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Chapter Three: 

The Exploration of Real-and-Imagined Spaces in Raymond 

Chandler’s Modern Los Angeles 

 

 

The illusion of reality, or what Conrad‟s Marlow might call a “great and 

saving illusion,” is a necessary because it is often argued and that factual 

accuracy “produces only a shallow realism like that of figures in a wax 

museum, which, though accurate to every measurement and every mole, are 

too rigid and static either to convince or inform. (Jacob xvii) 

 

 

I. Introduction 

In this chapter, I will lead the journey around and through the vast Los Angeles 

city and its South California suburb where PI Philip Marlowe roved around scores of 

years ago. This will be a journey that breaks through the real and imagined spaces in 

Chandler‟s spatial representations of modern Los Angeles between the 1930s and 

1950s. If the recurring theme of Los Angeles fiction is the promised dream, a new 

beginning of life, Los Angeles as a promised land is the dominant image in Angelenos‟ 

minds. However, in their plot designs and characterization, writers of Los Angeles 

fiction present an anti-myth that reveals that this dreamland is actually the end of the 

dream and the dream often turns out to be a nightmare. Raymond Chandler is no 

exception, but what distinguishes him from other writers is that in his fiction, the 

theme of anti-myth is manifested through Chandler‟s representation of the city spaces. 

Therefore, in this chapter, I will argue that Chandler‟s spatial representations of Los 

Angeles city are the dominated real-and-imagined Thirdspace that elicits the powerful 
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resistant power to present the California anti-myth. The first step to recognize 

Chandler‟s cityscapes as Thirdspace is to understand Chandler‟s fusion of reality and 

illusion in his representational spaces. 

 

II. Transcending Realism: Chandler’s Fusion of Real and Imagined Spaces 

Since Raymond Chandler elevates the character and the settings over the plot in 

the hard-boiled detective fiction as a new genre of crime fiction, the authenticity of 

Chandler‟s settings, that is, the question about how real Chandler‟s Los Angeles is, 

has drawn a lot of critical attention. In Chapter One, I have explained Chandler‟s use 

of realism as a way to transform the genteel locked room school of the detective 

fiction, and he does execute his hard-boiled realism through abundant illustrations of 

empirical spatial configurations of Los Angeles city. He meticulously documents the 

outlooks of houses, the fashions of furnishings, exact names of suburban towns and 

streets that Marlowe‟s car prowls and tails, and even the natural landscape of Southern 

California basin. No wonder his achievements in realistic mode are widely recognized. 

Tom Reck praises Chandler‟s realistic descriptions for his “fix[ing] the city in a time 

capsule, so that its details cannot be erased by the ravages of time,” and Reck is so 

impressed because Chandler can ”perceive the delicate differences between Pasadena, 

Santa Monica and Beverly Hills that make them separate entities within the larger 

envelope” (110). Laurence Clark Powell also praises this effect similar to fixing time 

in space by commenting that Chandler stops “the kaleidoscope so that we see the 

brilliant bits and pieces in perfect register” (vi). The authenticity of the Los Angeles 

city in Chandler‟s depictions gains much critical acclaim, which is a confirmation of 

Chandler‟s success in realism. 

Chandler‟s realism is not only built on historical reality but also on geographical 

allusions. Traditionally Los Angeles in Chandler‟s novels is regarded as authentic 
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reflections of Los Angeles between the 1920s and 1950s, because Chandler, as a new 

immigrant Angeleno,
1
 knew the vast reaches of the city as it extended itself across the 

basin, and he incorporated this knowledge into Marlowe‟s beat. Within his extensive 

beat, readers can find fictional places integrated in real Los Angeles. Stretching from 

the seacoast, “Bay City,” one of the affluent coastal cities and also the most 

thoroughly corrupt enclave in Chandler‟s geography, is actually Santa Monica. His 

beat extends also to the hills and canyons of the Santa Monica Mountains, such as 

“Purissima Canyon” in Farewell, My Lovely, where dwellers are rarely found except 

for the temples of sham spiritualists and the fortress-like houses of the criminal rich. 

The inland regions—the derelict inner-city neighborhoods harboring the city‟s large 

underclass—are also traversed. The opposite neighborhood located in the north is also 

within his beat, such as Pasadena, home to old money and the gated, suburban “Idle 

Valley” communities of the new rich, which imitates San Fernando Valley in the real 

world. Beyond the basin Marlowe races in his car as far as “Little Fawn Lake,” a 

counterpart of Big Bear Lake in the San Bernardino Mountains, to find the “Lady in 

the Lake” (in the very novel carrying this title), and “Esmeralda” in Playback, a resort 

town with a made-up name for La Jolla.
2
 

However, it is not sufficient to discuss only Chandler‟s realistic achievements in 

questioning whether Chandler‟s Los Angeles is authentic, especially with reference to 

Edward Soja‟s “trialectics of spatiality.” The realistic representations in literature 

belong to the representation of Soja‟s Firstspace or Lefebvre‟s spatial practice, and 

Chandler‟s determination to foreground the realistic mode makes his hard-boiled 

detective fiction a natural exemplification of the “spatial practice” of his Los Angeles 

                                                 
1
 He moved to Los Angeles in 1912. See MacShane, Frank. The Life of Raymond Chandler. N.Y.: E.P. 

Dutton, 1976 and Hiney, Tom. Raymond Chandler: a Biography. N.Y.: Atlantic Monthly Press, 1997. 
2
 La Jolla is the place where he started to live with his eighteen years older wife, Cissy and lived his 

last years after her death. 
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society. But interestingly, Chandler also makes his Los Angeles landscapes and 

cityscapes full of metaphoric possibilities. Landscapes and cityscapes along 

Marlowe‟s crusade, though vividly depicted on a material basis, always carry 

symbolic meanings, because Chandler always instills his subjective realistic appeal, 

such as the hatred of the pretentious rich and the criticism of modern urban corruption 

and chaos, into his representations of the modern Los Angeles city. Therefore, the 

cityscapes in Chandler‟s depiction are also imagined, imbued with Chandler‟s biting 

similes, attacking the hidden dark side of the seemingly bright and sunny Los Angeles. 

This feature seems to correspond to Lefebvre‟s conceived space or Soja‟s 

Secondspace, but we can‟t forget Lefebvre‟s emphasis of the conceived space as the 

representation of the dominant space, so I can‟t help but question whether Chandler‟s 

gloomy vision of Los Angeles city can be categorized into the representation of 

Secondspace. But before exploring more on this issue, I would like to demonstrate 

first how Chandler‟s representation of Los Angeles city is both real and imagined.  

    I think Chandler‟s spatial representations accord with the real-and-imagined 

disposition of Thirdspace stressed by Soja, so it should be both inefficient and 

impractical to examine Chandler‟s spatial representations based on just one spatial 

understanding of either Firstspace or Secondspace. I think Chandler‟s depictions of 

his cityscapes are actually presented through a blurry of real and imagined spaces. 

This reminds me of Soja‟s conclusion in his analysis between Firstspace and 

Secondspace: “the boundaries between First- and Secondspace knowledge have 

become increasingly blurred,” so “Firstspace analysts now frequently adopt 

Secondspace epistemologies for their purposes, and Secondspace interpretations often 

extend themselves specifically to address actual material spatial forms,” and he 

emphasizes this blurry by using Lefebvre‟s words that “there are times when these 

two epistemological worlds „armour themselves like battleships and seek to destroy 
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one another;‟ but there are also times when each „embodies and nourishes the other‟” 

(Soja 78). The awareness of the blurry of the real space and the imagined space is the 

inception of Lefebvre‟s exploration of the lived space, the space of representations, 

inherited and empowered by Soja to become the concept of Thirdspace, a 

“combinational and unconfinable ” thirding that “goes beyond (meta-) the mere 

acceptance of the dualized interrogative” (Soja 65). Soja thus deconstructively points 

out there is always an “other” space, the real-and-imagined Thirdspace besides the 

real or the imagined space. This is also why Soja keeps emphasizing the Thirdspace is 

all-encompassing and accumulative. Thirdspace will include the Firstspace and 

Secondspace and emerge based on the accumulation of the first two space knowledge 

or existence.  

