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Letter from the editors
Dear PlayNotes Readers: 

Happy New Year, and welcome to the fourth issue of PlayNotes for the 
2011-2012 season! This year, we’re kicking off the second half of the season 
with a world premiere production of Raymond Chandler’s Trouble Is My 
Business, adapted by James Glossman. The play—which actually includes 
two of Chandler’s stories, “Red Wind” and “Trouble Is My Business”—
is one of the few theatrical adaptations of Chandler’s work, and we’re 
thrilled to be bringing this vibrant version of an American classic to the 
stage. In this PlayNotes, we take a look at adaptation and how Chandler’s 
style in particular translates to other mediums, with an article on pp. 12-
13 and an extended interview with Trouble Is My Business’s adapter and 
director, James Glossman.

While the shadowy, corruption-riddled world of Chandler’s private eye 
Philip Marlowe is so familiar to crime fiction fans as to be almost a 
cliché, that doesn’t mean it doesn’t deserve investigation too. Like every 
PlayNotes, this guide has core articles on the setting and background of 
the stories, but like Marlowe does on his cases, we invite you to examine 
that world a little more thoughtfully as well. In the “Perspectives” section, 
we approach Trouble Is My Business from some angles that might not 
be apparent on first glance, exploring topics from the role of women in 
crime fiction (pp. 27-28) to Marlowe’s concept of honor (pp. 31-32) to 
the private investigator’s relationship to capitalism and greed (pp. 29-30). 
Sometimes, what’s beneath the surface of a story can illuminate what’s on 
top of it, and the “Perspectives” section in each PlayNotes is our crack at 
those mysteries. 

With the calendar turning to 2012, this Portland Stage season may seem 
like its flying by, but there’s a lot of exciting work still to come on our stages 
in the spring. One of the ways the Education Department complements 
every production here is by hosting three discussion series that give you an 
opportunity to go in-depth and interact with the artists who create each 
show. Our “Artistic Perspective” and “Curtain Call” discussions happen 
on Sunday afternoons, while “Page to Stage” is held on Tuesdays at the 
Portland Public library. You can always find the discussion dates for the 
current show on the final page of PlayNotes (in this guide, p. 39). If you’d 
like more information on discussion opportunities, or have any other 
comments or questions, you can reach us at 207-774-1043 ext. 104 or by 
e-mail at dburson@portlandstage.org. We’d love to hear from you!

Sincerely yours, 
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Philip Marlowe—the gritty, alcoholic, steadfast protago-
nist of Raymond Chandler’s mysteries—lives in a world 
you may have seen before. It is a world where men die 
alone in bars and in alleys, where every stranger has a se-
cret, and where money can buy anything. It is dark and 
despairing, full of betrayal, hard liquor, and goodbyes. And 
yet, this world of hard-boiled crime is one to which audi-
ences have returned time and again through novels, pulp 
stories, films, and now in the world premiere adaptation 
of Raymond Chandler’s Trouble Is My Business. Why? 

Chandler himself acknowledged that detective stories, 
with their emphasis on murder, tend to be depressing. 
Yet he spent his life writing them, becoming a pioneer 
of detective fiction distinguished by its brutality and 
pessimism, as opposed to the detective stories of his 
genteel predecessors like Dorothy Sawyers and Agatha 
Christie. Through a focus on realistic violence and 
detailed portraits, Chandler believed his stories could be 
“an effect of movement, intrigue, cross-purposes, and the 
gradual elucidation of character, which is all the detective 
story has the right to be about anyway.” Chandler’s 
emphasis was not only on thrilling tales, but also on the 
craft of writing to develop style, mood, and character. He 
knows what he is searching for, and it isn’t the answer to 
something as straightforward as who pulled the trigger. 

Trouble Is My Business is adapted from two of Chandler’s 
early pulp stories, “Red Wind” (1938) and “Trouble Is My 
Business” (1939). Both are set in Los Angeles in the late 
1930s. In them, Marlowe, a private investigator, reveals 
corruption in the police, the mob, corporate executives, and 
husbands and wives. Yet he often discovers compassion 
and bravery in those sources as well, and at the least likely 
of times. 

In “Red Wind” a hot, dry wind blows through a dark 
portrait of L.A. where coincidences abound and anything 
can happen. But more than the wind, passion motivates 
the drastic events of the evening: ambition provokes 
lies, greed precedes downfall, and Marlowe’s compassion 
allies him with a young woman, Lola Barsaly, who isn’t 
quite ready for his world. Prepared or not, Lola rises to 
Marlowe’s defense, leaving him indebted, curious, and in 
serious trouble with the police. “Trouble Is My Business” 
introduces Marlowe to a very different type of woman: 
Harriet Huntress is gorgeous and cynical, toying with 
millionaires and tough mobsters alike. Although hired 
by the unfeeling tycoon Mr. Jeeter, Marlowe is drawn to 
Harriet’s independence, and the ensuing investigation 
leads to a number of clashes between money and love. 
Marlowe struggles to help the women he might be able to 
love—a knight in a suit coat and fedora, wielding a Luger 
and a bottle of Scotch, but fighting for honor just the same. 
By placing these two stories together, adapter and director 
James Glossman uses a small ensemble to highlight the 
nuanced characters that Marlowe encounters.

These stories reflect both Chandler’s imagination and 
the disillusionment of his times, as part of a larger trend 
of literature that followed the Great War, the Great 
Depression, the failure of Prohibition, and an increase in 
organized crime. Yet ideally, Chandler’s work speaks to 
us about something beyond even his own era: a portrait 
of men and women with a glimmer of hope that even if 
reality is bleak, it need not overwhelm us. In his hero, who 
endures through the changing landscapes of these stories, 
Chandler presents a solace, but not avoidance, from the 
“nastiness” of living. Trouble Is My Business is neither a 
clever whodunit nor a despairing tragedy, but a stylized 
portrait of the corruption of our society and one man’s 
search for truth. y

about the PLay

L.A.’s Broadway in the 1940s.
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foCus Questions

•  What makes a crime story “noir?” Is this very specific writing style timeless, or does 
its appeal today come from a nostalgic throw-back to the 1930s and 40s? 

•  Do people who adapt familiar stories have a responsibility to remain loyal to the 
original? What is gained or lost by retelling a story faithfully?

•  Adapter/director James Glossman has described Trouble Is My Business as “onstage 
cinema.” What characteristics can make a stage production “cinematic?” 

•  Why do we romanticize private detectives like Philip Marlowe in popular culture?

•  Is there such a thing as “honor among thieves?” Is it necessarily contradictory to act 
unlawfully and to behave with honor?

•  Lola says at one point in the play, “I’m too young to nurse memories.” This lack of 
sentimentality is a common feature of the noir genre. How does this attitude affect 
their stories? 

•  Can a first-person narrative—such as the style used by Raymond Chandler—be 
truly theatrical? 

•  How are women depicted in hard-boiled detective fiction such as Chandler’s? Are 
the types of women seen in these stories an affirmation or a refutation of women’s 
roles in the mid-20th century?

•  Is there a difference between acting honorably and acting ethically? What might 
prompt a person to choose one over the other?

•  One of Philip Marlowe’s hobbies is solving chess problems. How does a game like 
chess (particularly playing it alone) serve as a metaphor for mysteries and private 
investigations? 

•  Which  does  our  society  value more:  pursuing  financial  success  or  doing what’s 
right?
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Raymond Chandler was born on July 23, 1888, in Chi-
cago, Illinois, to Maurice Chandler, a railroad engineer, 
and Florence Thornton, an Irish immigrant. When asked, 
however, Raymond would say that he “was conceived in 
Laramie, Wyoming, and 
if they had asked me, I 
should have preferred to 
be born there.” Maurice, 
a longtime alcoholic, left 
Florence not long after 
their son was born. Chan-
dler would never speak 
about his father at length, 
simply denouncing him 
as “an utter swine.” When 
Chandler turned seven, he 
and his mother moved to 
London to be supported 
by her wealthier extended 
family in Waterford, Ire-
land, particularly Ernest 
Thornton, a successful lawyer. Due in part to this uncle, 
Chandler began to form fledgling interests in the law and 
morality.

Growing up in London was difficult for Chandler. Not 
only was he an Irish boy, he had an American accent. His 
family was Protestant—Quaker, to be specific—which 
additionally alienated him from the Irish Catholics in his 
circle. Torn between several worlds, Chandler mastered 
his social graces to try to fit in, but he came to disagree 
with the kind of classism those graces perpetuated. At age 
12, Chandler was sent to the Dulwich School, a college 
prep academy. He studied Classics his first year, ranking 
second in his class. His second year his family made him 
study English, French, Spanish, 
German, and mathematics—more 
marketable skills—and he ranked 
first in his class. At 17 he officially 
became a British citizen and took 
a civil service exam to apply for a 
well-paying career. He came first in 
Classics and third overall, and netted 
a comfortable record-keeping job in 
the British Naval Stores Branch.

A whiz with numbers, Chandler ex-
celled, but he hated everything about 
the job: “The idea of being expected 
to tip my hat to the head of the de-
partment struck me as verging on 
obscene.” After six months, Chan-

dler quit, hoping to score a living in something he actu-
ally enjoyed: writing. As a schoolboy, Chandler had kept 
a notebook of interesting thoughts and wrote poems in 
rhyming romantic verse. He had tried to publish some of 

his poetry in vain. Draw-
ing on the former experi-
ence, he became a reporter 
for the Daily Express: “A 
complete flop, the worst 
man they ever had. Every 
time they sent me out on 
a story I would get lost. 
They fired me. I deserved 
it.” The Westminster Ga-
zette took him on, but his 
writing was unpopular; it 
displayed a virulent ha-
tred for all things Eng-
lish. By 1912, entirely sick 
of England, Chandler 
moved to Los Angeles on 

a loan from his uncle. In 1917, after further literary and 
business failure, Chandler joined the Canadian military to 
fight in the First World War. He was a good, logical tacti-
cian and an exemplary company leader, but his entire unit 
was barraged with artillery and he was the only survivor. 
Determined to go back to the front lines, he enlisted in 
the British Royal Air Force; but the war ended before he 
could finish his training.

Jobless again, Chandler moved back to Los Angeles. In 
1920 he started an affair with a woman named Cissy 
Pascal, 18 years his senior. She divorced her husband 
to marry Chandler in 1924. Shortly afterward, using 
family connections, Chandler got a job with the Dabney 

Oil Syndicate and swiftly rose up 
the ranks to vice president. All of a 
sudden he was one of the most highly 
regarded office managers in America. 
He was a wizard at legal disputes, 
fighting for the morally “right” 
solution to the company’s troubles—
and always winning—even if it cost 
them more money. He could dictate 
well-worded letters four pages in 
length with perfect grammar in 
just a few minutes. His social circle 
grew, and with it his more dangerous 
habits. He became a heavy drinker, a 
notorious womanizer, and sometimes 
disappeared for days at a time. He 
began exhibiting suicidal tendencies, 

about raymond ChandLer

Raymond Chandler in 1940.

Cissy Chandler.
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occasionally calling his office and threatening to jump out 
of a window or shoot himself. In 1932, when he began 
missing work for weeks on end, he was fired.

Back to square one again, Chandler went on the road, 
visiting old Army buddies and reading. He became a fan 
of pulp detective magazines like Black Mask because they 
were cheap enough for him to throw away after he had 
finished them. He took a particular liking to Dashiell 
Hammett, the author of the 1930 Black Mask serial The 
Maltese Falcon. Hoping to return to the occupation he 
loved, Chandler enrolled in a writing course and began 
to write four hours a day. Much like his dictated letters, 
his stories came from a single thread of consciousness. He 
refused to send out first drafts, but never learned to edit; 
instead he would rewrite large sections from scratch. He 
sent his first complete story, “Blackmailers Don’t Shoot,” 
to Black Mask in 1933. He was so sure of its perfection he 
typed it with justified right margins, ready to be printed 
as-was. In his words, “It took me five months to write this 
thing. It has enough action for five stories and the whole 
thing is a goddamn pose.” Joseph T. Shaw, Black Mask’s 
editor, told Chandler he was “either a genius or crazy”—
and that the story had been accepted.

Chandler began to write furiously, becoming popular for 
his action-packed plots and witty dialogue. But his output 
was slow. Over 5 years he wrote 21 stories; the average 
pulp writer of the day was producing around 150 in the 
same timeframe. And Chandler was unsatisfied with his 
work: “As I look back on my [pulp] stories it would be 
absurd if I did not wish they had been better,” he recalled. 
“But if they had been much better they would not have 
been published. If the formula had been a little less rigid, 
more of the writing of that time might have survived. . . . 
To exceed the limits of a formula without destroying it is 
the dream of every magazine writer who is not a hopeless 
hack.” He wanted to try his hand at a full novel, but he had 
read only a few long mysteries. Instead of starting from 
scratch, he merged two of his Black Mask protagonists into 
Philip Marlowe, and their stories’ plots into what would 
become The Big Sleep. The novel was published in 1939 to 
a denouncement from The New York Times, deeming the 
violence in the story depraved. But it sold extremely well: 
10,000 copies in a time when the average mystery novel 
sold only about 2,500. Critical response soon improved—
particularly on the West Coast and in Hollywood. After 
seeing the Los Angeles Times’s positive review, Chandler 
wrote, relieved, “I don’t feel quite such a connoisseur of 
moral decay as I did yesterday.” He abandoned the short 
story format almost entirely and started immediately on a 
sequel, Farewell, My Lovely, which was published in 1940. 
That novel and his next, The High Window (1942), though 
not quite as successful as The Big Sleep, garnered Chandler 
even more fame and Marlowe a prominent place among 
fictional detectives.

