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Abstract
The image of the Maltese falcon is an American icon that has made repeated
appearances – in print, film and elsewhere – since it was first presented in the
pages of Black Mask magazine in 1929. When we return to Dashiell Hammett’s
text (published in novel form the following year), we find that this image actually
involves a range of multiple images, the significance of which can be probed by
considering a stylistic contrast between Hammett and another outstanding Black
Mask author, Raymond Chandler. The contrast between Hammett and Chandler
becomes especially evident in their different deployments of metaphor and
metonymy. Departing from common metaphoric readings, this essay establishes
the falcon’s metonymic character. The point is not just to show a difference in
technique between Hammett and Chandler, but also to demonstrate how
Hammett’s text carries cultural and political investments that entail a demystifi-
cation of historical experience while disallowing the ‘quality of redemption’ prized
by the more romantic Chandler.

Issued as a book by the prestigious publisher Alfred A. Knopf on St.
Valentine’s Day of 1930, Dashiell Hammett’s The Maltese Falcon quickly
became a publishing sensation, even an instant classic. A scant four years
later, indeed, an edition was put out by Modern Library, the self-styled
series of ‘the world’s greatest books’. Initially, The Maltese Falcon had
appeared much more modestly, serialised in 1929 in the pages of the mag-
azine Black Mask. Yet in retrospect, it has remarkably become possible to
regard this pulp fiction venue not as the site merely of hack, low brow
writing, but of a literary movement known as the Black Mask school
(Durham 1963; Ruhm 1979; Nolan 1985).

The myriad influences of the school and, particularly, of its two out-
standing figures – Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler – have
marked the development not only of crime and mystery writing, but also
of literature more broadly, along with the emergence of film noir, neo-noir
and post-modern noir. Hammett’s influence, obvious of course in John
Houston’s 1941 film The Maltese Falcon, is also prominent in later
instances such as Roman Polanski’s Chinatown, various films of the Coen
Brothers as well as Woody Allen, and Ryan Johnson’s Brick. The image of
the Maltese falcon, in particular, has become an American icon, as docu-
mented in Richard Layman’s book Discovering the Maltese Falcon and Sam
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Spade (2005). The image recurs in various sites, whether as subtle allusion
or outright parody, or as a figure of nostalgia or kitsch. Indeed, there is
now a replica of the Maltese falcon described in Hammett’s book – not of
the black bird, the disguised or fake falcon, but of the gloriously jewelled,
golden falcon. This kitsch figure is valued in the many millions of dollars,
but it cannot, of course, capture the mystique and allure of the falcon that
fascinates the principal characters of the novel.

The Maltese falcon is not simply iconic in the popular sense, but is
widely understood in a way that concurs with the semiotic use of the
term. The glorious figure of the falcon is commonly viewed as a symbol
that, by virtue of a certain resemblance or similarity, stands for something
not of this world, for something transcendent, even divine. The Maltese
falcon would, on this reading, be a kind of metaphoric gesture.1 Yet by re-
considering the text of Hammett’s novel, this essay argues that the falcon
is metonymic – a figure that, even if it apparently gestures outside the con-
fined world of the novel, instead binds that world together and connects it
to the mundane context of its history. The first step in this re-consideration
is to return to the Black Mask school and to consider the significance of a
stylistic difference between its two leading representatives, Hammett and
Chandler.

The Black Mask school
With editorial policies developed in the 1920s, Black Mask sought to foster
an ‘illusion of reality’ – as the magazine’s most notable editor would later
call it (Shaw 1946: 86) – a representation of reality, that is, as tough and
‘hard-boiled’, set off in deliberate contradistinction to the cultivated, well-
mannered civility proper to the classic mystery of the British Golden Age.
Of the magazine’s writers, it was Chandler who, in his celebrated Atlantic
Monthly essay, ‘The Simple Art of Murder’ (1944), would come to provide
an explicit account of the Black Mask school as a rejection of ‘the formal or
classic mystery’ (16), the kind of story typically populated by ‘papier-
mâché villains and detectives of exquisite and impossible gentility’ (12).
In the domain of the classic mystery, we encounter a world, in which
murder – even though common – does not compromise its essential civility.
Chandler (10) pictures the world of the classic mystery as one where we
regularly find

. . . the same careful grouping of suspects, the same utterly incomprehensi-
ble trick of how somebody stabbed Mrs. Pottington Postlethwaite III with a
solid platiunum poniard just as she flatted on the top note of the ‘Bell Song’
from Lakmé in the presence of fifteen ill-assorted guests; the same ingénue
in fur-trimmed pajamas screaming in the night to make the company pop
in and out of doors and ball up the timetable; the same moody silence the
next day as they sit around sipping Singapore slings and sneering at each
other, while the flatfeet crawl to and fro under the Persian rugs, with their
derby hats on.

