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Chapter One:  

The Starting Place 

 

 

But down these mean streets a man must go who is not himself mean, who 

is neither tarnished nor afraid. The detective in this kind of story must be 

such a man. He is the hero; he is everything. He must be a complete man 

and a common man and yet an unusual man. He must be, to use a rather 

weathered phrase, a man of honor. (Chandler, The Simple Art of Murder 18) 

 

 

I. Raymond Chandler and His Philip Marlowe Stories 

    Raymond Chandler, an influential American detective fiction novelist and once a 

Hollywood film scriptwriter, builds up a new branch of detective fiction tradition: the 

hard-boiled detective fiction. This type of detective fiction is a brand-new style, 

different from the classical Sherlock Holmes series in several aspects, and its darkish, 

violence-instilled style also influences a lot the invention of a new movie genre: Film 

Noir. Raymond Thornton Chandler was born in the U.S. but educated in Britain. Born 

in Chicago on July 23
rd

, 1888, Chandler moved with his divorced mother, Florence, to 

England in 1895. During his education years in Britain, he had managed to practice 

writing poetry and short stories and even published some of them, founding his future 

for being a writer. However, he didn‟t really succeed in writing or even intend to pick 

the career as a writer until 1933. Before then and after he returned to the U.S. in 1912, 

he had been doing different jobs, with an extensive variety, from a tennis racket 

repairman to the vice-president of an oil syndicate. His colorful (though often painful 

to him due to the financial unstableness) life experiences seemed to contribute a lot to 
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his later depiction of the city he had been dwelling in.  

His writing career started with the short story, “Blackmailers Don‟t Shoot,” in 

Black Mask, the most noteworthy of America‟s cheap pulp magazines. He received 

success because of his precision of his prep-school English founded in Britain melded 

well with the vitality of American vernacular writing tradition. He hit the bookstores 

with his first hard-boiled novel The Big Sleep in 1939, featuring a private eye hero, 

Philip Marlowe. He annexed six more Marlowe adventures: Farewell, My Lovely in 

1940, The High Window in 1941, The Lady in the Lake in 1944, The Little Sister in 

1949, the arguably best, The Long Goodbye in 1954 and the acknowledged worst, 

Playback in 1958. As pointed out by Frank MacShane, the noted Chandler‟s 

biographer, Raymond Chandler is acknowledged as the “principal champion” and the 

founding father of the hard-boiled school of detective fiction along with Dashiell 

Hammett ("Raymond Chandler: Overview").  

 

II. Generic Evolution of Hard-boiled Detective Fiction 

 A focus on crime, sometimes only its investigation, has been central to a genre of 

fiction in literary history for over one hundred and fifty years. Throughout this history, 

various titles have been coined with an attempt to classify the entire genre, but since 

the foundation has been crime, the majority of critical studies of the genre in recent 

years employ the term “crime fiction” to be the most general term to name this entire 

genre. The diversity of crime fiction defies any simple classification, but I think John 

Scaggs makes an applicable outline of the whole genealogy in his book on crime 

fiction. Of his genealogical tree of crime fiction, the top is the classical mystery and 

detective fiction in the turn of the twentieth century, which features a genius detective 

and a puzzle-unraveling plot, identifying the centrality of the mystery element to the 

form. Later in the period between the First World War and the Second World War, the 
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Golden Age detective fiction, also called the Golden Age “whodunit” or the locked 

room mystery, follows the classical tradition but places plot over all other 

considerations (Scaggs 35, 53). What characterizes the mystery and detective fiction 

is its multiple, overlapping development and re-appropriation (Knight, Crime Fiction 

1800-2000 86). The most dramatically different development, which focuses less on 

plots but more on characters and the social environment, comes into being in America: 

hard-boiled detective fiction. The term “hard-boiled,” meaning basically “tough,” 

originates in Dashiell Hammett‟s Red Harvest. In this story, Continental Op is 

described as a “hard-boiled, pig-headed guy” and he becomes a prototype, thereafter 

shifting the focus on mystery into the hard-boiled detective (85). Also, the detective in 

this kind of story is often a hired private detective, often called by the term “private 

eye”, which suggests that it is the viewpoint of the detective that constitutes the 

narrative of the story, and hence the plots in this new school are often nothing more 

than frameworks through which to emphasize the private eye‟s values and viewpoint 

(Knight, Form and Ideology 140-1). The difference of this new form interests me and 

marks the birth of this thesis.  

