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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:



        

          	
The Maltese Falcon (1930), 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 20th centuries, 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.


  




  

    RED HARVEST




    BODIES PILE UP IN DASHIELL HAMMETT’S UNCOMPROMISINGLY HARD-BOILED TOUR OF POISONVILLE




    

      	
Genre: novel




      	
Reference edition: Hammett, D. (2003) Red Harvest. London: Orion Books




      	
1st edition: 1929 (serialised from 1927)




      	
Themes: violence, corruption, greed, power, jealousy, betrayal


    




    Red Harvest was originally serialised in the crime magazine Black Mask between 1927 and 1928, before being published as a novel by Alfred A. Knopf in 1929. Surprisingly, there have been no straight film adaptations of Red Harvest, although some critics claim that the pre-Code Hollywood gangster film, Roadhouse Nights (1930), is based on Hammett’s story – but this is up for debate. It is however indisputable that the violence and the ice-cool language of Hammett’s thriller have been vastly influential on American gangster films and on American crime fiction throughout the 20th century.




    When Hammett’s unnamed protagonist, the Continental Operative (or Op), arrives in the town of Personville, he is hardly to know of the bullet-storm about to ensue, in what must surely be the most corrupt and lawless town in America. The Op is a private detective based at an agency in San Francisco. Like us, he is new to the town, but it is not long before he gets a feel for how things work in Personville – or Poisonville, as it is called by its inhabitants. His client is gunned down before they even get to meet. The Op nonetheless decides to carry on the job, and the body-count continues to rise exponentially and does not stop until the very last scene. Red Harvest is written in the first person and we move around Poisonville in the constant company of the tough-talking and quick-thinking Op. Almost every encounter, in this novel of over two dozen named characters, is tinged with the Op’s quick-fire repartee, and there are moments of real comedy to enjoy amongst the mounting casualties. In Red Harvest, Dashiell Hammett’s wit and soulfulness shine through what is ultimately a cynical and damning portrayal of American society in the early 20th century.
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