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ABSTRACT

Through an analysis of several stories, this paper
defines tne similarities and differences between classic and
hard-boiled detective fiction. The characters and plots of three
stories are discussed: "The Red House™ by A. A. Milne; "I, The Jury"*
by Mickey Spillane; and "League of Frightened Men™ by Rex Stout. The
classic detective story is defined as one in which there is a strong
authorial presence and a great distance betveen the reader and the
criminal reclities of life. The hard-boiled detective story is
defined as a story in vhich there is less authorial presence and the
characters themselves are more fully developed. This paper concludes
that although there are differences among detective stories, many of
these differences occur largely in the author®s choice of milien and
stress in characterization. (TS}
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From its inception criticism of detsctive literatuwe has been insistent
2 upon developing & formal taxonomy. As a result we are used to distinguishing,
= following the lead of Dorothy Sayers, ascng stories of pure sensation, pure

analysis, and a variety of mixed types subdivided according to the prasence
of detactives who are scientific or intuitive,amateur or pmfeess1:.:1:31.1 And,
if Sayers is not sufficiently comprehensive to cover all developments, we can

obsexrve that tales of police procedure, thrillers, and pure detective stories
exhibit differences also, Such typing of detectiwe fiction <hengver, makes
at best an elemantary contribution to understanding, however, serving as it
does mainly to legitimate popular literature by indicating that it is more
complex than it appears, Much more useful, though still taxonamic, is the
critical discussion that has established the more genexal distinction between
detective literature of the so-called Golden Age and that called Hard-Boiled,

Ve are all familiar with the distinc)tion, In the classic form of the
Golden Age, flourishing.betwsen the end of World War I and the 1930's but
nevertheless begun earlier and continuing to the rresent, authors deploy their
ecceniric amatsur detectives to solve puszles created by murderers' ingenious
attempts to conceal the outcome of their comparatively simple desires for
wealth or revenge in comission of a pexfect crime, The process of detection
suPPlied plot, curious traits constitute characterization, and restération of
order is the theme of the narrative. On the other hand, Hard-Boiled detective
stories are touted as realistic portraysls of criminal 1ife. In these stories
the detective is in many ways as low as the criminal, and the solution of the
crime achieves at best & tentative sense of order.

I say the critical distinction between the classic detective fiction of

the Golden Age and the Hard-Boiled varlety is useful, not because it iz absolute
2
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but rather because it is provocative, One type appears to be the literary
manifestation of a consexrvative point of view, the cther a more liberal ene;
yot,a study of the two types reveals no such easy contrast, and one is chalikenged
to explain a fundamental similarity in such apparently disparate forms., 4s a
consequence we come to see the detective story is both a predetermined frame-
work and & terrain for authors to deploy varieties of social outloak;

Ve may begin to explain this point by examining A.A, Milne's he Red House
Mystexy (1922), & work of double smlfie;nce since it appears in moat lists
of important classic detective works and also was chosen by Raymond Chandler
for particular scorn in his denunciation of the “unrealistic™ Golden Age type
of story.z

As the novel opens, the Red House provides the setting for a manners tale.
Its inviting appearance, quiet atmosphere, and function as the home of a well-
to-do gentleman mark it as the residence 7f an idealised British upper class,
The various house guests, going about their play, and the servants engaging
in comic dialogue enforce the sense we have that hexe is a sccial microcosm
neatly structured and ideally set, Milne obtrusively manages the narrative,
giving us trief snatches of conversation to establish the central fact of the
Plot’s initiation: the imminent arrival of Mark Ablett's bdlack sheep brother
from Australia, The author's obtrusiveness also provides a brie( flash back,
after the sound of the fatal shot is heard from the stuly, in oxder to show
house guests at breakfast, Indeed, as befits a stage writer, whenever we need
detail Mllne steps in with physical description, for example of the study and
then of Anthony Gillingham, an uninvited guest soon to become the novel's
amateur detective, though his background, which Mﬂngf\ggscribes for us, shows
him to be without technical preparation for the job,

The obirusive author functions to shape the narrative almost as a Dr.
Watson figure would in other novels and stories, but in this book there is also

S
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& nock Watson in the person of Bill Beverly, one of the house guests who is

acquainted with Gillingham, As soon as the game is afoot, Gillingham and
Beverly bdegin jocularly to refer to each other as Holmes and Watson and describe
their detection method with good-natured allusion to the famous pair, a device
always reminding us, of course, that this is a fiction we are reﬁing.