Because hard-boiled detective fiction, which first appeared around the period 

between the 1920s and 1930s, steps on the stage relatively late, it inherits from 

diverse sources. That is, the influences from Europe contribute to the basic generic 

formation of this type of fiction, and the native influences in America bestow a lot on 

its terse style, vernacular diction, and greater focus on a loner detective hero and 

challenging urban milieu.  

A. European Forerunners: Classical Detective Fiction 

    The detective fiction is a rather new genre in the broad field of literature. Not 

until the nineteenth century had the generic features of the detective fiction been 

formed. Specifically, the embryo of this genre should be the advent of William 
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Godwin‟s Caleb Williams in 1794. In this novel, the embryo elements of the detective 

fiction, such as a single male protagonist and the complex bewildering plot, have 

paved a direction for the succeeding novelists. But generally the prototype of the 

detective fiction is owed to the Parisian detective, Monsieur Auguste Dupin, the 

central figure in Edgar Allan Poe‟s four or sometimes five short stories, such as the 

famous “The Murders in the Rue Morgue” and “The Purloined Letter.” The typical 

pattern or formula of his detective fiction is that a puzzle or a problem that baffles the 

authorities is brought to the genius detective, such as Dupin, who will take up the 

mission to solve the problem chiefly by exercising his immense intellect. Interestingly, 

in order to prevent from letting the readers in on the detective‟s deduction processes, 

the tales are told to the readers by an admiring companion who, though receiving the 

same information as the master detective, obviously does not possess the same 

deductive capabilities. The direct inheritor of Poe‟s Dupin is Sir Arthur Conan 

Doyle‟s Sherlock Holmes, the arch-figure in the whole field of the detective fiction. 

By and large these gentlemen rarely question the social conditions that produce 

criminals, and thus they are mainly interested in the process of deciphering the 

criminal puzzle, just as Margolies points out: “they not only defend the status quo but, 

more importantly, they believe in the status quo” (5). 

    After Sherlock Holmes, during the interwar period comes the golden age of the 

detective fiction though some think it could appear earlier, with the publication of the 

E. C. Bentley‟s Trent’s Last Case in 1913 (Panek 22). During this golden age, 

elements which were randomly present in earlier detective fiction suddenly become a 

norm, such as multiple suspects, and some earlier tendencies largely disappear, 

notably “the use of coincidence and historical explanations” (Knight, “A Hard 

Cheerfulness” 77). According to Stephen Knight, the Golden Age detective fiction, 

best known for its central mechanism as the clue-puzzle and epitomized by Agatha 
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Christie, clearly forms a recognizable entity by the mid-1920s (77). Since then, the 

characteristics of the classical detective fiction have become more fixed, whether in 

the UK or Europe. Murder stands out to be the central crime. The story is also socially 

enclosed and the setting of the crime is also enclosed in some way, such as Agatha 

Christie‟s secluded “country house” stories. Detection remains rational rather than 

active or physical, and hence the unraveling of the plot is still the main focus of the 

story. The denouement of the story is usually the identification of the criminal. This 

type of mystery novel, according to Dennis Porter, “prefigures at the outset the form 

of its denouement by virtue of the highly visible question mark hung over its opening” 

and this “question mark” encourages readers to answer the question of “who did it” by 

imitating the detective‟s deductive steps from effects back to causes (Porter, “The 

Private Eye” 86). The term “whodunit” was thus coined in the 1930s to describe this 

type of fiction which centers on the puzzle or mystery element (Scaggs 35).  

B. The Americanization of Detective Fiction: The Hard-boiled Mode 

    A bit later than the golden age around the 1920s, hard-boiled detective fiction, 

intrigued by drastic changes in American society and inheriting various literary 

sources, is spawned in America as a new breed of detective fiction. This is the period 

of time when the foundation of the modern American industrial capitalist system was 

more or less fully formed after the so-called “Gilded Age” following the American 

Civil War (Porter, “The Private Eye”95). It‟s also the times when the era of 

Prohibition began and set up a stage for “an unprecedented wave of crime” (95). 

Under such circumstances, the two founding fathers of hard-boiled detective fiction, 

began their writing career in H. L. Mecken and George Jean Nathan‟s Black Mask 

magazine. This magazine is the most influential of the “pulps,” a pejorative term for 

the type of publication printed on cheap paper with lurid and garish covers, intending 

to catch the attention of a reading public “weaned on the sensational stories typical of 
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the „dime novel‟” (Scaggs 56). The dime novel, beginning to appear during the Civil 

War, plays an influential part in “creating popular literary tastes” in America and 

therefore becomes the predecessor of the pulp magazines (Scaggs 56). According to 

John Scaggs, it‟s significant for hard-boiled detective fiction that “the Western 

adventure story began with the dime novel and was also a staple of pulp magazines 

such as Black Mask” because these pulps indicate the direct lineage between the 

Western adventure story and the hard-boiled detective fiction (56). Both types of 

stories worship a lonely, anti-authoritarian male hero but the latter relocates the 

frontier hero of the Western into a hostile urban environment. In place of the Wild 

West frontier, hard-boiled detective fiction often features the settings in the early 

twentieth century American cities, where corruption and crime are endemic.  

