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    DASHIELL HAMMETT


    AMERICAN WRITER


    
      	Born in St Mary’s County, Maryland (United States) in 1894.


      	Died in Manhattan, New York City in 1961.


      	
        Notable works:

        
          	Red Harvest (1929), novel


          	The Glass Key (1931), novel


          	The Thin Man (1934), novel

        

      

    


    Dashiell Hammett was an American writer of crime stories and novels, and a pioneer of the ‘hard-boiled’ genre. Mostly set in America’s inner-city underworld, his stories were often morbidly violent, while his heroes were cynical and world-weary figures. The protagonist of Hammett’s third novel, P.I.Sam Spade in The Maltese Falcon (1930), was played by Humphrey Bogart (American actor, 1899-1957) in the 1941 film adaptation, and the role helped to establish Bogart as Hollywood’s quintessential noir detective. Bogart would go on to play the famous P.I.Philip Marlowe in the 1946 film adaptation of Raymond Chandler’s (American writer, 1888-1959) The Big Sleep (1939). Unlike many of his contemporaries, Hammett had first-hand experience of the gritty underworld his stories described. For seven years, Hammett worked as an operative for the Pinkerton National Detective Agency. Across the late 19th and early 20thcenturies, the Pinkertons were employed as strike-breakers: they would spy on and infiltrate unions and attempt to bring them down from the inside. Hammett was left deeply jaded by this employment and over the rest of his life he moved further and further to the political left. Like so many of his peers, he became a victim of McCarthyism in the 1950s, when he was investigated by the House Un-American Activities Committee and was subsequently blacklisted.

  


  
    THE MALTESE FALCON


    HAMMETT’S STYLISH CRIME CAPER STILL PACKS A PUNCH


    
      	Genre: novel


      	Reference edition: Hammett, D. (2010) The Maltese Falcon. London: Orion.


      	1st edition: 1930 (serialised from 1929)


      	Themes: betrayal, wealth, violence, masculinity, the American Dream

    


    The Maltese Falcon was originally serialised in the crime magazine Black Mask between 1929 and 1930, before being published in book form in 1930 by Alfred A. Knopf. The first film adaptation came out as early as 1931, while another followed in 1936 (this one titled Satan Met a Lady). But the best-loved version of Hammett’s novel is surely the 1941 film directed by John Huston (American film director, 1906-1987). Huston’s first film, The Maltese Falcon (1941) starred Humphrey Bogart in what would be a career-defining role as P.I.Sam Spade, and was an early example of the 1940s American film genre that would come to be known as ‘film noir’.


    As a crime novel, The Maltese Falcon is something between a labyrinth and a merry-go-round. Its various wheeling components can be difficult to keep track of, and every character seems to depend on deception to some varying degree. Our only constant, our rock, as we move through San Francisco’s proliferation of hotels, is Hammett’s hero: Private Investigator Sam Spade. When a young woman calling herself Miss Wonderly pays Spade and his partner Miles Archer 200 dollars to follow a man named Thursby, on a rather flimsy pretext, Spade and Archer are curious. By the second chapter, Archer has been shot dead on the job and it is up to Spade to solve his partner’s murder and put himself in the clear, as San Francisco’s police department grows increasingly weary of his attitude. What begins as a straightforward detective story soon turns into just one cold-blooded chapter of a great historical treasure-hunt: the search for the Maltese Falcon.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    CHAPTERS 1-2


    P.I.Sam Spade receives a visit from a woman called Miss Wonderly. She tells Spade that her younger sister has run off with a man called Floyd Thursby, and she is worried that this Thursby is dangerous. Miss Wonderly even flinches when the door opens – but it is only Miles Archer, Spade’s partner. She has organized to meet Thursby that night at around 8o’clock, and wants to have him followed. She gives the detectives two hundred-dollar bills, and they agree to take the job on.


    Later that night, Spade is woken by a telephone call from his police buddy, Tom Polhaus, informing him that Archer has been found dead – gunned down. Spade joins Polhaus at the crime scene. He tells Polhaus about Floyd Thursby, but leaves out the specifics and does not mention Miss Wonderly.


