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Characters

Parker is the epitome of the hero as pure will, whose Nietzschean drive to exert power
cannot be stopped by merely human forces. His mastery of the violent arts is, however,
complemented by a thorough knowledge of how the world really works, and it is this that
differentiates him from most of the heroes of hard-boiled fiction. A character such as
Mickey Spillane's Mike Hammer simply wades into a situation and keeps punching and
shooting until the bad guys are vanquished; and even Raymond Chandler's much more
intellectually-inclined Philip Marlowe sees himself as a gadfly who stirs up trouble
without necessarily being able to control the consequences. Parker, on the other hand,
knows the right buttons to push and the right people to threaten in order to achieve the
desired result, which may help to explain why this series of novels has earned both
respectful critical attention and substantial mass-market sales.
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Social Concerns/Themes

T he Hunter (also published as Point Blank!) and several others about the exploits of an
armed-robbery specialist were reissued under the series title "The Violent World of
Parker," which sets exactly the right tone for a discussion of their distinctive attributes.

Parker's world is not merely characterized by violence, it is founded upon violence: To
an extent seldom found in even the hardest-boiled thrillers, it is the willingness as well
as the ability to kill that separates the quick from the dead in these volumes.

In The Hunter, violence is used to force Parker's loving wife to attempt to murder her
husband, which establishes the relative priorities of force and sentiment for the
remainder of the series.

Subsequent books often place Parker in situations where love or trust is a tempting
possibility, but his memory of his wife's treachery is always invoked as a warning
against emotional involvement. There is usually a doublecross or a sell-out in the offing
where Parker is concerned, and it is only his profound awareness of human fallibility
that ensures his continued survival.

Westlake has little faith in either the integrity or the competence of established social
institutions. In the comic entertainments written under his own name, this is played for
laughs; in the Parker novels written as "Richard Stark," it is presented with a brutal
directness that both shocks and fascinates the reader. If Parker wants something, he
takes it; if he wants to change an organization's policy, as is the case in The Hunter, he
kills so many of their personnel that it becomes imperative for them to meet his
demands. It is almost as if Westlake were indulging the manic and depressive poles of a
split personality/with Donald Westlake writing as the bemused cynic and "Richard Stark"
writing as the paranoid pessimist. Whether or not this is a conscious division of labor on
Westlake's part, one cannot help but speculate that these two very different aspects of
his literary work reflect his ambivalence regarding the prospects of a society in which
selfish motives predominate over altruistic ones.
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Techniques

The Parker books are "no frills" thrillers, tightly and economically told with the bare
minimum of descriptive scene-setting. If this has been in a sense required by the more
than abook-a-year pace with which they have been produced (while Westlake has at the
same time been very active under his own and other names), it is also a perfectly
appropriate and highly satisfying method of narration: Since Parker's interests in people
and places evaporate when he has achieved what he wants, there's no reason for either
him or readers to dwell upon the transitory phenomena of day-to-day existence. In
reducing the hard-boiled thriller to its essential elements, Westlake's Parker novels offer
a bracing dash of stimulant to a readership all too often sapped by purplishly-overwritten
prose and tedious psychological speculation.
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Adaptations

The Hunter was made into the motion picture Point Blank, which was released in 1967.
Director John Boorman translates the violence of the novel effectively onto the screen.
In the leading role, Lee Marvin gives one of his best performances as a very violent and
vengeful man. He is ably supported by Angie Dickinson, Lloyd Bochner, Keenan Wynn,
Carroll O'Connor, and John Vernon. Point Blank is one of the best examples of hard-
boiled detective fiction translated to the big screen, but its uncompromising violence
may put off some viewers.



('ux_Ll)BOOKRAGS

Literary Precedents

Although Parker is a compellingly individualized example of the thriller hero, he is
clearly a product of the Black Mask-Hammett-Chandler line of hard-boiled detectives.
Parker is of course on the other side of the law, but like the typical "private dick," he is
well aware of the fine and easily crossable line that separates the good guys from the
bad guys; and Parker also shares the conviction that stirring up action produces far
better results than does armchair detection. Parker's aversion to sentimental feeling,
which is carried to a point dangerously near self-parody in later novels in the series, is
the final link in a chain which firmly connects him to such archetypal hardboiled heroes
as Sam Spade and Philip Marlowe.
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Related Titles

The sequels to The Hunter include The Man With the Getaway Face, 1963 (reissued as
The Steel Hit, 1971); The Outfit, 1963; The Mourner, 1963; The Score, 1964 (reissued
as Killtown, 1971); The Jugger, 1965; The Seventh, 1966 (reissued as The Split, 1969);
The Handle, 1966 (reissued as Run Lethal, 1972); The Rare Coin Score, 1967; The
Damsel, 1967; The Green Eagle Score, 1967; The Black Ice Score, 1968; The Dame,
1969; The Sour Lemon Score, 1969; The Blackbird, 1969; Deadly Edge, 1971,
Slayground, 1971; Lemons Never Lie, 1971; Plunder Squad, 1972; and Butcher's Moon,
1974.
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