The Western adventure stories also influence the change of the investigative 

process. The term “hard-boiled private detective,” as the word “detective” suggests, 

identifies the hard-boiled hero as the linear descendant of the classical detective. 

However, unlike its Golden Age counterpart, there is little or no analysis of clues and 

associated analytic deduction in the hard-boiled model that Hammett laid down in Red 

Harvest. Rather, the hard-boiled detective‟s investigations, involving direct 

questioning and movement from place to place, parallel “the sort of tracking down of 

a quarry that is characteristic of frontier romance and the Western” (Mandel 36).  

Because of the shift from intellectual investigation to physical, the basic 

formulaic elements of the classical detective fiction also change into a whole new set 

of standards. The story essentially describes a he-man detective‟s recruitment for a 

dangerous assignment, featuring his persistence and courage in carrying on the 

investigation, during which he has to face “ritual” beating and threats to his life while 

carnal and material rewards are not necessarily important to him (Margolies 2). The 

detective is himself often a “type”—an individualistic, steadfastly honest, and isolated 
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bachelor. The adventure is often narrated in the first person, with the distinctive style 

of the detective, who himself is usually “terse, laconic, and objective, simply telling 

what he sees, hears, thinks, and feels” (Margolies 3). This quick-fisted urban cowboy 

is further Americanzied because he speaks in the tough, laconic American vernacular, 

the same language of the “mean streets,” “the kind of lingo” that the American 

reading audience “imagined they spoke themselves” (Chandler, The Simple Art of 

Murder 57). The terse style and the use of the American vernacular language remind 

readers of the legacy of American literature left by Ernest Hemingway and Mark 

Twain. Because of the Americanized settings, form, and style, this new sub-genre is 

often considered as the American Revolution in the detective fiction genre. 

The most important difference set up by this Americanized sub-genre is the 

realistic mode that Hammett and Chandler decide to adopt. According to Chandler,  

    Hammett gave murder back to the kind of people that commit it for reasons, 

not just to provide a corpse; and with the means at hand, not hand-wrought 

dueling pistols, curare and tropical fish. 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. (The Simple Art of Murder 14) 

The turn to realism makes detectives and readers engage with a realistically rendered 

social environment during the solving of murder. The clues are complicated by the 

social milieu. The pursuit of the criminal becomes a vehicle for active engagement of 

social life. Richard Slotkin calls this feature “hard-boiled realism,” which is not just 

defined by documentary accuracy in Victorian or Naturalist realism but also by 

embodying “a view of social life” from the perspective of the underworld, of the 

mean streets (91). This hard-boiled realism deeply influences the way the hard-boiled 

detective deals with maintaining social order, a central issue in all detective fiction.  
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III. Quest and Social order: Marlowe as an Unfulfilled Questing Knight 

    In response to the pastoral isolation from the actual world disseminated in 

Golden Age fiction, Chandler himself expressed disapproval and meant to create a 

new sub-genre of crime fiction with the aim to present a detective story existing in a 

real world. His realistic appeal influences his attitudes toward maintaining the social 

order, and this difference eventually determines his representations of Los Angeles 

city.  

    The pattern of a lost order regained in the end of the story is a norm in all kinds 

of mystery and detective fiction, but this norm is challenged in the brand-new 

hard-boiled mode. In the following section, I will examine the role of the social order 

and the result of private eye Marlowe‟s efforts in regaining it. I think that Marlowe‟s 

crusade in the mean streets of Los Angeles carries with a goal, a goal to quest for 

justice and truth but eventually fails.  

