HAVMET

IN IHoLywooD

BY M\ARK IDAWIDZIAK

o Raymand Chandler, he was the wriler who “back

murder out of the Venetian vaze and dropped it in-
to the alley,” To Ross Macdonald, he was “the first Ameri-
can writer to use the deteclive slacy for the purposes of a
major novelisd bo present a vision, blazing if disenchanted,
of our lives.”

Tou don’t have to be Philip Marlowe or Lew Archer to
figure out that mystery masters Chandler and Macdonald
are talking about the spiritual leader of their hard-
boiled school of deteclive fiction: Samuel Dashiell
Hamamnetl, In 1[1:5[ five novels and fewer than 70 short sio-
ries, Dashiell Hammel crystallized American mystery
writing with a two-fisted clarity and raw honesty that sct
it apart from its feal British cousin, The § and te-
nacious private detective look his rightful place next to
such cerchral sleuths as Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes, Chester-
fon's Father Brown, and Christie’s Hercule Poisot.

Hammett's inflaence cannol be understated, Mac-
donald was not exaggeraling when he called him “the
great innovator who invenled the hard-boiled detec-
five novel.” True, and Hammetl also invented seminal de-
lective characters, Sam Spade, the private eye prolotype
introduced In The Maltezz Falcon (Knopl, 19300, is the Tit-
erary ancestor of Chandler’s Marlowe, Macdonald's Ar-
cher, and generations of gumshoes who tried to follow in
his footsteps. Nick and Mora Charles, the husband-and-
wife team featured in The Thin Mean (Knopf, 1934), were
endlessly imitated in movies and lelevision series,

But those five novels not only gave us such classic
mysatery figures az Spade and the Continental Op, they
sel the stage for the film nolr. Peter Walfe, in his Beoms
Faliing: The Art of Dashiell Hepmmelt (Bowling Creen Uni-
vereily Popular Press, 19800, credits The Glass Key (Knop,
1931) with having the most impact an this moady style
of filmmaking: “This grimness of tone and coloring
might have influenced and even heiped create the penre
of film nedr in the 1930 and 1940s."

Sa mystery fans had reason to eelebrate this past May
Z7th. The daté marked the 100ih anniversary of Dashiell
Hammetl's birth in 5t. Marys County, Maryland,

Though the Hammett centennial is certain to have in-
spired comment and celebration in San Franciscn, the
cily most associated with his fiction, the author's asso-
ciation with another California town is equally intrigni
Any study of Dashiell Hammett must take you through
Hﬁh;m'm-d, not once, not fwice, but at least three Hmes.

First, bt misgl consider Hammett in Hnllywmd a8
a deteclive, a screenwriter, an organizer of the Writers
Guild, a pecruiter for anti-Nazi rallies, a spokesman for
liberal causes, and, most tragically, o lost literary soul
who swallowed the vast sums of money Tinseltown threw
at him while drinking away his will to write.
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LEFT: CITY STREETS (1931] starred an unlikely candidate for a Dashiell Hammeit story
emer in love with a gangster's stepdaughter (played by Sylvia Sidney). RIGHT: The fiest MAL[‘
featured Ricardo Cortez ag Sam Spade and Bebe Daniels a8 Ruth Wondosly.

Cooper as a Wesi-
rEz-t FALCON (1931}

Second, vou must look at Hammett in Hellywood asa
rich source of material for movies, radio shows, and TV
programs. Although Hamemett's ecollected waorka do not
make much of a stack, the pile was thoroughly exploited
by Hollywaod. An author is fartunate if just one of his
boeks is tecated well and wis-:tl_%_;_',' Flmmakess. In a
span of less than 10 years, three o memett’s five novels
were turned into films cherished as screen classics: THE
THIN MAN (1934), director John Huston's 1041 vemsion of
THE MALTESE FALCON, and the second movie adapta-
tion of THE GLASS KEY (1942).

Finally, we can look at Hammelt in Hnllymn-d ag @

literary EI. re so fascinating that he | s onio the
SCrEEn A5 ﬁlemm character played b T h es of [ason
Eobards, Frederic Forrest, and James Cob

*I was born in 5t. Mary's County, M hmd.. between
the Potomac and Paluxent rivers on May 27, 1894, Ham-

mett wrobe in o 1924 letter published in Black Mask maga-

zine, *1 was a very fat baby, bul grew up tall and thin.”
In 1915, at the age of 21, the tall, thin Hammett joined

the Pinkerten Detective Ageney, ficst as a eleck, then ag a

field operalive. He staved with the agency’s Baltimore
office wntil June 1918, when he enlisted in the 1J, 5.
ﬂrl‘ny. D;n:hﬂrg&d |'||‘.|r|.|:|-r=|i:|-|}-' al the rank of sergeant,
Hammett returned to detective work with Pinkeston's in
Spokane and San Francisco.