In 1944 Chandler was courted by Paramount Pictures 
and paired with Billy Wilder to write the screenplay 
for Double Indemnity, a film based on the James M. 
Cain novel. Working with Wilder “was an agonizing 
experience and has probably shortened my life,” Chandler 

Philip Marlowe Novels
The Big Sleep (1939)

Farewell, My Lovely (1940)
The High Window (1942)

The Lady in the Lake (1943)
The Little Sister (1949)

The Long Goodbye (1953)
Playback (1958)

Poodle Springs (1959; incomplete)

Short Stories
“Blackmailers Don’t Shoot” (1933)

“Smart-Aleck Kill” (1934)
“Finger Man” (1934)

“Killer in the Rain” (1935)
“Nevada Gas” (1935)

“Spanish Blood” (1935)
“Guns at Cyrano’s” (1936)

‘The Man Who Liked Dogs” (1936)
“Noon Street Nemesis” (1936)

“Goldfish” (1936)
“The Curtain” (1936)
“Try the Girl” (1937)

“Mandarin’s Jade” (1937)
“Red Wind” (1938)

“The King in Yellow” (1938)
“Bay City Blues” (1938)

“The Lady in the Lake” (1939)
“Pearls Are a Nuisance” (1939)

“Trouble Is My Business” (1939)
“I’ll Be Waiting” (1939)

“The Bronze Door” (1939)
“No Crime in the Mountains” (1941)

“Professor Bingo’s Snuff ” (1951)
“Marlowe Takes on the Syndicate” (1959)

“English Summer, A Gothic Romance” (1976)

Works by ChandLer

Continued on the next page.
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quipped, “but I learned from it as 
much about screenwriting as I 
am capable of learning, which is 
not much.” The screenplay was 
nominated for a 1945 Academy 
Award, but Chandler’s cynicism 
had gained its new favorite target: 
Hollywood. He quit Paramount 
and moved to the desert with his 
wife. But in need of money, they 
swiftly returned. Chandler was 
tasked with editing screenplays—a 
task he hated—and descended into 
drinking and womanizing again. 
After his contract ended, he again 
retreated from Hollywood and wrote “The Simple Art of 
Murder,” a seminal—and deeply personal—essay on the 
crime genre.

Chandler begrudgingly accepted yet another Hollywood 
contract in 1945. Stuck on the screenplay for the 1946 
film The Blue Dahlia, he asked to be paid in scotch. Several 
weeks and several gallons later, he had finished what 
would become his second Academy Award nomination. 
In 1947, MGM strong-armed him into writing a 
screenplay of his 1943 novel The Lady in the Lake but he 
defiantly missed all his deadlines and was replaced. He 
said it was “probably the worst movie ever made; after that 
one was over I had to be hit on the head with a baseball 
bat to make me get up out of a chair.” Shortly thereafter, 
he wrote an article in the Atlantic denouncing “Writers 
in Hollywood.” He was rebutted by Charles Brackett, 
another of Wilder’s screenwriting partners: “Chandler’s 
books are not good enough, nor his pictures bad enough, 
to justify that article.” Chandler’s next Marlowe novel, the 
1949 The Little Sister, viciously parodied Hollywood. The 
New York Times Book Review said the book demonstrated 
“a scathing hatred of the human race.” 
Though he would consult on the 
screenplay for the Humphrey Bogart 
version of The Big Sleep and later wrote the 
1950 film Strangers on a Train with Alfred 
Hitchcock (a disastrous partnership as 
well), Chandler would never again be 
employed by Hollywood on a renewable 
contract.

From 1951 through 1953, Chandler 
wrote his next Marlowe novel, The Long 
Goodbye, while caring for the terminally 
ill Cissy. Fleeing from the rigid formulas 
drilled into him, he focused less on the 
story’s plot and more on its tone and 
characters. One of his biographers, Jerry 
Speir, said the novel was Chandler’s 
“boldest attempt to exceed the confines 

of the detective mystery . . . Unlike 
any of its predecessors it takes on 
the whole modern society as its 
subject.” Chandler had arguably 
written what few other crime 
writers had: a piece of literature fit 
for the English-language canon. His 
reaction was predictably sardonic: 
“What greater prestige can a man 
like me . . . have than to have taken 
a cheap, shoddy, and utterly lost 
kind of writing, and have made of 
it something that intellectuals claw 
each other about.”

Cissy died in 1954. Chandler neglected to inter her 
remains—which weren’t buried until 2011—and spiraled 
again into depression. After making numerous threats, in 
early 1955 he locked himself in a bathroom with a gun 
and fired two shots. He was found afterward by police; 
drunk and pleased-looking, staring at two bullet holes 
in the ceiling. For the next few years he moved between 
California, England, and New York, taking advantage of 
his celebrity status to become an amiable if excessive gray-
haired socialite. He finished Playback, his final novel, in 
1958. Like Cissy before him, the 71-year-old Raymond 
Chandler had begun to descend into illness, and he died 
of pneumonia on March 26, 1959.

Chandler’s fierce lifelong cynicism informed what 
became his writing’s unflattering and ineffably realist take 
on American life. The English novelist J. B. Priestly once 
mused, “[Chandler] reduces the bright California scene 
to an empty despair, dead bottles and a heap of cigarette 
butts under the meaningless neon lights.” And though he 
hated working with Chandler, Billy Wilder thought he 
was a genius: “God! A kind of lightning struck on every 

page. How often do you read a description 
of a character who says that he had hair 
growing out of his ear long enough to 
catch a moth?” The year before he died, 
Chandler was asked by his publisher to 
write an autobiography. He scoffed at the 
idea: “It would only be full of lies,” he said, 
and moreover, “who cares how a writer got 
his first bicycle?” Entirely unromantic, and 
with a priority for only the most important 
details, Chandler forged a literary style 
that pervaded and exceeded its genre. And 
though the tumult in his personal life was 
as extreme as he would have concocted for 
the iron-jawed Philip Marlowe himself, it 
is Chandler’s own authentic American 
experience that enabled his writing to cut 
right to society’s center. y

Chandler and Wilder.

The first edition cover of
The Long Goodbye.
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James Glossman is a prolific and well-known director, 
writer, and adapter. Born in Detroit, Michigan, Glossman 
went on to receive his undergraduate degree (a Bachelor of 
Sciences in Interpretation) from Northwestern University, 
and then continued on to receive certifications from the 
American Conservatory Theatre (ACT) in San Francisco 
and the British American Drama Academy (BADA) in 
Oxford, England, as well as a Master of Fine Arts from the 
Yale School of Drama.

As with many prolific writers, reviewers have had myriad 
reactions to Glossman’s body of work. He has had a 
significant collaboration with novelist and radio host Jim 
Leher, adapting several of Leher’s novels for the stage to 
mixed acclaim. The first in this series was an adaptation 
of Kick the Can, the first book of Leher’s One Eyed Mack 
series about a man who loses an eye in a game of kick 
the can and then hijacks a bus to become the South’s only 
bus pirate. He encounters a collection of wacky characters 
on a journey of self-exploration. Kick the Can premiered 
at Luna Stage in New Jersey in 1996, with Glossman as 
director, and twelve actors playing 111 roles. Leher himself 
said that “Jim Glossman has captured the spirit perfectly,” 
which, coming from the original author, is perhaps the 
highest praise that an adapter can hope 
for. The New York Times review, while 
overall enjoying the production for its 
“felicitous wordplay” and “gallery of 
unforgettable roadies of America,” said 
that in the end it “poops out under the 
weight” of a story that maybe simply 
wasn’t meant for the stage. 

Glossman also directed and adapted 
Kate Atkinson’s Behind the Scenes at the 
Museum (also at Luna Stage, 2003) for 
which he won Best Director of the Year 
from The Star Ledger. The New York 
Times review of that production called 
attention to the “inventive stagecraft 
and ensemble approach to acting that 
are Mr. Glossman’s signature as a 
director.” As an adapter, Glossman has 
been commended for his skill at taking 
a story from one medium to another, 
a talent highlighted by Trouble Is My 
Business, in which he takes Chandler’s 
iconic narrative and vivid metaphors onto the stage. His 
adaptation of The Special Prisoner (another adaptation of 
Leher’s work), which premiered in 2002 at the Playwrights 
Theatre of New Jersey, was a winner at the Southwestern 
Festival of New Plays. In addition to Chandler, Glossman 

has adapted such literary giants as James Joyce (Out of 
Dublin), William Faulkner (The Hamlet), Mark Twain 
(Hadleyburg), Madeline L’Engle (A Wrinkle in Time), and 
F. Scott Fitzgerald (Family in the Wind.) 

Besides his adaptations of famous literary works, Glossman 
has a passion for bringing unknown works to the stage, and 
sometimes even lost ones. Like a theatrical Indiana Jones, 
Glossman discovered what may be the last remaining 

copy of the 1927 play Spread Eagle by 
George S. Brooks and Walter B. Lister. 
After finding a reference in an out-of-
print biography of Raymond Massey, 
who once directed a production of 
Eagle in London, Glossman went on 
to locate the full play in the basement 
of the New York Public Library’s Fifth 
Avenue building. Spread Eagle, which  
appeared at the Martin Beck Theatre 
on Broadway in 1927, tells the story of 
a major American business attempting 
to force a U.S. invasion of Mexico. 
Glossman directed a radio production 
of the play in Santa Monica in 1999. 

More recently, Glossman appeared as 
an actor in Luna Stage’s production 
of The Dangers of Electric Lighting as 
Thomas Edison, an acting experience 
that he described as a “helluvalotta fun.” 
He teaches directing and performance 
of Shakespeare in the theatre studies 
program at Johns Hopkins University 

in Baltimore and his time at Portland Stage marks the 
beginning of an incredibly busy spring, directing four 
productions at various theaters and continuing work on the 
books for two new musicals with different collaborators. y

about the adaPter: James GLossman

Glossman (left) as Thomas Edison in
The Dangers of Electric Lighting at Luna Stage.

Cover of Leher’s novel adapted by
Glossman for the stage.
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In the opening stage direction of Trouble Is My Business, 
adapter and director James Glossman says, “This is not 
stylized, not camp. The ways of speaking are as specific 
to time and place and 
character as in Faulkner, 
O’Neill, Mamet or 
Tennessee Williams; 
and should be played 
as such, and simply as 
possible.” In this in-
struction, the true pur-
pose of the adapter can 
be seen: to translate a 
story from one medium 
to another as clearly 
and with as much truth 
to the original text as 
possible. Chandler’s 
original works have 
been adapted into ev-
erything from graphic 
novels and computer 
games to a number of 
films that were both 
hugely successful and also key to developing the genre 
that would become one of the archetypes of American 
cinema: film noir. 

Chandler himself arrived in Hollywood just one year 
after his work did. In 1942 the first film adaptation of 
Chandler’s work, The Falcon Takes 
Over, was released. The film was 
adapted by Lynn Root and Frank 
Fenton, and was loosely based upon 
Chandler’s second novel, Farewell, 
My Lovely. The film was the third 
(following The Gay Falcon, and A 
Date with the Falcon) to star George 
Sanders as private detective Gay 
Lawrence. While many of the 
characters, including Lawrence, 
were taken from the work of 
writer Michael Arlen, the plot was 
Chandler’s. 

In 1943, Chandler himself arrived 
on the scene. He came to Holly-
wood not to oversee the produc-
tion of his own work, but rather to 
work as an adapter himself, taking a 
critical step into screenwriting that 
would result in an iconic film noir 

movie, Double Indemnity, based on a novel by James M. 
Cain. Chandler was riding on big literary successes when 
he came to Hollywood, having already had several of his 

major novels published 
(The Big Sleep [1939], 
Farewell, My Lovely 
[1940], and The High 
Window [1942]), but 
when he turned in the 
first draft of Double In-
demnity to collaborator 
Billy Wilder, Wilder 
allegedly flung the 
script across the room 
saying, “This is shit, Mr. 
Chandler.” Chandler 
came a long way 
after that first and ap-
parently disappointing 
draft, because a year 
and a half later, Double 
Indemnity was nomi-
nated for an Academy 
Award. Chandler’s col-

laboration with Wilder taught him about the business 
and their adaptation brought something new to the Hol-
lywood screen, perhaps most notably an abundance of 
unsympathetic characters. Influenced by the writing of 
Ernest Hemmingway, Chandler’s screen adaptation of 
Double Indemnity stayed true to what is arguably the es-

sence of hard-boiled detective fic-
tion. As Frederick Henry says in A 
Farewell to Arms, “The world breaks 
everyone and afterward many are 
strong at the broken places. But 
those that will not break it kills. It 
kills the good and the very gentle, 
and the very brave, impartially. If 
you are none of these you can be 
sure it will kill you too but there 
will be no special hurry.” Cain’s 
novel was written from the point 
of view of a murderer who knows 
he is about to die, and Chandler 
and Wilder maintained that point 
of view, thus preserving the poetic 
first person narration that has since 
become so indicative of the genre. 

That first-person narrative was one 
of Chandler’s biggest assets as both 
an original writer and as an adapter, 

ChandLer in adaPtation

Fred MacMurray and Barbara Stanwyck in 
Double Indemnity (1944).