A. The Private Eye as a “Shop-soiled” Knight 

Traditionally, on the way to cleansing the modern urban dirt and filth, the 

hard-boiled detective often appeals to violence and easily gets involved in crime, 

turning corrupt himself. The kind of justice that Dashiell Hammett‟s Continental Op 

searches is a “vigilante justice” (Scaggs 63). He defends his personal vengeance by 

claiming that “there‟s [no] law in Poisonville except what you make for yourself” 

(Hammett 119). However, unlike conventional hard-boiled detective fiction, the way 

Chandler copes with the conventional pattern of maintaining social order is to idealize 

Marlowe as a knight, an honest figure who with naivety follows the medieval knightly 

code. This moulding of a modern private dick is next to ubiquitous in Chandler‟s 

repeated allusions to the knight. Inspired by Sir Thomas Malory‟s La Morte d’Arthur 

in 1470, the character of Marlowe was built from his pre-incarnation,
1
 “Malloy,” the 

                                                 
1
 This is Chandler‟s cannibalism: many of his novels are re-organized and formed through 
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protagonist of Chandler‟s short story, “Blackmailers Don‟t Shoot.” There are 

abundant allusions to parallel with the grail quest and with legendary knights 

throughout Chandler‟s novels in names such as “Grayle” (the femme fatale in The 

Long Goodbye) and “Quest” (the surname of the little sister figure in The Little Sister). 

The most famous implication to regard Marlowe as a knight is shown in the opening 

of Chandler‟s first novel, The Big Sleep. Marlowe is called to the Sternwood mansion, 

whose stained-glass window over the entrance doors constitutes the focus of 

Marlowe‟s attention and description: 

Over the entrance doors [. . .] there was a broad stained-glass panel 

showing a knight in dark armour rescuing a lady who was tied to a tree 

and didn‟t have any clothes on but some very long and convenient hair. 

The knight had pushed the vizor of his helmet back to be sociable, and he 

was fiddling with the knots of the ropes that tied the lady to the tree and 

not getting anywhere. I stood there and thought that if I lived in the house, 

I would sooner or later have to climb up there and help him. He didn‟t 

seem to be really trying. (The Big Sleep 3) 

This is an implicit (but in a way also very explicit) identification between the figure of 

the knight and the private eye because Marlowe imagines himself “climb[ing] up” 

into the knight‟s position to do his job for him, and thus literally putting him in the 

position of a knight. The last ironic sentence manifests Marlowe‟s social critical 

attitude: he tends to painstakingly correct what people can‟t do. Therefore, it seems 

that in Chandler‟s personal eyes, Marlowe is an idealized figure, a questing knight 

existing only in romance but transplanted into the mean streets of 

mid-twentieth-century Los Angeles. Like the questing knight, Marlowe‟s quest is one 

                                                                                                                                            
“cannibalizing” his previous short stories. See Rabinowitz 125-127 and Maldwyn Mills‟ “Chandler‟s 

Cannibalim” in Watching the Detective: Essays on Crime Fiction edited by Ian A. Bell and Graham 

Daldry.  
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to restore justice and order motivated by his own personal code of honor. However, 

Marlowe‟s credentials are not water-tight.  

    The most accurate and direct description to tell what kind of knight Marlowe 

really is probably comes in The High Window: Marlowe as a “shop-soiled Galahad” 

(174). Chandler‟s reference comes from another Arthurian allusion, and this 

description encapsulates a “conflict between romance and realism that characterizes 

Chandler‟s fiction in particular, and the hard-boiled mode in general” (Scaggs 62). Sir 

Galahad, in the Arthurian legend, is the purest of the Knights of the Round Table who 

alone succeeds in the quest for the Holy Grail, and thus symbolizes any person who is 

pure, noble, and unselfish. What makes Marlowe picturesque in this description is 

“shop-soiled” because it contests that Marlowe might be a knight, but his armor, far 

from being shining, is “shop-soiled,” implying his honor is equally “compromised” 

(Scaggs 62). Though Marlowe is a figure of morality, who can retain his chastity 

against the seduction of all the femme fatales
2
 and only kills villains for justice and 

self defense, he still more or less gets involved in crime and the justice he fulfills is 

often compromised. Therefore, the “shop-soiled” description is a presage of 

Marlowe‟s failure to restore the social order.  

    Chandler tinges his hard-boiled hero with a sense of romantic knighthood. One 

of the characteristics of romance is the idealistic quest for truth and justice, and this 

seems to indicate a kind of continuity with the analytical certainties and reassuringly 

stable social order characteristic of classical detective fiction. However, Marlowe 

undeniably is also a typical asocial figure with a cynical view toward his world. In his 

own “private” eyes, the restoration of the social order is never certain. The terms such 

as “private investigator,” “private eye” or “PI” noticeably indicate Marlowe‟s 

                                                 
2
 The only exception is Betty Mayfield, the female protagonist in Playback, who Marlowe spends one 

night with but is not a femme fatale.  
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profession and they are also a good starting point to understand his social vision. The 

word “private” is an indicator of the PI‟s most obvious trait: his private nature. This 

private nature is further indicated in the first-person “I” of the term “PI.” The 

hard-boiled private eye is a private “I,” a loner, an alienated individual who exists 

outside or beyond the socio-economic order of family, friends, work, and home. 