His career a3 a Pinkecton op gave him the background
te wrile realistic detective fiction, and i1 provided him
with his first brush with Hollywood. In 1521, Hammeit
was one of the Pinkerton detectives helping lnwyers de-
fend sllent-screen comedlan Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle.
After a party at 2 San Francisco hotel, an actress named
WVirginia Itap‘rfe died of peritonitis eaused by a ruptured
urinary bla The immediate assumplion, cemented by
a frenzy of vellow journalism, was that Arbuckle had
raped the young woman, his 300-pounds-plus weight
causing the rupture. Though eventually acquitied,
Arbuckle had already been found guilly in the court of
public opinion. The scandal ended his career.

Hammell, one of the agency’s best shadow men, was
assigned to follow key witnesses, Later, Hammett would
remember Arbuckle emerging from an elevator in the

LEFT: WOMAN IN THE DARK [1934] teamed a post-Kong Fay Wray with a pre- -Ninotchka Melvyn Douglas. RIGHT:
The t:.rﬂt film version of The Glass sz {re]eaae din ]935} aut’iered from a typl

call -snti George Rait erfunnar:e.



lobby of San Franciseo’s Plaza Hotel, They stared at each
other. * Arbuckle's eyes were those of a man who ex-
pected to be regarded as a monster, but was not yet in-
ured to it,” Hammett recalled. “He glared al me . .. Tt was
amusing, I was working for his attorneys at the time,
gathering information for his defense.”

The ravages of tuberculosis forced Hammet! aul of
detective work. In the fall of 1922, he began writing for
publication, A& year later, the pulp magazine Black Mask
published * Arson Plus,” his first story featuring a chubby
and nameless operative for the Continental Detective
Agency. Certainly partly based on James Wright, a Bal-
timure Pinkerton detective, the Contlnental Op trudged
his way theough the pages of Bleck Mask for the rest of
the Roaring Twenties, “Mainly, of course,” wrote William
F_Molan in Hammetl: A Life af the Edge [Cnngdn-n £ Weed,
1983), “the Op was Hammett himself, and many of the
Op’'s cases were thinly fictionalized versions of real
cases Hammett had worked

in. I dont know anylhing else, don’t enjoy anything else,
don’t want to know or enjoy anything elze. You can't
welgh that against any sum of money.”

Through Black Mask, Hammett started a new line in
detective fiction. “As Dosloevaky said aboul Gogol (I
think),” Ross Macdonald said, “we afl came oul from un-
der Hammett's black mask.”

The Op is the hero of Hammett's first two novels, Red
Harwest (Knopf, 1929) and The Dain Crrse (Khopf, 1929).
Even before these books were published, the mystery
writer was being courted by Hollywood. In April 1928,
the William Fox Studios planned to film several of
Hammetl's stories, He made the trip to Hollvwood and sug-

ted an original sceeenplay, but the plans fell through.

In 1930, there were more overtures from Hollywaood.
Warner Bros. shelled out §8,500 for the fillm rights to
The Maltese Faleon, Hammett's third novel, And Para-
maount producer David O, Selenick asked his boss, B, F.
Schulberg, If he could place

on as a Pinkerlon.”

Hammet! had been a
reader of Black Mask, and he
wag certain that he could
write better detective stories
than whal the low-paying
pulsi had 1o offer. Crackling
with authenticity, the Op
stories hecame Hammetl's
hard-boiled answer to the
fanciful mystery plots con-
structed without research,
without logic, without even a
basic understanding of how
a detective nperates.

“A Fellow whoe lakes de-
tective stories seriously,”
Hammetl wrote, “1 am an-
noyed by the stupld recur-
rence of these same blunders
in book after book. [t would
be silly to ingist that nobody
who has nol been a delective
should write detective 5to-
ries, but it is certainly not
i ;r\énsnnahh: to ask anvone y
whao is going e write a 13 -
of any ﬂ:'l EJ make some of- L
fort at least to learn something aboul his subject. Mosi
writers do, Only detective story writers seem to be free
fram a sense of obligation in this direction, and. curi-
ously, the more established and prolific detective story
writers seem to be the worst offendess.”

