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Abstract 

Dashiell Hammett, one of the founding fathers of the hard-boiled crime novel, is most often 

associated with the iconic image of the gun-toting gumshoe; however, the importance of 

speech in his fiction cannot be overestimated, as language is not merely supplementary, but 

fundamental to the success of his iconic action sequences and character portraits. His 

detective protagonists have to be fast talkers as well as hard hitters, and his characters wrestle 

for verbal control as furiously as for physical dominance. This article will look at how 

Hammett uses speech and silence in his detective fiction: dialogic labour and verbal economy 

in his early novel Red Harvest; the performative word in the three-parter The Dain Curse; the 

speech act and its concomitant duplicity in his best-known work, The Maltese Falcon; the 

significance of silence in his personal favourite, The Glass Key; finally, the emptiness of 

signification in his last novel, The Thin Man. Hammett’s novels pit the uncanny 

performativity of speech against an ever-widening rift between signified and signifier; they 

interrogate the tensions between the spoken word and its silent partner, writing; above all, 

they explore how people talk themselves in and out of meaning in a world that has been 

depleted of it, particularly in the face of death, that final silence at the end of the street. 

 

Key Words: Dashiell Hammett, hard-boiled, crime fiction, detective novel, Red Harvest, 

Dain Curse, Maltese Falcon, Glass Key, Thin Man, silence 

 

***** 

 

As Dashiell Hammett’s novel Red Harvest draws to a close the narrator watches a man called 

Reno Starkey talk himself to death: 

 

He stopped, pretending interest in the shape the red puddle was taking.  I knew pain 

had stopped him, but I knew he would go on talking as soon as he got himself in 

hand […] Talking could be torture, but he wouldn’t stop on that account, not while 

anybody was there to see him […] sitting there listening to and watching him talk 

himself to death wasn’t pleasant.
1
 

 

For the man who arguably pioneered hard-boiled crime fiction as we know it – pulp stories of 

sharpshooting detectives, ruthless gangsters and dangerous dames navigating the amoral city 

of 1930s-1940s America – Dashiell Hammett filled his novels with at least as much talk as he 

did guns.  The guns are deadly, but so is the talk.  Hammett’s characters spend quite as much 

time pursuing the end of a conversation as they do each other. They talk of death, with a 

frequency that too easily breeds flippancy.  They talk themselves to death, like Reno, who has 

been shot four times and chooses to spend his last moments confessing his murder of 

someone else.  They talk each other to death, as words all too often metamorphose into deeds 

and deeds all too often coalesce in murder. Hammett’s novels explore the power of making 

yourself heard, the significance of speech – and also its inverse, silence – and how talk can be 

used to direct narrative and shape meaning in a world whose arbitrary absurdity has deprived 

it of either.  

Hammett seems to have been personally and painfully aware of the intrinsic link between 

talking and death.
2
 His surge of literary output between 1927 and 1934 came, according to his 
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close companion Lillian Hellman, from a man who thought he was dying. In her introduction 

to his posthumous short story collection The Big Knockover, Hellman claims Hammett turned 

to writing because, ‘since he thought he had a limited amount of time to live, he decided to 

spend it on something he wanted to do.’
3
  To quote his most famous detective, Sam Spade of 

The Maltese Falcon, Hammett wrote as if ‘the threat of death [was] behind [him].’
4
  Much 

like Reno Starkey, he chose to avoid talking about his own death by telling those of other 

people, albeit fictionally and in vast numbers.  When Hellman asked him if he wanted to 

discuss his lung cancer, he is said to have replied: ‘My only chance is not to talk about it.’
5
 

Hammett died from his cancer in 1961, aged 66 and taciturn to the end.
6
  

This article will consider the ways in which speech is used in Hammett’s five major 

novels, particularly in juxtaposition with action, writing, or silence. It will examine the 

language of his characters, as well as key speech acts, or silences, in each novel; in so doing it 

aims to map the arc of Hammett’s use of talk through his fictional oeuvre, from his early 

emphasis on the power of the spoken word, to an increasing fatigue towards the lack of 

signification and meaninglessness of language in his work.  In the world of his novels, where 

being talked to death is a real possibility, it is always a struggle to make what you say count. 

 

The Performativity of Talk 

Harvest, Hammett’s debut novel, is described by Carl D. Malmgren as ‘metalinguistic’, 

astutely noting that it ‘talks about talk itself’.
7
 The novel opens with the narrator, an 

anonymous detective known only as the “Continental Op”, visiting the industrial mining city 

Personville on an assignment. Barely halfway through the first sentence, the city’s name is 

orthographically mutated: 

 

I first heard Personville called Poisonville by a red-haired mucker named Hickey 

Dewey in the Big Ship in Butte.  He also called his shirt a shoit.  I didn’t think 

anything of what he had done to the city’s name.  Later I heard men who could 

manage their r’s give it the same pronunciation.  I still didn’t see anything in it but 

the meaningless sort of humour that used to make richardsnary the thieves’ word for 

dictionary.  A few years later I went to Personville and learnt better.  (Harvest, 7) 

 

