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James Ellroy was born in Los Angeles in 1948. He grew up in the epi-
centre of American noir at the height of the classic film noir period: 
‘I remember feeling that things were going on outside the frame of what 
I was seeing. The language I got partly from my father, who swore a lot. 
It was an older L.A., a man’s L.A., where everybody smoked cigarettes 
and ate steak and went to fights’ (Kihn 1992: 32). This experiential, 
inchoate knowledge of Los Angeles was to prove Ellroy’s most valuable 
education. He absorbed what he saw at home and on the streets, and 
culturally he gravitated towards this world more than any other:  ‘My 
passion for movies does not extend beyond their depiction of crime. 
My filmic pantheon rarely goes past 1959 and the end of the film noir 
age’ (Ellroy 1997a: xvii).

The city and the era had an enormous influence on his formative 
years and on his identity as a crime writer. One of Ellroy’s main aims 
as a crime novelist has been to revisit and reimagine this noir era in 
the LA Quartet series. Noir presents a world where politics is a byword 
for corruption, individuals are morally compromised, and protagonists 
are resigned to their fate knowing there will be no happy endings. It is 
noir’s darkness which makes it so attractive, and Ellroy’s historical fic-
tion has captured the essence of this noir paradox. Yet even though his 
writing style is nostalgically drawn to film noir and detective fiction in 
the era of the 1940s and 1950s, Ellroy’s noir vision deconstructs both 
the perceived glamour and social conservatism of the era: his LA is a city 
riven with organized crime and LAPD corruption.

The history of Los Angeles and its cinematic identity was just one 
inspiration for Ellroy. He would also draw on biographical elements of 
his own life in his fiction, including, most notably, the unsolved murder 
of his mother Geneva Hilliker Ellroy in 1958. Ellroy would entwine LA 
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2 James Ellroy

narratives with that of his mother’s death to deepen, contextualize, spir-
itualize and fictionalize his mother’s influence on his life. Ellroy’s child-
hood discovery of the Black Dahlia case, the most famous unsolved 
murder in LA history, while reading Jack Webb’s The Badge (1958), was 
also significant. Before he reached adolescence, Ellroy had discovered 
the two main obsessions of his literary career: his mother’s murder and 
the Black Dahlia herself – Elizabeth Short.

Ellroy’s path to becoming a writer, however, was to be an unconven-
tional one. With his father’s death in 1965, Ellroy lost all restraining 
influences. The next few years of his life were characterized by drug and 
alcohol abuse, homelessness, petty crime and several stints in the LA 
County Jail. It was a brush with death that finally persuaded Ellroy to 
reform and start writing. In 1975, Ellroy suffered a mental and physical 
breakdown, which he has described as ‘post-alcoholic brain syndrome’, 
but he did not stop substance abusing until he nearly died of pneumo-
nia and a lung abscess (Kihn 1992: 25). In 1977, he joined Alcoholics 
Anonymous which became a turning point: employment followed 
sobriety. His first novel, Brown’s Requiem, was published in 1981. Ellroy 
slowly and steadily built his reputation as a crime writer. His break-
through came with his seventh novel, The Black Dahlia (1987), in which 
he created a fictional solution to the murder of Elizabeth Short and 
allusively explored his obsession with his mother’s murder. Since then, 
Ellroy has become one of the most prominent of contemporary crime 
writers through the publication of a series of novels merging noir with 
historical revisionism in the LA Quartet and Underworld USA trilogy.