As for the dstection method itself, Milne elaborately describes it as the
outcome of Gillingham's remarkable memory, With a demonstration by B8illingham
of his recollection of the precise number of steps at the entry to his London
club we are given the substantisl basis of the amateur's method, and then in
frequent scenes such as reconstruction of the moment of the crime's discovery,
ratient turning over of alternative explanations, and reflection on the relation-
ships of the house’s owner and his secratary, a ~ousin, we are provided assurance
that the detection method is avallable to the unaided rational mind bBut also
the possession of a superior person since Gillingham alone has the peculidr?
memory and disciplined process to carry it to fruition.

Katurally the police are present doing their job after the discovery of
the desd body, but, as Chandler makes clear, they go about it with dullness and
izck of imagination., Chandler’s knowledge of police procedure shakes our faith,
Jl.rg us into recogniticn of the Milne police as incompetents, but within the
novel, managed as they are by the author, the police sexve merely as fréendly
colleagues, Ferhaps there is potential rivalry between amateur and professional,
but it is in no way antagonistic, The amateur simply doss the job detter in
achiaving the end for which police existy maintaince of soclal order for the
benefit of those with a stake in society,

While other chracteristics of the novel may reptesémt further the Golden
Age classic story, what has been mentioned is sufficient to muke the point that
the craft of the story is bent to achieve,first,certainty that the world is
under control, & consequence of the strong authorial Ppresence. Secondly, the
suthor’s craft creates a distance from the criminal realities we may know from

Popular newspapers where ssnsation dnd irrationality are characteristies of
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crine, The distance is great enough to replace the nervousness one feels about
the possibilities cf order when reading the newspaper with a relaxed tolerance,
The closed society, the obtrusive authorial presence, and the self-consciousness
about method, accompanied in this case by jocular tone and reference to ficticnal
detactives, make the story of érine. as ths Golden Age preferred, very ruch
& game, It is & game, though, that images a world, in this case a world con-
structed out of faith in reason, preference for simplicity, and confidence that
leisured upper class existence in its patterns and habits represents civilization,
While the Milme nowel serves as an extremely good sxample of the conservative
detective story, it must be remembered that the idealization of detection has
nRever been abdbsent from mystery literature. The literary form we call detective
story makes its appearance at the time detectives and official police forces do,
but there has never been a point in the subsequent history of the form when
those who tock the detective for literary purposes did nut stress the masterful
aind and the surety of a class-based social oxder, Consider even those works
allegedly based on the actual exploits of real detectives, Julian Hawthorne's
novels about the famous Thoras Byrnes of New, York portrays him as a masteramind
directing from his office the procedures to protect the deserving from chacs,
and though Alan Pinkerton's memoirs of detective work admit to use of informants
amd trickery, that is to say standaxd police practices, the overall impression
Pinkerton wishes to give is of disinterestsd application of rational processes
to maintairing social atability.a
These exanples of tales based upon actual detective work suggest that from
one perspective the detective story is a deliberate ideoclogical creation. In
this regard we can say that the ideology works by distancing readers from reality.
The siaplicity of motives for crime assures ué the good 0l1d deadly sins predominate,
The clarity of the detection procedure,always fulfilled when the culprit is

uncevered‘nystifies reality by its very simplicity, just as ideology mystifies
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by sinplifying cause and effect, Furtharmore, the autonomy of the detective

novel's worlid desensitires us to fear of the unknewn, Whatever surprires there
aAy be are fimally explained in a way that is completely tolerable, And finally,
viewed as ideclogical creations, detective stories make alienation tolerable.
Things may be out of our hamds, individual power in historical life may'Ye

devived
dubious, but there is a world, that of the novel, composed of values.from our
‘;
social Seaiis where individualism fluorishes within, be it noted, & well-

oxdared and complete soclety. Seen under the aspect of ideclogy the famous
rules of the gane so dexr to the Golden Age authors and critics are guidelines
for designing a product to affect resders’ consciousness of themselves in the
world in the same way that on a somewhht baser level advertising stressing the -
desirability of a youthful appearance influences our habits of hygiene and dress.