There is more than mere enunciation muddling Personville and Poisonville.  The city has been 

corrupted by capitalism and crime; its inhabitants exist in a persistent miasma of bloodlust 

that affects even the detached professionalism of the Op, who goes from indifferent to 

immersed in the widespread killings; ‘It’s this damned town,’ he complains. ‘Poisonville is 

right.  It’s poisoned me.’ (Harvest, 141) As Malmgren observes, the city’s lawlessness infects 

language itself, such that any speech act that occurs within it must automatically be met with 

suspicion. Personville is, as its official name implies, not a community, but an aggregation of 

persons; each one acting entirely in his or her self-interest.  This draws from the model of the 

contemporary American value system, which stresses the autonomy of the individual and 

idealises a paradigm of self-reliance borne of the myths of America’s frontier history and the 

archetype of the self-made man.
8
 Yet this model of individualism and self-reliance has taken 

on perverse shape in the anarchic, fragmented city of Personville and its deterioration at the 

hands of its self-serving inhabitants underscores the unsustainability of such a model when 

taken to its extreme. The ease with which Personville becomes Poisonville mimics the 

insidious transmutation of persons into poisons, all wrapped up in a simple slip of the tongue.
9
 

Though Personville is a mining city, we see no miners undertaking their prescribed job in 

the narrative; in fact, as Carl Freedman and Christopher Kendrick point out, little to no 

economic labour seems to occur in this ostensibly industrial city. Yet it is labour that initiates 

the novel’s chain of events: a miners’ strike led Personville’s de facto ruler, the capitalist 
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Elihu Willsson, to enlist gangsters to crush the union; however, the gangsters have since taken 

the city for their own and refuse to leave. When Elihu’s idealistic son is shot dead in the 

street, the old man hires the Op to ‘clean this pig-sty of a Poisonville’ (Harvest, 41). The Op 

chooses to interpret this as an opportunity to subdue the gangsters and purge the streets of 

crime, a mission he undertakes with relish. Although economic labour is largely absent from 

the novel, the Op drives the plot through dialogic labour. He makes false suggestions, deftly 

extracts and dispenses information, and verbally insinuates himself into the body politic of 

gangsters, corrupt cops and femmes fatales. Despite being the first prototype of the hard-

boiled detective and thus arguably an archetype of American hyper-masculinity, the Op’s 

strength demonstrably lies less in his physical prowess – though that is considerable – and 

more in his ability to construct authority out of rhetoric.  For instance, he uses his rhetoric to 

turn the corrupt chief of police Noonan against his gangster allies by convincing him that one 

of them killed Noonan’s brother; after Noonan has exacted his presumed vengeance, the Op 

reveals the so-called misunderstanding and leaves Noonan to face the music.  Noonan is 

gunned down the same day; ‘you never saw anybody that was deader,’ Reno informs the Op 

over the telephone, ‘Must have had thirty pills pumped in him.’ (Harvest, 138)  The Op’s 

words have been translated into bullets; his dialogic labour has indeed reaped a harvest, but a 

bloody one.
10

   

Hammett’s characters oscillate between treating talk as the lesser cousin of action and 

fearing the word as a performative death sentence.  Elihu accuses the Op of being ‘a great 

talker […] a two-fisted, you-be-damned man with [his] words’, but goes on to demand: ‘Have 

you got the guts to match your gall? Or is it just the language you got?’ (Harvest, 41)  This 

exchange serves, however, not so much to question if the Op’s talk can translate into results, 

but to demonstrate that Elihu himself is a poor talker. His weakness betrays itself 

linguistically; his vehement, occasionally incoherent and blustering method of communication 

suggests an actual terror behind the vitriol: ‘Fright was the something behind the clowning,’ 

observes the Op (Harvest, 42). In contrast, other characters in the novel are well aware of the 

performative power of the Op’s words.  Dinah Brand, the town’s resident courtesan, tries to 

shut the Op up when he starts listing all her ex-lovers who might want to murder her, 

prompting him to snap: ‘You think if nothing’s said about it, maybe none of the God only 

knows how many people in town who might want to will kill you.  That’s silly.’  To which 

Dinah responds by begging: ‘Please, please stop! […] I am afraid of the words.’ (Harvest, 

144) Dinah’s terror is not unfounded however, as the next morning the Op awakens next to 

her corpse with his hand on the ice-pick buried in her breast.
11

 Although it is later revealed 

that it is not the Op, but Reno Starkey who has murdered Dinah, the narrative nevertheless 

seems to suggest that Dinah’s failure to silence the Op has resulted in her own silencing. 

Malmgren considers Dinah’s reaction indicative of ‘childishness’, reading her confusion of 

word and deed as an inability to comprehend the rupture that Personville inflicts between 

signifier and signified. Malmgren’s focus on the trend of words failing to correspond to deeds 

in Hammett’s fiction overlooks the moments when word and deed uncannily fall into line, 

when the distance between signifier and signified is sharply eliminated such that the sign 

gives way to reality. Language can be constructed merely of signifiers, or also somehow 

synonymous with an actual deed; which side the coin lands on is shown to depend on the 

amount of verbal control one wields. 

