped, snapped, snapped. Another grenade went off. A man’s voice 

shrieked out terror” (460). Here the sentences are “snapped” to the reader, going off quickly and 

sharply as the Op finds himself in the midst of the action and chaos. So, too, does the reader, 

without any idea of what will happen next or where a stray bullet may end up. When the Op gets 

into the town to see what’s going on, he asks a young cripple boy “What’s happening?” only to 

be answered with “Everything” (458). Certainly, gunfire appears to come from all directions, the 

Op encounters a number of characters, and the action appears to move across the island as the 

General Pleshkov “running around leading simply citizens to battle” (476). The play of language 

and cacophony is even exemplified by the Couffignal crowd’s reaction once the morning breaks 

and the harbor police and marines arrive on the scene: “A hundred voices were talking at once, 

recounting their personal adventures and braveries and losses and what they had seen. Such 

words as machine gun, bomb, bandit, car, shot, dynamite, and killed sounded again and again, in 

every variety of voice and tone” (470). Despite following the Op through the chaos, the reader 

likely has no idea of what the resolution will be, or, even, what the mystery is precisely. Rumours 

of the sheriff being shot dead and the bank being blown open and cars fixed with machine guns 

are true but prove to be misleading, and the whole time the Op has mostly been on a wild goose 

chase back and forth across the island. Every scene is thus seemingly disconnected and chaotic, 

unpredictable, depending on what information is thrown before the Op and who he tries to seek 

out (often only to get sidetracked). “The Gutting” is a messy narrative structure, less plotted and 

more suspenseful as, stylistically, Hammett plays with our understanding of how a plot is 

structured and experienced.  
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 Holmes’ and Poirot’s opponents typically end up arrested, and Poirot’s, often enough, 

confess on their own accord; most hardboiled criminals, on the other hand, end up dead, or, they 

get away with their crime. Sometimes, too, the detective fails, or gets out by the skin of his teeth. 

Marlowe frequently takes a sap to the head and naps for a couple of self-reflective chapters; 

Spade lets himself get drugged by Gutman (of all people) and finds himself babysitting Gutman’s 

daughter.18 For the hardboiled story, we are never really sure what will happen next, who will end 

up dead, who will provide the real or false clues, or where a clue may actually lead the detective 

(if anywhere). Since the hardboiled dick is characterized by complex moral principles and shady 

personal motives, we cannot always anticipate their ultimate decisions in the same way that we 

may almost always anticipate Holmes’ actions in the end of Doyle’s stories. The shape of the plot 

takes on a kind of violence in that we may move between scenes, clues, and suspects without 

much warning; an author may twist and turn the plot in any way they want, even wrenching it far 

to the other side of possibility when the reader is feeling most settled into the pacing and mystery. 

The hardboiled plot cannot be considered a straight line arching into its conclusion. It is far 

messier and much more jagged. A good hardboiled author knows how to stop a reader in his or 

her tracks with both small and great changes in direction. The real world is messy and 

unpredictable, with situations and fates changing at the drop of a hat. The hardboiled style 

acknowledges that detectives can be sidetracked and shot at from dark alleys coming out of their 

building, and that they can drink a little too much by accident, or trip on a slippery road. Or, as in 

Hammett’s Red Harvest, get so drunk they pass out and wake up holding an icepick in a woman’s 

chest with no memory of what happened. Thus the unpredictability of how the story is delivered 

to the reader, and thus how it is to be read in terms of pacing and expectation, becomes a crucial 

                                                      

18 The drugging of Spade and the discovery of Gutman’s daughter scratching her belly with pins is perhaps 

the strangest turn the novel takes. It is meant to be a diversion for Spade, to keep him out of the 

conspirators’ way as they search for the falcon, and, in turn, it serves the same purpose for the reader, 

allowing them to temporarily forget what is really at stake for Spade and making them focus solely on 

Gutman’s daughter—who has nothing to do with anything that is happening. 
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tool in the manipulation of the genre.19 

 

You’re on the pavement, on your back. You know it’s pavement and not your bed 

because its rough and unforgiving, with that hard grit under your nails as you try to pull yourself 

up out of the dream. It takes some rolling about, but you sit up and cough because the air is thick 

with fog. 