The all-inclusive and accumulative qualities inspire me to find out that 

Chandler‟s spatial representations are in accordance with the “real-and-imagined” 

spaces, a fusion or merging of the real and the imagined through a blurring of reality 

and illusion. Illusion is what the hard-boiled detective aims to break through in his 

reading of the city. The hard-boiled detective like Marlowe carries the torch of the 

flâneur, inasmuch as they both are a figure who observes the modern city and 

discovers the meaning of modernity. Chandler‟s spatial representations are actually 

the reading of the city through the private eye‟s gaze, especially in view of the 

first-narrative tradition in the hard-boiled detective genre.
3
 Joyce Carol Oates clearly 

points out that the nature of the mystery detective genre is a “wish-fulfillment fantasy,” 

and the wish is “to penetrate façade, to know secrets forbidden to ordinary mortals,” 

and the “‟private eye‟ takes us to such places and describes what he/we see in such 

ways that the „seeing‟ is both information and sensation” (qtd. in Willet, The Naked 

                                                 
3
 The movie adaption of The Lady in the Lake in 1947 is such an experiment that applies the private 

eye‟s gaze to the camera eye; that is, the whole movie‟s shooting is through the perception of the sleuth, 

and thus throughout the movie, spectators can‟t see the sleuth.  
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City 12). Chandler probably is one of the best writers good at manipulating the 

(re)presentations of these places, depicting the city as mysterious, a place where 

disguise, secrecy and misperception complicate identity and class by using visual 

images based on the authentic Southern California landscapes to enrich the material 

world and the human who live within. As for the hard-boiled detective, he has to face 

a challenging milieu, a modern urban environment characteristic of chaos, lurking 

danger and horrid secrets, and the lurking menace is disguised behind the ordinary 

urban façade. Chandler merges illusion into reality to highlight such a contrast, 

revealing that any material outlook could be haunted by the human evil. Ralph Willet 

also recognizes this representational fusion and saliently points out that Chandler‟s 

works “participate in a dialectic with the material world which renders such 

oppositions as reality/fiction and authentic/fake inapplicable” and concludes with 

Robert Warshow‟s word, “[t]he „real‟ city merges with „the dangerous, sad city of the 

imagination‟ which is so much more important, which is the modern world” (The 

Naked City 6). This is a testimony to support Chandler‟s fusion of the fictional and the 

real in his reification of Los Angeles city. 

    I think Chandler‟s depictions of Marlowe‟s Los Angeles can be regarded as the 

representation of real-and-imagined Thirdspace, not only because his historical 

verisimilitude in his representation of Los Angeles city merges with critical 

metaphoric meanings, but also because he represents the anti-myth to the California 

dream in his cityscapes. As introduced in the first chapter, Chandler utilizes two 

writing devices to convey a sense of despair in Marlowe‟s world: the characterization 

of the detective as an outsider and the story plot that reveals unconsummated justice. 

However, I think it‟s the other device, Chandler‟s real-and-imagined descriptions of 

the California settings, which achieves this sense of despair most effectively. 

Chandler‟s fusion of the real and imagined spaces penetrates the façade of a glitzy but 
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corrupt city, so that a deeper realness is dug up: the disillusion permeating the Los 

Angeles landscapes, a reification of the sense of social despair. Therefore, readers can 

strongly sense a counter-image against the dream city in boosters‟ imagination, and 

thus the city Marlowe conducts his chase and fight is represented as dominated, 

against the dominant imagination of Los Angeles as the dream capital. In the 

following sections, I will lead a tour across the sites and spaces raced past by 

Marlowe, witnessing how Chandler‟s fusion of the real and the imagined space reifies 

Chandler‟s Los Angeles as the dominated Thirdspace.  

 

III. Mean Streets—Deception and Menace 

I find the contrasting image of Los Angeles, between a promised dream and a 

nightmarish disillusion, is the recurring theme, through which Chandler conveys his 

perception of the nature of Los Angeles: unreality. Chandler manipulates the fusion of 

real and imagined spatial representations to present Los Angeles as a city 

characterized by its “unreality,” where pretentiousness, centerless chaos, and 

deception permeates every cityscape (Babener 127). My journey through this bright as 

well as stygian urban landscape will be based on a set of contrasts: the natural 

landscape versus the man-made, the bright space versus the darkish, and the rich‟s 

backyard versus the ordinary‟s front door. Chandler‟s fusion of real and imagined 

spaces makes these contrasts remarkably conspicuous and these contrasts also render 

his realistic descriptions of the urban laden with metaphoric meanings.  

As Willet noticed that “the Marlowe novels are an organized mapping of Los 

Angeles, from the great mansions to the junk-filled rooms on Bunker Hill or West 54
th

 

Place,” our journey will start with the most characteristic impression of the 

hard-boiled genre, the mean streets (26). Though I mentioned that in Chandler‟s 

fictional composition, Marlowe‟s beat stretches from the coast to desert, his territory 
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is still closer to the city‟s commercial center— the shabby office buildings along 

Wilshire Boulevard in Hollywood, or downtown places where medical quacks hang 

their shingles.  

In Los Angeles, though Marlowe can successfully read the perceived and 

conceived spaces of the “mean streets” as much as what the flâneur did, he can never 

do it through walking. This indicates the importance of car, only through which can 

Marlowe discover the meaning of the real-and-imagined spaces down the mean street. 

Therefore, I think I need to explain first the relationship among the detective, his car, 

and his city.  

    As illuminated in the last Chapter, decentralization is the feature of Los Angeles 

city. This city is a place that “embodied the contradiction of being a metropolitan 

center without itself having a geographically distinguishable center.” After all, the old 

plaza, the birthplace of the city, had become by the 1920s simply one of a number of 

centers. Los Angeles grew not by pushing out “centrifugally from a dense core,” but 

by “the separate development of towns often at considerable distance from one 

another,” a process that had been going on since the 1880s (Fine, Los Angeles in 

fiction 10). Compared to other American cities, Los Angeles took its shape in an 

uncharacteristic way, a way that makes the city Raymond Chandler charted in his 

seven novels a massive collection of spatial features, encompassing not just a single 

urban core but also dozens of suburbs and several distinct ecologies, such as those 

away from downtown mentioned previously: the small coast resort town of Esmeralda 

in Playback and the Little Fawn Lake in The Lady in the Lake. A feel of a city without 

either center or bounds can therefore be easily sensed. The driving and tailing on the 

highways and the streets, one recurring scene recorded with vivid descriptions in 

Chandler‟s novels, not only exhibits the urban configuration of Los Angeles but also 

strengthens this sense of centerlessness and unlimited sprawl, the first verification of 
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the real-and-imagined city. 

    Los Angeles is a place that has no clearly distinguishable center and no 

distinguishable periphery and its low density and sprawling, horizontal appearance 

inspired historian Carey McWilliams to call the built environment “rurban,” an 

in-between landscape neither wholly rural nor urban (12). It became a city whose 

scope could be encompassed only by the automobile. Therefore, cars and highways 

become two necessary urban features in Chandler‟s descriptions, and they are the 

means that Marlowe, the first motorized private eye, uses to explore the realistic and 

metaphorical possibilities of the urban landscapes on the vast Southern California 

basin.  