Marlowe shares the same trait as his hard-boiled counterpart, Hammett‟s nameless 

operative for the Continental Detective Agency: a man who “has no commitment, 

personal or social, beyond the accomplishment of his job” (Willett, Hard-boiled 

Detective Ficiton11). Knight‟s description of Marlowe is also a good demonstration, 

          He lives alone, in rented flats or houses. He works alone, in a cheap, 

comfortless office. He drinks and smokes a lot: a single, masculine 

lifestyle. He is choosy about his work, never showing much interest in 

money. In general, he has dropped right out of the normal family and 

financial patterns of modern culture. (“A Hard Cheerfulness” 78) 

The feature that the hard-boiled detective decides to “drop out of” normal family and 

financial patterns is significant for us to understand the self-employed status of the 

private eye because it both links and sets him or her apart from Golden Age detectives. 

Unlike Miss Marples, Hercule Poirots, and Peter Wimseys in classical detective 

fiction, the hard-boiled private eye is “no longer an eccentric or wealthy 

amateur“(Scaggs 60). Therefore, now we can see that the private eye as a professional 

investigator who works for a living, and more significantly, who works for himself (or 

herself), is also a figure who answers to nobody but him or herself, and “it is this 

independence and self-sufficiency, inherited from the frontier hero, that contributes to 

the hostility that the private eye typically displays for the forces of law and order” 

(Scaggs 60). The denial of laws and regulations in favor of a personal code of justice 

portends that the hard-boiled detective‟s personal crusades for justice may well upset 
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the balance of justice and social order that they claim to be attempting to restore. 

Therefore, a sense of despair about the restoration of the social order is disseminated 

within the sleuth‟s noble crusade. This is an important feature, a socially critical angle 

in disguise of a continuity of the denouement-questing convention, for us to 

understand the significance of Chandler‟s urban configuration. This different angle 

can be further clarified through the examination of Chandler‟s generic device.  

B. Violation of Fundamental Rules of Classical Detective Fiction 

    Chandler himself criticized the gentility of the English school for its lack of 

mimetic realism, so one way to enact his vision for social justice is to violate 

fundamental rules of detective stories structure. S. S. Van Dine and Knox tabulated a 

number of rules that govern the classical detective fiction and some of them are 

probably too trivial or too easily violated, such as Knox‟s dictum that “Not more than 

one secret room or passage is allowable” (Knox 180-198). Peter Rabinowitz more 

concisely concludes that classical fiction hinges on three primary conventions (123). 

First of all, there should be only one culprit. Second, the detective must always 

triumph by restoring order in the end. Third, the crime must turn out to be a result of 

some idiosyncratic aberration and the criminal can always be found through 

ratiocination or what Van Dine calls “logical deductions” (190-191).  

    However, Chandler‟s hard-boiled fiction basically breaks all these fundamental 

conventions. First of all, the number of criminals seems endless. Rabinowitz points 

out the criminals Marlowe encounters in The Big Sleep (Geiger, Brody, Taylor, 

Lundgren, Canino, Carmen, and Eddie Mars) are enough for Christie to write for a 

decade (124). Readers can easily tell Chandler‟s realistic aim in this violation because 

in a real world, after all, there won‟t be just one criminal. 

The violation of the second rule is more startlingly significant because the 

hard-boiled detective fails to bring the most vicious criminals to justice. This disparity 
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contrasts the image of Philip Marlowe, with his honesty, integrity, and even chastity, 

as a modern knight. In Marlowe‟s first visit to the Sternwood mansion as discussed 

earlier, the knighthood theme in the painting not only foretells Marlowe‟s knightly 

conduct but foreshadows Marlowe‟s later tangle with the nude but vicious Carmen. 

Therefore, it‟s an omen that Marlowe himself often isn‟t quite sure whether the dame 

he rescues is a really helpless dame, or a rabid and dangerous dragon in disguise. 