    Spade ducks into a drug-store and calls up Effie Perine, his secretary, telling her the news and asking her to inform Archer’s wife Iva, before heading back home. He mixes himself a drink, but his door-bell rings shortly afterwards: it is Tom Polhaus and Lieutenant Dundy. Dundy demands to know the identity of Spade’s client, and finally reveals that “just thirty-five minutes” after Spade left the crime-scene, Floyd Thursby was shot dead outside his hotel (p.18). Dundy suspects Spade of killing Thursby, but promises he will investigate it fairly.


    CHAPTERS 3-6


    The next morning, Spade finds Archer’s widow Iva waiting for him in his office. We infer that the two have been lovers: Iva kisses him and asks Spade earnestly whether he killed Archer. He refuses to engage and Iva heads home. Effie, a little jealous, suspects that Iva killed Archer herself so as to marry Spade, but Spade is sceptical of the idea.


    Spade finds that Miss Wonderly has already checked out of her hotel, but when he returns to his office, he finds a message from her: she is staying at another hotel, the Coronet, under the name of Miss LeBlanc.


    Spade heads to the Coronet, and Miss Wonderly confesses that she made up the story about her sister. Her real name is Brigid O’Shaughnessy. Brigid begs Spade to protect her from the police and from some other danger, but she is still not willing to confide in him. She claims that she and Thursby met in Hong Kong, and that she put her trust in him, but that he betrayed her. She firmly denies having anything to do with the murders, and Spade finally agrees to do his best to help her, for a further 500dollars.


    Later that day, a man called Joel Cairo shows up at Spade’s. Cairo tells Spade that he would like to pay him 5000dollars for the recovery of a “statuette” – “the black figure of a bird” (p.41). At this point, Effie pokes her head through the door to announce that she’s going home. When Spade turns back to his guest, he sees that Cairo is pointing “a short compact flat black pistol” squarely in his direction (p.42).


    Cairo means to search Spade’s office for the bird, but as he attempts to frisk Spade, our hero manages to elbow him and snatch the gun, before punching him and knocking him out. Spade goes through Cairo’s pockets, before the man eventually comes to. Much to Spade’s surprise, Cairo repeats his offer of 5000 dollars for the safe delivery of the bird, but will give Spade no clues as to the identity of his employer. Spade accepts 200 dollars as “a retainer”, and then returns Cairo his gun (p.47). With his weapon back, Cairo repeats his intention to search Spade’s office, and Spade, amused at Cairo’s dedication, does not try to stop him.


    After Cairo’s visit, Spade walks into town, and notices a “youth of twenty or twenty-one” who seems to be tailing him (p.50). Spade catches Cairo again on his way into a theatre on Geary Street, and indicating the lurking youth, asks Cairo who he is. Cairo claims not to know him. Spade boards a tram-car and finally manages to lose the youth, before paying a visit to Brigid at the Coronet.


    Spade tells Brigid that he has met Joel Cairo, and Brigid seems unnerved by the fact. He tells her about the 5000dollar offer, and tries to make her give him more information, but she once again puts him off – simply asking him to trust her. He suggests a meeting with the three of them at his apartment later that night, and she agrees. They take a taxi back to Spade’s apartment, where he finds Iva sitting outside in her car – jealous and strung out. Spade tells her to go home.


    CHAPTERS 7-9


    Once he and Brigid are inside, Spade calls Cairo’s hotel and leaves a message instructing him to come over. Sitting down together, Spade – out of nowhere – begins to tell Brigid the story of a case he worked on some years ago as a detective in Seattle. A man named Flitcraft had disappeared one day without a trace, leaving a wife and children. Five years later, a man fitting Flitcraft’s description was spotted in Spokane, and Spade went to speak with him. The man, now going by the name Charles Pierce, was indeed the same man. Now he owned an automobile-business, and had a new family. The story he gave Spade was that one day, he had been walking down the street when a beam suddenly fell from a construction site above him, grazing his cheek. In that moment, all the arbitrariness and contingency of life was violently brought home to him; however careful a citizen or good a husband he was, he could die at any minute. It occurred to him that life should embrace that chaotic tendency and not attempt to stifle it. So he decided to change lives, randomly and with no warning. But what really fascinates Spade is that as soon as Flitcraft changed lives, he fell back into exactly the same pattern: the business, wife, children and the suburban house. He did not seem to realise that he was doing it all the same again.


