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Chapter Five 

The Journey’s End  

    Raymond Chandler’s hard-boiled detective fiction always reminds me of the 

heatedly argued divide between serious, high-brow literature and popular literature. 

The latter is often dismissed as flat, stereotyped, or sensational. If the purpose of 

literature is “to teach” and “to entertain,” I almost wonder immediately, as most 

readers I guess, this divide between high and low literature seems also to display a 

great divide between their purposes: serious literature is for cultivation and popular 

literature is for entertainment. This is surely a flat differentiation, but it seems not 

easy to find a piece of literary works that can achieve both of the two purposes for 

ordinary readers. After all, the divide between high and low art doesn’t come into 

being without a reason.  

    Raymond Chandler is an exceptional writer who blurs and can even bridge this 

great divide. Literature is works of art composed of words, and Chandler is no doubt 

one of the masters of words and letters in history. I guess this is the first reason why I 

as well as many critics think he belongs to the canons of American literature. “Dead 

man’s body is heavier than the broken heart” (The Big Sleep 45) and “the street was 

dark with something more than night” (The Simple Art of Murder 324) are the great 

examples that explain his mastery of plain but strikingly effective simile. He 

transcends the limits of popular literature and becomes the inheritor of both the terse, 

concise style and the vernacular tradition of American literature, the former set up by 

the famed writers such as Hemingway and Fitzgerald and the latter starring writers 

like Mark Twain. He may well be regarded as their equivalent.  

The second reason of Raymond Chandler’s canon-worthy status can be explained 

by this thesis: he is a great painter of a typical modern American city. He draws a 

vivid picture of the Los Angeles through his detective fiction, both sharply and 

satirically presenting to readers the tangled inherent crime lurking within the city. He 

invents a hero who hunts down the crime with a strong sense of morality. With such a 
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strong motivation, his active moral sleuth leads us to experiencing bodily and vividly 

the dark side of the city where the business and crime are interwoven. The revelation 

of this dark vision verifies that the true nature of the modern American city is 

centerless and formless, and even chaotic, and this revelation perfectly matches the 

decentralized urbanization of Los Angeles metropolis. The modernity of Los Angeles 

is thus authentically represented. This explains how Chandler’s knightly private eye 

follows the legacy of the flâneur and how Chandler contributes to the birth of the new 

detective genre. Since them, the detective stories have not been limited to centering 

on the detective. Rather, the city space and its nature become the real protagonist of 

their stories.  

    In this thesis, I also discover Chandler’s tendency of merging the real space with 

the imagined in spatial representations and the dominatedness of his 

real-and-imagined spaces. The mean streets and the pretentious rich people’s 

mansions are the focus in Chandler’s Los Angeles and they all are depicted and 

represented in both realistic and imaginative ways. The authenticity of all these sites 

can be verified in according places in real-world Los Angeles, but they are also 

teeming with symbolic meanings, the sites of possibilities as Soja’s Thirdspace. 

Through the blurry of the real and the imagined, readers can sense the centerlessness 

and unreality of Los Angeles, a counter-image against the dreamland boasted by the 

urban entrepreneurial speculators. Instead of a land promising a new dream for 

immigrants, Los Angeles and its Southern Californian suburban areas are instead a 

nightmarish land haunted by the dream pursuers’ unspeakable pasts. From this light, 

Raymond Chandler’s city becomes a powerful critique to the social and urban 

development conducted by the corrupt government officials and the money-pursuing 

city boosters. Therefore, Raymond Chandler does succeed in his social-critical appeal, 

not only by his conversion of the ratiocinative classical detective fiction to the 

realistic mode, but also by his combination with the symbolic imaging of the 

cityscape. His real-and-imagined Los Angeles becomes a powerful Thirdspace for 
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readers to contemplate the possible resistances to the dominant social movements.  

    The real-and-imagined spaces of representation in Chandler’s novels can further 

be found in his representation of the space of the Other, and from the angle of the 

dominating-dominated spatial relationship, Chandler represents the marginal space of 

the racial Other as a dominated space, thereby providing a possible Thirdspace for 

future appropriation. The presence of the racial other in Chandler’s city is important 

because through the space they occupy and the reflex or intentional racism of the 

white intruders revealed in this marginal space, readers can thus sense the reality of 

the racial discrimination in the dream-promised Los Angeles. Chandler’s picture of 

Los Angeles is thus complete, and he provides readers not only with an authentic 

modern American city, but also with the possible site for the future resistance to this 

inherent social-racial discrimination.  

    Raymond Chandler’s hard-boiled detective fiction is an open text for future 

appropriation. The hard-boiled novel, unlike the Golden Age mystery novel, is as 

“permeable and open-ended” as a “writerly” text, even though it is often looked upon 

as the most “misogynistic” and racist of the various sub-genres of crime fiction 

(Willet, Hard-Boiled Detective Fiction 7). Once we understand the specialties of the 

writerly text and the possibility of Thirdspace, Chandler’s hard-boiled mode is 

definitely not an unlikely candidate for the support of a feminist or racist reworking. 

Its attempt to contain various threatening “others” and the general tendency of 

hard-boiled fiction to replicate, explore, and even interrogate its own conventions 

allows Chandler’s and many works of this sub-genre to be appropriated for “a variety 

of ideological, formal, and generic purposes” (Willet 7). The denunciations of 

Chandler as racists or sexist are often weak, and I prefer to positively view the 

presence of the Other in his fiction as a source of resistance. Chandler, unlike other 

hard-boiled detective writers such as Hammett and Spillane who often focus too much 

on violence, pays richly precise attention to locale with the kind of “suggestive realist 

detail that transcends realism” and never neglects the representation of the marginal 
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space of the dominated Other (Porter 104). Chandler’s city is thus filled with possible 

existences of resistant Thirdspace, many of which are incarnated in appropriation of 

his works. Scaggs also indicates this tendency for appropriation and owes it to the 

reason why this genre, alongside which the Golden Age fiction developed, can survive 

the Second World War: “the suitability of hard-boiled fiction for gender, ethnic, and 

cultural appropriation” (30).  

In this thesis, I particularly point out the Thirdspace for African American, but 

actually any dominated group in the fiction contains the chance to turn their space into 

a kind of Thirdspace. The depiction of Anne Riordan in Farewell, My Lovely becomes 

the origin of female hard-boiled detective fiction, such as Cordelia Grey in P. D. 

James’s An Unsuitable Job for a Woman, Sara Paretsky’s V. I. Warshawski, and Sue 

Grafton’s Kinsey Millhone. Anne Riordan is a brave, independent young woman, 

living alone and driving her own car. She assists in Marlowe’s investigation, playing 

both the roles of the detective and the sidekick. I think the characterization of this 

figure, her relationship with her social milieu, and the appropriation of her in female 

detective fiction can be a worthwhile source for future studies. Also, the existence of 

Geiger and Marriot as sexual misfits can also be the source for gay and lesbian 

hard-boiled detectives, such as Joseph Hansen’s private eye fiction, which has been 

described as a “medium-boiled” transitional stage between “the heritage of the 

hard-boiled mode and the various products of its future appropriation” (Plain 97; 

Scaggs 80). Along with the existence of the other groups, we can expect the 

emergence of Latino hard-boiled detective fiction, Asian hard-boiled detective fiction, 

and even the immigrant hard-boiled detective fiction. From this perspective, the final 

aim of this thesis, therefore, is to intrigue future studies on positive reading of 

different appropriations of Chandler’s fiction by writers of diverse groups.  

 