Car is necessary for the private detective whose profession demands action and 

movement because a car enables him to traverse the whole basin in search of clues. 

This reminds readers of the legacy of the flâneur. Chandler‟s private eye, carrying a 

goal to discover meanings behind the urban façade just as the flâneur, spends much of 

his time in the car during his flâneurie-like journey other than walking. De Certeau‟s 

exposition of walking in the city is impressively inapplicable to Los Angeles where, 

for the most part, it is difficult or impractical to walk. In The High Window, walking 

even indicates poverty and in Pasadena even the mailman can avoid that indignity 

(467). This strengthens the flâneurie of Marlowe is through the arrival of the car, and 

only through so can Marlowe achieve his flâneurie in this centerless town. The car 

gives Marlowe the power of mobility, and this mobility enables him to travel and read 

the labyrinthine sprawl of this centerless city. It also suggests the chaos of the city. 

Marlowe in car likes to tell readers how to get around within the confines of his city, 

and as Reck observes, this realistic depiction of the exact place names, the distance, 

and correct directions seems to suggest “as if exaggerated familiarity with the terrain 

is required for survival in such a vast city space” (Reck 112). For example, in The Big 
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Sleep, the PI tails the smut bookseller Geiger: 

The coupe went west on the boulevard; which forced me to make a left 

turn. … I caught sight of him two or three times and then made him turning 

north into Laurel Canyon Drive. Halfway up the grade he turned left and 

took a curving ribbon of wet concrete which is called Laverne Terrace. 

(432) 

Also, in The Little Sister, Marlowe drives away from his first unhappy encounter of 

Mavis Weld, a rising movie star as well as a gangster‟s girl, 

I drove east on Sunset but I didn‟t go home. At La Brea I turned north and 

swung over to Highland, out over Cahuenga Pass and down on to Ventura 

Boulevard, past Studio City and Sherman Oaks and Encino. (267) 

Marlowe always indicates the exact names and how he drives through these chaotic 

streets, scrupulously providing the information of the directions. The use of the car 

points out the realistic sprawl of the city and a sense of chaos. The journey of the car 

also corresponds to one feature of flâneurie: movement from the known to the 

unfamiliar. Actually, it‟s proper to say that it‟s the advent of the automobile that makes 

Marlowe possible to conduct the flâneur-like crusade, to move at will over all the 

segregated urban landscapes and to exhibit what he sees and what people conceive of 

the city as. 

    Along his driving, the street views are displayed in a contrasting fashion, 

juxtaposing the brightness with the menacing darkness. The first example of such 

mingling the real landscape with the imagined metaphor is presented by Chandler as a 

horticulturist. Marlowe uses the natural view of innocuous vegetation to highlight the 

permeating threat and darkness behind a bright street on a seemingly sunny day. For 

example, in The Little Sister, 

The fur stores are advertising their summer sales. The call houses that 
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specialize in 16 year old virgins are doing a land office business. And in 

Beverly Hills the Jacaranda trees are beginning to bloom. (360) 

The flora is not only useful to Marlowe in identifying each section of the city, but also 

used symbolically to represent the purity of nature, “contrasted with the corruption of 

the civilization that has overgrown it” (Reck 110). The blooming Jacaranda trees 

indicate the maturity of a bright life, shockingly juxtaposed with the violation of the 

maturity of the young girls in local bordellos and with the bright future of the call 

houses. This fusion of the real thing with the metaphoric meaning reveals one of the 

natures of the city: chaos, an inherent outcome of the centerless Los Angeles.  

    On Marlowe‟s driving reading of the city, the streets are the best site to display a 

darkish city with its superficial brightness. The brightness from the neon lights and 

fancy buildings is often a camouflage of something darker than night. In Farwell My 

Lovely a drive through the streets not only describes authentically the street cityscape 

but meanwhile conveys the threat of the lurking crime and violence. They drive “past 

through the bright mile or two of the Strip, past the antique shops with famous screen 

names on them, past the windows full of point lace and ancient pewter” (788). Up to 

here, all the sites they drive by have been the bright street scenes. But later such glitter 

seems to become dazzling like neon lights, another city spectacle, because what he 

sees turns to be “the gleaming new night-clubs with famous chefs and equally famous 

gambling rooms, run by polished graduates of the Purple Gang” (788). The gleaming 

night-clubs are not only famous for its cuisine but also for its gambling rooms, and 

they are run by “polished” gangsters. The word like “gleaming” and “polished” forms 

a strong contrast to the initial sense of brightness. The journey is going on, “past the 

handsome modernistic buildings in which the Hollywood flesh-peddlers never stop 

talking money, past all this and down a wide smooth curve to the bridle path of 

Beverly Hills” (788). The beautiful modernistic buildings (usually for the business use) 
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could be secret havens of flesh-peddlers. Legal and illegal businesses within one same 

building imply that under the bright cover of modernity and wealth like those in the 

well-known Beverly Hills, the business and crime and violence are integrated within 

the city landscapes. Again, the realistic ordinary streets become the source of 

threatening violence and gangster activities. Furthermore, we should not forget this 

drive described by Marlowe is a violent criminal activity, escorting Marlow as a 

prisoner to see the malevolent “psychic consultant,” Jules Amthor. Schmid comments 

that the strength of Chandler‟s critique is his recognition that “the usual business of 

the city, and the crime and violence that are apparently antipathetic to the running of 

the city, are in fact one and the same thing” (253). It‟s Chandler‟s mixture of the 

bright material with the tenebrous human evil that makes his social critique so strong 

that readers can clearly feel a sense of deception lurking behind.  

    Beneath the bright façade is the implicit menacing threat, a feeling of danger and 

untrustworthiness, so Liahna K. Babener claims Chandler‟s Los Angeles is “a 

metropolis of lies” (128). The cityscapes thus always teem with a feeling of deception. 

Along Marlowe‟s drive, the concrete architecture, which composes the views of the 

modern street, such as the restaurants, the hotels, the apartment buildings, and the 

commercial office buildings, is often portrayed to proffer the illusory imaging of the 

Los Angeles city: an artificial city. With the reference to the Los Angeles history in 

Chapter Two, we know this city is basically built out of nowhere. Reck points out that 

“the city is artificial in quite a literal sense. All its features, whether flora, fauna, or 

freeway, have had to be imported because it is built on a desert when nothing grows 

naturally. It must pipe in its water and pump out its excrement” (109). Babener also 

emphasizes the artifice of Los Angeles by describing it as “a city of surfaces without a 

nucleus,” echoing the decentralization of this city (133). On Marlowe‟s same tour 

from Mavis Weld‟s place, he not only contemplates the fooling effect of neon lights, 
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but also observes one modern urban spectacle of fakery, a hamburger joints 

masquerading as a palace, 

I drove on past the gaudy neon and the false fronts behind them, the sleazy 

hamburger joints that look like palaces under the colors, the circular 

drive-ins as gay as circuses with chipper hard-eyed car-hops, the brilliant 

counters, and the sweaty greasy kitchens that would have poisoned a toad. 