A gunshot. You heard it, so you think someone might’ve been shot—and then you say, 

“Ah, sh—” because it’s you. It’s you that’s been shot. The blood coming out is black on your 

dark shirt. There’s enough sense in you, though, to get your gun out, and you scramble to your 

feet, using the dimly-lit steps behind you. You’re all turned around now and the fog makes a 

wash of the street. You can’t see anything, or anyone. And although you don’t feel hurt, you 

know death creeps slowly through the flesh. It’s only a matter of time. 

You manage to shout, “Come on out, big shot!” 

Chances are the guy fired and then got out of there before he was seen, but no one’s 

coming out of their buildings or leaning from their windows. In that kind of area, you couldn’t 

count on that, because crime and violence got delivered to these people on the daily milk run. 

You were on your own.  

You scan the street down the barrel of your gun. There’s a lot of things moving out there, 

wisps and shadows dipping in and out of the contours of the fog, and you can’t make out what’s 

                                                      

19 A fascinating example of unpredictability at the reader’s expense is the work of Harry Stephen Keeler, 

the creator of the “webwork” method. Keeler wrote in the 1940s and 1960s, although only a handful of his 

books were published in America or in English. Keeler’s Screwball Circus series follows a unique but 

repeated pattern and frames a series of investigations through a mystery plot in each novel, but the reader 

easily loses track of the twists and bends of the chapters, which always seem to lead us away from our 

perceived destination or end—the answer to the forty year-old murder of the ragpicker in The Case of the 

Jewelled Ragpicker (1948), and the curious offer of three thousand dollars for a diorama of a hanged fish 

wearing a crown—bought only for a few cents—in Stand By—London Calling! (1953). Keeler cannot be 

said to produce fully-rounded, in-depth characters who undergo strong emotional development, but Keeler 

is the master of diversion and unpredictability in narrative structure. I consider myself fairly well-read in a 

variety of genres and literature, but even I have to admit that The Case of the Jewelled Ragpicker is one the 

strangest novels I’ve ever read in terms of narrative construction. 
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real from what’s not, and you’re not sure you ever will be again. 

But you know the sound of a footstep on an empty street when you hear one, and you 

know the nose of a gun barrel when you see one poking out of the fog. The chatter of both guns 

shuttles between the buildings, climbing the walls like falling shells. You’re already on the move, 

ducking low into the fog. You’ve got an idea to circle around on your man and jump him, wrestle 

his gun off him.  

Only, what breathes through the fog isn’t a man. It’s something like a man, but without 

any of that solidness to him. You say, “The Thin Man.” 

He’s gone before you can pin him down. He moves in and out of the narrowest edges 

around you, quick and agile on his feet, and you keep losing him whenever you get in close, like 

he’s somehow just stepping out of the picture, and you’re beginning to think you’re wrestling 

phantoms. The adrenaline is kicking in, finally, but so is the shock, so you can still throw a 

punch, but you also can’t really tell your right from your left, and the fog feels like it’s getting in 

under your skin, chilling you to the bone. You know it’s time to cut your losses. You wait until 

you can place him, let him get close for his next shot, and then you take your chance with the first 

thing you find in your pocket. You throw the book at him. 

You’re halfway up or down the street by the time you realize you’ve lost the book for 

good now. Running is torture on your lungs as you twist and turn to lose the Thin Man. The 

gunshot wound is pulsing with your exaggerated heartbeat, and you put your hand on it, thinking 

to hold on to your insides. 

You don’t know how long you’ve been running before you dare to rest. You slip into an 

alley and use the wall for support. You look at your bloody hand and grimace, and try to get a 

look at the hole in you. That’s not happening, but, hey, you’re not dead yet, so that’s something. 

