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Fiction in any form has always intended to be realistic. Old fashioned novels which now seem 
stilted and artificial to the point of burlesque did not appear that way to the people who first 
read them.  The detective story for a variety of reasons can seldom be promoted. It is usually 
about murder and hence lacks the element of uplift. Murder, which is a frustration of the indi 
vidual and hence a frustration of the race, may have, and in fact has, a good deal of sociological 
implication. But it has been going on too long for it to be news. If the mystery novel is at all 
realistic  which it very seldom is) it is written in a certain spirit of detachment; otherwise 
nobody but a psycho path would want to write it or read it. The murder novel has also a 
depressing way of minding its own business, solving its own problems and answering its own 
questions. There is nothing left to discuss, except whether it was well enough written to be good 
fiction, and the people who make up the half-million sales wouldn't know that anyway. The 
detection of quality in writing is difficult enough even for those who make a career of the job, 
without paying too much attention to the matter of advance sales.

The detective story (perhaps we had better call it that, since the English formula still 
dominates the trade) has to find its public by a slow process of distillation. That it does do this 
and holds on thereafter with such tenacity, is a fact- the reasons for it are a study for more 
patient minds than mine Nor is it any part of my thesis to maintain that it is a vital and 
significant form of art. There are no vital and significant forms of art; there is only art, and 
precious little of that.  

The average detective story is probably no worse than the average novel, but you never see the 
average novel. It doesn't get published. The average - or only slightly above average - detective 
story does.  

 And the strange thing is that this average, more than middling dull pooped-out piece of utterly 
unreal and mechanical fiction is not terribly different from what are called the masterpieces of 
the art. It drags on a little more slowly, the dialogue is a little greyer, the cardboard out of 
which the characters are cut is a shade thinner, and the cheating is a little more obvious; but it 
is the same kind of book. Whereas the good novel is not at all the same kind of book as the bad 
novel. It is about entirely different things. But the good detective story and the bad detective 
story are about exactly the same things, and they are about them in very much the same way. 
(There are reasons for this too, and reasons for the reasons; there always are.)   I suppose the 
principal dilemma of the traditional or classic or stralght-deductive or logic-and-deduction 
novel of detec tion is that for any approach to perfection it demands a combination of qualities 
not found in the same mind. The cool-headed constructionist does not also come across with 
lively characters, sharp dialogue, a sense of pace and an acute use of observed detail. The grim 
logician has as much atmosphere as a drawing-board. The scientific sleuth has a nice new shiny 
laboratory, but I'm sorry I can't remember the face The fellow who can write you a vivid and 
colourful prose simply won't be bothered with the coolie labour of breaking down unbreakable 
alibis.  
   
 Every detective story writer makes mistakes, and none will ever know as much as he should. 
Conan Doyle made mistakes which completely invalidated some of his stories, but he was a 
pioneer, and Sherlock Holmes after all is mostly an attitude and a few dozen lines of 



unforgettable dialogue. It is the ladies and gentlemen of what Mr Howard Haycraft (in his book 
Murder for Pleasure) calls the Golden Age of detective fiction that really get me down. This age 
is not remote. For Mr Haycraft's purpose it starts after the First World War and lasts up to 
about 1930. For all practical purposes it is still here. Two-thirds or three quarters of all the 
detective stories published still adhere to the formula the giants of this era created, perfected, 
polished and sold to the world as problems in logic and deduction.

There is one of Dorothy Sayers' in which a man is murdered alone at night in his house by a 
mechanically released weight which works because he always turns the radio on at just such a 
moment, always stands in just such a position in front of it, and always bends over just so far. 
A couple of inches either way and the customers would get a rain check. This is what is vulgarly 
known as having God sit in your lap; a murderer who needs that much help from Providence 
must be in the wrong business.   And there is a scheme of Agatha Christie's featuring M. Hercule 
Poirot, that ingenious Belgian who talks in a literal translation of schoolboy French, wherein, 
by duly messing around with his 'little grey cells', M. Poirot decides that no body on a certain 
sleeper could have done the murder alone, therefore everybody did it together, breaking the 
process down into a series of simple operations, like assembling an egg beater. This is the type 
that is guaranteed to knock the keenest mind for a loop. Only a halfwit could guess it.   

