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Through parody and pastiche, allusion and hommage, retelling and reimagining the 
stories that were told before us and that we have come of age loving - amateurs - we 
proceed, seeking out the blank places in the map that our favorite writers, in their 
greatness and negligence, have left for us, hoping to pass on to our own readers - 
should we be lucky enough to find any - some of the pleasure that we ourselves have 
taken in the stuff we love: to get in on the game.  
 
All novels are sequels; influence is bliss. 
 
(Chabon, 2008, 57) 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 

 1.1. LIFE AND WORK OF MICHAEL CHABON 1 
 

Michael Chabon is a bestselling and widely praised contemporary Jewish-American author, 

"one of  the masters of  modern Jewish literature" according to D.G. Myers (Myers, 2008). 

He was born May 24, 1963 in Washington DC, as the son of  a prominent physician and a 

lawyer, and was raised in Columbia, Maryland. His parents divorced when he was 11 years 

old, which left a big impression on the young Chabon. As Raymond points out, "divorce 

and single-parenthood would become regular themes in his stories, often with men who 

either struggled with fatherhood or were bad fathers" (Raymond, 2010). This also holds 

true for The Yiddish Policemen's Union, where the protagonist is divorced and struggling with 

his own failed parenthood. 

 He attended the University of Pittsburgh, where he graduated as a Bachelor in the 

Arts in 1984. After that, he enrolled in a masters program in creative writing at the 

University of California, Irvine. He submitted his first novel, The Mysteries of Pittsburgh, as 

his master's thesis, but never intended to publish it. However, his tutor, MacDonald 

Harris, was impressed to such an extent that he sent it to his own literary agent in New 

York, without informing Chabon. The agent sold the novel for a $155,000 advance at a 

private auction, an exceptionally high sum for a debut author. The novel was a great 

success and immediately established Chabon as a promising author at the age of 23. 

 As this novel told the story of a man who, in the summer after his college 

graduation, had to choose for his love between a man and a woman, rumors about 

Chabon's own presumed homosexuality started to abound, with Newsweek listing him 

among the 'leading gay novelists'. Chabon did not like the idea of "being labeled" and he 

feared that people would think he was misrepresenting himself to sell books to a gay 

audience. However, gay characters and friendships between straight and gay men 

continued to take an important role in his writing, and in 2001 Chabon admitted in an 

interview that the homosexual experience in Mysteries of Pittsburgh was largely 

autobiographical. 

                                                        

1 For this biography, I retrieved information from articles by D.G. Myers, Stuart Jeffries, Christopher Tayler, 
Nate Raymond and the appendix 'About the author' in The Yiddish Policemen's Union (London:  Harper 
Perennial, 2007). 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 After the success of his first novel, Chabon started working on Fountain City, a 

novel about the construction of the perfect baseball stadium. However, after 5 years of 

writing and rewriting this novel, Chabon realized that it had no direction and completely 

abandoned the novel. In the next 7 months, he processed this experience in the form of a 

new novel about a frustrated writer: his second book Wonder Boys. This book was 

published in 1995 and later turned into a movie, starring Michael Douglas and Tobey 

Maguire. 

 His greatest literary and commercial succes to date is The Amazing Adventures of 

Kavalier & Clay, which received - among numerous other awards - the Pulitzer Prize in 

2001. This novel is set in New York during the 1930s and 40s, during the golden age of 

comics, and tells the story of two boys who create a comic book (The Escapist) about a 

superhero who fights the Nazi's. The narrative includes a wide range of themes, including 

"the Holocaust, McCarthyism, homophobia, friendship and the relationship between art 

and political resistance" (Chabon, 2007, appendix:3). 

 

 This novel also deals with another important aspect of Chabon's writing: his love 

for genre fiction - in this case: comic books. According to Raymond, it marked a turning 

point for Chabon in his literary philosophy, as he now began to turn to his old favorites 

for inspiration. His next novel, Summerland, was a fantasy novel for children, using 

American mythology and legends to tell a story about baseball. Even though Chabon 

claimed to be influenced by authors such as C.S. Lewis and Tolkien, this book is mostly 

compared to the Harry Potter series. He edited two collections of genre fiction short 

stories: McSweeneys Mammoth Treasury of Thrilling Tales (2003) and McSweeney's Enchanted 

Chamber of Astonishing Stories (2004). In 2004 he also published a short novella called The 

Final Solution, which was a homage to the Sherlock Holmes stories combined with a 

Holocaust narrative. 

 

 In 2007, Chabon published The Yiddish Policemen's Union, combining an alternative 

history with a hard-boiled murder mystery in the tradition of Chandler and Hammett. 

Once again, Chabon pairs his love for genre fiction with Jewish culture and themes, such 

as the question of Jewish exile. This novel was received quite enthusiastically by critics and 

the public, remaining on the New York Times best seller list for 6 weeks and won the Hugo 

Award  (a prestigious prize for SF and Fantasy) for Best Novel. Still, " the novel’s general 

ambivalence towards Jews, Jewishness and a Jewish State" received some criticism from 
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Jewish scholars (Kravitz, 2010, 96), which will be explored further in chapter 4. A film 

adaptation of the novel by Joel and Ethan Coen is currently in pre-production. 

  

 His last novel to date is Gentlemen of The Road, which was first published as a series in 

the New York Times Magazine. It is a classic historical adventure story about two Jewish 

bandits in 10th century Khazaria, who become involved in a plot to put the son of the 

deposed king back on the throne of the Khazars. In an interview with the Wall Street 

Journal, Chabon told he was going to try to turn in a new novel, called Telegraph Avenue, to 

his publisher in 2011. Chabon also tries his hand at Hollywood scripts sometimes, albeit 

with distinctively lesser success: several of the scripts he handed in never went into 

production, although he contributed to the screenplay for Spider-Man 2. Currently, 

together with his wife, Ayelet Waldman, he has set up "an offbeat drama project at HBO 

that revolves around a motley group of conmen and magicians who use their skills at 

deception to battle Hitler and his forces during WWII", provisionally called 'Hobgoblin'. 

He has also co-written an adaptation of Edgar Rice Burroughs’ novel John Carter of Mars 

for Disney, which should be released in 2012 (Littleton, 2010). 

 

 

 1.2. CHABON AND GENRE FICTION 
 

In almost all of his work since Kavalier & Clay, Chabon has been trying to erase the 

distinction between 'genre fiction' and 'literary fiction'. In his essay 'Trickster In A Suit of 

Lights', Chabon extensively argues that the distinction between genres is purely artificial 

and in fact nothing more than "a marketing tool, a standard maintained most doggedly by 

publishers and booksellers" (Chabon, 2008, 20). He believes that there is no reason why 

so-called genre writers should be separated from serious, 'literary' writers and argues that 

every book should only be judged by its intrinsic qualities. Chabon likes to think of genres 

as 'regions on the map of fiction' - a map with no real center, where it is not easy to tell 

where some of these genres overlap or fade into each other. He claims that the most 

interesting writers of the past seventy-five years have been drawn inexorably to these 

borderlands, mentioning writers such as Thomas Pynchon, Kurt Vonnegut and  

Cormac McCarthy: 
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Writers have plied their trade in the spaces between genres, in the no man's land. These great writers 

have not written science fiction or fantasy, horror or westerns - you can tell that by the book jackets. 

But they have drawn immense power from and provided considerable pleasure for readers through 

play, through the peculiar commingling of mockery and tribute, invocation and analysis, considered 

rejection and passionate embrace, which are the hallmarks of our Trickster literature in this time of 

unending crossroads. Some of them have even found themselves straddling that most confounding 

and mysterious border of all: the one that lies between wild commercial success and unreserved 

critical acclaim (Chabon, 2008, 25). 

 

His interest in genre fiction is not only echoed in Chabon's mixing of genre and literary 

fiction in his own novels, but also in his fierce defense of genre fiction in interviews and 

essays. An essay collection largely dealing with genre fiction, called Maps & Legends, has 

been published in 2008 and contains essays on, among others, comic books, Sherlock 

Holmes and Cormac McCarthy. 

 

 Chabon's "project" has been received overtly positive by critics and reviewers. 

Lev Grossman states that he sees the future of literature coming in the form of Chabon's 

new high-low fiction (Grossman, 2004). Andrew Hoberek sees Chabon's trajectory as a 

novelist as an example of the continuity of the postmodern project:  

 

Postmodern fiction's openness to mass culture begets the culturalist turn in criticism which begets 

not only the opening of the canon but also the expansion of what counts as literature in the present. 

Amon younger authors this shift can be quite self-concious (Hoberek, 2007, 239). 

 

Ruth Franklin was less positive about this tendency, saying that "Michael Chabon has 

spent considerable energy trying to drag the decaying corpse of genre fiction out of the 

shallow grave where writers of serious literature abandoned it". However, she praises 

Chabon for making the only use of gene fiction that a talented writer should in The Yiddish 

Policemen's Union: "rather than forcing his own extraordinarily capacious imagination into 

its stuffy confines, he makes the genre—more precisely, genres—expand to take him in" 

(Franklin, 2007). Finally, Karen Weisman is quite critical of Chabon's proneness to defend 

genre fiction. She argues that Chabon almost feels guilty about his own love for genre 

fiction and is "just a little bit too guilty and a little bit too fascinated by the thrill such guilt 

engenders in him". She argues that this is actually far beneath him: Chabon is not a 

middlebrow writer and his "artistry and mastery of narrative forms" should speak for itself  

(Weisman, 2009, 132) 
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 1.3. CHABON'S JEWISHNESS 
 

Chabon's ancestors were European Jews from Lithuania, Russia and Poland. Chabon 

himself recalls that when he was growing up, being Jewish "was part of who we were as a 

family, but it didn't seem to have any particular use when I was in my teens and 20s." 

When he married his second wife, Ayelet Waldman (who was born in Israel), in 1993 he 

started to grasp back to his Jewish identity, including the literary heritage of Judaism. In 

his first two novels, Chabon portrayed Jewish characters but barely touched any Jewish 

thematics. This changed with Kavalier & Clay, which amply represents many aspects of 

being Jewish, as for example the struggles of being Jewish in America and surviving the 

Holocaust. He maintained this themes throughout all his further works of fiction, most 

distinctly so in The Yiddish Policemen's Union. This novel also deals with some controversial 

political themes, which has been criticized by several Jewish scholars, as is further 

explored in chapter 4. However, in an interview with The Guardian, Chabon himself argued 

that his fiction is not political: " What interests me is the drama of the Jews, rather than 

deciding in my novels whether Israel or any other homeland is necessary for us" (Jeffries, 

2007). 

 

 Chabon has been praised as well as criticized for his depiction of Jewish 

characters and themes in his work, and Kavalier & Clay has even been hailed as "one of the 

hundred greatest works of modern Jewish literature" by the National Yiddish Book 

Center. Nevertheless, one of Chabon's strongest critics, D.G. Myers, is extremely harsh on 

Chabon's use and portrayal of Jews in his fiction. He reproaches Chabon for not using 

Jews and Judaism truthfully in his novels, but merely as a kind of exotic backdrop. He 

believes that Chabon has turned his back to the Jewish and religion and state and accuse 

him of being an imaginary Jew, who has invented an own form of Judaism and takes his 

residence into fiction: "Chabon’s fiction is a monument, not to the drama of the Jews, but 

to their absence from his pages" (Myers, 2008, 588). 
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2. HARD-BOILED DETECTIVE FICTION 
 

Michael Chabon never tried to conceal his love for hard-boiled detective fiction, more 

particularly for the great master of  the genre, Raymond Chandler, and in a lesser degree 

his "direct descendant" Ross MacDonald (Margolies, 71). In several interviews, Chabon 

has cited the genre as the major influence for The Yiddish Policemen's Union, and Chandler 

figures as the prominent number one on the list of  his "favorite genre writers", included 

as an appendix to the 2007 Harper Perennial UK edition of  the book. The direct and 

indirect references to Chandler and the genre as a whole in the novel are almost 

innumerable. In chapter 3, I will analyze how Chandler creatively uses and adapts the 

themes, tropes and language of  the hard-boiled genre. Before I arrive at the analysis, I will 

give a short overview of  the history and evolution of  the genre and its main 

characteristics in this chapter. 

 

 2.1. NOIR VS HARD-BOILED 
 

Before we can arrive at a definition of  hard-boiled detective fiction, we should look at the 

concept of  'noir'. In some theoretical literature, the term ‘hard-boiled fiction’ is used as 

interchangeable with 'noir thriller', although I consider this too broad a term for more 

formulaic authors such as Chandler and MacDonald. As Horsley puts it, noir is not strictly 

speaking a genre, but is valuable as a label that invokes 'a network of  ideas'. The term was 

first coined by French film-critics in the mid-1940s as a description for a specific strand of  

post-Second World War Hollywood films, usually crime dramas, which they considered 

very "dark" in terms of  their themes and outlook (with movies as The Maltese Falcon and 

Double Indemnity as some of  the best-known examples). Ever since then, the use of  the 

term has been broadened and it has been abundantly used, not only by critics and 

scholars, to describe different forms of  art which share themes such as anxiety, alienation, 

a threatening urban environment and the opposition between the individual and society. 

Critics started to consider pre-Second World War  examples as well, from the works of  

modernist writers such as Eliot and Conrad onwards (Horsley, 2001, 1-20). In more recent 

years the term 'neo-noir' has been used for contemporary films and books which make 

use of  noir imagery and themes. As James Naremore strongly argues in his overview of  

the history of  film noir More Than Night, noir is still ubiquitous in contemporary culture. It 
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does not only constitute a major category of  popular crime fiction, but is also capable of  

"truly impressive literary achievement" (Naremore mentions authors as Jonathan Lethem, 

Pete Dexter and David Markson). 

 

 In the introduction to The Noir Thriller, Lee Horsley's critical overview of   the 

genre from 1920 until 2000, she attempts to give her own definition to this broad 'noir' 

concept in literary fiction. She notes 4 main elements: " (i) the subjective point of  view (ii) 

the shifting role of  the protagonist (iii) the ill-fated relationship between the protagonist 

and society (generating the themes of  alienation and entrapment) and (iv) the ways in 

which noir functions as a socio-political critique"(Horsley, 2001, 8). All these elements are 

very well applicable to the genre of  hard-boiled fiction. However, Horsley argues that 

hard-boiled fiction has its own formula and distinctive stylistic characteristics, and is only 

one means of  expressing the noir vision, along with, for example, the visual style of  film 

noir (Horsley, 2001, 7). Whereas noir is a sort of  catchall concept, hard-boiled fiction is 

easier to define as a genre, because of  its recognizable formula and stylistic traits, which 

have been aptly summarized by Edward Margolies: 

The popular hardboiled detective story is composed of  a number of  basic, formulaic elements. 

Essentially it describes the detective's recruitment for a dangerous assignment, carnal and material 

rewards if  he drops the case, "ritual" beatings and threats to his life if  he does not, and his 

persistence and courage in carrying on despite these diversions. The detective is himself  often a 

"type" - a bachelor, individualistic, unswervingly honest, isolated and classless, who tends to regard 

most social and political institutions as soft or too amenable to corruption. The hardboiled genre is a 

peculiar mix, celebrating American individualism while at the same time denigrating the corruption 

of  American society. As nearly every reader of  hardboiled fiction knows, even the style in these 

stories is formulaic, with the adventure usually related in the first person by the detective himself  

who, when not given to tortured similes, is usually terse, laconic and objective, simply telling what he 

sees, hears, thinks and feels" (Margolies, 1982, 2-3). 

This definition is especially suitable for the classic private eye novels of  the 30's and 40's,  

the heydays of  the genre, with authors as Chandler and Hammett. In later years, the genre 

has been reinvented, parodied and revived numerous times, introducing new elements and 

adapting the genre to new socio-historical contexts. There was the rise of  ethnic and 

female crime fiction: for example the Afro-American author Chester Himes' Harlem 

policemen or Sarah Paretsky's female detective V.I. Warshawski, who drew heavily on the 

hard-boiled tradition of  Chandler and Hammett. Not that female or Afro-American 

weren't around in the early hard-boiled novels, but they were mostly just fairly marginal 
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characters in a prototypical 'white male' world (Marling, 2009). For my discussion of  style 

and characteristics of  the hard-boiled detective fiction, I will mostly focus on the 'classic' 

hard-boiled fiction of  the 30s and 40s. I will do this because Chabon is clearly grasping 

back to this era, the most successful days of  the genre, which has brought forth its most 

iconic writers and detectives, such as Philip Marlowe and Sam Spade.  

