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Characters

The policeman, Andrei Mikhailovich Valnikov, is a product of his Russian heritage
although he was born and bred in Los Angeles. He drinks Russian vodka, listens to
Russian music, and dreams of Russian scenery. He is also an absentminded alcoholic
whose former partner, Charlie Lightfoot, committed suicide and whose present partner,
Natalie Zimmerman, thinks he is insane. He is, however, a very capable detective who
sympathizes with the lonely losers of this world because he recognizes a bond with
them.

Madeline Dills Whitfield is one of those unfortunates. She was born rich but her divorce
and her mother's illness have used up her trust fund. She is now middle aged, and
alone. Her only friend is her Schnauzer, Vicki.

When Vicki is stolen and held for a ransom she does not have the money to pay, her
only hope is Valnikov.

He does help her, but he falls in love with Natalie, who is the one sane, organized and
well-adjusted character in the novel. To her great surprise, she reciprocates, saving
Valnikov's sanity and possibly his life.

Philo Skinner, the villain, is yet another loser. He has been beaten by bullies as a child,
beaten up by rednecks in the army. His one moment of triumph occurs when he
vanquishes Valnikov in a fight, and almost gets away from him, except that he slips on a
pile of dog feces and is nearly torn to pieces by an attack animal.
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Social Concerns/Themes

Joseph Wambaugh is primarily concerned with the emotional cost of being a policeman,
but he widens his focus in this novel to include the loneliness of a socially well-
connected but discarded wife and the world of championship show dogs. The 1990s
have seen the Los Angeles Police Department achieve an unwelcome notoriety for
racism, corruption, brutality, and incompetence. Wambaugh's 1970s novels — from The
New Centurions to The Black Marble — provide in some way a relevant and prescient
commentary on all of these aspects of the LAPD two decades later. Even the good cops
of the novels are touched by these very infections, but few of them are irredeemabile.
Wambaugh's novels make the case — long before Rodney King and O. J. Simpson —
that cops are mostly flawed good men dedicated to a dirty, impossible mission. The
novels do not excuse racism, corruption, brutality and incompetence — Wambaugh's
cops do not excuse it; but the novels do make the faults in some degree
comprehensible as a reaction to the world which the policemen police.

Perhaps the most relevant of these novels is The Blue Knight, in which the central
action involves an essentially good, tough old beat cop committing perjury in an effort to
secure incarceration for a hardened criminal.
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Techniques

This novel is structured differently from Wambaugh's earlier works. Here he focuses on
one detective's case, making this more a mystery novel than a procedural novel. The
cast of characters is more varied too, as the reader is introduced to the country club set,
and the dog show world as well as to policemen, their families and their friends. The
comedy in this novel is broader and more physical than in the earlier novels; it is often
close to slapstick.
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Adaptations

The Black Marble, which received excellent reviews, was released by Avco-Embassy in
1980. It starred Robert Foxworth an Andrei and Paula Prentiss as Nathalie. The film
focuses on the dog-napping, and the romance between Andrei and Nathalie.
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Literary Precedents

The Black Marble is in the tradition of the mystery novel, where by a combination of
skill, luck and guile, the hero-detective solves the case. This genre originated in
England with Wilkie Collins's The Woman in White (1860) and The Moonstone (1868). It
was continued in Sir Arthur Conan Doyle's novels and short stories about the
adventures of Sherlock Holmes. Wambaugh's emphasis on the ugliness of the urban
scene is also close to that of Louis-Ferdinand Celine, the French author of Journey to
the End of Night (1932) and Death on the Installment Plan (1936).
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Related Titles

Wambaugh's novels, The Glitter Dome (1981), The Delta Star (1983), and The Secrets
of Harry Bright (1985) are also set in Wambaugh's new, wider world.

The reader is shown that the upper classes — Hollywood producers in The Glitter
Dome, scientists in The Delta Star, and Palm Springs millionaires in The Secrets of
Harry Bright — are as corrupt, crime-ridden, lonely and vulnerable as anyone else.
Wambaugh's pictures of these worlds as they impinge on the consciousness of the
lower-middleclass policeman is very effective.

His heroes are getting older in these books. They are excellent detectives but their jobs
have taken their toll, turning them into emotional invalids.

Sidney Blackpool in The Secrets of Harry Bright and Mario Villalobos in The Delta Star,
like Andrei Mikhailovich Valnikov in The Black Marble, are alcoholics, but excellent
detectives nonetheless.

Even when they are redeemed by love and work and manage to salvage their lives,
their innate goodness is highly vulnerable to the assaults of a vicious world. Sidney
Blackpool in The Secrets of Harry Bright, is a bereaved father who is asked by another
bereaved father to solve the murder of the latter's son. The psychological cost to the
detective is nearly unbearable.

From The Choirboys on, Wambaugh's female characters become more differentiated
and memorable. His policewomen are at least as capable as their male partners and far
less emotionally vulnerable. His crime victims are often lonely women who bravely
manage to survive.

Wambaugh has also written factual crime books. The Onion Field (1978) is a thorough
dissection of an actual crime, the murder of a police officer. Wambaugh recreates the
experiences of the victims, analyzes the background and motivation of the perpetrators,
and lays out all the circumstances of the investigation and the trial, which was the
longest criminal proceeding in California history. He demonstrates that the police,
particularly the murdered officer's partner, suffered far more than the murderers. In the
tradition of Truman Capote's In Cold Blood (1965), this book is as exciting as a novel,
but much more dismaying as a picture of society.

In another nonfiction work Lines and Shadows (1984), Wambaugh tells the true story of
a police unit formed to fight crime directed against illegal aliens in San Diego. It is a
much less ambitious book than The Onion Field, but like all his work to date, also
describes the pressures of police work on the police officers involved.
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