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 Hammetťs Physical Falcon,

 or,

 What Exactly Did the Emperor Give?
 R. H. Miller

 In his insightful piece, "The Metaphysical Falcon," Irving
 Malin describes Dashiell Hammetťs famous Maltese falcon as "the

 deity of the mysterious world," argues that "the more we learn about it
 the more mysterious it becomes," and, further, that those who have died
 in its pursuit have died for an "untruth/' 1 Malin holds that we are
 made to believe that "the original, if it can be found, is also fake" (106-
 107). He articulates what has been the prevailing attitude in much of
 the criticism of this novel that the falcon is bogus, a fraud. 2

 While the symbolic, ineffable nature of this mysterious bird is
 crucial to the meaning of the novel, we ought not try to save the
 symbolic, or to use a somewhat unfashionable critical term, the allegor-
 ical, by weakening its literal base, although we cannot quarrel with the
 assertion that the statue that arrives in San Francisco is a fake. My
 argument is that the evidence of the novel shows that Hammett wants
 us to believe unreservedly in the palpability of the treasure and
 concomitantly in the fact that it is not within our power to possess it.
 The physical reality of the falcon relates directly to the parable of
 Flitcraft, in Chapter VII, who adapts his life to prevailing conditions.
 One pursues the goals that are within reach; one learns to accommo-
 date, as did Flitcraft, who "adjusted himself to beams falling, and then
 no more of them fell, and he adjusted himself to them not falling"
 (336). Joel Cairo sums up Spade's ethic succinctly: "I . . . was assured
 that you were far too reasonable to allow other considerations to
 interfere with profitable business relations" (326). Calculatingly, Spade
 takes his meager fee rather than chase after the treasure, partly because
 he sees the futility of greed but also because he judges conditions to be
 adverse. So he spurns the statue, when he could have taken it. In
 Spade's calculus of values, the statue is not worth the sacrifice. While
 it is tempting to want to make this novel out to be solely a morality tale
 of greed, another Pardoner's Tale, Hammetťs purposes are as much in
 the direction of speaking directly to the predicament of living in a
 world of randomness and relativism, as he does in the Flitcraft parable,
 as they are in preaching a sermon on avarice (Miller).

 As a symbol the falcon belongs to the tradition of the grail of
 medieval romance, and, as many critics have shown, the American
 detective story is steeped in romance traditions. The Maltese Falcon ,
 however, plays off those traditions in an ironic, inversive manner
 (Hall). The inverted romance of The Maltese Falcon gives us tarnished
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 knight Sam Spade, damsel in distress-whore Brigid O'Shaughnessy,
 and object of the quest the Black Bird, an enamel-encrusted, bejeweled
 treasure that stands symbolically in opposition to its romance
 counterpart, the grail. Like the medieval romance in its time the
 detective story in its own partakes strongly of allegory, not in a narrow
 formulaic sense, but in the broader sense articulated by Saint Augustine
 and the early allegorists, who understood that in allegory the literal and
 the spiritual are locked in a continuing narrative of significance where
 neither can be pried apart. 3 In the medieval romance the grail is a real
 grail, a specific object of great value, not just a convenient object that
 allows for treatment of more abstract matters. The falcon must be real

 not just in the minds of those who covet it, but real in an objective
 sense as well. Clearly, it represents ostentatious wealth. The Knights
 themselves could not accept the emperor's gift of Malta and the other
 islands without some ostentatious display of their own in ac-
 knowledging the emperor's largesse. What more crass way to do so
 than to substitute a jeweled piece of artifice for a living piece of nature?
 This substitution of the jeweled bird for the live falcon is of course the
 ingenious creation of Hammett himself, who saw the symbolic possibil-
 ities in devising this fictional object to reflect the rapacity and fabulous
 wealth of the Knights.

 As is necessary with any treasure if it is to have value, this
 falcon must have a history, a provenance. In his introduction to the
 Modern Library edition of the novel Hammett is vague as to the
 germination of the idea behind his story: "If this book had been written
 with the help of an outline or notes or even a clearly defined plot idea
 in my head I might now be able to say how it came to be written and
 why it took the shape it did, but all I can remember about its invention
 is that somewhere I had read of the peculiar rental agreement between
 Charles V and the Order of the Hospital of St. John of Jerusalem ..."
 (vii). The story of the annual gift of a falcon by the Knights to the
 Emperor is a familiar one. It is described in the original agreement on
 display at the Armoury of Valletta, Malta. The document is called the
 "Exequatur" and constitutes ff. 4-19 of a volume of fifty folios
 ( Catalogue , I, 204). An English translation of the Latin document
 appears in Porter, the relevant passage indicating that the Knights are to
 give into the hands of the Emperor's viceroy a hawk or falcon every
 year on All Saints' Day, in return for possession of Malta, Gozo,
 Comino, and Tripoli (II, 470). Hammett alters the history by having
 the Grand Master Villiers de l'lsle Adam order the making of the statue
 and then arrange its delivery to the Emperor himself. Immediately,
 however, on its initial journey to Spain to be presented to Charles V it
 is wrested from its deliverer, and thus it begins its movement from one
 owner to another (376). 4