From another perspective, however, this description of the meﬁ.csleal
detective novel is too sinple, All detective stories, after all, must be about
the same thing, &b that in any fiction of crime solving there is a tendency to
closure inherent in the narrative. Though resolution of the plot may result in
but a brief restorstion of order, return in the story to conditions as they wexe
at the beginning constitutes an assertion of normative order, Furkhermore, if
an guthor uses a detective &t all,inevitably there results a suggestion of at
least linited individual force of mind or ability to reconmstruct order,

These literary imperatives of a detectiwe novel are modified dut not trans-
ceuled.“ To be sure Fhilip Marlowe'’s self-conscious irony about detective work
contxibutes to our finding a theme of meditation upon values in his adventures,
and his satiric eye for sleacy details aptly represents a corrupt, commodity
society) yot, it is only the degree to which Dhandler carries all this that differs .
from other detective writing., Self-consciousness and awareness of detail are
part of the form consistently whether Colden Age or Hard-Boiled, Chandler's
achievement is great, for his craft introduces a significant portrayal of modern

America into detective fiction. We make too much of his differences from other
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detective writers, however;'. if we do not obtserve that what he achieves is within
the dexands of formula,

The general principle I am arguing here may be better illustrated by reference
to less great works than Chandler's; for example, a Nero Wolfe story. A work
such as Leaguo of Frightened Men_(1935) written at the time that Golden Age
stories begin to yield thelr place to Hard~Bolled ones appears something of a
hidrid of the types, The plot offers the material of a puesler how does a presumed
villain effect the seeming accidents that are frightendng a group of former
college class mates? Wolfe's cilents whose lives and careers have diverged so
since they participated in the college prank that injured one of their number
hardly constitute a closed socletiy but they are its modified version - a micro-
cosn of the college trained, middle class, population of the American northeast,
Many ars thoroughly unlikeabdle people, as is the falsely accused psewdo-villain,
so when the story ends we have little confidence of a-raradise regained, Still,
oxrder is restored and these typical figures are to go about their business
freed of some of their guilt and fear,

Hybrid, too, is the tone of the story. Archie Goodwin, confidant and Watson
to Wolfe's Holmes, talks tough, likes dames, is at odds with police authority,
will use his fists and wink at the law, But it is mannerism, Archie is always
at the sexrviue of his great detective, adjusting his evaluations of people and
events to Wolfe's authority. Speaking of mannerisms,we note Wolfe is almost a
parody of the eccentric whose constellation of personal traits engender the
idea that his mind and a';bilit:‘.es are unigque, Regglie Fortune, Philo ¥ance, and
Lord Peter Wimsey have been updated. Gourmet and orchidologist on a scale beyoml
the impractical, peculiar in dress and ritual in ways that are the stuff of
Popular magazine persomality profiles, Wolfe is the traditional detective living
the commodified life style while embracing the values retailed in popular images

of the urbdan upper class.
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Wolfe's 'stnr‘.\es are hydrids yes, but not of incompatible types of story,
for what Wolfe represents is adaptation of the basic detective story form to
s new setting, In his case it is the big American city where the range of
socisl certitude has been restricted, To allow his detective to function Rex
Stout sust enscance him in a btrownstroe islari of stable, ordered 11vins and
moke hin content with bringing orde. 1 a limi ad scale. The brownstnne island
inages the classic detective under siege, perhaps, but it is in his nature to
CAITY OR,

Maybe Nexro Wolfe is a set-up. So, then, let's think of ths toughasst of
the tough, a detective who works among the lowest types socliety has to éffer,
who comes up against dope and prostitution as well as brutal murder - the crimes
that are the dally fare of newspaper readers, How about Mike Hammer? Talking
constantly about the “real” world and the way it works, unbdblinking in the face
of violence and social incoherence, it would seem that by the time he appears
in I,The Jury (1547) twenty-five years after Milne's tame little country house
story the detective story had undergone considerable change, Of course it
had, but whether the change has been fundamental enough to reconstitute the
inperatives of the form is the quaestion,

There is next to no detection method in a Hammer story, at least sc far
as that implies reasoning through clues and motives, Mike eaploys in exaggerated
form the methods we are told the phliceman dreams of, relentlessly hunting down
the guilty, breaking and entering to gain evidence, terrozing witnesses and
othexrs to get information, and, as the title of the first novel suggests, ren-
dering justice immediately and infallibly, Other detectives have allowed themselves
to tecome surrogate axecutinners (Reggie: Fortune and Philo Vance for example), but
it 1s Mike's mission to complete in himself the entire criminal justice systen.
The vigilante purpose is accompanied in Mike Hammer by unfaltering certainty
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in speech and attitude. None of the doubts of Marlowe for him, His hatred 6f
evildoers who have offended his sense of honor as well as the continuously felt
dislike of women and non-white people are deeply structured into his persomality.
Not only are his motives simple, so too are the motives of others in his world,
Profit and self-protection are the msual ones for mumder, and where a character
such as the evil female psychiatrist Charlotte Manning is concerned the cause

of her actions is deviance from the behavior Mike, and she herself, know is natural
for women,

