the big sleep analysis

The Big Sleep Analysis: Unraveling the Classic Noir Mystery

the big sleep analysis invites readers into the shadowy world of Raymond
Chandler’s 1939 novel, a cornerstone of the hardboiled detective genre. This
story, famously adapted into a film noir classic, has enthralled audiences
with its complex plot, sharp dialogue, and morally ambiguous characters.
Diving into the layers of the narrative reveals much about the nature of
crime fiction and the social atmosphere of its time, making any analysis of
The Big Sleep a compelling journey through both literature and cinematic
history.

Understanding The Big Sleep: A Brief Overview

Before delving into the deeper meanings and themes, it’s essential to grasp
the basic storyline of The Big Sleep. The novel follows private detective
Philip Marlowe as he is hired by the wealthy Sternwood family to investigate
a blackmail case involving the elder daughter, Carmen. From there, Marlowe
uncovers a tangled web of crime, corruption, and deceit that pulls him deeper
into the dangerous underworld of Los Angeles.

This narrative foundation sets the stage for exploring the novel’s intricate
character dynamics, moral complexity, and its reflection of 1930s America,
particularly the interplay between wealth, power, and crime.

The Big Sleep Analysis: Themes and Motifs

One of the richest aspects of The Big Sleep is its thematic depth. Chandler’s
work is much more than a straightforward detective story; it’'s a meditation
on human nature and societal decay.

Morality in a Corrupt World

Philip Marlowe is often portrayed as a knight in tarnished armor—someone who
operates within a corrupted system but maintains his personal moral code. The
novel’s setting, filled with gamblers, gangsters, and femme fatales, reflects
a world where traditional values have been eroded. The big sleep, a euphemism
for death, looms over the narrative as a reminder of the inevitable
consequences of this moral decay.

This theme resonates with readers because it challenges the black-and-white
morality often found in crime fiction. Instead, Chandler presents a gray



world where good and evil coexist and characters must navigate this
ambiguity.

Power and Wealth as Corrupting Forces

The Sternwood family epitomizes the corrupting influence of wealth and
privilege. While they appear respectable on the surface, their secrets reveal
a darker side of power—one that shields crime and fosters exploitation. This
portrayal critiques the social elite and exposes the underbelly of the
American Dream, a recurring motif in noir literature.

The Role of Philip Marlowe: Detective and
Philosopher

Philip Marlowe is more than just a detective; he’s the moral center of The
Big Sleep. His sharp wit, cynical outlook, and unwavering sense of justice
make him a compelling protagonist.

Marlowe’s Character Complexity

Unlike many detectives in genre fiction, Marlowe is introspective and
philosophical. His observations often reveal deeper truths about society and
human behavior. For example, his dialogues are peppered with irony and
insight, elevating the story beyond a mere mystery.

The Femme Fatale Archetype

Women in The Big Sleep, particularly figures like Carmen Sternwood, play
pivotal roles in complicating Marlowe’s investigation. The femme fatale
archetype is central here—these women use their allure and cunning to
manipulate men, often leading to dangerous consequences. This dynamic adds
layers of tension and intrigue, while also reflecting contemporary anxieties
about gender and power.

Symbolism and Literary Devices in The Big Sleep

Chandler’s prose is known for its poetic and evocative style, which enriches
the story’s atmosphere and themes.



Use of Metaphor and Imagery

The title itself is a metaphor for death, but the novel abounds with other
symbolic imagery. Darkness, shadows, and the urban landscape serve as
metaphors for the moral ambiguity and hidden dangers lurking beneath the
city's surface.

Dialogue and Wit

Chandler’s snappy, hardboiled dialogue is a hallmark of his style. It injects
humor, tension, and character development all at once, making conversations
between characters highly engaging and revealing.

Comparing The Big Sleep Novel and Film
Adaptations

The Big Sleep has been adapted into films multiple times, most famously in
1946 starring Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall. Comparing the book and its
adaptations sheds light on how different media approach the story’s
complexities.

Faithfulness to the Source Material

While the film captures the novel’s noir atmosphere and central plot, it
simplifies some of the convoluted narrative threads for cinematic clarity.
This results in a slightly different tone, with more emphasis on romance and
less on the novel’s darker social critique.

Cultural Impact and Legacy

Both the novel and the film have had a lasting influence on the detective
genre and popular culture. They helped define the archetype of the hardboiled
detective and established many conventions still used in crime fiction today.