 From there, in spite of his rather hazy recollection, Hammett
 set out deliberately to create a provenance for his created treasure. It is
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 provided, appropriately, by the one person who has devoted more time
 than anyone to the falcon's pursuit, Casper Gutman, who for the past
 seventeen years has been obsessed with getting the treasure. In Chapter
 XIII, "The Emperor's Gift," Gutman traces its movement from its
 intended presentation to Charles V's viceroy down to its disappearance
 seventeen years ago. According to Gutman, the falcon is "not an
 insignificant live bird, but a glorious falcon encrusted from head to foot
 with the finest jewels in [the Knights'] coffers". Further, he cautions
 us, with relish, "These are facts, historical facts, not Schoolbook histo-
 ry, not Mr. [H. G.] Wells's history, but history nevertheless" (376).
 Gutman thai proceeds to recite a bibliography of printed sources and a
 series of historical events recounting the movement of the statue.

 While Hammett's provenance is fanciful, his sources and the
 personages and events described are not, and he has provided an
 authentic history for the existence of this jeweled bird and its passage
 through time. The history of the knights, as Gutman recounts it, is well
 known. All the printed sources Gutman cites in that chapter are actual
 books, and as to the remaining historical information per se, Gutman
 again proves to be a reliable source.

 •"Jfoseph], Delaville Le Roulx's Les Archives de l'Ordre de
 Saint-Jean" (376) is catalogued under its full title in the National Union
 Catalog, Pre-1956 Imprints (hereafter NUQ and the British Museum
 General Catalogue of Printed Books, (hereafter BM): Les archives, la
 bibliothèque et le trésor de l'ordre de Saint-Jean de Jerusalem à Malte,
 published at Paris by E. Thorin in 1883 ( NUC 137:547; BM 50:518). It
 is a well known and often cited source of information about the order.

 Of course it contains only the traditional story of the gift of the falcon.
 •"Paoli's Dell' origine ed instituto del sacro militar ordine"

 (377) is Sebastiano Paoli, Codice diplomatico del sacro militare ordine
 Gerosolimitano oggi di Malta, 2 vols. (Lucca, 1733-1737), a copy of
 which is in the British Library (BM 179:489).

 •"Grand Master Villiers de l'Isle d'Adam [de l'Isle Adam]"
 (377), the famous early leader of the Knights at the time of the takeover
 of Malta and the Maltese Isles. He is documented in many sources.

 •"A French knight named Cormier or Corvere" has proved to
 be the one elusive figure in Gutman's recitation, but it is likely that
 Hammett took his name from a printed source on the Knights.

 •"Barbarossa, Redbeard, or Khair-ed-Din" (377) is the famed
 figure known also as Khizr from the family of Turkish pirates. He was
 born sometime after 1482 and died in 1547, and sailed out of Algiers,
 as Gutman says ( Encyclopedia Britannica, 11th ed., s.v. Barbarossa;
 hereafter EB).

 •"French historian Piare Dan" (377): Born in Paris 1580, died
 1649, was active in the captive exchange in Algiers in 1631. He was
 the author of several volumes, including Histoire de Barbarie, et de ses
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 corsaires . . ., published at Paris in 1637 (BM 48:129; NUC 132:154;
 Dictionnaire de biographie française, s.v. Dan, Pierre).

 •"Sir Francis Verney, the English adventurer" (377): Noted
 seventeenth-century traveler, active in the Mediterranean, died, as
 Gutman states, in the hospital of St. Mary of Pity in Messina,
 September 6, 1615 ( Dictionary of National Biography, s.v. Verney,
 Francis; hereafter DNB).

 •"Lady Francis Vemey's Memoirs of the Verney Family during
 the Seventeenth Century" (377) was published under that title at
 London by Longmans Green in a four-volume set in 1892-1899, and in
 a second edition, abridged, in a two-volume set in 1904 (DNB, s.v.
 Verney, Francis; BM 247:905; NUC 634:550).