There’s no more bullets in your gun, and it’s weighing you down, so you hide it in the trash can 

beside you. 
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Keeping your ears open, you try to catch your breath. The rational part of you says that it 

was a trick of the fog—the Thin Man—because you could put any face on that creeping figure—

the Author’s, Walsh’s, Beaumont’s, Hammett’s—even Bill the Gorilla’s. But the part of you 

that’s bleeding says that the Thin Man is real, as real as he is thin, and it’s you, you, that’s mixed 

up. Maybe it’s the wound, and maybe it’s the clear night air, but you can feel the text and the 

spaces around you quivering. You can begin to see between the lines, and it gives you an eyeful 

of the gears and cogs that puts the whole picture in motion. That’s not so far a stretch, after all. If 

a person isn’t written down somewhere, they don’t exist, which is how thousands of people get 

overlooked, overwritten, and written off every day. For the first time, you think the girl is right 

and the Author was no fool—this is a detective story. 

And you’ve got to get out of it. The conclusion will kill you. You only exist while being 

read, while reading. 

 So you run and keep running, trying to get to the edges, and eventually you’re out of 

breath, but that’s when you find a ladder up a building, so you use it, and climb up and up, getting 

farther from the Thin Man, and pulling yourself out of this mire of a narrative. When you find a 

window, you break the glass, protecting your hands with the sleeves of your coat, and you crawl 

in the unforgiving frame. You take a few steps towards the door—  

And that’s when you pitch off into the margins. 

 

CASE CLOSED 

Porter writes that “The most interesting works in the [detective] genre are the products of 

craftsmen who have learned from the formula itself how to manipulate reader response to the 

ends of pleasure” (5). Pleasure and satisfaction, of course, are developed in the delay of closure 

and the tension of anticipating resolution in the midst of conflict. For that reason, pleasure, like 

the notion of desire and the death drive (Freud’s pleasure principle) is defined by the conflicted 
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obstruction of closure wherein a goal is never reached. Few detective stories can evade the 

ultimate denouement of the story, and it would be considered dishonest for the author to skip this 

part, so, in essence, the form of the detective story definitely insists on reaching an acceptable and 

satisfactory conclusion that makes all elements of the work—form and content—cohesive. 

Detective fiction, in its focus on death, murder, and survival, is inherently about endings, 

denouements, closure, resolution, and above all, finality. However, hardboiled detective fiction, 

in manipulating reader response and anticipating such “easy” expectations of the genre, and 

highlighting the reader’s own play of suspicion on how the narrative is being constructed for him, 

has the special advantage of making us wonder what that satisfaction may mean or what value it 

has to us. We cannot just walk away from a happy ending; we’re asked to wonder if any ending 

would have been satisfactory and whether all of our doubts have been answered appropriately. If 

those doubts have all been answered, what has the text actually accomplished? 

  The classic mode or Golden Age of detective fiction fundamentally presents a world in 

which answers are easily discovered by a keen eye and the neat order of the world is preserved 

despite the corrupting possibility of crime. In some ways, these modes fail precisely because of 

this, allowing us the delusion that pleasure is easily apprehended by simple resolutions to 

complex problems. The hardboiled author works with a much more complicated math of narrative 

composition (two and two may not always equal four, no matter how much we want it to—or, if it 

does, it’s because someone may have fudged the numbers), manipulating reader response to 

delay, obscure, or deflect the pleasure of the resolution. Apprehension becomes the capacity to be 

apprehensive, and for the author to anticipate that push and pull between comprehension and 

doubt in the reader’s expectations. Resolution is not always clean and clear-cut, and most 

importantly, that sense of closure we seek in the satisfaction in the completion and apprehension 

of a crime can often be falsified, fabricated, or tentatively held together. To that end, hardboiled 

fiction enacts a tension in the way the narrative threads come together when comprehension and 
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certainty are impossible, suspicion is a rule, and truth is a marketable illusion made by confidence 

men. What is revealed and what is concealed is methodologically designed to divide the story into 

possibilities and potentialities, depending on how the reader engages with its progression.  