Billy Wilder.
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a style that Trouble Is My Business exemplifies: “I took 
the piece of celluloid that pretended to be a window over 
the driver’s license in my wallet, and eased it between the 
lock and the jamb, leaning hard on the knob, pushing it 
toward the hinges. The edge of the celluloid caught the 
slope of the spring lock and snapped it back with a small 
brittle sound, like an icicle breaking.” Marlowe’s narration 
is poetic, stylized, clear and deeply metaphorical, quali-
ties that adapters and directors alike have marked as one 
of Chandler’s major strengths. Edward Dymtrek, the di-
rector of the adaptation of the novel Farewell, My Lovely 
into the film Murder, My Sweet (1944), stepped outside 
of the established conventions of filmmaking, which de-
manded linear storytelling, in order to preserve that tone 
and concept. Like in Double Indemnity, a first-person nar-
rative presents an auditory account of the visual events 
being presented on the screen. 
Both as an adapter and in adap-
tation, Chandler broke through 
what people expected from the 
movies: the good guy wasn’t al-
ways obvious, or even existent, the 
story wasn’t always linear, and the 
language wasn’t always colloquial. 
Chandler’s writing had a massive 
influence in the film industry and 
by 1947 he had his name on ten 
films from four different studios 
starring some of the biggest names 
of the day, including Humphrey 
Bogart, Lauren Bacall, and Dick 
Powell.

Chandler’s work has seen a recent 
abundance of new adaptation. 
The BBC is currently gearing 
up to present a radio adaptation 

called Classic Chandler starring Toby 
Stephens as Marlowe. The Mill at 
Sonning, a dinner theater in England, 
joins Portland Stage as one of only a 
handful of theaters who have managed 
to secure the rights to stage adaptations 
of Chandler’s work. Adapted by Alvin 
Rakoff, The Mill’s production of 
The Big Sleep premiered in 2011 to 
mixed reviews. The Telegraph termed it 
“touchingly inadequate,” and The Stage 
said that it was a “fair” adaptation but that 
it tended “to play up the comic elements 
of the story at the expense of its grimier 
qualities, its sordidness, its ugly edges.” 
In the U.S., Seattle’s A Contemporary 
Theatre (ACT) staged an adaptation 
in 2011 of Double Indemnity. Reviewer 
John DeWitt said the production, 
adapted by David Pichette and R. 

Hamilton Wright, “didn’t go the road of all-out farce, 
but it had fleeting moments that strayed disturbingly 
in that direction.” This seems to be the biggest trap of 
approaching Chandler’s work onstage. The downfall of a 
film noir stage adaptation is often not giving the language 
the straight dramatic playing that the genre demands. 
The characters need to be played with full commitment 
to all of their gritty and unsympathetic traits, and any 
less is cheating both the adaptation and original text of 
fully realized life. With a recent surge of new Chandler 
adaptations in other mediums such as stage and radio, 
one can’t help but wonder if Chandler’s dark and poetic 
voice will be heard with increasing regularity in the world 
of live theater, perhaps leaving a legacy of adaptation as 
strong as the one that he has left elsewhere. y

Carrie Paff and John Bogar in ACT’s Double Indemnity (2011).

Simon Merrells and Samantha Coughlan in
The Mill ’s adaptation of The Big Sleep (2011).
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It’s hard to turn on a television 
today without coming upon mul-
titudinous shows about private 
detectives, police officers, and 
criminals. CSI, Breaking Bad, 
Bones, and countless Sherlock 
Holmes adaptations are only a 
few among a sea of popular crime 
shows. In the same vein, book-
stores have aisles upon aisles of 
crime fiction; even their graphic 
novel sections are rife with Frank 
Milleresque noir titles. The-
aters nationwide feature Agatha 
Christie plays, dinner theater 
whodunits, and crime novel ad-
aptations like Portland Stage’s Trouble Is My Business. The 
crime story dominates American entertainment in every 
media. And despite their ubiquity, a good mystery can still 
excite and shock an audience and make them want more.

Cultures throughout the ages have been enthralled by 
crime stories. The traditional Arabic folk tales One Thou-
sand and One Nights, feature several, notable among them 
“The Three Apples.” In the story, a vizier, Ja’far ibn Yahya, 
is tasked to solve a murder in three days or else he will be 
executed. He is not a detective; though he solves the case 
by accident due to surprise confessions. Similar crime sto-
ries exist in other classical texts from Chinese to Greek. 
The central focus of most of these stories was character 
development and moral conundrums; the iconic elements 
of mystery, deduction, and archetypical detectives—
Holmeses, Marples, Marlowes—were still yet to come.

The concept of the dynamic detective protagonist began 
to arise in the 1800s when real-life detec-
tives began to gain fame. Eugène François 
Vidocq, a French ex-convict and former 
spy, started the first private detective agen-
cy ever, streamlined government intelli-
gence, and published memoirs chronicling 
his daring exploits. His illustrious career 
sparked a veritable media sensation. Victor 
Hugo based the two principal characters 
in his novel Les Misérables, Jean Valjean 
and Inspector Javert, on Vidocq. In 1840, 
Edgar Allen Poe began to write a series 
of stories about his own Vidocq, C. Au-
guste Dupin. Due to projected sales, Poe 

was paid $56 for The Murders in 
the Rue Morgue, his first Vidocq 
mystery. In comparison, he was 
paid only $9 for his famous poem 
The Raven. These stories, wildly 
successful, started a new literary 
phenomenon: the “locked room 
mystery.” A locked room mys-
tery poses a scenario in which a 
murder cannot seemingly have 
been committed, and challenges 
the reader to solve the puzzle be-
fore the detective does. Copycats 
flooded the literary world and 
soon a new genre was born.

Mystery fiction’s next great detective, Sherlock Holmes, 
came from another real-life figure: Dr. Joseph Bell, one 
of Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s university professors. Bell 
used clever deductive reasoning to diagnose his patients’ 
diseases; finding the method intriguing, Conan Doyle 
chose this method of sleuthing for his own detective. In 
1887, Conan Doyle published A Study in Scarlet, the first 
in what would become a decades-long line of Holmes 
stories. Holmes’s eccentric personality, his use of forensic 
science (which inspired real-life forensics), and his more 
fallible companion Dr. Watson, proved such a dynamic 
literary recipe that it altered crime stories forever.

Thus began the “Golden Age of Detective Fiction,” 
which would span roughly the period between the two 
World Wars. British writers released scores of whodunits 
with brilliant Holmesesque protagonists. In the 1920s 
and 1930s, Agatha Christie rose to stardom with her 
sleuths Hercule Poirot and Miss Marple and began to 

write crime plays for London’s West End 
featuring extremely complicated plots, wild 
twists, and dramatic revelations. When 
one Golden Age author, Ronald Knox, 
published a set of “Ten Commandments” 
for writing mystery fiction, the science of 
the intriguing, entertaining crime story had 
seemingly been cracked. Another Golden 
Age author, Dorothy L. Sayers, lamented 
that crime literature, which had seemingly 
reached its prime, could not—“and by 
hypothesis never can—attain the loftiest 
level of literary achievement. Though it 
deals with the most desperate effects of 

history of mystery or,
Why We Love the deteCtive

An illustration of Dupin in The Purloined Letter.

A statue of Holmes in London.
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rage, jealousy and revenge, it rarely touches the heights 
and depths of human passion.” To people like Sayers, 
murder mysteries had become formulaic and unoriginal.

American detective fiction evolved along a different 
path. In 1861, the detective Allan Pinkerton and his 
agency foiled an alleged plot against President-elect 
Abraham Lincoln’s life—a plot that historians would 
later believe had been fabricated by Pinkerton himself. 
Leveraging his popularity from this and other exploits, 
Pinkerton published a series of detective novels in the 
1870s and 1880s, assuring his readers they were “all true 
stories, transcribed from the records in my offices. . . . 
If the incidents seem to the reader at all marvelous or 
improbable, I can but remind him, in the words of the 
old adage, that ‘Truth is stranger than fiction.’” A new 
wave of detective fiction began. Dime Western novels, 
popular since the Civil War with their read-in-one-sitting 
mentality and gritty, violent plots, were suddenly joined 
by dime detective novels. Rather than English drawing 
rooms and cruise ships, these crimes took place on bleak 
American streets. Their detectives were not proper 
gentlemen. They were “hard-boiled,” getting in fistfights, 
shooting guns, and breaking the law. Like the Westerns 
that preceded them, the central focus of hard-boiled 
fiction was not the plot, it was the atmosphere. Unlike 
the complex, intriguing yarns of Golden Age fiction, 
hard-boiled stories’ plots are rife with incoherence and 
illogic. They keep their readers entranced not with careful 
thought, but with thrilling action and dark, lyric narrative. 
The Encyclopedia of Film Noir notes that whereas “classical 
writers present a much more optimistic view of the world 
. . . hard-boiled crime fiction assumes that the world is 
inherently corrupt.” The solving of a crime in these stories 
does not purify the world or stop crime altogether, it 
simply ends the story.

Writers like Dashiell Hammett and Raymond Chandler 
helped the hard-boiled genre evolve out of literal dime-
a-dozen pulps into serious fiction. In “The Simple Art 
of Murder,” Chandler argues that Hammett’s stories give 
“murder back to the kind of people that commit it for 
reasons, not just to provide a corpse.” And Chandler’s 

stories, told from his detective’s point of view, made 
first-person narrative a new standard for crime fiction. 
Marlowe’s monologue was, according to Chandler, “the 
American mind.” Chandler hoped that in using such a 
strong, relatable narrative, “a novel [could] be written 
which, ostensibly a mystery and keeping the spirit of 
mystery, will actually be a novel of characterization and 
atmosphere.” Beginning in the 1960s and 1970s, writers 
like Donald E. Westlake began to spin stories filled with 
pathos and social commentary that were nonetheless 
cleverly-plotted with twists and turns. Westlake himself 
was prolific, publishing consistently until his death in 
2008. And today there are countless authorial icons of this 
kind of modern mystery, Dan Brown and Frank Miller 
just a few among many.

After Hammett, the crime story began to assume an even 
more prominent place in the public eye. Writers from all 
eras had begun to be adapted into film and television, 
partially owing to Christie’s work as a playwright and 
Chandler’s as a screenwriter. As mystery evolved on 
the page, it evolved onscreen as well. Taking Chandler’s 
lead, many mystery writers began to write for—and 
often exclusively for—film and television. From the first 
Chandleresque noir films of the 1940s and 1950s to 
modern-day police dramas like CSI, mysteries of every 
historical type are still produced. The 2009 Hollywood 
film Sherlock Holmes and its current sequel have brought 
action and grit to Conan Doyle’s style of storytelling—
just one example of the fusion abundant in the mystery 
genre today.

As an ever-evolving and widely-varied literary form, crime 
fiction deals with much more than just detectives and 
complex cases; it deals with subjective morality, profound 
loss, and the violent world we live in. Different writers 
have found different devices to enrapture their audiences 
from twists and complexities to strong characterizations 
and realistic scenarios. But despite the specific content of 
mysteries or their method of delivery, the problems they 
pose—both logical and moral—draw audiences the way a 
fictional murder summons a great detective. y

Mel Gibson in the 1999 film Payback, based on the
1967 Westlake novel Point Blank.

Humphrey Bogart as Philip Marlowe in The Big Sleep (1946).
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Raymond Chandler moved to Los Angeles in 1912, and 
the turbulent city served as both the setting of his fiction 
and his home for decades to follow. But the sunny area 
of Los Angeles County—population 500,000—where 
Chandler first arrived would be transformed over the 
course of his lifetime. At the turn of the 20th century, the 
Los Angeles area was in the midst of “water wars” that 
would make over the layout of its towns and usher hostility 
and violence to the forefront of Californian politics. The 
City of Los Angeles opened the Los Angeles Aqueduct 
in 1913, which piped water 223 miles into the city from 
the Owens River Valley. Through the attraction of a steady 
water supply, Los Angeles was able to annex a number of 
smaller areas into the city proper, angering the residents 
of the Owens River Valley—who had no idea their water 
rights were being bought for a different city—to the point 
that the aqueduct was dynamited several times. In addition, 
after a conflict between Socialist politicians and William 
Randolph Hearst’s Los Angeles Examiner culminated in a 
bombing of the newspaper’s building in 1911, the initial 
populist feel of the developing southern California cities 
had been largely eroded. Oil was discovered in southern 
California in 1892, and in 1911 the first film studio 
opened up in Hollywood. Both these industries (as well as 
naval stations in San Pedro) brought people, large amounts 
of money, and scandals into the area, making Los Angeles 
the vibrant city of Chandler’s and America’s imaginative 
landscapes.

In its earliest days California was a promised land, which 
Europeans, Mexicans, and Americans all saw as ready to 
provide property, freedom, and success. “It was a splendid 
population—for all the slow, sleepy, sluggish-brained 
sloths stayed at home—you never find that sort of people 
among pioneers,” wrote Mark Twain in his novel Roughing 
It (1872). “It was that population that gave to California 
a name for getting up astounding enterprises and rushing 

them through with a magnificent dash and daring and 
a recklessness of cost or consequences, which she bears 
unto this day.” The exuberant new territory that Twain 
described continued to be a land of both hope and bitter 
disappointment.

California’s indigenous peoples include the Shasta in the 
North and the Chumash in the South. After European 
exploration the state became part of the Spanish empire, 
and it comprised the northernmost part of Mexico after 
that country’s independence in 1821. A large number 
of ranchers settled in the area, and even under Mexican 
sovereignty American settlers came west in covered 
wagons for the promise of their own property. The United 
States grew more interested in acquiring California 
during the 1840s, culminating in the Mexican-American 
War from 1846-1848, which ended in a large transfer 
of land. That same year, James Wilson Marshall struck 
gold and hundreds of eager prospectors flocked to the 
state. “Boom towns” appeared overnight, and turned into 
ghost towns when only a lucky few succeeded in making 
it rich. However, the larger cities like San Francisco and 
Sacramento vastly increased through the influx of the Gold 
Rush, with San Francisco turning from just 600 people in 
1848 to 25,000 in 1849. Yet by the time California became 
a state in 1850—its admission was delayed because it upset 
the balance of “free” and “slave” states at the time—it still 
lacked a capital, and L.A. was just a quiet town. 

