
The Big Sleep to Watchmen: The Next Generation of 
Noir 
In the beginning of noir fiction during the 1930s, the detective is a man like Raymond Chandler’s Philip 
Marlowe in The Big Sleep – a cynical idealist. Though these characteristics contradict one another, 
Marlowe functions effectively as a detective because he possesses both traits and keeps them in balance. 
This allowed him to fight for good by moving adeptly through a dangerous world in which not much good 
existed. More recently, Alan Moore has created a new version of noir fiction in his graphic novel, 
Watchmen. In it, he separates Marlowe’s cynicism and idealism into two different characters: the 
Comedian, the ultimate cynic, and Rorschach, the uncompromising moral idealist. Separated from one 
another, however, these characteristics are unsustainable and unhealthy for the society. Both the Comedian 
and Rorschach die, leaving a new kind of victor – a blend between the superhero and the super villain. This 
character, Ozymandias, is neither a good cynic nor a good idealist, but holds a twisted view of both. He is a 
distorted version of Marlowe who is created by the Comedian’s cynicism and destroyed by Rorschach’s 
idealism.  
 
Where Chandler uses Marlowe to question the effectiveness of the honorable intention, Moore answers him 
from the perspective of a few decades in the future. He creates variations on the noir detective character to 
reveal a bleak self-perpetuating system in which honorable intentions wreak havoc on society and sustain 
the social ills they intend to fight. Moore concludes that the human traits of idealism and cynicism are both 
a cause and a means of coping with a world that will never exist in a state of lasting peace. 
 
Philip Marlowe, one of the original noir detectives, is the last good man in a society of crooks, a knight in a 
time when knights no longer exist, an honest man in “a world where it’s out of style” (204). He has 
idealistic morals and upholds a code of honor, but remains completely cynical about how much good he or 
anyone else can achieve in a world where corruption reigns, self-interest comes first, and everyone has 
something to hide. These conflicting impulses shape him into a character who merely expects to minimize 
the damage people cause in this rough world. The combination of his cynicism and idealism makes him 
fairly effective at this. 
 
Cynicism breeds practicality in Marlowe. It inspires him to work within the system where the crimes occur, 
breaking a few rules if he deems it necessary in solving a case. For example, Marlowe covers up the murder 
of Geiger for a day so that he can investigate the crime without the police in his hair. He goes to Brody’s 
apartment to talk to him, where a farcical scene of gun-shuffling and punch-slinging occurs. He manages to 
protect Brody from Carmen’s bullets, but fails the second time when Carol Lundgren shows up. At this 
point, there are too many bodies for Marlowe not to go to the police. He turns Lundgren over to them, 
though he has some sympathy for the kid and isn’t at all upset about Brody’s murder.  
 
When he explains everything to the police, the head of Homicide is pretty angry. The cops try to blame 
Brody’s murder on Marlowe’s neglect. Cronjager, the homicide cop, tells him, “If Geiger’s death had been 
reported last night, the books could never have been moved from the store to Brody’s apartment. The kid 
wouldn’t have been led to Brody and wouldn’t have killed him. Say Brody was living on borrowed time. 
His kind usually are. But a life is a life” (109). But Marlowe sees his hypocrisy and calls him on it. He 
responds cynically, “Right. Tell that to your coppers next time they shoot down some scared petty larceny 
crook running away up an alley with a stolen spare” (109). Marlowe’s moral code is practical. He has no 
delusions of moral grandeur about himself and doesn’t pretend to believe every life is worth the same price.  
 
At the same time, Marlowe has an idealism that keeps him from being corrupted by the system he works in. 
He respects a decent man when he sees one. For example, the murder of Harry Jones haunts Marlowe. 
Jones protected the woman he loved until the end, though she probably wasn’t good enough for him. 
Marlowe also has several chances to get into bed with the Sternwood girls, but he doesn’t. Even when 
Carmen turns up naked in his bed, he tells her, “It isn’t on account of the neighbors. They don’t really care 
a lot… It’s a question of professional pride. You know – professional pride. I’m working for your father. 
He’s a sick man, very frail, very helpless. He sort of trusts me not to pull any stunts” (156). He even bribes 
Carmen with a drink to put her clothes back on. In addition to this, Marlowe also works for extremely low 
pay, suggesting he does his job with some noble notion of making the world a better place. At the end of 



the novel, when he has discovers that Carmen killed Regan, Vivian tries to bribe him for secrecy. He gets 
offended and sarcastically tells her,  
 
"Uh-huh. I’m a very smart guy. I haven’t a feeling or a scruple in the world. All I have is the itch for 
money. I am so money greedy that for twenty-five bucks a day and expenses, mostly gasoline and whiskey, 
I do my thinking myself, what there is of it; I risk my whole future, the hatred of the cops and of Eddie 
Mars and his pals, I dodge bullets and eat saps, and say thank you very much, if you have any more trouble, 
I hope you’ll think of me, I’ll just leave one of my cards in case anything comes up. I do all this for twenty-
five bucks a day – and maybe just a little to protect what little pride a broken and sick old man has left in 
his blood, in the thought that his blood is not poison, and that although his two little girls are a trifle wild, 
as many nice girls are these days, they are not perverts or killers (228)." 
 
In this conversation, Marlowe shows his hatred for the way that money so often takes precedence over 
decency. He tries to protect the little honor and goodness that endures in a world he has few hopes for by 
sticking to his own code of morals, though he’s not sure how much good it will do.  
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