1 The connection
between icon and
metaphor suggested
here follows Peirce’s
complex and perhaps
ambiguous semiotic
analysis (1940),
especially as
interpreted by
Anderson (1984). For
Peirce, to cite briefly a
few of Anderson’s key
points, ‘all icons are
likenesses’ (458);
‘Metaphors . . . are
iconic signs’ (455);
and ‘a metaphor is a
symbol whose
iconicity dominates’
(456).
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This world produces not an illusion of reality, but corpses, villains and
investigators as markers in a whodunit game between writer and reader.
By contrast, the world constructed by the Black Mask school was – in
Chandler’s famous words – one of ‘mean streets’ (16) where murder is por-
trayed not only as a puzzle that leaves the propriety of the world unaf-
fected, but is also shown to be part of a continuous pattern of violence and
corruption. As a guide to this world, Chandler invokes Hammett – the out-
standing figure and ‘culmination’ of the school – ‘who took murder out of
the Venetian vase and dropped it into the alley’ (14). Chandler particularly
singles out The Maltese Falcon as the masterpiece not only of Hammett, or
the Black Mask school, but also of the entire mystery genre.

Hammett displayed style, in Chandler’s estimation, but an inconspicu-
ous one, for it was ‘spare, frugal, hard-boiled’ in a way that made readers
believe it was simply ‘the kind of lingo they imagined they spoke them-
selves’ (15). Hammett’s writing, in breaking through the aura of ‘English
gentility and American pseudogentility’ that surrounded the mystery,
drew upon ‘a revolutionary debunking of both the language and material
of fiction’ that had become characteristic of American literature (14).
Chandler saw in Hammett someone who, writing about something he
knew ‘first-hand’, simply employed ‘the American language’ (15).

Although born in America, Chandler was classically educated in an
English public school, was once a writer for London journals, and briefly
aspired to a career in comparative philology (MacShane 1976: chs. 1–2;
Hiney 1997: 21). When he returned to America in his early twenties, the
American language was consequently not something he took for granted.
Rather, as he himself said, he had to learn it ‘just like a foreign language’
(Chandler 1949: 155; cf. Jameson 1970: 66). Hammett’s particular
deployment of this language was, according to Chandler, the source of his
realism. Nonetheless, Chandler saw capacities in the American language
that he believed Hammett left undeveloped: ‘In his hands’, according to
Chandler, ‘it had no overtones, left no echo, evoked no image beyond a
distant hill’ (15).

Chandler here perhaps says as much about his own style as he does of
Hammett’s. Although Chandler in ‘The Simple Art of Murder’ presents
himself as an apostle of realism, he had more than thirty years earlier
written an attack on realism and a defence of romanticism for the London
journal The Academy, arguing at the time that artists who appeared to be
realists were actually romantics, exalting ‘the sordid to a vision of magic’
(Chandler 1912: 8). Despite the long span of time and the profound differ-
ences that separate Chandler’s failed first effort as a writer from his later
successful one, a romantic attachment to vision and magic remains con-
stant. The courageous and honourable man who walks down Chandler’s
mean streets is, as he suggests in the opening scene of The Big Sleep
(1939), a figure who bears comparison to the knights of romantic tales.
Yet Chandler’s attachment to romanticism involves more than his por-
trayal of his central character, Philip Marlowe. In remarking once that
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‘lightning’ of a sort strikes on each of Chandler’s pages, Billy Wilder
(1970) allows us, in effect, to recognise a point of contrast between the
styles of Hammett and Chandler.

The very excesses in Chandler, a source of fascination as well as occa-
sional complaint, are what make his style, in a word, Chandleresque – one,
abounding in a carnival of often grotesque and incongruous similes
(Tanner 1984–85), that exceeds the given world, evoking (however
faintly) the vision of another world, an image beyond a distant hill. It is
thus that Chandler seeks to convey, even if obliquely, ‘a quality of redemp-
tion’ (1944: 18) that he found lacking in Hammett and other figures of
the Black Mask school. Indeed, Hammett blacks out the horizon, placing
his characters in a world without windows.

Although Hammett and Chandler are commonly conflated as exam-
ples of a hard-boiled style, a stark difference becomes clear when we focus
on a matter of technique, their contrasting preferences for different figures
of speech, the metaphor and the metonym. Chandler gives prominence to
vision and sight; his main figures of speech are metaphoric, based in simi-
larity. Especially in The Maltese Falcon, however, Hammett prominently
places a metonymic figure at the centre of things while emphasising conti-
guity and the tactile. If there is any exit to the noir world of Hammett, we
cannot see it in a Chandleresque flash of romantic magic, but must try
uncertainly to feel our way out.2

This essay undertakes that task by examining The Maltese Falcon
through two distinct perspectives – one from the outside, so to speak, and
one from the inside.3 For the external perspective, we rely in the next
section upon a device from structuralist semiotics, developed by Algirdas
Greimas, known as the semiotic square. This device allows us to probe the
multiple meanings associated with the figure of the falcon and to chal-
lenge the common view that it is to be understood as an iconic symbol – or
metaphor – that, by virtue of similarity, stands for another world, for a
realm beyond the noir world in which the story unfolds. The internal per-
spective, addressed in the subsequent section, focuses upon details of the
text as these anticipate, and are connected with, a climatic moment in
which the metonymic significance of the falcon is clearly exposed. From
this perspective, the falcon appears as a mundane figure of force that oper-
ates historically. Finally, as we shall see in conclusion, Hammett’s text thus
contains cultural and political investments that rule out any simple
recourse to redemption à la Chandler and instead demand a demystified
understanding of historical forces.