In parallel to his work as a novelist, Ellroy has developed a public per-
sona as the self-styled Demon Dog of American Crime Fiction. Through 
interviews, Ellroy found an outlet for his literary persona, elevating 
standard publicity opportunities into a form of creative performance, 
building and deconstructing narratives which in turn play with the 
semi-biographical as well as the purely fictional narratives of the nov-
els: ‘As critical acclaim and response has built up, every interview I 
give is a chance to puncture the myth I’ve created about my work and 
refine it’ (Hogan 1995: 60). The documentaries James Ellroy: American 
Dog (2006) and Feast of Death (2001) feature scenes with Ellroy at his 
favourite LA restaurant, the Pacific Dining Car, holding court with his 
contacts in the LAPD alongside fellow writers such as Bruce Wagner 
and Larry Harnisch and show-business friends Dana Delany and Nick 
Nolte, discussing unsolved cases and LA history. Few crime writers could 
match Ellroy in terms of clout and his ability to generate publicity, but 
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by his own admission much of what he says should be taken with a 
degree of scepticism. Ellroy is an author at ease with his own sense of 
celebrity, but, in one of the many contradictory sides of his character, 
he relishes his self-crafted image as an outsider – too edgy, unpredict-
able and maverick to ever truly belong to the Hollywood or publishing 
establishment. He can be an intimidating figure to some journalists, as 
Iain Johnston wrote during one interview: ‘The myopic stare of James 
Ellroy, too, reveals much about his character – his suppressed anxiety, 
resolute obsession, locked down concentration, fierce determination 
and wild, black humour, are all detectable there’ (Johnston 2014). In his 
public appearances, Ellroy cuts a striking figure, often dressed in garish 
Hawaiian shirts, spouting outrageous right-wing views and barking like 
a dog. This manic behaviour might seem to contradict his reputation as 
an acclaimed historical novelist, but in part Ellroy maintains his creativ-
ity and uniqueness by eschewing respectability.

At times, critics have found it difficult to distinguish James Ellroy the 
man from his Demon Dog persona. However, such a neat dividing line 
overlooks the subversive quality of his character: Hans Berten and Theo 
D’haen have commented, ‘Ellroy aims to be serious all the way. There 
is nothing funny or laid-back about his characters, most of whom show 
the same kind of assertiveness and tenseness Ellroy himself projects in 
his public appearances and in the photographs that his publicity agents 
distribute’ (Berten and D’haen 2001: 96). The Demon Dog persona pre-
ceded Ellroy’s literary celebrity rather than coming later as an adjunct 
to it, and as such, it is integral to an understanding of Ellroy as a writer. 
There may not have been one distinct moment when Ellroy invented 
the persona, but there are two events examined in this book which 
are evidence of its genesis: a meeting with editor Otto Penzler early in 
Ellroy’s writing career when the author declared himself the ‘Demon 
Dog of American Crime Fiction’ and Ellroy’s invention of ‘Dog’ humour 
with his friend Randy Rice.

Ellroy’s work has been examined in studies of crime fiction such 
as Lee Horsley’s  Twentieth Century Crime Fiction (2005) and Andrew 
Pepper’s The Contemporary American Crime Novel: Race, Ethnicity, Gender, 
Class (2000). In The Street Was Mine: White Masculinity in Hardboiled 
Fiction and Film Noir (2002), Megan Abbott refers to ‘a project that 
has, in a large part, been taken up by James Ellroy’s novels’, which 
she describes as ‘A pointed demythologization … made by targeting 
the misogyny, or racism or homophobia at the heart of the tough guy 
figure’ (Abbott 2002: 194). But this demythologization works two ways; 
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by reinventing the tough guy figure of the noir period and moving 
his less attractive features to the fore, Ellroy’s portrayal becomes more 
nostalgic: ‘he [the white tough guy] solidifies his status as a beloved 
nostalgia icon, a figure from an antiquated dream, a recurring white 
fantasy that persists still’ (Abbott 2002: 189). No matter how antiquated 
it might seem, and despite his protestations to the contrary, Ellroy has 
never been able to turn his back on noir. As his reputation as a literary 
figure has improved, Ellroy has not rejected noir but placed the genre 
in a cycle of reinvention which has solidified the status of characters 
such as Dudley Smith and Pete Bondurant as ‘beloved nostalgia icon(s)’. 
His LA, as Abbott states, is ‘deglamourized’, but on a different level it is 
romanticized. Ellroy says of his protagonists, ‘they either are somewhat 
redeemed by love, or fully redeemed by love, or die looking for love. 
And that’s why I love ’em’ (Powell 2008b: 171). Equally, his Underworld 
novels are a celebration of America as much as an indictment: ‘the bad 
things [about America] are tremendously exhilarating to me. It annoys 
me when people say that my books are depressing because they’re not. 
I think they’re exhilarating. I think they’re easily the most passion-
ate crime books ever written and I’m a relentlessly positive, hopeful, 
optimistic, almost utopian person’ (Duncan 1996: 84). Ellroy’s warped 
utopia, however, placed conspiracy at the heart of an outwardly demo-
cratic political process through his portrayal of American history from 
the 1940s to the 1970s.