The Op was the cppasite of Sherlock Flolmes, *1 didn’t
deliberately keep him nameless.” Hammett explained,
“but he got through *Arson Flus® and “Slippery Fingers'
[the first Op stories] without needing a name, so [ suppose
T may as well let him run along that way. Fm not sare
he's entitled to a name, anyhow, He's more or less of a
type: the privale delective who offenes! is successiul;
neither the derby-hatied and broad-toed blockhead of
one school of fiction, nor the all-knowing, infallible ge-
rivs of anather. I've worked with several of him.™

Through the Op, Hammett explained his approach to
writing and his devotion to the Black Mask detective
stury: [ like being a detective, like the work. And 11k-
ing work makes you wanl to do it as well as you can.
Otherwise there'd be no sense Lo it, That's the fix I am
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Hammett under contract.
Schulberg agreed. Peramount
alse purchased the film
rights to Red Harvest, Nov-
elist/ journalist/ playwright
Ben Hecht was given the as-
signment of turning Ham-
mett’'s gritty story into an
action/ comedy with musical
interludes. The final sereen-
play was crediled lo Garreft
Fort, and the film, ROAD-
HOUSE NIGHTS {1930),
bears little resemblance o Red
Harvest, Actually, two more
faithful adaptations are Japa-
nese direcior Akira Kurp-
sawa’'s YOJIMBO (a 1961
samural reworking) and Ilal-
ian director Sergio Leone's A
FISTFUL OF DOLLARS (a
1964 spaghetti Western).
Though neither film credits
Hammett's story about the
Op playing two rival fac-
lHoans against each other,
Kurosawa has acknowled ged
= —  the writer's influsnce,
ROADHOUSE NIGHTS, however, was best remem-
bered (if a1 all} as the film debut of |immy Durante, who
performed a few numbers with comedy partners Lon
Clayton and Eddie Jackson. The nominal stare were
Charles Ruggles and the tragic Helen Morgan (the 20s
torch slnger who died 11 years laler, at age 41, of cirrho-
sis of the liver caused by alcoholism).

But Hammett did complete his original story for Para-
mount, a seven-page teeatment he called * After Schael. ¥
Max Marcin and Oliver H. P, Garrett fleshed aut this
concepl into a screenplay, which was handed over to
director Rouben Mamoullan. Titled CITY STREETS and
released in 1951, the Hammelt slory became a stylish ve-
hicle for Paramount star Gary Cooper. who portrayed a
lanky Westerner lured into the rackets by his love for
a n.gster"s, ﬂ-!EPdﬂuE}ltEr fwi.nn'i.nEl}' Fla}ﬂed b}r Sylvia
Sidney, a last-minute replacement for Clara Bow).

A sophisticated and innovative gangster film, CITY
STREETS is nothing like the violent crime dramas
made by Warner Bros. at the time. “You know, there are
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5 to the dogs! Nick and Nora Charles pop

Hammett

Lawiord (LEFT) and Jo Ann Fflug and Craig Stevens (KIG

n movies,

who sparkled like fine wine in six Thin

ghostly Mr. Atlas in TOPPER TAKES A TRIF (1939).

10 killings in this film,” Mamoulian pointed out with
pride, "and you don’t actually see one of them.”

CITY STREETS was naol, as widely reported, Sidney’s
film debut, but il was her first starring role. “Sylvia is
a smash hit,” Sereenland wrole in its review, “by far
the finest actress of the new ingenune crop.” The senti-
ment was echoed by most critics, including Mordaumnt
Hall of the Metwe York Times.

Hammett left Paramount at the end of 1930, Though
he worked on several films, CITY STREETS was his anly
sereen eredit at the sfudio. Living at the Hollywood
Roosevelt Hotel and the Knickerbocker, he worked on
the proofls of The Gless Key and on getling drunk mosl
every night. Coming off a bad drunk in November 1930,
he met aspiring playwright Lillian Hellman at Musso and
Frank's, the famous Hollywood Boulevard restaurant.

“We met when [ was 24 and he was 36 in a restau-
rant in Hollywood,” Hellman wreote in her introduction
o The Biy Enockever, a posthumous collection of Ham-
mett storfes. “The five-day drunk had left the wonderful
face Innlci.nz r‘IIITI.FIEIL and the very tall thin I'igure WS
tired and sagged. We talked of T. 5. Eliot, although 1 no
longer remember what we said, and then went and sat
in his car and falked at each other and over each other
until it was daylight.”

The on-again-off-again Hammet/Hellman relation-
ship lasted 30 years.

Hammell resulved io leave Hollywood in 1931, yet it
was difficult to quit the party scene. A regular at the
Brown Derby, he was having a swell time with such

als as humorist 5, . Perelman, Harpo Marx, and Ben
rlqcl'l.rs writing partner, Charles M::Er!hur. He Finally
broke away for New York in the fall.

were a hard act to fellow, The nr%g,

Skippy) also played Mr, Smith in THE AWFUL TRUTH (1937}, George in BRINGING I

up on television in the persons of Phyllis Kirk and Feter

). OFFOSITE FAGE: William Fowell and Myrna Loy,
inal Asta (real name:
BABY (1938), and the

Before he left, though, Warner Bros. released the first
of its three film versions of The Maltese Faleon. Known
a5 DANGEROUS FEMALE when shown on TV today, the
May 1931 release stars Ricardo Cortez as Spade, Debe
Daniels as Ruth Wenderly, Dudley Digges as Gulman,
Una Merkel as Effie, and Dwight Frye (the mad Renfield
in the same year's DRACULA) 25 gunsel Wilmer Coak.