 
 2.2. ORIGINS OF THE GENRE  
 

Hard-boiled crime fiction came into being in the first years after World War I and rose to 

its full popular acclaim in the 1930’s and 40’s. As many of  the modernist literature of  that 

period, it echoed a sense of  disillusionment, fatality and moral bankruptcy. This was 

strengthened by political and economic catastrophes: the disastrous Prohibition Law, 

gangsters taking over economical and everyday life, expanding corruption in American 

business and politics, the Great Depression, the rise of  totalitarian government, etc 

(Horsley, 2001, 16-17). Looking back in 1950, Chandler reflected on this interwar climate 

that engendered “the smell of  fear” in the pulp crime fiction of  that period: 

Their characters lived in a world gone wrong, a world in which, long before the atom bomb, 

civilization had created the machinery for its own destruction, and was learning to use it with all the 

moronic delight of  a gangster trying out his first machine gun. The law was something to be 

manipulated for profit and power. The streets were dark with something more than night 

(Chandler, via Clarke, 1997, 83). 

 
 2.2.1. American Hard-boiled vs. British Golden Age  

The hard-boiled genre marks a departure from the classic detective story, as it was first 

introduced into (English) literature by Edgar Allan Poe with the character of  Dupin in his 

‘tales of  ratiocination’, and popularized by Arthur Conan Doyle with the Sherlock Holmes 

stories. In Great Britain, these were followed by the writers of  the 'British Golden Age', 

with authors as Agatha Christie & Dorothy Sayers, at about the same time as the 

emergence of  hard-boiled fiction in the United States (the inter-war period). The fiction 

of  this period mostly depicts an eccentric detective, a crime in a closed (often rural) 

setting, in a middle or upper-class environment. The crimes that he (or she) has to solve 

are individual, isolated cases of  violence and thus not rooted in a bigger scheme of  

corruption and decay. It is only a temporary violation of  the social order; once the 

detective has solved the crime the natural order is restored and all is set right again 
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(Bertens & D'Haen, 2001, 1-2). As Bertens & D'haen point out, this is where the classic 

British detective fiction differs fundamentally from its American counterpart: 

 

The world that Sam Spade, Philip Marlowe, and Lew Archer operate in, though, is rotten at the core. The 

private eye has to break or bend the law himself  in order to reassert an ideal ‘America’ founded on equality, 

justice, and the right to life, liberty, and the pursuit of  happiness. However, that reassertion always remains 

both incidental and temporary. The private eye remains incapable of  structurally righting his world. The 

British-style Golden Age detective guarantees a reassuring return to a well ordered and closed universe. The 

American-style hard-boiled private eye, on the contrary, leaves us with a sprawling urban jungle pressing in 

on us, and no guarantees whatsoever – or, to put it another way, with many questions but no answers. 

(Bertens & d'Haen, 2001, 2) 

This sense of  'the urban jungle', the moral decay and irreparable corruptness of  the world 

in which the private operates are essential to the genre of  hard-boiled fiction. 

As Schwartz points out, in genre fiction "setting has always played a prominent role and 

been expected to do so by it's readers. (Schwartz, 2002, 84). For hard-boiled fiction this 

setting is almost invariably urban; take for example Chandler and Hammett's Los Angeles. 

 
 2.2.2. The Black Mask period 

As Marling explains, the direct origins of  the genre can be found in the magazine ‘Black 

Mask’, which was founded in 1920 as a pulp magazine, and was subtitled "An Illustrated 

Magazine of Detective Mystery, Adventure, Romance, and Spiritualism"2 . In 1923 they 

started publishing the first significant hard-boiled authors, such as Dashiel Hammett and 

Caroll John Daly. The magazine soon came to play an essential role in publishing and 

promoting this new kind of  crime fiction, especially when Joseph T. Shaw took over the 

editorship in 1926. Not only did he greatly increase the circulation of  the magazine, but 

his clear vision of  what hard-boiled fiction should look like played an important role in 

the forming of  the genre. He was shocked by the celebration of  gangsters as Dillinger and 

Capone in American tabloids and felt that the republic was threatened more by corrupt 

judges, political deals and institutional sickness than by petty criminals (Marling, 2009) As 

a dedicated writing coach and recruiter of  new writers, he also played a big role in the 

development of  the tone and style of  the genre. He “encouraged a high standard of  

colloquial, racy writing, favoring ‘economy of  expression’ and ‘authenticity in character 

and action’, all of  which are important features of  the hard-boiled style (Horsley, 2001, 

                                                        
2  Source: "The Black Mask" by Professor E.R. Hagemann, published in Mystery Jan. 1981, Vol. 2 No. 1. 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19). The magazine promoted the two most important writers of  this style: Dashiel 

Hammett and Raymond Chandler, who I would like to discuss in some more detail.  

 

 2.2.3. Dashiel Hammett 

Hammett was the first to set the standard for hard-boiled fiction, and can be seen as “the 

progenitor of  literary noir” (Horsley, 2001, 30) many of  his successors in the magazine 

were later accused of  imitating him. His short story “Arson Plus”, where his hero 

Continental Op appeared for the first time is often cited as the birth of  the genre. 

(Marling, 2009).  Moreover, he was acknowledged for lifting the pulpy genre into some 

more literary prominence, with successful novels  as The Maltese Falcon (1930) and The Thin 

Man (1934). Critics labeled him as a modernist and noir author, rather than just another 

pulp author, because of  his “development of  more sophisticated ironies, his ambiguity 

and complexity, his disruption of  reliable narrative and of  binary oppositions between 

good and evil, order and disorder” (Horsley, 2001,30). According to Horsley, his huge 

influence is partly due to his distinctive voice:  

A true hard-boiled style that is in itself  an implicit  rejection of  bourgeois hypocrisy and 

conventional values. His spare, unembellished prose is appropriate to his no-nonsense protagonists 

(…) His flawed, vulnerable narrators and his hard, direct representation of  contemporary material 

give him an ability to lay bare the “heart, soul, skin and guts” of  a corrupt town (Horsley, 2001, 30).  

  

 Hammett also was the hard-boiled writer who was most concerned with the 

literary merits of  his work. He wanted to be a man of  the people, not an academic or 

intellectual, but still someone who had a broader vision than the ordinary citizen. Also, as 

a reporter he was actively involved in leftist politics and in the promotion of  avant-garde 

literature (he wrote a review on Finnegan's Wake for PM Magazine). He was stirred by the 

idea of  bringing literary achievement to pulp fiction (McCann, 2000, 95-97). Early on in 

his career he wrote about his ambitions in a letter to his publisher Blanche Knopf:  

 

I'm one of  the few-if  there are any more-people moderately literate who take the detective story 

seriously. I don't mean that I necessarily take my own or anybody else's seriously-but the detective 

story as a form. Some day somebody's going to make 'literature' of  it (Ford's Good Soldier wouldn't 

have needed much altering to have been a detective story) and I'm selfish enough to have my own 

hopes.  (Hammett, 1928 via McCann). 
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According to McCann, Hammett gave up the writing of  detective stories after a three-year 

period of  remarkable creativity, when he wrote his most important novels (1929-1931), 

because of  his frustrated ambitions and his uncertainty about his own literary merits. 

Michael Chabon is in a way carrying on Hammett's project with greater success, with his 

widely praised efforts of  combining genre fiction with 'higher literature'. 

 

 

 2.2.4. Raymond Chandler 

Whereas the question whether something was true literature or not was the only question 

to Hammett, his principal successor and most successful of  all Black Mask authors, 

Raymond Chandler, deemed this irrelevant. Not that Chandler did not take his own genre 

fiction serious - he just didn't believe an opposition between genre fiction and literature 

was a valuable one. (McCann, 97-100).In his famous essay "The Simple Art of  Murder", 

Chandler claims that "there are no vital and significant forms of  art; there is only art and 

precious little of  that". He also vigorously reacts to Dorothy Sayer's claim that "the 

detective story can never attain the loftiest level of  literary achievement": 

 

It is always a matter of  who writes the stuff, and what he has in him to write it with. As for literature 

of  expression and literature of  escape, this is critics’ jargon, a use of  abstract words as if  they had 

absolute meanings. Everything written with vitality expresses that vitality; there are no dull subjects, 

only dull minds. All men who read escape from something else into what lies behind the printed 

page; the quality of  the dream may be argued, but its release has become a functional necessity. 

(Chandler, 1988) 

 

 In this essay, Chandler also takes up the defense of  Hammett, heralding him as 

one of  the great authors of  his time. He argues that the question of  how original a writer 

he really is does not matter. He lauds Hammett for “giving murder back    to the kind of  

people that commit it for reasons, not just to provide a corpse” and for “taking murder 

out of  the Venetian vase and dropping it back into the alley” – quite unsubtly dismissing 

the English style of  detection writing. He praises Hammett for his realistic way of  writing, 

not essentially for his literary style but for bringing the true ‘American language’ to 

literature: "He was spare, frugal, hardboiled, but he did over and over again what only the 

best writers can ever do at all. He wrote scenes that seemed never to have been written 

before” (Chandler, 1950). 
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 Ironically enough, Chandler himself  turned out to be arguably the greatest hard-

boiled writer of  them all, as he is widely considered to have surpassed Hammett in style 

and success. However, Chandler is often viewed as the ‘less serious’ writer, injecting the 

genre with a sense of  humor and irony and moving away slightly from the modernist 

anxieties present in Hammett’s work. Horsley writes that “[t]he work of  Chandler is 

characterized by a much more consistent lightness of  tone. Chandler combines witty 

detachment with an underlying sentimentality that is also there in some film adaptations” 

(Horsley,2001, 35). Nevertheless, Chandler’s own literary achievements should not be 

depreciated – he was a literate and well-educated man, who tried to bring some of  the 

stylistic accomplishments of  his literary role models – such as Dickens, Hemingway, 

Henry James -  to the genre (Marling, 2009; Margolies 1982, 38-9). 

 

 According to McCann, Chandler maintained an unaltered vision over the twenty-

five years that he wrote detective stories: a vision of  sentimental loss depicting some 

idealized male fellowship/brotherhood that was subsequently undermined by the evils of  

the modern world, corruption and exploitation (McCann, 2000, 141). While Chandler is 

occupied with these wrongdoings of  the modern world, he is less outspoken than, for 

example, Hammett. Horsley argues that he “has not always convinced his readers of  his 

serious commitment to exposing corruption in high places” and “in comparison to 

Hammett, the reader is not immersed in a sense of  nightmarish urban corruption”. But 

she does not deprecate the importance of  the socio-political context in Chandler’s work: 

“Even those who play down the socio-political dimension in Chandler’s novels see in 

them a modernist sense of  urban anomie and moral disintegration” (Horsley, 2001, 36-

37).  

 

 However, rather than for “exposing corruption”, Chandler is remembered and 

praised for his unique, iconic style and brilliant characterization – or as Margolies puts it, 

he is “a cut or two above his colleagues in matters of  style and character” 

(Margolies,1982,38). An important innovation on Chandler’s part is his consistent use of  

the first-person narrator, which proved to be one of  the defining characteristics of  hard-

boiled fiction. In this way, the reader is involved in the detective’s thought process and 

discovers clues and new pieces of  information at the same time as the detective: “The 

typical first-person narration by the detective admits the reader to greater intimacy even 

while one remains aware of  the detectives’ corresponding control” (Moore, 2006, 15). 



                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                     Colpaert     19 

Chandler gratefully used this perspective to inject his narrative with a great deal of  wit and 

self-mocking humor on behalf  of  his protagonist, while still being able to provide the 

reassurance of  the stable and trustworthy perspective (Horsley, 2001, 37). 

 

 Furthermore, Chandler’s style is characterized by terse, fast-paced sentences and 

his abundant use of  stylistic devices such as the wisecrack, the simile and the hyperbole. 

As Panek points out in his book on the ‘new hard-boiled writers’ of  the 1970’s – 1990’s 

that; while Chandler may not have been the first to bring these devices to hard-boiled 

fiction, “he just used them more artfully than his contemporaries – or anyone else for that 

matter” (Panek, 2000, 205) . This style became a sort of  standard for hard-boiled fiction, 

which has been imitated/followed countless times ever since. More than any other writer, 

Chandler has been an influence on all hard-boiled writers that came after him:  

The one thing that stays the same in the hard-boiled world is the literary style. The hard-boiled books of  the 

last quarter of  the century repeatedly and clearly pay homage to Raymond Chandler. Everybody, it seems, 

wants to write like him, and they’re not coy about it either (Panek, 2000, 205). 

 

 There seems to exist little debate among critics about Chandler’s stylistic merits. 

Margolies called him “at his best, one of  the masters of  the American language” 

(Margolies, 1982, 44). Gene D. Philips gives a short overview of  critical appraisal for 

Chandler by writers such as W.H. Auden en Somerset Maugham in his book, and argues 

that “although Chandler, like most mystery writers, was at first given the back-of-the-bus 

treatment by book reviewers, he eventually came into his own and was treated not as a 

hack but as a serious novelist” (Philips, 2000,5).  Moreover, he is the first mystery writer to 

be honored by the Library of  America, which according to Philips shows the 

acknowledgement of  the literary worth of  crime writing and establishes Chandler as its 

most accomplished representative. 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2.3. CHARACTERISTICS OF THE GENRE 
 

 2.3.1. The hard-boiled hero 

Self-evidently, the most distinguishing and recognizable type in hard-boiled fiction is that 

of  the protagonist, the hero of  the story. In the original hard-boiled story this used to be a 

detective (the classic ‘private eye’) but in later stages of  the genre, the hero could be a 

journalist, a policeman or even a crook (Marling, 2009). It is, however, the private eye that 

has survived as the archetypical image of  the hardboiled hero:   

He is the figure most often analysed in comparisons between hard-boiled crime fiction and classic detective 

fiction, to the extent that comparisons with the white male hard-boiled tradition (for example, in analyses of  

female-authored or black  crime fiction) are generally constructed solely with reference to Hammett 's Sam 

Spade or Chandler 's 'crusader/knight' of  the mean streets (Horsley,2001, 24). 

Marling traces the origins of  the hard-boiled hero back to the heroes of  classic Western 

mythology, such as Odysseus and Lancelot. The parallels are clear: “the protagonist 

embarks on a journey of  discovery, in order to attain a goal or to recover something lost. 

These figures faced dangers, challenges, and temptations that were physical, moral, 

material, and sexual. Success depended on the acquisition of  special knowledge, or on an 

all-powerful sponsor (a god, patron, muse), fidelity to whom permitted success. There is a 

personal cost to the protagonist” (Marling, 2009). 

 Margolies opts to place the hard-boiled hero in the line of  the all-American 

western heroes and frontier men. Our hero is no longer hunting animals and Indians in 

the wilderness, but has turned to the urban jungle, where criminals are his new prey. Just 

as the western hero, the private eye is a highly individualistic character, a 'lone ranger', 

someone who is "still outside organized society, but curiously trapped inside as 

well"(Margolies,1982,6). In almost every hard-boiled story there is a moment where the 

hero has to undergo some kind of  torture by his enemy: he gets shot, stabbed or simply 

beaten up and mostly passes out. This “ritual beating” is explained by Margolies as an 

extension of  the 'baptisms of  fire' and torturing by their enemies, which the western hero 

has to undergo: "In either instance, early and late, heroes come perilously close to death. 

Their triumph is their survival" (Margolies, 1982, 7). Marling, once again, draws this ritual 

beating back to the classics and points at its symbolical meaning: the hero’s passage into 

the underworld.  After this beating, the hero awakes with greater strength, clarity or ability, 

which helps him solve the case (Marling, 2009). 
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 According to Margolies, the private eye has not only inherited the chivalric, knight-

errant quality of  the western heroes, but also their racism. The racism that was inherent in 

the depiction of  native Americans is continued by the hard-boiled detectives who "looked 

with extreme suspicion at foreigners or persons with odd-sounding names" (Margolies, 

1982, 6-10). The perpetrators of  violence are "often dark-skinned peoples who attempt to 

stem the westward advance of  white American civilization" (Margolies, 1982, 26). Marling 

also acknowledges the importance of  the frontier mythology for hard-boiled fiction and 

the xenophobia that stems from it: “This made for heroes and heroines who were urban 

and urbane, familiar with the intricacies and elites of  the city, but still possessed of  

practical "know-how" and an aggressive attitude toward "unknown geography" and its 

inhabitants” (Marling, 2009). 

 In short, we could say that the hard-boiled detective is an all-American hero: 

individualistic, strong, independent and often unconventional in his ways of  handling 

cases. He is an outcast in the corrupt society he is trying to fight, and has a set of  

(American) moral values he is defending (cfr. infra). In most stories, the detective is a 

classless, rather poor bachelor with a drinking problem. He is a common man, someone 

who looks at things from the perspective of  the ‘man on the street’, and thus does not 

adopt the typically British aristocratic point of  view. He speaks the vernacular of  the 

streets (cfr 2.3.5). He is characterized by his physical toughness and often stands out in 

fights and one-on-one competitions. Next to his physical qualities, the detective is also a 

very clever and witty man, who knows how to use his language as a weapon; he uses it 

against opponents and is very conscious of  its effects (Marling, 2009). The best summary 

of  what a hard-boiled detective is, or should be, has been given by Chandler himself  in his 

essay ‘The Simple Art Of  Murder’: 

But down these mean streets a man must go who is not himself  mean, who is neither tarnished nor afraid. 