The falcon squared
‘What’s this bird, this falcon, that everybody’s all steamed up about?’
(86).4 So Sam Spade asks Brigid O’Shaughnessy at one point, only to
receive a characteristically uninformative response – ‘a black figure, as
you know, smooth and shiny’ (87). By this time in the story, no one seems
especially steamed up about the two murders that have been committed.

2 On the association of
the metonymic with
prose and realism and
the metaphoric with
poetry and
romanticism, see
Jakobson 1956. On
the matter of vision,
see Kristeva (1983:
30): ‘Metaphor should
be understood as
movement towards
the discernable, a
journey towards the
visible’. In a study of
Hammett’s early
work, Panek draws
attention to the
vitality of Hammett’s
‘wordplay’, but
complains that it,
along with the use of
‘hyperboles, similes,
and wisecracks’,
comes ‘only
occasionally’ (2004:
204). In a study of
Hammett’s novels,
Gregory focuses on
‘metaphor’ as one of
the chief elements of
the hard-boiled style,
but notably gives no
examples from
Hammett. Rather, he
quotes one example
from another Black
Mask author, Lester
Dent, and then adds
that the best
metaphors were those
of Chandler, quoting
several of these
(1985: 25). Later,
though, Gregory
focuses on a passage
from Red Harvest that
might help explain a
comparative lack of
metaphor in
Hammett: ‘I want a
man to clean this pig-
sty of a Poisonville for
me’, says Elihu
Willsson to the
Continental Op, ‘to
smoke out the rats,
little and big’. ‘What’s
the use of getting
poetic about it?’
comes the Op’s ironic
reply. He might take
on a ‘fairly honest’ job
at a ‘decent price’, but
says that ‘a lot of
foolishness about
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The police and other law enforcement officials retain a dutiful concern,
but the falcon has become the centre of attention. The fascination with
the falcon begins with the mystery of its identity. As Spade asks, what is it?
It is commonly observed in commentaries on the novel that the falcon
must be an iconic kind of ‘symbol’ (e.g., Thompson 2007: 104–106;
Gregory 1985: 114). Yet it turns out that the falcon is an ambivalent
figure that projects multiple images.

The multiple images of the Maltese falcon can be probed by considering
it as a figure that is, so to speak, both doubled and internally split. The dou-
bling becomes apparent only at the climactic moment in the story when
Caspar Gutman hacks away at the black bird to reveal the leaden core
beneath the black enamel surface. He announces that it is a ‘fake’: the true
falcon has been replaced by a bogus double. The obvious shock of the char-
acters present in this scene indicates that they were expecting the falcon
not to be a fake – not to be doubled, that is, between the true falcon and the
fake. They had all been expecting the black bird, beneath its surface appear-
ance, to be the true Maltese falcon in its jewelled and golden glory.

Throughout the story until this point, the black exterior is presented as
a disguise, a surface image, which merely hides the underlying truth. In
other words, the figure is also split within itself between its outward
appearance and its essence. What is this essence? In Gutman’s historical
account of the falcon, the first person to discern ‘what it was under the
skin’ was Charilaos Konstantinides: ‘No thickness of enamel could conceal
value’, Gutman tells Spade, from that Greek dealer in antiquities (126).
The essence of the Maltese falcon, by this account, is its value – a concept
of essence to which we will return.

The oppositions posed here can mapped out and extended further in
terms of Greimas’s semiotic square, which is used here simply for its
heuristic value (see Figure 1). If we begin our mapping with Gutman’s
dejected realisation – ‘It’s a fake’ (202) – then we can take the fake as the
initial position in the square and complete the square by reconsidering the
story up to this climatic moment. The fake is strongly opposed to the true;
that is, the fake and the true here stand as contraries to one another. The
black bird, as a fake, violates the expectation that the story has sought to
convey – that the black exterior is simply a disguise for the true falcon. The
image of the true falcon in disguise stands in contradiction to the fake by
virtue of being not fake and, moreover, by bearing a relationship of implica-
tion to the true. In terms of the semiotic square, we now have three posi-
tions – three of the four corners – completed: the fake, the true and the not
fake. That leaves one position to complete, and (as is notorious with the
semiotic square) this final corner is somehow the most peculiar, the most
difficult to pin down, the most open-ended – yet somehow also the most
significant and, in retrospect, perhaps the most obvious.5

How might this position be named? What fits this position is contrary
to the not fake and is related by implication to the fake, while standing in
contradiction to the true: that is simply to say, the corner represents the

smoking rats and pig-
pens doesn’t mean
anything to me’
(1985: 42–43).
Willsson then repeats
himself in what he
hopes will be ‘plain
enough language’
(Hammett 1929a:
29).

3 In semiotic terms,
these external and
internal perspectives
might be labelled,
respectively,
paradigmatic and
syntagmatic.

4 All page references to
The Maltese Falcon are
to the edition cited in
Hammett 1930a.

5 Jameson (1987:
xiv–xvii), indicating
that the use of the
semiotic square
should not be
approached as a
mechanical exercise,
emphasises that the
final position in
particular should be
identified through
preconceived notions,
but through a process
of experimentation
that often involves
surprise. The
application here of 
the semiotic square 
to the figure of the
Maltese falcon was
developed through
such an approach. 
By the same token,
the particular
configuration thus
advanced does not
rule out other
possibilities.
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not true – which is neither true nor fake, nor not fake. What, then, fits the
category of the not true? For this position in the square, we might propose
the copy. At first glance, this might seem to be something of an impossibil-
ity because, as Gutman puts it while betraying Wilmer, ‘there is only one
Maltese falcon’ (194). Even if exact in every respect, a copy could not
reproduce the value of the original; something would be left out. However,
this is simply to say that there could be no perfect copy, and saying this is
in effect merely to restate the name of the category: not true.