The fatal performativity of talk is a predominant concern of The Dain Curse, which also 

features the Op, most notably in the way the titular curse is inflicted.
12

 Gabrielle Leggett, the 

troubled young drug addict around whom the novel’s many murders are centred, believes 

herself to be the latest incarnation of said curse because her aunt and stepmother, Alice Dain 

Leggett, tells her that she is ‘cursed with the same black soul and rotten blood that […] all the 

Dains have had’ and that she will blacken the lives of everyone she touches (Curse, 261). 
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Although the Op judges the Dain curse to be no more than ‘words in an angry woman’s 

mouth’, he is unable to deny that these words seem to have performatively brought about the 

deaths of nearly everyone close to Gabrielle, including her parents, her husband, and Alice 

herself, as well as the imprisonment of her maid and the shooting, strangulation and 

dismemberment of sundry associates of hers (Curse, 243). The Op takes it upon himself to 

reduce the curse to being ‘a lot of hooey’, forcibly curing Gabrielle of her morphine addiction 

and finding the real culprits and motives behind each of the murders (Curse, 335). There 

seems to be a distinct correlation between his actions here and his previous lapse in protecting 

Dinah Brand from the consequences of his words in Red Harvest, which is highlighted by his 

colleague Mickey Linehan joking about telling Gabrielle ‘what happened to that poor girl up 

in Poisonville that got so she thought you could trust you’ (Curse, 337). Ironically, by 

attempting to rid her of her belief in the curse, the Op is simply making Gabrielle give her up 

her faith in one set of words for another, his own.  For a change, at least, his dialogic labour is 

being directed towards preventing, rather than provoking, more deaths. 

The true murderer of The Dain Curse is revealed to be the novelist Owen Fitzstephan, who 

orchestrated all of the deaths surrounding Gabrielle in order to obtain her for himself.  

Fitzstephan has come across as a figure of authorial insertion from the start: Mark McGurl 

observes that the character, described as a ‘long, lean, sorrel-haired man of thirty-two’, looks 

conspicuously like Hammett (Curse, 206).
13

 This would render The Dain Curse the most self-

referential of Hammett’s novels: the writer Fitzstephan has authored the many murders in the 

novel, so to speak, but so has the writer Hammett. Fitzstephan declares to the Op. ‘I’ll 

produce crimes and crimes, dating from the cradle […] Even literature shall help me’ (Curse, 

363). By identifying Fitzstephan as guilty, the Op has succeeded in his attempt to unmask the 

Dain curse as no more than a linguistic construct behind which the murderer has hidden his 

real motives – or so he thinks.  Fitzstephan goes on to testify in court that he himself is a 

Dain, cousin to Alice and second cousin to Gabrielle, so that he can plead ‘not guilty by 

reason of insanity.’ (Curse, 365) Despite the Op’s best efforts, the Dain curse merely 

resurrects itself in Fitzstephan’s words, the truth of which is never established. The Op can 

never disprove Fitzstephan’s claiming of the Dain curse, but at the same time he has named 

Fitzstephan mentally unsound by calling him ‘legally entitled’ to the defence of insanity, 

which fundamentally troubles Fitzstephan because he believes himself to be a sane person 

pretending to be a lunatic as a joke on the world (Curse, 363). The authorial sentence of death 

is inextricably confused with the real act of murder, and the struggle for verbal control of the 

narrative ends in a stalemate between detective and writer, groping for the elusive power 

granted by the performative word. 

 

Wordplay and Power Play 

One detective to whom Hammett does grant a superior mastery of verbal control is Samuel 

Spade, the private investigator who helms The Maltese Falcon.  ‘I like to talk,’ he informs his 

nemesis, the corpulent criminal Gutman (Falcon, 467). His cutting repartee, however, is 

matched only by the number of times the narrative shows him pointedly maintaining his 

silence. He swings between moods of extreme volatility and acute composure; yet even his 

losses of control are themselves perfectly timed, such that they never compromise the periods 

when composure is required. ‘My way of learning,’ he explains to the femme fatale Brigid 

O’Shaughnessy, ‘is to heave a wild and unpredictable monkey-wrench into the machinery’ 

(Falcon, 450). His frequent silences extend to the reader, as The Maltese Falcon is written 

entirely in a detached third-person narrative.  Unlike the first-person insight that Hammett 

provides into the Op’s thoughts, the reader is shown only what Spade chooses to betray in his 

facial expressions, making him as unreadable to them as to the other characters he opposes.  

This form of narratorial alienation is what makes Spade’s actions truly ‘wild and 
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unpredictable’; one might argue that it could deliberately lose Spade a great deal of sympathy, 

which may make commiserating with his world-view a genuinely challenging demand.   

Spade is rhetorically skilled: another opponent, the Greek conman Joel Cairo, remarks: 

‘You have always a smooth explanation ready’ (Falcon, 459). This in turn enables him to best 

others who do not quite measure up in terms of wit, though they might be his physical match.  

Wilmer, Gutman’s inarticulate young henchman, is the most frequent object of Spade’s 

ridicule because his dialogue is simplistic and betrays his over-reliance on brawn; his attempts 

at threatening Spade with cliché – ‘Keep on riding me and you’re going to be picking iron out 

of your navel’ – are met with mere amusement: ‘The cheaper the crook, the gaudier the 

patter’ (Falcon, 480). Spade’s discursive skills are instrumental to his navigation of the hard-

boiled crime universe, where one is often only able to judge someone by appearance, and 

appearance is largely constructed through talk; characters often seem somehow aware of how 

stylised they sound, and strive towards maintaining these stylistics. Dialogue is just as much 

of a duel as a shooting match. Spade possesses both a musical ear for authentic rhetoric, and 

the ability to produce such repartee with impeccable timing; these not only supplement, but 

are vital to his physical proficiency, such that he survives and usually comes out on top in 

each of the confrontations he endures. 

Spade’s dialogic prowess endows him with the ability to name his opponents correctly.  

