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Novák, György:

Women going down these mean streets — female private investigators (FPIs) and changes in hardboiled tradition

Since the 1980s there has been an upsurge in the number of female authors who write hardboiled fiction with female protagonists. The paper will consider, through the works of such writers as S. Paretsky, M. Muller, L. Barnes, S. Grafton and others, if this phenomenon necessarily introduces substantial changes in the genre.
The five authors discussed - see appendix at the end.

Definition of detective fiction (DF) - formula genre that includes the three criteria: 1) mystery 2) detective 3) solution. Additional features: simple-minded confidant (Watson), often narrator, red herrings, police (plodding or not), various devices (trap, locked room, purloined letter), and last but not least, eccentricities of the detective.

The importance of eccentricities grew especially with the serialized DF, as early as Sherlock Holmes. Poe's Dupin did not really have the opportunity to develop his curiosities, as he appears in two or three episodes, but 56 serialized short-story-length episodes plus four novels provided ample time and opportunity for readers to commit to memory among others Holmes' drug addiction, sensitivity, moodiness, artistry with the violin and strange methods of detection.

Other figures in the Golden Age also had their oddities as authors learnt to exploit these very early. These figures included Freeman’s Dr. Thorndyke, the scientist, and Orczy's old man in the corner (one of the first if not the first in a long line of onomatologically challenged detectives, i.e. investigators with partially or completely hidden names, such as Hammett's Op, Dexter's E. [Endeavour] Morse, and Paretsky's V.I. [Victoria Iphigenia]).

These eccentricities do not belong closely to DF, but are closely associated with the serial character of the works - providing easy gratification for readers through recognition and expectations of fulfilment.

In hard-boiled DF the eccentricities/idiosyncrasies of the hero became less conspicuous — the plot was carried by more dynamic action although it would not be fair to say that all these works lacked good performances in detection. Anyway, eccentricities became less emphasized, or rather more integrated into the plot. The mostly American PIs have their attributes like the trench coat, the pork pie hat and the bottle of bourbon in the drawer in the office, but as eccentricities go, Phil Marlowe or Mike Hammer are a far cry from Poirot with the latter's vanity, passion for symmetry and frenchified English.

In the earliest times and during the Golden Age, some detectives were women, such as, naturally, Christie's Miss Marple from 1928, or Orczy's Lady Molly („more disastrously silly than most of her kind" - Symons 82) from 1910. This is how she was introduced by her confidante-narrator in „The Ninescore Mystery", her first episode.

Well, you know, some say she is the daughter of a duke, others that she was born in the gutter, and the handle has been soldered on to her name in order to give her style and influence.

I could say a lot, of course, but „my lips are sealed", as the poets say. All through her career at the Yard she honoured me with her friendship and confidence, but when she took me in partnership, as it were,  she made me promise that I would never breathe a word of her private life, and this I swore on my Bible oath - „wish I may die", and the all rest of it.

Yes, we always called her „my lady", from the moment that she was put at the head of our section; and the chief called her „Lady Molly" in our presence. We of the Female Department are dreadfully snubbed by the men, though don't tell me that women have not ten times as much intuition as the blundering and sterner sex; my firm belief is that we shouldn't have half so many undetected crimes if some of the so-called mysteries were put to the test of feminine investigation. (p.1)

The sex of the female investigators, however, at that time was just one of their eccentricities, and served to tickle the sensitivities and hold the attention of readers, but, naturally, offered no serious challenge to the values (prejudices, what have you) of the majority society.

With modern FPIs, however, eccentricity took over. Accidence has become the substance. With Lady Molly, her sex was an eccentricity, an accident/ce, which made her a curiosity, which needed explaining/excuses all the time. With Warshawski, Carlotta, Kinsey, and the other FPIs, even with Stephanie, their sex is their essence, occupying the focus of their narratives, and determinig their actions and reactions. Since eccentricities, including overgrown eccentricities, can be treated/processed in a literary mode, their weight also depends on the treatment.

FPI narratives, of course, are embedded in their age. Fiction reflects society, and so does DF (see, for instance the role of Cordelia in PD James’ An Unsuitable Job for Women (1972) and The Skull Beneath the Skin (1982) (WJ17-18). Before the 1970s it would have been, it was indeed, possible to have female investigators, but the genre and/or the protagonists would not have been/were not the same a today. By the 1970s and 1980s the role of PI was accepted/acceptable if grudgingly and suspiciously as a job suitable for women, and the suspension of disbelief could work in realistic fiction with female PI protagonists. By that time the first shock waves of the feminist movement had started to settle down, and room reluctantly opened up in majority society in which McCone, V.I. and their sisters in crime were able to survive as normal human beings and not as freaks or Wonder Women. It looks likely that the majority of mystery story readers are women (WJ43). And by the 1990s, lesbian FPI writers were coming over to mainstream publishers — mainstream meaning accommodating/affirming values of a wide [middle-class] readership —, which meant that lesbian readers were mainstream since "allowing for a certain degree of inertia in the process, the production of formulas [such as DF] is largely dependent on audience response" (Cawelti "Study of Literary Formulas" 34, quoted in: WJ107)

What makes them different? It is first and foremost the sex of the FPIs that is their determining feature. The PIs under discussion appear to be otherwise "normal", i.e. members of majority groups. They are not lesbians, not physically challenged, and at first glance they are white.