(The Little Sister 267-68) 

This kind of sham architecture kept astonishing many regional writers of South 

California, and they appropriated this regional bogus as the metaphor for the absence 

of aesthetic control. Fine mentioned that in 1933, James M. Cain
4
 wrote “Paradise” 

and described to eastern readers of American Mercury a bizarre landscape in which 

gas stations were built to look like the Taj Mahal and structures resembling giant 

oranges, windmills, mosques, and tea kettles were everywhere to be found. He 

commented, “There is no reward for aesthetic virtue here, no punishment for aesthetic 

crime” (qtd. in Los Angeles in Fiction 5). It seems to be a testimony that Los Angeles 

is a city without a center and formed with fakery. No wonder that the architecture on 

the streets becomes the raw materials for a fiction writer like Chandler who is 

preoccupied with defining a place that conveys “a sense of insubstantiality and 

unreality” (Fine, Imagining Los Angeles 18).  

    Actually almost all geographic areas seem to also correspond with the penchant 

for fakery. Chandler even notices the architectural vogue that dominated the 1930s 

and 1940s architecture: Art Deco. This design was viewed by most art historians as an 

“imaginative celebration of futurism, a paean to the energy, velocity, and technology 

that promised to blast America out of the woes of the depression,” but it also shows a 

                                                 
4
 James M. Cain is another important writer in the hard-boiled school of American crime fiction. His 

novels star a more violent, more crime-involved private eye and feature lascivious sex scenes. The 

most noted works include The Postman Always Rings Twice in 1934 and Double Indemnity in 1943, 

both of which are adapted into films. Raymond Chandler is involved with writing their screenplays.  
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penchant for deception because it was known for “the streamlined facades, glistening 

surfaces, and plastic ornamentation” (Babener 134). This vogue is in accord with one 

of the features that illuminates the deceptive nature of Los Angeles city, the 

extravagant outlook of the ordinary shops like the palace-like burger shop illustrated 

previously. According to Peter Conrad‟s insightful argument, Art Deco “merchandizes” 

decoration and “punishes” ordinary buildings into “patterns of Aztec or Egyptian 

bizarrerie” as a way to incise a personality on items “as disposable and meretricious 

as paper cups” (60). These effects help form a city of “junky luxury” (60).  

    The objects to carry the junky luxurious Art Deco fashion are the high-rise 

building, the representative spectacle of urban landscapes. They are another 

prominent example to showcase the permeating fakery in the sin city because they 

seem to be, as Babener points out, “designed to promote illusion” (134). Again, the 

reality and the illusion are merged in Chandler‟s spatial representations. The Treolar 

Building in The Lady in the Lake and the tower of Bullock‟s department store in The 

Big Sleep are such a mixture, and it elicits another mixture, that of opulence and 

tackiness. As “punished” and pressed into unnatural forms as Conrad explicitly argued 

about the purpose of Art Deco in Chandler‟s city, the Treolar Building is an edifice 

with a glittering lobby and glowing walls. Its tenant is a manufacturer of beauty aids 

whose offices “resemble a pagan temple with luminous icons” and an elaborate 

display case with “tiers and steps and islands and promontories of shining 

mirror-glass” highlights a bottle of cologne touted as “the Champagne of Perfumes” 

(The Lady in the Lake 727). The real site seems always unreal.  

    To present the urban gloss, Chandler never forgets the most prominent symbol: 

the department store boasted by its city. By indicating Los Angeles is a nowhere city, 

he notes again that “California, the department store state. The most of everything and 

the best of nothing” (The Little Sister 268). As I mentioned in the Los Angeles 
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formation, Wilshire Boulevard‟s “Miracle Mile” of zigzag art deco commercial sites, 

a neo-lighted area, was Philip Marlowe‟s site of chases and fights. The towering 

Bullock‟s department store is the representative of such an urban veneer. Along with 

the help of the neon lights, it emerges as an unreal site in the real world, a glowing 

building at night, outlined by violet light. It seems to mean to become a sacred relic 

illuminated by nimbus.  

From the examples above, I find that for Chandler, the emblem of the modern 

city streets is the neon light. He points out the deceptive nature of the Los Angeles 

city is well camouflaged by the tawdry neon glamour: “I smelled Los Angeles before I 

got to it. It smelled stale and old like a living room that had been closed too long. But 

the colored lights fooled you. The lights were wonderful. There ought to be a 

monument to the man who invented neon lights. Fifteen stories high, solid marble. 

There‟s a boy who really made something out of nothing” (The Little Sister 269). The 

neon lights are thus regarded as the best tool for projecting the illusion of the urban 

reality. It brightens the streets and the buildings on the streets but covers the lurking 

darkness. Over Marlowe‟s dark odyssey, what the neon lights really illuminate is a 

hazardous deception beneath the veneer of the glistening modern urbanity. It thus 

transforms LA, often perceived at night and from a distance, into a gaudy illuminated 

hallucination, as called by Willet, “a dream world made up of the lights that stretch 

from Hollywood Hills to the desert” (28). Towards the end of Farewell, My Lovely, 

even Bay City with its bingo parlours and hot dog stands on the waterfront appears 

from the ocean like “a jeweled bracelet” that fades into a soft orange glow (Farewell, 

My Lovely 844). The brightness of the modern neon lights constitutes the 

hallucinating dreamy image of the city. 

    But this fascination can never escape from the revulsion of the real world in 

Chandler‟s city. However glowing or darkened the streets look, the projection of a 
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deceptive city and the registration of the “mean streets” as threat are what Chandler‟s 

spatial representations want to tell us. Hotels, apartment buildings, and office 

buildings are the distinctive real-and-imagined spaces on the mean streets treaded by 

Marlowe. The hotels Marlowe visits seem always dark and cheap, indicating the 

urban blight in contrast to the glinting department stores. For example, Marlowe 

enters an old, seedy hotel in The Little Sister and he observes “the memories of old 

cigars clung to its lobby like the dirty gilt on its ceilings” and “the marble of the desk 

had turned a yellowish brown with age” (236), and the realistic depiction of a 

deterioration coming to the end is entangled with his own personal mental state, “I felt 

jaded and old. I felt as if I had spent my life knocking at doors in cheap hotels that 

nobody bothered to open” (241). The last room of this time-worn hotel Marlowe 

finally got in is a room with a dead body, with an ice pick on his neck, a culmination 

from ageing to dying. In The High Window, Marlowe enters another ratty hotel 

“where nobody except people named Smith and Jones sign the register,” designating 

the impersonal ambience (866). Visitors will first enter narrow hallways that “you 

could touch on both sides without stretching,” leading to a lobby where Marlowe can 

see tired plants and “rusted screens and dirty net curtains” (868), a seediness and 

discomfort portending the coming murder.  

    Apartment buildings are another site that fuses the real and the imagined to show 

a real-and-imagined existence of Los Angeles as a city of deception and perils.  

In The High Window, the crime occurs in the dingy Victorian sector of Bunker Hill
5
 

with its tall single-room occupancies where “hagged landladies bicker with shifty 

tenants” (824). But the most illustrative example is Chateau Bercy in The Little Sister. 

It‟s a meretricious building with a glaring French name boasting that it is like a castle, 

                                                 
5
 These days, Bunker Hill has transformed into an opposite sector: full of classy buildings and dwelled 

only by the very rich.  
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the dwelling of Mavis Weld, the cause of several murders. It‟s pretentious in and out 

because it‟s a place with no French features at all, but equipped with a mock marble 

foyer, an aquatic garden made to look like the sea floor, and a false fireplace. Reck 

thinks it‟s a purgatory “for the depraved” and their disease is “congenital and cannot 

be hidden by the renovation and furnishings despite the fact that it has been “made 

over” with “glass brick, cornice lighting” and with a color scheme of “bile green, 

linseed-poultice brown, sidewalk gray, and monkey-bottom blue” (Chandler 321). All 

these grotesque designs are filled with a feeling of make-believe and disgust. 