There is a lendency among ilm scholars to curtly
dismiss the hwo earlier screen adaptations of The Valtese
Faloowr and skip happily on te Huston's 1941 masterpiece.
The standard bechnigue is o r.m.-n.-ly' menlion that there
were lwo uns-ucn.-sa‘i]u'a attempis to film the novel, and
then deop te subject like a lead faleon. They are not, after
all, the stuff thal dreams are made of.

But, of the iwo, the Cortez/Dlaniels effort deserves
some altention and rehabilitation, I's nol a bad movie.
1t certainly suffers in comparison with the Huston version—
most films do—yet it's interesting from more than just
an archaeological slandpoinl. Although Cortez’s Spade
is & bit too suave and ]'{:5' Dol Ruth’s direction is a bit
laao slick, the 1931 MALTESE FALCON remains miles
ahead of the sevond version, SATAN MET A LADY (1934).

Yes, Cortez lacks fire, and his performance is obvi-
ous enough (o make vou appreciate Humphrey Bogart's
Spade all the more, bul he merits close atlention if for
ne other reason than he is the first, SATAN MET A
LAY, however, is every bil ag dismiseable ag film histo-
rlans maintlaln. A star turn for Bette Davis, the movie
claims to be "based on a novel by Dashiell Hammett,*
yet Il never stabes which one, IV6 just as well,

Directed b:r William Thelerle, SATAN MET A LADY
comes off as a misgulded attempt to film The Malfese
Falcon im the lighthearted style of Hammett's The Thin



Man. Warren William plays Ted Shayne, the Spade sub-
stitute, In the manner of a vaudeville magicin—a lillle
too loud, a little too smarmy. Gutman has been trans-
formed into Mrs, Barabbas (played by Alison Skip-
worth), who Is searching for & ram’s horn crammed full
of jewels.

Huston™s 1941 film is 2o [aithful to the souece mate-
rial that you're shocked by the few fimes it deviates from
Hammett's book. SATAN MET A LADY reverses the
equation. It strays so ludicronsly far afield that you're
passitively shocked when someone utters an original line,

Back in New York, Hammett strugeled to finish his
filth novel, The Thirn Map, [t was the only novel Hellman
saw in the writing process. The title, of coursa, did not re-
fer to the book’s detective hero, Nick Charles. A dapper
jackel phola of the extremely thin Hammett, though,
planted that notion in the public mind. It was assumed
that Hammet? was Nick, and Nick was the Thin Man.

Drinking and wiseeracking their way through the
book, Nick and Mora were not the average married couple
depicted in detective stories or, for thal matfer, in most
literature of the day. They actually liked being with each
other, 'I'hq}r had fun.

“Maybe there are belter writers in the world,” Ham-
mett wrole after creating Nick and Nora Charles, *but
nobody ever imvented a more insaiferably smug paic of
characters.”

The evaluation is unfair and overly harsh, Okay; the
marathon drinking looks bad in the %, and, as 2 novel,
The Thin Manr may not be prized by mystery fans—bul
the beguiling characters of hick and Nora are. "As

sleuths they were a refreshing change of pace from the
hard-boiled private eye Hammetl himsell had intro-
duced a decade varlier,” Dennis Dn::.l::-le_'( wrobe in his
Dazhiell Hmnmett [Frederick Ungar Publishing Co., 1984),
a study of the aulhor's ficlion,

“1t was a8 happy doy when I was given half the
manuscript to read and was told that [ was Nora.”
Hellman recalled. “Tt was nice (o be Nora, married to
Mick Charles, maybe one of the few marriages in mod
ern literakure where the man and woman like each other
and have a fine time together.”

Hammett couldn’t let her enphoria last. In true Nick
#lyle, he leagingly told Hellman that she was also the
maodel for “the silly girl” and “the villainess.” She didni
know if he was jeking.

Hot on the heels of the novel’s publication, MGM re-
leased a film version with William Powell and Myrna Loy
as Nick and Mora, With Skippy, a wire-hair terrier, play-
ing Asta, Powell and Loy sleuthed their way into
America’s Depression-laden hearts.

Baking his film debut as gigole Chris Jo SO0 Wan
a young Cuban-American aclor named Cesar Eomero.