At close scrutiny, however, they turn out to be different, „other” in their own environments. Their differences make them members of minority groups. These differences are not silly frivolities or eccentricities that set well-known male PIs, detectives or operatives apart from the majority, such as Bond's drinking his vodka martini shaken not stirred, or Trevanian's assassin hero, Jonathan Hemlock collecting and storing paintings by great masters, or Rex Stout’s Crna-Gorats Nero Wolfe growing orchids and keeping the best table in New York.

One could call them, for instance, ethnically different: Muller's McCone had a Shoshone great-grandparent
, V.I. had an Italian immigrant mother and a Polish father, Carlotta's grandma was Yiddish
, and Stephanie Plum has a Hungarian background.

There are cultural/educational differences as well: V.I. is musical, she sings and plays the piano; CC regularly plays killer volleyball, and most of them have a college education.

Socially all of them are single women. McCone has apparently got married, but I am not too optimistic about the future of the wedlock. V.I., Kinsey, Carlotta are divorced, Kinsey twice.

Most importantly, however, what sets them apart is that they are women who expect and, more importantly, do in an increasing degree get respect, equal treatment, and who are ready to stand up for themselves as well as for the rights of minors, minorities and even animals.

In that respect Paretsky is especially exemplary: the issues her novels thematize (problematize?) include racial hatred and exploitation, corruption in city and state governments, the harmful effects of industrialization and pollution, the situation of (illegal) immigrants, mostly Hispanic, abuse of women and children (within the family, too), not to mention the older issue of anti-Semitism and the Holocaust.

(Of five the writers under discussion three or four must be doing very well, their books are published by family firms, and they run other series besides the ones relevant for us. Paretsky may be regarded as the most serious or committed of them, I do not know how she is doing as a businesswoman.)

FPIs are also different from male investigators in a more or less permanent and present effort to prove, to justify themselves and their positions. This is an inherent feature of FPI fiction since the sub-genre has come into being as a response to male hard-boiled novels. Not only do the protagonists have to be on the alert at all times against old fashioned males (and females) who find it difficult to accept women in such roles, but they have to prove to their very own selves that what they are doing is the right thing, and that doing that they are complete, „normal” human beings. 

Sometimes the response to male narratives is intentional, as in the case of Paretsky’s „The Maltese Cat", which is an homage to Hammett, or, more interestingly in the case of the first of Grafton's ABC novels, “A” Is for Alibi (1986), in which the PI befriends and becomes the lover of Charlie Scorsoni, who turns out to be the bad guy and goes after her with a butcher knife at the end of the book. Kinsey hides in a garbage can (a pregnant — or should one say loaded? — metaphor), and when he lifts the lid, she shoots him. „I blew him away" is the last sentence of the novel (not counting Kinsey's formular ending or coda). One cannot help thinking of the ending of Mickey Spillane's first novel, I, the Jury (1947), where Mike Hammer shoots the murderer woman, called Charlotte, whom he had befriended and loved.

“How c-could you?” she gasped.

I only had a moment before talking to a corpse, but I got it in.

“It was easy,” I said. (160)

Besides outdoing Mike Hammer, the toughest of tough guys, and sending the message (and the promise) „I can do it, too," A4A also tips a[n ironic?] hat to Spillane and the whole hard-boiled tradition.

Speaking of Spillane, who, incidentally and sadly, passed away last July at the age of 88, just as it is difficult to find in traditional hard-boiled fiction a woman who is depicted as a person on equal footing with the PI, one is likewise hard put to point a finger to a male in these novels that the female protagonist can respect, trust and accept without reservation (lovers, bedmates do not count, nor does Ranger in the Stephanie Plum stories, because he, together with the novels, is a joke).

The family lives of FPIs are usually non-existent, three of the five under scrutiny are divorced. Interestingly (or significantly?) they had separated from their spouses not because of the impossible hours, and irregular demands of their own unusual jobs, but because the men were drug addicts (CC) or upwardly mobile, intolerably ambitious lawyers (VI). The only family our FPIs have is a step-sister (CC), parents killed in a car accident decades ago (KM — although she has live siblings) or deceased of illnesses (V.I.), an aunt, conveniently dead, who has left her house and Old Fluffy, a parakeet to CC (where she lives now near Harvard Square, and whom she calls Red Emma and tries to teach to swear) (Trouble of Fools 5). The only full family among these five protagonists belong to Stephanie Plum, but they are a joke, as are the novels of Evanovich. The silly younger sister has an ever increasing number of squealing children and a silly, doting hubby, the father has apparently resigned to his fate and reads the paper all the time, the mother cooks and feeds the others incessantly, and the star of the show, Grandma Mazur is always ready to join Stephanie in her exploits or shoot the tea set to smithereens with the .45 long-barrell she keeps in her bag, für alle Fälle.