Why The Big Sleep Endures: Lasting Appeal and
Relevance

The big sleep analysis reveals that the story’s enduring appeal lies in its
blend of mystery, complex characters, and sharp social commentary. Readers



and viewers continue to be drawn to Philip Marlowe’s world because it
reflects timeless human struggles—morality, power, vulnerability, and
survival.

Additionally, the novel’s setting and style evoke a nostalgic yet critical
look at a particular era of American history, making it both a product of its
time and a universal exploration of human nature.

Exploring The Big Sleep today also encourages reflection on how crime fiction
mirrors societal fears and values, proving that Chandler’s work remains
relevant in contemporary discussions about justice and ethics.

The Big Sleep continues to captivate audiences because it masterfully
balances suspense with deep thematic resonance, ensuring its place as a
classic in both literature and film noir history.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Big Sleep' by
Raymond Chandler?

The central theme of 'The Big Sleep' is the pervasive corruption and moral
ambiguity in society, explored through the complex investigation led by
private detective Philip Marlowe.

How does Raymond Chandler use setting to enhance the
mood in 'The Big Sleep'?

Chandler uses the dark, gritty streets of Los Angeles as a backdrop to create
a moody, noir atmosphere that reflects the novel's themes of crime, deceit,
and moral decay.

What role does Philip Marlowe play in the narrative
of 'The Big Sleep'?

Philip Marlowe serves as the hard-boiled detective protagonist who navigates
through a web of lies and corruption, embodying the archetypal noir hero with
his personal code of ethics.

How does 'The Big Sleep' explore the concept of
moral ambiguity?

The novel presents characters with complex motives and flawed morals,
illustrating that good and evil are not always clear-cut, and highlighting
the challenges Marlowe faces in seeking justice.



What significance does the title 'The Big Sleep’
hold in the novel's analysis?

The title 'The Big Sleep' is a euphemism for death, symbolizing the novel's
exploration of mortality, the consequences of crime, and the ultimate fate
that awaits many characters.

How does the narrative structure of 'The Big Sleep’
contribute to its complexity?

The narrative's intricate plot, filled with twists, double-crosses, and
ambiguous clues, mirrors the complexity of the mystery and challenges readers
to piece together the truth alongside Marlowe.

In what ways does 'The Big Sleep' reflect the
characteristics of the hard-boiled detective genre?

The novel features a cynical, tough detective, a morally ambiguous world,
sharp dialogue, and a dark, suspenseful tone, all hallmarks of the hard-
boiled detective genre pioneered by Chandler.

Additional Resources

The Big Sleep Analysis: A Deep Dive into Raymond Chandler’s Noir Masterpiece

the big sleep analysis invites readers and critics alike to dissect one of
the most influential works in American noir literature. Raymond Chandler’s
1939 novel not only helped define the hard-boiled detective genre but also
introduced the world to the iconic private investigator Philip Marlowe. This
analysis seeks to unravel the complexities of the narrative, the thematic
undertones, and the stylistic elements that make The Big Sleep a
quintessential crime novel, while also exploring its cultural impact and
enduring legacy.

Contextualizing The Big Sleep

Before delving into the detailed breakdown, it is essential to situate The
Big Sleep within its historical and literary context. Published at the tail
end of the Great Depression and on the brink of World War II, Chandler’s work
reflects the pervasive cynicism and moral ambiguity of the era. The novel'’s
hard-boiled style contrasts sharply with the more genteel detective stories
of the early 20th century, emphasizing grit, corruption, and flawed
characters.

The Big Sleep introduced readers to Philip Marlowe, a detective whose wit,



toughness, and personal code of ethics stood out in a corrupt world. The
novel’s setting—Los Angeles—becomes a character in its own right, embodying
the seedy underbelly of American urban life.

Plot and Narrative Structure

At its core, The Big Sleep revolves around a complex investigation involving
the wealthy Sternwood family. Marlowe is hired by General Sternwood to
resolve a blackmail case concerning his daughter, Carmen. However, as Marlowe
digs deeper, he uncovers layers of deceit, murder, and vice that entangle the
entire family.

The narrative structure is non-linear and layered, characterized by twists
that often confuse but also engage the reader in piecing together the
mystery. Chandler’s use of sharp, evocative dialogue and tightly controlled
pacing heightens suspense and keeps the momentum steady throughout the novel.

Complexity and Ambiguity in the Plot

One of the most discussed features in the big sleep analysis is the novel'’s
deliberately ambiguous plot. Unlike traditional detective stories that neatly
resolve mysteries, Chandler’s narrative leaves certain questions unanswered,
reflecting the murky moral landscape it portrays. This ambiguity challenges
readers to accept uncertainty and complexity, rather than clear-cut
resolutions.