"I showed up on the set the first day, and it was juss
a blur of activity,” Romero recalled during a 1992 infer-
view. “Everybody was running in different directions,
There was Myrna Loy, There was William Fowell. There
was Mauwreen O'Sullivan. Nu].ll.:d}- =t=:||.'rp-ed to talk to
me. Nobody said anything to me, Nobody said hi. 1
didn't know what to do. So [ went up to Bill Fowell and
intraoduced rn_'(.-||=|f. He smiled at ine and said, “We'll be
rjninﬂ I:h.i|1‘!5.';J wan' b we? Then he was off and HJM]I'!E,




Considered one of the rare perfectly-cast motion pictures, 1941's THE MhI.TEE FALCON is also one of the

greatest detective movies—perhaps the greatest. LEFT: Effie Perrine and Sam Spade (plaved by Lee Palrick

and Humphrey Bogarl discuss business with client ErlgFE

T_-::rr\e} temporarily has the vpper hand. OFPOSITE PAG
the trouble: the Black Bird,

d O'Shaughnessy (Mary Astor). B
: Humphrey Bogart as Sam Spade ponders the cause of all

HT: Joel Cairo (Peter

"An old character actor came up to me and said,
Don’t let it get to you. It's always crazy at First.’ But
Bill Powell and I got to be very good friends. He was a
charming man with a brilliant sense of humor.

“But things never did slow down on that set, The di-
rector was Woody Van Dyke, who shol movies so fast
I was known as One=lake Woeody, Il you can believe i1,
we shol that movie in only 18 days.”

Speed praved to be an ally of quality for this frantic
l:il:l'l'ijl'lg. The pace of shooling is reflected in the breath-
less pace of the film. And the screenplay by husband-
and-wife team Albert Hackett and Frances Goaodrich
slayed very close to the spirit and structure of Hammeit's
novel. The formula was so Successful that it spawned five
sequels with Powell and Loy. AFTER THE THIN MAN
(1936}, also directed by Van Dyke, was based on a story
by Hammett. ANOTHER THIN MAN {1939) was 1
Goodrich and Hackett scrlpt based on a concept cooked
up by Hammett. After the third movie, Hammett had no
input info the series, which beeezed along with SHADOW
OF THE THIN MAN (1941), THE THIN MAN GOES
HOME (1944), and SONG OF THE THIN MAN [1947).

The public coulda’t get encupgh of Mr. and Mes.
Charles. In 1941, NBC started THE THIN MAN on a long
radio run with Lester Damon and Claudia Morgan as
Mick and Nora. The series ran long enough for Morgan
to be teamed with three more Micks: Les Tremavne, Jo-
geph Curtin, and David Gothard, For a while, the pro-
gram was sponsored by Pabst Blue Ribbon beer, so the
martini-swilling Mick and Nora were forced 1o quench
their considerable thirsts with tall glasses of Fabst.

I 1957, THE THIN MAN began a (wo-season ran as
a half-hour TV series with Peter Lawford and Phyllis
Kirk as Nick and Mora. It wasn't as bad as it sounds,”
said author and mystery histerian Ric Meyers. *By the
time Lawford and Kirk came along, there wasn’t much

life left in the formula, but the show managed 1o be
lively and entertaining, One problem was thal you obvi-
ously didn't have Powell and Loy, Another was thal you
coaldn’t work up much of a mystery in 30 minutes.”

In The Pefer Lawoford Sfery (Carroll & Greaf, 1988), the
bio she wrobe with Ted Schwarz, Patricia Scaton Lawford
clalms that Lawford hated Kirk and suggested to pro-
ducer Sam Marx that they kill Nora so that he could
carry the zeries alone. Make of it what you will. The gra-
cious Kirk always received high praise from coworkers,

Two more attempls 1o revive The Thin Man ended in
disaster, NICK AND NORA, the 1975 TV movie starring
Craig Stevens and Jo Ann Plug, was as bad as it sounds,
MICK & NORA, the Broadway musical version starring
Barry Bostwick and Joanna Gleason, closed after only
nine pedformances in 1991,

¢ box-office returns of the first Thin Man movie,
though, kept alive Hollywood's appetite for Hammett
material in the 30s. Woman i the Dark, Hammett's 1933
novella published by Libsriy magazine, was turned into
a mediocre 1934 flm by RKO. Fay Wray, Ralph Bellamy,
and Melvyn Douglas starred. A slurdy version of The
Gloss Key appeared in 1935. George Raft, Claire Dadd,
and Edward Arnold starred. MR, DYMNAMITE, a 1935
Universal film stareing Edmund Lowe and Jean Dixen,
was based on Hammett's story “On the Make,”

[t was all building to something as close to perfect
as Hollywood gets—Huston's THE MALTESE FALCON,.
It ook three times, but Hollywood finally got it right.