Although there are still relatively few full-length studies of Ellroy’s 
work, his contribution to the genre is frequently referenced in critical 
overviews of American crime fiction, which suggests he has been suc-
cessful in establishing himself as a character within the history of the 
genre. Significantly, most of the scholarship on Ellroy focuses on his 
literary career from The Black Dahlia onwards: the LA Quartet and the 
Underworld USA trilogy have dominated critical discussions of Ellroy’s 
body of work. Ellroy’s first six novels have generated considerably less 
interest. Much has been written about how the details of his extraor-
dinary life have influenced his fiction. In his study of Ellroy, Like Hot 
Knives to the Brain: James Ellroy’s Search for Himself (2005), Peter Wolfe 
attempts to tie Ellroy’s fiction to specific moments in his life, as though 
the novels are a form of memoir. Anna  Flϋgge’s full-length study, James 
Ellroy and the Novel of Obsession (2010), frames Ellroy’s work in a genre 
or sub-genre of obsession narratives.

 This study, the latest volume in the Crime Files series, however, is 
an examination of the diverse narrative styles Ellroy has embraced and 
experimented with over a significant period of his career. James Ellroy: 
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Demon Dog of Crime Fiction is divided into five chapters which examine 
different stages of Ellroy’s career and trace the evolution of his prose 
style, novel structure and literary influences. Each stage of Ellroy’s 
career has been fairly distinct. This is partially a consequence of Ellroy 
writing novels which are part of an ongoing series, but it can also be 
attributed to the author’s penchant for being dismissive of his past 
work at the beginning of each new project. However, Ellroy has created 
complex and extensive links from novel to novel in his fictional worlds, 
and I explore both the stylistic and structural connections between the 
LA Quartet, the Underworld USA trilogy and the Second LA Quartet. In 
this study I have tried to redress the balance of critical work on Ellroy 
by devoting the first two chapters to the six novels which preceded The 
Black Dahlia. The anthology James Ellroy: A Companion to the Mystery 
Fiction by Jim Mancall (2014) is an invaluable guide in this regard, 
providing insight into early characters such as Fritz Brown and Lloyd 
Hopkins.

Another issue in critical discussion of Ellroy’s work is how to disen-
tangle Ellroy’s labyrinthine plotting. In his review of The Black Dahlia, 
Peter Messent wrote, ‘If my analysis focuses so much on the complexi-
ties of the plot, this is because it is plot that drives this novel, and it is 
through plot and what it reveals (not through character and authorial 
point of view) that the text’s social critique becomes most apparent’ 
(Messent 2013: 192). Although I agree with Messent that plot drives 
Ellroy’s novels, I have tried as much as possible to avoid discussion of 
plotting so complex it could warrant multiple volumes in itself. Instead, 
I focus on the evolution of Ellroy’s prose style from novel to novel.