The detective in this kind of  story must be such a man. He is the hero, he is everything. He must be a 

complete man and a common man and yet an unusual man. He must be, to use a rather weathered phrase, a 

man of  honor, by instinct, by inevitability, without thought of  it, and certainly without saying it. He must be 

the best man in his world and a good enough man for any world. I do not care much about his private life; 

he is neither a eunuch nor a satyr; I think he might seduce a duchess and I am quite sure he would not spoil 

a virgin; if  he is a man of  honor in one thing, he is that in all things. He is a relatively poor man, or he would 

not be a detective at all. He is a common man or he could not go among common people. He has a sense of  

character, or he would not know his job. He will take no man’s money dishonestly and no man’s insolence 
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without a due and dispassionate revenge. He is a lonely man and his pride is that you will treat him as a 

proud man or be very sorry you ever saw him. He talks as the man of  his age talks, that is, with rude wit, a 

lively sense of  the grotesque, a disgust for sham, and a contempt for pettiness. The story is his adventure in 

search of  a hidden truth, and it would be no adventure if  it did not happen to a man fit for adventure. He 

has a range of  awareness that startles you, but it belongs to him by right, because it belongs to the world he 

lives in (Chandler, 1950). 

 
 2.3.2. ‘The Code’ 

As already mentioned, the hard-boiled detective sticks to his own set of  moral values. 

When critics discussing the genre discuss this aspect, they usually refer to 'the code' or 'the 

detective code'. This code is their way of  holding on to a certain set of  personal values in 

a corrupt and uncertain world, where the distinction between right and wrong is often 

blurred. The code is a kind of  deolontological key for private eyes. According to Marling, 

the basics of  this code can be found in the works of  Hammett, who picked this up from 

his legendary manager James Wright during his work as a private detective in the 

Pinkerton Detective Agency (Marling, 2009). 

 According to Layman, Hammett's biographer, the essentials of  this code were 

anonymity, a personal morality and objectivity. This 'work ethic' heavily influenced 

Hammett in his style and ethics. The detective should be anonymous in order to ensure 

that he could never be bribed or blackmailed with personal information. He had to 

develop a sense of  'survivor morality', protecting the good people from the bad people. 

But this does not imply that the detective himself  was bound by traditional moral rules, 

since this could put him at a disadvantage: "a detective could lie, cheat, steal evidence, 

break promises, blackmail and manipulate people in order to bring the criminal to justice". 

But the essential quality for a private eye is his objectivity; therefore he should keep an 

emotional distance from the people he is dealing with at all times. If  he becomes too 

involved with his client or with the person he is investigating, he would no longer be able 

to objectively distinguish all pertinent clues relating to the case (Layman, 1981, 11 via 

Marling, 2009). 

 Of  course, there is no such thing as a fixed or written code, and different hard-

boiled detectives seem to have their own 'version' of  this code. The novels of  Chandler 

already accounted for a departure from the basic code as established by Hammett. 

Therefore, Horsley discerns two types of  attitudes towards the code. On the one hand 

you have the detectives who possess some kind of  moral superiority, the 'unshakeable 
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integrity' of  a detective such as Chandler's Marlowe. They adhere to a set of  values that 

"ultimately distinguishes them from those on the wrong side of  the fence", by which they 

try to hold up a certain sense of  morality in their work. On the other hand you have the 

private eye who functions almost as a type of  half-gangster, those who are deeply 

implicated in the world of  corruption and acknowledge "their own anarchic tendencies 

and capacity for violence". As mentioned above, they see no harm in breaking laws, 

cheating or lying. Despite their cynicism and amorality, they still adhere to "a personal 

code, against which unscrupulous enemies and the disorder they create can be judged". 

Examples of  this second type can be found in the novels of  Hammett, Raoul Whitfield 

and Paul Cain (Horsley, 2001, 20-25). 

 Still, what both types of  detectives have in common is a serious dedication to their 

profession and clients: a true hard-boiled detective cannot be bribed by anyone and will go 

to great ends to solve a case. Margolies ascribes the poverty of  Philip Marlowe to his 

consistent integrity (he cannot be bought off) and says that Hammett's detectives’ only 

principles were "the standards of  their profession" (Margolies, 1982, 18, 33). Marling aptly 

summarizes the most common version of  the code in 5 points: 

The private eye is 1) dedicated to the client, 2) economical, if  not thrifty, in his expenses and 

personal habits, 3) loyal to his profession, 4) cooperative, to some degree, with the police, 4) 

concerned with self-survival, and 5) unwilling to be duped by anyone. Later detectives, such as 

Archer, Spenser, and Warshawski, add a considerable amount of  empathetic humanism to the first 

feature above (Marling, 2009). 

 

 2.3.3. Women in hard-boiled fiction  

As mentioned before, women used to occupy a rather marginalized role in classic hard-

boiled fiction. They were merely extras in a predominantly male world, where macho 

values, violence and physical challenges figured prominently. When female characters 

appeared they were mostly typified as either a corrupt woman helping out the gangster, or 

the 'damsel in distress', who needed to be saved by the hard-boiled hero. As Horsley puts 

it:  

In contrast to the post-World War Two period, the roles of  female characters tend not to be of  

determining importance. The women represented are often defined primarily as the helpers of  the 

men, either as, say, the gangster's moll or as the basically though, good girl who helps the 

downtrodden gangster or endangered victim" (Horsley, 2001, 20).  
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 Women were rarely the protagonist of  the story, although Marling points out that 

women detectives figured in American detective fiction as early as 1883. However, they 

were depicted as soft, intuitive women in the line of  British aristocratic detective fiction. 

They were not trained in law enforcement and mostly used "feminine psychology" to 

solve cases. In the Black Mask  stories, there are some examples of  female detectives 

(Gardner's Bertha Cool, Babcock's Hannah Van Doren) but they were pretty conventional 

detectives and all written by male authors. Gale Gallagher can be seen as "the first hard-

boiled woman detective"; she first appeared in 1947 and was invented by the writer duo 

Will Oursler and Margaret Scott, and figured as a kind of  female version of  the typical 

hard-boiled hero. She is a single, police-trained, independent woman who knows how to 

handle a firearm, goes down the dark alleys and frequents jazz bars. In the 1980s, then, an 

explosion of  female authors (such as Sue Grafton and Sara Paretsky) and detectives 

emerged (Marling, 2009). 

 The detective has a particularly ambivalent attitude towards women, as Margolies 

notes: he seems to love and hate women at the same time. But since the private eye is 

confined to the city, he cannot avoid their presence and has to cope with them, which 

results in this love/hate-relationship. He traces this double position towards the female 

characters back to the frontiersmen: women were associated with social institutions and 

domestic life, and therefore they represented exactly those things frontiersmen were trying 

to get away from. Van Dover also highlights this dual relation:  "he <the detective> 

desires women and mistrusts women, which makes him a misogynist: he hates them for 

being desirable. (...) His uneasiness with them is intense". Van Dover argues that women 

sometimes appear as witnesses or "plucky working girls", but mostly function as 

temptresses. They are deceitful, cheating women who use their sexuality to "get their way 

in the world". Deceit and disloyalty are stereotypically displayed as the endemic vices of  

women, and opposed to the honesty and integrity of  the male detectives (Van Dover, 

2005, 103).  

 The sexuality of  these female characters has also been exploited as a selling 

proposition in the cover art of  the hard-boiled fiction in the 1940s. Since publishers had 

found out that more sex also meant higher sales, they "aimed not just for 'gritty realism  

but for frank eroticism, lacking in...conventional  morality, and with an iconoclastic 

eagerness to explore the controversial and the taboo" (Horsley, 2001, 97). "Lurid covers 

with curvaceous women in various states of  undress and erotic poses now characterized 
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paperback covers (...) Sex, sadism, and the smoking gun constituted "the 3 S's" of  cover 

art, which unquestionably attracted readers" (Ashby, 2006, 308).  Horsley, however, points 

out that this stereotypical representation of  women has also been challenged by various 

authors. While authors such as James Thompson and Charles Williams overturned social 

expectations and satirized male views of  women in their novels, others such as Bardin and 

Millar challenged these stereotypical images by casting women into roles that were 

normally reserved for male characters (Horsley, 2001, 98). Nevertheless, this evolution 

only began in the period after the heydays of  the classic hard-boiled writers. 

 
 2.3.4. The Femme Fatale 

The figure of  the woman as a temptress in hard-boiled fiction has been immortalized in 

the image of  the "femme fatale". It is one of  the most powerful and iconic characters to 

have emerged from noir fiction. Marling gives a very neat and compact definition of  the 

femme fatale: 

The femme fatale, defined simply, is an irresistibly attractive woman, especially one who leads men 

into danger. In hard-boiled fiction, she is usually the protagonist's romantic interest. There have not 

yet been any hommes fatales (though they abound in gothic and romance fiction). The protagonist's 

involvement with her may range from mild flirtation to passionate sex, but in the denouement he 

must reject or leave her, for the revealed plot shows her to be one of  the causes of  the crime 

(Marling, 2009). 

  

 However, Horsley notes, the femme fatale was not such a prominent character in 

the classic hard-boiled fiction. There were notable examples in Chandler's work and they 

appeared occasionally in the work of  Hammett and James M Cain. But it is only with the 

post-Second World War boom in paperback thrillers and the iconic images of  femme 

fatales in Hollywood productions of  those novels that she gained recognition. As Horsley 

points out, this femme fatale became central in the middle of  the 1940s, when the 

Hollywood studios increased the importance of  the love-story element in hard-boiled 

thrillers. Before, the femme fatale was only one of  the problems the detective had to deal 

with, while now she would "complicate the whole of  the action and undermine the 

masculine ethos of  the investigative  thriller" (Horsley, 2001, 20, 97). Chandler, Horsley 

argues, was one of  the few writers of  the earlier period who abundantly made use of  the 

femme fatale and even put her at the centre of  his plot:   
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Women are always associated with 'the nastiness' of  which Marlowe fears he has become part, and 

against which he protects himself  with both humour ("I'm the guy that keeps finding you without 

any clothes on"; "It wasn't a game for knights') and, at times, with astonishing ferocity: 'I put my 

empty glass down and tore the bed to pieces savagely' (Big Sleep, 163-4 and 111-13) (Horsley, 2001, 

40). 

 

 Accordingly, Marling writes, it became important for the private eye to be able to 

distinguish 'good' from 'bad' women. Therefore, the femme fatale has often been 

perceived as misogynist by feminist literary criticism. However, Marling argues, in most 

(contemporary) hard-boiled narrative you are more likely to find modern female 

characters with some of  the archetypical traits of  the femme fatale, or even female 

characters that are not related to this archetype at all.But it is important to note that 

Hammett, in books as Red Harvest and The Glass Key, already employed femme fatales to 

whom the misogynist label could not be applied at all. In more recent scholarship (on film 

noir) the femme fatale has even been interpreted as an empowering stereotype (Marling, 

2009). 

 
 1.3.5. The hard-boiled language / vernacular 

Language is of  determining importance in the hard-boiled narrative. The ability to speak 

the language of  the "man in the street" is one of  the quintessential skills of  a private eye. 

Realistically transporting this language of  the street to (pulp) literature was one of  the 

main innovations brought to the detective genre by hard-boiled authors. As Madden says: 

"the tough style comes out of  the mouths of  tough guy characters who speak the 

language of  the streets, the pool rooms, the union halls, the bull pens, the factories, the 

hobo jungles" (Madden, 1968 via: Rzepka, 2010, 141). The use of  the vernacular helped 

the authors to strengthen the sense of  realism in their stories. Hard-boiled writers further 

used language as markers of  gender and class, to set their characters apart: 

As a genre, hard-boiled fiction was highly self-conscious and sophisticated about how language might 

be used in a variety of  situations. Though "proper" speech was good for promotion into white-collar 

work, it was not particularly useful in negotiating with illiterate, armed thugs down by the docks. 

Grammatical or even literary language could ingratiate a private detective with millionaire clients, but 

not with underworld informants. Moreover, it was not always a good idea to address a person in the 

code that he or she best understood; confusing a listener sometimes served one's interests better. 

Hard-boiled fiction demonstrated that language was one of  the primary means through which class, 
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gender and power hierarchies were reproduced. Powerful speakers mastered a number of  different 

speech codes and knew when and to whom each should be spoken (Smith, 2000, 127). 

 

 Dashiel Hammett was, once again, a pioneer in the use of  this type of  language in 

hard-boiled fiction. He advocated a very terse and simple style of  writing "to describe the 

world that he knew best and to convey a feeling for that world to a different audience" 

(Panek, 2004, 96). In Hammett's own words: "Another - perhaps the only other - point on 

which there is agreement is that clarity is the first and greatest of  literary virtues. The 

needlessly involved sentence, the clouded image, are not literary". Hammett lauded writers 

such as Conrad, Galsworthy and Anatole France for their simplicity of  style and terse 

sentences, which he saw as the only fitting style for the modern age (Hammett, 1926 via: 

Panek, 2004, 96). Often, Hemingway is cited as a major influence on hard-boiled writers, 

since his "stripped-down expressiveness, emotionally evocative without actually being 

emotional, clearly speaks to the minimalism of  Hammett and his successors".However, 

Cassuto argues that it is not clear who influenced whom, since Hammett and Hemingway 

found their literary voices at the same time (Cassuto, 2009, 42). This terse way of  writing 

was adapted by Chandler and the later writers of  hard-boiled fiction and became one of  

the most recognizable traits of  the hard-boiled style. 

 However, as Panek argues, Hammett was addressing a completely different 

audience than his own literary examples. If  he wanted to talk about low-life street 

criminals, cops and detectives and address the readers of  pulp magazines, he would need 

to do more than just write in short sentences: "He had, in the words of  the same Western 

Advertising piece (albeit directed toward a different end), ‘to talk to the man in the street 

in his own language’ while still maintaining literary value - an ambition intricately tied in 

with Hammett's aspirations throughout his writing career” (Panek, 2004, 97). Hammet 

worked hard to find the voices appropriate to his characters, experimenting with different 

accents (sometimes in a very simplistic way) and vernacular language. An interesting 

analysis on the evolution of  Hammet's language use can be found in Panek's "Reading 

early Hammett" (Panek, 2004, 96-108). 
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 Raymond Chandler was also very conscious about his style and the use of  

vernacular in his own prose. As mentioned before, Chandler was a great admirer of  

Hammett and he praised him for bringing the "American language" to literature: 

He put these people down on paper as they are, and he made them talk and think in the language 

they customarily used for these purposes. He had style, but his audience didn’t know it, because it 

was in a language not supposed to be capable of  such refinements. They thought they were getting a 

good meaty melodrama written in the kind of  lingo they imagined they spoke themselves. It was, in a 

sense, but it was much more. All language begins with speech, and the speech of  common men at 

that, but when it develops to the point of  becoming a literary medium it only looks like speech. 

Hammett’s style at its worst was almost as formalized as a page of  Marius the Epicurean3; at its best 

it could say almost anything. I believe this style, which does not belong to Hammett or to anybody, 

but is the American language (and not even exclusively that any more), can say things he did not 

know how to say or feel the need of  saying. In his hands it had no overtones, left no echo, evoked no 

image beyond a distant hill (Chandler, 1950). 

As MacDonald points out, Chandler is very aware of  style and language, as his numerous 

essays and letters on the subject demonstrate (most notably 'The Simple Art of  Murder', 

quoted above). As we can conclude from Chandler's quote, he seems to claim that the 

achievement and importance of  this American language "goes beyond its being merely 

realistic or picturesque (...) Chandler implies that this hard-boiled style may be more 

central to American writing than is assumed by critics who see the mystery novel as a 

popular but outlying form of  American writing" (MacDonald, 2005). 

 It would be safe to say that Chandler 'perfected' this hard-boiled style from his 

predecessors (and more specifically Hammett). His style is almost invariably described as 

terse, direct, colourful and fast-paced (MacDonald, 2005). The cynical sense of  humor 

and numerous wisecracks and similes were Chandler's trademark and became iconic 

features of  the hard-boiled language: "It was the language of  the wisecrack and the sharp 

comeback. It had thought content without being muscle-bound by the formulas of  

language. It leveled people, took the stuffing out of  them. It acted as a liberating force and 

gave Marlowe freedom of  action to cross class and social barriers." (Lid, 1997, 49 via 

MacDonald, 2005).  

