
“Whodunit?” 



¨  In the 1920s American writers 
adopted and developed a new 
kind of detective novel, often 
referred to as “hardboiled” 

¨  Played upon the public’s 
fascination with the mob, 
exploring the “mean streets” and 
corrupt underbelly of “the city” 

¨  In contrast to their “refined” 
British counterparts, these new 
detectives (now “private eyes”) 
were tough, gritty, and silent 



¨  Crimes were solved as much through leg-work and coercion 
as through intellectual observation and deduction 

¨  Likewise, a new crop of “bad guys” were needed, often 
portrayed as gangsters, crooks, and thugs 

¨  Crime-solving became as much a battle of brawn as of brain 
¨  Such novels were, ironically, as romantic as they were realistic 



¨  Plot 
¡  Private Eye Approached by Client 
¡  Information Gathered 

ú  Something Stolen 
ú  Someone Missing 
ú  Someone Killed 

¡  Risk Assessed and Money Negotiated 
¡  Detective Accepts the Case 
¡  Detective Investigates 

ú  Leg-work 
ú  Calls in favors 
ú  Buys information 

¡  Case Turns Out to be Riskier than Assessed 
ú  Usually, someone is double-crossed 
ú  Usually gunplay and always a fight 



¨  Setting 
¡  Urban 
¡  Night-time 
¡  Bars, Back Alleys, and Hotels 
¡  Criminal Lairs 

¨  Character 
¡  Protagonist: Tough, Blue-Collar, Distant—We’re fascinated by him 
¡  Gangsters, Crooks, Thugs, and Hit Men 
¡  Wealthy, Evil Men 
¡  Seductive, Evil Women 
¡  Sniveling, Conniving, and Two-Faced Source of Information 

¨  Tone 
¡  Good and Bad Blurry 
¡  Right and Wrong Blurry 
¡  Dark, Wet, Smoky, and Dirty 



¨  1930: The Maltese Falcon 
¨  Hammett introduces Sam 

Spade, a cool, steely, and 
jaded San Francisco private 
eye who lives only by a 
personal code of honor 

¨  Like the world he creates, 
Hammett’s writing style is 
spare, direct, and unpolished 
¡  Short Sentences 
¡  Straightforward Language 
¡  Edgy Dialogue  
¡  Topical Slang 



¨  1939: The Big Sleep 
¨  Chandler introduces Philip 

Marlowe, a tough, 
wisecracking, and hard-
drinking L.A. private eye who 
is surprisingly reflective and 
philosophical 

¨  Marlowe’s first-person 
narrative establishes one of the 
genre’s most enduring—and 
most parodied—features 



It was about eleven o’clock in the morning, mid 
October, with the sun not shining and a look of 
hard wet rain in the clearness of the foothills.  I 
was wearing my powder-blue suit, with dark blue 
shirt, tie and display handkerchief, black brogues, 
black wool socks with dark blue clocks on them.  I 
was neat, clean, shaved and sober, and I didn’t 
care who knew it. 

—from The Big Sleep 



Marlowe on Socializing: 

I’m an occasional drinker, the kind of guy who goes out for a beer and 
wakes up in Singapore with a full beard. 

Marlowe on Manners: 

She was in my bed—naked. I threw her out on her ear. 

Marlowe on Trust: 

I stood up and took the smoking cigarette from between her fingers and 
killed it in the ashtray. Then I took Carmen’s little gun out of my pocket 
and laid it carefully, with exaggerated care, on her white satin knee. 

Marlowe on Friendship: 

She’s a grifter, Seamus. I’m a grifter. We’re all grifters. So we sell each 
other out for a nickel. 



The old bar waiter came drifting by and glanced softly at my 
weak Scotch and water.  I shook my head and he bobbed his 
white thatch, and right then a dream walked in. . . .  
 
She was slim and quite tall in a white linen tailormade with a 
black and white polka-dotted scarf around her throat.  Her hair 
was the pale gold of a fairy princess. . . . Her eyes were 
cornflower blue, a rare color, and the lashes were long and 
almost too pale.  . . . There are blondes and there are blondes and 
it’s almost a joke word nowadays. . . . 
 
I stared.  She caught me staring.  She lifted her glance half an 
inch and I wasn’t there any more.  But wherever I was I was 
holding my breath. 

—from The Long Goodbye 