Chapter 1 examines three novels Ellroy wrote early in his career. Brown’s 
Requiem, Clandestine and Killer on the Road were not breakthrough works 
for Ellroy, and his professional relationship with Avon was not entirely 
to his liking, but his burning ambition is apparent in his exploration 
and reinvention of the Raymond Chandler-inspired private detec-
tive model in Brown’s Requiem. The Chandler influence was quickly 
discarded in Clandestine as Ellroy adapted the unsolved murder of his 
mother into the narrative and capitalized on other themes close to his 
personal life, such as protagonist Freddy Underhill’s longing for trans-
cendent ‘wonder’. Killer on the Road is more radical still: written from 
the perspective of a serial killer, it acts as the culmination of Ellroy’s 
work for Avon. In the three Avon novels, Ellroy mixes high and low cul-
ture, from references to classical music to comic-book characters. Such 
a strange and potent mix indicates his desire to carve out a reputation 
as a literary, as well as genre author.
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In Chapter 2, I examine the three novels of the Lloyd Hopkins series. 
Ellroy wrote the Hopkins novels under editorial pressure to write a 
popular, lucrative series character, but he struggled to adapt his writing 
style to the genre conventions that he had, after Brown’s Requiem, deter-
mined to avoid. Lloyd Hopkins is Ellroy’s displaced Romantic, a man 
out of place in a 1980s crime novel, who finds the consumerism of his 
era deadening. Yet Ellroy contrasts Hopkins’ rejection of contemporary 
culture with criminals who, having abandoned contemporary society’s 
morality and culture, are portrayed as Hopkins’ mirror image. The Lloyd 
Hopkins novels reveal a division between Ellroy and his colleagues 
regarding the direction of his writing career. This conflict, neatly paral-
leled in the themes of the novel, existed between Ellroy the self-styled 
Romantic and Ellroy the commercially viable genre author.

The third chapter focuses exclusively on Ellroy’s Black Dahlia narra-
tive. Its scope, however, is not limited to the fictional union between 
Ellroy, his mother and Elizabeth Short that the author creates through 
the novel The Black Dahlia. Rather, I argue that Ellroy has been devel-
oping the Dahlia case into narrative since he first learned of it at the 
age of eleven. A larger, uncontainable narrative external to the novel 
emerges when Ellroy’s engagement with the Dahlia mythology is seen 
in its full context.

In Chapter 4, the last three novels of the LA Quartet are discussed by 
examining the writing style Ellroy adapted during the gruelling revi-
sions forced upon him in the editorial process. For L.A. Confidential, 
Ellroy cut hundreds of pages of text, excising words sentence by sen-
tence, but ultimately retained every scene he had envisaged in the origi-
nal outline. This proved a turning point in his style as a writer and the 
style of the genre itself. Although steeped in noir, the Quartet novels are 
works of experimentation, culminating in White Jazz, the novel Ellroy 
conceived as a symbolic end to noir itself.

The fifth and final chapter is an examination of the Underworld 
USA series. Ellroy moved beyond noir boundaries and its classic 1950s 
LA setting in American Tabloid, a book in which the State, through the 
bureaucratic rivalries of competing departments, is shown to be every 
bit as corrupt as the criminals profiting from the system. In American 
Tabloid and its two sequels, Ellroy portrayed fifteen years of American 
history through a crime fiction narrative that covered the major events 
of the late 1950s to the early 1970s through the prism of Ellroy’s noir 
style. By the end of his most ambitious writing project to date, Ellroy 
had, through fiction, developed noir as a form of historical revisionism.
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Having just embarked upon the project of writing a Second Los 
Angeles Quartet, Ellroy seems determined to prove that his best work 
lies ahead of him. This study demonstrates how critical opinion is 
divided between reviewers who still marvel at Ellroy’s experimentation 
and narrative risk taking, and those who feel the Demon Dog persona 
has become an encumbrance on Ellroy’s writing. As an author who 
thrives on controversy and publicity, Ellroy, I believe, would appreciate 
the critical schism.
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‘James Ellroy’ came into being with the publication of his first novel 
Brown’s Requiem in 1981. Before that, Ellroy was known by his name at 
birth, Lee Earle Ellroy. The name change marked a significant moment 
in his long transition from alcohol- and drug-addicted vagrant to 
author. Yet despite this remarkable metamorphosis, and Ellroy’s strong 
and powerful writing in his early novels, much of his early literary 
career was plagued by missed opportunities and messy compromises. 
Ellroy was able to find a publisher for his first novel remarkably quickly, 
bypassing the often long struggle aspiring writers face getting their work 
published. Yet he was unsatisfied in his ambitions: he had hoped he 
would achieve a new crime-fiction style with his early work.