                                                        
3  Chandler is also critical about Hammett's experiments with language - his style was not always that 
accomplished:    “The brief  reference to Marius the Epicurean, like the parodic sentence in The Simple Art of  
Murder, indicates his target for criticism: the slow-paced, overly intricate, lengthy structure of, in this case, 
late-Victorian prose style” (MacDonald, 2005). 
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 In the same way as with Hammett, we could argue that Chandler's language is not 

merely a stylistic device. Chandler's use of  the vernacular is a very conscious choice, which 

implies a revaluation of  popular virtues and language. According to McCann, his 

fascination with the vernacular language mirrored the demand for popular representation 

of  the American thirties:  

 As a kind of  'vernacular' expression, pulp language seemed to him less a form of  mystification than 

a repository of  neglected popular virtues. In pulp fiction he discovered the 'hard vulgarity', the 

'strident wit' and the 'utterly unexpected range of  sensitivity' hidden in "the American mind" 

(McCann, 2000, 147). 
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3. ANALYSIS OF THE YIDDISH POLICEMEN'S UNION 
 

In this analysis, I will look at how Chabon twists and employs the classic characteristics of  

hard-boiled fiction. I will demonstrate that he stays very close to the conventions of  the 

genre, but employs them in a way that suits his own style and peculiarities as a writer. 

For reasons of  convenience, I will further on use the abbreviation YPU to refer to "The 

Yiddish Policemen's Union" as YPU. 

 3.1. THE HARD-BOILED STYLE IN YPU 
 

 3.1.1. Judging the book by its cover 

The cover art of  ‘The Yiddish Policemen’s Union’ already marks the fact that it is a 

hommage to the classic 1940’s hard-boiled fiction. Looking at the three most recurring 

front covers of  the book (see appendix) we could see that they all apply a certain retro 

design which hints at the 1940s pulp novels. The graphics, typography and colouring of  

the US cover (image 1) are reminiscent of  the style of  the 40s - 50s. It is a composition of  

different graphic elements, combining Jewish iconography (the star of  David) and Indian 

imagery (the totem-like faces) with some classic noir elements: the skull, the smoking gun, 

the bullets and the stylized skyline. The US cover thus highlights the mishmash of  styles 

of  which the novel itself  consists, already telling the reader that this is not merely a pulp 

crime novel. 

 The design of  the UK cover (image 2) is more simple and straightforward in its 

noir imagery: a black and whitecover, depicting a police car which seems to be modeled to 

the Chevrolet police cars of  the 1940s-60s (Landsman himself  drives a 1971 Chevelle 

Super Sport). This cover thus only highlights the noir aspect of  the book. An alternative 

UK cover (image 3) plays with the noir imagery even more explicitly: it uses 40's 

typography, images of  a police shield, a chess tower and the contours of  a skyline. 

Moreover, it portrays the mirrored and shadowy image of  a classic noir detective, 

complete with fedora hat and cigarette. There are two red stars in the bottom corners of  

the book, which could possibly be interpreted as the star of  David - but these hardly 

attract the attention. 

 However, the different covers of  YPU are nothing like the real paperback pulp 

covers of  the 1940-50s, where "Sex, sadism and the smoking gun constituted "the 3 S’s" 

of  cover art" (Ashby, 2006, 308). They do not portray a seductive femme fatale nor a 



                                                                                                                                         
                                                                                                                                     Colpaert     31 

modern damsel in distress and a detective storming into the scene, gun in his hand. They 

are modern, highly stylized covers, paying tribute to old-fashioned noir imagery but also 

indicating that Chabon is not writing a pulp story, but something much more 'highbrow'. 

This is also reflected in the choice of  title: it is hard to imagine that a novel with the word 

'Yiddish' in its title would attract  readers of  popular genre fiction. The interplay between 

genre fiction and more 'highbrow' literature which Chabon is so fond of  is already visible 

from a glance at the book's different covers alone. 

 
 3.1.2. The plot set-up 

The novel's opening clearly echoes the typical hard-boiled fiction, in which the dead body 

and the detective both make their appearance on the very first page (Cohen, 2007). The 

3rd-person narrator, focalized through Landsman, kicks off  with a deadpan, cynical 

wisecrack which could easily have sprouted from Chandler's pen:  

Nine months Landsman's been flopping at the Hotel Zamenhof  without any of  his fellow residents 

managing to get themselves murdered. Now somebody has put a bullet in the brain of  the occupant 

of  208, a yid who was calling himself  Emanuel Lasker (1). 

From the first chapter onwards, the premise of  this novel is clear: homicide detective 

Meyer Landsman will do whatever is in his might to solve the case of  'Emanuel Lasker', 

the 'dead yid', who at first sight seems a low-life heroin junkie. However, we soon find out 

that the story is not set in the USA or Alaska as we know it, but in the "Jewish homeland" 

Sitka. This novel is not only a crime story but also a counterfactual history: in the 

alternative reality of  the novel, the USA opened up the Alaska Territory in 1940 and 

allowed Jews in danger of  extermination from the Nazi regime to settle in Sitka, which 

saved three million European Jews from the Holocaust. The state of  Israel collapses in 

1948, which causes an extra influx of  Jews into Sitka. The city becomes the center of  the 

District of  Sitka, a thriving new homeland for Jews, with Yiddish as its primary language. 

Now, more than 70 years later, everyone in the settlement is facing an uncertain future as 

they are preparing to revert back to Alaskan control. Detective Landsman - who lost his 

sister and has recently been divorced-  will most likely lose his job and home and grasps 

on to this 'final case' as if  it were his last resort. 

 

 The novel further develops as a classic detective story: the detective starts an 

investigation, be it alone or with his partner Berko, gathering clues and interrogating 
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numerous people who might have something to do with the case. The reader discovers the 

clues at the same time as the detective and is able to follow his process of  reasoning and 

deduction. Landsman discovers that the victim was not merely a dirty junkie in a hotel 

room. His real name was Mendel Shpilman and he is the son of  the most powerful man 

of  Sitka, Rabbi Heskel Shpilman, head of  the mafia-like Jewish Verbover clan. Mendel 

was a homosexual and chess prodigy who was predicted to be the next Tzaddik Ha-Dor (a 

potential Messiah). On the evening of  his arranged wedding Mendel announces to his 

mother that he can no longer be who everyone thought he was, . not only implying that he 

is not up to the task of  being a Messiah, but also refering to his homosexuality. Detective 

Landsman suspects that his parents may have something to do with his death, and tries to 

reconstruct the last days of  Mendel' life. From this point onwards, an international 

religious conspiracy starts to unravel and Landsman discovers that even the death of  his 

own sister might have something to do with the murder. 

  

 The novel is written in 46 fairly short chapters, resembling a serial novel,  every 

chapter ending with a cliffhanger. The plot is filled with suspense, turning points and 

sudden revelations. This plot-driven approach is deeply rooted in the tradition of  pulp 

thrillers, and has overwhelmingly been received positively by reviewers. A reviewer from 

The New York Observer wrote that "[s]ome of  the pleasures of  The Yiddish Policemen’s Union 

are, actually, distinctly Dan Brown–ish. Mr. Chabon often ends chapters with cliffhangers 

that might be tiresome in the hands of  a lesser writer (say, Dan Brown). Here, they’re over-

the-top suspenseful, savory and delicious" (Barton, 2007). 

 
 3.1.3. Narrator and Focalization 

It appears that concering other structural points, this novel does not simply apply the classic 

hard-boiled novel scheme. The most remarkable difference is the fact that YPU uses a third 

person narrator, whereas the first person narrator is one of  the iconic features of  hard-boiled 

fiction. There are many reasons to think of  as why Chabon opted for this third person 

perspective.The NY Times article on the novel mentions that Chabon had a hard time finding 

the right voice for this novel. He had written a first 600-pages draft of  YPU in the first 

person, with the same characters but a completely different story, but ended up trashing it 

after a year’s work. However, Chabon says that " He feels as if “Policemen’s Union” is its 

sequel" (Cohen, 2007). The use of a third person 'omniscient' narrator makes it easier for 

Chabon to stage the alternate history element of his novel. In this manner, he could 
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provide the reader with information on the history and current situation of Sitka, without 

having to artificially insert this in the dialogues or thoughts of Landsman. The basic 

situation and setting of the novel in an Alaskan Jewish homeland is clear from the very 

first pages, but additional information on the history and current situation and difficulties, 

is released quite subtly in bits and pieces all throughout the novel. This perspective also 

allows the author to keep a neutral point of view and to distance himself from his 

protagonist, whenever necessary: 

 

Landsman is a tough guy, in his way, given to the taking of wild chances. He has been called hard-

boiled and foolhardy, a momzer, a crazy son of a bitch. He has faced down shtarkers and 

psychopaths, has been shot at, beaten, frozen, burned. He has pursued suspects between the flashing 

walls of urban firefights and deep into bear country. Heights, crowds, snakes, burning houses, dogs 

schooled to hate the smell of a policeman, he has shrugged them all off or functioned in spite of 

them. But when he finds himself in lightless or confined spaces, something in the animal core of 

Meyer Landsman convulses. No one but his ex-wife knows it, but Detective Meyer Landsman is 

afraid of the dark (10). 

 

It seems unthinkable that if the "tough" Meyer Landsman would have been telling this 

story himself (or any real hard-boiled detective, for that matter), he would have informed 

the reader about something as ludicrous as his fear of the dark. The use of this third 

person thus provides us with a much more nuanced and complex view of this presumably 

'tough' detective, with extra consideration for his weaknesses (cfr. 3.3.)  

 

 Yet, focalizing most of  his novel through his protagonist, Chabon stays very close 

to the spirit of  the first-person narrator, providing the reader with a sense of  intimacy and 

involvement in the feelings and mind of  detective Landsman. In the following quotation, 

an interesting interplay of  focalization (Landsman pondering his own loneliness) and 

omniscient narration (the narrator's analysis of  this self-pity) is used: 

 

In fact, Landsman knows that he is not, by a long shot, the loneliest Jew in the Sitka District. He 

scorns himself for even entertaining the notion. The presence of self-pity in his thoughts is proof 

that he is circling the bung hole, spiraling inward and down, down, down. To resist this coriolis 

motion, Landsman relies on three techniques. One is work, but work is now officially a joke. One is 

alcohol, which makes the drop come faster and go deeper and last longer but helps him not to care. 

The third is to have a bite. So he carries his blue ticket and his tray to the big Litvak lady behind the 

glass counter, with the hair net and the polyethylene gloves and the metal spoon, and forks it over 

(146-147). 
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 Moreover, the way in which the omniscient narrator observes or describes certain 

other characters or situations is often very similar to the hard-boiled language and humor 

which Landsman himself employs in the dialogues: 

 

The words emerged from Litvak's throat like a kind of verbal dust devil, a tangle of grit and gusts, 

unbidden. An awful sound, like a glob of burning rubber plunged into a bucket of ice. 

 

"You don't need to be ready," Litvak said. "You only need to be here." 

 

They all looked shocked, horrified, even Gold, who happily could have read a comic book by the 

light of a burning man. Shpilman turned slowly, a smile tucked into one corner of his mouth like a 

baby carried on the hip. 

 

"Alter Litvak, I presume," he said, holding out his hand, scowling at Litvak, affecting to be tough and 

masculine in a way that mocked toughness and masculinity and his own relative lack of both 

qualities. "What a grip, oy, it's like a rock" (351).4 

 

In this way, the narrator and protagonist often seem to coincide and Chabon keeps very 

close to the feel of the hard-boiled first person perspective. 

 

 However, Chabon does not solely focalize his novel through the eyes of 

Landsman. At several instances in YPU, the story is told via flashbacks, which are 

focalized through other characters. As Krutnik points out, the flashback is a classic 

narrative strategy within the hard-boiled novel and film noir, as in James M. Cain's Serenade 

or Woolrich's The Black Curtain (Krutnik, 1991, 42). However,  classic hard-boiled stories 

with a first person narrator use the protagonist’s point of  view to frame flashbacks in the 

story. In Chandler's screenplay for Double Indemnity, for instance, the main character is 

telling the story via flashbacks by dictating it in memos into his dictaphone. In YPU 

flashbacks only occur when someone is telling a story to Landsman (e.g. when Mendel's 

mother talks about her son running away from his wedding, or when Litvak talks about 

his meeting with Rebbe Shpilman) and are then focalized through the character who is 

telling the story. Consider the following example: 

                                                        
4 This quote is from Chapter 39, which is a long flashback describing the arrival of Naomi and 
Mendel in Litvak's phony youth treatment facility. This chapter is mostly focalized through Litvak 
but  this part is narrated by the omniscient narrator. 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She covered her face with her hands and cried. For the shame and the indignity. For the ruination of 

months, and years, of planning and hopes and discussion, the endless embassies and back-and-forth 

between the courts of Verbov and Shtrakenz. But mostly, she confesses, she cried for herself. 

Because she had determined with her customary resolve that she would never see her only, beloved, 

rotten son again (224). 

 

By using this narrational device - including the use of  free indirect speech, as in this passage - 

Chabon is able to restrict the length of  his dialogues and give the reader a much more 

detailed and colourful account than he could possibly do in any dialogue. Moreover, through 

his intimate use of  focalization ("But mostly, she confesses, she cried for herself") he offers 

us a glimpse into the mind of  some of  the secondary characters of  the novel. In hard-boiled 

novels with a first person narrator, the focus of  the novel is limited solely to the detective, 

which results in a very narrow, subjective point of  view. Chabon's use of  a third person 

narrative, combined with the intimate focalization he often applies, offers a great mix of  the 

intimacy and subjectivity of  hard-boiled fiction and the objective view and omniscience of  a 

third person narrator. 

 
 3.1.4. Chabon's writing style 

In his way of  writing, Michael Chabon also clearly adapts (some of) the conventions of  the 

hard-boiled genre. As Elisabeth McCracken remarks in her review of  the novel: " The prose 

is Chandlerian, too -- lyrical, hard-boiled and funny all at once" (McCracken, 2007). His 

use of  short, terse sentences almost immediately calls for attention. Chabon himself called 

this novel 'an excercise in restraint all around': "The sentences are much shorter than my 

typical sentences; my paragraphs are shorter than my typical paragraphs. I wrote in a prose 

style that I had never written in before" (Chabon, 2007b) It is sufficient to compare the 

opening sentence of YPU with that of The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier and Clay - which 

are both quite exemplary of his style in the rest of those novels - to notice the difference 

in Chabon's prose: 

 

In later years, holding forth to an interviewer or to an audience of aging fans at a comic book 

convention, Sam Clay liked to declare apropos of his and Joe Kavalier's greatest creation, that back 

when he was a boy, sealed and hog-tied inside the airtight vessel known as Brooklyn, New York, he 

had been haunted by dreams of Harry Houdini (Chabon, 2000, 3). 
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Nine months Landsman's been flopping at the Hotel Zamenhof  without any of  his fellow residents 

managing to get themselves murdered (1). 

In Kavalier & Clay, Chabon writes in lengthy sentences, using different subordinate clauses. 

Although he also adapts a fairly light tone in this novel, the prose is clearly more lofty and 

serious than his prose in YPU. Chabon's writing style in YPU is consistently lighter in tone, 

and written in terse, hard-boiled sentences, eschewing the use of  unnecessary adjectives and 

adverbs - especially in the dialogues. Also, the occasionally odd syntax of  his sentences in 

YPU is  remarkable - the unexpected fronting of  'nine months' take in the example above, 

which, according to Lee Williams, is meant to imitate Yiddish syntax in English (Williams, 

2009).  

  

 Moreover, Chabon employs hard-boiled humor with a great deal of  enthusiasm, 

filling his sentences with wisecracks and similes: 

 

         "That is so fucking touching," Dick says. He leans forward and pushes the button on his intercom.     

          "Minty, get my bearskin out of the trash and bring it in here, so I can throw up on it" (288). 

 

Landsman feels the question ebb away like the nicotine in his bloodstream (17). 

 

While he waits for the beat latke to show, Landsman knocks on doors. Most of the occupants of the 

Zamenhof are out for the night, in body or mind, and for all that he gets out of the rest of them, he 

might as well be knocking on doors at the Hirshkovits School for the Deaf (8). 

 

According to LeRoy Panek, "in its purest, most hardboiled form, the interior monologue of  

the first-person narrator sets down facts about the world embellished by elements of  style - 

mostly similes and hyperbole - and occasional ironic observations. The rest is description of  

action and dialogue" (Panek, 2000, 16). Chabon is at his stylistic best when he offers us 

lengthy and colorful physical descriptions whenever a new character is introduced. These 

observations are very much in the tradition of  Raymond Chandler and larded with similes 

and hyperboles, as in his description of  Rabbi Shpilman: 

 

Rabbi Heskel Shpilman is a deformed mountain, a giant ruined dessert, a cartoon house with the 

windows shut and the sink left running. A little kid lumped him together, a mob of kids, blind 

orphans who never laid eyes on a man. They clumped the dough of his arms and legs to the dough 

of his body, then jammed his head down on top. A millionaire could cover a Rolls Royce with the 

fine black silk-and-velvet expanse of the rebbe's frock coat and trousers. It would require the brain 

strength of the eighteen greatest sages in history to reason through the arguments against and in 
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favor of classifying the rebbe's massive bottom as either a creature of the deep, a man-made 

structure, or an unavoidable act of God. If he stands up, or if he sits down, it doesn't make any 

difference in what you see (135). 