This narrative choice has been both praised and criticized. On the one hand,
it adds realism and depth; on the other, it can frustrate readers expecting a
straightforward whodunit.

Thematic Exploration

Beyond the surface-level crime story, The Big Sleep explores profound themes
that resonate with readers decades after its publication.

Morality and Corruption

The novel’s characters inhabit a world rife with corruption, from the wealthy
elite to law enforcement. Marlowe himself operates in a gray area; he is
neither a flawless hero nor a villain but a man guided by his personal code.
This moral ambiguity reflects the broader societal concerns of the time,
questioning the nature of justice and integrity.



Gender and Power Dynamics

Chandler’s portrayal of women in The Big Sleep is complex and reflective of
the period’s social attitudes. Female characters like Carmen Sternwood are
depicted with a mixture of vulnerability and danger, often embodying the
archetype of the “femme fatale.” The power dynamics between men and women in
the novel underscore themes of control, desire, and manipulation.

The American Dream and Urban Decay

Set against the backdrop of Los Angeles, The Big Sleep paints a picture of
urban decay beneath the facade of glamour and wealth. The novel critiques the
American Dream by exposing the corruption and moral bankruptcy lurking
beneath surface success.

Stylistic Elements and Literary Techniques

Raymond Chandler’s writing style in The Big Sleep is notable for its sharp
dialogue, vivid descriptions, and atmospheric tone. His use of similes and
metaphors has become emblematic of noir literature.

Dialogue and Voice

Marlowe’s voice is distinctive—wry, cynical, yet occasionally tender. The
dialogue often serves multiple purposes: advancing the plot, developing
character, and setting mood. This economical yet vivid style elevates the
narrative, making it engaging and memorable.

Imagery and Setting

The novel’s Los Angeles is depicted through evocative imagery that captures
both the city’s allure and its dangers. Chandler’'s descriptions often use
contrasts—light and shadow, luxury and squalor—to underscore the themes of
duality and deception.

Comparative Insights: The Big Sleep in Noir
Canon

When compared to other seminal works in the noir genre, The Big Sleep stands



out for its complexity and stylistic prowess. Unlike Dashiell Hammett'’s
straightforward narratives, Chandler’s prose is more poetic and layered. The
novel’s influence extends beyond literature into cinema, inspiring numerous
film adaptations that have cemented its cultural significance.

Film Adaptations and Their Impact

The 1946 film version of The Big Sleep, starring Humphrey Bogart and Lauren
Bacall, is perhaps the most famous adaptation. While the film simplifies some
elements of the novel’s convoluted plot, it captures the mood and essence of
Chandler’s work. The interplay between the book and its adaptations
contributes to ongoing discussions about narrative fidelity and
interpretation.

Strengths and Criticisms

Analyzing The Big Sleep involves weighing its artistic strengths against its
potential drawbacks.

e Strengths: Rich, atmospheric prose; complex characters; exploration of
moral ambiguity; innovative narrative style.

e Criticisms: Occasionally confusing plot; dated gender portrayals; some
readers may find the ambiguous ending unsatisfying.

These factors contribute to the novel'’s status as a classic—its imperfections
are part of what makes it a subject of continued study and debate.

The big sleep analysis reveals a multifaceted work that transcends its genre
conventions. Chandler’s novel is not merely a detective story but a
reflection on human nature, societal decay, and the elusive nature of truth.
Its enduring relevance and literary craftsmanship continue to captivate
audiences, inviting fresh interpretations with each reading.
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the big sleep analysis: The Big Sleep (SparkNotes Literature Guide) SparkNotes,
2014-08-12 The Big Sleep (SparkNotes Literature Guide) by Raymond Chandler Making the reading
experience fun! Created by Harvard students for students everywhere, SparkNotes is a new breed of
study guide: smarter, better, faster.Geared to what today's students need to know, SparkNotes
provides:chapter-by-chapter analysis explanations of key themes, motifs, and symbols a review quiz
and essay topics Lively and accessible, these guides are perfect for late-night studying and writing
papers.

the big sleep analysis: A Study Guide for Raymond Chandler's "The Big Sleep" Gale, Cengage
Learning, 2016-06-29 A Study Guide for Raymond Chandler's The Big Sleep, excerpted from Gale's
acclaimed Novels for Students. This concise study guide includes plot summary; character analysis;
author biography; study questions; historical context; suggestions for further reading; and much
more. For any literature project, trust Novels for Students for all of your research needs.