    Cairo finally arrives from the theatre and reports that the young man is staking out the apartment from the street. Brigid tells Cairo that she does not have the bird, but that she believes she knows where it is, or rather where Thursby left it. Cairo asks her what happened to Thursby and Brigid, suggestively, draws a figure “G” in the air. The two are just beginning to fight when there is suddenly a ring at the bell.


    Spade goes to answer the door, telling the others to be quiet. It is Tom Polhaus and Lieutenant Dundy. Spade refuses to let them through the door, while Dundy hits him with the allegation that Spade and Iva have been having an affair, with the implication that Spade arranged Archer’s death. Spade manages to put them off, before a cry of “Help! Help! Police! Help!” (p.70) from Joel Cairo and the sound of scuffling next door makes them barge through.


    Cairo and Brigid both claim the other assaulted them, and Dundy is preparing to take everyone into custody when Spade makes the manifestly bogus claim that the whole thing was just a joke they were playing. Wanting to avoid arrest, Brigid and Cairo enthusiastically back Spade up, and agree that they were only fighting in jest. Tom and Dundy leave angrily and Cairo goes out with them.


    Spade asks Brigid what happened with her and Cairo, but she is evasive. He renews his questioning about the bird and about Thursby, and Brigid tells him a vague tale about being offered 500 pounds to steal the statue from a Russian in Constantinople, but Spade senses she is lying again. It is now late into the night and the two of them kiss.


    CHAPTERS 10-12


    The next morning, while Brigid is still asleep, Spade borrows her hotel-room key and searches her room at the Coronet, but finds no sign of the bird. He comes back to the apartment, picking up breakfast on the way, and the two eat together, before Spade drops Brigid back at her hotel.


    Next he goes to Joel Cairo’s hotel, but finds Cairo out. Instead he finds the loitering youth reading a paper in the lobby and confronts him, asking where “G” is, but the youth is uncooperative. Cairo finally arrives and informs Spade that he has spent the whole night being questioned by the police, but maintains that he has not told them anything. Spade returns to his office, where he learns that “G” has called for him, and finds Brigid, who is distressed after finding that her hotel room has been searched. Spade feigns ignorance in the matter, and organises for Brigid to be put up at Effie’s house for a few days.


    The telephone rings and it is none other than “G” himself: Mr Casper Gutman. The two organise to meet at Gutman’s hotel, the Alexandria, in 15minutes. Just as Spade is preparing to leave, Iva comes in, apologising. It was she who called Polhaus and Dundy over to Spade’s apartment last night out of jealousy. Frustrated, and sensing further problems from the police, Spade tells Iva to get her story straight and go and talk to his lawyer, Sid Wise.


    Spade arrives at the Alexandria and is received amicably. Gutman enquires whom Spade is working for and Spade is non-committal. Gutman gives the impression that the bird is worth far more than the money than the others have been willing to admit, but will not be drawn on details. Spade pretends that he knows where the bird is, and attempts to leverage Gutman into telling him what the bird is – finally giving Gutman an ultimatum of 5:30 that day.


    Spade heads to his lawyer, Sid Wise’s office. Wise relays what Iva told him: that she was not at home on the night that her husband was killed; that she started off spying on him (Archer), and then started looking for Spade. Spade does not know whether to believe it or not, but decides that it is functional as an alibi.


    Spade gets back to his office, where Effie is waiting. She informs him that Brigid never arrived at her place. Spade gets hold of the taxi driver who was meant to drive Brigid there, and asks where he let her out. He says he took her to


    CHAPTERS 13-16


    

    

    

    

    CHAPTERS 17-20
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