After the ‘Golden Age’
‘[T]he genius detective, from Doyle right through the Golden Age, required complex and brilliant crimes. […] Holmes, or Dupin or Poirot for that matter, would not be caught dead dirtying their hands investigating violent ‘unplanned’ street crime and gangsterism, despite its dramatic increase from the middle of the 1800s and into the twentieth century. It is significant that these are the very crimes that the hard-boiled detective and the police detective of the police procedural – both more straightforward and realistic crime-solvers – usually deal with.’


John Scaggs, Crime Fiction (London; New York: Routledge, 2005), p. 42.

Hard-boiled Detective Fiction
· Gritty realism and focus upon social corruption; rise of organised crime since 1920s.

· Private eye as heroic/cynical outsider - independent; tough exterior/inner compassion. 

· Detection as profession; financial contract with client; ambivalent relation to forces of law and order.

· Urban focus; disjuncture between appearances and realities; fragmentary reality.
‘[Dashiell] Hammett took murder out of the Venetian vase and dropped it into the alley; it doesn’t have to stay there forever, but it was a good idea to begin by getting as far as possible from Emily Post’s idea of how a well-bred debutante gnaws a chicken wing. He wrote at first (and almost to the end) for people with a sharp, aggressive attitude to life. They were not afraid of the seamy side of things; they lived there. Violence did not dismay them; it was right down their street. Hammett gave murder back to the kind of people that commit it for reasons, not just to provide a corpse; and with the means at hand, not with hand-wrought duelling pistols, curare, and tropical fish. 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. He had style, but his audience didn’t know it, because it was in a language not supposed to be capable of such refinements. […] He was spare, frugal, hardboiled, but he did over and over again what only the best writers can ever do at all. He wrote scenes that seemed never to have been written before.’
Raymond Chandler, ‘The Simple Art of Murder’,

‘Hard-boiled fiction translated the romanticism of the Western into a modern urban setting, and this movement from the Western frontier to a hostile urban environment was accompanied by an abrupt shift from the artificial gentility of the classical detective story to the creation of a fictional world of social corruption and ‘real’ crime. […] The hard-boiled private eye is a private ‘I’, a loner, an alienated individual who exists outside or beyond the socio-economic order of family, friends, work, and home.’


John Scaggs, Crime Fiction (London; New York: Routledge, 2005), pp. 57, 59.

The Police Procedural

· Policeman as representative of social order and control; ‘public’ rather than ‘private’ eye.

· Detection as part of state apparatuses enforcing rule of law; crime as aberration/anarchy.

· Realist emphasis upon methods and procedures of police work; third-person narration.

· Tension between collaborative team-work and individualist tendencies of renegade protagonist.

‘Whether as a self-sufficient sub-genre or as a set of positioning techniques for analysis of crimes both social and personal, the police procedural approach is part of the language of modern crime fiction. It implies an audience and a set of writers who can, at last, trust the police – or some of them – to be credible operatives against crime.’


Stephen Knight, Crime Fiction 1800-2000: Detection, Death, Diversity (Houndmills: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), p. 161.

‘In the procedural, it is the police detective as part of the state apparatus of the police force who safeguards society through vigilant and unceasing surveillance, in this way replacing the often questionable vigilante justice of the PI. The transition from hard-boiled fiction to police procedural is, therefore, a transition from the private eye, in the sense of personal, small-scale, and often self-serving investigation, to the public eye, in the sense of civic, large-scale policing that serves society as a whole. […] The police procedural, in this way, becomes a sort of textual panopticon, and the transition to the police procedural, as a mechanism of such a disciplinary society, is significant. […] However, […] the police procedural frequently features as its ‘central’ characters police detectives who occupy similarly ‘marginal’ positions to the lone PI of hard-boiled fiction. Ian Rankin’s John Rebus, for example, is an unorthodox, anti-authoritarian, alcoholic divorcee police detective, while James Lee Burke’s Dave Robicheaux is a similarly marginalised alcoholic whose methods are as unorthodox as those of Rankin’s Rebus. Both of them conform more to the hard-boiled model of the rule-bending individualist than they do to the idea of police officers working as part of a team.’

John Scaggs, Crime Fiction (London; New York: Routledge, 2005), pp. 89, 90.

Literary Noir

· Emphasis upon fear and anxiety, ambivalence and vulnerability, excess and transgression.

· Judgement/trustworthiness of protagonist ironised or called into question; psychology of characters.

· Plot highlights duplicities and contradictions; paranoid apprehension of people/events.

· Disillusionment with social order and its institutional structures; violation of boundaries.