the big sleep analysis: The Annotated Big Sleep Raymond Chandler, 2018-07-17 The first fully
annotated edition of Raymond Chandler’s 1939 classic The Big Sleep features hundreds of
illuminating notes and images alongside the full text of the novel and is an essential addition to any
crime fiction fan’s library. One of The Atlantic’s Great American Novels of the Past 100 Years A
masterpiece of noir, Raymond Chandler's The Big Sleep helped to define a genre. Today it remains
one of the most celebrated and stylish novels of the twentieth century. This comprehensive,
annotated edition offers a fascinating look behind the scenes of the novel, bringing the gritty and
seductive world of Chandler's iconic private eye Philip Marlowe to life. The Annotated Big Sleep
solidifies the novel’s position as one of the great works of American fiction and will surprise and
enthrall Chandler’s biggest fans. Including: -Personal letters and source texts -The historical context
of Chandler’s Los Angeles, including maps and images -Film stills and art from the early pulps -An
analysis of class, gender, sexuality, and ethnicity in the novel

the big sleep analysis: Not the Big Sleep Daryl Sharp, 2005 In this volume, the author and the
redoubtable Professor Adam Brillig collaborate to create a sparkling love story, salted with balls and
ball games, contained lust and the unpredictable world of the psyche, grounded at all times in the
classical precepts of Jungian psychology: individuation, typology, complexes, projection, active
imagination, conflict, enantiodromia, the tension of opposites, and the transcendent function.

the big sleep analysis: Film Noir Reader 4 Alain Silver, James Ursini, 2004-11 This text
identifies a handful of plot elements that consistently recur within film noir and analyses in depth
the memorable pictures that, while being vivid prototypes of certain cinematics themes, bend and
break their moulds to find new ways to enthral and frighten us.

the big sleep analysis: The Power of the Image Annette Kuhn, 2013-06-17 Analyses a wide
range of film and still photographs to explore culturally dominant images and how they work.
Extensively illustrated, this challenging collection of essays is essential reading for all students of
media and women's studies.

the big sleep analysis: Finders Keepers by Stephen King | Summary & Analysis
Instaread, 2015-06-23 Finders Keepers by Stephen King | Summary & Analysis Preview: Private
investigator, Bill Hodges, races to find another deranged killer in Finders Keepers, the second book
in a projected trilogy by Stephen King. The first, Mr. Mercedes, won the 2015 Edgar Award for best
mystery novel. Finder Keepers, while a strong, stand alone book, continues the themes of the first
book by examining of the nature of obsession while also offering a close look at the relationship
between literature and the real world. In 1978, three masked men invade the remote New
Hampshire home of John Rothstein, a reclusive novelist. He hopes that three masked men just want
money. The 79-year-old gives them the code to his safe. One of the men, Morrie Bellamy, is obsessed
with the Jimmy Gold trilogy, Rothstein’s masterwork, a favorite of alienated adolescents for decades.
Bellamy hates Rothstein for having Gold sell out to Madison Avenue and move to suburbia in the
final book... PLEASE NOTE: This is a summary and analysis of the book and NOT the original book.
Inside this Instaread Summary & Analysis of Finders Keepers ¢ Summary of book ¢ Introduction to



the Important People in the book ¢ Analysis of the Themes and Author’s Style

the big sleep analysis: Action and Image Roy Armes, 1994 The concern of film theorists to
read films as texts has led them to neglect the equally pressing need to see films as drama. Roy
Armes sets out to redress the balance by drawing on the insights offered by recent developments in
the theoretical study of drama and performance.

the big sleep analysis: A Handbook of Media and Communication Research Klaus Bruhn
Jensen, 2013-04-15 A Handbook of Media and Communications Research presents qualitative as well
as quantitative approaches to the analysis and interpretation of media, covering perspectives from
both the social sciences and the humanities. The Handbook offers a comprehensive review of earlier
research and a set of guidelines for how to think about, plan, and carry out studies of media in
different social and cultural contexts. Divided into sections on the history, systematics and
pragmatics of research, and written by internationally acknowledged specialists in each area, the
Handbook will be a standard reference work for students and researchers.