The classic detective story, has learned nothing and forgotten nothing. It is the story you will 
find almost any week in the big shiny magazines, handsomely illustrated, and paying due 
deference to virginal love and the right kind of luxury goods. Perhaps the tempo has become a 
trifle faster and the dialogue a little more glib. There are more frozen daiquiris and stingers 
ordered, and fewer glasses of crusty old port; more clothes by Vogue, and decors by House 
Beautiful, more chic, but not more truth. We spend more time in Miami hotels and Cape Cod 
summer colonies and go not so often down by the old grey sundial in the Elizabethan 
garden.....But fundamentally it is the same careful grouping of suspects, the same utterly 
incomprehensible trick of how some body stabbed Mrs Pottington Postlethwaite with the solid 
platinum poniard just as she flatted on the top note of the Bell Song from Lame in the presence 
of fifteen ill-assorted guests; the same ingenue in fur-trimmed pyjamas screaming in the 
night to make the company pop in and out of doors and ball up the timetable; the same moody 
silence next day as they sit around sipping Singapore slings and sneering at each other while 
the flatfeet crawl to and fro under the Persian rugs, with their derby hats on.   Personally I 
like the English style better. It is not quite so brittle, and the people as a rule, just wear 
clothes and drink drinks. There is more sense of background, as if Cheesecake Manor really 
existed all around and not just the part the camera sees; there are more long walks over the 
downs and the characters don't all try to behave as if they had just been tested by MGM. The 
English may not always be the best writers in the world, but they are incomparably the best 
dull writers. 

There is a very simple statement to be made about all these stories: they do not really come off 
intellectually as problems, and they do not come off artistically as fiction. They are too 
contrived, and too little aware of what goes on in the world. They try to be honest, but honesty 
is an art. 
 
  



I doubt that Hammett had any deliberate artistic aims whatever; he was trying to make a living 
by writing something he had first-hand information about. He made some of it up as writers do; 
but it had a basis in fact; it was made up out of real things. The only reality the English 
detection writers knew was the conversational accent of Surbiton and Bognor Regis. If they 
wrote about dukes and Venetian vases, they knew no more about them out of their own 
experience than the well-heeled Hollywood character knows about the French Modernists that 
hang in his Bel-Air chateau or the semi antique Chippendale-cum-cobbler's-bench that he 
uses for a coffee table. Hammett took murder out of the Venetian vase and dropped it into the 
alley; it doesn't have to stay there for ever, but it was a good idea to begin by getting as far as 
possible from Emily Posts' idea of how a well-bred debutante gnaws a chicken wing.   Hammett 
wrote at first (and almost to the end) for people with a sharp, aggressive attitude to life. They 
were not afraid of the seamy side of things; they lived there. Violence did not dismay them; it 
was right down their street. 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 with handwrought duelling pistols, curare, and tropical    fish. He put these people down on 
paper as they are, and he   made them talk and think in the language they customarily      used 
for these purposes.   He had style, but his audience didn't know it, because it was in a language 
not supposed to be capable of such refine ments. They thought they were getting a good meaty 
melodrama written in the kind of lingo they imagined they spoke themselves. It was, in a sense, 
but it was much more. All language begins with speech, and the speech of common men at that, 
but when it develops to the point of becoming a literary medium it only looks like speech. 
Hammett's style at its worst was almost as formalized as a page of Marius the Epicurean; at its 
best it could say almost anything. I believe this style, which does not belong to Hammett or to 
anybody but is the American language (and not even exclusively that any more), can say things 
he did not know how to say or feel the need of saying. In his hands it had no overtones, left no 
echo, evoked no imagine beyond a distant hill.   Hammett is said to have lacked heart, yet the 
story he thought most of himself is the record of a man's devotion to a friend. He was spare, 
frugal, hard-boiled, but he did over and over again what only the best writers can ever do at 
all. He wrote scenes that seemed never to have been written before.   With all this he did not 
wreck the formal detective story. Nobody can, production demands a form that can be pro duced. 
Realism takes too much talent, too much knowledge, too much awareness. Hammett may have 
loosened it up a little here, and sharpened it a little there. Certainly all but the stupidest  
writers are more conscious of their artificiality than they used to be. And he demonstrated that 
the detective story can be important writing. The Maltese Falcon may or may not be a work of 
genius, but an art which is capable of it is not 'by hypothesis' incapable of anything. Once a 
detective story can be as good as this, only the pedants will deny that it could be even better.   
Hammett did something else, he made the detective story fun to write, not an exhausting 
concatenation of insignificant clues. 