 

Stylistically and in its use of  humour, this is very close to classic hard-boiled fiction. Its 

length, however, is rather unusual: it slows down the usually fast pace of  hard-boiled 

stories. This hugely inflated description of  the Rebbe shows that Chabon is trying to 

display his stylistic virtuosity, rather than aiming for a realistic rendition. The grotesque 

exaggerations are painting Rebbe Shpilman as a kind of  caricature and sort a humorous 

effect, but do not provide the reader with any new information.  

 

 When writing about Sitka (which is mostly described as a city in decay) and its 

buildings, Chabon also invariably recurs to ironic, hard-boiled observations: 

 

The north end of Peretz Street is all slab concrete, steel pillars, aluminum-rimmed windows double-

glazed against the cold. The buildings in this part of the Untershtat went up in the early fifties, 

rapidly assembled shelter machines built by survivors, with a kind of noble ugliness. Now they have 

only the ugliness of age and vacancy. Empty store-fronts, papered over glass. In the windows of 

1911, where Landsman's father used to attend meetings of the Edelshtat Society before the store-

front gave way to a beauty-supply outlet, a plush kangaroo with a sardonic leer holds a cardboard 

sign: AUSTRALIA OR BUST. At 1906 the Hotel Einstein looks, as some wag remarked on its 

opening to the public, like a rat cage stored in a fish tank. It is a favorite venue for the suicides of 

Sitka. It is also, by custom and charter, the home of the Einstein Chess Club (82). 

 

However, Panek's defintion only partly holds true for Chabon, who also makes place for 

general observations on the inner thoughts and feelings of  his protagonist  and the relations 

between his different characters (cfr. 3.3.). In this way Chabon, who extensively pays 

attention to the inner development of  his characters, distinguishes himself  from classic hard-

boiled novels which were almost strictly plot-driven. 
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3.2. THEMES 

 

YPU not only echoes the  language and style of  the classic hard-boiled genre, but it is also 

deploys several of  the classic hard-boiled themes. William Marling listed five classic themes 

which appear in the "most common apparent plots" of  hard-boiled fiction (Marling, 2009). 

All five of  these themes are - at least partially - applicable to YPU. 

 
3.2.1. The valuable object 

The first theme Marling mentions, which has been popular ever since The Maltese Falcon, is 

"the search for a reputedly valuable object that turns out to be worthless". There is no 

such object to be found in YPU, but as Marling mentions, this theme can also be reversed, 

"as in Cotton Comes to Harlem, where the apparently worthless bale of cotton actually did 

contain the missing money" (Marling, 2009). An echo of  this reversed theme may be found 

in the chessboard that Landsman finds in Mendel's room. At first, this "cheap set" seems 

pretty worthless, but combined with the chessbooks discovered in his room, it also prompts 

Landsman to ask about Mendel in the Einstein Chess Club. Thanks to his interrogation of  

some of  the chess club's members, our detective is able to reveal his victim's identity. More 

importantly, by the end of  the novel this chessboard proves to be the final and essential clue 

which Landsman needs to resolve the mystery of  Mendel's murder. 

 

 The choice for the chessboard as a clue is presumably no coincidence. Chess plays an 

important role throughout the novel and has often featured as a powerful metaphor in hard-

boiled fiction. Van Dover & Jebb point out that "chess and knight references by the 1940s 

had become a staple of  detective writing. Philip Marlowe, for example, is a dedicated chess-

player and Chandler often makes use of  chess as a metaphor. “(Van Dover & Jebb, 1996, 

140). It is a typical game for the hard-boiled hero, since it is a one-on-one competition (see 

1.3.1) and involves complex thought processes and thorough strategic insight. At the end of  

the novel, Landsman learns that the chess problem that was staged on the chessboard was 

the "Zugzwang" a chess problem where every move you can possibly make will lead to 

defeat, but you still have to move. 5 It leads him to the murderer and helps him to understand 

                                                        
5 The specific Zugzwang used in YPU was devised by Vladimir Nabokov. The famous Russian 
author composed and published several chess problems during his self‐imposed exile. He called 
chess problems "the poetry of chess". (Gezari & Wimsatt, 1979, 102) His  "Zugzwang" was 
presented in his memoir Speak, Memory (Chabon, 2007, 414) 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that the chessboard served as a metaphor for Mendel's own  situation:  he was stuck in a 

situation with no possible escapes. He could not be who he wanted himself  to be (someone 

leading a normal life) but he also could not be who his parents (a heterosexual) or the 

conspirators (the new Messiah) wanted him to be. Moreover, this chessboard also offers a 

very interesting parallel between Landsman and Mendel, which is further explored in 3.2.4. 

 

3.2.2. Repetition of  a crime 

A second theme to be found in hard-boiled fiction is "an apparent crime that the revealed 

plot shows to be a repetition of an earlier crime." For example, "[i]n The Postman Always 

Rings Twice, Frank Chambers is finally convicted of murder for accidentally killing his wife 

in a car accident, when he was acquitted of deliberately killing her (then) husband in a 

faked accident earlier" (Marling, 2009). In YPU, the death of Mendel and the subsequent 

investigation by Landsman reveal a much bigger conspiracy between Verbover Jews and 

the US Government. For one, Landsman's sister Naomi did not die in an accidental plane 

crash, but was killed by the government organisation, because she helped Mendel escape 

from the rehab center. Moreover, Mendel's death also reveals that this same coalition of 

US government and Verbover Jews blew up the Qubbat As-Sakrah, an Islamic shrine in 

Jerusalem, because they wanted to reclaim this land for the Jews. Ironically enough, the 

first crime (the murder of Mendel) was not caused by the conspirators, but was actually a 

sort of 'assisted suicide': Mendel asked Hertz Shemets (Landsman's uncle!) to kill him. It's 

a clear example of how an apparent crime leads the detective to discover a much more 

intricate crime plot. 

 
3.2.3. The wealthy family with a problem/secret 

Thirdly, there is the theme of the wealthy family with a problem or secret. In classic hard-

boiled fiction, rich families often employ a private detective to solve their problems, often 

caused by their illegal activities, which is why they can not call in the police. In Chandler's 

The Big Sleep for example, the Sternwood family asks for Marlowe's help to deal with a 

blackmailer. In YPU we find an interesting reversal of this theme: since Landsman is not a 

private detective but a policeman, the family does not ask him to 'straighten out their 

messy life' (Marling, 2009). On the contrary, Landsman discovers that something is not 

right with the Verbover family and is seriously hindered by them in his investigation: by 

making just one phone call, the Verbover family is able to take Landsman from the case 

and even get him fired. Nevertheless, Landsman goes on as an independent investigator 
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and is eventually able to finish his investigation and discover their family secrets: that their 

son was expelled from the family when he ran away from his wedding and that they 

wanted to use him as the Messiah in their conspiracy. However, there is also some 

cooperation from the part of the family through Mendel's mother, one of Chabon's many 

strong female characters. Despite everything, she wants Landsman to find out who killed 

her son and provides him with all the information he needs. 

 
3.2.4. The double  

A fourth theme mentioned by Marling is that of "the antagonist who is a double of the 

detective or the author." Edgar Allan Poe is credited to have invented this motif in his 

story 'William Wilson' and it has been used by both Chandler (The Long Goodbye, The Big 

Sleep) and Hammett (The Thin Man) (Marling, 2009). We could say that in YPU, the victim, 

Mendel Shpilman is a clear double of the protagonist. Both are troubled, down-on-their 

luck men who live in the same dirty and decrepit Hotel Zamenhof. Landsman is 42 years 

old, and as we know that Mendel ran away from his arranged marriage 23 years ago, we 

can assume that both are probably roughly the same age. Mendel is addicted to heroin, 

while Landsman has a severe alcohol problem. Landsman even hints to  the similarities 

between himself and Mendel: 

 

"Same here," Landsman says, looking down at the deceased, realizing he has seen the yid around the 

Zamenhof. Little bird of a man. Bright eye, snub beak. Bit of a flush in the cheeks and throat that 

might have been rosacea. Not a hard case, not a scumbag, not quite a lost soul, A yid not too 

different from Landsman, maybe, apart from his choice of drug. Clean fingernails. Always a tie and 

hat. Read a book with foot-notes once (4-5). 

 

 Moreover, Mendel seems to be obsessed with chess, which also accounts for a 

special connection between these two men (see 3.3.1) and explains why Landsman is so 

fascinated by this murder. When Berko asks him why he is so desperately keen on taking 

on this case, he answers: "The guy played chess, Berko. I never knew. That's all" (7). 

Chess has cursed Landsman with a trauma for the rest of  his life. His father was a chess 

master, but Landsman learned to hate the game because of  his father. His father made 

him study and practice endlessly for years on, without ever being satisfied with his son's 

game. At one moment, Landsman decided never to  play chess again and wrote his dad a 

letter to tell him this. Two days after this letter was posted, his dad committed suicide. 

Landsman, who always had believed his  dad considered him a miserable failure, thought 
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that this letter was one of  the main causes of  his dad's suicide. This provided Landsman 

with an incredible sense of  guilt and made him go into therapy. Only 23 years later, 

Landsman discovered that his dad had never read the letter and was already dead by the 

time the mailman delivered it.  

 

 The chess problem (Zugzwang) positioned next to Mendel's bed and symbolizing his 

dead-end situation (cfr. 3.2.1) can also be applied to Meyer Landsman. He had lost both his 

parents, his sister, an unborn son, got divorced and will probably lose his job and his home 

within 6 weeks. Moreover, Landsman feels a certain connection with Mendel because both 

were not able to live up to their fathers’ expectations. At the same time, he feels envy towards 

Mendel, because he believes his father would have loved him as a son: 

 

Landsman struggled for many years under the weight of  fatherly expectations, but he has no idea how it 

might feel to fulfill or exceed them. Isidor Landsman, he knows, would have loved to father a son as 

gifted as Mendel. Landsman can't help thinking that if  he had been able to play chess like Mendel 

Shpilman, maybe his father would have felt he had something to live for, a small messiah to redeem him 

(195). 

 

In his article 'The Aquatic Zionist', Bennett Kravitz argues that Landsman may identify 

himself  with his victim and seems to regard this final case as his only way out of  his bleak 

destiny, even though a lot of  powerful people are hindering his effort to complete it: 

 

Perhaps he identifies with the victim, another son who disappointed his father and will never meet with 

his expectations. It seems that Meyer Landsman is outraged that the Jews were deprived of  their Messiah 

just when they most needed one. Whatever the reason, Landsman is deeply motivated to get to the truth. 

Like an ancient Hebraic interpreter of  signs, a Jewish Philip Marlowe, Landsman approaches his task 

with unexpected gusto. Perhaps it is the case that will allow him to regain his interpretive powers and 

refashion his life (Kravitz, 2010, 100). 

 

Kravitz even argues that, on a smaller scale, Landsman is taking up Mendel's role as a 

Messiah: 

 

But we all desire closure, even if  ironic, and Landsman is no exception. What better way to complete 

his career as a detective in a country soon to be lost than by solving a case that no one wants solved? 

What better tribute to the demise of  his national existence than to get the job done justbecause the 

opportunity presents itself ? What better way to affirm Jewish life and thought than to act as if  with 
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power in a powerless situation? It is almost as if  Landsman decided to play the role of  secular 

Messiah, to do something uplifting in a time of  need and despair (Kravitz, 2010, 103-104). 

 

 

 There are several interesting parallels to be drawn between Mendel and Landsman, 

but we could argue that Landsman sees these parallels too and is in some way trying to set 

right some of the mistakes which he himself could not straighten out. The murder of 

Mendel is a wake-up call for Landsman, who now seems to understand that his current 

way of life could lead to such a deplorable death in a forlorn hotel room. 

By now taking on this role of a 'secular Messiah', he is striving not to make the same 

mistakes Mendel did. By getting to the bottom of this case he is seeking out redemption 

for himself, Mendel and maybe even the whole Jewish community. 

 
 3.2.5. Cleaning a corrupt town 

As a matter of  course, corruption is a vital ingredient of  the hard-boiled novel. Marling also 

sees "cleaning up a corrupt town" as one of  the common themes of  hard-boiled literature: 

 

Although developed in the pulps as far back as the 1870s and 1880s, this plot motif was more often 

seen in the western and the crime novel until Hammett's Red Harvest. Mickey Spillane is the genre's 

great town-cleaner, taking on the Mafia or the Communist Party in such novels as My Gun Is Quick 

and One Lonely Night (Marling, 2009). 
 

Being a genuine hard-boiled hero, Landsman is occupied with dismantling the corruption 

in his town. He is facing the Verbover clan (the 'black hats') the most mighty and corrupt 

gang in Sitka: 

 

The next thing you know, you have caused an incident among a branch of black hats with clout, 

money, and a stockpile of Manchurian and surplus Russian firearms recently estimated by police 

intelligence, in a confidential report, to be adequate to the needs of a guerrilla insurgency in a small 

Central American republic (103). 

 

Corruption is so encrusted in Sitka's society that by making a simple phonecall, the 

Verbovers are able to make Landsman lose his badge. Landsman is very much aware of  

this corruption but is not afraid of  going against this corrupt crowd and making sure 

justice is served. He is the only policeman in the history of  Sitka who has ever succeeded 

in getting a Verbover to be convicted and sentenced on criminal charges. He is threatened 
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by them, ends up in a firefight where he almost loses his life, gets captured and severely 

beaten, but still does not give in. However, the novel also demonstrates that corruption is 

present in every layer of  society: "Who knows, I have heard people argue that the flow of  

illegal funds back and forth over the line is the closest that Jews and Indians ever come to 

peace, love, and understanding" (296). 

 

 Corruption is portrayed as something rather normal, a part of  everyday life in 

Sitka.As often with hard-boiled detectives, Landsman's own stance towards this 

corruption is - - quite ambiguous. This is clear from the first pages of  the book, when 

Landsman asks the night manager who discovered the body, whether he touched anything.  

Very well aware of  the fact that he is talking to a police officer his unabashed answer is: 

"Only the cash and the jewelry" (1). Landsman does not even pay any mind to this 

straightforward confession of  robbery.  Landsman's moral ambiguity is further explored 

in section 3.3.2. 

 

 Even within the police corps corruption is strongly present. Berko's father 

(Landsman's uncle) lost his job as an FBI agent because of  his corruption: he was using 

half  his operating budget to bribe senators and influential American Jews, so they would 

keep the Sitka district for the Jews. Willie Dick, the police officer who saves Landsman 

from his pursuers, is quite explicitly pointed out as a corrupt cop by Berko: 

 

"The Tlingit Nation doesn't pay me anywhere near enough to make up for having to look at you 

standing around in your underpants." 

 

"The Tlingit Nation,"says Berko Shemets, pronouncing it like the name of a notorious scam or a 

claim about the location of Atlantis. He intrudes his bulk on the furnishings of Dick's office. "So, 

what, they still pay the salaries around here? Because Meyer was just telling me it might be 

otherwise." 

 

(...) 

 

"Fuck you, Johnny, and your chickenshit insinuations about my integrity as a police officer" (283). 

 

This verbal jousting is part of  some congenial animosity between the policemen, who are 

actually friends and help each other out. This once again points at the ambiguity towards 

corruption which almost every character displays - even Berko, who seems a beacon of  
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honesty and integrity. The corruption is so deeply rooted in society that even the US 

President is involved in the crazy conspiracy of  blowing up a Muslim shrine and bringing 

the Jews back to Israel. 

 

 That Landsman eventually opts for his integrity and, in Bina's words, "to tell the 

big shots to fuck off" (408) is suggested by the ending of  the novel, where Landsman calls 

the reporter Brennan with the intention to tell him the whole story and expose the 

corruption of  several mighty Jews, policemen and even the US government. Cleaning his 

city of  corruption in its highest regions ultimately seems to be one of  the greatest motives 

for Landsman. 

 

 

 3.3. THE HARD-BOILED HERO 
 

From the first pages in YPU onwards, Michael Chabon provides the reader with a very 

clear characterization of  his protagonist. The author very poignantly gets to the core of  

his character in only one paragraph. Landsman is described in classic hard-boiled fashion, 

in a hyperbolic style larded with similes: 

 

According to doctors, therapists, and his ex-wife, Landsman drinks to medicate himself, tuning the 

tubes and crystals of his moods with a crude hammer of hundred-proof plum brandy. But the truth 

is that Landsman has only two moods: working and dead. Meyer Landsman is the most decorated 

shammes in the District of Sitka, the man who solved the murder of the beautiful Froma Lefkowitz 

by her furrier husband, and caught Podolsky the Hospital Killer. His testimony sent Hyman Tsharny 

to federal prison for life, the first and last time that criminal charges against a Verbover wiseguy have 

ever been made to stick. He has the memory of a convict, the balls of a fireman, and the eyesight of a 

house-breaker. When there is crime to fight, Landsman tears around Sitka like a man with his pant 

leg caught on a rocket. It's like there's a film score playing behind him, heavy on the castanets. The 

problem comes in the hours when he isn't working, when his thoughts start blowing out the open 

window of his brain like pages from a blotter. Sometimes it takes a heavy paperweight to pin them 

down (2). 