FPIs are much more comfortable with their bodies, the narrations (which are all first person singular) reveal intimate details without any hesitation or emphasis. While it is impossible to imagine Mike Hammer having to use the bathroom (I mean for urinating and not for forcing someone’s head down the toilet), or discussing the underwear he is putting on before going out, much less to see Phil Marlowe giving up his daily bottles of bourbon, FPIs have no problem mentioning unmentionables, or that they feel uncomfortable or comfortable with various pieces of their clothing in intimate places, discussing their metabolism with regard to health or junk food, or saying so when nature calls (Grafton N4N 173). (Male PIs may be using tennis-ball cans while on long stakeouts in cars, but it is the female PIs that mention that, enviously complaining.)

All the five authors write their novels/stories in first person singular, that is to say, in their protagonists’ own voice. This narrative is much more than a means to heighten the pace of the narrative or step up tension; the first person narrative means that women found their own voice, the distinctive voice of an “empowered female subject” (WJ4)

FPIs are also very health-conscious, aware of what what they eat, drink and do (or omit doing) does to their bodies. V.I. drinks Black Label, indeed, it is one of her eccentricities, but otherwise she lives a healthy life. The only one of the five ladies who is an exception is Stephanie, whose mother never ceases feeding her with stuffed cabbage and assorted heavy cakes.

It is also edifying to compare the so-called ars poetica of male and female PIs. I am making it very easy for myself here. McCone says „It makes me feel valuable, that I am helping people. I suppose if I were of a scientific bent, I'd've gone into medicine. Or if I dealt well with authority figures, I’d’ve gone into law enforcement. As it is, I've found the perfect niche.” (Walk Through the Fire 1999, 63-64). V.I. Warshawski, after sixteen years on the job, says that idealism, naïveté “and curiosity, of course, about what happens next” keep her going (Hard Time 1999, 116), Nearly fifty years before them Mike Hammer made the following confession while massacring a group of Communist agents in New York: “I lived only to kill the scum and the lice that wanted to kill themselves. I lived to kill so that others could live. I lived to kill because my soul was a hardened thing that reveled in the thought of taking the blood of the bastards who made murder their business. I lived because I could laugh it off and others couldn't. I was the evil that opposed other evil, leaving the good and the meek in the middle to live and inherit the earth!" (One Lonely Night 1951 Chapter 10.) I rest my case.

Not that these ladies want self-assurance, determination, coolness or even manliness. Mike Hammer stepped on the stage of hard-boiled fiction in the following sentences: “I shook the rain from my hat and walked into the room. Nobody said a word. They stepped back politely”....etc (I, the Jury). Even before him, on a mid-October morning, Philip Marlowe ironically contemplated the naked damsel in distress with the sociable but clumsy knight fumbling with the ropes that tied her to a tree on the opening page of The Big Sleep (1939). Our FPIs make textual entrées that give the impression that they are equally up to the challenges that might await or have confronted them, as it appears from the first lines in the existence of two of these ladies:

I stood next to the car, waiting for the number ninety-three trolley to pass, its antennae zinging along the overhead cable. The lighted windows of the trolley were empty except for the driver and a lone passenger. It was two thirty in the morning.

When the street was clear, I crossed to where the flashing lights of the cop cars and the ambulance were reflected against the black, wet pavement. The situation must be pretty bad, all right. (Edwin 1977)

This is Sharon McCone approaching the scene of her first murder case. And the other one, nine years later:

My name is Kinsey Millhone. I'm a private investigator, licensed by the State of California. I'm thirty-two years old, twice divorced, no kids. The day before yesterday I killed someone and the fact weighs heavily on my mind. I'm a nice person and I have a lot of friends. My apartment is small but I like living in a cramped space. (A4Alibi 1986)

The strength of FPI fiction is indicated by the fact that it has already produced, from its own bosom, its own parody. Evanovich’s Stephanie Plum is apparently everything that FPIs are, and if you look closer, you will see that she is everything they are not. Yes, she catches bad guys (she is a bounty hunter), she is courageous, self-reliant, and can spin a yarn that will hold the reader’s attention. At a closer look, however, she is totally unprofessional, survives by the wildest accidents, and is involved in a love affair (or maybe two) in which her equality could be strongly questioned. The distorting mirror held up by Evanovich not only means that the sub-genre is mature or strong enough to take this kind of criticism, but if proliferating and gaining too much weight it might be signalling the decline of — at least the special position of the — FPI fiction.