The City of Los Angeles has two major geographic 
borders: the Pacific Ocean in the west, and the Santa 
Monica Mountains, which separate the L.A. Basin from 
the San Fernando Valley and consist of both hills and the 
canyons running through them. L.A. comprises a number 
of neighborhoods all governed by the city mayor and 

ChandLer’s Los anGeLes

A panner during the Gold Rush.

Los Angeles in 1850.
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council, such as Hollywood, 
Venice, and Malibu, as well 
as smaller autonomous cities 
like Beverly Hills and Santa 
Monica, carved out of the 
same geographic area. The city 
itself is 467 square miles, but 
Los Angeles County extends 
for 4,081 square miles. By 
the time Chandler’s first 
short story was published in 
1933, the population of L.A. 
had reached 2.2 million and 
the city had just finished 
hosting the 1932 Olympics. 
The growing oil, film, and 
naval industries in the area 
brought people from across 
the country into southern California. They tended to be 
middle-class Americans looking for an idealistic home, 
and often brought strong racist sentiments—especially 
directed toward the large influx of Asian immigrants at 
the time—which resulted in a stratified city with people of 
color living in separate communities. “City dwellers came 
from everywhere to buy a tract house with an orange tree 
in the backyard,” writes biographer William H. Marling, 
but he notes that with time, “new residents found profit 
more attractive than justice, style more important than 
faith.” Chandler said much the same, remarking in a letter 
in 1938 that he thought “the percentage of phonies in the 
population is increasing.” 

Despite Chandler’s token 
cynicism, it’s true the 
Prohibition years highlighted 
American hypocrisy, and they 
transformed Los Angeles. The 
18th Amendment banned 
the manufacture, sale, and 
transportation of alcohol from 
1919 until it was repealed 
by the 21st Amendment in 
1933. During these years, 
nicknamed the Roaring 
Twenties, Americans drank 
more than ever before. In 
order to facilitate pervasive 
illegal imbibing, an extensive 
underground system came 
into being. Speakeasys—

illegal bars masquerading as something else, and often run 
by crime syndicates—sprang up throughout the country. 
Policemen chose primarily to target these bars, rather than 
large-scale bootleggers or distillers, or else simply took 
bribes to overlook the breaking of a law it seemed impossible 
to enforce. The law turned a majority of everyday citizens 
into petty criminals, and because alcohol could not be 
purchased legally, it is estimated that Prohibition resulted 
in bringing about two trillion dollars into organized crime 
syndicates. High-profile gangsters like Al Capone (1899-
1947) and John Dillinger (1903-1934) were notorious 
celebrities at large, giving a nationwide impression that 

The “strange wind” that blows in the first act of Trouble Is My Business refers to the Santa Ana winds (also called 
the “red winds”), a weather phenomenon that causes hot, dry winds of over 28 miles per hour in southern Cali-
fornia. These winds are caused by high pressure due to cold weather over the Great Basin, a stretch of desert 
located primarily in Nevada. This air is pushed towards Los Angeles, and as the winds are blown downward and 
through canyons (including the Santa Ana canyon, hence the name), they increase 
their speed. The faster the wind blows, the hotter and dryer it gets, which explains 
all the characteristics of your classic Santa Ana wind. The winds arise between the 
colder months of October and February, and are most common in December. Once 
the winds start blowing, they tend to last for only a few days. There is quite a bit of 
folklore surrounding the Santa Ana winds and their effect on people. Urban legends 
say that the winds put people on edge, and that murder rates and crime rates jump 
up during the Santa Ana wind season—as Chandler begins “Red Wind,” the winds 
“curl your hair and make your nerves jump and your skin itch.” However, the idea of 
skyrocketing murder rates appears to be a myth: Chief Craig Harvey, Chief Coroner 
Investigator in Los Angeles, says, “The only thing I can say with respect to that is that 
we notice a caseload spike in terms of numbers of cases—and I can’t say they’re ho-
micide, suicides, accidents, whatever—in January, July and December.” There doesn’t 
seem to be any causation between the winds and murder rates, but that may not stop 
folks from feeling uneasy in the hot, uncomfortable Santa Ana winds. 

the santa ana Winds

A satellite image of 
the Santa Ana winds 

blowing wildfire smoke 
westward.

A pier in Los Angeles after the devastating 1912 fire.

Continued on the next page.
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judges, juries, and law enforcement were often less than 
honest. When Prohibition ended in 1933, the money and 
criminal infrastructure was in place to make Los Angeles 
one of the nation’s capitals of corruption. 

But whatever violence and dishonesty inhabited the city, 
Los Angeles retained its idealistic appearance with its 
warm, bright climate. It was this that made the city the 
motion-picture capital of the world: a wealth of natural 
sunlight made outdoor shooting possible any time of the 
year, with sets and equipment unlikely to become damaged 
by rain or snow. Studios were also attracted to the West 
Coast so that they could avoid paying Thomas Edison’s 
Motion Picture Patents Company, who had to journey 
from the East Coast to enforce Edison’s copyright. When 
they did come calling, studio executives would flit across 
the border to Mexico to avoid the law. By 1930 there 
were five major Hollywood studios—Paramount, RKO, 
20th Century Fox, Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer and Warner 
Bros.—who owned their own movie theaters to screen 
their own films. This was the era of the “studio system,” the 
Golden Age of Hollywood, which lasted from 1927 until 
a Supreme Court ruling in 1949 broke the system down in 
an anti-monopoly case. But for the majority of Chandler’s 
time in L.A., the city was filled with hopeful individuals 
struggling to make it big in the movies and a minority of 
wealthy executives and stars at the major studios. 

Hollywood attracted both admiration and criticism: a 
general concern for American morals—similar to the 
impulse that launched Prohibition—led to a strong push 
from religious groups to censor filmmaking. In the words 
of the Apostolic Delegate Amleto Giovanni Cicognani, 
“Catholics are called by God, the Pope, the bishops and 
the priests to a unified and vigorous campaign for the 
purification of the cinema.” The result was the Motion 
Picture Production Code, organized by Hollywood’s chief 
censor William H. Hays from 1930 to 1968, which had 
a number of requirements intended to keep cinema from 
inspiring in people the wrong kind of impulse. “No picture 
shall be produced which will lower the moral standards of 

those who see it,” the code stated. “Hence the sympathy 
of the audience will never be thrown to the side of crime, 
wrong-doing, evil or sin.” 

Even with the code, the motion picture industry held the 
attention of the nation, and in conjunction with its lovely 
weather, Los Angeles developed a mythos in popular 
culture. Chandler’s contemporaries like Dashiell Hammett 
and James Cain set hard-boiled fiction in the city, and 
the noir films that came from their writing brought 
that portrait to life. Outside the hard-boiled genre, the 
frustrations and hypocrisy of the state’s identity were 
described in such works as John Steinbeck’s The Grapes of 
Wrath (1939), about an immigrant family during the Great 
Depression, and John Fante’s Ask the Dust (1939), about a 
failing short story writer in Hollywood. Nathanial West 
described the residents of L.A. in Day of the Locust (1939): 

Their boredom becomes more and more 
terrible. They realize that they’ve been tricked 
and burn with resentment. Every day of their 
lives they read the newspapers and went to the 
movies. Both fed them on lynchings, murder, 
sex crimes, explosions, wrecks, love nests, 
fires, miracles, revolutions, war. This daily 
diet made sophisticates of them. The sun is a 
joke. Oranges can’t titillate their jaded palates. 
Nothing can ever be violent enough to make 
taut their slack minds and bodies. They have 
been cheated and betrayed. They have slaved 
and saved for nothing.

In spite of such a pessimistic interpretation, Los Angeles 
remains the second largest city in the United States and the 
block letters of the Hollywood Sign still suggest glamour. 
The texture of the city’s streets and neighborhoods made 
for a dynamic setting for Philip Marlowe’s fictional 
investigations. Although both protagonist and author 
may be disdainful of their home, its mixture of allure and 
grit proved too important to their work for them to say 
goodbye. y

The original Hollywood Sign in 1920.

Sixth Avenue and Grand Street in downtown L.A. in 1945.
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The history of private investigators is, perhaps not 
surprisingly, quite elusive, with only a handful of famous 
detectives throughout the ages. The world’s first private 
investigator was Eugène François Vidocq (1775-1857), 
a Frenchman and former criminal who went on to help 
create and direct the Sureté, the French detective bureau. 
After his directorship at the Sureté, Vidocq formed the 
first modern private detective agency in 1833 called Le 
bureau des renseignements, or “Office of Intelligence,” which 
primarily employed ex-convicts. Due to his contributions 
to the field, Vidocq is often considered the father of private 
investigation. He introduced record keeping and the 
science of ballistics to crime solving. He was also the first 
person to make plaster casts of footprints, and invented 
indelible ink and unalterable bond paper. Vidocq had a 
tremendous influence on detective fiction: the characters 
of the detective Javert and the reformed criminal Jean 
Valjean in Victor Hugo’s Les Misérables as well as Edgar 
Allan Poe’s fictional detective C. Augstin Dupin were all 
based in some way on Vidocq.

In the mid 1840s, another major step was taken in the his-
tory of private investigation, this time in the United States 
by Allan Pinkerton. Pinkerton was born in 1819 in Scot-
land, and as a young man became part of a revolutionary 
group. He escaped to the United States in 1842 on his 
honeymoon when he found out a group of soldiers was 
approaching to arrest him. Pinkerton moved to Chicago, 
which proved to be a turning point for his career. In the 
late 1840s, Chicago was experiencing an industrial revolu-
tion, and with it, the population and crime rate increased 
greatly. Historian and playwright Joseph Geringer writes, 
“In the late 1840s, Chicago claimed less than a dozen po-
licemen to protect a population of 30,000—and because 

those policemen avoided the worst neighborhoods and the 
worst people, hopes for civic safety refused to improve.” 
Pinkerton fell into his private investigation career when he 
stumbled upon a group of counterfeiters in the woods and 
turned them in to the police. Geringer says, “Before the 
year 1848 would end, he would accrue [more] arrests for 
burglaries and murders than any of the other more experi-
enced police on Chicago’s squad roll.” Pinkerton’s success 
became obvious, and due to the high crime rate, he had his 
work cut out for him. In order to make more money fight-
ing crime, he decided to start his own private investigation 
agency. At the time there were only a few of these in the 
country, and none in Chicago. 

Pinkerton’s agency was highly moral, which was a stark 
contrast to the then-common practice of law enforce-
ment officers openly associating with criminals. Pinkerton 
promised to: “accept no bribes; never compromise with 
criminals; partner with local law enforcement agencies, 
when necessary; refuse divorce cases or cases that initiated 
scandals of clients; turn down reward money (his agents 

Logo of the Pinkerton National Detective Agency.

“We never sLeeP:”
the history of Private investiGators

Allan Pinkerton (1819-1884)

Continued on the next page.
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were paid well); never raise fees 
without the client’s pre-knowl-
edge; and apprise clients on 
an ongoing basis.” The logo of 
Pinkerton’s National Detective 
Agency was an open eye, with 
the words “We Never Sleep” un-
der it. This eye became synony-
mous with private detectives, 
and is the origin of the phrase 
“private eye.” The agency gained 
another level of fame after it al-
legedly foiled an attempted as-
sassination of President Lincoln 
in 1861. Allan Pinkerton died 
in 1884, but the Pinkerton Na-
tional Detective Agency still ex-
ists to this day. 

Inspired by his experiences,  
Pinkerton published his own 
detective novels in the 1870s 
and 1880s. He was neither the first nor the last person 
to notice the dramatic opportunity of the field of crime-
fighting; private detectives have been portrayed in the 
media in all sorts of ways. Recent British and American 
adaptations of the Sherlock Holmes stories have brought 
perhaps the world’s most famous fictional detective back 
into the limelight. Detectives have been portrayed on many 
popular television shows over the years, such as Magnum 
P.I., Miami Vice, The Rockford Files, Shaft, Bored to Death, 
Veronica Mars, Monk, and Murder, She Wrote. Each of these 
characters are different—for example, Monk features a 
detective whose main fault (and what makes him so good 
at his job) is his obsessive-compulsive behavior, while 
Magnum P.I.’s titular character was a charming, successful 
“everyman”—but each share the skills of observation and 
interrogation that make them good at their jobs.

Due to the profession’s dramatic portayal in the media, 
starting a private detective agency might seem like an ap-
pealing and exciting career op-
portunity, but there are several 
steps one must take in order 
to open one. First of all, most 
states (including Maine) re-
quire private investigators to 
be licensed, which often ne-
cessitates a background in the 
military or law enforcement 
fields. Some states also require 
training in self-defense and 
firearms use in order to be li-
censed. Next, one interested 
in the career needs to take 
courses that cover surveillance 

techniques, computer security 
techniques (such as e-mail and 
document recovery), and detec-
tive reports. These courses can 
be found online or at various 
colleges. A prospective private 
eye also needs to decide what 
area of investigation he or she 
wants to specialize in; most pri-
vate detectives have a specialty 
(like insurance fraud, infidelity, 
or theft, among others). Some 
states also require private detec-
tives to obtain a small business 
license. And, like any small busi-
ness, the newly founded private 
detective agency needs advertis-
ing and marketing. 