Surely these features are distinct from classic detective stories, but
vhat 1s their effect? Still, the world is mystified, The presence of violence
and shoddy rackets provide topicality, but in turn they are explained and removed
by a dixectness as lacking in socislycomplexity as any detective story exhibits,
The very excessiveness of the scenes of resolution = the famous chooting of
Charlotte in the belly &s she stands naked before Mike - induce a sense of
finality that obscures doudt. The world may harbor bad people, but surely it
would not, if they were all dealt with in Mike's way,

Hammer is not a meabsr of a group intrinsically elite., He is neither a
gentleman nor refined in intelligence, but he nonetheless is a superior individual
within his melieu, for he alone has the clear will to act, As for the melieu
itself, it only appears to bs realistic, in the sense of being countexrpart.
of the actual historical realm of readers, When Spillane writes he creates an
environnent as distanced and sealed off ns:'qy writer does, Though he does not
obtrude himself into the narrative to achieve this and dispenses with a fictional
recorder, his hand is evident in the magical behavior of Hammer., In other words,
every reader knows Hammexr's life is just ss much as Gillingham's, Marlowe's, or
Wolfe's a fantasy, In this case it is just that the fantasy is for those un-
bothered 1f they have authoritarian daydreams,

Though Spillane’s ideology is never far from the surface of his story and

1s usually presented directly th -ough Mike Hammer's speeches on lew apd oxder,

9
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one cannot attridute the ideology's impact solely to the author, What he has
done is to exploit the poasibilities that imhere in the form uf detective stories
in the first place, The literary necessities of closure, criminality, individual-
iatic detective, and a distanced world exist already for him to develop in his
peculiar light, The tolerable violence of his subject matter does not‘\eiolenee
to the literature.

It is not ay intention to explain away differences smong detective stories.
Instead it is to point out that the differences occur largely in the authors®
choice of melieu and streas in characteriration. The social worid of Hard-Boiled
detéctive fiction has been fragmented and, therefore, somewhat grsater weight
lies upon the dstective as he proceeds to reconstitute the oxrder disrupted by
crime, dut reconstitute it he does, because that is his function whether in
nean streets or the houses of the country gentry. Because of these generic
demands the comservative ainded author has an easier time >f it, Critics of
the social oxder may achieve a populist outlook (see the Continestal Op ir
The Red Harvest’) or produce satire as do G.D.H, and Margaret Cole or Raymond
Chandlexr, but where is the radical or revolutionary Marxist's detective story?

In sum, the terms Hard-Boiled and Golden Afe are examples of synecdoche,

# part of the detective narrative,subject to alteration, provides a classification

of the whole, Synecdoche has some value in criticism, but it cannot overshadow

the full dialectic at work in dstective fiction, Dispositions of imividusl

authars and their perception of social enviromment affect the image of melieu

and modify characterisation, The framework, however, is a genre historical in

origin but now autoncmous to the point that it can be bent and adapted but

not funiamentally altered unless the author ceases to write detective stories
/lil together,
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Footnotes

1 See the introduction to Great Short Sio;ig ox Detection, Mystery and Horror
(LondoniGollance,1928) .

"The Simple Art of Murder,"” The Atlantic Monthly (Dec, 1944), Reprinted in
Ihe Sacond Chandler Omnibus (LondoniHamish Hamilton,1962), pp. 3-15.

Ses, for example, Another's Crime, From the Diary of Ipspector Byrnes (m'ucsssen
1888), Among Pinkerton's many volumes Criminal Rgminiscences and Detective

Sketches (NYiCarleton,187¢) is a convenient 1llustration,

The most influential essay in ny comsiGeration of literary imperatives is

by John G, Caweltt, “Myth, Symbol, and Formula,” Jowrmal of Popular Culture
8 (Sunmer 1974), 1-9,

For development of this point see John M, Reilly, “The Politics of Tough
Cuy Mysteries,” Ihe University of Dayton Rfview 10 (Summer 1973), 25-31.
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