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Abstract

Cities have distinct sounds. Some cities might sound alike, some may vary by subtle degrees, and 

novel The Long Goodbye 
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1. Introduction

Cities have distinct sounds. Some cities might sound alike, some may vary by subtle 

The Long Goodbye 

the latest Philip Marlowe novel The Black-Eyed Blonde 

from The Long Goodbye. Literature has a long tradition of urban novels that made the respective 

th century, such as Alfred 

th-Century novelists as Dickens and Balzac created 

Trouble Is My Business 

setting and characters were doubtless more important than the solution of the murder mysteries 

The Big Sleep into a 

who murdered the Sternwood family chauffeur, or whether the man committed suicide. As the story 

MacShane emphasizes the vital entanglement and immense potential of the city setting in crime 

Siren City – Sound and Source Music in Classic American Noir 
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comprises all of those sounds which the reader of a literary work perceives to be constitutive of a 

main groups of sounds that are related to their urban environment in one way or another, moving 

group consists of all mechanical and technological sounds that are determined by the architectural 

the topography of the city. While most discourse on urban space sees this group as a distinct 

from bird song, squeaking rats and barking dogs to the sounds of the sea, lakes or rivers. The 

Berlin Alexanderplatz

Playback

it is performed in, originates from, or is associated with in literature. This includes vocal music 

certain musical styles or forms, such as Chicago Jazz, but also buskers, nightclubs and bars, as 

found in any city and not all of them at the same time and in the same place. So rather than merely 

2. Listen, Marlowe

The Long Goodbye
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Playback

in his desk, which he turns to more often than to his mostly female clients. This narrative perspective 

 
Birds chirped in the shrubbery outside and the cars went up and down 

The Long Goodbye

world may have an acoustic dimension, which – in theory – could be heard, as Toni Bernhart rightly 

to determine how these sounds are evaluated or semantisized, which metaphors or similes are 

glug-glug-glug 

The Black-Eyed Blonde

of a short scene in Farewell, My Lovely, when 

unimportant, this short sequence points to an essential distinction between positive and negative 
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sounds. As a detective Marlowe often has to rely on his listening skills and his good sense of 

on possible suspects – the latter he does, for instance, most remarkably by using a stethoscope 

Playback The 

Long Goodbye 

details. This attentiveness is one of the most crucial qualities in a detective, because he needs 

his attentiveness in The Black-Eyed Blonde

unconscious, and kidnap Lynn Peterson, who was there with him. Time and again attentive 

Playback, 

professionally trained listening scope, sounds that do not pose an imminent threat he has to 

sounds such as the loading of a gun, cracking twigs in a Canyon, or the almost noiseless opening 

The Black-Eyed Blonde

The Long Goodbye, the rare representative of 
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The Long Goodbye

The Long Goodbye 

The Long Goodbye 

Poodle Springs

Twelve 

Notes on the Mystery Story The Long Goodbye ends with Marlowe listening 

become his best, his only, friend, but it points to a special kind of vulnerability and frailty of human 

relationships in the big city. 

a pivotal part of it. Descriptions of singing birds are prevalent in both The Long Goodbye and The 

Black-Eyed Blonde

The Long Goodbye

The Black-Eyed Blonde 
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The Black-Eyed Blonde

[The Long 

Goodbye ,

The Black-Eyed Blonde

more with big cities.

3. The Big Angry City

The Long Goodbye Marlowe returns 

Laurel Canyon Boulevard and looked at the glare of the big angry city 
hanging over the shoulder of the hills through which the boulevard had 

The Long Goodbye

and velocity of modern life as well as the corrupt and criminal environment. This negative 
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Farewell, My Lovely

cars, revving motors, squeaking brakes and the odd rumble and rattle of buses, trains or trucks. 

paratactic sentence structures, metaphors, and similes. This strengthens the impression that to 

The Little Sister 

as the brutal representatives of the relentless city, which often have quite a dramatic impact on 

The Long Goodbye

The Black-Eyed Blonde 

The angry city manifests itself also in several car chases at a breakneck speed through 
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construes the ocean as a potentially dangerous place that does not provide shelter from urban 

criminality. This becomes further apparent for instance in the gambling ships on the ocean that 

Marlowe describes and visits in Farewell, My Lovely Montecito also and 

music and criminal environments is staged, because they are part of the same infrastructures 

of nightclubs, casinos, bars, hotels, and theaters as their centers and hubs of activities, and all 

people somehow associated with the music business usually belong to the circle of suspects, 

such as the night club owner Steelgrave in The Little Sister

Farewell, My Lovely and Lisa Conquest in The High Window. While it is impossible to give a 

embraced the music because it displayed elements associated with black popular culture such 

st

The Black-Eyed Blonde

The 

Long Goodbye

Real cities have something else, some individual bony structure under the 

The Little Sister 

The Little 

Sister:

