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Introduction

I have always been puzzled by our collective tendency to place American writing into categories, particularly when the categorical designation is not meant to be complimentary. William Burroughs once suggested that categorization was the vice of the professional journalist and, as a former news reporter myself, I think Burroughs was probably right.

The format of any news story demands brevity and simplicity, but since most subjects worth writing about are complex, the journalist usually gives up trying to pack an elephant into a phone booth and instead puts this rotund, unmanageable fellow under a circus tent.

Terms like “mystery” and to some degree “crime” fiction have connotations that may not be derogatory but are hardly laudable, at least not laudable in the way the categorical terms “literary” fiction and “metaphysical” poetry and, my all-time favorite, “metafiction” are used.

Academics do not teach James M. Cain, even though he is one of our best writers—his novel Mildred Pierce is arguably as good as any book Henry James wrote using a female protagonist. By the same token, I would suspect most academics would probably not want to call Robert Stone’s Dog Soldiers a crime novel, even though its subject is heroin smuggling and the moral insanity of a profligate society. Why not? You got me.

Perhaps books that win the National Book Award are automatically excluded from the crime-novel category.

Michael Connelly and I met by coincidence. Shortly after the acceptance of his first novel, The Black Echo, he came to a book signing of mine in Los Angeles and introduced himself. After we shook hands, he explained how he had found an agent for his manuscript. I had dedicated my novel Heaven’s Prisoners to my agent, Philip Spitzer, whom I had met during a period when I could not sell ice water in the Sahara. Philip was driving a cab in Hell’s Kitchen at night and running a one-man agency during the day. We became friends and business partners, and Philip kept my novels under submission for thirteen years, when nobody else in New York would touch me with a dung fork.

Michael read my dedication to my agent, one in which I indicated the level of personal commitment and faith that Philip had invested in my work during the many years of its rejection. Michael decided Philip was the agent for him and he sent off the manuscript of The Black Echo. As soon as Philip read it, he knew a writer of enormous talent and ability was about to arrive on the American literary scene.

Edna Buchanan and I both blurbed the jacket of Little, Brown’s hardcover printing of The Black Echo. I’d like to quote my words as they originally appeared, because I think they apply as much today as they did then, and I’m also proud that my endorsement appeared on the jacket of this fine book:


“The Black Echo is one of the most authentic pieces of crime writing I’ve ever read. It is an extraordinary story, one that engages the reader on the first page and never lets go. The conclusion will leave you short of breath. When Connelly takes you into a tunnel beneath the earth, either in Los Angeles or Vietnam, you feel that you’re entering a domain of moral darkness that only Joseph Conrad could adequately describe. It’s hard to believe that this is Connelly’s first novel. I’m convinced that his career will be a major one.”



This novel will stand up against James M. Cain’s. I think that is the highest compliment I can give any literary artist. Michael turns the City of Los Angeles into a protagonist, in the same fashion James Ellroy does. Every line in the book is written with the eye of someone who either understands or has lived the ethos of the characters. The cops, the street hustlers, the tunnel rats, the desperate souls who join hands around a community meal in a homeless shelter are flesh and blood. In an odd way, the reader feels that with just a small twist of the dial in the back of his head, he might have become one of them.

I have always maintained that this novel would be a classic, one that critics will refer back to when they talk about the evolution of crime writing. We forget sometimes that the genre begun by Edgar Allan Poe was actually a metaphor, at least for Poe, about the decay of Western civilization. James M. Cain once said that the premise of all his plots was the tragedy that befalls us when we eventually get what we want. Of course, he was writing about the materialism and consumerism that drives the American economy. In effect, he was saying the American dream is the American nightmare.

The American crime novel, in effect, has become the sociological novel that has its origins with Theodore Dreiser, John Dos Passos, John Steinbeck, and James T. Farrell. One doesn’t have to be a student of Depression-era fiction to recognize the elements of naturalism in Connelly’s work. The same authenticity and power are there. I think, in part, this comes from Connelly’s background as a journalist, but it also comes from his passion about his subject.

Many years ago I listened to Nelson Algren give a talk on fiction writing to a group of young writers at the University of Missouri. One member of the audience asked him if news reporting was good work for someone who wanted to write novels. Algren replied that it could be a good learning experience, but that the work itself was fragmented and disconnected in nature and did not allow the mental continuity that every writer wishes in his workday.

Later, when I worked in an editorial room, I would remember those words.

Michael Connelly managed to write one of the best noir novels in American literature while he was a police reporter at the Los Angeles Times. How he did that is beyond me. I think the answer probably lies in the fact that he’s a consummate pro.

I think you will enjoy this book. It’s a milestone that is much larger in importance than itself. And I think that’s what all great art tries to be.

James Lee Burke
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