These are the steps one needs to 
take in order to become a pri-
vate detective, but will the ca-

reer be as thrilling as the media makes it out to be? As it 
turns out, being a private eye is not the most glamorous 
or exciting occupation. Even Raymond Chandler himself 
admits that the detectives he writes about in his books are 
far from reality, saying, “The real life private eye is a sleazy 
little judge from the Burns Agency, or a strong arm guy 
with no more personality than a blackjack, or else a shy-
ster and a successful trickster. He has about as much moral 
stature as a stop-and-go sign.” A real-life private investiga-
tor named Mark Lemon said in an interview, “I feel that 
most people probably think [being a private investigator 
is] a lot more glamorous than it really is. It’s a lot of very 
hard work; doing hours of research online before you even 
leave the house, driving miles to the case, sitting hours on 
a site waiting for something to go down, getting it all on 
film, driving back home, and then writing it all up in a 
report. Not so glamorous.” He also says that the most diffi-
cult part of his job is dealing with boredom; when he is in a 
surveillance position, he can’t read or talk on the phone—

he has to pay attention. When 
nothing happens for hours on 
end, it becomes obvious that, 
despite what the media or the 
lives of famous historical de-
tectives might suggest, being 
a private investigator is not 
the most dramatic job in the 
world. But even though the re-
ality of being a private eye re-
veals a rather normal life, their 
existence has inspired one of 
the most popular and gripping 
forms of fiction today. y

The father of private investigations,
Eugène François Vidocq (1775-1857).

Tom Selleck in Magnum P.I. (1980-1988).
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Since the invention of gunpowder in China in the 9th cen-
tury, mankind has followed its instinct for killing, showing 
distinct favoritism toward explosives. Throughout Trouble 
Is My Business, guns are the weapons of choice. Chandler’s 
writing discusses murder and crimes in the framework of 
their time, following in the path of Dashiell Hammett, 
who “gave murder back to the kind of people who commit 
it for reasons, not just to provide a corpse; and with the 
means at hand, not hand-wrought dueling pistols, curare, 
and tropical fish.” Beginning in the 1930s, technological 
developments and social conditions united to make the 
automatic pistol the forceful and intriguing weapon we see 
throughout the play. 

Automatic pistols’ forefather was the Gatling gun, invented 
in 1861 by Doctor Richard Gatling. “Gats” were unique 
for their six-barrel structure, which, through hand-cranked 
loading, allowed the weapon to fire in bursts of up to 200 
rounds per minute. The machine gun was born. It’s next 
advancement came with Hiram Maxim’s Maxim machine 
gun in 1884, which was self powered. With the advent 
of the First World War, machine guns proved both their 
effectiveness and their shortcomings. They were capable of 
inflicting horrific destruction on soldiers in an open field, 
prompting both sides to build trenches. But inventors 
struggled to find a way to make machine guns portable 
enough for soldiers to carry them across the “No Man’s 
Land” territory and into enemy trenches. It came in 1919, 
when General John T. Thompson succeeded in making the 
first hand-held machine gun—the Thompson submachine 
gun, better known as a Tommy gun.

The first batch of Tommy guns arrived in America as WWI 
ended, and their usefulness was not lost on the American 
populace. Gangsters across America took to using 

automatic and semi-automatic handguns—Bonnie and 
Clyde, Al Capone, John Dillinger, and Machine Gun Kelly 
were all associated with the Tommy gun, also known as a 
Chopper, Gat, or Chicago Typewriter. Such government 
agencies as the Coast Guard, U.S. Marines, and the U.S. 
Post Office started to purchase Tommy guns around 1928 
in response to rum-running, attacks on the postal service, 
and war in Nicaragua. The violence and lawlessness caused 
by Prohibition eventually resulted in federal attempts at 
gun control, such as the 1934 National Firearms Act and 
the 1936 Federal Firearms Act, which increased taxes and 
added registration and licensing requirements. 

Like the Tommy gun, most of the guns in Trouble Is My 
Business are improved models of weapons originally de-
signed for military combat in the trenches. Each gun’s size, 
make, and caliber suggest different things about the wear-
er’s proficiency as a gunman, something Marlowe continu-
ally notes, and occasionally mocks. Here’s a run-down: 

Gat: Technically, a Gatling gun was the earliest rapid-
fire firearm. It was used in the American civil war and 
Spanish-American war, and its multi-barrel design heated 
and cooled to coordinate a higher rate of fire. By the 1930s, 
however, the term “Gat” was slang for any of the more 
advanced automatic and semi-automatic guns. 

Small automatic pistol: These automatics are some-
times called machine pistols: handgun style weapons 
chambered for pistol cartridges—often magazine-fed and 
self-loading—that look like a small rifle and use 9mm pis-
tol ammunition. They were a German development from 

WeaPon of ChoiCe

Machine Gun Kelly being taken into custody in 1933.

Al Capone wielding a Tommy gun. Continued on the next page.
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.25 caliber: .25 caliber automatic Colt pistols were 
introduced in 1905 and called “vest pocket” pistols because 
they were small enough to conceal in everyday clothes. 
However, their short range and relatively low power reveals 
the wearer’s lack of commitment to carrying a gun, earning 
it Marlowe’s rating of “a woman’s purse gun.”

.22: A .22 Long Rifle rimfire cartridge is the most 
common type of ammunition used today. It is relatively 
cheap, has minimal recoil, and is fairly quiet. It uses a 
“heeled bullet,” which has the same diameter as the case 
and a narrower “heel” that fits within. The smaller size and 
less powerful nature of this cartridge are probably what 
causes Marlowe’s concern; he says, “When they use a .22 
that means they don’t make mistakes;” you have to be good 
enough to shoot accurately. 

.22 Colt Woodsman: This semi-automatic pistol, with a 
barrel ranging from four to seven inches, is a lighter pistol 
with a shorter grip that makes it very accurate. Now a 
collector’s item, its accuracy and understated style earn its 
wearer a level of respect. There were three series of the Colt 
Woodsman produced, but Marlowe would only encounter 
the First Series, manufactured up until WWII. y

the final years of WWI, designed to let soldiers carry ma-
chine guns into enemy trenches.

Large caliber pistol: Pistols with larger bullets, like a .45 
caliber pistol or .50 caliber handgun, are more powerful 
but less accurate. 

.45: The .45 caliber pistol was famously used by the 
American troops, nicknamed the Doughboys, in WWI. 
It proved well-suited for short-range shooting, with 
brutal and effective results that kept it popular after the 
war.  

Luger: The Luger P08 long barrel pistol is lighter than a 
rifle, but with a long barrel for similar accuracy and 9mm 
Parabellum bullets for low recoil. Marlowe carries a Luger, 
which he points out as an indicator of his professionalism. 

9 mm Mauser: The Mauser C96 was first produced 
in 1896 as a semi-automatic, but by the 1930s Mauser 
engineers made 711 and 712 Schnelfeuer variants, firing 
1,000 rounds per minute. This grants a strong, concentrated 
firing potential, but it has a light barrel that allows for only 
a short burst of fire at a time. In Marlowe’s terms it “makes 
you a professional. . . .  A gun you can blast through a wall 
with.” 

.25 caliber automatic.

9 mm Mauser.

.22 Colt Woodsman.

A luger from the 1930s.



WorLd of the PLay

23PLaynotes

After being steeped in the fast-talking, hard-drinking world 
of Chandler’s 1940s L.A. in Trouble Is My Business and 
seeing Philip Marlowe crack his cases, PlayNotes decided to 
crack a case of our own: What is life like for a modern Private 
Investigator here in Portland? We sat down with Rose Mary 
Cyr, founder and key investigator at Seer Investigations in 
Portland. 

PlayNotes: What got you interested in becoming a 
private investigator? 

Rose Mary: When I was in high school, they used to have 
these career days, and an investigator came to talk to us. 
And I thought, oh, that would be so incredible! 

At that time the laws in the State of Maine were that to be 
an investigator you had to have police experience. I didn’t 
want to be a police officer. So I put it out of my mind 
and went on to do other careers, and then I met a private 
investigator. We’d talk about his cases and he’d ask my 
opinion, and he said you should really think about being a 
P.I., and by that time they’d changed the laws. The way it 
works now is that you have to find a licensed investigator 
who is willing to sponsor you. One thousand two hundred 
hours over a two-year period. I started apprenticing with 
him, and it didn’t work out, but then I worked with Alan 
Goodman for two years to get licensed before starting out 
on my own. 

PN: How long have you been working as a P.I.?

RM: I started as an apprentice in 1994, got my full license 
in 1995, and opened Seer Investigations in 1996. Seer 
Investigations is just me. If I have a job that would require 
additional help, I have other P.I. friends and contacts that I 
can reach out to. You want to work with people whom you 
trust and whose work ethic you know. 

PN: Were you prepared for what the job entails when 
you first started?

RM: It’s not exactly what I thought it was going to 
be. I didn’t think it was going to be as interesting or as 
challenging as it is. I think that’s why I love it—there 

are no two cases that are the same. I do a lot of witness 
interviewing, and the success or failure of a case can come 
to something as simple as assessing the correct order in 
which to interview witnesses. You only get one shot at 
each witness. But if I mess up and I interview the wrong 
person first and wind up with more questions, I’ve ruined 
the case in my opinion. You can go back to interview a 
witness again, but it’s not the same. 

PN: What do you look for in a potential client/case?

RM: I would say it’s just a matter of whether I think that 
I can do it well enough to please the client. I’ll get calls 
and people will ask for information that may be illegal for 
them to get, or something that isn’t plausible for me to find 
out, or is out of my area of expertise. You only have one 
reputation to uphold so you want to do the very best job 
that you can do for your client. 

PN: What are the most common kinds of cases you work 
on?

RM: I do a lot of work for attorneys—accident investiga-
tions, slips and falls—and I also do some criminal work, 
some high profile murder cases. I seem to get a lot of calls 
from attorneys with sex-related criminal cases, not by 
choice but by clients hearing from other clients that I do 
them well. I get a lot of calls to do work that deals with 
sexual allegations of any kind. I’m especially drawn to cases 
that involve children. Those would probably be the types of 
cases that I’m most passionate about. 

Community ConneCtions: 
troubLe is her business

Cyr was influenced to become a private eye
by the Nancy Drew detective stories.

Continued on the next page.
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PN: What would you say are the main differences 
between the reality of being a P.I. and how P.I.s are 
portrayed in movies and mystery novels?

RM: I think it’s portrayed a lot more glamorous on TV 
than it actually is. It makes clients think unrealistically 
about what can be done. There are a lot of mundane parts 
of the job. 

PN: How does your job affect your life outside of work?

RM: I don’t really have a big life outside of my work. I could 
make plans for dinner tomorrow night and get a call from 
a client and have to cancel. Work has 
to come first; you can’t let a client 
down. Alan told me “you’re only as 
good as your last report.” The hours 
can be very difficult. I have one client 
I work  for 24/7.  If he  calls me  and 
needs something done I need to get 
on it right then. He could be in Japan 
in a meeting and need information 
and he’ll want the information right 
away. But he’s a fascinating client to 
work for!

PN: What kinds of skills are 
necessary to be an effective P.I.?

RM: It depends on what kind of 
investigation you do. The most 
common type of investigation would 
be surveillance. I also do a lot of 
witness interviewing and talking 
to people. Another whole part of it 
is trying to locate where somebody is. And background 
investigations for a number of reasons like pre-employment 
or asset investigations. Occasionally I’ll get a call from a 
woman who is dating a man and she wants a background 
check on the man she’s dating. Then there’s e-mail tracing, 
forensics, collecting info from a broken down computer—a 
whole variety of different areas. My advice is find out what 
you’re good at and stick to that one area. If you try and be 
a general practitioner you’ll be less specific and have less 
strengths than if you focus on what you’re good at. 

PN: What’s your favorite part of your job? Least favorite?

RM: Everything! I can’t tell you how many times I’ve said 
to myself or others I can’t believe I’m getting paid to have 
this much fun! There are always time constraints. People 
count on you—in a criminal case their futures are counting 
on you. But I feel very lucky. I have some long-term clients 
who are fabulous attorneys and are fantastic at what they 
do. That makes it even more interesting when you work 
for interesting people. My least favorite? Invoicing. I don’t 
mind doing the report, but I just hate the time consuming 
task of invoicing.

PN: Do you find that being a female P.I. helps or hinders 
you in your line of work? How so?

RM: For the kind of work I do, it definitely helps. I’ve been 
told I look like a social worker. If I show up at your door at 
10:00 you’re more apt to let me in than a man who’s 6’6”. 
In terms of interviewing witnesses, it helps. And not being 
afraid to ask completely embarrassing questions. If you are 
uncomfortable about asking the questions, a witness whose 
private life is about to become public is not going to feel 
comfortable about opening up. You really have to put your 
own feelings about the whole thing aside because if they 

feel any judgment, they’re not going 
to want to answer your questions. It 
was more difficult in the beginning, 
because at the time I was starting 
out there were only 15 female P.I.’s 
in the state of Maine, 225 witness 
investigators in ME, and not all of 
them work full time. It’s different 
now, but I remember there were a 
few times Alan was concerned about 
sending me on a case because I was 
a woman.

One time he sent me to Lewiston, 
and I didn’t know that it was one 
of the worst neighborhoods in the 
state. I was looking for witnesses 
and knocking on doors. I always 
dress professionally. Here I am in 
this area, knocking on doors, having 
no luck finding my witness. As 
I’m leaving the area I realize that 
there’s a car following me, and he 

was an undercover cop doing undercover investigations 
and he thought I was there to buy drugs! I asked “are you 
following me?” and he said “Yeah, what are you doing out 
here?” I told him I was a private investigator and I had to 
show him my ID and my paperwork. We chuckled about 
it, and he wound up being a good contact for me. 

PN: Have you ever used deceptive means to get 
information?

RM: There are a lot of P.I.’s that will use deceptive means 
to get information. I find it works better for me if I’m just 
a straight shooter. People are pretty receptive to that. And 
I can sleep at night. I have never broken the law and never 
would. I have used deceptive means but only when stakes 
are really high, like if a child is involved. 