‘You are a liar,’ he tells Brigid (Falcon, 452). He also repeatedly calls the Maltese Falcon, the 

treasure bird upon which the entire plot hinges, a ‘dingus’ (Falcon, 488). Mark McGurl 

considers ‘dingus’ a kind of ‘linguistic placeholder’; yet to replace ‘thing’ with ‘dingus’ is to 

make mockery of the naming process itself, highlighting not only the odd quality of the 

concept in question, but also the speaker’s inability to define it.
14

 Through ‘dingus’, Spade 

linguistically pre-empts the denouement of the novel, which is that the Maltese Falcon is not 

in fact the Maltese Falcon, but a lead replica. A novel’s worth of intrigue and bloodshed has 

all been for a fake bird, which only Spade has successfully identified from the start as a 

‘dingus’, an odd object that is indefinable because it actually has no meaning.    

Spade only loses verbal control on one occasion, when Gutman drugs him; this becomes 

evident in the text as his speech starts to slur: ‘An unmistakeable sh followed the x in 

maximum as he said it.’ (Falcon, 487) Deprived of articulation, Spade loses his complex, 

logocentric identity and is reduced to the constraints of his physical body.  When Gutman’s 

daughter Rhea is drugged in the same fashion, she attempts to keep herself awake by 

scratching her body with a hairpin; when Spade arrives, she shows him the ‘white flesh criss-

crossed with thin red lines’. Fearing verbal incapacitation, Rhea must prolong the survival of 

her message by inscribing her own body as if it is a text, though this hurts and scars it. 

Speech, though portrayed as a superior skill, is ultimately constricted by the physicality of the 

body and the intimations of weakness and mortality that come with it.
15

   

Verbal control is sometimes all Ned Beaumont, the protagonist of The Glass Key, is 

allowed.
16

 Unlike Spade, who in all his brushes with danger largely maintains some element 

of the upper hand, Beaumont is often a victim of his circumstances rather than a master of 

them.  Certainly of all Hammett’s protagonists he suffers the most abuse: he endures what 

William F. Nolan calls ‘one of the most brutal sequences ever written’, in which he is 

imprisoned by his enemy, the gangster Shad O’Rory, and given savage beatings which 

intensify as he makes repeated attempts to escape.
17

 The torture steadily erodes Beaumont’s 

will until, left alone for a moment he attempts suicide with a rusty razor, but is too weak to 

cut his own throat (Key, 662-3). Beaumont undergoes this agony precisely because he is 

refusing to talk; O’Rory wants him to betray his friend Paul Madvig, but Beaumont keeps his 

silence. It is unclear if he persists out of a stubborn loyalty to Madvig, or if, as Robert 

Edenbaum posits, the beatings have rendered him little more than an animal, such that he 

remembers nothing beyond the first beating and all his escape attempts stem from automatic 
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instinct.
18

 There is an echo in Beaumont’s stubbornness of Hammett’s own famous silence, 

when he refused to give testimony in the Smith Act trials of Communist Party Leaders; he 

was found guilty of contempt of court and sentenced to six months in prison. According to 

Hellman, when asked why he chose silence, he responded:  

 

I don’t know why. I guess it has something to do with keeping my word but I don't 

want to talk about that […] I hate this damn kind of talk, but […] if it were my life, 

I would give it for what I think democracy is, and I don't let cops or judges tell me 

what I think democracy is.
19

  

 

Hammett’s stories embody his own perception of a ruthless world where, when all other 

control is stripped from him all a man has left to himself is his words, when he chooses to use 

them and when not, however much of these choices may cost him otherwise. 

If some characters withhold speech to make a stand for truth, in others the speech act 

pursues duplicity. When Gutman pours Spade a drink, he makes a toast to ‘plain speaking and 

clear understanding.’ (Falcon, 470) The toast itself is a lie; very little of either component 

features in their later interactions, or most of the interactions in the novel.  ‘I’ve been bad – 

worse than you could know,’ Brigid confesses with emotion, to which Spade retorts: ‘You 

told me that this afternoon in the same words, same tone.  It's a speech you've practised.’ 

(Falcon, 422) Brigid’s character is consistent only in that it is consistently duplicitous; when 

she tells Spade: ‘I'm not at all the sort of person I pretend to be,’ she is for once telling the 

truth, but even then she is using it to serve as a lie.
20

  Her duplicity is most apparent in the 

names and identities she shuffles through in just a handful of chapters: she is introduced as 

Miss Wonderly (a wonderful lie), is next revealed to be Miss LeBlanc (a name that mocks her 

less than innocent background and blank like her identity) and finally becomes Brigid 

O’Shaughnessy, though whether even that is her real name is never known.  The masquerades 

and pseudonyms of Hammett’s novels range from ubiquitous to gratuitous: the short story 

‘They Can Only Hang You Once’ opens with the line ‘Samuel Spade said, “My name is 

Ronald Ames.”’
21

  There is no reason for the impersonation, because nobody in the house he 

is visiting knows or cares who he is to begin with.
22

  The brazen fallacy of the opening line 

sets the tone for the kind of universe that exists in Hammett’s take on the hard-boiled genre, 

where speech is too often akin to false appearance, and where everyone swaps names without 

fear of compromising their identities, for there is hardly anything left to compromise. 