This chapter may have seemed tangential on its surface, a studied look at how narrative is 

manipulated by both authors and readers, but it serves a crucial connection to the previous 

chapters, and that is, as Perdigao states it, “the relationship between materiality and signification” 

(4) and the desire to know, to possess, to comprehend, to apprehend the locus of meaning in a 

participatory practice. Both Brooks and Porter demonstrate an interest in the readability of a work 

of literature, as well as the process of enjoyment the reader generates from the process of reading 

it. Enjoyment certainly is part of what makes a work compelling to a reader, and, more 

importantly, readability—the accessibility, comprehensibility, and overall coherence and 

intelligibility—of a work of fiction is crucial to the ways in which we attempt to define literature 

in the first place. Brooks may borrow from Barthes’ idea of the readable or the writable text, but 

my interest here (and Porter’s) is what makes a work “readable,” and what bigger picture such a 

discourse or discussion would develop in terms of genre and the structures of genre. This side of 

the concept is what Brooks refers to as “how narratives work on us, as readers, to create models 

of understanding, and with why we need and want such shaping orders” (Reading xiii), and 

incites tension with the standard idea of narratology as a systematic literary study, since, 

“Whatever its larger ambitions, narratology has in practice been too exclusively concerned with 

the identification of minimal narrative units and paradigmatic structures; it has too much 

neglected the temporal dynamics that shape narratives in our reading of them, the play of desire 

in time that makes us turn pages and strive toward narrative ends” (Brooks xiii). In other words, 

Frow’s active process of reading where “we as readers ‘intervene’ by the very act of reading” 

(Brooks 234). 

 



 

424 

 

BODY IN A BOX 

This project aimed at those unique qualities that made the American hardboiled detective 

story so popular and what engrained it so deeply in the American popular imagination that, to this 

day, the style and its tropes continue to resonate even when their origins seem obscure to a 

contemporary audience. Part of that is certainly the presence of a corpse—a universal, 

transversive, and unsettling object that we are all discreetly aware of and that we are all already in 

the process of understanding, scientifically, psychologically, emotionally, and semantically. 

Objects serve as the direct narrative drive of detective fiction, and the Hardboiled School’s 

specialized objective realism, in its treatment of both objects and subjects as a dynamic between 

surface and depth—as active, perceptive representation—develops a curious relationship in how 

we are to perceive, envision, and read objects in the real world and in our fictional worlds. The 

Maltese falcon, as an object and objective of narrative is the example par excellence in this 

context—both real and fictional, both present and utterly absent, both surface and historical 

significance, both hard object and deceptive red herring—but the corpse proves itself more 

troublesome to break down, precisely because it breaks itself down. Our intent to render the 

corpse meaningful or into meaning and being by reading detective fiction, and an author’s intent 

to make the corpse comprehensible (and by extension, his detective, through representation of the 

corpse) only highlights the indifference of the corpse and our desperation to animate it. It is 

subjected to subjectivity, a kind forced on it from a variety of narrative angles, all of which are 

created and proposed through the (de)compositional process between readers and writers. 

 It has been my intention throughout this process to demonstrate the writerly and readerly 

dynamics that occur in the creation of a text through a literary object such as the corpse. An 

intensive study of any genre or work necessarily requires a full awareness that an author has tools 

by which they create and a reader has tools by which they read—if not, comprehension is 

impossible, plausibility is a loose concept, and engagement with and participation in a work of 
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literature are nothing. In Reading for the Plot, Brooks stresses that his focus on plot and narrative 

is, before anything else, “a reading of our compulsions to read” (36). While perhaps a simple 

enough statement, and a seemingly obvious approach, putting such a notion out there directs us 

towards a much more intimate and complex relationship with the literature we read. It is not the 

fact that we read literature that is important, but why we read it, or, how we read it. I do not think 

that, when we read, we are simply compelled to know the ending (those of us who jump to the 

back of the book almost never put the book down after that. We go back and read through to the 

end, even though we know); rather, it is a matter of wanting to be involved in the process to the 

ending. We get caught in a process of reading that necessitates a certain sense of possession of the 

workings of the narrative. We, at some level, take on the feeling that we control how the story is 

read, because as readers are often aware, we control the process by which any narrative is read 

and reserve judgement on its validity and level of enjoyment (Porter, especially, is interested in a 

poetics of enjoyment). What makes hardboiled detective fiction so fascinating is the hardboiled 

school’s tendency to make use of that compulsive relationship of readers to their literature and to, 

one way or another, make their readers a participant or accomplice in the narrative workings. 