Though she sports skirts instead of fedoras, Marlowe and 
Rose Mary Cyr have some important things in common: like 
Marlowe, she cracks the case with her honor intact. y

Cyr confesses that paperwork is among the less 
glamorous aspects of a P.I.’s job.
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PlayNotes: Why did you choose these two short 
stories in particular to adapt?

James Glossman: I’ve been doing adaptations of 
different kinds for probably twenty years. What 
Hemingway did for a certain kind of reader, Chandler 
and Hammett did for everybody. They took the novel 
and the crime novel and married them. They became 
shimmeringly romantic and completely barebones and 
real at the same time. I’ve always had it in my head to do 
something with Raymond Chandler, but when I started 
looking at things I wanted to adapt of Chandler’s, 
I found out right away that mostly the rights aren’t 
available because they’ve been sold out to films. So I 
started looking at the short stories. 

Way back when I was a kid, there was an episode of 
The Mary Tyler Moore Show in which Mary writes some story that she wants to submit to magazines. At some point she 
goes to Mr. Grant, played by Edward Asner, and she wants to know what he thinks of it. She wants to know, “Is it good 
writing?” And he says, “Alright, you want to hear writing? You want to hear good writing?” And he reaches into his drawer 
and he pulls out this beaten-up, dog-eared paperback and he reads the first paragraph of “Red Wind,” of this story: “There 
was a desert wind blowing that night. It was one of those hot, dry, Santa Anas…” And he reads this. This tough man reads 
this and then he looks up and says, “That’s great writing.” 

I immediately went out and found that story. And when I first started adapting in college I got the idea to work on it, 
because it just jumps off the page, and I wanted to do something with it. Over the years I’ve made a couple of runs at the 
Chandler estate to say that even if novels weren’t available I was very excited about a couple of the short stories, “Red 
Wind” and “Trouble Is My Business” that also have some common characters and would weave together very well. 

PN: What are you hoping to highlight with this production? 

JG: Reclaiming this 20th century classic. Chandler, in a sense, helped invent modern American literature much as people 
like Hemingway and Fitzgerald and Faulkner. All those guys read Chandler and they read Dashiell Hammett and I think 
that’s fascinating. What I hope people take away from this, and what I’m hoping to highlight, is just how much there is 
in this language, how rich, how nuanced, how complex and evocative of really complicated, grown-up relationships it is. 

This is from an age where violence gets used because that’s 
what happens, not because we just want to show a lot of 
violence to an audience. In this play, violence happens very 
selectively and it happens as an extension of the world 
these people are in. It’s very much an ensemble play and 
you get to watch this tight ensemble of seven actors move 
through a number of roles to tell this story. I hope that 
will get people excited about a certain type of American 
storytelling that they used to see in movies and now they 
don’t even see there.

Mostly when Chandler is adapted, people monkey with 
the text. What you’re going to see in this play is Chandler’s 
words. You’re going to see that incredibly rich, exciting, 
exuberant muscular prose, both in the dialogue and in the 
storytelling. I think that’s what we’re trying to highlight.

intervieW With the direCtor

Director James Henry Davis (C), playwright Ben Clawson (R), 
and actor James Glossman (L) during rehearsal for The Dangers 

of Electric Lighting at Luna Stage. Continued on the next page.
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PN: How do you approach a text when you’re looking at it as an adapter? 

JG: If you have any humility as an adapter, a lot of your job is to look at the work as it sits on the page. By transferring 
it to the stage you are trying to find an exact equivalent to how you felt when you were reading it. You have to find a way 
to make it feel that way for an audience on stage. I adapted a script from the work of Kurt Vonnegut once and I had the 
incredible honor of sitting in a few workshops with him. What he said he criticized the most in adaptations of his work 
was that they were too carefully loyal to every sentence. I think what he meant was not that it was a bad idea to use his 
sentences, but that if you try to render everything the exact way it was on the page, you’re going to lose the drive of the 
narrative. What I try to do when I’m working on an adaptation is use those words, but cut and reconfigure so that those 
words have the same velocity they did on the page. 

PN: Since you adapted the text, what is it like working on Trouble also as a director? 

JG: When I look at something like a story or a novel, I try to look at it as a director. So I’m looking to see what I need 
in the text to make it directable. In a way, an adaptation, when you’re writing it, looks like a blueprint much more than 
most scripts. So you can see how to build it, and you’re almost creating a production guide so you can put it up on its feet. 

Once I’m in production, its essentially all about taking this document almost as if someone else wrote it and I’m the 
director interpreting the script. Because I’m also the writer, the one great advantage I have is that once I’ve forgotten about 
the problems of adapting, being in rehearsal and saying, “You know, this line isn’t working. I think this will fix it.” And 
then I can. What I can do is, I can go back to the original source and look at this line that I cut and pull out this sentence.

PN: How did you begin to work in theater? 

JG: I first wanted to be an atomic scientist, and 
then I think I wanted to be a magician. Somewhere 
around there when I was working on my magic act, I 
began to find the joy of performing. So what do you 
do? You go the Jewish Community Center and take 
acting classes. You go to the after school programs 
and take acting classes. I went to college expecting to 
be an actor, I went to graduate school to be an actor, 
and somewhere along there I started to see—I think 
acting is the most fun thing you can do that’s legal—
but when I was working only as an actor, I started to 
find that if I was interested in stories and storytelling 
I could make a tremendous difference as a director. 

You can put together an ensemble. You can make sure 
that the entire production is moving the direction of 
the script. As a director you can make a big difference 
in the atmosphere of the entire production. As an 
actor you can only do your own thing. A director is 
the only person who collaborates with everybody. All 
the designers, all the administration, all the actors, the production side, the only person who actually interacts with all of 
them is the director. And that began to be very appealing and very satisfying, a different kind of fun than acting, but a lot 
of fun. Adapting becomes the same kind of thing: approaching works you’d never get to do onstage and bringing them 
to people.

PN: What do you hope people will take away from Trouble Is My Business? 

JG: One of the themes of the evening is who gets in trouble and why Marlowe tries to help them. It’s really very exciting 
how quickly the adaptation came together and how easily it came to stage when we did the workshops. It should be very 
visual and very theatrical. It comes into physical life very fast-moving. It’s almost like seeing a sort of stage-movie. We 
move very quickly from location to location. Very light and fast. There’s a lot of humor, a lot of complexity of character 
that I don’t think people realize is there in a lot of hard-boiled detective fiction. I think people may be very excited to 
discover Chandler. y

The April 2011 production of Two Jews Walk into a War
directed by Glossman at InterAct Theater Company in Philidelphia .
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A beautiful, seductive, and mysterious woman enters an 
office. She needs something, and the men around her can’t 
help but do what she asks. Her raw sexuality and sharp wit 
make her irresistible. This is the femme fatale: the classic 
image of a woman in a film noir. The women in Trouble Is 
My Business are much more than just archetypes, however; 
they and their relationships with the male protagonist, 
Philip Marlowe, serve to reinforce the entire atmosphere 
of Chandler’s world. 

In order to fully appreciate the 
power of film noir’s femme 
fatale, it must be compared 
to its opposite: the damsel in 
distress. The damsel in distress 
is a female character, typically 
young, beautiful, and naïve, who 
requires rescuing by the male 
protagonist. The man’s need to 
rescue the woman acts as a driving 
force for the plot. The archetype 
of the damsel in distress is 
often criticized for its portrayal of females as weak and 
dependent on the males in the story. Although it receives 
much criticism, this archetype is still incredibly popular, 
and appears in many different mediums, from ancient 
myths to fairy tales to all genres of movies to video games. 
Some examples of damsels in distress in popular culture 
include Cinderella, Sleeping Beauty, Princess Peach from 
the Super Mario Bros. games, and Bella Swan from the 
Twilight series. Despite their prevalence in the media, 
damsels in distress can be somewhat difficult to find in 
film noir. Often, female characters in film noir initially 
appear to be damsels in distress, in need of assistance from 
the male protagonist, but turn out differently as the plot 
progresses and their motivations become apparent.

Instead of the damsel in distress, film noir found an affinity 
with a different female archetype: the femme fatale. The 
femme fatale (literally, “deadly woman” in French) is an 
old trope that dates back all the way to ancient myths 
and folklore. The femme fatale as we know it is a woman 
who uses her sexuality, beauty, and wit in order to gain 
power, independence, money, or all three at once. Usually, 
the femme fatale feels trapped within the confines of a 
male-female relationship, and attempts to escape from 
it. The results of this attempted escape are often violent. 
A prime example of a femme fatale is Cora Smith in The 
Postman Always Rings Twice, written in 1934 by James 

M. Cain. Cora desires to own the diner where she works 
with her much older husband. She has an affair with a 
patron, and together they plot to murder her husband. 
Media scholars John J. Blaser and Stephanie L. M. Blaser 
assert that the femme fatale is film noir’s direct attack 
on traditional femininity: “She refuses to play the role of 
devoted wife and loving mother that mainstream society 
prescribes for women. She finds marriage to be confining, 

loveless, sexless, and dull, and 
she uses all of her cunning and 
sexual attractiveness to gain her 
independence.” Some critics, 
however, feel that the archetype 
of the femme fatale only serves to 
reinforce gender roles in society, 
because although she is searching 
for power and independence, she 
often winds up punished in the 
end. This puts the woman back 
in her “correct” societal place 
after she has subverted the norm 
(following this formula, Cora 

Smith dies in a car accident in The Postman Always Rings 
Twice). Alternatively, the femme fatale is not punished, 
but instead ends up united romantically with the male 
protagonist; she gives up her rebellious lifestyle for a stable, 
normative existence. 

How do the two main female characters in Trouble Is My 
Business match up to the archetypes of film noir women? 
Lola, not quite a femme fatale, has more elements of a 
traditional damsel in distress; she has had an object 
stolen from her and needs Marlowe to help her get it 
back. Not only does she require his assistance, there is 
also an attraction between she and Marlowe—typical of 
the damsel in distress archetype. However, she manages 
to subvert the trope: although she does show naïveté in 
dealing with her gun, she has a moment of strength and 
independence when she helps Marlowe defeat the drunk 
who has them trapped. Marlowe feels that he owes her, 
due to her getting him out of this sticky situation. So, while 
Lola may be in distress, Marlowe doesn’t feel he has to save 
her simply because she is a weak woman and he is a strong 
man; he feels he must repay her because she saved him. 
And, in the end, Marlowe doesn’t really rescue her from 
her distress, either by solving her problem or by uniting 
with her romantically. Further proving her subversion 

Lana Turner as Cora Smith in the 1946 film
The Postman Always Rings Twice.

troubLinG Women and
Women in troubLe 

Continued on the next page.
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in a letter. Despite Chandler’s assertion 
that the detective can never “get the girl,” 
Glossman’s adaptation clearly emphasizes 
the importance of women in Trouble Is My 
Business in one of his final stage directions: 
the projections, a major element of the 
adaptation, begin to show a series of 
images of the women throughout the play, 
ending with a shot of Harriet. Marlowe 
says of his relationship with Harriet: “I 
didn’t have the money, the clothes, the 
time, or the manners. . . . I was glad when 
she left—even though she didn’t bother 
to tell me goodbye.” Thus both Harriet 
and Lola begin to play, but never quite 
fulfill, the role of what film critic A. R. 
Duckworth calls the “redeemer”—they 
offer Marlowe the chance at a normal, 

heterosexual lifestyle of “stable domesticity.” Duckworth 
cites the film The Blue Dahlia (1946) as a prime example of 
the redeemer archetype: the male protagonist is in trouble, 
and through her feminine charm, Joyce Harwood helps 
him overcome a wrongful accusation of murder. Lola and 
Harriet could “save” Marlowe not from an outside source, 
but from from himself: from his gritty, independent, lonely 
masculinity. Ultimately, however they cannot stay. The 
women in Chandler’s stories provide feminine sexuality 
that cannot be found elsewhere in the masculine world 
of film noir, but at the end of the day, Chandler’s world is 
grim, without hope, positivity, or everlasting love. Marlowe, 
in the end, can’t “get the girl” because he cannot be saved 
from this world, or else he would no longer be the same 
private detective we know and love. y

of the trope, Lola is not punished for or 
rescued from her independence, like a 
traditional femme fatale would usually be. 

Harriet, on the other hand, is quite close 
to the archetype of the femme fatale. Her 
sexuality, embodied by her relationship 
with the younger Jeeter, is the driving force 
of the plot, and she’s with him not because 
she loves him but because she wants to 
get revenge on his father for destroying 
her family. Her wit is sharp (Marlowe: 
They say he draws a lot of water. Harriet: 
Water doesn’t cost much.) and she oozes 
sexuality, making almost every man who 
meets her fall in love with her. While 
the plot of this story does end in disaster 
and death, however, it’s not quite femme 
fatale territory because, in the end, her sexuality is not 
what causes the violence. Also, Marlowe almost rescues 
her by forming a stable, heterosexual relationship with her, 
though even that fails. 