Making his directorial debut, Huston realized that
there was an ideal screenplay lurking in Hammett's
book. If he didn't try to Improve on the orlginal, the third
time would be the charm.

“The previous screenplays had been products of
writers who .‘HZN.IE]'II [15] pu! their own :-s!amp an the ._-\l-urrr
by writing new, uncalled-for scenes,” Huston said,



George Raft was offered the role of Sam Spade. He
turned it down becavse he didn’t want to wark with
2 first-time director. 50 Huston was akle to use his
first choice for the rvn||.-‘ Humphm}' B‘rrEarI. F«.Eai:n and
again, the director struck %;:rld in the casting depari-
ment: Mary Astor as Brigid O'Shaughnessy, Teter Lorre
25 Joel Cairo, Sydney Greensireet as Casper Gutman,
Elisha Cook, Ir., as Wilmer Cook, Lee Patrick as ever-
faithful Effie Perrine.

“¥We were an unusually close company,” Astor said of
the filming. “FPlayers usually like to get away from
each other at lunch fime, but we would all go together
across 1o the Lakeside Golf Club, where a big table was
zet on the patio for us.”

If THE THIN MAN and THE MALTESE FALCON are
the best movies made from Hammett's bm:-lr:;, the reason
may be because they are the most faithful (with allow-
ances for a line or scene sacrificed to the Hollywood Pro-
duetion Code).

It's “next to impossikble” for anyone who has seen
Hustons FALCON not to go back to the novel “wilhout
hearimg the voices of Bogarl and the others delivering
the lines,” Dooley maintains in his book. “The astenish-
ing thing is how vividiy—and distinctively—those charac-
ters are already there in Hammett's prose.”

Im 152, Paramount rebeased a second and beller ver-
sion of THE GLASS KEY. Alan Ladd played Beaumont,
the loyal friend of political boss Paul Madvig (Brian
Donlevy). Slinky Veronica Lake and brutish William Ben-
diix added to the atmosphere. A year later, Warner Bros.
released WATCH ON THE RHIME, ]-[arnmi.rtl 5 adapta-
tion of Hellman's ]:!]1:.- The 1943 p-b..iurL won an Osear far
Paul Lukas.

Hammet! also was all over The radio in the s, Tn ad-
dition lo THE THIN MAMN, there were two other radio
series slarring Hammett detectives: THE ADVENTURES
OF SAM SPADE (See Scarlel Strect ﬂEU with Howard Duaff
{1946-51) and THE FAT MAN
(194650 with ]. $coit Smart as
Brad Runyon (s characler
with elements of both the
Cp and Casper Gutman),
Smart unsuccessfully Tried
o lake his charpcter to mov-
ies. Universal's THE FAT
MAN (1951), though a flop,
rrl.:l".u'i.ﬂ!’d early film roles
rr Rock Hudson and sin T
Julie London.

“THE FAT MAM wasn't a
bad radio series,” said William
Link, co-creator of COLUMBC
and MURDER, SHE WROTE. "t
Just wasn't up to SAM SPADE,
which was very innovalive and
clever. Bul! I still remember the
opening.” And he starts fo hum
the tuba music and rattle off
the announcer’s introduction:
*There he goes—across the
street—Iinto the drugstore.
Steps on the scale. Height:
six feet. Welight: zﬁl}hpuu nds.
Fartune: nanﬁsrr! Whonro i
it? The Fat Man!"

Batween 1936 and 1950,
there were no less then 14

radio productions of Hammett stories on such pro-
grams as LUX RADIO THEATER, SUSPENSE, and
MOLLE MYSTERY THEATRE. 5till, the sad truth was
that Hammett had stopped writing. He didn't need to
wrile. The checks kept pouring in [rom Hollywood.

Ann Clark, an artizt living in Greenwich Village
when she met Hammett in 1946, paints a picture of the
mystery writer in these flush times: “1 met Hammett
through my friend Paul Monash [the writer and later TV
producer of such series as FEYTON FLACE]. Paul asked
me if he could bring Hammett by for dinner at my little
apartment. 1 was 23. Hammett was 52. He was stunning,
His while hair was clipped short. His skin was elear
pink. He was immaculately groomed and elegantly
dressed. He was smocth. He belonged in Vogue. He was
smooth and gr.lu:n:Fr.l and ulegﬂnl.