 

From this first description on, the protagonist seems to fit the classic image of  the lonely 

and individualistic but tough hard-boiled detective perfectly. Meyer Landsman is a 42-year 

old  recently divorced Jewish homicide detective, who lives alone in a shabby hotel room 

and has a severe drinking habit. As is clear from this description, he is a talented and hard-

working policeman, but is very troubled in his personal life. He recently divorced his wife, 
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Bina, after they decided to abort their baby because there was a chance he would be 

disabled. He had a very troublesome relation with his father, who committed suicide. His 

mother died of  cancer years before, while his sister was killed in a plane crash two years 

ago. Only drinking and working seem to keep his mind off  his miserable life. 

Nevertheless, he is not a sad, lethargic character but a tough and fast-talking detective, 

who is courageous and does not fear battle: "He has been called hard-boiled and 

foolhardy, a momzer, a crazy son of  a bitch. He has faced down shtarkers and 

psychopaths, has been shot at, beaten, frozen, burned" (10). But, as mentioned in 3.1.3., 

Chabon immediately downplays Landsman's toughness by pointing out that he is "afraid 

of  the dark" (10). 

 

 However, a big disparity between Landsman and the classic hard-boiled detective 

is noticeable from the very start: he is not a private eye, but a homicide detective,. 

Nevertheless, this book does clearly not employ the characteristics of  a police procedural. 

As Landrum points out in his reference guide to American mystery and detective novels, a 

police procedural focuses straightforwardly on (everyday) police work, depicts various 

police activities and reduces detection to a classic procedure. It portrays a mystery that is 

solved by policemen using ordinary police procedures (Landrum, 1999, 32-33). Chabon 

himself  explained his choice for a policeman in an interview with Dissent Magazine: 

 

It wasn’t the most conscious decision that I’ve ever made, but I made an intuitive decision that if I 

was going to describe the world of this Yiddish-speaking district in Alaska, I was going to need a 

narrative framework that enabled me to have access to every aspect and layer of that world.  I wanted 

to present it in toto to the reader.  A lot of other possibilities could have occurred to me: an 

omniscient narrator, a Dickensian narrator, probably would have worked also.  But right away I 

thought of this detective figure who is able to go anywhere, see anything, talk to anyone.  This is not 

a private detective, this is a homicide detective, so his badge gets him in any door.  No doors are 

closed to him.  Not only that, he also understands the inner workings of his society.  He knows 

which wheels are getting the most grease.  It seemed like the right choice for a figure to be a guide 

for the reader into this Jewish inferno (Chabon, 2007a). 

 

This also explains why a third-person narrator, although mostly focalized through the 

protagonist was the perfect solution for Chabon (see 3.1.3): in this way, he has access to 

every single aspect of  the world he created, but is at the same time able to employ a more 

personal viewpoint, with the detective as 'guide' for the reader.  
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 Moreover, Chabon's choice for a policeman as narrator offers him an interesting 

set-up for his novel. It offers him the power and ability to interrogate several people (the 

Verbovers, the Einstein Chess Club) whom he otherwise could not have access to. 

However, quite early on in the novel, Landsman looses his badge and has to conduct the 

investigation independentely, without any official credentials. The only thing he can cling 

onto is his memberhsip card from the 'Yiddish Policemen's Union', which is actually 

worthless. From this point on, Landsman actually assumes the role of  private detective. 

 
 3.3.1. The ritual beating 

As seems to be the drill for hard-boiled heroes, Landsman has to undergo a ritual beating: 

he gets assaulted twice by his opponents. The first beating happens when he gets a tip on 

the whereabouts of  Ravi Zilverblat, a suspect in one of  his outstanding cases (181-82). 

Going against standard police procedure, he leaves immediately, without letting anyone 

know what he is doing,  which demonstrates his reckless and impulsive way of  working. 

However, when he is being shot at, he can rely on his reflexes, stays calm and acts almost 

intuitively and is able to take out two of  his combatants before he passes out himself. This 

is also exemplary of  his physical toughness and his superiority in a man-to-man battle, one 

of  the essential qualities of  a hard-boiled detective. 

 

 As usual, when the hero regains consciousness he "awakes with greater strength, 

clarity or ability, which helps him solve the case" (Marling, 2009) In this case, Landsman, 

who in the chapters before the shoot-out lavished in cynical and suicidal thoughts, now 

tells his partner Berko and his wife Ester-Malke that he loves them - not one of  his habits.  

After a short conversation with Ester-Malke he also seems to have a kind of  epiphany, 

realizing that he should go after Mendel's mother - where he indeed finds the next 

important clue for his case. When, in this same conversation, Ester-Malke asks him what 

he is thinking about, he enigmatically answers "the future" (196) - quite a remarkable 

answer for someone who right before seemed to be completely indifferent towards his 

own future. 

 

 The second ritual beating which Landsman receives is probably even more 

significant. This is the first real stand-off  between Landsman and the Jews from the 
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Verbover clan. He gets knocked out and loses consciousness twice. After his first knock-

out, with his life in danger, he continues to outwit his opponents with sarcastic answers: 

 

"Way out in the woods,"Fligler says. "See what comes along and gnaws on your carcass." 

 

"That your treatment plan, Doc?" Landsman says, craning his head around to try to make eye 

contact with Roboy. "No wonder Mendel Shpilman checked out of here so quick last spring" (258). 

 

He continues to overpower his opponents verbally, by trying to bluff  his way out of  his 

precarious situation, acting as if  he knows everything about the operation and has written 

a complete account, to be revealed in case he does not return. These are also  great 

examples of  how he is able to use his language as a weapon, another important asset of  

the hard-boiled hero. He is physically powerless, but keeps challenging his opponents: 

 

"I may not have a badge,"Landsman says with difficulty. He addresses himself to Dr. Roboy, whom 

he senses to be the least resolute yid in the room. "But I'm still a noz. You people kill me, it's a world 

of trouble for whatever you have going here."  (...)  

 

"Please, Fligler,"Landsman says. "Cut my throat. I'll thank you for it. Go on, you pussy"(260-61). 

 

Eventually they decide to let him live, handcuffing him to to a cot and giving him an 

injection so he passes out. Right before losing consciousness, Landsman sinks away in a 

quite religious dreamworld which seems to represent a vision of  an idealized Israel: 

 

They are talking, those Jews on the other side of the door, about roses and frankincense. They are 

standing in a desert wind under the date palms, and Landsman is there, in flowing robes that keep 

out the biblical sun, speaking Hebrew, and they are all friends and brothers together, and the 

mountains skip like rams, and the hills like little lambs (263). 

 

This is an explicit reference to Psalm 144: 6 (5What ails you, O sea, that you flee? O 

Jordan, that you turn back? 6 O mountains, that you skip like rams? O hills, like lambs?). 

This psalm tells the story of the Jews leaving Egypt, starting the exodus towards Israel. 

Dream sequences are often used in noir fiction and literature in general to depict the 

subconciousness of  a character. This dream sequence could be seen as symbolical for 

Landsman's growing awereness of  the Verbover's plan: using Mendel as a Messiah to 
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reclaim Israel. It is also a nice example of  how Chabon subtly interlaces Jewish themes 

with his narrative. 

 

 When Landsman regains consciousness, he once again manages to intellectually 

and physically outsmarts his opponents. He is able to escape, smashing the cot frame 

through the window and landing safely in the snow. He hits Figler full in the face with the 

cot frame and secures his weapon - which illustrates his reckless but inventive character.  

When Figler is lying on the ground, Landsman is contemplating shooting him "with a 

certain black willingness" (268) - Landsman has killed some of  his adversaries before and 

seems to have very little moral reservations about doing so. This echoes the decisiveness 

and ruthlessness of  the hard-boiled hero, but also casts Landsman in a moral grey zone 

(3.3.2.) 

 

 Landsman ends up being chased by a bunch of  young, armored Jews (who seem 

to have been instructed not to shoot at him) and finally surrounded by three of  them. In a 

pretty artificial plot twist,  Willie Dick - a police inspector who still owes Landsman a 

favor - suddenly appears on a motorcycle and saves Landsman from his hazardous 

situation by 'arresting' him. This type of  indolent deus ex machina is exactly what one 

would expect from a pulp novel. Later on, Willie Dick turns out to have a lot of  valuable 

information, which is essential for Landsman to solve the case. Landsman ends up in a 

hospital, recovering from his 'ritual beating' and, in a moment of  clarity, starts to put all 

the pieces from the puzzle together, reconstructing what happened to Mendel Shpilman 

and his sister at the rehab center, ultimately realizing they were both victims of  a greater 

conspiracy. This moment of  'higher awareness' is crucial in his process of  solving the 

mystery, and comes right after the 'ritual beating': 

 

To calm himself, he goes back to Mendel Shpilman on the bed in room 208. He imagines himself 

lying on the pulldown bed in that wall-papered cell, running through the moves of Alekhine's second 

game against Capablanca at Buenos Aires in 1927, while the smack turned his blood into a flood of 

sugar and his brain into a lapping tongue (280). 

 

 3.3.2. The Code 

Meyer Landsman seems to have his own 'detective code' - a very personal  ethical code. 

His work is the only thing that counts for him and brings any meaning to his life. As he 

puts it at the start of  the novel: "It's not work Tenenboym. I do it for love" (3) His 
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dedication to his work seems to be the only thing that keeps him going and is the one 

thing everything else has to budge for. Landsman became a cop because of  his uncle, 

Hertz Shemets. Chabon's description of  his reaction to the dismissal of  his uncle Hertz 

(for corruption) perfectly sums up Landsman's view on the job, of  what it means to be a 

real 'noz'6: 

 

He'd known as well as anyone and better than almost everyone that his uncle was badly flawed both 

as a man and as an officer of the law. But if you wanted to go looking for the reasons that a kid 

became a noz, it almost never paid to search anywhere but a branch or two up the family tree. Flaws 

and all, Uncle Hertz was a hero to Landsman. Smart, tough, unremitting, patient, methodical, sure of 

his actions. If his willingness to cut corners, his bad temper, his secretiveness did not make him a 

hero, they definitely made him a noz (66). 

 

It is clear that Landsman complies with a sort of  consequentialist philosophy. He sees no 

harm in 'cutting the corners' - a bold euphemism for breaking the rules, resorting to 

corrupt strategies - if  this serves to reach a higher goal. The ends justify the means. This is 

of  course a classic trope of  police and detective fiction: the detective who defies authority, 

but always seems to bring his cases to a good end. Even though the Shpilman-case had 

been black-flagged, Landsman ignores his bosses and chooses to pursue the investigation 

at own risk. He even pursues after having to hand in his badge, bringing his own life and 

his chances to get a residency permit in grave danger. 

 

 The detective is not bound by any established moral rules: all the way throughout 

the novel, he keeps lying, cheating and bluffing - to criminals and to his boss/colleagues - 

to get what he needs. This makes Landsman a rather ambiguous character: he wants to 

bring high-end, corrupt criminals to justice, no matter what - he is the only cop who ever 

succeeded in getting someone from the Verbover clan arrested an sentenced - but he is in 

various ways entangled in corruption himself. Think of  how he ignores the night 

manager's confession that he stole money and jewelry from the victim; or how he helps 

out a delinquent jazz musician: 

 

Nathan Kalushiner, until his death, was the owner of the Vorsht and the king of the C-soprano 

clarinet. He was a gambler, and a junkie, and a very bad man in many respects, but he could play like 

                                                        
6 noz is Yiddish for 'nose'. Here, it is used as vernacular for "policeman". In English "a nose" may also refer 
to a police officer in informal language [perhaps add that Chabon uses this kind of  literal translation in 
other instances too]  
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there was a dybbuk inside him. Landsman, a music lover, used to look out for the crazy little shkotz 

and try to extricate him from the ugly situations in which Kalushiner's poor judgment. and gnawed-at 

soul landed him (70). 

 

Landsman seems to be willing to accept corruption and criminality from small-time 

crooks, not from the real gangsters or those in power. It seems as if  he is driven by a kind 

of  'class anger', a sense of  unfairness towards the corruption of  the privileged class, 

which strongly influences his own moral behavior:  

 

He is on their turf. He goes clean-shaven and does not tremble before God. He is not a Verbover 

Jew and therefore not really a Jew at all. And if he is not a Jew, then he is nothing. 

 

"Look at those assholes looking," Landsman says ,"I don't like it." 

 

"Meyer." 

 

The truth is, black-hat Jews make Landsman angry, and they always have. He finds that it is a 

pleasurable anger, rich with layers of envy, condescension, resentment, and pity (102). 

 

 

 Another important point on Landsman's ambiguous character is made by Willie 

Dick, who points out that what Landsman is doing as a homicide detective has more to do 

with revenge than with justice or setting the story straight: 

 

"But I know enough about Landsman here - fuck, I know enough about homicide detectives period -

to know that sister or no sister, this is not about finding out the truth. It's not about getting the story 

right. Because you and I, we know, gentlemen, that the story is whatever we decide it is, and however 

nice and neat we make it, in the end a story is never going to make a damn bit of difference to the 

dead. What you want, Landsman, is to pay those fuckers back. But that is never going to happen. 

You are never going to get them. No fucking way" (287-88). 

 

In this way, Landsman is more a detective of  the Hammett-type (see 1.3.2.), not really a 

paragon of  integrity such as Philip Marlowe, but someone who is more deeply included in 

this world of  corruption and who acknowledges his "own anarchic tendencies and 

capacity for violence" (Horsley, 2001, 20). Landsman surely seems to be very aware of  his 

own tendency for violence, determinedly killing two of  his opponents (albeit in self-

defense) and contemplating shooting another man he just knocked out (see 3.3.1). When 
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the narrator describes how Rebbe Baronhsteyn's eyes seem to look right through 

Landsman's personality, this also gives us a good idea of  Landsman's hazardous 

relationship with violence: 

 

They know what Landsman has lost, what he has squandered and let slip from his grasp through 

doubt, faithlessness, and the pursuit of being tough. They understand the furious wobble that throws 

off the trajectory of Landsman's good intentions. They comprehend the love affair that Landsman 

has with violence, his wild willingness to put his body out there on the street to break and to be 

broken (137). 

 

 Landsman is thus an extremely ambiguous and flawed figure, representing both 

order and justice, violence and corruption at the same time. However, he still adheres to 

"a personal code, against which unscrupulous enemies and the disorder they create can be 

judged" (Horsley, 2001, 24). This is visible at the end of  the novel. Landsman at first 

seems to agree to be 'blackmailed': if  he would keep his mouth about the whole 

conspiracy, he would get his job back and be allowed to go on living in Sitka. However, 

Landsman feels that this deal he made is "like a stone in my belly" (408) and Bina 

convinces him to break his promise, and spill the whole story to Brennan, a newspaper 

reporter. Landsman has to "weigh the fates of  Berko, of  his uncle Hertz, of  Bina, of  the 

Jews, of  the Arabs, of  the whole unblessed and homeless planet, against the promise he 

made to Mrs. Shpilman and to himself, even though he had lost his belief  in fate and 

promises" (410).  

 

 Ultimately, his personal ethical 'code' urges Landsman not to be a part of  this 

grand scheme of  corruption and keep himself  on the 'right side of  the fence', even 

though he fully realizes the extremely grave consequences this decision might have - not 

only for himself, but for the whole planet. At the end of  the book, the world is not set 

right again. On the contrary, the reader is left with a world in absolute chaos, as is typical 

for hard-boiled fiction (see 1.2.1). As Bertens & d'Haen point out, the detective is not able 

to structurally right the world, but " leaves us with a sprawling urban jungle pressing in on 

us, and no guarantees whatsoever – or, to put it another way, with many questions but no 

answers” (Bertens & d'Haen, 2001, 2). The only difference is that Chabon, in the 

gargantuan plot he has created, leaves the reader in a sprawling 'global' jungle. 
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 3.3.3. The introspective detective 

Meyer Landsman seems to fit the classic image of  the hard-boiled hero rather well. 

However, there is one big discrepancy between hard-boiled fiction and what Chabon is 

doing in the great range of  insight we get in the private life and feelings of  the 

protagonist. As mentioned in X.2.4. there is very little space for anything else but dialogue 

and action. The personal life of  the hard-boiled hero generally had no place in hard-boiled 

fiction, or as Raymond Chandler himself  put it: "I do not care much about his private life; 

he is neither a eunuch nor a satyr" (Chandler, 1950).  

 

 However, we get a detailed insight into Landsman's private life, his painful divorce 

with Bina and the grief  he experiences from the loss of  his sister and parents. This gives a 

much more tragic edge to the protagonist, who is essentially a lonely and depressed figure, 

and makes him more of  a 'round character'. Chabon builds this in quite subtly, in 

moments when he depicts the vulnerability of  his character. When he talks about 

Landsman wanting to have kids but not daring to acknowledge it, we read: 

 

Landsman knows, because she has broached the subject once or twice, that Ester-Malke worries he 

might envy her and Berko their successful program of breeding and their two fine sons. Landsman 

does, at times, with bitterness. But when she brings it up, he generally bothers to deny it (40). 