 •"Victor Amadeus [Amedeus] H" (377): Made King of Sicily
 in 1713, who married his second wife, the Contessa di San Sebastiano
 and then abdicated, and, as Gutman states, attempted to revoke his
 abdication (EB, s.v. Victor Amedeus II).

 •"Carutti, the author of Storia del Regno di Vittorio Amadeo
 If (377), is Domenico Carutti's history, correctly titled by Gutman, and
 published at Florence in 1863 (BM 34:783; NUC 97:334).

 •The "father of Dot José Monino [Moñino] y Redondo, Count
 of Floridablanco" (377): Little seems to be known of the famous
 count's father, other than that he was a retired military officer active in
 the Naples campaign, although his famous son is well documented. He
 was chief minister to Charles III of Spain (and of the Kingdom of
 Naples and Sicily) and died in 1808 (EB, s.v. Floridablanco, José
 Moñino y Redondo, count of; also Enciclopedia italiana, s.v. Florida
 Blanco; Encyclopedia universal ilustrada, s.v. Moñino).

 Through the nineteenth and into the twentieth centuries
 Gutman's history becomes an oral one but nonetheless continues to
 retain its aura of historical authenticity. At some point the falcon
 receives its blade enamel disguise and passes into the hands of the
 Greek dealer Charilaos Konstantinides in 1911 and thence into the

 hands of the Russian general Kemidov (378). 5
 In a world where no one is to be trusted, Spade trusts neither

 Gutman's motives nor his scholarship and prevails upon Effie Perine,
 his loyal secretary, to contact her cousin Ted Christy, a history
 professor at Berkeley, to see if Gutman's sources check out. Effie
 returns later: "Ted says it could be,' she reported, and he hopes it is.
 He says he's not a specialist in that field, but the names and dates are all
 right, and at least neme of your authorities or their works are out-and-
 out fakes. He's all excited over it'" (387). As are we, we might add,
 because clearly the point made by the provenance of the statue is that it
 exists, or existed at some point in time, according to the evidence of the
 novel. It is documented in verifiable historical sources that are
 themselves vouched for by a history professor at Berkeley. Hammett
 seems to be having his wry little joke not only by giving his printed
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 sources a kind of interior validity but by extending that validity beyond
 the confines of the novel to our own historical world, with a slight twist
 of the facts, to allow for the realness of the black bird. The evidence
 seems beyond doubt, Hammett is saying, given that a history professor
 at Berkeley is inclined to believe it.

 Quite unlike its real presence the fake statue has a tortuous,
 difficult, and undocumented provenance. It comes into being through a
 gradual transformation reminiscent of the sinuous manner in which the
 thieves in Dante's Inferno manage to change identities with their fellow
 sinners, so that the moment of transformation from disguised treasure
 to manufactured fake is difficult to pinpoint. First it receives its coating
 of black enamel, sometime during the Carlist troubles in Spain (1820-
 1839). At this point the existence of the treasure becomes clouded, as
 we are not able to distinguish between real treasure, disguised treasure,
 and fake. From thence it passes into the hands of Konstantinides in
 1911, who recognizes its value, in spite of its disguise, although all we
 have is Gutman's word that Konstantinides recognized the black bird as
 disguised treasure. He is killed in 1912, and the statue passes to
 Kemidov. Presumably it was he who had it copied in lead when he was
 tipped off to its value by Gutman, who makes him an overly generous
 offer for it. From thence the fake passes from the hands of Kemidov
 into those of Brigid O'Shaughnessy and Floyd Thursby, Brigid
 implying to Spade that she exchanged her sexual favors for it (352).
 They then take it to Hong Kong and there give it to Captain Jacobi of
 the ship La Paloma (ironically, the Dove), bound for San Francisco.
 The wounded and dying Jacobi delivers it into the hands of Spade, who
 puts it into the parcel room at the Pickwick Stage terminal and mails
 the claim check to one "M. F. Holland," a clear reference to "Maltese
 Falcon." Effie collects the statue and delivers it to Spade at his apart-
 ment, where Gutman pares away the enamel coating to expose its
 leaden composition and its real identity. When compared to the distin-
 guished provenance of the original, the paternity of the fake is quite
 inelegant.