Certain critics praise Marlowe‟s seemingly obvious knighthood, such as R. W. Lid, 

who claims that Marlowe is “Chandler‟s knight, righting the balance in a wronged and 

fallen universe. He corrects injustices, stands up for the underdog, speaks out for the 

little guy” (159). However, Rabinowitz points out the knighthood is actually never 

fulfilled. Marlowe‟s virtues are powerless against the superior forces of evil and the 

triumph of justice and fair play is not depicted because the worst villain is always left 

untouched and some evildoers are probably over-punished. In The Big Sleep, the petty 

malefactors, such as Geiger, Brody, and Owen Taylor are as dead as the cold-blooded, 

brutal killer Canino. Carmen, the traditional kind of aberrant individual like Christie‟s 

villain, is about to be institutionalized. Yet, Eddie Mars, the closest thing to a central 

villain in the novel, the “dragon” to the Marlowe knight, is left unpunished. This 

shows that a big number of criminals can be used to stress the theme of the 

widespread evil, but the one standing out of these criminals left untouched is to 

“stress the note of despair” (Rabinowitz 125). A sense of despair thus permeates 

Chandler‟s fiction. 

    Chandler disrupts the third rule by presenting a world where the evil comes from 

society itself instead of from the quirks of deviant individuals like Carmen. That is, 

the society or the landscape Marlowe roams about is very possibly sick from within. 

Consequently, Chandler draws a grim portrayal of his Los Angeles city as his claim of 

being more realistic than classical detective novelists toward crime.  
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By toppling all three fundamental rules of the genre, Chandler‟s detective 

presents us a city where the detective cannot eliminate criminals because there are too 

many and where their crimes cannot be explained away as “individual, nonsocial 

quirks, or abnormalities” as those in the fireside revelations of Hercule Poirot 

(Rabinowitz 123). Instead, Marlowe has to face all kinds of evil such as the 

left-unpunished mobsters, the corrupted or powerless cops, the charlatans and the 

femme fatale, and most rampant of all, the rich with hidden secrets in the past. Also, 

the ends of Philip Marlowe stories are often loose ends, thereby making Marlowe a 

failed detective and rendering a pervasive sense of individual despair, social chaos, 

and the triumph of evil. On his final visit to the Sternwood residence, Marlowe notes 

that “the knight on the stained-glass window still wasn‟t getting anywhere untying the 

naked damsel from the tree,” and this time he doesn‟t offer any help (The Big Sleep 

194). The maintaining of the social order, therefore, is not the resolution of the 

hard-boiled detective fiction, at least not in Chandler‟s Marlowe stories. Instead, the 

focus of this new sub-genre of the detective fiction is switched to the detective and the 

environment he dwells in. Through this switch, Chandler finds another way, which I 

will exemplify in this thesis, to fight against the social injustice that his hard-boiled 

detective hero loathes but can‟t really eradicate.  

 

IV. Literature Review 

    Chandler‟s writing career spanned since the 1930s through the 1950s, and he 

died one year later after his last completed novel, The Playback, was published in 

1958, leaving Poodle Springs unfinished. He was already recognized as a prestigious 

master of hard-boiled fiction during his thirty-year writing career, drawing a 

significant number of critical attentions. Most of them in the beginning stage, 

however, were from mystery and crime fiction reviewers. Not until the late 1940s did 
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Chandler start receiving a series of critical reviews that regarded him as “The Great 

Exception,” an extolment for writers of detective fiction or popular literature whose 

works could be compared to serious literature (Van Dover 7). For example, on 17 June 

1945, in The New York Times Book Review, D. C. Russell commented on Chandler‟s 

first four novels and argued, without denying Chandler‟s hard-boiled affiliation, that, 

Chandler‟s works did not at all belong to a “Criminal At Large” category (7). More 

importantly, W. H. Auden, a famous poet as well as an aficionado of detective stories, 

also referred to Chandler as the “Great Exception” writer: “I think Mr. Chandler is 

interested in writing, not detective stories, but serious studies of a criminal milieu, the 

Great Wrong Place, and his powerful but extremely depressing books should be read 

and judged, not as escape literature, but as works of art” (328-29). Afterwards, 

Auden‟s valuable endorsement invoked many scholars to examine Chandler‟s novels 

as works of art. Probably starting from the 1970s, Chandlerian criticism came into 

form. Scholastic studies of Chandler‟s works began being published in journals, such 

as Mirriam Gross‟s collected critical and fifteen essays on Chandler in The World of 

Raymond Chandler, laying the foundational (mis)reading of Chandler‟s works.
3
 

However, critical reviews of Chandler‟s works still focused on his mastery of style 

and similes, linking his emulation with high-brow American literature, the 

Hemingway school. This was of course due to his terse and laconic writing style, an 

obvious link to the American literary mainstream.  