 

Or when he describes a scene in which Landsman is mentally planning his own suicide: 

 

Landsman, the son and paternal grandson of suicides, has seen human beings dispatch themselves in 

every possible way, from the inept to the efficient. He knows how it should and should not be 

performed. Bridge leaps and dives from hotel windows: picturesque but iffy. Stairwell leaps: 

unreliable, an impulse decision, too much like an accidental dean. (...) Landsman's grandfather threw 

himself under the wheels of a streetcar in Lodz, which showed a degree of determination that 

Landsman has always admired. His father employed thirty 100 mg tablets of Nembutal, washed 

down with a glass of caraway vodka, a method that has much to recommend it. Add a plastic bag 

over the head, capacious and free of holes, and you have yourself something neat, quiet, and reliable 

(153-154). 

 

 This all adds to a vulnerability of  the protagonist - something fairly untypical for 

the classic hard-boiled hero, who is normally portrayed as the embodiment of  physical 

and mental toughness. This vulnerability is further exposed in his relations with other 

characters. His dedication to his job is not explained or seen as an assertion of  his all-
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American, knight-like qualities, but serving the same function as  his drinking: a way of  

keeping his depression and loneliness at bay: 

 

In fact, Landsman knows that he is not, by a long shot, the loneliest Jew in the Sitka District. He 

scorns himself for even entertaining the notion. The presence of self-pity in his thoughts is proof 

that he is circling the bung hole, spiraling inward and down, down, down. To resist this coriolis 

motion, Landsman relies on three techniques. One is work, but work is now officially a joke. One is 

alcohol, which makes the drop come faster and go deeper and last longer but helps him not to care. 

The third is to have a bite (146-147). 

 

 However, Chabon still has his ex-wife Bina and his partner Berko and his wife 

Esther-Malke to rely on , which differentiates the image of  the lonely, isolated detective. 

As Jeffries puts it: " The book thus detonates a shibboleth of noir fiction - that there is no 

place for family members down its mean streets, still less former wives" (Jeffries, 2007). 

The interaction of Landsman with these other characters is very important in the 

description of his psychological development throughout the novel, which is usually less 

important in plot-driven fiction. This makes Landsman a round, developed character, a 

person of  flesh and bones, ratherthan a mere hard-boiled archetype. 

 
 
3.4. MASCULINITY AND FEMININITY  
 

So far we have almost exclusively looked at the protagonist of  the novel, but while 

exploring the  conventions of  the hard-boiled genre Chabon twists and employs, it is also 

interesting to look at the way Chabon portrays and opposes male and female characters. 

As we explored in 1.3.3 , women occupied a rather marginalized role in hard-boiledfiction. 

Horsley describes the role of  women in classic hard-boiled fiction as follows: "The 

women represented are often defined primarily as the helpers of  the men, either as, say, 

the gangster's moll or as the basically tough, good girl, who helps the downtrodden 

gangster or endangered victim" (Horsley, 2001, 20). When juxtaposed to the classic hard-

boiled novel, Chabon's employment of  very strong and developed female characters is 

remarkable. The women he portrays seem to be, without any exception, forceful, 

independent and self-assured characters.  
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 For example, there is Berko's wife, Ester-Malke, who, after a short-lived criminal 

career as a "South Sitka fuck-up" (39), became a self-assertive and caring social worker and 

mother. As Landsman himself  puts it: "Ester-Malke understands how to handle a loser, by 

intuition and habit, and without any of  the reproach she brings to bear on her own wasted 

youth" (39). Ester-Malke does not correspond to any of  the hard-boiled female 

stereotypes at all. She figures as an anchor for both Berko and Landsman. She takes 

Landsman into their home after he is shot, so he would not be alone, and she is the only 

one able to talk some sense into Berko after his much-hated father tried to commit 

suicide. In this novel the actual weaklings are men, who all seem to be making a mess of  

their own lives (Mendel, Landsman, Berko), while women prove to be the stronger sex. 

 
 3.4.1. Bina 

This specifically holds true for Bina, Landsman's ex-wife and probably the most 

preeminent character besides the protagonist. She is arguably one of  the most forceful 

characters in the whole novel. The first time Bina is introduced in the novel, we learn that 

she has been promoted and is now Meyer Landsman's boss. Landsman seems to accept 

this news rather reluctantly, although he does not display any signs of  anger or frustration. 

Bina asserts herself  as an independent and assertive woman when Berko wrongly 

addresses her: 

         "Welcome back, Detective Landsman,"he says sheepishly. 

"Inspector,"she says, "and it's Gelbfish. Again."Berko shuffles carefully through the hand of facts she 

has just dealt him. "My mistake," he says. "How'd you like Yakovy?" (55) 

 

This implies a complete reversal of  the ordinary macho values of  hard-boiled fiction. A 

true hard-boiled hero would never accept the authority of  a female figure, since this 

would undermine his tough, masculine identity. Landsman, however, responds rather 

laconically to this new situation: "She was always my boss. Now it's just official" (178). 

According to Panek, the hard-boiled story was a male response to a feminist sensibility 

that started emerging in the twenties:  

[hard-boiled fiction] certainly does show women in a new light, and often portrays them as greedy 

and venal forces loosed on the world. It certainly tries to show, to use Chandler's phrase, "the best 

man in his world." And it probably says to women, 'look at what you have made of  yourselves,' 'what 
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do you want!' 'why can't you see that we represent the best human values!' and 'why can't you be 

content to let us, alone, serve them!' (Panek, 1987, 163) 

 

 However, Bina appears as a strong and authorative female character who is fully 

respected and even admired by Landsman and all of  the other characters in the novel. She 

does not fit the female stereotypes of  hard-boiled fiction and actually shares some traits 

with the hard-boiled hero. In the description of  some of  her attributes, such as her 

clothing style, she is portrayed in a rather masculine fashion: 

        She throws off  the orange parka, revealing a dust-brown wool pantsuit worn over a white oxford    

          cloth shirt, an outfit much more in keeping with Landsman's idea of  how Bina thinks about clothes     

         (56-57). 

In her interaction with Berko and Landsman she also figures as 'one of  the boys', as they 

are treating each other on an equal footing. In her language use she is every inch as blunt, 

tough and hard-boiled as her ex-husband: 

 

“Now, just listen to me. And listen carefully, please, because I will be speaking bullshit. In two 

months a U.S. Marshal is going to stride into this godforsaken modular with his cut-rate suit and his 

Sunday-school way of talking and request that I turn over the keys to the freak show that is the B 

Squad file cabinets, over which, as of this morning, it is my honor to preside.” (59) 

 

Landsman also remarks on her 'masculine qualities', saying that he only trusts a woman 

who eats like a man (157). However, she is not as individualistic and suspicious of  

authority as Landsman, which makes her less of  a hard-boiled detective, but probably a 

better policeman: 

 

"Bina is a smart cookie. She is tough. She is political. She is viewed as loyal, and in two directions, up 

and down, and that is a hard trick to pull off. She is inspector material all around. In any police force, 

in any country in the world" (71). 

 

All throughout the story, Landsman clearly keeps relying on Bina. He still loves her 

deeply and she seems to be the only person he accepts any authority from and whose 

opinion seems to matter to him, take for example his shame when she comes to visit him 

in his messy hotel room. His respect and admiration for Bina is made explicit on several 

instances in the novel. However, he goes against her authority when she has to fire him 

and he decides to continue the investigation on his own. Even in this situation, Bina stays 
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loyal to Landsman: she calls Batsheva Shpilman to tell her that Landsman will try to talk 

to her and puts in a good word for him. When Landsman turns to her with his extremely 

far-fetched (but accurate) conspiracy theory, she eventually believes and supports him. 

When she has to 'make a deal' about staying quiet about this whole conspiracy, she does 

this because of  Landsman: 

 
           "I made the same fucking deal, Meyer," Bina says before he can confess to her. "For my silence." 

 

"That you get to keep being a cop?" 

 

"No. That you do." 

 

"Thanks,"Landsman says. "Bina, thanks a lot. I'm grateful." (376) 

  

Nevertheless, it is also Bina who convinces Landsman that they should not stick to the 

deal and tell the whole story to a news reporter. This shows not only that she is almost 

entirely selfless, but also more dedicated to the ideals of  justice and chivalry than the 

actual hero of  YPU. This once again points at a reversal of  some of  the classic hard-

boiled values, as described by Panek:  

Between the hero and the principal female character falls a barrier of  values: the hard-boiled hero 

adds meaning to his life by strcitly observing a code of  values outside of  himself  (chivalry, justice, 

the code of  the West, and so on), but the women he meets have no principles other than self-

interest, whether it is sensualism like that of  the Sternwood women or greed like that of  Brigid 

O'Shaughnessy. (Panek, 1987, 163) 

Shifting gender roles and masculinity have been a broader theme in Chabon's work for 

quite a while. In several of  his essays in his book Manhood for Amateurs, for example, 

Chabon takes up an ant-sexist agenda. His depiction of  Bina may thus also be seen as an 

assertion of  his anti-sexism, disassociating himself  with the misogyny which is inherent 

of  many classic hard-boiled fiction. 

 

3.4.2. Mendel 

Mendel Shpilman is one of  the key characters in the novel, but we only get to know him 

through flashbacks and the stories of  other characters, since he is dead from the start of  

the novel. However, Landsman seems to feel a certain kinship between  Mendel and 

himself  (as explored in 3.2.4). One of  Mendel's most remarkable characteristics is his 
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homosexuality. The coming-out of  a gay character seems to be one of  the fixed themes in 

Chabon's novels. The coming-out of  Sammy Clay in The Adventures of  Kavalier and Clay was 

a major part of  the plot, and according to Myers, Chabon’s first three novels assume the 

form of  a coming-out story (Myers, 2008, 574). Myers argues that homosexuality in 

Chabon's work is significant primarily as another means to self-exploration: 

Almost invariably the central action involves a man on the periphery, a fugitive from middle-class 

respectability, what is called in Yiddish a luftmentsh, a man who gains readmission to human society 

by ceasing to struggle against himself. This is why unconventional family groupings—a circle of 

college friends, a writers’ workshop commune, a partnership-cum-love triangle—dominate Chabon’s 

novels. The freakish yearns to be normalized.  (Myers, 2008,574) 

What is interesting is that, in contrast to what this pattern makes us expect, Mendel does 

precisely not gain readmission to human society: he keeps struggling against himself and 

eventually ends up asking someone to kill him. However, it could be argued that this has 

not that much to do with his homosexuality, but rather with the role of Messiah which he 

is not able to bear and his sickening heroin habit. He probably already came to terms with 

his own homosexuality from the moment he decided not to go through with the marriage 

his parents had arranged for him. His homosexuality therefore could be seen as a mere 

sidenote, as an idiosyncracy of Chabon's writing.  

 However, in light of the hard-boiled tradition it is rather remarkable that Chabon 

opts for a homosexual character. Even though there are plenty of gay characters to be 

noted in hard-boiled fiction, Smith argues that it is known for being rather homophobic: 

Hard-boiled fiction between the wars is full of homosexual male characters. Chandler's The Big Sleep 

oozes hatred for Carol Lundgren, who kills Joe Brody for murdering his queen. Marlowe himself 

impersonates a fairy in a rare-book shop, customing himself in horn-rimmed sunglasses and a 

falsetto, but queerness does not pay in hard-boiled fiction. The gay men are always linked to other 

transgressions - pornography, theft, drug dealing, whatever - and they are usually murdered or 

marched off to prison at the close (Smith, 2000, 118). 

Interestingly, Mendel is also associated with other transgressions (his heroin addiction) 

and ends up being killed. Chabon seems to be aware of this 'tradition' in hard-boiled 

fiction and is using it towards his own ends. Mendel is portrayed as anything but a 

villainous freak: Chabon does not "ooze hatred" for this homosexual character, but 

describes him with a mix of admiration and compassion. Despite his heroin habit and his 

tragic demise, he is portrayed as an extremely talented, sensible and intelligent character. 

He is considered to be the next Tzadik Ha-Dor, an extremely honorable and exceptional 
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title in Hassidic Jewish culture. He has allegedly saved several people's lives and bedazzles 

everyone he meets. By juxtaposing these characteristics with the classic hard-boiled 

portrayal of homosexual characters, Chabon is rather parodying and distancing himself 

from the usual homophobic stance.  

 To push this even further, Mendel could be seen as a parody of the figure of the 

'femme fatale'. Even though this is one of the most iconic characters of the hard-boiled 

fiction and was employed by Chandler on several occasions, Chabon did not explicitly 

include a femme fatale in YPU. However, Mendel clearly shares some of the defining 

characteristics of the femme fatale. As mentioned in 1.3.3. Marling describes the femme 

fatale as "an irresistibly attractive woman, especially one who leads men into danger" 

(Marling, 2009). The irresistibility of Mendel is abundantly described in YPU, as for 

example in Landsman's conversation with the pie man's daughter: 

 

"How did you know him?" Landsman says. 

"I gave him a ride," she says. "One time. That's it." 

"To where?" 

"A motel down on Route Three. I liked him. He was funny. He was sweet. Kind of homely. Kind of 

a mess. He told me he had a, you know, a problem. With drugs. But that he was trying to get better. 

He seemed. He just had this way about him." 

"Comforting?" 

"Mm. No. He was just, uh, really, I don╒t know. Really there. For like an hour, I thought I was in 

love with him." 

"But you weren't really?" 

"I guess I never really got the chance to find out" (233-34). 

 

Moreover, Mendel does not only bless and save people's lives but also - albeit not on 

purpose - occasionally brings people in danger. Naomi, Landsman's sister, the pilot who 

flies Mendel into the the 'youth treatment facility', very quickly seems to be completely 

captivated by him: 

 

Litvak considered that if he did not know better, he would have taken them for old lovers. (...) It 

seemed inconceivable that they had known each other, as far as Litvak was aware, for slightly under 

three hours. Three hours. That was all it had taken for her to seal up her fate with his (349-50). 

 

When she later on helps Mendel to escape from this phony youth treatment facility, she 

eventually has to pay for this with her own life. Mendel literally becomes her 'homme 
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fatale'. Furthermore, he is able to persuade Hertz Shemets to kill him, which eventually 

leads to Hertz being arrested and charged with murder. As Marling further argues, "the 

revealed plot shows [the typical femme fatale] to be one of the causes of the crime" 

(Marling, 2009). This also holds true for Mendel: the fact that he was thought to be the 

next Tzaddik Ha-Dor prompted the whole conspiracy and the subsequent crimes.  

 

 Actually, Mendel was a kind of 'homme fatale' against his own will. Together with 

the fact that the role of femme fatale is fulfilled by a male, homosexual character, this 

could be seen as a kind of subtle parody of hard-boiled values from Michael Chabon’s 

point of view. By reversing these values, he is again distancing himself from the 

homophobic and misogynistic character that is often ascribed to hard-boiled fiction. 

 

 3.5. LANGUAGE  
 

As is apparent from the title of  the novel, language - more specifically Yiddish - plays an 

important role in this novel. Chabon himself  repeatedly explained that his inspiration for 

the novel stemmed from a little pocketbook he discovered: Say It In Yiddish. In the essay 

"Guidebook to a Land of  Ghosts",  Chabon expressed his amazement about the use of  

this book, wondering in which time in history there was a place "where not only the 

doctors and waiters and trolley conductors spoke Yiddish, but also the airline clerks, travel 

agents and casino employees?" He decided to invent such a world for himself, founded in 

Alaska during World War II as a resettlement zone for the Jews of  Europe. (Chabon, 

2007a, appendix: 16). 

 

 As Chabon further explained in an interview with Stuart Jeffries: "There is a sense 

in Yiddish of intensely felt humanity, and both a sentimental and a cold-eyed view of what 

human beings can expect from the world (...) When I started to re-read Chandler, I got a 

sense of how well the Yiddish sensibility would map on to hard-boiled fiction" (Jeffries, 

2007). In YPU, he indeed succeeded in mapping Yiddish onto the classic hard-boiled 

vernacular of Chandler and Hammett. As Williams points out, it is clear that Yiddish is the 

prevailing language in Sitka, since Chabon always alerts his reader when a character starts 

speaking in 'American' (Williams, 2009). Nevertheless, the book is written in English, but 

the Yiddish speech is implied through "colorful expressions and idiosyncratic uses of 

English" (Glaser, 2008, 158). Williams notes that Chabon tries to evoke the feel of 

Yiddish by imitating its syntax, hence the occasionally awkward phrasing. He takes the 
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expression "A curse on your head" as an example, which probably derives from "A 

finistere cholem auf dein kopf" or "A broch tsu dir" (Williams, 2009). 