The realistic style is easy to abuse: from haste, from lack of   awareness, from inability to 
bridge the chasm that lies be tween what a writer would like to be able to say and what he  
actually knows how to say. It is easy to fake; brutality is not strength, flipness is not wit, 
edge-of-the-chair writing can be as boring as flat writing; dalliance with promiscuous blondes 
can be very dull stuff when described by goaty young men with no other purpose in mind than to 
describe dalliance with promiscuous blondes. There has been so much of this sort of thing that 



if a character in a detective story says 'Yeah,' the author is automatically a Hammett imitator.   
And there are still quite a few people around who say that Hammett did not write detective 
stories at all, merely hard boiled chronicles of mean streets with a perfunctory mystery 
element dropped in like the olive in a martini. These are the flustered old ladies - of both sexes 
(or no sex) and almost all ages - who like their murders scented with magnolia blossoms and do 
not care to be reminded that murder is an act of infinite cruelty, even if the perpetrators 
sometimes look like playboys or college professors or nice motherly women with softly greying 
hair.   There are also a few badly scared champions of the formal or the classic mystery who 
thinks no story is a detective story which does not pose a formal and exact problem and arrange 
the clues around it with neat labels on them. Such would point out, for example, that in reading 
The Maltese Falcon no one concerns himse]f with who killed Spade’s partner, Archer (which is 
the only formal problem of the story), because the reader is kept thinking about something 
else. Yet in If the Glass Key the reader is constantly reminded that the question is who killed 
Taylor Henry, and exactly the same effect is obtained; an effect of movement, intrigue, cross 
purposes and the gradual elucidation of character, which is all the detective story has any right 
to be about anyway. The rest is spillikins in the parlour.
   
 But all this (and Hammett too) is for me not quite enough. The realist in murder writes of a 
world in which gangsters can rule nations and almost rule cities, in which hotels and  
apartment houses and celebrated restaurants are owned by rich men who made their money out 
of brothels, in which a screen  star can be the finger man for a mob, and the nice man down   
the hall is a boss of the numbers racket; a world where a judge with a cellar full of bootleg 
liquor can send a man to jail for having a pint in his pocket, where the mayor of your town may 
have condoned murder as an instrument of money making, where no man can walk down a dark 
street in safety because law and order are things we talk about but refrain from practising; a 
world where you may witness a hold-up in broad daylight and see who did it, but you will fade 
quickly back into the crowd rather than tell anyone, because the hold-up men may have friends 
with long guns, or the police may not like your testimony, and in any case the shyster for the 
defence will be allowed to abuse and vilify you in open court, before a jury of selected morons, 
without any but the most perfunctory interference from a political judge. - It is not a very 
fragrant world, but it is the world you  live in, and certain writers with tough minds and a cool  
spirit of detachment can make very interesting and even     amusing patterns out of it. It is not 
funny that a man should be killed, but it is sometimes funny that he should be killed  for so 
little, and that his death should be the coin of what we  call civilization. All this still is not 
quite enough.   In everything that can be called art there is a quality of redemption. it may be 
pure tragedy, if it is high tragedy, and it may be pity and irony, and it may be the raucous 
laughter of the strong man. 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 honour, by ' instinct, by 
inevitability, without thought of it, and certainly without saying it. He must be the best man in 
his world and  ; a good enough man for any world. I do not care much about his private life; he is 
neither a eunuch nor a satyr; I think he : might seduce a duchess and I am quite sure he would 
not  spoil a virgin; if he is a man of honour in one thing, he is that in all things. He is a 
relatively poor man, or he would not be a detective  at all. He is a common man or he could not 
go among common people. He has a sense of character, or he would not do  his job. He will take 
no man's money dishonestly and no man's insolence without a due and dispassionate  even He is a 
lonely man and his pride is that you will treat him as a proud man or be very sorry you ever 
saw him. He talks as man of his age talks, that is, with rude wit, a lively sense he grotesque, a 
disgust for sham, and a contempt for The story is this man's adventure in search of a hidden 



truth, and it would be no adventure if it did not happen to a man fit for adventure. He has a 
range of awareness that startles you, but it belongs to him by right, because it belongs to the 
world he lives m. If there were enough like him, I think the world would be a very safe place to 
live in, and yet not too dull worth living in. 
 