One of the most important reviews was Fredric Jameson‟s influential essay, “On 

Raymond Chandler,” in Southern Review in 1970, which elevated Chandler as one of 

literary writers who belong to representatives of Amercianness. Jameson‟s essay also 

put forth another critical preoccupation of Chandlerian critics: his “ambivalent 

                                                 
3
 Some essays in this collection are outdated and overly tend to treat Chandler as a misogyny or even a 

gay, such as Michael Mason‟s “Marlowe, Men and Women.”  
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relation to the southern Californian natural and social environment, an environment 

which attracted and repelled him, emotionally and intellectually” (Van Dover 14). 

Therefore, it has been a heated discussion that Chandler was the “chronicler of Los 

Angeles” during a crucial stage in this city‟s historical development, reflecting a city 

in many respects representative of modern American cities. This kind of observations 

was ignited because Chandler‟s works feature a private investigator, Philip Marlowe, 

an ideal observer of all levels of the city life. Marlowe‟s investigations carry him 

everywhere in the city, and he is also a character with morality and thus with a 

judgmental perspective on the panorama of corruption. Therefore, scholars have been 

interested in investigating the relationship between him and his world. The 

relationship between Chandler and the hard-boiled detective fiction is surely another 

focus of critical commentaries. Stephen Knight is probably one of the best researchers 

on the field of crime fiction, building his reputation by writing several books on the 

overall study of the whole genre. He points out many important features of the Golden 

Age whodunit and the hard-boiled detective fiction for readers to identify their 

differences, and Chandler‟s fiction and his Philip Marlowe are often the source of his 

illustration of the hard-boiled mode. John Scaggs is the latest follower, who 

chronicles the development of crime fiction as of 2006, including the latest new 

sub-genres, such as the police procedural, the crime thriller, and the historical crime 

fiction. In explaining the hard-boiled mode, he majorly refers to Chandler‟s fiction as 

exemplars.  

Chandler wasn‟t a writer who drew nothing more than praises and appreciations. 

He was often criticized, as many other hard-boiled detective fiction writers, for his 

ambivalent attitudes toward the racial minority and his seemingly obvious misogyny 

for his impressive characterization of the femme fatale. The two important crime 

fiction chroniclers just mentioned above are no exception, and Knight is probably the 
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very critic who constructs such a stereotypical view. Therefore, the racist and sexist 

charges on him have never ceased. But his stereotypes of these minorities also foment 

a trend of appropriation of his novels or the other hard-boiled detective fiction writer. 

Critics such as Scaggs often linked his racist and sexist lapses to the birth of the 

hard-boiled detective fiction that features either an African American detective or a 

female detective, such as Chester Hime, the representative writer of many hard-boiled 

black detective fiction based on Los Angeles and New York. 

 

V. Purpose and Theoretical Framework 

    My research starts with the question about how authentic Chandler‟s reification 

of Los Angeles is. I intend to question if there is any new angle to tackle the issue that 

Chandler is a true writer who represents modern American cities. His Philip Marlowe 

is a distinctive urban figure, closely formed and deformed by a particular environment. 

Thus, the city as the detective‟s habitat must play an important role in Chandler‟s 

hard-boiled novels. In terms of differences from the most popular ratiocinative 

classical detective stories, I expect to testify that the representation of Chandler‟s 

urban milieu decisively fashions the hard-boiled detective fiction into a new 

sub-genre of crime fiction. If the depiction of the city becomes the indispensible 

element of Chandler‟s fiction, the question will turn to how Chandler represents his 

city and why he re-presents his city in a way that might not match the collective 

image of Los Angeles at his times. Other than to directly examine his representation 

of urban space, I will also inquire the authenticity of his representation of the city by 

referring to modernity and modernism, in order to understand whether his depiction of 

cityscapes matches the historical background.  

I am also motivated by the critical contention that Chandler as well as his Philip 

Marlowe is a racist. My relish for his novels spurs me on to suspect the critical 
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charges on Chandler for discriminating the minority groups. The charges are 

significant because his depiction of modern Los Angeles will be doomed to be 

incomplete if discrimination and negation of the racial Other or any other minority 

group do remain. These issues engender the following questions of mine: Is he really 

antagonistic toward the minority? Does he make these minorities present or just leave 

them absent? Is this ideological discrimination the cause to the future appropriations 

of his works? If not so, what makes such a trend so fervent?  