In a sense, the question of how to adequately copy the Maltese falcon
runs throughout the book, especially in the scene in which Gutman
recounts for Spade the history of the falcon. Here the recurring question is
simply how much the bird is worth. Its essence, by Guman’s account, is its
worth, value – more precisely, its exchange value – or, quite simply, the
money that it will bring. This is an essence – a truth – that, by definition,
can be copied. For the characters involved in the quest for the falcon,
indeed, the obvious goal is to turn it into money. Not only is it worth (at
minimum) ‘a lot of money’, as Spade says in his first encounter with Cairo,
but – as Gutman later suggests – its monetary value is so great that no one
can adequately estimate it: ‘that’s the one and only truth about it’ (130).

Yet does this ‘truth’ about falcon not suggest a still greater value? Is it
not the aim of a romantic quest that, as with the legendary quest for the
Holy Grail, seeks to recover a mysterious object of limitless value: in this
case, ‘a glorious golden falcon encrusted from head to foot with the finest
jewels’ (124). The fascination with this falcon, this ‘metaphysical falcon’ –
as it has been called – arises from its gesture beyond the level of the
mundane to the sublime, to a domain suggestive of the divine – according
to one account, ‘the deity of a mysterious world’ (Malin 1963: 106–107).

That Hammett alludes to the romantic quest for the Holy Grail is not
only suggested by the text of The Maltese Falcon itself, but is confirmed by
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the contemporaneous concerns of his 1929 novel The Dane Curse with its
Temple of the Holy Grail. Yet, as Hammett’s parodic treatment of the
gothic in this text testifies, the significance of the romantic quest for the
Maltese falcon is not as a narrative pattern that Hammett simply repli-
cates, but as one he inverts (Hall 1990). Associated from the outset with
obvious violence and criminality, the predatory ‘black bird’ clearly sug-
gests as well an omen of danger and death. Yet, as we will see, even the
true Maltese falcon in all its glory is – despite appearances – actually no
symbol of transcendence, represents no gesture to a sacred or otherworldly
realm, but is a noir image fully implicated in the mundane.

Misdirection: or, Sleight of hand
There is a kind of magic in The Maltese Falcon, but it is not the romantic
‘magic’ that Chandler sought to evoke. Rather, it is the thoroughly disen-
chanted magic characteristic of the mystery. It is the magic of the magic
act, of a show where the audience watches in anticipation not of being
awestruck by the spells and incantations of the sorcerer, but of being pleas-
antly amazed by the tricks of the professional magician.

What the mystery most obviously has in common with the magic trick
is its reliance on misdirection. Indeed, a contemporary writer of advice to
aspiring mystery writers makes this connection explicit (Rogers 2003):
‘Misdirection is the mystery writer’s best friend’. As in a typical magic
trick, the key device is to control the focus of attention of those in the audi-
ence. Sleight of hand in the magic act depends upon the magician being
able to divert and fix the attention of the audience: ‘If the people in the
audience watch the magician’s face . . .’, then ‘they aren’t watching the
magician’s hands’. As in the magic act, a certain sleight of hand abounds
in the mystery.

However, misdirection in the mystery is not only limited to attempts by
the author to mislead the reader, but it also enters into the way characters
within a story mislead one another. It is thus that, in Red Harvest, the
Continental Op employs misdirection to turn the criminal gangs of a city
against one another. In The Dane Curse, moreover, the Temple of the Holy
Grail turns out not to be a domain of spiritual enlightenment but, as part
of a scheme to delude and defraud converts, a building that has been
remodelled and rigged for ‘hocus pocus’ by a stage mechanic renowned for
his work on magic shows (Hammett 1929b: 210).

With its connection between magic and misdirection, The Dane Curse
sets the stage, so to speak, for The Maltese Falcon, in which elaborate pat-
terns of misdirection – involving relationships among characters as well as
between author and reader – culminate in a type of magic act, in explicit
sleight of kind. That Hammett was familiar with magic, even perhaps
adept himself at sleight of hand, is suggested by not only by elements of his
fiction, but also by his comment in ‘From the Memoirs of a Private
Detective’ that the tricks of a pickpocket are simple and can be learned ‘in
a day’ by anyone of normal dexterity (Hammett 1923a: 61).
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The world of The Maltese Falcon is closed, claustrophobic, emphasising
spatial interiors and employing a severe objectivism that limits us strictly
to the exteriors of characters who press in upon one another. Never do we
glimpse a panorama or gain access directly to an inner voice, an intro-
spective viewpoint, or any depth of soul or psyche. Especially in the long,
climatic scene in Spade’s small apartment, the cramped character of this
world is pressed to a point of exaggeration. With an accent on contiguity
in this setting, all remain within reach of one another in an atmosphere
charged with the potential for violence and deception. It is here, moreover,
that the significance of a specific motif – Hammett’s repeated focus on
hand gestures – is plainly revealed as pointing not to a world beyond the
story (and certainly not to an image from beyond a distant hill) but to a
figure of force that presses in upon this world, to a figure that is paradoxi-
cally both outside and inside this world, constitutive of it as its organising
force. Hammett’s choreography of hand gestures can be followed, much
like a thread, leading us to the place where this force, implicitly present
throughout, comes out into the open with a shock. 