Chandler‟s spatial configuration seems always both meticulously vivid and 

metaphorically portending.  

The last stop for Chandler‟s mean streets is the space of the office buildings, 

which is the epitome of the coalescence of the urban deception and hazard through the 

montage of the real and imagined spatial representations. They are characteristic of a 

feel of anonymity, brought out through feigned profession like medical doctors, 

foretokening the incipient danger. Reck refers to them exaggeratingly but vividly as 

“contemporary equivalent of Dante‟s Inferno” (111). The perversion and murder seem 

perceivable on the lettered names on the doors. In The High Window, Marlowe reads 

them aloud to himself repeatedly as he walks past, 

H. R. Teager, Dental Laboratories, L. Pridview, Public Accountant. Dalton 

and Rees, Typewriting Service. Dr. E. J. Blaskowitz, and underneath and 

name in small letters: Chiropractic Physician. (929) 

This is a kind of “heinous refrain” that Marlowe chants before he penetrates this 

façade of normality (Reck 111). What makes the normal office building a site of 

double-dealing and threat are the residents, especially the fake physicians and the 

criminals. In The Long Goodbye, one massive office building, with “deliberate and 

expensive” ugliness, covers the Carne Organization, a “company” specializing in 
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protection for “the carriage trade, protection meaning almost anything with one foot 

inside the law” (102). The Stockwell Building in the same story is another example to 

show this kind of common place laden with quack doctors. It‟s populated by 

abortionists and dope pushers posing as “urologists, dermatologists or any branch of 

medicine in which the treatment can be frequent and the regular use of local 

anesthetics is normal” (344). These buildings provide places for anonymity, and thus 

in a state obsessed with health, the medical quacks show no hesitation to hang out 

their shingles, “mail order mechanics with a license to cut corns or jump up and down 

on your spine [. . .] [where] a well-heeled patient with incipient DTs could be money 

from home to plenty of old geezers who have fallen behind in the vitamin and 

antibiotic trade” (The Big Sleep 89-90). The Fulwider Buidling in The Big Sleep is the 

epitome of such a confusion of real and confusion, a mixture of deception and 

menace, 

[P]lenty of vacancies or plenty of tenants who wished to remain anonymous. 

Painless dentists, shyster detective agencies, small sick businesses that had 

crawled there to die, mail order schools that would teach you how to 

become a railroad clerk or a radio technician or a screen writer—if the 

postal inspectors didn‟t catch up with them first. (93) 

The space of the medical quacks is significant for our discussion because “what 

sustained the dream in Southern California more than anything else was the climate,” 

and its “miraculous curative powers were attributed to the weather” (Fine 9). This is 

why the city was filled with health seekers and why medical quacks and exotic 

imposters run rampant in Philip Marlowe‟s city, forming their centrality as part of the 

urban imperilment in the fiction. Their existence and their significant living spaces as 

a metaphor are very significant in our reading of Chandler‟s city because the spaces 

they occupy “reflect the collapse of the boundary between reality and illusion” (Fine 
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9). In Chandler‟s literary construction of the city, the charlatans seem to signal the 

fusion, or confusion, of reality and illusion, fact and fantasy, an important 

manifestation of Chandler‟s urban spaces as the Thirdspace against the dominant 

imagination of Los Angeles and California as the dream for a new start.  

 

IV. The Space of the Rich—They Are Just Phony 

    Past the mean streets, my journey of Chandler‟s real and imagined space now 

comes to the other side of the great urban divide, the rich people‟s space. Through the 

private-eye hero, Philip Marlowe, Chandler undertakes his investigation of the city by 

“mapping out an economic geography of Los Angeles,” and this geography draws a 

distinction between the “spaces of the rich” and the “mean streets” (Schmid 252). The 

rich constitutes another part of the picturing of Los Angeles and thus we can see again 

that Chandler through his knightly detective both documents and represents the living 

space of the rich at his time. The space of the rich should be able to represent the 

dominant imagination of Los Angeles as the promised land, but Raymond Chandler 

instead turns their gaudy mansions into the real-and-imagined spaces that reflect the 

deception and chaos of the bale modern urbanity. Our real-and-imagined journey in 

this section thus will explore two types of the wealthy class in Los Angeles city: the 

filthy super rich and the wealth climbers. But first I would like to explain the 

influences that determine their spatial representations: the movie industry and the city 

as a promised dream.  

    Los Angeles as a city of a promised dream is the recurring theme of the regional 

studies, and this theme is further strengthened by the arrival of the movie industry in 

Hollywood. By the second decade of the new century, the movies found a permanent 

home in Los Angeles in the “sleepy subdivision of Hollywood,” becoming not only 

the city‟s most powerful industry and a magnet for thousands of dream-seekers but 
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also the enduring concept of “Los Angeles as American Dream Capital,” and the 

movies came because the region had “plenty of sunshine, open space for outdoor 

shooting, and a varied landscape” (Fine, Imagining Los Angeles 12). After Los 

Angeles offered an amiable home for the making of fantasies, “the city itself was 

beginning to look like a movie set, a resemblance that the city‟s novelists beginning in 

the 1920s were to exploit for satiric effect” (13). Thereafter, the visual appropriation 

of the cityscapes in many literary works has regularly mingled reality with illusion.  

Los Angeles as the unreal city, therefore, comes into being. Chandler exploits 

this unreality in his real-and-imagined portrayal to make his cityscapes a glamorous 

world of make-believe, thereby providing for readers a dominated Thirdspace in 

contrast to the dominating imagined Los Angeles as the dream capital. It‟s obvious 

that the spaces Marlowe visited during his dark odyssey are often likened to images 

from the cinema and the theater as a way to imprint the artificiality of the whole place 

into readers‟ minds. Just as Babener said, “[a]gain and again Marlowe likens the Los 

Angeles scene to a movie spectacle with a repertory company of liars, cheaters, and 

imposters” (132). There is no surprise for readers to find out that Chandler‟s 

Angelenos, especially the rich, often try to make their lodgings feign movie scenes. 

By doing so, their spaces become a possible site for the fusion of the real and the 

metaphoric, the real-and-imagined counter-site against the dominant conceived space. 

The nature of this space is probably best illustrated by Oscar Levant‟s remark, “Under 

all the phony tinsel of Hollywood is real tinsel” (qtd. in Babener 129). The dream city 

always exists only in people‟s imagination, never coming into solid existence.  

    In Chandler‟s city, make-believe is pervasive and exemplified in the architecture. 

The structure of the architecture shows this tendency, so we readers will feel that the 

spaces, especially those of the places the rich reside in, often “stage and embody” 

their fantasies and produce an “effect” of “grotesque” (Babener 135). Therefore, the 
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space of the rich is the powerful tool to present Los Angeles‟ pretentious sentiment 

exemplifying “the city‟s preoccupation with make-believe” (Babener 135). The effect 

of “grotesque” is reflected in the relationship between function and form in the 

buildings of Los Angeles because this relationship seems closer to incongruous rather 

than naturally-matched. I will show this typical violation presented in the 

real-and-imagined fashion in the following space, our first stop of the journey with 

Marlowe to penetrate the veneer of the rich space. 

