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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 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.


  




  

    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.
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