To conclude — as the hue and cry around the appearance of the hard-boiled FPIs abates, the phenomenon will hopefully settle down (as I believe it is already settling down) into just another established sub-genre (or whatever label you like to pick for the slot) — one that contains/provides the same quality and quantity of excitement (even violence, if you like), but that is also more sensitive to minorities, otherness, vulnerability, and is more capable of understanding towards differences.

Seriously, if there is a future to the equality of the sexes, then FPI fiction is to disappear, wither away — eventually — and not necessarily in a very distant, unforeseeable future.
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Appendix

Marcia MULLER (b. 1944)

PI: Sharon McCone
Edwin of the Iron Shoes (1977)
Ask the Cards a Question (1978) 

The Cheshire Cat's Eye (1983) 

Games to Keep the Dark Away (1984) 

Leave a Message for Willie (1984)
Double (1984) 

There's Nothing to Be Afraid Of (1985)
Eye of the Storm (1988)

There's Something in a Sunday (1989)
The Shape of Dread (1989)
Trophies and Dead Things (1990)
Where Echoes Live (1991)
Pennies on a Dead Woman's Eyes (1992)
Wolf in the Shadows (1993)
Till the Butchers Cut Him Down (1994)
A Wild and Lonely Place (1995)
The Broken Promise Land (1996)
Both Ends of the Night (1997)
While Other People Sleep (1998)
A Walk Through the Fire (1999)
Listen to the Silence (2000)

Dead Midnight (2002)

The Dangerous Hour (2004)

Cape Perdido (2005)

Vanishing Point (2006)

Sara PARETSKY (b.1947)
PI: Victoria Iphigenia [V.I.] Warshawski

Indemnity Only (1982)

Deadlock (1984)

Killing Orders (1985)

Bitter Medicine (1987) 

Blood Shot (1988)

Burn Marks (1990) 

Guardian Angel (1992) 

Tunnel Vision (1994)

Hard Time (1999)

Total Recall (2001)

Blacklist (2003)

Fire Sale (2005) 

Sue GRAFTON (b.1940)

PI: Kinsey Millhone

"A" Is for Alibi (1983)

"B" Is for Burglar (1985)

"C" Is for Corpse (1986)

"D" Is for Deadbeat (1987)

"E" Is for Evidence (1988)

"F" Is for Fugitive (1989)

"G" Is for Gumshoe (1990)

"H" Is for Homicide (1991)

"I" Is for Innocent (1992)

"J" Is for Judgment (1993)

"K" Is for Killer (1994)

"L" Is for Lawless (1995)

"M" Is for Malice (1996)

"N" Is for Noose (1998)

"O" Is for Outlaw (1999)

"P" Is for Peril (2001)

"Q" Is for Quarry (2002)

"R" Is for Ricochet (2004)

"S" Is for Silence (2005)

Linda BARNES (b.1949)
PI: Carlotta Carlyle

(“Lucky Penny” 1986)

A Trouble Of Fools (1987)

The Snake Tattoo (1989)

Coyote (1990)

Steel Guitar (1991)

Snapshot (1993)

Hardware (1995)

Cold Case (1997)

Flashpoint (1999)

The Big Dig (2002)

Deep Pockets (2004)

Heart of the World (2006)

Janet EVANOVICH (b.1943)

PI: Stephanie Plum

One For the Money (1994)

Two For the Dough (1996)

Three to Get Deadly (1997)

Four to Score (1998)

High Five (1999)

Hot Six (2000)

Seven Up (2001)

Hard Eight (2002)

Visions of Sugar Plums (2003)

To the Nines (2003)

Ten Big Ones (2004)

Eleven on Top (2005)

Twelve Sharp (2006)

� “I’ve only got about an eigth Shoshone blood.” Edwin 28


� She used to quote wise sayings either in English or in Yiddish for the education of her granddaughter like „If your grandmother had wheels, she would have been a truck” (Trouble of Fools 1) or ‘Fun oybn puts, fun unten shmuts’ [Finery on top, filth underneath] (Deep Pocket 3)


� “My mother’s side is Hungarian and from this I get blue eyes and the ability to eat birthday cake and still button the top snap on my jeans. I’m told the good Hungarian metabolism lasts until I’m forty, so I’m counting down. The Hungarian genes also carry a certain amount of luck and gypsy intuition, both of which I need in my present job. (Ten Big Ones 1-2)


� “Grandma Mazur has a body like a soup chicken and a mind that defies description. She keeps her steel gray hair cut short and tightly permed. She prefers pastel polyester pantsuits and white tennis shoes. And she watches wrestling. Grandma doesn’t care if wrestling’s fake or real. Grandma likes to look at big men in little spandex panties.” (Ten Big Ones 20)