If it seems like Marlowe can’t seem to get lucky when it 
comes to long-term relationships with the women in this 
play, that’s because it’s true. Marlowe’s relationships (or 
lack thereof ) with women are entirely intentional: “The 
whole point is that the detective exists complete and 
entire and unchanged by anything that happens; he is, as 
detective, outside the story and above it, and always will 
be. That is why he never gets the girl, never marries, never 
really has any private life except insofar as he must eat and 
sleep and have a place to keep his clothes,” wrote Chandler 

Played by thinkers worldwide from mathematicians to military generals, chess is a 
game long associated with academia, tactics, logic, and genius. Chess is simple enough 
to learn in one sitting, but complex enough that mastery is nigh-impossible. There are 
at least 10123 full games of chess compared to at most 1080 atoms in the observable 
universe. Checkers, a game played on the same board, has only 1040 possible games—
all of which have been learned by a computer at the University of Alberta named 
Chinook. Conversely, even the best chess masters and chess computers have trouble 
looking more than several moves ahead. Chess is a serious field of study; the second 

book ever printed in the English language was The Play of Chess in 1474 and academics from Lewis Carroll to 
Carl Sagan have written about the game. Many of these minds aren’t solely content to play against other people. 
Some, like Raymond Chandler’s fictional detective Philip Marlowe, don’t even wish to. “Chess problems,” 
puzzles played by chess players since at least the 9th century, show a player a chess game in progress and ask that 
they complete tasks such as, “checkmate black in 10 moves.” There are even “joke problems.” The joke problem 
pictured above, composed by Ropke and Skakbladet in 1942, asks white to checkmate black within six moves. 
The punchline: the only legal moves white can make will inevitably cause a checkmate on black in six moves or 
under. Any mind that can trounce a chess grandmaster is one to be reckoned with, regardless of whether or not 
that grandmaster lives only as a diagram in a book. Perhaps it’s merciful to the chess world that Marlowe, who 
does it on a regular basis, is far too busy with trouble to trounce anyone in reality.

Chess for the LoneLy-hearted

Veronica Lake as Joyce
Harwood in the 1946 film

The Blue Dahlia.
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“Trouble is my business,” Philip Marlowe asserts. With all 
the blows to the head, slaps from the police, and shots in 
the dark that he takes, it’s clear he isn’t lying. The question 
isn’t what Marlowe’s business is, but why. Why choose to 
become a private investigator—especially the way Marlowe 
does it? He never seems to make much money, never holds 
onto the people he helps, never gains public respect, and 
yet he carries on. How does this personal crusade benefit 
Marlowe? Moreover, why do it for a living? 

Being a private investigator allows Marlowe the freedom 
of a lone wolf akin to the iconic American cowboy, bringer 
of vigilante justice and independence. But through his 
rejection of anything aside from his standard fee—
“twenty-five a day” when he’s bargaining hard—Marlowe 
establishes his own economic freedom. His unwillingness 
to be tempted by riches is part of a larger exploration of 
capitalism in Chandler’s writing, perhaps shedding light 
on the reasons someone might make trouble, and not 
money, their business. 

Karl Marx (1818-1883) is perhaps the best-known political 
theorist to put forth an argument about the impact that 
capitalism and wages have on individual integrity. Marx 
argues, “from the moment that men in any way work for 
one another, their labor assumes a social form. . . . The 
specific social character of each producer’s labor does not 
show itself except in the act of exchange.” Marx believed 
that because each person’s work is only given meaning 
through capitalist exchange, a problem arises between 
laborers: people stop directly interacting with one another 
and a capitalist economy develops “material relations 
between persons and social relations between things.” This 

situation is present from the first moment in Trouble Is My 
Business: after a man is shot, the barkeep’s concern is for his 
business, and a smile returns to his face when he realizes 
the story might bring in a few customers—and he’s not 
even a bad guy. At the root of the majority of the crimes 
Marlowe encounters in the play, there is a prioritizing of 
money over personal relationships. 

These are the types of crimes that became hallmarks of 
film noir and hard-boiled detective fiction. Stories like 
James Cain’s The Postman Always Rings Twice (1934)—
where murder is motivated by adulterous passion and 
insurance claims—or Dashiell Hammett’s The Maltese 
Falcon (1941)—where the desire to own a precious 
artifact leads to a trail of deaths—demonstrate the idea 
that everyday people might go to murderous lengths for 
money. These dark portraits of human nature reflect the 
general disillusionment that followed the First World 
War and the Great Depression: a disillusionment shared 
by Chandler. “There is something tragically wrong with 
a system of justice which can and does make criminals of 
honest men and can only convict gangsters and racketeers 
when they don’t pay their taxes,” Chandler wrote in a 
letter in 1948. “Of course to be fair I must also admit that 
there’s something wrong with a financial system which 
insures that every corporation executive during a time of 
depression will risk going to jail for a month in his efforts 
to save his company. I personally believe, and I am not a 
socialist or anything of the sort, that there is a basic fallacy 
about our financial system. It simply implies a fundamental 
cheat, a dishonest profit, a non-existent value.” 

This belief that cash rules everything may be exemplified 
by Marlowe’s L.A. investigations, but it is something that 
has long been considered a distinguishing feature of the 
capitalist spirit in America. “Man is dominated by the 

the business of troubLe

Economist, socialist, and political
theorist Karl Marx (1818-1883).

James Garner as Philip Marlowe in the 1969 film Marlowe.

Continued on the next page.
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making of money, by acquisition as the ultimate purpose 
of his life,” notes Max Weber, another political scientist, 
in The Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1930). 
Weber is discussing a 
relationship with money 
that goes beyond its 
practical use: people no 
longer earn money to 
purchase other things, but 
as a reason unto itself. As 
the importance of earning 
money increases, twisted 
interpersonal relationships 
begin to occur like the 
ones we see between 
Mr. Jeeter and his stepson in the latter half of the play. 
Although the fact is understated, Jeeter’s problems with 
Harriet Huntress are similarly borne out of economics: she 
hates him because he ruined her father during the Great 
Depression and motivated his suicide. In the opening 
of the second act, Marlowe faces off against Jeeter and 
although he nominally works for the man, his refusal to 
bow down and be polite can be seen as a larger rejection 
of the cut-throat capitalist ideology that 
Jeeter embodies.

With the idea of “acquisition” as an 
“ultimate purpose” in life comes the 
idea—tossed around by many of the 
criminal and corporate elite in Trouble—
that if they throw enough money at the 
situation, the problem will go away. “All 
right, how much do I have to pay?” a 
distressed Lola asks Marlowe. She’s 
wrong about him, but it’s hardly her 
fault: after being blackmailed once, it 
makes sense that this stranger wants the 
same thing everyone else does—money. 
Yet Marlowe doesn’t, and Chandler 
makes a point of it. Marlowe doesn’t 
mind taking money from the rich, but he 
doesn’t like to keep it: “You can send me 
a check for five hundred in the morning. 
You can make it out to the Police Relief 
Fund.” He needs money, which he points 
out often, but he uses it to live, and his lifestyle seems to 
consist of whiskey, chess, and occasional meals at a diner. 
By desiring no other material goods he is able to keep his 
integrity. 

Marlowe’s loyalty to those in trouble (often the lowest 
bidder), and his desire to find out the truth, demonstrate 
how he allows his personal beliefs—rather than the 
acquisition of wealth—to guide his employment. The close 
relationship between professional and personal identity 
that Marlowe has stands in opposition to the industrial 

workers who Marx observed, whose individuality was 
sacrificed as they became part of a larger corporate machine. 
Because Marlowe demands that his professional work 

reflects his individuality, 
the interaction between 
producer and consumer 
is a social interaction 
between Marlowe and his 
client, as his propensity 
for kissing them would 
suggest. 

By keeping the intent 
of his hero outside the 
sphere of economic gain, 

Chandler offers a type of existential reconciliation in 
keeping with the disillusionment of the postwar era. “I’m 
sorry. There’s nothing to say. I may see you sometime,” 
Marlowe offers as conciliation, “Maybe not.” In his words 
we find little by way of a standard message of hope; the 
personal relationships that fuel Marlowe’s investigating 
never last from one story to the next. But while there 
may be nothing to say, there is a great deal that Marlowe 

has done in the course of Trouble. 
Looking at his actions through the 
lens of Jean-Paul Sartre’s existentialist 
philosophy, we may find a different type 
of comfort. Sartre argues that there 
are no preexisting qualities of human 
nature: “If man as the existentialist sees 
him is not definable, it is because to 
begin with he is nothing. He will not be 
anything until later, and then he will be 
what he makes of himself.” In Trouble 
we can see the many terrible things that 
people have chosen to be. They have 
chosen to kill one another, to prioritize 
money over personal relationships, to 
beg, borrow, steal, and seduce instead of 
searching for the truth. In the midst of 
such corruption—reinforced by the very 
nature of capitalism—there is not much 
any individual can do. Marlowe is not 
always able to save the right people or 
see that everyone lives happily ever after, 

least of all himself. But by working, he is able to champion 
a version of mankind that works for his own integrity, 
and for other people the best that he can. As Sartre says, 
through our own actions each person creates “an image of 
man such as he believes he ought to be. To choose between 
this or that is at the same time to affirm the value of that 
which is chosen.” In creating his hero, Chandler both 
acknowledges the inherent problems in the society around 
us, and affirms a set of individual actions that may offer a 
way through the tangled mess. y

The 1930 first edition cover of
The Maltese Falcon.

Existentialist philosopher Jean-Paul Sartre (1905-1980).
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Some people might consider honor to be a dated or even 
a dead concept. Honor is no longer associated with the 
diminishing of chastity or bravery. Indeed, confrontations 
almost never escalate into the conflict that would have 
demanded an honorable duel in days of old. Nowadays, 
vicious rumors that would have invoked such a response to 
clear the honor of the questioned person are now endured, 
ignored, or, in extreme situations, legal cases are filed. In 
modern times, most people probably associate honor with 
academia (as in “she graduated with”) or with the military 
(as in “medal of ”). However, those who study honor believe 
that it remains very much alive, and not just in colleges or 
military bases, but as the human ideal that we rarely think 
of it as today. The ideal of honor is deeply meaningful, 
worth defending, and sometimes even worth dying over, 
and it very often causes us to act the way we do. Raymond 
Chandler’s leading man, Philip Marlowe, has a deep-
seated sense of honor that is one of his strongest character 
traits, and drives most of his action. In “The Simple Art of 
Murder,” Chandler defines his idea of the detective:

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 good enough 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.

By Chandler’s definition, honor is perhaps the key to 
Marlowe’s character. So what is honor? And why does 
Marlowe have it in spades? 

Defending one’s honor is a familiar concept from literature 
and history. In the famous love triangle between King 
Arthur, Lancelot, and Guinevere, Lancelot’s myriad fights 
in the name of Guinevere’s honor are the stuff of cultural 
legend. In his book Honor: A History, James Bowman says 
that “in spite of the discrediting that honor has undergone, 
the basic honor of the savage—bravery for men, chastity 
for women, is still recognizable beneath the surfaces of 
the popular culture that has done so much to efface it. 
If you doubt it, try calling a man a wimp or a woman 
a slut.” Calling a man’s bravery into question will still 
likely earn you a swift right hook, still provoke a man to 
prove his bravery just like Lancelot was compelled to. As 
times changed from the age of chivalry to the Victorian 
era, the idea of the “Christian Gentleman”—a man who 
held to a universal and ethical standard rather than just 
a local and honorable one—attempted to fuse together 
honor and ethics; concepts that are different enough to 
ensure that the idea of the Christian Gentleman didn’t 
last, but difficult to separate entirely. The Oxford American 
Dictionary defines “honor” as “adherence to what is right 
or to a conventional code of conduct” while “ethics” states 
“a set of moral principles especially ones relating to or 
affirming a specified group, field, or form of conduct.” By 
these definitions, ethics are the code or rules on which we 
base our actions, but honor is something deeper than that, 
something associated with dignity and with self-respect. 
A change in one’s ethics can be confusing and off-putting, 
but a change in one’s honor can leave death as the only 
option. 

Perceiving that change in honor is, in many ways 
dependent upon a third party judging our actions. James 
Bowman discusses the concept of an “honor group” very 
early in his book. A critical component to understanding 

The United States Coast Guard’s ceremonial Honor Guard.

honor amonG thieves

The Medal of Honor, established in 1861, awards acts of bravery 
and heroism within the military. Continued on the next page.
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honor, Bowman states that honor only matters among 
“the people who matter to us, and who matter because we 
regard them as a society of equals who have the power to 
judge our behavior.” Our families are natural honor groups, 
and are the first with whom we 
associate ourselves. Later honor 
groups can include corporations 
for whom we work, sports teams, 
and service brigades (firemen or 
police officers). People obviously 
can and do belong to more than 
one honor group, but trouble can 
arise when one group’s accepted 
principles conflict with another’s. 
Marlowe and the police are a clear 
example of this conflict; both 
have a strict honor code, but their 
groups and codes are, at times, in 
direct conflict with each other. 
The expression “honor among 
thieves” means that thieves, while 
apparently dishonorable to the 
law and even to society at large, 
have rules and codes among 
other thieves. In Trouble Is My 
Business, the relationship between 
gambling racketeer Marty Estel 
and Marlowe is more honest 
and respectful than Marlowe’s 
relationship with nearly all of 
the police officers  with whom he 
comes in contact. With the officers Marlowe is forced to 
lie and cheat his way out of situations, but with Estel it is 
their mutual respect—and one could argue, honor—that 
ground their interactions with each other. 

Marlowe’s code of honor drives his interactions with other 
characters, but his honor is at its most powerful when he 
judges his own actions and decisions. Alexander Welsh, 
author of the book What Is Honor? A Question of Moral 
Imperatives, breaks honor into two disparate ideas: social 

honor—the good opinion of those around you—and hu-
man dignity—that which any person cannot live without, 
and that which when threatened demands defense. In 
this way, while society at large, and certainly the police, 

might not always view Mar-
lowe’s actions as honorable, he 
comes out of every situation with 
his human dignity intact. If he 
can’t finish a job, he doesn’t take 
the money. If he doesn’t believe 
you’ve done anything wrong, he 
won’t turn you in. In Murder, My 
Sweet (a 1944 film adaptation of 
Chandler’s Farewell, My Lovely), 
Marlowe accepts a job to be a 
bodyguard for Lindsay Marri-
otts, and then refuses the money 
when Marriotts ends up dead. 
Sometimes he’ll even go well out 
of his way to do what he believes 
is right. In Trouble Is My Business, 
he switches the pearls on Lola’s 
necklace to spare her the possible 
grief of discovering that the man 
she loved gave her fakes. John G. 
Cawalti, in his book Adventure, 
Mystery, and Romance (as cited by 
John Paul Athanasourelis), reads 
the Marlowe stories in such a 
way that finds his isolation and 
failure as highlighting his honor. 