“But, looking back on it, I think he'd been drinking.
11 was hard to tell with Hammett because he never
slurred his words, Paul and Hammett got Into a very
nasty argument, and, when dinner was over, they wenl
oul loa bar. A couple of days later, he asked me oul Lo




@ BUTT P Qanlary-Fox fila Catpmtion

In the 70s and carly 805, Dashiell H:mlls turm:l up in Spades. LEFT to RIGHT: Frederic Forrest in 19835
HAMMETT, Jason Robards as Hammelt {(with Jane Fornda as Lillian Hellman)in 1977s JULIA, and James Caburn as
the Hammettesque Hamilton Nash in 1978's TILE DAIN CURSE.

dinner. He was a completely different man, He was polite
and pleasant. That's how you’d know if he had been
drinking. He was charming, old-fashioned, and gentle-
manly when he was sober, He was nasty. insulting, and
sneering when he was drinking, Az his drinking increased,
an dic hig n:us?.!:lr 2lreak, Yel he was :||w.‘|'_|.r$ mice o me,”

There were several dinner dales. *He never men-
tioned Lillian Hellman,” Clark said. "Hammett wasn't
writing at the time, He was deinking, The last lime | saw
him, he was very drunk and abusive o the people we
encountered, He callied a few weeks laler o ask me bo
dinner, but I sald no. I never saw him aﬁ]n."

The drinkingstopped in the late 40s. He promised
a doctor he would stop. His word was important, He
always tried to keep it.

The money stopped in the early 50 when the Com-
munist wilch-hunts closed in on Hammetl. Refusing Lo
name names for the United States District Court in
Mew York City, the mystery writer was sentenced to six
months in prison.

But the writing itsell had stopped in the mid-30s. In
a 1957 interview, Hammnell said he had “siop wril-
ing because [ found I was repeating myselt. It is the
beginning of the end when you discover you have style.”
He added that “the thing that ruined me was the wril-
ing of the last third of The Glass Key in one sitting of 30
hours . . _Ever since then | have told mysell: ‘T could do
it again if | had to.’ And, of course, | couldn’t.”

The visitor to Hammett’s cramped coltage noticed
three dusty typewriters on a table. “1 keep them to re-
mind myself | was once a wriler,” Hammell explained.

Hellman believed that, when Hammetl wanled o
start a new literary life, he “was just tooill to care, foo
worn out to lislen to plans or read conlracis.” In their
biographiea of Hammett, both Richard Layman and Ju-
lian Symons blame the Hollywood high life—liquor,
women, parties, money, the lure of celebrily—Ifor ruining
Hammett as a writer. “The hard-boiled novelist grew
soft,” savs Layman in Shedow Man: The Life of Doshiell

Hammelt (Hareourt Brace Jovanovich, 1981).

It was a terrible yel mutually profitable bargain.
Hollywood embraced Dashiell Hammett, He allowed
himself o be embraced. Hollywood threw money al
Dashiell Hammetl. He held out his hands. Hollywoeod

ave Dashiell Hammett the good life. He let that good
ife keep him from the typewriter. Hollywood grabbed ev-
erything Hammell wrote, He grabbed the money and
wraote almaost nothing during his Hollywood tenure.

Onoa small seale, it would seem that Hammett got
the best of the relationship. Hollyweood, after all, got
very little in return for the mountains of studio mone
that subsidized Flammett’s high style. Hammett wins. Hol-
Iyrwond loses,

On the scale of posterity, though, Hollyweod wins.
The movie industey was the beneticlary of a wealth of
influential material. Hollywaood was indeed richer for
having mined this rich source of originality. Yes, Holly-
woad is artistically richer for having krewn Hammaett
the writer, but Hammett, while financlally richer, Is ar-
tistically poorer for having known Hollywood.

The'sad fact is that the beginning of Hammett's Hol-
Iywood vears marks the beginning of the end of the
writer. The triumph of Dashiell Hammett's work is re-
fleeted in the best Hollywood adaptations of his
books, The tragedy of Dashiell Hammeits careor is em-
bodied in the years he spent in Hollywood.

Dut the inflluence—that profound inflleence—lived on
after his death on January 10, 1%61. Critic John Croshy
wrole in the New York Heraid Tribune that television
was crowded with *imitations of imitation Sam Spade.”
I her biography, Doshisl! Hommett: A Life (Random
Hause, 1983), Diane Johnson reminds us that we lake
the hard-boiled hero so much for granted that “we have
nearly lost sight of the extent o which he was Hammett's
creation”

Hammell, though, emerged again in our conscious-
ness, this time as a hero—and Hollywood had a lot to de
with the process, In 1975, Joe Cores, himself a detective-

Cometinsted on page 117
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turned-novelist, published Hammeit, a novel that clev-
wrly blended fact and fiction. *I wanted to paint a fic

lionalized, yet honest porfrait of the man who created an
authentic and originzal voice in American literature,”
Gores said.

That book was followed by JULIA, the 1977 film
based on one of Hellman's memoirs. Jason Robards won
an Oscar plaving Hammet! to Jane Fonda’s Hellman.