There are variations to this, of course, from the subtle provocation in Hammett’s work, meant to 

challenge the reader into reading Sam Spade’s motivations before they are revealed, to the much 

more blunt approach of Ellery Queen’s stories, in which inevitably there is a moment where the 

author(s) draw back and inform the reader that they now have everything they need to solve the 

crime, in order to give them an opportunity to solve it for themselves. Regardless, detective 

fiction does not simply invite readers on a fun romp of deductive work; it reminds the reader that, 

whether they like it or not, they are in the midst of playing the game too—and that, above all, it is 

a game with rules that can be bent.  

After all, as Frow stresses, “genre is ‘based’ in situation and ‘acquires meaning’ from it; 

it ‘embodies’ it and is ‘evoked by’ it, and at the same time it ‘provides a strategic response’ to it. 
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The patterns of genre, that is to say, are at once shaped by a type of situation and in turn shape the 

rhetorical actions that are performed in response to it” (14), meaning that the reading process is 

meant to function as a mutual exchange and contention for authority over what the text means in 

the end. It also points to the objective of a text in respect to authorly intervention and readerly 

participation. Miller originally indicates that the intent of a novel is to “(1) produce a stable, 

centred subject in a stable, centered world” and that “(2) this project is inevitably doomed to 

failure” (xi), but goes on later to suggest that the idea of a novel should not be so limited in its 

lawlessness and lack of authorization. He writes that the problems of contended authority and 

authoritative narration in a form like the novel (which I apply more broadly to all forms of 

detective fiction, since Miller’s interest is, in effect, detective fiction) and the failure to produce 

the “stable, centred subject” (as we see the hardboiled detective struggle to lay claim to in his 

own coherent identity) in fact “play precisely into the ideology of the liberal subject who, never 

fixed in any of the determinations that he may provisionally entertain, is always free to remake 

himself” (xiv). That is, a narrative where authority and suspicion are always at play, always 

rampant, and the signification of all things, physical and metaphysical, comes under question, 

may ultimately fail, but that failure allows for a subject capable of adapting to the process itself 

and of remaking him or herself based on the conditions provided. For Miller this allows for the 

creation of “a subject habituated to psychic displacements, evacuations, reinvestments, in a social 

order whose totalizing power circulates all the more easily for being [pulverized]” (xiii). For me, 

that would suggest a much more perceptive and engaging kind of reader, and a much more 

compelling kind of writer, who anticipates such a reader (and so on—a reader anticipating an 

author anticipating a reader).  

In his article, “The Hard-Boiled Novel,” Sean McCann suggests that for writers like 

Hammett, “making literature of the detective story meant turning it into a slyly self-reflexive 

meditation on the dangerous yet inescapable power of fiction” (52). A literature of this sort is 
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inescapable because we get caught up in the motivating suspicions and desires under the surface, 

the tangled warp and weft of narrative composition, but not as an objective construction 

happening somewhere outside of us, but as a subjective and often assertive participation, which is 

to say that reading is an invested process that we are compelled to see through to the end, just as 

any good private dick will see the job through to its conclusion. The only way out is to see it 

through. The point of investigating our compulsions to read literature, and of using hardboiled 

fiction to highlight this relationship, is to elucidate how a subject—or reader—ultimately attempts 

to perceive and compose an idea of selfhood against or through an object and the thingness it is 

granted. That is, while our detectives are stumbling over corpses and so-called clues, we are 

enacting the same relationship with the complex dimension and merging of fact and fiction when 

we hold a physical book and read it.  

 

We have spent this project engaging with the concept of real objects in literature—the 

real corpse and the fictional corpse—as well as the divide that necessarily exists between the two. 