 Consonant with the tradition of the hard-boiled novel, the
 falcon is also embedded securely in an environment of specificity and
 palpability, of empirical and positivistic values. The hard-boiled style
 is itself a style of particulars, honed to sharpen further their
 particularities. The characters of this novel are aberrations of their
 natural counterparts, displaying, as specifically and as "factually" as
 possible, their bizarre obsessions. And Spade himself is the supreme
 wizard of the empirical, an egoist, focused on self, on the job, and on
 the to-hand short-term goal, cash for services rendered. He is an avatar
 of the mythic Flitcraft, who, when faced with a world in which beams
 fell, adjusted to that fact, and when they no longer fell, he adjusted to
 that fact (334-336). Nothing is more fascinating than is the movement
 of money out of the hands of the characters and in and out of the hands
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 of Sam Spade, culminating in his ending up only $800 to the good. 6
 As many critics have noted, he turns in Brigid and keeps faith with the
 creed of the "job." Spade's rejection of the falcon is not the rejection of
 its material reality, but a rejection of it as an obtainable piece of wealth.

 When we argue that the "statue" is bogus, we stand in danger
 of confusing the "dingus" with the real thing, dingus being defined as
 "something (as a gadget) whose proper name is unknown or forgotten"
 ( Webster's Third), as Spade calls it twice, or the "damned thing," as he
 also calls it (380, 400-401). Both statues have palpable existences, but
 the fact that one is a fake does not negate the existence of the other. In
 truth, it can be argued that the making of a fake is itself testimony to
 the existence of the original. We might surmise that it has been
 destroyed, broken up and sold, but where is the ocular proof, as Othello
 says? We might surmise that it is still in the possession of Kemidov.
 We might surmise that it is "out there" somewhere still, wrested from
 the grasp of Kemidov, loose upon the world, waiting to entrap another
 Cairo, another Brigid, another Gutman in a death-dealing pursuit. The
 point of the novel is not that the pursuit of magnificent wealth is
 somehow pointless, but that it is very much to the point, no matter who
 we are or what the stakes happen to be. That point, however, is
 tempered by the lesson of Flitcraft: accommodate yourself to the
 realities, adopt a pragmatic, calculated view of life. As Steven Marcus
 pointed out some time ago, Flitcraft did not take on the pseudonym of
 Charles Pierce for no reason at all; he was acknowledging his
 philosophical mentor, Charles Sanders Peirce, the father of pragmatism
 (xix, and Miller). Life is random; one must adjust one's existence to
 that fact. That there was and is a falcon whose value can be counted in

 the millions of dollars serves to drive the lesson home, so dearly
 learned by so many. The treasure's existence is real, its possession a
 precarious goal.

 R. H. Miller

 English Department

 University of Louisville

 Notes

 ll would like to acknowledge my indebtedness to the late E. R.
 Hagemann, colleague and friend, with whom I spent many hours
 discussing Hammett and aspects of this article.

 2 See, for example, William Marling' s summarization of the views of William
 Kenney and Ross Macdonald, that the falcon is fraudulent, an interpretation
 with which he agrees (83).
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 3
 Honig and others discuss this notion at length. See his book, particularly

 Chapter II and his closing discussion, pp. 179 ff.

 4 William Nolan maintains that Hammett got the notion of grafting this account
 of the live falcon gift onto an account of a precious statue, from his ex-partner,
 a retired detective named Phil Haultain. In his possession Haultain had a
 jeweled skull, which itself had a gory history of death and theft attached to it,
 and according to Haultain, Hammett knew of it (89).

 5 As to the question of Hammetťs source(s), no single source has appeared that
 includes all Gutman s information, although a possibility is that Hammett was
 working from a history or travel book on Sicily and southern Italy, as almost all
 the information he provides has to do with personages and events in that area of
 the Mediterranean. Searches among books on Malta and the Knights have
 proved fruitless. Hammetťs voracious reading habits and his extensive
 activities as a book reviewer are well documented (Hellman 292; Layman C68
 ff.), and even he seems not to have been able to recall where he found his
 information, as I noted earlier.

 6 Although Spade receives bribes, in money and sex, his earnings are small. He
 is offered $5,000 by Cairo, then $50,000 or 25% of the falcon's value by
 Gutman; none of this money materializes (322, 380). Initially he receives a
 retainer of $200 from Brigid, half of which he gives to Miles Archer (299-300).
 He gets another $500 from her (320). He takes a $200 retainer from Cairo, also
 (326). Of the $10,000 he receives from Gutman on turning over the statue he
 returns $9,000 when the falcon proves to be a fake, and he gives the remaining
 $1,000 to the police as evidence of a bribe (428, 431, 439). Total earnings:
 $800.
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