 

Word on the Street 

The duplicity of the hard-boiled universe is deceptively obscured by the style of Hammett’s 

narrative, which is iconic in its sheer economy of phrase. On entering a boxing arena, the Op 

eschews flowery introductory description in favour of four sentences, each a monosyllabic 

word: ‘Smoke. Stink. Heat. Noise.’ (Harvest, 70) For John Walker this intensified brevity 

recalls the telegraphic conventions of Expressionism, which rejects superfluity of expression 

in favour of a condensation into clear essence.
23

 Hammett even parodies his own concision by 

taking it to an extreme with Dick Foley, the Op’s Canadian colleague who ‘saved all the 

words he could.’ (Harvest, 126)  The Op has to utilise the semiotic powers he possesses as 

narrator to translate Foley’s incredibly succinct stakeout report: ‘Spot two.  Out three thirty, 

office to Willsson’s.  Mickey.  Five.  Home.  Busy.  Kept plant.  Off three, seven.  Nothing 

yet.’ (Harvest, 129) This has no immediate signification for the reader; the narrative has to 

explain further that Foley spotted his target at two o’clock and that his target headed at three-

thirty from his office to Willsson’s house, and so on.  In contrast, characters who indulge in 

linguistic hyperbole often meet unsavoury fates.  The long-winded lawyer Charles Proctor 

Dawn in Red Harvest is murdered almost immediately after he appears; as William Marling 
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wryly observes, he is eliminated ‘as much for his logorrhea as by plot necessity.’
24

 

Fitzstephan’s status as a ‘literary’ type is emphasised by his habit of copiously dropping 

names like Alexandre Dumas and the Chevalier Bayard into conversation. He also takes digs 

at the verbal economy popularised by Hammett; when the Op complains about his use of 

‘explanations and descriptions that explain and describe nothing’, he retorts: ‘Tell me what’s 

up while I try to find one-syllable words for you.’ (Curse, 208)  That Fitzstephan’s verbosity 

goes unpunished, and is even humoured, for so long is arguably an early sign of his greater 

culpability in the novel’s criminal affairs than he pretends. 

At the other end of the spectrum from the sparse ‘one-syllable words’ are the colourful 

wisecracks that characters use to present a façade of linguistic bravado. Some of these, 

particularly Ned Beaumont’s jokes, operate on a mode of humour that is generated through 

incongruity: when Paul Madvig’s mother compares him to an Airedale, he remarks: ‘I’m part 

Airedale on my father’s side.’ (Key, 682)  Beaumont reaches the height of his dark humour 

when confronted with the violence that has happened to him.  When told that ‘a copper found 

you crawling on all fours […] at three in the morning leaving a trail of blood behind you,’ his 

only response is: ‘I think of funny things to do.’ (Key, 667)  His out-of-place banter comes as 

a reaction to the overwhelming presence of death and violence in the hard-boiled universe.  

Raymond Chandler claimed that during his time the best writing in English was being 

produced by Americans, but ‘not in any purist tradition’; instead they ‘have roughed the 

language around as Shakespeare did […] they have knocked over tombs and sneered at the 

dead. Which is as it should be. There are too many dead men and there is too much talk about 

them.’
25

 Hammett would undoubtedly have been included among said writers. Chandler 

singled him out for further praise in his essay The Simple Art of Murder:  

 

Hammett gave murder back to the kind of people that commit it for reasons, not just 

to provide a corpse […] He put these people down on paper as they are, and he 

made them talk and think in the language they customarily used for these 

purposes.
26

  

 

Chandler’s opinions on Hammett are more idealistic than objective, but his analysis of the 

association Hammett draws between talking and dying is not without basis. In a world where 

you might die any moment, you could save time by saving words; alternately, you could 

spend time and words finding things funny when they really are not, and through such morbid 

humour confront and embrace the depravity of your fate. 

At times, talk becomes so vital to Hammett’s narratives that it completely overwhelms 

other aspects of it. Hammett’s final novel, The Thin Man, is especially notable in this 

respect.
27

 Descriptions and action sequences are kept to a remarkable minimum, even for a 

Hammett novel; instead, the text comprises large sections that are exclusively character 

dialogue and monologue.
28

 Yet for all this talk, the novel is conspicuously empty of 

signification.  The protagonist, Nick Charles, an ex-detective turned socialite’s husband, is 

pointedly non-committal on several occasions, repeatedly denying involvement in the central 

murder case in the novel, and responding to questions with ‘I don’t know’, to the extent that a 

friend’s wife remarks sarcastically: ‘You'll never talk yourself into any trouble, will you?’ 

(Thin, 107-8)  His wife Nora observes on at least two occasions, after interacting with the 

criminal element of Nick’s past life: ‘I don't understand a thing that was said or a thing that 

was done.’ (Thin, 120)  The narrative begins to betray exhaustion with the representative 

nature of language, reflected in the warning Nick gives a police officer about compulsive liar 

Mimi Jorgensen:  
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The chief thing […] is not to let her tire you out. When you catch her in a lie, she 

admits it and gives you another lie to take its place and, when you catch her in that 

one, admits it and gives you still another, and so on […] She keeps trying and 

you've got to be careful or you'll find yourself believing her, not because she seems 

to be telling the truth, but simply because you're tired of disbelieving her. (Thin, 

132) 

 

The novel concludes with a lengthy hypothesis by Nick on who killed who, which John 

Walker finds ‘a highly conjectural and somewhat preposterous explanation of events.’
29

