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Hammett, Dashiell

LAVIT W MALRDEN

Dashiell Hanumnett is often considered the creator
of the hard boiled detective stosv, which featured
a distinctive stvle and a depiction of the detective
as strict protessional with a private code of ethics
thar is uncompromisable. He de-emphasized the
intricate puzrle construction of classical detective
ficrions for stories boilt on careful character
development, distincrive narration, and gritty
reali=m.

He was born May 27, 18494 as Samuel ashiell
Hammell in 5t Marv's County, Marvland o
Richard and Annie Bond Hammett. The family
eventually settled in Baltimore, where Hammett
allended school but left at age 13, In 1915 he
juined  the Pinkerton Delective  Agency  but
resigned in 1918 (o join the Army. After service
he returned (o the Pinkertons but again retired in

1920 when diagnosed with ruberculosis. Durin
his convalescence he hegan writing short starie
the most imporiant of which were published
Black Musk magazine, where his first four nove]
also appeared i serial form.

Hammetl  crested a Gotional world  tha
emerged [rom his defective experiences and fro
the social upease of the 1920s. His America is
chaotic, amoral place, where miscreants, crim
inals, and gangs run rampant. Sel against them ar
the detectives, but rather than operating as herov
dedicated to creating order or dispensing juslic
they are aften as amoral in thei: methods as thos
they appose, The detectives redeeming feature |
their code, a personal sense of ethics that is pa
professional, part peraonal. [n these ways, Ham)
meti reminds readers of krnest Hemingway ang
is u forerunner (o the exstentialist writing afte
World War 11,

Adter publishing over 40 stones and vanou
articles, he published his sl novel, Red Hane
1158290 ), Here Hammett extends the developmen)
at his serial detective, the Continental Cp, a fairl
nondescript figure known simply by his Gtle, a
operative with the Continental delective agene
Hamument disdained the conventions of the clas
sical detective novels that offen featured suay
dashing protagonists. The Op is middle-age
short, overweight, and utterly unprepossessin
aside from his cratry street smarts and cynicisn
He iz called ro a Montana mining town by
newspaper editor who is dead by the time of ¢
Uip's arrival and is hired by the man’s tather 1
clean up the town, The place is tharoughly cor
rupt, and the Op sets ane criminal gang againg
the ather, provoking a blaodbath and eventuall
leaving with no assurance that order will prevail
His secomd nevel, The Dain Curse {19292, al
features the Continental Op and iz a loosel
arranged collection of [our stories. The work i
o decidedly slighter efforl, revolving arou
drugs. diamonds, blackmail, and a family curss

The Maltese Falcon (1930) s Hammell's m
terpiece tor its tight construction, crisp dialogue
and arrful character development. The plot in
valves a cast of dissernblers who change identit
hur share an avaricions interest in a supposed]
priceless statue, The narration is detached 2
unemonianal, and psychology is revealed throu
actions rather than the introspection of mon
logues, Sam Spade, the protagonist, is mor



dubious, willing to use women as sex abjects and
manipulale scguaintances to achieve his ends.
The major female character has seduced and lied
to Spade but never deceived him; he willingly sells
fher out to maintain hus rigidly professional code,
The mystery of the lost statue pales against the
mystery of who Spade is and how he can survive
n 2 world of violence and deceplion. Spade, who
appears anly in this novel and & few stories,
hecame [ lammett's best known character thanks
1 a radio show and successtul flim,

e Cilass Kep [1931) marks ancther departure
by presenring no detective; instead, ¥ed Beau-
mont, a gambler and mob adviser, enlers o
murder case for private reasons and finds more
than he bargained for. Harmmett again explores
the violence of opposing gangs, sexual dishon
esty, and duplicity in high placea. The plat is
byzantine as the prolagonist seeks first to recover
money he is owed and Lthen the identity of a
killer, who he tears may be his associate, Beau-
mant @5 another of Hamimell's independent
herpes, a person of Hinty individualism whoe
nperares by private standards,

The Thin Mar (1934 was Hapunell's final
nowvel and hecame another overwhelming Hully-
wood success. It features Mick and Mora Charles
(fictional versiona of the author and his lover,
Lillian Hellman}, a saphisticated couple who lead,
by social standards of the time, an eccentric life,
Mick Las retived from derecting, lives oft Nora's
inherilance, and continues ta chase other women,
Aclion rolales between speakeasies and aristo-
cratic saluns, outbursts of gunplay and brirde,
wiy conversalion. The tome is often witty and
comic, and again Hammett chooses a first-person
necratos o convey the story,

For the next 28 years he published no fiction,
the reasons for which are mysterious. Some con-
Jecture it was his drinking, his generous rovalues,
or his career in screenwriling, Fis association
with the Communist Party and refusal o answer
guestions hefore 3 U5 District Cowrt landed him
six monthsina faderal prisom in 1951 and troulles
with the IRS. Although he died in obscurity,
colleagues such as Raymond Chandler and André
Gide regarded him as an incontestably important
ligure in modern fction.

SEE ALSO: Chandler, Raymond { AF); Detective/
Crime Fiction {WF); Hemingway, Lroest (AF);

FHE HARLEM REMAISSANCE 607
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The Harlem Renaissance
DAYLAMME K, EMGLISI

The Harlem Renaissance was a 19205 (lourishing
of African American arts and letters centered in
the Harlem section of New York City, Literature
has long been comsiderad the heart of the move-
ment, with writers such as Countes Cullen,
Jessie Fauset, Langston Hughes, Zora Neale Hur-
ston, Mella Larsen, Claude Mekay, Wallace Thur-
man, and Jean Toomer among its major figures,
The wrilers of the New Negro Movement, the
period”s more common nomenclature for the



