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Woman in the Dark, a three-part novella, was first published in Liberty in April 1933.  Liberty, a general-interest weekly magazine, claimed to have a circulation second only to the Saturday Evening Post, during the 1920’s, 30’s, and 40’s.  Hammett was well-known to magazine readers, having over sixty stories published in several magazines, notably The Smart Set and Black Mask from 1922 to 1934.  Additionally, Hammett wrote five novels and several radio plays and film scripts during his short career.
Woman in the Dark featured a female protagonist, a departure from Hammett’s previous detective series, which revolved around the life and times of the “fat, middle-aged, hard-boiled and pig-headed” Continental Operative.  The Continental Op was the main character in thirty-six of his short stories and two novels. 
The year prior to Woman in the Dark’s publication, Hammett was convicted in absentia of battery and attempted rape in a civil suit brought against him by the actress, Elise De Vianne.  Ms De Vianne was awarded $2,500 in damages.  Strapped for cash and on the run, Hammett fled the Hotel Pierre without paying his bill, and went to live at the Sutton Club Hotel, managed by his friend, colleague, and patron, Nathaneal West.  The Sutton Club Hotel served as a temporary residence for many writers, during The Depression.  

It is likely that Woman in the Dark was produced as a potboiler, albeit, a literarily successful one.  The publication of Woman in the Dark temporarily alleviated Hammett’s immediate financial distress, and combined with the patronage of Mr. West provided him the means to complete his novel, The Thin Man, in May of 1933.  It continued to pay dividends in later years, as it was made into a movie in 1934, featuring Fay Wray and Ralph Bellamy.  Fay Wray had just completed her starring role as Ann Darrow in King Kong the previous year, epitomizing the beautiful and helpless, pure-hearted heroine, who also possessed hidden strength and sound judgment of character and value.
Hammett’s novella, Woman in the Dark, is a perfect example of his practice of describing surface action, rather than sounding psychological depths.  Hammett uses his journalistic style combined with his radio and screen writing techniques to make the action carry the story rather than character development.  
Hammett’s early training as a journalist is reflected in Woman in the Dark, as he concentrates on presenting only the facts.  The questions of who, what, when, where and how are all that matter.  The interpretation of the facts is left to the mind of the reader, as are the motives and feelings of the characters.  The main characters in the novella, described as a strumpet, a convict, a rat and a louse, have all lost their struggle with conscience and have entered a corrupt world, long before they are ever introduced to us.
The story unfolds in three succinct installments, “The Flight,” “The Police Close In,” and “Conclusion.”  The first two chapter headings stress the tempo of the story, a fast-paced, action-based, drum-beating gallop.  The intensity of the action becomes the basis for the relationships formed and sustained in the novella.  In Peter Wolfe’s book, Beams Falling: The Art of Dashiell Hammett, Wolfe states that “Pursuit can speed the formation of, and even create, a personal tie.  Woman in the Dark shows two strangers on the run, forced together by a common danger stemming from a common enemy.  The urgency of their purpose forms a bond between the man and the woman it would have taken Hammett pages to develop otherwise.”

The novella opens on a dark, windy night.  The reader is introduced to Luise Fischer, although we learn her name only after she picks herself up from a fall and presents herself at the residence of the man, Brazil.  Hammett often withholds the names of his characters until a full picture is painted in the reader’s mind.  Indeed the full name of Brazil is never revealed, lending both mystery and depth to his character.

Typical of Hammett, we do not receive any background information for Luise or Brazil at this point.  We do, however, have an abundance of information on their physical features.  Brazil is described as a 30-year-old man, with a hoarse, unemotional masculine voice, and with copperish, impersonal eyes and hair of the same color.  He has a sallow complexion and is heavily featured.  He is of medium build, sturdy, and has a powerfully muscled neck.  None of this causes us to think that Brazil is a handsome man, however his strength, masculinity and sexuality are readily apparent.  
We are also given a description of Luise at this point, though not through the eyes of Brazil, as might be expected, but through a comparison to Evelyn Grant, Brazil’s younger companion.  “The girl was pretty. Facing her, the woman had become beautiful; her eyes were long, heavily lashed, set well apart under a smooth broad brow, her mouth was not small but sensitively carved and mobile, and in the light from the open fire the surfaces of her face were clearly defined as sculptured planes.”  Luise is a beauty. This description combined with her previously described broken slipper, injured ankle, evening dress, foreign birth, and confusion, show her vulnerable position in life.
Their common enemy, the wealthy Kane Robson, is introduced with his cohort, Dick Conroy, when they too, arrive at Brazil’s door.  Robson is described as six feet tall, 40-ish, well groomed, graceful of carriage, with smooth dark hair, intelligent dark eyes, a close-clipped dark mustache and part of the local gentry.  Conroy, is six-two, courtly and 30-ish.  He is handsome, blond, broad-shouldered and lean, with a beautifully shaped small head and remarkably symmetrical features.
Once the main characters are revealed, the action begins to accelerate. Again to quote Peter Wolfe, “What other writers grope for, Hammett knows instinctively.  He doesn’t narrate.  Instead, he makes things happen to people.  Then he makes us wonder where the excitement came from and what it meant.  There is little in his plots to stretch on the rack of literary theory.  Hammett puts forth a personal vision that expresses itself in movement and conflict.”
  

The first chapter opens and closes with the main characters in flight.  The only significant background information of any of the characters is revealed in the brief history presented at the end of this chapter, when the reader is provided the details of Brazil’s previous conviction for manslaughter and an equally brief synopsis of Luise Fischer’s relationship with Robson.
In parts two and three, the rest of the characters (numbering over 20) are introduced in rapid succession, none with any special significance on the four main characters, however the plethora of players, adds to the overall feeling of confusion and the frenzy of pursuit.  Wolfe points out that “this pursuit, like most of the others in Hammett, takes place in the dark, evoking fear, confusion, and malignancy.”

The chase abruptly ends, when Luise capitulates and returns to Kane Robson, the cause of the initial flight.  At the end of the story, when it appears as if wealth and power will prevail, there is a twist which frees both Luise and Brazil, and allows them to choose a new path. 

“A story of wild love, Woman in the Dark shows how fugitives and lawbreakers forfeit the benefits of safety, security, and due process.  To protect themselves, the story’s two main characters, Luise Fischer and the man called Brazil, must depend on people they don’t trust and do things they don’t want.”

Questions
1. Since all four of the main characters have lost their moral battles and have slipped over into a world of corruption, how does Hammett evoke any level of sympathy for the strumpet, the convict, the rat and the louse?

2. Did you like Hammett’s style of writing, does it add to the suspense or flow of the book?  Does it detract?  
3. Does the book have a hopeful outcome?  Do you think that Luise and Brazil are capable of reform and changing their life forever?  
4. Do you think that Luise Fischer was a woman in the dark?
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