  Nick 

admits, under interrogation from a sceptical Nora, that this explanation relies heavily on 

speculation, but defends his methods: ‘When murders are committed by mathematics, you can 

solve them by mathematics.  Most of them aren’t and this one wasn’t […] I’m only saying 

what seems most probable.’ (Thin, 184) The narrative concludes with Nora’s remark: ‘That 

may be, but it's all pretty unsatisfactory.’ (Thin, 190) Hammett here subverts the detective 

genre’s conventional expectation of a definitive denouement by tacking on a resolution that 

seems out of joint with everything else previously presented in the narrative, a development 

which portends weariness rather than any considered effort towards closure, and perhaps calls 

attention to the genre’s need to pander to the readerly desire for a complete, satisfactory 

conclusion. As in the case of Mimi’s endless string of lies, The Thin Man betrays 

dissatisfaction at language’s repeated inability to ‘be’, instead of to ‘mean’; we come to 

accept what we are told not because it is the truth, but because we are tired of disbelieving.  

Indeed, the light-hearted society humour of The Thin Man that so charmed its contemporary 

readership is in fact, as Nolan puts it, ‘laughter in the graveyard’. (Thin, 88) The fatigue and 

uncertainty of the novel foreshadows Hammett’s own creative silence for the rest of his 

career; besides three short stories also published in 1934, he was never to finish any of his 

fiction for the rest of his life. 

 

Speech, Writing and Signification 

Throughout Hammett’s novels, speech constantly comes into friction with writing.  From the 

logocentric perspective interrogated by Jacques Derrida in Of Grammatology, speech should 

be awarded primacy over writing, for if speech is a representation of thought and writing is a 

representation of speech, then writing is only a ‘signifier of a signifier’.
30

  Speech is an 

immediate living act that denotes the simultaneous presence of the speaker for the listener; for 

Derrida it is ‘the unique experience of the signified producing itself spontaneously, from 

within the self’.
31

 Therefore characters sometimes keep talking in order to remind themselves 

that they still draw breath; Reno Starkey’s insistence on talking on his deathbed is a way for 

him to cling on to life until the very last moment.  Speech, however, is also dangerously 

insubstantial, lacking the permanency of writing.  A thing that has been said cannot be un-

said, nor can it be re-said in exactly the same way because that now temporally constitutes a 

repetition.  Speech is much like the titular glass key that appears in a dream that Janet Henry, 

Paul Madvig’s fiancée, recounts to Beaumont in The Glass Key. She dreams that the two of 

them are starving in the woods and come across a house, through the windows of which they 

can see tables laden with food; they find the key to the house under the doormat, but when 

they open the door, snakes come pouring out.  She lies at first that they managed to lock the 

door on the snakes; later she admits: ‘The key was glass and shattered in our hands just as we 

got the door open […] We couldn’t lock the snakes in and they came out all over us and I 

woke up screaming.’ (Key, 781)  Like the glass key, each individual speech act is only ever 

original once, and what is uncovered through the speech act cannot be locked back up, but 

will come pouring out like the snakes in Janet’s dream. In the same way, Janet wants to know 

who killed her brother just as she wants the food in the dream, but her pursuit of the truth 
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leads to her father’s irreconcilable admission that he was the murderer. Horrified by what she 

has unveiled, Janet has no choice but to flee the city and her family. 

In contrast, writing recreates the momentary speech act in an infinitely repeatable system, 

so long as the physicality of the text remains intact. Derrida points out that as a 

‘mnemotechnic means’ writing is a device to solidify memory; thus it supplants living 

memory and ‘signifies forgetfulness’ and the departure of the logos from itself.
32

 However, in 

doing so writing operates in the absence of its author’s presence for its reader, which is why 

the logocentric point-of-view considers it to be but a substitute for the speech act. Unmooring 

the text from authorial presence is what makes writing dangerous in Hammett’s fiction. If the 

authorship to a text is unknown, then the text can be a threat which cannot be addressed 

because it has no identifiable source; such are the anonymous letters mailed to different 

characters in The Glass Key, each containing three questions that query the recipient’s 

involvement in Taylor Henry’s murder.  If, however, the authorship to a text is known, then 

the text may be used to compromise the author, as occurs with the love letters Elihu Wilsson 

writes to Dinah Brand that are later used by the Op as blackmail. Elihu’s legal vulnerability is 

signified by the impact that the various scripts and documents of the novel have on him. In 

contrast, the Op deliberately neglects to provide documentation for his own actions, even 

ordering his colleagues not to submit the written reports required by their boss, the Old Man. 

He is able to continue up until the end of the novel in a relative void of documentation and, 

subsequently, ethics. As long as the letter of the law is suspended in Personville, dialogue is a 

law unto itself. The Op uses four apparently meaningless, anonymously shouted words, ‘Back 

to Philly, Al’, to spook a man in the boxing ring; these four words unfix a fixed boxing match 

and result in the man’s death (Harvest, 72). The rampant violence of Red Harvest is, in a way, 

related to how the characters privilege logos while subscribing to the authorial absence 

implied by writing. When the Op has purged Personville through bloodletting, he is finally 

forced to commit his deeds to paper, which results in his ‘labour’ being given ‘merry hell’ by 

the Old Man (Harvest, 192). Documentation entails authorship, which implies responsibility; 

in the case of the Op, he must acknowledge the consequences – both textual and moral – of 

his logocentrism. Personville is cleansed, but the last victim the city claims is the Op’s 

conscience.
33

 