References to hands and hand gestures pervade the novel, ranging
from what seem perfunctory, as when Hammett describes in detail Spade’s
rolling of a cigarette (10–11), to apparently obsessive instances, as when
Joel Cairo raises a ‘hand’ to touch ‘a spot in the air with the broad-nailed
tip of an ugly forefinger’ (44). Similarly, when the black bird first comes
into Spade’s grasp, his ‘widespread fingers’ have ‘ownership in their
curving’, but this brief triumph is interrupted by Effie Perine’s scream as
she witnesses the gruesome sight of Sam’s shoe stepping on the hand of
the dead Captain Jacoby, ‘pinching a quarter inch of flesh between heel
and floor’ (159). Near the end of the book, to cite another example, Spade
strip searches Brigid. Looking for a missing thousand dollar bill, he exam-
ines each piece of her clothing ‘with fingers as well as eyes’ (195–196),
thereby recalling an earlier, intimate scene in which Sam embraces her,
his ‘hand moving groping fingers over her slim back’ (89).

It would be unnecessarily tedious to recount further examples from a
seemingly disparate range of perfunctory or obsessive instances. However,
three distinct moments clearly stand out and, when connected and con-
sidered together, suggest a significant implication of the hand motif.

(1) G in the Air. The first of these moments comes in the chapter enti-
tled, ‘G in the Air’. As Spade looks on, Brigid O’Shaughnessy and Joel
Cairo are talking about the murder of Floyd Thursby. She quickly gestures
with her hand: ‘The tip of Brigid O’Shaughnessy’s right forefinger traced a
swift G in the air’ (68). What might appear ephemeral at first glance is
revealed a moment later as a conspiratorial gesture. The movement of her
index finger, which both inscribes and points to ‘G’, has an immediately
evident meaning for Joel Cairo, though Spade as well as the reader is left in
suspense. Nonetheless, given the conventions of the mystery genre, we are
led to strongly suspect – if not conclude – that ‘G’ represents the figure of
the arch-criminal, the master mind, with whom the detective is destined
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eventually to match wits. Indeed, we soon learn that ‘G’ is Caspar
Gutman, a.k.a. ‘the Fatman’, who seems tailor made for the role of such a
villain.

Hand gestures continue during the scene in counterpoint to the words,
with Cairo rearranging ‘his hands in his lap so that, intentionally or not, a
blunt forefinger pointed at Spade’ (68). Quickly, though, the pattern of
conspiratorial hand gestures between Brigid O’Shaughnessy and Joel Cairo
is broken as the words turn ugly and the hands turn to violence. She slaps
his face, ‘leaving the imprint of fingers there’ (69; cf. 202). As Cairo slaps
her back, Spade intervenes, seizing and shaking him by the neck. Cairo
goes for his gun, but Spade grabs his wrist, twisting ‘it until the clumsy
flaccid fingers’ let go of the pistol (69). Even though Spade’s ‘fingers’ are
squeezing his neck, Cairo manages to speak with menace: ‘This is the
second time you’ve put your hands on me’ (69). Unperturbed, Spade tells
Cairo that ‘when you’re slapped you’ll take it and like it’ (69). Then
Spade’s ‘thick open hand’ viciously strikes the side of Cairo’s face three
times. As Cairo ineffectually tries to spit in his face, Spade then slaps
Cairo’s mouth, drawing blood (69).

The sudden turn of the hand gestures from conspiratorial meaning to
overt violence indicates their dual significance. A hand movement may be
an instrument of force as well as a means of mutual understanding.
Indeed, the difference is far from absolute inasmuch as strategy, manipula-
tion, and force can come in the guise of mutual understanding that masks
deception.

(2) A Dance of Hands. The overt association of hand gesture and power
is reinforced later when Spade ventures into the domain of officialdom. He
finds himself in a meeting with District Attorney Bryan and other officials
in the D.A.’s office. Bryan and Spade politely shake hands. Spade then
makes ‘a negligent gesture with the fingers of his right hand’ in response
to the D.A.’s apparently threatening query about police suspicions his
involvement recent murders (144). It turns out, however, that the D.A.
has concocted a different theory of his own and wants Spade’s help in
deciding among three possibilities (148).

Bryan smacked the back of his left hand down into the palm of his
right. ‘In one of those three categories lies the solution’. The power in his
voice was no longer latent. His right hand, a fist except for a protruding
forefinger, went up and then down to stop with a jerk when the finger was
levelled at Spade’s chest. ‘And you can give us the information that will
enable us to determine the category’.

Spade said, ‘Yes?’ Very lazily. His face was somber. He touched his lower lip
with a finger, looked at the finger, and then scratched the back of his neck
with it.