As a closing note, I want to ponder the influence fictional corpses have had on the popular 

imagination, or, rather, how the idea of the corpse in detective fiction has shifted between written 

text and filmed television. Film is a unique mode in which corpses are represented as real, but, for 

obvious reasons, are fake. Predominately, the corpse is considered a prop, but as Elke Weismann 

points out in “Two Versions of the Victim,” shows like Crime Scene Investigation and Bones 

prompt questions about the comprehensibility of the body and the coherence of victims capable of 

speaking. While I find much of Weismann’s work on the corpse to be rather constricting, she 

does raise a crucial point that crime dramas like those mentioned above provide a shift in 

narrative dynamics. Where most crime or detective dramas, Law & Order (1990) for example, are 

interested in the methods of murder and discovering the criminal, CSI and Bones shift focus to the 

victim by emphasizing the concept that, though science, the dead body or victim can speak for 
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itself, and so resurrect its own kind of justice through how it is read by the forensic eye. 

Weismann writes that, “as the investigators of the three series again and again highlight, their job 

is to speak for the victims, and hence to put the victim at the center of their investigation. This 

suggests a remarkable shift in who we think is important when investigating crime” (1). I have so 

far only discussed the incoherent body, the corpse that cannot speak—an object of the semantic 

projects and motives of other characters—and certainly, in hardboiled fiction, written in a time 

period when the forensic sciences were limited and still developing, the corpse is, in a sense, dead 

weight that rather distracts from knowledge of its murder or story than provides it. Contemporary 

detective shows, however, in intensifying the usefulness and capability of scientific measures to 

make the body speak, perform a rather different dynamic. Temperance Brennan’s insistence on 

reading a person’s life from their bones on Bones and CSI’s attention to the trivial and 

microscopic as connective clues in the tissue of the corpse in autopsy, both indicate a hyperfocus 

on the alternative ways in which a victim may speak, but, fundamentally speaking, the main 

concept that the narrative becomes driven and complicated by what the body does or does not 

reveal or conceal remains consistent. Without a body, detective shows struggle to make a case 

and to hold themselves together. Rather, I’m of the mind that when these shows attempt to get 

beyond the “corpse-of-the-week” and drift into the drama of the investigative characters, they 

lose something of their drive, or at least, what makes them so compelling in the first place. They 

need a dead body to structure these elements around.  

 Of course, autopsies can be crudely performed, or neglected, or skewed by corrupted or 

incompetent medical examiners, and, certainly, not all bodily evidence can be so easily and so 

directly read as significant. What most interests me is the way in which these corpses are 

represented on screen. With the great influx of detective and crime shows in the last twenty or 

thirty years (even that is a rather inhibited timeframe), there has been a greater call for corpses, 

both performed by actors playing dead and manufactured by prop artists recreating the dead. 
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Jacque Lynn Foltyn points out an interesting diametric in that, in the medical fields, corpses are 

being simulated for educational purposes to avoid the issues of working with living tissue (I 

would say that this is a useful learning tool, but an inadequate replacement for learning to work 

on a real body), such that, “We are creating corpse facts and fictions to revive, re-imagine, and 

‘play’ with the dead, and in doing so are experiencing some simulated corpses as real and some 

real corpses as simulated” (155). It is the re-imagining or ‘playing’ that I find compelling, the 

need to create the corpse as object and to turn objects into corpses to the extent that “the corpse 

count has gone up” (Foltyn 154) in our culture.  

 In an article for the Wall Street Journal in 2011, Amy Chozick undertook the role of 

corpse in an episode of Law & Order: Los Angeles precisely to suss out the industry of corpse 

portrayal in detective shows and movies. She notes that some of the developments in the craft of 

corpse-making on film has been due to the rise of high definition television “which shows 

everything in more realistic detail, by upping the violence and delivering more shock value on the 

autopsy table.” In turn, this “all means more work for extras, casting agents and makeup artists 

who supply corpses in various stages of decomposition.” It is an industry unto itself, or at least an 

art. She also quotes Matthew W. Mungle, a special effects makeup artist who won an Oscar for 

his work on Bram Stroker’s Dracula, with a rather persuasive remark: “Just when you think 