    Clubs and casinos for the rich are typical urban spaces that present illusory 

glamour, and thus they won‟t escape from Marlowe‟s meticulous perception. The 

Cypress Club in The Big Sleep is such an embodiment of fakery. Eddie Mars, a 

debonair mobster, runs this club and housed it in a Victorian mansion with scrolled 

porches and “a general air of nostalgic decay” (Babener 135). The form of this 

building, the air of decay and its Victorian-style legacy, is true and assiduously 

preserved, but its function has changed. Rather it proves itself an “illusion of 

refinement” (Babener 135). A mouldering Victorian pile with turrets and scrolled 

porches, is actually, in its latest incarnation, a gambling den. Inside, all types of 

dissipation, the carouse and gambling, recklessly occupy this gentry building. 

Roulette and other forms of betting take place in formal drawing room with crystal 

chandeliers and rose-damask tapestries. The realistic representation of the violation 

between form and function brings out the metaphorical sense of incongruity and 

deception. A lived space in the make-believe world is thus captured. 

The Idle Valley Club in High Window, through its movie-scene decorative design, 

is another example of real and imagined spatial montage. It is a hangout for the 

pampered rich, operated by a retired screen idol Alex Morny (another connection with 

the movie theater). Readers can easily notice that its lobby “looked like a high-budge 

musical. A lot of light and glitter [. . .] an all-star cast,” and, to cap the illusion, a 
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ceiling of “soft lascivious stars that really twinkled” (130). Chandler‟s detailed 

realistic descriptions again showcase the rich‟s intent to capture the illusory glamour, 

thereby uncovering the deeper reality: the city is phoney. 

Chandler depicts a world where areas with different natures are strictly dissected 

to form distinctive boundaries. Particularly, in the wealthy characters‟ private 

landscapes, a coherent distinctive atmosphere permeates their spaces. For example, 

the space of the rich is often bright and secure, forming a clear opposite to the darkish 

world in the bottom of the city space. Marlowe comments on the Grayle house in 

Farwell My Lovely, denoting that it seems to possess its own “special brand of 

sunshine,” which is “very quietly, put up in noise-proof containers just for the upper 

classes” (775). This description fully shows a sense of superiority and privilege 

specially owned by the wealthy. However, this sense is in fact also imbued with 

another feeling by Chandler at the same time. These particular spaces of rich people 

are, typically in Chandler‟s writing, described in language that “emphasizes their 

artificiality and their false sense of perfection” (Schmid 252-53). For example, after 

describing how Idle Valley is separated from the brutal heat and smog of the city, 

Marlowe, with biting irony, describes it as “a perfect place to live. Perfect. Nice 

people with nice homes, nice cars, nice horses, nice dogs, possibly even nice children” 

(The Long Goodbye 542, emphasis added). Marlowe expresses his doubt about the 

rich‟s self-assured superiority, and this doubt is reflected in Chandler‟s depiction of a 

place “where virtually everything is false” (Rabinowitz 129). Chandler reveals the 

ubiquity of the falsity in the great estates of the rich. In the following stop, the 

Sternwood mansion and the Grayle‟s garden house are the best examples of 

Chandler‟s real-and-imagined representations of the deception and danger behind the 

glitzy of the city. 

The Sternwood mansion is the private dwellings where the realistic depictions of 
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the human, the vegetation, and the material exteriors and interiors all collaborate with 

the metaphoric omen of death and incongruity, forming a real-and-imagined site that 

reflects the California dream goes haywire. The Sternwood mansion in The Big Sleep 

is the best advocate of the collective lifestyle typifying the sham and bogus of 

Southern California life. Exaggeration forms the first main part of its pretentiousness. 

The doors are so big as “would have let in a troop of elephants,” but useless objects 

are everywhere, such as the large “hard chairs with rounded red plush seats” that are 

“backed into the vacant spaces of the wall round about” (4). Marlowe ironically 

reflects these chairs are purely decorative and useless: “They didn‟t look as if 

anybody had ever sat in them” (4). The house owner‟s elder daughter, the femme 

fatale Vivian Sternwood, owns an oversized room so exaggerated as a royal residence, 

This room was too big, the ceiling was too high, the doors were too tall, [. . .] 

The ivory furniture had chromium on it, and the enormous ivory drapes lay 

tumbled on the white carpet a yard from the windows. The white made the 

ivory look dirty and the ivory made the white look bled out (17).  

Again, Marlowe fastidious cataloguing instills his distaste into the tawdry opulence of 

the mansion, thereby revealing the rich‟s superficiality. Moreover, the contrast 

between the “dirty” ivory and “bled-out” whiteness forebodes the trouble-maker 

potential of the room owner.
6
 The sense of pretentiousness is made more manifest 

when the Sternwoods repeatedly boast about their lack of discernment and originality. 

Trees are trimmed to look like poodle dogs and the garagemen wear jodhpurs. 

Particularly, the Sternwood mansion shows its pure kitsch by its mishmash of 

borrowed styles that is often seen in houses of the rich with base taste. Though it 

                                                 
6
 After entering Vivian‟s room, Marlowe instantly sensed, “She was worth a stare. She was trouble.” 

She is a traditional introduction of the femme fatale. Vivian Sternwood later does turns out to be a 

debauched trouble-maker, though not a murderer as her deranged sister. She shows no interest in her 

husband‟s mysterious missing and keeps indulging in gambling. Her abnormal connection to the 

gangster Eddie Mars gives him the chance to manipulate Carmen and blackmail General Sternwood. 

Surely she also attempts to seduce Philip Marlowe, just like her sister Carmen. 
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makes fashionable sense in decorations of pastiche, Marlowe expresses his disgust in 

seeing the imbroglio of the French doors, baroque fireplaces, and Turkish rugs, a kind 

of incongruous collage—as described by Carey McWilliams, “the wild debauch of 

eclecticism” (5). Chandler thus invests the material chaotic luxury with a sense of 

moral iniquity. The most impressive centerpiece of this estate is at the entrance to the 

house, the widely discussed stained-glass panel. The panel recounts a medieval knight 

tries to rescue a captive maiden. This is a “composite symbol of the hypocrisy within” 

because the code of chivalry means to convey an ideal love that lovers are locked 

forever in fleshless passion. Compared with the sexually permissive Sternwood sisters, 

this is an ironic emblem.  

Besides falsity, this building also represents an image of hidden evils and danger, 

though at first glance, it is reminiscent of the familiar countryside estate in Agatha 

Christie‟s country house. It turns out to be a distorted image since Carmen, the femme 

fatale in this story, enters and throws herself at Marlowe. Marlowe seems able to 

sense her abnormality and later twice describes her sinister and moronic giggles as 

“rats behind the wainscoting” (60, 143). This phrase, notably discussed by Rabinowitz, 

crystallizes the stalemate Marlowe is about to step in. It also reflects again an ironic 

contrast between the mansion‟s material flamboyance is bitingly reverted as a filthy 

place troubled by rats. The Sternwood mansion thus is turned into the opposite to the 

representative of the order-assured society. The mansion may look grand, but it is 

actually just a chintzy house in Marlowe‟s eyes, and the residents are as shallow as the 

house. What‟s worse, Carmen is one of the rats, not only “rabid” but also “predatory,” 

the one standing on Marlowe‟s way to cleaning the hidden filth (Rabinowitz 123). To 

summarize, the falsity from the pretentiousness and the hidden danger through 

Chandler‟s spatial manipulation make the Sternwood mansion a clear omen of every 

trouble all the way to the end of the story.  
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Chandler‟s most compelling illustrations of deception and disguise are located in 

the elaborate house of the rich family, the inevitable centerpiece in the urban décor 

that explicates the bogus of the city. The grand house owned by the Grayles in 

Farewell, My Lovely is such a model of bad taste. The building features an imitation 

of a sunken garden “built to look like a ruin.” Its stone water lilies and the must-have 

crouching griffins both indicate the inhabitants intend not to avoid flaunting the 

affluence. The extravagance of this standoffish family also implies a contrast to the 

pretentious expression of love in the door chimes that peal like church bells and the 

gateway adorned by flying cupids. These conspicuous designs just manifest their 

intention to build a fortress to “shield them from the real ruins they have fostered” 

(Babener 136), one with “twelve foot walls and wrought-iron gates and ornamental 

hedges” (Farewell, My Lovely 775). Behind architectural façade, however, is a 

criminal who lives as if past acts were of no consequence because the true identity of 

the elegant Mrs. Grayle is actually a murderer who shows no hesitation to wipe off 

any one who blocks her pursuit of higher social status. Here again, and throughout 

Chandler‟s depiction of space, description fuses objective details with subjective 

reflection through Marlowe‟s eyes. All these pretentious and secret/danger-laden 

mansions of the powerful but rotten rich produce illusion of invulnerability. Their 

fortresses against the hills are elaborate masks of respectability which Marlowe must 

penetrate. 