 

 Moreover, Chabon is echoing Yiddish by richly embellishing the speech of his 

characters with Yiddish words and expressions. He efficiently replaces the classic 

American slang of private eyes and crooks with Yiddish, without it ever becoming 

incomprehensible for the reader. The 'piece' (gun) they carry is called a 'sholem' (which 

means peace in Yiddish) and a cell phone is called a Shoyfer (which is a ram's horn, part 

of the Yom Kippur ritual) (Kravitz, 2010, 100). A detective becomes a 'shammes', which 

literally means a synagogue watchman. This is probably a referenceto 'shamus', which is an 

American slang term for a private investigator. Beat cops are described as 'latkes' - 

pancakes - because of the shape of their 'pie hats' (Myers, 2008, 586). There are numerous 

other examples to be found.7 

 

 Chabon's creative, literary attempt of the revival of Yiddish has been praised by 

several reviewers and critics but has also met with severe criticism, especially from Jewish 

scholars. Ruth R. Wisse scorns Chabon for his "mock-yiddish", which he reduces to 

"schlock and shtick"8, and for not knowing enough about European Jewry and its historic 

language (Wisse, 2007). D.G. Myers dismisses Chabon for the same reasons and gives a 

thorough analysis of Chabon's linguistic mistakes and inconsistencies, and denounces his 

use of Yiddish as "entirely imaginary" (Myers, 2008, 587). However, Chabon is not a 

native speaker of Yiddish and actually did never learn to speak it, nor did he ever pretend 

to write a linguistically flawless Yiddish. His use of a sort of 'imaginary Yiddish' is actually 

the basic idea of the novel: inventing a fictional place in the world where the whole 

population speaks Yiddish. 

 

 Obviously, his critics are not merely taking issue with his presumed maltreatment of 

Yiddish, but also with the ideological message they believe it implies. Chabon himself 

called Yiddish "the language of exile" (Jeffries, 2007) and described Israel as "the country 

                                                        
7 One dedicated fan even made a website with a glossary of  Yiddish words in YPU: 
<http://theyiddishpolicemensunion.blogspot.com/> 
 
8 shlock : "something cheap or inferior, shoddy merchandise; trash (American Jewish)" 
   shtick: " piece (of something); trick; an act" 
   (source: Yiddish Dictionary Online. web, 25 May 2011. <www.yiddishdictionaryonline.com>) 
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that turned its back once and for all on the Yiddish language, condemning it to watch the 

last of its native speakers die one by one in a headlong race for extinction with the 

twentieth century itself" (Chabon, 2008, 177). Therefore, his critics interpret his choice for 

Yiddish as an explicit criticism of Zionism and Israel in general. Myers argues that 

Chabon's assumption of Israel denouncing Yiddish is plain wrong. To make his point, 

interestingly enough he refers to Ruth R. Wisse (who wrote a slashing review of YPU, cfr 

supra): "Yiddish and other Diaspora languages yielded to Hebrew not simply because […] 

the state of Israel insisted on it, but on account of the political adaptation that required 

bringing Hebrew back into everyday use" (Wisse, via Myers, 2008, 585). What is at play 

here is thus a clash of beliefs and ideologies, of pro and anti-Zionist views. The ideological 

charge of this novel is further explored in chapter 4.  

 

 The importance of language in this novel, however, does not only lie in its use of 

Yiddish. In the same way as classic hard-boiled fiction, Chabon uses language to mark 

class and profession. Take for example the hard-boiled language of Landsman and Bina, 

which I have touched upon in chapter 3. Chabon pays extensive attention to the way his 

characters speak and also makes his readers explicitly aware of their speech. Consider one 

of his many secondary characters, the reporter Brennan: 

 

"A need to repeat the rash threats of yore does not, I assure you, exist, Detective Shemets," the 

reporter says in his swift and preposterous Yiddish. "Evergreen and ripe with the sap of their original 

violence they remain." 
 

Brennan studied German in college and learned his Yiddish from some pompous old German at the 

Institute, and he talks, somebody once remarked, "like a sausage recipe with footnotes" (64). 

 

 Chabon uses the speech of his characters to define their personality: Brennan is 

every inch as haughty and self-important as his speaking would suggest. A character like 

Willie Dick, who goes around reciting oneliners such as "you have less fucking right to be 

here than a fucking eye-less African molerat" (275) is as waspish and arrogant as could be 

suspected from his utterances. In short, Chabon uses language in the same way as classic 

hard-boiled authors: as a marker of  class, a means of  characterization, and according to 

some, as a political commentary. 
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4. THE JEWISH QUESTION  
 

One of  the basic themes of  this novel is already suggested by the author in the epigraph 

to the novel, a quotation from a nonsenical poem by the Victorian writer Edward Lear:  

"And they went to sea in a sieve". This quote is quite appropriate to the novel for two 

reasons. Firstly, Edward Lear was an author who wrote his nonsensical children verses, a 

form of  'popular fiction' for mere love of  language and entertainment. Clifton Snider 

called him a 'Victorian Trickster', which establishes a link with Chabon's own project of  

so-called 'Trickster-literature', a mixture of  literary and genre fiction (see 1.2) (Snider, 

2009). Secondly, this quote is taken from Lear's famous nonsense song "The Jumblies", in 

which the Jumblies 'go to sea in a sieve'. They are sailing  "to the Western Sea [. . .] To a 

land all covered with trees" which, according to Clifton may symbolize the hope and 

promise of the New World. However, they travel in a sieve - which is only possible in a 

nonsensical world - not in the real world (Clifton, 2009). This could be interpreted as a 

metaphor for the Jewish situation: really obtaining a homeland is an impossibility, and 

therefore to live in exile is their 'natural state'. This idea of Jewish exile can be seen as one 

of the primary themes of the novel. 

 As noted in 3.4 , some of Chabon's critics scorned him because they believed this 

novel echoed Chabon's ambivalence "concerning all things Jewish and their intrinsic 

relationship with the concept of exile" (Kravitz, 2010, 95). Chabon affirmed his own 

ambivalence towards a Jewish homeland in his essay "Imaginary Homelands", arguing that 

he does not feel as if the Jews need and have the right to a country of their own,  

explaining that he personally does not feel the urge to live in Israel. (Chabon, 2008, 172-

175).  However, Kravitz goes to Chabon's defense in "The Aquatic Zionist" by arguing 

that even though this ambivalence is the prime mover of YPU, through its glorification of 

exile, it is also an affirmation of Jewish life and thought (Kravitz, 2010, 97-98).  

 

 There is indeed plenty of texual evidence to be found in the novel to support the 

interpretation of ambivalence. There is for example the name of the hotel where 

Landsman lives: Hotel Zamenhof - named after the Jewish inventor of Esperanto, the 

failed attempt to a universal language. The whole city is full of useless and outdated signs 

in Esperanto, which has been outrun by Yiddish. According to Kravitz, this perhaps 

signifies the futility of  the Jewish project as a whole (Kravitz, 2010, 99). The protagonist 

himself  is also very ambiguous about his own Jewishness. Myers even called him a 
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"cynical, irreligious Jew for whom 'heaven is kitsch, God a word, and the soul, at most, the 

charge on your battery' " (Myers, 2008, 583). Landsman indeed repeatedely asserts his 

irreligiosity and often talks quite jokingly about Jewish religious concepts and rituals. He is 

also quite critical about Jews, as a people,  in general: 

In the end Landsman switches on the flash and notches it between his teeth. He hikes up his pants 

legs and gets down on his knees. Just to spite himself, because spiting himself, spiting others, spiting 

the world is the pastime and only patrimony of  Landsman and his people (11). 

 The idea of  exile as a natural and satisifying states comes forward most strongly in 

the denouement of  the novel. Landsman has to choose between revealing the conspiracy 

or keeping his mouth shut and in this way offering the Jews the possibility of  regaining 

Israel as their homeland. Landsman eventually opts for the first option, reacting with "an 

unmistakable sense of  atheistic, diaspora pride" (Glaser,  2008, 158): 

He's tired of  hearing about the promised land and the inevitable bloodshed required for its 

redemption. "I don't care what is written. I don't care what supposedly got promised to some sandal-

wearing idiot whose claim to fame is that he was ready to cut his own son's throat for the sake of  a 

hare-brained idea. I don't care about red heifers and patriarchs and locusts. A bunch of  old bones in 

the sand. My homeland is in my hat. It's in my ex-wife's tote bag" (368). 

Chabon's critics interpret the ending - where a bunch of  crazy Jews tries to regain Israel as 

a homeland by a terrorist attack, but the protagonist eventually opts for exile - as a very 

strong political message. According to Myers, "in this view Zionism represents a betrayal 

of Jewish history and exile is the proper Jewish condition" (Myers, 2008, 587). Glaser sees 

the novel as "a means of voicing a strong political affirmation of diaspora nationalism" 

(Glaser, 2008, 160). Wisse pushes this point even further: 

 
For the intimacy he creates is, of course, the intimacy of exile, of powerlessness. Chabon’s mock-

Yiddish reinforces the sentimental stereotype of the Jew as harmless refugee, one who does not 

threaten the peace of the world, or the peace of the Jews themselves, unless and until he fatally 

conspires to resettle the land of Israel. A feisty character in the novel is described as fighting like a 

salmon—“that aquatic Zionist, forever dreaming of its fatal home.” Messages—in this case, beware 

the Zionists bearing death—hardly come clearer than this (Wisse, 2007).  

 

 

 These critics are probably right in assuming that the protagonist echoes the feelings 

of Chabon himself with regard to exile and a Jewish homeland. However, it would be 

wrong to assume that Chabon is deliberatlely slashing away at Zionism. It is safer to 
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assume Kravitz' argument: rather than dismissing Zionism in general, it is the emptiness 

and hypocrisy of religious fervorthat come under attack (Kravitz, 2010, 102). Even though 

his narrative might be ideologically charged, Chabon is never making any sweeping 

political statements in this novel. The troublesome relation between the Sitka Jews and the 

Native Alaskans could be read as an allegory for the Jewish-Palestinian relationship, even 

if Chabon denies this point in an interview with Jeffries:  

 

"My point was that new peoples don't often get along with the indigenous peoples. That's true of the 

New Zealanders and the Maoris as much as of the Jews and the Palestinians" And anyway, he adds: 

"What interests me is the drama of the Jews, rather than deciding in my novels whether Israel or any 

other homeland is necessary for us." (Jeffries, 2007). 

 

 Chabon could have written a highly political allegory, advocating a sense of diaspora 

nationalism. But Chabon is not conveying a clear political message. What he does instead 

is mapping some of the Yiddish sensibilities onto one of his favorite literary genres, hard-

boiled fiction (Jeffries, 2007). These Yiddish sensibilities were not the focal point of my 

analysis, but could probably be explored more elaborately in another dissertation on this 

novel. As Kravitz properly concluded "Jewish homelessness and homecoming, exile, 

statehood, and redemption are still critical issues that Jews must engage. I find no reason 

to fault Michael Chabon for creating such a wildly entertaining, engaging, and noble effort 

to do so" (Kravitz, 2010, 110). 
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5. CONCLUSION 
 

In this study, I have investigated how Michael Chabon has used the conventions of  classic 

hard-boiled fiction in his own mix of  genre fiction and 'literary' fiction. This dissertation 

has attempted to show that Chabon has stayed true to the legacy of  this genre, without 

inclining to parody or pastiche. Instead, Chabon has respectfully adapted the classic traits 

of  this genre to his own writing style and sensibilities. In the introduction to my 

dissertation, I started with a succinct overview of  Michael Chabon's life and work. I 

wanted to put YPU in the larger context of  Chabon's literary output, his Jewishness and 

his project of  eliminating the distinction between literary and genre fiction. In the second 

chapter, I have given an overview of  the evolution of  the genre and its most important 

writers. Then I continued with a discussion of  some of  the most important and 

remarkable characteristics of  the classic hard-boiled novel. This was necessary to establish 

a certain theoretical frame for my analysis. 

 In the first part of  my analysis, I have focussed on how Chabon modifies the 

hard-boiled style to his own writing style, beginning with the imagery of  the cover and 

how he develops the plot as a classic detective story. I showeded that Chabon did not opt 

for the usual first-person perspective, but still managed stay very close to the feel of  

classic hard-boiled fiction thanks to a clever interplay between third-person narration and 

focalization. I then demonstrated how Chabon has recourse to a a hard-boiled writing 

style; by the use of  short, terse sentences and adopting the humour of  wisecracks and 

similes. However, Chabon also has extensive attention for the development of  his 

characters, which is unusual in more plot-driven literature and would rather be expected 

from more literary fiction. 

 In a second part of  the analysis, I looked at some of  the common themes of  hard-

boiled fiction and how these are represented in YPU. This proved to be an interesting way 

of  looking at some of  the underlying dynamics and themes of  the novel. The fact that 

almost all the common themes in one way or another recur in YPU shows that Chabon is 

very aware of  the history and conventions of  the genre. Therefore, YPU is essentially a 

piece of  'fan fiction', written by an author with a great deal of  knowledge and insight into 

the characteristics of  the genre. 
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 Thirdly, I investigated in which way the protagonist of  the novel resembled the 

classic hard-boiled hero. Landsman seems to correspond quite well to the archetype, even 

though he is a policeman. Chabon sticks quite close to vintage hard-boiled 

stories.Furthermore, the moral ambiguity of  Landsman, who is fighting for justice but at 

the same time has to recognize his own tendencies for violence and corruption, is strongly 

present in this novel. However, Landsman is somewhat less isolated than the typical 

private eye, and still has a partner and an ex-wife to rely on. His relation to the other 

characters in the novel is explored in more detail and we get a great deal of  insight  into 

Landsman's private thoughts and feelings. The detailed attention for the psychological 

development of  our protagonist brings YPU once again closer to literary fiction. 

 In the fourth part of  my analyis, I examined how Chabon depicted masculinity 

and femininity in the novel. Hard-boiled novels have often been interpreted as 

homophobic and misogynist by critics. Chabon seems to be deliberately subverting this 

tradition by portraying strong, confident female characters, such as Bina, and generally 

depicting men as the actual weaklings of  his story. Moreover, there is his  complicated and 

nuanced portrayal of  Mendel. I demonstrated how Chabon unsettled the usual 

homophobic depiction of  gay characters by using some of  the usual homophobic stances 

but juxtaposing them with a very positive portrayal of  Mendel. I further argued that he 

could even be interpreted as a kind of  parody of  the femme fatale. These are good 

examples of  how Chabon adapts the genre to his own sensibilities, in this case his anti-

sexist agenda. 

 Finally, I analyzed how Chabon is evoking the Yiddish language in this novel. He 

replaces the American vernacular of  hard-boiled fiction with his own type of  Yiddish 

slang. However, he has been severely criticized for his use of  this language, as several 

Jewish scholars took offense to the political message they believed his use of  this language 

implied. Furthermore, I showed how Chabon makes clever use of  language as a means of  

characterization. 

 In a fourth chapter, I took a brief  look at the Jewish question as it is represented 

in the novel. The narrative seems to echo Chabon's own ambivalent stance towards 

Jewishness and the idea of  a Jewish state. The idea of  Jewish exile and homelessness 

seems to be one of  the primary themes of  YPU. This has been interpreted by several 

critics as a fierce critique of  Zionism and an assertion of  Chabon's own "diaspora 

nationalism", but I argued that this novel is not meant as a political allegory. 
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 As Chabon pointed out in an interview with Jon Wiener, this novel grew out of  

his own respect and admiration the for hard-boiled novels of  authors such as Raymond 

Chandler, one of  his favorite writers: "I wanted to play with that, in the most fond and 

affectionate sense.  I’m not trying to write parody or pastiche, I’m really trying to engage 

with the work of these writers I love so much and whose novels mean so much to me" 

(Chabon, 2007b). We could conclude that Chabon has indeed succeeded in conveying his 

love and paying a respectful homage to the genre. He never resorts to irony, nor does he 

ridicule the genre. We cane see this work in the context of his broader ambition of 

eradicating the distinction between genre fiction and literary fiction. Chabon managed to 

write an entertaining,, engaging, plot-driven novel, which for the greatest part stays 

faithful to the conventions of the genre, without having to restrict his literary ambitions. 

He presents round characters, with a credible psychological development and deals with  

themes such as the Jewish state of homelessness and exile. He created a perfectly 

convincing alternate history in a supreme style, embellished with masterly metaphors and 

descriptions. However, as a critical sidenote, we could say that it is doubtful that Chabon  

reaches a new audience with this novel - even though this is a plot-driven mystery novel, it 

still is essentially a work of  'highbrow fiction', and probably not the type of novel which 

would catch the attention  of devotees of hard-boiled fiction or noir thrillers in general.  

Chabon once stated "I read for entertainment and I write to entertain. Period" (Chabon, 

2008, 14).If one thing, Chabon did indeed succeed in writing a thrilling and wildly 

entertaining tribute to the mean streets and private eyes of Raymond Chandler and the 

likes. 
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