In this interplay, or little dance of hands, Spade redirects the D.A.’s gestures,
deflecting and diffusing their force. Refusing the demand to cooperate,
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Spade concludes that his ‘best chance’ to avoid trouble is to bring in the
criminals ‘all tied up’ (149), thereby foreshadowing what he says to
Gutman when demanding a ‘fall guy’ – so that ‘I can put my thumb to my
nose and wriggle my fingers at all the laws in the books’ (176).

(3) Sleight of Hand. During his strip search of Brigid, Spade fails to find
the missing thousand-dollar bill. Preceding the search, Gutman had given
Spade ten one-thousand dollar bills in an envelope, which Spade in turn
had given her to hold for him. When Gutman objects to her leaving the
room with the envelope, Spade takes it and returns it to him. Then
Gutman removes the bills, spreading out nine before him and announcing
that one is missing. Spade decides upon the strip search because, as he
puts it, ‘This trick upsets things’. Indeed, it turns out that the trick is liter-
ally a type of magic trick, by which Gutman seeks create confusion and
turn the tables on Spade. However, Gutman has not anticipated Spade’s
unhesitating ruthlessness in his treatment of Brigid. Once the strip search
turns up nothing, Spade can (as he has clearly anticipated) challenge
Gutman without doubt: ‘You palmed it’ (197).

Hammett’s pattern of hand gestures seems to culminate here in
Gutman’s sleight of hand, in the surreptitious movement of a hand that is
unseen. However, this unseen hand prefigures another. The black bird has
finally arrived. With fingers twitching, Gutman inspects the black bird
with a gold knife, scrapping black enamel from the base and ‘exposing
blackened metal beneath’ (201). Cutting deeper, he finds ‘the soft grey
sheen of lead’ (202). Hissing through his teeth, he twists the black bird
around and hacks at it. Then, his face flushed, he declares the bird ‘a fake’.
With shock and confusion in the room, Cairo blames Gutman for having
attempted to buy the falcon from the Russian General Kemidov in
Constantinople, thereby giving him the chance to substitute a fake. The
turn of events is ‘a severe blow’. Gutman admits, but he regains his com-
posure and points to the source of the blow: ‘Yes, that is the Russian’s
hand, there’s no doubt of it’ (202).

The repetition of hand gestures thus ultimately points to the black
bird – metonymically, ‘The Russian’s Hand’ – as the penultimate chapter
is titled. In this mystery, all the elaborate guises and deceptions, all the
actions – clever, calculated, apparently free and self-interested – all the
crimes and investigations occur in a space that has been organised by
an invisible act of deception, a sleight of hand making its effects felt at a
distance. Everyone has been misdirected by the unseen manoeuvres of the
Russian’s hand.

History: or, the Russian’s hand
While reviewing The Maltese Falcon for The New Yorker in 1931, Dorothy
Parker, renowned wit of the Algonquin Round Table, wrote enthusiasti-
cally of ‘the magnificent Spade’: ‘after reading “The Maltese Falcon”, I
went mooning about in a daze of love such as I had not known for any
character in literature since I encountered Launcelot when I hit the age of

208 Douglas Torgerson

EJAC-26-3-04-Torgerson  1/8/08  6:26 PM  Page 208



nine’ (Parker 1931: 195). Parker’s fantasies clearly suggest the resonance
of Hammett’s story with romantic tales of knightly chivalry. Similarly,
Chandler’s clear – though complex – association of this knightly image
with the figure of Philip Marlowe no doubt draws upon Spade, a character
Hammett himself once called a ‘dream’ detective (Hammett 1934: 105).
However, such common associations of Hammett’s detective with the
knights of romance also serve to underscore the significance of the way
Hammett makes central to the story of the falcon a knightly order of his-
torical record, the Order of the Hospital of St. John of Jerusalem, which
was not simply a charitable order, but one of the most powerful military
institutions in the history of Christendom. What were they? ‘Crusaders or
something’ – so responds Spade when Gutman, beginning to recount the
history of the black bird, asks what he knows of the knights.

The chronicle that Gutman offers links a range of documented histori-
cal episodes (cf. Miller 1998), beginning with the granting of Malta to the
order by the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V in 1530, under the condition
of a nominal tribute of one falcon each year. ‘These are facts, historical
facts’, says Gutman in the course of his account, ‘not schoolbook history,
not Mr. Wells’s history, but history nevertheless’ (124). Indeed, Spade dis-
patches his helpful secretary, Effie Perine, to check the account with her
uncle, who happens to be an historian and who is able to confirm at least
the plausibility of the story (133, 139).

Gutman’s history is ‘not schoolbook history’ in part because it is a
chronicle of obscure incidents, but because it directly challenges historical
mystification. The crusades in particular are not described in terms of any
religious or cultural ideals, nor is the Order of St. John portrayed as a benign
charitable institution. On the contrary, Gutman exults over ‘the extreme, the
immeasurable wealth of the Order’, particularly during the time, following
periods at Jerusalem and at Rhodes, when it was located on Malta: ‘They
were rolling in wealth, sir. . . . For years they had preyed on the Saracens, had
taken nobody knows what spoils of gems, precious metals, silks, ivories – the
cream of the cream of the East. That is history, sir. We all know that the Holy
Wars to them . . . were largely a matter of loot’ (124).

