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Since the early 20th century, city-dwellers, suburban housewives, soldiers overseas and kids with flashlights under their bedsheets have read hundreds of crime stories that were printed by the millions.

Timeless characters like Sam Spade and Philip Marlowe were the creations of Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler. Like their protagonists, these authors were hard drinking and irascible, unlikely to suffer fools. Their legacy lives on in modern fictional tough guys like Vincent Vega and John Wick.

As a professional historian, Kevin Sivils understands the vital importance of context in history. Crime noir literature rose out of its surroundings—in both time and place. For example, the label “pulp fiction” derived from the cheap wood pulp paper used in mass producing ten cent paperback novels.

As a popular writer of crime noir himself, Sivils understands the language of the genre, reflecting its unique style in a series of essays rich in cultural and historical insights.

Wearing his historian’s hat, Sivils begins at the beginning. Where did gritty crime novels come from and why did they become wildly popular? Why did they successfully transition into radio, film and television?

Crime novels were popular in the past and remain so in the present because the social instability and political shenanigans during Prohibition and the Great Depression from which they sprung endure today.

Sivils analyzes not just the “feel” of pulp fiction, but also its origins, tracing crime fiction to the original masters of suspense, Edgar Allan Poe and Arthur Conan Doyle. He continues to analyze the popularity of pulp through the 1920s and 1930s.

In a nation suffering economic calamity in the 1930s, the low-priced crime novels were attractive. They were more than just an escape from the realities of the Great Depression. They reflected what city dwellers saw most every day.

The harsh realities of organized crime and political corruption in the cities led consumers to seek escapist literature, but there was more to the popularity of crime novels. Tough times produced tough-talking (and often downtrodden) rugged individualists who had been screwed by the system in one way or many. Law enforcement agencies were understaffed, inept or corrupt. Enter the allure of the private investigator: a man willing to work in the shadows of ethics to solve crimes the police can’t-or wont-solve.

In Argosy & Dime Detective, and the most influential crime fiction magazine of all, Black Mask, violence was not implied, it jump-scared the reader. And the public responded by demanding more and more such stories. This demand led crime magazine writers like Hammett and Chandler to shift to composing wildly popular novels like The Maltese Falcon and Farewell, My Lovely.

Crime noir readers were also drawn to the cover art of these magazines and books, which often splashed lurid images designed to catch the eye. These covers inspired the look of film noir of the 40s and 50s and crime movies well into the 21st century.

Pulp fiction novels were often short and fast-paced. Readers understood and welcomed this break from lengthy romance novels like “Gone With The Wind”. Think cigarettes vs. cigars. They were not designed to change the world or make the reader think. They were created to be read, enjoyed, and passed along to the next fan.

Sivils argues the popularity of gritty and cheap crime stories led to adaptation to film, radio and by the 1950s, television. Ironically, these forms of media led to the decline in popularity of print novels and magazines.

In “The Pulps: Where Crime Noir Began” Kevin Sivils consistently explores the mind of the crime novel audience with a variety of tools worthy of the best psychologist, including analysis of the allure of the “dark enjoyment.” A devoted fan and prolific writer of crime noir, in this enjoyable history he pays homage to his literary predecessors.

—-Jay Harmon is an historian and author in Houston, Texas
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CRIME FICTION BEFORE THE PULPS
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Before noir, there were rules.

The crime had to be solved. The detective had to be smarter than everyone else in the room. Order, once disrupted, had to be restored. The world might approach chaos, but order would prevail and did not yield to confusion for extended periods.

For decades, this constituted the implicit agreement between writer and reader. Crime fiction offered the prospect of danger while assuring the reader that there would be a resolution. The narrative puzzle would be completed, answers would be provided, and justice, however defined, would ultimately prevail.

It was not simply entertainment. It was an assurance that in the end, all in the world would be well.

Gradually, that longstanding sense of reassurance diminished as the external world became less predictable.

The Invention of the Detective

Modern crime fiction begins, as so many things do, with Edgar Allan Poe.

In 1841, Poe introduced C. Auguste Dupin in The Murders in the Rue Morgue, a story that not only entertained but also established a structural framework that would define the genre for decades.

Dupin was not a man of action, but one of thought. Where others saw confusion, he recognized a pattern. When others saw horror, Dupin saw logic. The crime itself was violent, shocking, seemingly inexplicable. Yet the crime became secondary to the process of understanding it.

This was the birth of the analytical detective.

Poe’s influence is widely recognized as foundational. Nearly every subsequent detective, particularly Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes, owes a debt to Dupin. Holmes refined and popularized the model, granting it cultural permanence. He transformed detection into a form of performance, elevating observation and deduction to an art.