they’ve thought of every way to kill someone, we have to build another severed limb.” This 

adaptive need in the creation of corpses suggests an interesting dynamic that occurs as film 

intensifies its gore and its dead count, as the need for new and inventive methods of murder 

drives shows attempting to distinguish themselves from others of their kind, and as artistic 

methods of recreating the dead for entertainment purposes—such as “hundreds of prosthetic 

chests that can be cut open during autopsy, organs that can be pulled out and removable limbs”—

come into high demand. These simulated corpses, however, often made to look like the actor 

playing the victim while still alive, “take a couple of weeks to create and cost about $7,800” 
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(Chozick), a number that has likely shifted in the last few years, but no doubt still remains costly. 

By contrast, actors on “corpse duty” (Chozick) undergo hours of makeup, including the “morgue 

dead,” who according to Chozick, requires “an actor to be still for three hours or more to get into 

chalky-white full-body makeup and a ‘Y incision’ across the chest” as opposed to the “freshly 

dead,” which may only require the application of medical latex from bullet-wound molds. Corpse 

actors are in higher and higher demand, and even Mark Horowitz, known for producing NCIS, 

has said, “The truth is nothing looks more realistic than an actor playing dead” (Chozick). 

 Horowitz’s remark was likely not meant to carry much significance beyond the practical, 

but in it we can see a question of the corpse as object in its representation on television and film. 

Certainly, an actor playing dead (with special effects makeup) is more likely to maintain that 

sense of subjectivity despite the simulated corpse-like quality, but the audience knows these 

actors aren’t dead (in the same way, perhaps, that they know that detective shows, in themselves, 

are not real, but fictions), and so there is always a juxtaposition and a conflict of what a corpse is 

and how we look at it. Still, even if we recognize that the corpse actors are not really dead, and 

that the detectives are actors pretending to be detectives, the genre, in its fidelity to real crime, 

does not let us forget that the compulsions and motives of crime and investigation are real. The 

story we are watching or reading may be fictionalized, even fantasized, and the corpse too, but 

corpses aren’t unicorns or werewolves and cannot be easily dismissed. We know that they exist in 

the real world. We live in a body becoming such an object, and at best, when we try to speak of or 

comprehend such objects, we, as Žižek writes, “suspend, place in parentheses, its reality” (23). 

Direct comprehension of the corpse is what frightens us the most and so the simulated corpses of 

television and the fictional corpses of literature provide the contextual situation that allows us this 

comprehension, for better or for worse.  

Brown, as already noted, works with the “old Hegelian saw” of “No things but in ideas” 

(ASOT 2) and Williams Carlos Williams’ inversion of it: “no ideas but in things” (8), to get at the 
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relationship between “[t]he ideas of things and the ideas in them” (1). More broadly, he is 

interested in where we stand in that relationship. Certainly hardboiled fiction seems to “digress 

readily toward the idea of things and away from the ideas in them” (Brown 2), moving from an 

easy acceptance of the interiority or meaningfulness of objects, clues, corpses and towards a 

suspicion of what objects are in themselves, if anything, beyond our perception and 

representation of them. Still, Brown calls upon Walter Benjamin’s “The Sock,” in which 

Benjamin describes the childhood experience of attempting to draw out the anticipated ‘present’ 

hidden in the pocket of his rolled up socks: 

When I had closed my fist around it and, as far as I was able, made certain that I 

possessed the stretchable woolen mass, there began the second phase of the game, 

which brought with it the unveiling. For now I proceeded to unwrap ‘the present,’ to 

tease it out of its woolen pocket. I drew it ever nearer to me, until something rather 

disconcerting would happen: I had brought out ‘the present,’ but the ‘pocket’ in 

which it had lain was no longer there. (96). 