Malmgren observes that Hammett’s novels record a historical process of uncoupling the 

signifier from the signified: language has succumbed to a process of moral and motivational 

erosion, and words are becoming an arbitrary currency, the real value of which is consistently 

uncertain.
34

 Dean DeFino argues that words mean nothing until they are given a context that 

positions them in relation to other words, or to wordlessness.  Spade tells Brigid a story about 

a man named Flitcraft, who abandons his ordinary job, family and life because one day he is 

almost hit by a falling beam.  Flitcraft has the sudden epiphany that ‘men died at haphazard 

[…] and lived only while blind chance spared them’; realising that life could be ended for him 

at random by falling beams, he responds by changing his life at random. (Falcon, 429) When 

tracked down by Spade, the only thing that matters to Flitcraft is that he be able to make his 

decision sound reasonable to his pursuer. Spade understands perfectly: meaning is created by 

the instability of the objective frame of reference, where the object – the beam – undermines 

its perceived value – that of life’s stability. Only when instability occurs is meaning 

established: here, the meaning of Flitcraft, who despite changing his life at random, settles 

into a lifestyle that is nevertheless almost identical to his previous one. Despite everything, he 

remains Flitcraft. For Spade, a man who lives the kind of life where beams fall all the time, 

his existence is overshadowed by the knowledge that life is meaningless, arbitrary, and could 

end at random.  To borrow Georges Bataille’s words on Samuel Beckett: ‘Death itself would 

be that final silence that has never been attenuated by its imitations. Literature, on the other 

hand, lines up a torrent of incongruous words next to silence.’
35

 Hammett’s fiction, in its 
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negation of meaningful language and antics of incongruity, parodies the silence of death, yet 

recoils before the final step that that silence would be.  In this void of meaninglessness, Spade 

is left to spin his understanding of himself; he and Hammett’s other characters do this by 

talking themselves into existence, into meaning, that language may be twisted into giving 

them substance until they themselves end.
36

 

The mean streets of Hammett’s texts are ultimately meaningless. In a world where death is 

omnipresent, one is forced to spin meaning in a void of morality and truth.  Hammett’s 

characters often choose to do so by talking.  The speech act is dangerously performative and 

all too often proves duplicitous, yet those who have mastery of it can talk themselves into 

identity and significance, preserve silence or stave it off, create façades and destroy lives. So 

they keep talking as death rains/reigns around them, in the face of the final silence that awaits 

every single one of them at the end of each street. 
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pp.5-192 (190-1). All further references to Harvest will be to this edition.  
2 According to his biographers, Hammett suffered from chronic tuberculosis, enduring recurrent physical 

breakdowns for a decade, which his alcoholism did not help. By the time he came to write for the pulp-fiction 
magazine Black Mask, he had had two haemorrhages at his workplace, where colleagues found him on one 

occasion lying unconscious in a pool of his own blood.  

See William Marling, The American Roman Noir: Hammett, Cain and Chandler (Athens & London: University 

of Georgia Press, 1995), p.97; William F. Nolan, Dashiell Hammett: A Casebook (Santa Barbara: McNally, 

1969), p.20. 
3 Lillian Hellman, ‘Introduction’, in Dashiell Hammett, The Big Knockover (New York: Vintage, 1972), p.xiv. 

All further references to Knockover will be to this edition. 
4 Dashiell Hammett, ‘The Maltese Falcon,’ in Four Great Novels, pp.375-571.  All further references to Falcon 

will be to this edition.  
5 Hellman, ‘Introduction’, Knockover, p.ii. 
6 William F. Nolan, Dashiell Hammett: A Casebook., (Santa Barbara: McNally, 1969).p.126. 
7 Carl D. Malmgren, ‘The Crime of the Sign: Dashiell Hammett's Detective Fiction,’ Twentieth Century 
Literature 45: 3 (Autumn, 1999), p.380. 
8 Milton J. Bennett and Edward C. Stewart, American Cultural Patterns: A Cross-Cultural Perspective 

(Yarmouth: Intercultural Press, 1991), pp. 136-7. 
9 Malmgren, ‘Crime of the Sign’, p.379. 
10 Carl Freedman and Christopher Kendrick, ‘Forms of Labour in Dashiell Hammett’s ‘Red Harvest’,’ in The 

Critical Response to Dashiell Hammett, ed. Christopher Metress (Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1994), pp.13-4. 
11 Malmgren, ‘The Crime of the Sign’, p.379. 
12 Hammett, ‘The Dain Curse,’ in Four Great Novels, pp.193-372.  All references to Curse from this edition. 
13

 Mark McGurl, ‘Making Literature of It: Hammett and High Culture,’ American Literary History, 9: 4 (Winter, 

1997), p.709. 
14 McGurl, ‘Making Literature of It’, p.707. 
15 Jasmine Yong Hall, ‘Jameson, Genre and Gumshoes: The Maltese Falcon as Inverted Romance,’ in Metress, 

Critical Response, pp.82-4. 
16 Hammett, ‘The Glass Key,’ in Four Great Novels, pp.574-784.  All references to Key will be to this edition. 
17 Nolan, Dashiell Hammett, pp.69-70. 
18 Robert I. Edenbaum, ‘The Poetics of the Private Eye: The Novels of Dashiell Hammett,’ in Metress, Critical 

Response, p.191. 
19 Lillian Hellman, An Unfinished Woman (New York: Bantam, 1974), pp.228-9. 
20 Malmgren, ‘The Crime of the Sign’, p.373. 
21 Dashiell Hammett, ‘They Can Only Hang You Once’, in Nightmare Town, ed. Ed Gorman, Martin H. 