    The decoration within the space of the wealthy, especially oriental accoutrements 

and gratuitous embellishments, often suggests vanity and decadence, and these showy 

extravagances are particularly obvious in one type of the wealthy people, the wealth 

climbers. Lindsay Marriott in Farewell, My Lovely, Arthur Geiger in The Big Sleep, 

and Chris Lavery in The Lady in the Lake are three archetypal examples that designate 

the corruption of the moneyed. Chandler uses the private‟s eye to note in detail these 
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decorative images so as to uncover the vanity lurking below.  

Lindsay Marriott, a womanizer and small-time bilker by means of his Adonis 

face, decorates his house with an unused concert piano, pink velvet furniture, and 

rococo adornments, transforming a place for living into a tacky version of a high 

society salon. Moreover, this “fall boy” lives in such a house that seems to imply in an 

obvious way that he is the patsy and ready to take the dive,  

Montemar Vista was a few dozen houses of various sizes and shapes 

hanging by their teeth and eyebrows to a spur of mountain and looking as if 

a good sneeze would drop them down among the box lunches on the beach 

(738). 

Marriot‟s house is perched at the brink of a sheer cliff, presented as a kind of spatial 

incongruity, echoing the chaos of Los Angeles. It implies the man-made product 

wants to overtop the natural landscape. This description of the visually anomalous 

turns out to be a premonition of disaster, because Marriot‟s destiny is to be 

bludgeoned to death. 

Arthur Geiger, the procurer covering his identity by pretending to be a bookseller, 

shares the similar taste, filling his living room with “Chinoiserie” and carved 

gargoyles, a simulation of an opium den. What‟s manifest in their living places are the 

unreality shown by the oriental feel and the gratuity that testifies a fake opulence. The 

house‟s furnishings, which Chandler always notes with the eye of a decorator taking 

inventory, are evocative of the city‟s ostentation and tastelessness: apricot Chinese 

rugs, deep-sided chairs, white drum lamps, davenports in pale tan mohair, stucco 

archways with beaded curtains. These garish objects are “worlds away from what 

ordinarily represent home and safety,” and they signal danger and depravity (Reck 

110). His house also extends from the side of a ravine, protuberating its arrogance in 

an unnatural way. All these are the omen of ill fortune, and Geiger later is shot dead in 
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his very own room.  

Chris Lavery, a womanizing beach boy, exhibits the same brassy profligacy in 

his dwelling, also particularly in favor of oriental decorations. His abode is the 

architecturally typical house of the city that often symbolically implies chaos and 

corruption,  

        The house was built downwards, one of those clinging vine effects, with the 

front door a little below street level, the patio on the roof, the bedroom in 

the basement, and a garage like the corner pocket of a pool table. (18) 

Chandler‟s depiction of the Lavery house is the most deformed dwellings of all three 

wealth climbers. It‟s built on a sharp embankment and appears to fold over the edge 

and slither down, challenging gravity and the building code with disdain. It surely 

looks topsy-turvy, especially with bedrooms underneath the sitting room and a 

scrambled floor plan. These constructions reflect the owner‟s unlimited arrogance and 

imply their aberrant mode of life.  

    All the contorted living spaces of the three exemplar wealth climbers represent 

instances of man-made transgression against nature. This transgression renders these 

spaces the “ethos of trickery,” just as revealed in spaces on the mean streets and the 

rich‟s houses (Babener 136). No wonder Carey McWilliams has called Los Angeles 

and South California “the land of upside down” (104). According to Babener, the 

aberration seen in these debased people‟s dwellings always corresponds with Los 

Angeles as “a city of contrivance,” where “mechanization supplants the organic” as 

the neon signs on the street tells time in place of the ancient role of stars at night and 

police sirens as well as cars‟ horning shut down natural sounds (137). This 

metaphorically-rich fictional city in the private detective‟s eye is actually more 

realistic than the real city. These scenes of man against nature strengthens the 

meretriciousness of the place.  
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    Therefore, we can see that Chandler not only documents the grand houses and 

mansions of the legally or illegally rich people as authentically as he can but also 

imbues these spaces with metaphoric aberrations that prognosticate the advent of 

menace. Houses in Chandler‟s fiction are repeatedly utilized as “indexes to character” 

(Fine 11). They characteristically mirror the illusions and destructive fantasies of 

those dwellers. 

Babener said that if we want to find a writer who really understands “the 

metaphoric possibilities of his region,” Chandler is the perfect candidate because he 

“documented with a kind of morose glee the culture of flim-flam so pervasive in 

Southern California” (128). Chandler‟s city is neither logical nor orderly. Nothing is 

solid in Marlowe‟s city, as he ruefully notes while attempting to breaking into 

Geiger‟s home: “I gave the front door the heavy shoulder. This was foolish. About the 

only part of a California house you can‟t put your foot through is the front door” (30). 

This city is not soft, but just purely empty. The promised dream is arriving at a land 

empty within.  

 

V. Natural Landscape—Emptiness and the Haunting Past 

    Along Marlowe‟s crusade, whether the seedy mean streets of the ordinary or the 

elaborate houses of the rich, Chandler never ceases to show us, with the fusion of the 

real and the imagined, that this city boosted during its early development is actually a 

dream going haywire, haunted by hollow glitter and lurking depravity. This is the 

truer reality of Los Angeles that Chandler intends to discover after breaking through 

the façade of illusion, and thereby Chandler utilizes Los Angeles‟ actual landscape to 

create a trope for a city that means to be a dreamland but becomes a cul-de-sac of 

dream. This is why I think Chandler‟s meticulous representations of Los Angeles 

cityscapes belong to the space of representation, revealing the dominated space that is 
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buried in the fabricated dream by the propaganda of land subdividers and government 

developers. Moreover, in Chandler‟s Los Angeles city, natural landscapes are as 

insightful as the man-made world, composing a necessary portion of Chandler‟s 

Thirdspace-laden Los Angeles. Mountains, flora, and lakes are all vividly documented 

in his stories, but none is more revealing than the solid existence of the ocean because 

it‟s a landscape that reveals the fate of all the residents of the city of Angels: beyond 

the verge of the dream is emptiness.  