the big sleep analysis: Meaning and Interpretation of Music in Cinema David P.
Neumeyer, 2015-08-17 By exploring the relationship between music and the moving image in film
narrative, David Neumeyer shows that film music is not conceptually separate from sound or
dialogue, but that all three are manipulated and continually interact in the larger acoustical world of
the sound track. In a medium in which the image has traditionally trumped sound, Neumeyer turns
our attention to the voice as the mechanism through which narrative (dialog, speech) and sound
(sound effects, music) come together. Complemented by music examples, illustrations, and
contributions by James Buhler, Meaning and Interpretation of Music in Cinema is the capstone of
Neumeyer's 25-year project in the analysis and interpretation of music in film.

the big sleep analysis: Popular Culture and Law RichardK. Sherwin, 2017-07-05 What are
the consequences when law's stories and images migrate from the courtroom to the court of public
opinion and from movie, television and computer screens back to electronic monitors inside the
courtroom itself? What happens when lawyers and public relations experts market notorious legal
cases and controversial policy issues as if they were just another commodity? What is the
appropriate relationship between law and digital culture in virtual worlds on the Internet? In
addressing these cutting edge issues, the essays in this volume shed new light on the current status
and future fate of law, truth and justice in our time.

the big sleep analysis: Twentieth Century Crime Fiction Gill Plain, 2014-07-16 First Published
in 2001. Routledge is an imprint of Taylor & Francis, an informa company.

the big sleep analysis: Film Music in the Sound Era Jonathan Rhodes Lee, 2020-02-13 Film
Music in the Sound Era: A Research and Information Guide offers a comprehensive bibliography of
scholarship on music in sound film (1927-2017). Thematically organized sections cover historical
studies, studies of musicians and filmmakers, genre studies, theory and aesthetics, and other key
aspects of film music studies. Broad coverage of works from around the globe, paired with robust
indexes and thorough cross-referencing, make this research guide an invaluable tool for all scholars
and students investigating the intersection of music and film. This guide is published in two volumes:
Volume 1: Histories, Theories, and Genres covers overviews, historical surveys, theory and criticism,
studies of film genres, and case studies of individual films. Volume 2: People, Cultures, and Contexts
covers individual people, social and cultural studies, studies of musical genre, pedagogy, and the
Industry. A complete index is included in each volume.

the big sleep analysis: The Woman at the Keyhole Judith Mayne, 1990-12-22 [The Woman at
the Keyhole is one] of the most significant contributions to feminist film theory sin ce the 1970s. --
SubStance ... this intelligent, eminently readable volume puts women's filmmaking on the main
stage.... serves at once as introduction and original contribution to the debates structuring the field.
Erudite but never obscure, effectively argued but not polemical, The Woman at the Keyhole should
prove to be a valuable text for courses on women and cinema. -- The Independent When we imagine
a woman and a keyhole, it is usually a woman on the other side of the keyhole, as the proverbial
object of the look, that comes to mind. In this work the author is not necessarily reversing the



conventional image, but rather asking what happens when women are situated on both sides of the
keyhole. In all of the films discussed, the threshold between subject and object, between inside and
outside, between virtually all opposing pairs, is a central figure for the reinvention of cinematic
narrative.

the big sleep analysis: The Actress Karen Hollinger, 2006 Examining the major issues in
studying film acting, stardom and the Hollywood actress, this book combines theories of screen
acting and film stardom to present the student with a fresh approach to these two popular study
topics.

the big sleep analysis: Film Genre Reader III Barry Keith Grant, 2003-12-01 More than 30
essays by some of film's most distinguished critics are included in this volume, which presents the
latest developments in genre study, including teen films, genre hybridity, neo-noir & genre in the
age of globalization, & an up-to-date bibliography.

the big sleep analysis: The Human Figure on Film Seth Barry Watter, 2023-10-01 The Human
Figure on Film asks what it is we look for when we look at human beings projected on a screen.
People have appeared onscreen since film was invented. Nothing could be more common, and yet
nothing confounds us more, than a filmed human being. Scholars and critics have attempted to
reduce the mystery, creating methodologies that make this figure legible. Some of their efforts form
the subject of this book. Each chapter is devoted to a single, central concept—the natural, the
pictorial, the institutional, and the fictional—that viewers have used to make sense of what they see.
Each concept, in turn, is tied to the work and methods of a particular kind of historical observer: the
natural historian (Ray L. Birdwhistell), the aesthete or pictorialist (Victor O. Freeburg), the
anthropologist of institutions (Hortense Powdermaker), and the critic of fiction (V. F. Perkins). All of
these researchers have their own interests and criteria of understanding, ranging from a
microscopic look at gestures to a broad view of characters. Using a combination of critical history,
biography, and formal analysis, The Human Figure on Film offers a fresh approach to the problem of
figuration in an age of digital cinema. It is, at once, a cross-section of the field of film studies, a
handbook of methods, and an inquiry into the nature of inquiry itself.