The appeal was obvious.

These stories reassured readers that even the most baffling crimes could be explained by intelligence and reason. While the world might appear chaotic, order still existed under the surface. The world was understandable and controllable.

A World of Order

By the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, crime fiction had settled into a comfortable pattern.

The setting was controlled. A country house secluded and serene. A quiet village on the outskirts of progress. A closed circle of suspects.

Everyone knew everyone else. Outsiders were immediately suspect. The number of possible explanations was limited, and the detective’s task was to eliminate them one by one until only the truth remained.

Violence existed, but it was contained. Blood might be spilled, but rarely in excess. The focus was not on the brutality of the crime, but on the elegance of its solution.

This narrative world was refined by writers such as Agatha Christie, where the central question shifted from why the world was broken to identifying the individual responsible for its disruption. The detective functioned to restore balance and order out of the chaos of the crime.

He, or occasionally she, entered a disrupted environment to sort through clues, expose the guilty party, and in doing so reaffirm a deeper truth.

This storytelling system works. Even when individuals failed, the structure held. To the reader's relief, society, as seen through these stories, was fundamentally safe and sound.

The Closed System

At the heart of early crime fiction was a simple but powerful idea. The closed system.

Everything necessary to solve the crime existed within the story. The suspects were known. The clues were available. The truth, while hidden, was accessible. Nothing essential lay outside the frame.

This mattered because it created fairness.

The reader and the detective operated with equal information. The narrative became a contest that rewarded attention, logic, and patience. Satisfaction is derived not solely from surprise, but also from recognizing patterns and solutions.

The answer, once revealed, felt inevitable.

This structure reinforced the genre’s central promise. Even a chaotic world could be understood.

The Golden Age Illusion

This period, often referred to as the “Golden Age” of detective fiction, was not simply a literary movement. It was an expression of belief.

Readers wanted to believe that crime was an aberration, not a condition. That evil could be isolated and identified. That intelligence and logic were enough to defeat it. And for a time, that belief held.

But it depended on a key assumption, that the world itself was stable.

That assumption extended beyond fiction. It reflected a broader cultural confidence in institutions, in social order, in the idea that problems could be solved through reason and authority. Crime fiction did not create that belief. It reinforced it.

Cracks in the Foundation

As the twentieth century advanced, that assumption became harder to maintain as the world grew more complicated.

Industrialization reshaped entire economies. Urbanization expanded cities beyond recognition. Entire populations shifted, bringing new tensions, new conflicts, and new forms of anonymity.

With this transformation, the scale of life had changed, and that change so had the nature of crime.

Crimes were no longer confined to small, familiar environments. They occurred in places where identities could be hidden, evidence manipulated, and responsibility diffused across groups rather than placed on an individual.

The old stories didn’t disappear overnight. They continued to sell and entertain. However, readers increasingly perceived these stories as too distant, disconnected from their lived reality.

They were too neat, too controlled. They seemed too far removed from readers’ lived experiences, growing detached as the world changed. The crimes in these stories were puzzles. The crimes in the real world were something else entirely.

The Problem with Perfection

At its core, early crime fiction maintained a comforting illusion: every mystery is answerable. That every crime can be solved. They promised that justice, once pursued, would be achieved.

But what happens when those assumptions no longer hold?

What happens when the detective doesn’t have all the answers? What if the system itself is compromised? What happens when the line between law and crime begins to blur?

The traditional model had no good response. These stories drew their strength from structure, clarity, and control. But those very assets became their greatest limitations.

Its strength, structure, clarity, and control became its limitation. It could explain crime, but it could not fully confront it.

The Reader Changes

As the world evolved, so did the audience. Readers were no longer observing crime from a distance. They were living in places where instability, corruption, and uncertainty were increasingly visible parts of everyday life. Many had themselves become victims of crime.

They read newspapers filled with stories of violence, scandal, and institutional failure. They understood something the older fiction did not fully acknowledge. That crime was not always exceptional. Sometimes, it was systemic.

This growing disconnect created a gap between readers' expectations and their lived experience. The old stories reassured, while the new world did not.

So, readers began to look for something different. Not only stories that entertained, but stories that felt true.

The Edge of Change

By the early decades of the twentieth century, crime fiction stood at a crossroads. It could continue as it always had—refined, structured, and increasingly detached from reality. Or it could change. What was needed wasn't just a new puzzle to solve, but a new voice to confront reality.

It needed a new voice.

A voice that understood that crime was not an interruption of order but often a product of it. A voice that did not promise resolution but survival. A voice that did not comfort the reader, but told the truth, even when that truth was uncomfortable.

That voice would not come from the drawing rooms of England. It would
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