The history of the falcon, as Gutman recounts it, begins with the deci-
sion by the Order of St. John to send as its first tribute to Charles V some-
thing much grander than a mere a ‘live bird’: the ‘glorious’ statuette of a
falcon, made from plundered gold and jewels, ‘the finest out of Asia’ (124).
The history continues as one of theft, war, conquest, and murder. The
galley taking the tribute to Charles V is captured by buccaneers, and the
falcon remains in Algiers for more than a century. Then it appears in Sicily
and Naples, and then probably goes to Spain before showing up in Paris in
a black disguise, where for seventy years it makes its way among many
oblivious to its significance. Finally, in 1911, it comes into the possession
of Charilaos Konstantinides, ‘who traced most of its history and . . . identi-
fied it as what it actually was’ (126). Yet, even though the Greek dealer
has taken the precaution to re-enamel the falcon, he is murdered and the
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black bird is stolen. Years later, Gutman manages to trace the falcon to a
Russian general, Kemidov – described by Gutman to be a ‘stupid soldier’
living outside Constantinople, unaware of the bird’s true identity (127).
After making an unsuccessful attempt to buy the black bird from the
Russian, Gutman sends his agents to steal it, only to have one of them,
Brigid O’Shaughnessy, abscond with the bird (127–128) – or, as we later
learn, with the fake Kemidov has substituted for it. When Spade finally
asks who really owns the falcon, Gutman claims that (except perhaps for
the heir of Charles V), only the ‘right of possession’ would seem relevant to
such an item, which ‘has passed from hand to hand’ through violence,
treachery, and theft (127–128).

Gutman’s summation of the history of the falcon in terms of its passing
‘from hand to hand’ invites us to inquire further into the connection of the
present with the past. There are gaps in the story, large gaps of more than
a century or of many decades that Gutman fills with supposition.
Nonetheless, the overall suggestion is one of unbroken continuity in the
sense that – as a concrete, material object – the falcon is passed, much like
a baton in a relay, from one hand to another so that, by this means, the
past enters the present.

The antiquity of the Maltese falcon is part of its allure, but so too is its
oriental mystique (cf. Said 1978). Brigid O’Shaughnessy has just come
from ‘the Orient’ (37), and it turns out that this has also been the location
of Gutman’s most recent intrigues. Indeed, Joel Cairo, ‘the Levantine’, who
is the first in the story to mention the black bird, stands forth as an
obvious figure of oriental mystique, as not only his name testifies (42, 47).
The black bird is, from the outset, thus associated with the exotic as well
as the mysterious. Even as Gutman’s history dispels the mystifications of
schoolbook history, his account serves to reinforce associations with the
mystique of the orient. After all, the Maltese falcon is not only made out
gold and gems looted from Asia by an order of knights founded in the
Crusades, but has been crafted by ‘Turkish slaves’ under the command of
the order’s Grand Master (125).

The Maltese falcon might be considered not primarily an object of
monetary wealth, then, but a figure of power. More precisely, the falcon
might be regarded a token of power, much like a counter in a game. The
falcon does not simply represent power, but is itself immanent to a field of
power, part of a pattern of power relationships in which the offer of the
falcon simultaneously acknowledges, enacts, reaffirms, and manifests that
pattern.6 The falcon both is constitutive of the emperor’s power and pays
tribute to it in a manner that, in turn, serves to express the special status
of the knights in relation to this power.7

Gutman seems – initially at least – to fit the role of the arch-criminal,
one who ruthlessly accumulates both wealth and power. But compared to
the historical forces represented by the falcon, Gutman is not a man of
power; he is a creature of his world, nothing like the master of it. He is not
even much of a master criminal. Even with Spade trapped, seemingly at

6 This formulation of
course owes much to
Foucault (1980: Pt. 4,
Ch. 2).

7 Interestingly,
Abrahams (1995)
associates Hammett’s
writing of The Maltese
Falcon with the clash
of European empires
in World War I, citing
various allusions in
the text to specific
events.
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his mercy, the tables turn on Gutman, and he is unable, with all his
devices – including his sleight of hand – to turn them back. Gutman and
his gang amount, as Spade tells them, to ‘a fine bunch of lollipops’ (188).
In any event, Gutman clearly blundered in dismissing Kemidov as a stupid
soldier, for by the end we know that the black bird is the Russian’s hand.

Joan Copjec (1993: viii), while stressing the importance to the mystery
genre of the ‘act of deception’ perpetrated by the ‘arch-criminal’, adds that
this figure does not typically enter ‘the space of representation’. Indeed,
the Russian general never enters the immediate field of action; references
to him always point off stage. Soon after The Maltese Falcon appeared,
Hammett published a review of a book in which he found the ‘arch-criminal’
not to be believable (1930b: 102). The treatment of Gutman, from the
moment Brigid’s finger traces an enigmatic G in the air, appears designed
to insure that he is at least believable enough as the arch-criminal to dis-
tract attention from the Russian general in Constantinople. Yet, once
attention is focused on the general it becomes obvious that he represents a
force of history. He is no doubt a Russian exile, once a senior officer of the
Russian Empire, and thus most likely a leader in the White army defeated
during the civil war that followed the 1917 Russian revolution.8

When we regard the Russian’s hand in this context, we can see that it is
connected to a much larger pattern of power than what appears within
the immediate confines of the story itself, to a pattern not limited merely to
the obvious acts of misdirection among the characters. Not only does the
general create a fake to keep the falcon in his hands, or is connected ‘from
hand to hand’ back to its creation as a token of power, but the general is
also a figure of an imperial power that, though defeated, still wants to
reassert itself and, in any case, remains manifest as a force of history. The
world challenged by the Russian revolution was a world in which contrast-
ing forms of domination, the feudal and the capitalist, remained coupled.
Indeed, in the early twentieth century (if not today), the market nowhere
reigned supreme, but was accompanied by traditional forms of power and
submission. The history of human domination – manifest in the concrete
figure of the falcon – presses in on the confined world of the novel, limiting
its space, defining its shape, constraining its possibilities, even constructing
the identities and aspirations of the characters who populate it.