All these questions mark the birth of this thesis. In this thesis, I will mainly adopt 

Benjamin‟s concept of flâneur, Lefebvre‟s spatial triad, Soja‟s Thirdspace, and bell 

hooks‟ marginal space as the approaches to the reading of Chandler‟s city. The 

concept of flâneur has attracted much critical attention and become an essential part 

of urban discourse, especially in discussing the representation of modernity. The 

concept of flâneur discusses the relationship between an urban figure and his modern 

urban environs, and thus it can be a useful method to read the relationship between the 

hard-boiled detective and his darkish city. Meanwhile, about the same period when 

Chandler started gaining a consolidated stance as a great literary writer, the 

philosophical and social studies discovered the lack of attention to the relations 

between the space and our being. Lefebvre‟s elucidation of the production of the 

social space and Soja‟s innovative Thirdspace based on Lefebvre‟s concepts pave the 

way for future studies on the relationship between human beings and the space they 

occupy. The study of space could be a new critical approach, applicable for examining 

the relationship between Philip Marlowe and his Los Angeles city, which I think no 

one has adopted to read Chandler‟s works. I will majorly draw on Lefebvre‟s 

emphasis on the center-periphery relation in spaces and Soja‟s Thirdspace as space of 

resistance with a view to realizing the significance of Chandler‟s reification of Los 

Angeles. 
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VI. Thesis Statement and Chapter-by-chapter Organization 

In this thesis, I intend to conduct a spatial reading of Chandler‟s works and argue 

that through the flâneurie-like crusade of the hard-boiled detective, Chandler‟s Los 

Angeles becomes another protagonist, whose spatial representations are the 

Thirdspace that reveals the dominated space against a promoted image of the dream 

city and against the dominant space created by the white-centered society.  

Besides the first chapter as the introduction and the conclusive final chapter, my 

thesis is divided into three chapters. In Chapter Two, I will explain the meaning of the 

detective as a flâneur and how he even transcends this imagined figure, and why I 

intend to apply Lefebvre‟s and Soja‟s theories to examine this sleuth-city relation. I 

will first compare and contrast the two urban figures, the flâneur and the hard-boiled 

detective, before I further question why only the hard-boiled detective instead of the 

classical one is the explicator of the modern city, thereby revealing that the city 

becomes another protagonist in Chandler‟s fiction. Since Chandler‟s city becomes an 

essential character, I will discuss what Los Angeles is in reality and in imagination. 

Lastly, in order to read the real and imagined Los Angeles, I will explain Lefebvre‟s 

and Soja‟s deconstructive, tri-spatial thinking of space. Both of them intend to claim 

there is always a third alternative other than the demarcation between the real and the 

imagined. This third possibility enables me to explore the significance of Chandler‟s 

spatial representations. 

In Chapter Three, I will further explore the significance of Chandler‟s real and 

imagined spatial representations and argue that his representational fusion of reality 

and illusion makes explicit the dominated space in Los Angeles city. I will lead a 

journey through both the man-made cityscapes and the natural landscapes represented 

in Chandler‟s suggestive and realistic depiction. This journey will visit the mean 

streets where the poor and the criminal compositely constitute the darkish image of 
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the modern urban chaos. The pretentious houses of the rich will be the stop that 

follows, where Los Angeles as a city founded on unreality is further clarified. The 

deceptive and chaotic city in Chandler‟s depiction will culminate in my discussion of 

the Los Angeles natural landscapes. With this journey through Marlowe‟s crusade, 

Chandler‟s Los Angeles as the dominated space against its dominant dream-city 

image will be revealed. 

In Chapter Four, I will keep on examining Chandler‟s reification of Los Angele 

and argue that fragmentation and disruption are the nature of this city. By drawing on 

the modernist movement and comparing what I reveal in Chandler‟s spatial 

representations to this movement, I think Chandler does authentically (re) present a 

city at a specific period of time in history. However, without the depiction of the space 

of the Other, I don‟t think his reification can be claimed to be complete. Therefore, I 

will adopt bell hooks‟ concept
4
 of the marginal space, combined with Soja‟s 

Thirdspace, to attest the presence of the racial Other in Chandler‟s fiction. I argue that 

the actual presence of the black space in his depiction is the proof that Chandler‟s city 

provides a site for resistance and appropriation. Marlowe is the figure that meditates 

between the center and the margin due to his classless and raceless loner figure, and 

from the perspective of the detective as the flâneur, his perception and willingness to 

step in the unreadable space of the Other crucially contribute to the completion of 

Chandler‟s depiction of a true picture of Los Angeles and elicits another possible site 

for the dominated but resistant Thirdspace.  

                                                 
4
 Bell hooks uses the postmodern cultural politics to find the site of resistance. See Chapter Four of 

this thesis.  