Greenberg and Kirby McCauley (Basingstoke & Oxford: Picador, 2002), p.382. 
22 Malmgren, ‘The Crime of the Sign’, p.379. 
23 John Walker, ‘City Jungles and Expressionist Reifications from Brecht to Hammett,’ in Twentieth Century 
Literature 44: 1 (Spring, 1998), p.129. 
24 Marling, The American Roman Noir, p.124. 

 



Speech and Silence in the novels of Dashiell Hammett 

__________________________________________________________________ 

12 

 
25 Raymond Chandler, Selected Letters of Raymond Chandler, ed. Frank MacShane (Columbia: Columbia 

University Press, 1981), p.3. 
26 Chandler, The Simple Art of Murder (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1950), p.330. 
27 Hammett, The Thin Man (London: Hamish Hamilton, 1974). All further references to Thin will be to this 

edition. 
28 Walker, ‘City Jungles’, p.129. 
29 Walker, ‘City Jungles’, p.131. 
30 Jacques Derrida, Of Grammatology, trans. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (Baltimore & London: John Hopkins 

University Press, 1997), p.7. 
31 Derrida, Of Grammatology, p.20. 
32 Derrida, Of Grammatology, p.37. 
33 Freedman and Kendrick, ‘Forms of Labour’, pp.16-20. 
34 Malmgren, ‘The Crime of the Sign’, p.382. 
35 Georges Bataille, ‘Molloy’s Silence’, in Samuel Beckett: The Critical Heritage, eds. Raymond Federman and 

Lawrence Graver (New York: Routledge, 2003), p.58. 
36 Dean DeFino, ‘Lead Birds and Falling Beams,’ Journal of Modern Literature 27: 4 (Summer, 2004), p.81.  

 

***** 
 

Bibliography 
 
Bataille, Georges. ‘Molloy’s Silence’ in Samuel Beckett: The Critical Heritage, ed. by Raymond Federman and 

Lawrence Graver, (New York: Routledge, 2003) 55-63. 
 

Bennett, Milton J. and Edward C. Stewart, American Cultural Patterns: A Cross-Cultural Perspective. 

(Yarmouth: Intercultural Press, 1991). 

 

Chandler, Raymond. Selected Letters of Raymond Chandler, ed. by Frank MacShane. (Columbia: Columbia 

University Press, 1981). 

 

—The Simple Art of Murder( London: Hamish  Hamilton, 1950). 

 

DeFino, Dean. ‘Lead Birds and Falling Beams.’ Journal of Modern Literature, 27: 4 (Summer, 2004), 73-81. 

 
Derrida, Jacques, Of Grammatology, trans. by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak(Baltimore & London: John Hopkins 

University Press, 1997). 

 

Edenbaum, Robert I., ‘The Poetics of the Private Eye: The Novels of Dashiell Hammett’ in The Critical 

Response to Dashiell Hammett, ed. by Christopher Metress, (Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1994) 12-28. 

 

Freedman, Carl and Christopher Kendrick, ‘Forms of Labour in Dashiell Hammett’s Red Harvest’ in The 

Critical Response to Dashiell Hammett, ed. by Christopher Metress, (Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1994) 181-

209. 

 

Hall, Jasmine Yong. ‘Jameson, Genre and Gumshoes: The Maltese Falcon as Inverted Romance.’ The Critical 

Response to Dashiell Hammett, ed. by Christopher Metress, (Connecticut: Greenwood Press, 1994) 82-90. 
 

Hammett, Dashiell, The Big Knockover, ed. by Lillian Hellman ( New York: Vintage, 1972). 

— The Four Great Novels of Dashiell Hammett (London: Pan Books, 1982). 

— Nightmare Town, ed. by Ed Gorman, Martin H. Greenberg, Kirby McCauley( Basingstoke & Oxford: 

Picador, 2002). 

— The Thin Man ( London: Hamish Hamilton, 1974).  

 

Hellman, Lillian, An Unfinished Woman (New York: Bantam, 1974). 

 

Malmgren, Carl D., ‘The Crime of the Sign: Dashiell Hammett's Detective Fiction.’ Twentieth Century 

Literature, 45: 3 (Autumn, 1999), 371-84. 

 



Olivia Ho 

__________________________________________________________________ 

13 

 
 

Marling, William, The American Roman Noir: Hammett, Cain and Chandler (Athens & London: University of 

Georgia Press, 1995). 

 

McGurl, Mark, ‘Making Literature of It: Hammett and High Culture’, American Literary History, 9:4 (Winter, 
1997), 702-17. 

 

Nolan, William F., Dashiell Hammett: A Casebook., (Santa Barbara: McNally, 1969). 

 

Walker, John, ‘City Jungles and Expressionist Reifications from Brecht to Hammett’, in Twentieth Century 

Literature, 44: 1 (Spring, 1998), 119-33. 

 

***** 
 

Biography 

 
Olivia Ho is currently pursuing an MSc in Literature and Modernity at the University of Edinburgh. 

She completed her undergraduate degree in English at University College London, where she received 
the Morley Prize and the John Hobbes Memorial Scholarship and appeared on the Dean’s List.  Her 

research interests include genre fiction, digital modernism, and the postmodern city. 

 