Benjamin ponders the attempt to perceive and comprehend what the sock might contain when it is 

so rolled up. It is an investigation, if, albeit, a rather mundane one. Corpses, too, are in fiction and 

media rolled up for us to discover, and we believe in what they must (but we can only assume) 

contain. Benjamin cites this as the point where he learned “to draw truth from works of literature 

as warily as the child’s hand retrieves the sock from ‘the pocket’” (97), a kind of readerly 

suspicion between “form and content, veil and what is veiled” (97)—or between object and 

subject, subject and narrative. Brown, too, asks, “Do those socks rolled up there have ideas in 

them, somewhere inside them? Perhaps they do” (6), and it is that perhaps that so drives us to 

investigate the object again and again, as the young Benjamin continues to unroll his socks; as 

Ishmael tries again to describe the whale in all its wonder, dead or alive; as the search for the 

Holy Grail results in another fleeting glimpse; as Chandler’s Marlowe, “knee-deep in dead men” 
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(The High Window 615), trips on another dead man in an empty hallway; as we peer down upon 

yet another corpse on the autopsy table on CSI; and, above all, as we expectantly crack the spine 

on another book, hoping, somehow, to possess and to be possessed by what it contains. All 

objects, the body and literature especially, should be seen as journeys of such self-possession. 

 

The name on your office is something like Joe Wrench, or Harvey Thorn, or Nate Husk, 

but that’s just what people in the business call you. They’ve got to call you something. You come 

in late, because work’s been slow and you don’t like to disrupt the pace. You’re a working stiff, 

after all, a flatfooted gumshoe who keeps himself standing by letting himself get knocked around 

for little reward and less satisfaction. 

You take your hat off. You sit in your chair and look around, only there isn’t much to 

look at: a bowl-shaped ceiling light, a phone, a blotter, a safe in the corner, window shades—and 

then you, thinking everything needs a good dusting, but what’s a bit of dust between you and 

some things?  

That’s when the phone rings. You stop, look at the door, at the phone. You remember the 

gunshot, the Author, the Thin Man, but that’s a story. The phone keeps ringing. 

And as you stare the phone down, you know who’s calling, and you’re surprised about 

how these things come around. You pick up the piece. 

“So, whodunnit this time?” 

It’s the lady from the phone booth. The pocket dame with the freckles. You can’t see her, 

but you know. You remember. You say, “What?” 

“The lady friend, the dirty cop, the gambler, the goon, the spook—or did the would-be 

author kill himself? The ending always seems different when we talk. I prefer it that way. Stories 

shouldn’t be so easily fixed, you know? It’s always better when you can watch the dominoes 

fall.” 
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You say nothing. 

“Or did you kill him this time, being read into the story?” 

You stand up to feel your shoes on the floor. “What is this?” 

She laughs, light and airy. “That’s up to you, I suppose. I wrote it, left you a corpse and 

clues and allies and enemies, plots twists and devices to structure a story, something you could 

play around in, and see if you could get out of, too. Well, how you read it changes.” 

You get it. She wrote the maze; you were the mouse.  

“So where’s my cheddar?” you ask. 

There it is again, her laugh, and somehow you hear a bit of Dahlia Black and a bit of 

Hammett, and a bit of Chandler and Nebel and Walsh in it, too. You hear it ringing in the phone 

booth, only a few blocks away.  

“‘Cheddar’ is a new one,” she says. “What did you expect? I let you look in under the lid, 

just like Flitcraft… but you got to have a little more fun with it than just having a beam dropped 

on your head.” 

You frown. “That’s subjective.” 

She, of course, laughs at that. You can’t tell if she’s being serious or if she’s just there for 

the small talk. 

“And the Thin Man?” you ask, looking out the window at the sunlight peeking up over 

the city buildings, the drab streets being flooded with a new day. 

“The Thin Man,” she replies, “is a construct, an idea. He’s something between you and 

me. Not quite character, not quite author.” 

“Ah,” you say. Of course. 

She heaves out a big sigh. “Well, that’s all she wrote,” she says. “You’ll have to go back 

to the beginning to make sense of it, I guess. You’ll be getting the call soon. Something will 

click—oh, I’ve got to go. Someone’s waiting. They look impatient.” 
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“Wait—” you say. 

She laughs. “You have been, for awhile now.” 

And then—click—she hangs up on you. 
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