the big sleep analysis: 4th European Conference of the International Federation for
Medical and Biological Engineering 23 - 27 November 2008, Antwerp, Belgium Jos van der
Sloten, Pascal Verdonck, Marc Nyssen, Jens Haueisen, 2009-02-04 The 4th European Congress of
the International Federation for Medical and Biological Federation was held in Antwerp, November
2008. The scientific discussion on the conference and in this conference proceedings include the
following issues: Signal & Image Processing ICT Clinical Engineering and Applications Biomechanics
and Fluid Biomechanics Biomaterials and Tissue Repair Innovations and Nanotechnology Modeling
and Simulation Education and Professional

the big sleep analysis: The Persistence of Hollywood Thomas Elsaesser, 2012-05-22 While
Hollywood’s success - its persistence - has remained constant for almost one hundred years, the
study of its success has undergone significant expansion and transformation. Since the 1960s,
Thomas Elsaesser’s research has spearheaded the study of Hollywood, beginning with his classic
essays on auteurism and cinephilia, focused around a director’s themes and style, up to his analysis
of the corporate authorship of contemporary director James Cameron. In between, he has helped to
transform film studies by incorporating questions of narrative, genre, desire, ideology and, more
recently, Hollywood’s economic-technological infrastructure and its place within global capitalism.
The Persistence of Hollywood brings together Elsaesser’s key writings about Hollywood filmmaking.
It includes his detailed studies of individual directors (including Minnelli, Fuller, Ray, Hitchcock,
Lang, Altman, Kubrick, Coppola, and Cameron), as well as essays charting the shifts from classic to
corporate Hollywood by way of the New Hollywood and the resurgence of the blockbuster. The book
also presents a history of the different critical-theoretical paradigms central to film studies in its
analysis of Hollywood, from auteurism and cinephilia to textual analysis, Marxism, psychoanalysis,
and post-industrial analysis.

the big sleep analysis: The Metaphysics of Detective Marlowe Mircea Mihaies, 2013-12-20 The




Metaphysics of Detective Marlowe: Style, Vision, Hard-Boiled Repartee, Thugs, and Death-Dealing
Damsels in Raymond Chandler’s Novels is a comparative study of ‘the life and times” of an American
idol, Raymond Chandler’s detective Philip Marlowe. It is a bitter-sweet critical exploration, meant to
redefine the exceptional cultural profile, as well as the moral and social obsessions of one of
America’s eminent fictional heroes. The study paints a colorful picture of the irresistible blend of
romantic blind faith and social, moral and political toughness which characterized the United States
in the 1930s-40s, with the memorable throng of drug dealers, hit men, vamps, corrupt politicians,
and eccentric millionaires that colonize Raymond Chandler’s work. As the only defender of truth and
honor in the Californian “Waste Land,” Philip Marlowe emerges as a symbolic figure, celebrated for
the unique place he holds in the American hard-boiled mythology. The volume comprises an
Introduction, Marlowe Before Marlowe, and four large chapters, each focusing on the innovations
and enduring strategies behind Chandler’s persuasive vision: The Doughy Mass of Depravity, A
Phantasm Called Style, The Villainy Septet and Marlowe After Marlowe. As presented in this book,
Philip Marlowe, ‘the metaphysical sleuth,’ is a sentimentalist of the worst type: one embarrassed to
show his true feelings. He is tough, but not tough enough and, consequently, a charming loser,
always defeated in his confrontations with psychopath monsters and the legions of death-dealing
damsels. The Californian detective’s gentleness and callousness are endearing: the gentleness is
always callous, and the callousness is barely gentle. He seems to be the survivor of an extinct
species, living for and by a code of honor. He believes in the purity of desires, expressed in a nascent
idiom, a kind of secret/public language that heralds the resurrection of the new hard-boiled diction.
His genuine candor is perfectly expressed in the directness of his talk, a brilliant example of
rhetorical tightrope walking. Philip Marlowe embodies the contradictions of the problematic
modernism—half bedlam, half expressionism—of his time and ours alike. The tradition he
inaugurated is consistently illustrated today by James Ellroy, Allan Guthrie, Walter Mosley, Megan
Abbott or Charlie Hudson.
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