    Marlowe‟s car often races on the coastal highway, so he quite often refers to his 

observation of ocean, and to him, the ocean is an indicator of emptiness. He refers to 

the ocean directly as emptiness, such as “[b]eyond it the huge emptiness of the Pacific 

was purple-grey” (Farewell, My Lovely 738). As Fine points out, “the continental 

highway ended against the ocean, and the dream ended with it. It is at the ocean that 

one finds there is no more room to move.” The ocean seems to remind Marlowe of 

this situation. Take the counterfeit Grayle house as another example. Inside the 

residence, down a long corridor, Marlowe finds himself in front of a French window 

that reveals a patch of blue and thus suddenly, with a sense of shock, realizes that he 

is at the border of the Pacific. The man-made glitz of the Grayle house seems to be 

swallowed and becomes a part of this vast blue emptiness. The vast emptiness of the 

ocean is a violent opposition to the man-made dream castles perched at its edge. This 

proximity of the ocean beyond and beneath the house reminds one that he has reached 

the end of the line: “there is nowhere else to go, nowhere else to hide” (Fine 127-128). 

Thus, ocean is the big trope for Los Angeles as a “nowhere” city. Another site to 

watch the ocean in Chandler‟s story is the deserted canyon. Purissima Canyon in 

Farewell, My Lovely, is the place where among its sagebrush Marlowe is beaten 

unconscious, waking to discover the corpse of Lindsay Marriot, who was under his 

escort. This place tells more than Ralph Willet‟s analysis that affirms “nature cannot 
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escape the insidious taint of urban crime and malice which confronts the protagonist 

at every turn” (24). There is a white fence inside the depth of the canyon, a barrier that 

stops Marlowe‟s car or any human intrusion. This fence, beyond it is there nothing, 

marks the “end of space,” an image mirrored later in the text by the gambling boats in 

Farewell, My Lovely moored beyond the three-mile limit, which invites the 

imagination to dwell upon the vastness and emptiness of the ocean” (James 51-52; 

Willet 25). This gambling boat signifies that what people can find beyond the limit of 

the land is either emptiness or evil, thereby further emphasizing that the California 

coast is a cul-de-sac, and there‟s no turning back.  

    Our exploration of all the merging and contrasting of the real and imagined, the 

natural and the man-made space, will culminate in our last stop: the oil deposit. It‟s a 

very interesting site because it juxtaposes all the dual contrasts we have discussed: 

natural versus man-made, real versus imaginary, and present versus past. It‟s both 

natural and man-made because the crude oil is one of the natural resources, as 

mentioned in Los Angeles formational history. Oil companies thus came into being
7
 

and started building up the oil wells, a historical landscape that can be rarely spotted 

in Los Angeles nowadays. This indicates Chandler‟s description of this space can be 

seen as a realistic depiction of a space exclusively existing in his time. But the oil 

fields were exploited fast, so even in Chandler‟s times, the oil fields were getting 

deserted. In The Big Sleep, there is a significant oil well scene that manifests 

Chandler‟s real-and-imagined representational effect. In The Big Sleep, down the hill 

which the Sternwood mansion perches on are their oil wells, the source that made 

General Sternwood, father of the naughty Sternwood sisters and victim of their mean 

conduct, a millionaire. At the end of the story, the killer of Rusty Regank, an Irish 

                                                 
7
 Raymond Chandler himself had been a high-rank executive in an oil company until he got laid off 

because of overdrinking.  
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roughneck, a young friend of the general and Carmen‟s sister‟s respectable husband, 

is still not found or discovered, but Marlowe invites the rabid Carmen to practice 

shooting in the deserted oil field. As they arrive, Marlowe pictures with his eyes the 

last remaining view of this special cityscape.  

A wide five-barred gate was folded back against a stump and looked as if it 

hadn‟t been shut in years. The road was fringed with tall eucalyptus trees 

and deeply rutted. Trucks had used it. [. . .] Then the oil-stained, motionless 

walking-beam of a squat wooden derrick stuck over a branch. [. . .] The 

beams didn‟t move, probably hadn‟t moved for a year. The wells were no 

longer pumping. There was a pile of rusted pipe, [. . .] half a dozen empty 

oil drums lying in a ragged pile. There was the stagnant, oil-scummed water 

of an old sump iridescent in the sunlight. (217-218)  

Marlowe scrupulously showcases a long-deserted space, but he also instills his fear of 

the upcoming danger into this lonesome space. He notices “the noise of city traffic 

grew curiously and quickly faint, as if this were not in the city at all, but far away in a 

daydream land,” making strange this site by ironically highlighting its opposite 

possibility of a dream land. He can‟t hide his distaste by commenting, “[a]re they 

going to make a park of all this? It‟s about time. The smell of that sump would poison 

a herd of goats.” Carmen asks him if he likes this place, and he answers, “[i]t‟s 

beautiful.” This is an obvious lie because he just keeps expressing his disgust: “The 

place was as lonely as a churchyard. Even after the rain the tall eucalyptus trees still 

looked dusty. They always look dusty” (218).  

I think this site is a real-and-imagined representation because all these surface 

details are to expose a kind of hallucination, a returning nightmare from the past. The 

nightmare returns because Marlowe reveals an unspeakable secret buried long ago in 

the past and—in this site. This oil field is the “primal” crime scene where Carmen 
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committed her secret and “primal” crime—the murder of Rusty Regan—because he 

spurned her sexual seduction (Fine 122). Long before the novel begun, this murder 

had occurred, at the same estranged, lonesome site. The corpse in the oil field is the 

secret that the culprit always wants to cover, a crime hidden in history and buried 

deep in the landscape. The realistic details mentioned above are thus metaphorically 

portending. They all reflect that Marlowe is expecting the danger that is about to fall 

on him because he already solved this hidden mystery, Carmen as the killer of Regan. 

But he still needs to prove it by having Carmen reenact, with himself as the intended 

victim, the original crime on the same spot for the same motive,
8
 though this time he 

pre-loaded blanks in Carmen‟s gun. The Sternwood oil fields are a real-and-imagined 

space because they are an authentic, specific cityscape in history but they are also the 

symbol and source of “past defilement” and the immediate link to blackmail and 

murder (Fine 19). Fine brings forth the idea that the California story is “bi-temporal” 

(129), and Skenazy also points out the plot of detective fiction flows with a “double 

rhythm,” advancing inevitably forward in time while simultaneously moving back, 

against the narrative flow (113). The investigation moves forward to go back to the 

primal crime, long hidden in the past. But from the example of Carmen‟s primal/final 

crime scene, I think Chandler also adopts a bi-spatial representational approach, the 

montage of real and imagined spaces, to help readers demystify the crime. Through 

this final revelation, the oil fields, which used to symbolize the wealth and social 

status, now become a deserted site that contains either filth or blood, ridiculing its past 

glory. Chandler‟s depiction again makes this site a real-and-imagined counter-space of 

representation against the dominant image of the sunny affluent Los Angeles.  

Just as the ocean representing the end of the dream and the deception and chaos 

                                                 
8
 Carmen has attempted to seduce Marlowe throughout the story since they first met in the Sternwood 

mansion. Her capricious licentiousness makes Marlowe wonder if it‟s a motive for Carmen to kill the 

righteous Rusty Regan.  
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represented through mean streets and space of the rich, Chandler turns every 

landscape in his city into the counter-space teeming with metaphoric possibilities. 

Therefore, I think it‟s not sufficient to study Chandler‟s spatial representation of Los 

Angeles only through either the realistic or imaginative angle. After all, every 

representation of his city space is a witness of Thirdspace, and this is what makes him 

a great painter of American city.  

 

VI. Conclusion 

    Now we know Chandler not only authentically documents the landscape and the 

cityscape, but also infuses the imaginary into our realization of the city. His spatial 

representations for me are the true reification of the Thirdspace in Los Angeles that 

fights against the booster‟s promotion of a collective dreamy mental space because 

through his fusion of real and imagined spaces, we can penetrate the façade of the city 

to delve into the cityscapes that people cannot or dare not see.  

 