‘The noir narrative is frequently focused through the mind of a single character who is bemused or disingenuous; it ironizes his evasions and disguises; it calls into question his judgements; it foregrounds the difficulties of interpreting a mendacious society. Noir plots turn on falsehoods, contradictions, and misinterpretations, and the extent to which all discourse is flawed and duplicitous is a dominant theme. […] Noir is ‘the voice of violation’, acting to expose the inadequacy of conventional cultural, political, and also narrative models. […] More generally, the noir sensibility may come to the fore at any time of discontent and anxiety, of disillusionment with institutional structures and loss of confidence in the possibility of effective agency.’


Lee Horsley, Twentieth-Century Crime Fiction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 116-7.
Scottish Fictions

‘Ian Rankin’s Inspector Rebus novels have become a cult for good reasons, in the attention justifiably paid to them for their consistency of moral view and a cohesive, if less than optimistic, view of society. […] [Rebus] is, like Vidocq [the corrupt detective-protagonist of Honore de Balzac’s novels], a guide to his society, and like Vidocq in mid-career, he compacts with the worse to try to stop the worst. 

John Rebus takes every case as it comes. They don’t just get harder, but become more representative of the disaggregated Scottish polis – in both sense of that term […]. Edinburgh with its art galleries and posh restaurants and law firms, is an official world which awkwardly combines a newly-fledged parliament with ambiguous loyalties. With classical economics gone global and enigmatic, a sophisticated multi-level state employing complex social theory and a well-educated elite is required, but a minimal “policeman” state is all that’s paid for. Rebus is that policeman, and he’s being overwhelmed.’


Christopher Harvie, ‘The Case of the Postmodernist’s Sore Thumb, or the Moral Sentiments of John Rebus,’ Eleanor Bell & Gavin Miller, eds., Scotland in Theory: Reflections on Culture & Literature (Amsterdam; New York: Rodopi, 2004), pp. 64, 65.
‘What really makes the books distinctive is the Edinburgh setting. Behind architectural elegance, monuments and tourist traps, the city’s human history waits. […] The city’s lawyers, politicians and rich businessmen co-exist in Rebus’s world with a thriving underworld of gangsters, petty criminals, and delinquent youths tempted in from surrounding sink estates. The books register continual routine investigations into drug smuggling, robbery, assault, arson and shootings; Rebus’s speciality is the baffling murder, his classic antagonist the serial killer. Their impact depends on psychology as much as topography. To Rebus, Edinburgh is ‘a state of mind’: hidden secrets, fears, violence, and danger lurk in alleyways, behind the smart Georgian façade of the Town and the Scottish Parliament; even below its street surface, where corpses are discovered, atrocities and fights to the death take place. […] Through his mouthpiece Rebus, Rankin has much to say about the condition of modern Scotland, and is helping to redefine the image of itself in literature.’


Jules Smith, ‘Critical Perspective: Ian Rankin’ 

<http://www.contemporarywriters.com/authors/?p+auth02A17M435212626443> (12 Oct 2008)
Writing the City: Rebus’s Edinburgh
‘He’d parked the Saab on North Bridge. There was a cold wind blowing, but Jean stopped to look at the view: the Scott Monument, the Castle and Ramsay Gardens.

‘Such a beautiful city,’ she said. Rebus tried to agree. He hardly saw it any more. To him, Edinburgh had become a state of mind, a juggling of criminal thoughts and baser instincts. He liked its size, it compactness. He liked its bars. But its outward show had ceased to impress him a long time ago. Jean wrapped her coat tightly around her. ‘Everywhere you look, there’s some story, some little piece of history.’ She looked at him and he nodded agreement, but he was remembering all the suicides he’d dealt with, people who’d jumped from North Bridge maybe because they couldn’t see the city Jean did.


‘I never tire of this view,’ she said, turning back towards the car. He nodded again, disingenuously. To him it wasn’t a view at all. It was a crime scene waiting to happen.’


Ian Rankin, extract from The Falls (2001)

 <http://www.ianrankin.net/pages/content/index.asp?PageID=146> (12 Oct 2008)

‘Whether closer to reality or symbol, the cityscape itself is generally taken to be one of the defining features of the hard-boiled novel. Though hard-boiled fiction is by no means invariably urban, it is the big city that most regularly threatens a protagonist’s sense of a discrete self, his powers of understanding, and his physical safety. […] Much less comprehensible than Holmes’s London, this is an intractable, uncontainable, ultimately unknowable terrain, to be grasped only in a fragmentary way. The detective possesses heightened powers in negotiating this difficult territory, but there is no possibility of imposing his will on it.’


Lee Horsley, Twentieth-Century Crime Fiction (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), p. 71.

‘The localised beats of the British procedural, from real or fictional small-town Britain to the contemporary reality of large urban centres, are an element of the realism of the procedural, in particular in the portrayal of crime as an everyday occurrence arising from the tensions of modern life. […] Rankin […] characteristically juxtaposes the ‘hidden’ face of under-privileged Edinburgh with the ‘public’ face of the city.’


John Scaggs, Crime Fiction (London; New York: Routledge, 2005), pp. 93, 92.