To Cawalti, Marlowe (and other hard-boiled detectives) 
returns every night to “his dusty office in a broken down 
office building . . . his unsullied isolation and failure main-
tain the purity of his stance as a man of honor in a false 
society.” Athanasourelis counters that to view “honorable” 
actions as failure is a misunderstanding of Marlowe, and 
indeed a misunderstanding of the genre of detective fic-
tion as a whole. Rather, while Marlowe and other detec-
tives may not be economically successful, they are success-
ful by their own standards; they emerge from every case 
with their honor intact, whether that meant that they 
sought justice or revenge, or whether they walk away with 
their pockets full of cash is less relevant. 

At the root of honor—muddy definitions and complicated 
personal variants aside—is the truth that everyone acts in 
alignment with what they deem honorable. There is honor 
among thieves and policemen, among private eyes and 
bulky bodyguards. When we hit someone, we cannot be 
surprised when their assaulted honor demands that they 
hit us back. All that we can do is stoically take the hit, and 
then, at least in Marlowe’s case, ease the blow with a shot 
of scotch. y

Humphrey Bogart and the police in The Big Sleep (1946).

Dick Powell is interrogated in
the 1944 film Murder, My Sweet.
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instant Lessons
Ideas for the classroom to apply the Common Core Standards and Maine Learning

Results in creative expression, cultural heritage, and criticism and aesthetics.

GettinG started: Pre-shoW aCtivities

1. Read the article “Troubling Women and Women in Trouble” on pp. 27-28, and think of other femme fatales and 
damsels in distress you’ve seen in literature or pop culture. What makes their roles necessary in the structure of a noir-style 
mystery? What makes them effective in other contexts? As a class, brainstorm a list of 10 femme fatales and 10 damsels 
in distress from a variety of media.

2. Read the article “Chandler’s Los Angeles” on pp. 16-18 and then research the impact of the Great Depression (1929-
1938) on the American people. How did the Depression change the lives, attitudes, and expectations of Americans? In 
what ways did it influence literature and popular culture such as Raymond Chandler’s hard-boiled detective stories?

3. Read an excerpt from “Trouble Is My Business” or another detective story by Raymond Chandler. How does Chandler’s 
first-person style of narration compare to the third-person style used by other well-known mystery writers such as Agatha 
Christie or Sir Arthur Conan Doyle? Discuss as a class what advantages each style has. 

4. What role does honor play in your life? Read the article “Honor Among Thieves” on pp. 31-32, then write a brief essay 
about what you think your own personal honor code is. Does your honor code ever put you at odds with another honor 
group? 

makinG ConneCtions: Post-shoW aCtivities

1. How did the presence of the piano player affect the action of the scenes and the transitions? What was the piano player’s 
role in telling the story? In what ways did this use of live music change the way the play was presented and interpreted? 

2. How did the lighting design help to support the production? Do you think the lighting was successful at evoking 
the style of a noir mystery? If you were designing lights for a production of Trouble Is My Business what might you do 
differently?

3. Read another one of Raymond Chandler’s short stories (such as “Blackmailers Don’t Shoot” or “The Curtain”) and 
discuss as a class how it compares to the two stories in Trouble Is My Business. Create a Venn-diagram displaying differences 
and similarities between the stories. 

4. What tactics did Marlowe use in the play to get the information he wanted? How did his tactics change as he learned 
more about each crime, or based on who he was speaking to? With a scene partner, improvise two contrasting scenes in 
which Marlowe uses two differing tactics. What works best in each situation?

5. Read the article “The Business of Trouble” on pp. 29-30. After watching the play, do you agree with its assessment 
that Marlowe prefers to make trouble—and not money—his business? Write a short persuasive essay arguing either that 
Marlowe’s actions maintain capitalist priorities or that they defy them.
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Bar lizard: A smooth womanizer and 
potential gold-digger who “works his 
charms in the lounges of hotels.” It also 
denotes a contemptible, unlikable person. 

Beverly Hills: An upscale city in the Los 
Angeles area, adjacent to Hollywood and 
famously home to film stars. 

Bolero jacket: A short jacket that doesn’t 
reach down to the waist, usually worn 
open.

Chinseltown: The strip of Sunset 
Boulevard next to Beverly Hills and 
outside of Hollywood, filled with fancy 
dining and nightclubs. Chinseltown was a popular area for 
the stars in the 1920s and 30s, as it was good for illegal 
drinking outside of city limits.

Coolie labor: A derogatory term for immigrant Chinese 
laborers. Anti-Asian racism was prevalent in Los Angeles 
during the first half of the 20th century.

Cordite: A smokeless propellant that replaced gunpowder 
in many firearms from the 1880s onward. 

Cuspidor: Also called a spittoon or a goboon, a cuspidor is 
a jug or vase intended to hold spit, usually as a byproduct 
of chewing tobacco. Cuspidor 
is the Portuguese name, 
derived from the word cuspir, 
“to spit.” 

Derby hat: A felt hat, round 
and hard with a narrow brim. 
It is also called a Billycock, 
Bowler, Clocker, and Coke 
around the world. 

Divorce business: Until 
no-fault divorce was legally 
established in California in 
1969 by Governor Ronald 
Reagan, couples had to 
publicly state and prove one 
party’s marital misconduct 
in order to get a divorce. 
Establishing fault impacted 
such things as the division 
of property and alimony 
payments. 

Four-flusher: A scoundrel, something 
worthless, or a person who won’t pay 
debts. The name comes from bluffing at 
cards, because a true flush requires five 
cards of the same suit. 

Fred Allen (1894-1956): A popular 
American comedian, best known for 
his radio show, “The Fred Allen Show,” 
which ran from 1932 to 1949. 

Guinea: An offensive slang term for a 
non–Anglo Saxon person. Although it 
usually referred to Italians, not to African-
Americans, the term originally described 
slaves from the Guinea coast of Africa.

Hooch: Liquor. It originally referred to illicitly distilled 
liquor, both during the Prohibition era and also liquor 
brewed in prison.

House man: Also called a house detective, a tough guy 
employed by hotels or retail stores to prevent disorderly or 
improper conduct of patrons.

Howard Hughes (1905-1976): A wealthy industrialist, 
aviator, and film producer, who became a recluse by the 
end of his life. 

Nolle Prosse: A formal 
statement to stop prosecution 
in a criminal or civil case, 
a bastardization of the 
Latin phrase nolle prosequi, 
meaning “we shall not 
prosecute further.”

Photostats: A copying 
machine invented in 1907 that 
could make quick positive or 
negative photographic copies. 
“Photostat” is the company 
name that was adopted to 
refer to the copies as well. 

Prologue to Pagliacci: 
Pagliacci is an 1892 opera 
by Ruggero Leoncavallo, 
with a prologue in which 
the main character reminds 
the audience that actors have 
feelings. The opera follows 

GLossary

Fred Allen.

A 1930s ad for the Santa Fe Super Chief.
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the tragedy of a jealous husband within a commedia 
dell’arte troupe. 

Robert Donat (1905-1958): An English film and stage 
actor, who famously appeared in Alfred Hitchcock’s The 39 
Steps (1935) and Goodbye, Mr. Chips (1939), which earned 
him an Academy Award for Best Actor.

Rumble seat: A small bench seat that folds out in the back 
of a car, often used by couples for canoodling. 

Rye: Rye whiskey must be aged for at least two years to 
earn the label “straight” and bottled at no more than 62.5% 
ABV. It was a popular drink before Prohibition, less sweet 
than bourbon whiskey made from corn and more similar 
to Scotch whiskey, made from malted barley.  

Santa Fe Super Chief: The Super 
Chief was a premier first-class sleeper 
train built in 1935 to run from Chicago 
to L.A. while affording its passengers 
luxury dining and accommodations. It 
was distinguished by its silver and red 
coloring, and was a popular mode of 
transport for Hollywood stars.

Shamus: A private detective; other 
slang terms include dick, gumshoe, 
sherlock, sleuth, and sleuthhound.

Spats: A form of decorative footwear 
covering the upper shoe and ankle 
and fastening underneath. By the 
1940s spats were primarily worn as a 
representation of wealth, by both real 
people and fictional characters such as 

Agatha Christie’s Hercule Poirot, Walt Disney’s Scrooge 
McDuck, and Rich Uncle Pennybags from the Monopoly 
board game.

Stooled: A slang term to describe being informed on; it 
comes from the use of stool pigeons to trick other birds 
when hunting, and relates to the earlier slang terms “stool 
pigeon” or “stoolie” for an informant.

Sunset Boulevard: This street runs from downtown Los 
Angeles to the Pacific Coast Highway, intersecting areas 
like Hollywood and Beverly Hills. It is both an icon of 
film star glamour—the Sunset Strip developed elite urban 
shopping, entertainment, and apartments in the 1930s, as 
it was outside the jurisdiction of the Los Angeles police—
and a practical thoroughfare in the city.

Teletype: A teleprinter, or electromechanical typewriter, 
that communicates messages over distances using 
electrical connections, ranging from a pair of wires to radio 
and microwave as the transmission medium. Teletype 
machines were widely used up until the 1980s and were 
obsolete by the 1990s. 

The Social Register: A directory of names and addresses 
of the prominent American families who form the social 
elite. 

Tobacco Road: Erskine Caldwell’s 1932 novel about Geor-
gia sharecroppers that features the ignorant and dislikable 
Jeeter Lester as its protagonist. Marlowe’s comparison is 
an insult to Mr. Jeeter’s character and class.

Scrooge McDuck wearing spats.

A woman operating a 1930s teletype machine.
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PortLand staGe ComPany

eduCation and outreaCh:
Join Portland Stage as we discuss, debate, and explore the plays on our stage! Portland Stage is dedicated to 
bringing exciting theater, inspiring conversation, and thought-provoking literature to a wide audience of youth and 
adult learners. Whether you take part in a discussion, subscribe to PlayNotes, or bring a group of students to see a 
performance, there is something here for everyone. How would you like to participate?

Student Matinee Series

The Early Show Program annually provides over 5,000 middle and high school students from Maine and New 
Hampshire with discounted tickets for student matinees. Following performances, students participate in 
discussions with members of the cast and crew, actively and energetically exploring all elements of the production 
and the issues raised in the play.

Classroom Workshop Program

The Classroom Workshop Program partners Portland Stage with regional middle and high schools to enhance 
the experience of students who participate in the Early Show Program by complementing their visits with 
pre- and post-show workshops in their own classrooms. Workshops are led by professional Teaching Artists, 
members of Portland Stage’s Affiliate Artists, who engage students in the creative process through writing, 
acting, directing and discussion.

PlayNotes

Teachers and other audience members can enhance their theatrical experience with PlayNotes, our resource 
guide. Created by Portland Stage’s Literary and Education departments, these extensive guides present a broad 
spectrum of information and perspectives on each play, including biographical information on the playwright, 
articles about the historical and social context in which the play was written, production and design elements, 
and suggested activities for learners of all ages. PlayNotes appeals to a wide audience of student and adult readers, 
and subscriptions are available for those who wish to delve more deeply into the plays on our stage. PlayNotes 
is also available for free on our website at www.portlandstage.org.

The Intern Company

Portland Stage Company’s Intern Company is designed to introduce recent college graduates to the world of 
professional theater. Selected from more than 100 applicants each season, this company of 10 to 11 interns plays 
an integral role in producing shows at Portland Stage. Internships focus on the departments of directing & 
dramaturgy, education & theater for kids, marketing & graphic design, carpentry, costumes, electrics & sound, 
and stage management.

Theater for Kids

Portland Stage’s Theater for Kids gives children in our community an interactive way to learn theater and literacy 
through workshops that encourage creativity and spontaneity. Play Me A Story readings and workshops, led by 
Portland Stage Affiliate Artists, are held every Saturday morning for kids ages 4-10, and workshops and theater 
camps for kids of all ages are offered in the summer and during school vacation weeks.
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disCussion ProGrams

for the GeneraL PubLiC
The Artistic Perspective, hosted by Artistic Director Anita Stewart, is an opportunity for audience members to 
delve deeper into the themes of the show through conversation with special guests. A different scholar, visiting 
artist, playwright, or other expert will join the discussion each time. The Artistic Perspective discussions are held 
after the first Sunday matinee performance.

Page to Stage discussions are presented in partnership with the Portland Public Library. These discussions, led by 
Portland Stage artistic staff, provide insight into the literary and social aspects of the play, as well as exploring the 
challenges of bringing a particular play to the stage. Page to Stage occurs at noon on the Tuesday after a show opens 
at the Portland Public Library’s Main Branch. Feel free to bring your lunch!

Curtain Call discussions offer a rare opportunity for audience members to talk about the production with the 
performers. Through this forum, the audience and cast explore topics that range from the process of rehearsing and 
producing the text to character development to issues raised by the work. Curtain Call discussions are held after 
the second Sunday matinee performance.

All discussions are free and open to the public. Show attendance is not required. 
To subscribe to a discussion series performance, please call the Box Office at 207.774.0465.

Discussion Dates for 
Trouble Is My 

Business
The Artistic Perspective: Sunday, Jan. 29 

following the 2:00 p.m. matinee.

Page to Stage: Tuesday, Jan. 31 at noon at
the Portland Public Library.

Curtain Call: Sunday, Feb. 5 following
the 2:00 p.m. matinee.
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