“I've played = lot of writers and been assoclated with
several writers who have a dark side: Eugene O"Meill,
Mark Twain, F. Scott Fitzgerald, and, of course, Dashiell
Hammeit,” Eobards said. "] imagine there is some kind
of insight that gets built up in the subconscious from
playing these lypes. There musl be some Ly pe of residual
effect. These parts tend o stie up

Wenders" film version of Gores” Hammett was re-
leased. Frederic Forrest had the title role. Peter Boyle
played the Op-like Jimmy Ryan.

.'|.|rhn1tgh the film received mastly good reviews, it
was a troubled production taken oul of Wenders'
hands and reportedly reshol by executive producer
Francis Ford Coppola.

“Sure, there were plenty of problems on the film,”~
Boyle said, *but, personally, 1 liked working wilth Wim
Wenders a lol. He's a very soulful guy, very introverted.
He's a beautiful guy. The project was crazy, l|1uugh,
and there's a whole book in the making of that film.
dona’t even know the whole story, and | was there. We
filmed one version; Lhen, two weeks before com pletion,
the plug was pulled. [t was rewritten and refilmed with
a whole new approach. It's one of the wackiest stories
in Hollywood. Wim strUﬁEierj vallantly to keep it Io-

the subconscious and You say, =
‘“Yes, | know this man. But [ £
don't know if 'd actually eall
that preparing. 'm not a method
actor. I wasn't trained that way.
Whatever works, [ suppose, but |
don't go for that.

“S0 1 didn't tear myself to
pieces playing Dashiell Hammett. [
suppeose there were similaritics be-
lween Hammett and me, but I don’t
dwell much on that kind of thing.
That can pula dent in the imnﬁim-
licn, and we are, after all, primarily
in the imagination business. You
can't too far away from it being
make-believe. If you don’t have the
waords, you can’'t play it. In that
case, the words were (here, so it
was a pleasure reacting to the situ-
ations Hammett was put in.”

A year afler JULLA, CBS ained a
miniseries version of The Dair
Curse, the only Hammet!l novel
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live hero, however, was not the
Op. He was a tall, thin man named Familton Mash, And
James Cabiirn was made up to leak like Dashiell Hammett.

“It was supp:merj to be Hammell,” Coburn confirmmed,
“We called him Hamilton Nash in case anyone missed
the point. [ enjoyed making it. We shot most of it on
Shelter Island in Mew York, which helped cateh the mood
of the 20s. But we were hampered by the budget. We
didn’t have enough money to do all the things in a realis-
tic way. Still, I thought a lot of it worked.”

The Hamumetl revival was in full force. In 1982, PBS
aired THE CASE OF DASHIELL HAMMETT, a documen-
tary produced by San Francisco station KOED (narrated
by Paul Frees and Lyle Talbot). In 1983, director Wim

: ] ot THE BLACK BIRD as Sam
not made into a movie. The detec- Spade, Jr., in the 1975 followup.

gether. I suppose it was a miracle
it was any good at all,

“The idea of the book and the
mevie 38 berrific, [t was a cormment
on the whele film noir genre.
Where does the writer begin and
his stories end? Hammett himsell
is a fascinating character. My
character was parfly based on the
Op, who was based on peaple
Hammetl knew. So he should
have been a belter-developed
character, which was ane of the
frustrations of the film. 2ul Wim
was wonderful.”

Then there were the inevitable

arodles. George Segal played
gam Spade, Jr. in THE BLACK
BIRD (a 1975 comedy with Elisha
Cook and Lee Patrick reviving
their roles from the Huston film).
David Miven and Maggie Smith
were suave Dick and Dora Charles-
ton in Meil Simon's MURDER BY
DEATH, a 1976 myalery salire
with Peter Falk as the Spade-like
Sam Dhdamond. In 1978, Falk re-
turmed as 1he 5[.radn:'.rh'|urluwu Enrd}r, Lou Peckinpaugh,
in Simon’s THE CHEAD DETEETW[’..

Hammett's place as a literary hera was enhanced in
the 80= by the appesrance in guick succession of the bi-
ographies by Laymen. Nolan, Jolnson, and Symons.
Hammett had become a figure as heroic as Sam Spade
and Nick Charles. He had burned out his talen: and de-
sire to wrile in Hn”_yw::lm:i_;. _w.ﬂh affer his l:!l?ﬁﬂ'l.. he
emerged from the ashes as a bigger-than-life character
on the screen. S ——

Mark Dawidziak is a filnr eritic at the Akson Beacon Jour-
nal and e author of such books s The Columbyo Phile and
Might Stalking: A 2k Annivertary Kalchak Companinn.
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