The Maltese falcon is the most prominent image to emerge from the
pages of Black Mask. More precisely – as we have seen – the falcon indi-
cates a range of images, and of these the most obvious noir image is that of
the ‘black bird’, the fake disguised to appear as the true falcon, a fake itself
disguised by a layering of black enamel. The black bird, in either case, lit-
erally wears a black mask. Here, indeed, we might recall the earlier con-
trast between the ‘true’ falcon and the ‘fake’. By reconsidering that
analysis, we can now also recognise the ‘untruth’ of the true and glorious
falcon, that quest object which, while mocking the divine pretensions of
romantic tales, also misguides the mundane – that is to say, the world and
its possibilities.

8 Hammett’s work
contains repeated
treatments of exiled
Russian nobility. The
first was ‘Laughing
Masks’, one of his
earliest stories,
published in Action
Stories (1923b). More
important in this
regard was ‘The
Gutting of Couffignal’,
published by Black
Mask (1925), in
which a gang of
Russian exiles, led by
a general and a
princess, seal off an
island in order to
carry out a
clandestine looting of
the inhabitants – only
to be caught by the
Continental Op.
Hammett would later
point explicitly to this
story as one that, in
part, prefigured The
Maltese Falcon
(Hammett 1934:
104).
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The untruth of the golden falcon is immediately obvious in the simple
fact that it is already a substitute, a kind of replica or representation of a
live bird – however ‘insignificant’ such life may be in Gutman’s estimation
(124). Yet even his demystifying history of the falcon merely mentions and
then passes over as equally insignificant another simple fact. The Maltese
falcon is a product of slave labour. Once we focus attention on the Muslim
slaves crafting the ornament (a representational object, no less) in the
Christian fortress at Malta, we can hardly avoid giving thought to the vast
labour necessarily spent to mine and process the precious metal and stone.
Nor can we help but recall centuries of warfare, plunder, conquest,
enslavement – all perpetrated in accumulating the kind of wealth and
power necessary to make possible the production and acquisition of such
an object.

The true Maltese falcon in its outwardly glorious appearance does not
reveal, but instead conceals, its history as a record of pain and misery.
Thus, in the particular case of the falcon, as Walter Benjamin has sug-
gested more generally (1950: 256), what seems civilised and refined is, at
the same time, barbaric. On this reading, the true falcon is not a symbol or
metaphor standing for something outside the world, or for anything glori-
ous or divine, but is a concrete manifestation of worldly force – a
metonymic figure of domination that, from hand to hand, carries a history
of domination with it into the present day.

The most famous line about the Maltese falcon was not penned by
Hammett, but is the echo from Shakespeare’s The Tempest (4.1.156–157)
with which John Huston ended his 1941 film. With resignation and
despair, Sam Spade tells us what the falcon is – or, more precisely, what the
leaden black bird is: ‘the stuff that dreams are made of ’. This line, the final
words spoken in the film, brings the dream down to earth, demystifying
the falcon in a way that nonetheless recognises the continuing power of its
mystique. Yet, we can question the way this conclusion suggests universal
resignation and despair if we take but a small step of faith and read
Hammett’s text as at least partially prefiguring something of his later polit-
ical commitments.9

As is well known, Hammett became committed to Marxism, but – by
Lillian Hellman’s account (1965: xii) – he was a Marxist who was also
‘very critical’ of Marxism. There was, she recalls him once saying, much
about it that ‘worried him and always had and that when he found some-
thing better he intended to change his opinions’. Still, during the anti-
Communist hysteria of the McCarthy era of the early 1950s, Hammett
spent half a year in prison for criminal contempt of court. He had been
ordered to reveal the whereabouts of four suspected subversives wanted by
federal authorities. Hammett refused to cooperate. Apparently, he did not
know where the men were, but that was not the point: he refused to coop-
erate with what he regarded as an abuse of power (Layman 1981, 219-
23, 248–62). This anecdote might well be taken to indicate that the
demystifying gestures of The Maltese Falcon, while portraying a noir world

9 This approach to The
Maltese Falcon
coincides with the
view of Steven
Marcus (1974: xxiii)
that it is possible to
discern in Hammett’s
fiction ‘a proto-
Marxist critical
representation’ of the
prevailing social
world. Hammett did
not clearly become a
Marxist until
sometime in the mid
to late 1930s, when
(as we now know in
retrospect) his writing
career was effectively
over.
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and exposing its sources, do not entail resignation and despair but can –
by virtue of its implicit critique of domination – be read as an implied call
for determination in confronting the forces that constitute and defend
such a world.
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