The 
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Black-Eyed Blonde

The Long Goodbye

which becomes obvious in his repeated musical comparisons, for instance, when he relates the 

The Black-Eyed Blonde

obbligato The Long Goodbye 

urban sounds and to music in the most subtle yet precise way. One might argue that Marlowe 

indispensable musical line in a performance, which might be seen to elevate these urban sounds 

to the sphere of music. As a result, the difference between the incidental chords of urban noise 

frequently draws on music metaphors as a means of connecting the cacophonous cityscape with 

the aesthetics of music, the latter of which might generally be perceived as more pleasing – all 

does not provide comfort or relief for Marlowe in the way it does, for instance, for Jessie Florian 

in Farewell, My Lovely The 

Black-Eyed Blonde, on the other hand, 
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4. Silence

The most readily associated opposite to urban noise might be silence – although this can 

never mean complete silence as there is always something the human ear picks up, even if it 

The Lady in the Lake

The Big 

Sleep, Elizabeth Murdock in The High Window

in Farewell, My Lovely The Long Goodbye, Clare Cavendish in 

The Black-Eyed Blonde

The 
Long Goodbye

Marlowe calls it in The Long Goodbye. This attribution strengthens the connection between 

deal from the days when they had the gatehouse at the entrance and the 

The Long 
Goodbye

Farewell, My Lovely

sprinklers revolved over the big smooth lawns and the water made a swishing sound as it licked 

The Long Goodbye
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of a larger, capitalist endeavor. These kinds of single sounds that can only be heard outside of 

the buzzing downtown areas, their faint acoustic signals only perceptible in an empty space, 

The Long Goodbye

highlight isolation or loneliness because they stand out as single sounds in moments of relative 

the power to silence others with money is another privilege of the rich Angelinos that distinguishes 

them from the equally rich mobsters around town. For instance, in order to increase their bad 

The Long Goodbye

eventually and goes back to work. But from that time on something is missing – the last inch of 

racket boys, newspaper mogul 

as well produce noise, too. This is why prestigious status symbols are made to stand out even 

how even the rich parts of L.A. are rife with crime – but they make a greater effort to conceal those 

bad deeds and try to keep up appearances, or more precisely, keep up the quiet. 

the buzzing urban center of Los Angeles either, as already discussed above. The only place for 

accelerated urban life but equally not of the wealthy seclusion. This becomes obvious, on the one 
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The Long Goodbye

and there was nothing to listen to and nothing to wait for. Just a dark car motionless at the foot of 

The Black-Eyed Blonde

part of the story of my life, sitting in cars late at night with stale cigarette smoke in my nostrils 

The Long Goodbye

adopts a language of uncertainty that leaves Marlowe equally removed from the cityscape and 

The Black-Eyed 

Blonde

opacity and his alienation from the urban environment, and the distinct demarcation of inside and 

movement and motion of the big city, nor the remote and aloof waiting as an outsider are pleasant 

instances for Marlowe to occupy – and his profession, ethics, and bank account balance keep him 

At the end of Playback, Marlowe returns to his rented house on Yucca Avenue in Los 

Loring has called from Paris to renew her marriage proposal to Marlowe that his perception of the 
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The Simple Art of Murder

wary and cynical attitude towards L.A., which is mirrored in the use and effects of sonic devices. 

down onto the equally busy Laurel Canyon Boulevard. Ubiquitous police sirens characterize the 

spades, and the odd piano lesson in between. And not only the noisy speedboat on the lake, 

which drowns the fatal gunshot that kills the writer Roger Wade, uncovers that these parts of town 

are no less criminal than the most shady downtown street or nightclub, but that they simply do a 

another disguise for bad deeds that are prevalent in Los Angeles. 

Chandler novel than to one of the bumbling uncertain dupes from a novel by John Banville. This is 

especially surprising considering the lifesaving quality both attentive listening to and knowledgeable 

The Black-Eyed Blonde hints at 

in with a general sense of nature being corrupted by the city space, which becomes most apparent 
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fading footsteps, which signify the ephemeral nature of humanity and community in the big city, and 

provide an equally cinematic ending to The Long Goodbye as the reader encounters in Playback, 

The Long Goodbye

Farewell, My Lovely 
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Endnotes

abstract constructions such as musical compositions and tape montages, particularly when considered as 

an easier and more obvious attribution of the quotes to the respective works.
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