Part of Ellroy’s frustration lay in his sometimes difficult relationship 
with his first publisher, Avon. Against his better judgement, Ellroy 
was pushed into several editorial decisions, mostly concerning how 
the novels should comply with the conventions of the crime fiction 
genre. Avon published Ellroy’s first two novels, Brown’s Requiem and 
Clandestine (1982), before rejecting his third novel. After a short crisis 
in his career when he was unable to find a publisher, Ellroy began his 
professional relationship with the Mysterious Press, who published the 
Lloyd Hopkins novels. Ellroy returned to Avon to write his sixth novel 
Killer on the Road (1986). One of his most bizarre works, it would also be 
the last novel Ellroy would write for the publisher.

The lack of recognition Ellroy received as a newly published author 
drove him to constantly reinvent and refine his writing style during this 
period. The three Avon novels have been critically overlooked despite 
the fact that as Ellroy’s only stand-alone, non-series novels, there is 
a greater capacity for stylistic experimentation between each novel 
than in his later work. Ellroy would draw on his past, often harrowing, 

1
Lee Earle Ellroy and the Avon 
Novels
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experiences as Lee Earle Ellroy for material in the Avon novels. The 
narratives are suffused with elements of his personal history. However, 
it would be a mistake to think of the Avon novels as merely a form 
of fictional autobiography. They also reflect how Ellroy, even during 
periods of homelessness and recidivism, had developed a sophisticated 
understanding of the complex history of the genre, and here lies the 
genesis of his Demon Dog persona. The other side to Lee Earle Ellroy, 
less apparent than the drug addict, alcoholic, voyeur-burglar and peri-
odically homeless criminal (but in a curious sense dependent on it) was 
the aspiring author: ‘I spent much more time reading than I ever did 
stealing or peeping. They never mention that. It’s a lot sexier to write 
about my mother, her death, my wild youth, and my jail time than it 
is to say that Ellroy holed up in a library with a bottle of wine and read 
books’ (Rich 2008: 181).

The last days of Lee Earle Ellroy

Although they were never close, the death of Ellroy’s father, Armand 
Lee Ellroy, in 1965 precipitated Ellroy’s decline into addiction, home-
lessness and crime which lasted until the mid-1970s. Years later, when 
his literary reputation was rising, the manic, aggressive performances 
Ellroy would give in interviews and book readings were drawn from 
the knowledge that his unusual early life could be adapted to suit his 
identity as a crime writer, an identity that would eventually make him 
a key figure in the history of the genre.

Before the age of seventeen, Ellroy had endured the trauma of his 
mother’s unsolved murder, was expelled from the predominately Jewish 
Fairfax High School for fighting and truancy, volunteered for the US 
Army and then faked a nervous breakdown in order to secure a quick 
discharge, and had even briefly been a member of the American Nazi 
Party. Ellroy became an alcohol and substance abuser, drinking gin, 
Romilar CF cough syrup and using amphetamines and Benzedrix inhal-
ers. In his interviews and memoirs, Ellroy candidly describes his attempt 
to recast himself as an eccentric LA character, sleeping rough in parks 
and (by his own account) carrying around a bust of Beethoven for com-
pany. This striking juxtaposition revels in both low life and high cul-
ture, which Ellroy would attempt to merge throughout his career. By the 
late 1960s, Ellroy’s criminality was fuelled by his sexual voyeurism. He 
would break into the houses of wealthy families who lived in Hancock 
Park, taking food and drink from their kitchens, rifling through draw-
ers and sniffing women’s panties, ‘circumspectly, very, very cautiously, 
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[and with] great concern to cover my tracks’ (Powell 2009: 196). Even in 
breaking the law, Ellroy finds room to deviate from and thus rewrite the 
criminal type, and his moderate ‘circumspect’ approach to criminality 
seems out of keeping with the fervour he invested in almost every other 
pursuit. Yet the voyeurism that he developed in these early years would 
be a continual motif in his works.

As he was learning about crime by indulging in it, Ellroy was also 
nurturing another obsession which would come to define him in later 
years, an obsession that had the potential to help him give up his crimi-
nality and imbue it with a sense of narrative meaning:

I was always thinking about how I would become a great novelist. 
I just didn’t think that I would write crime novels. I thought that 
I would be a literary writer, whose creative duty is to describe the 
world as it is. The problem is that I never enjoyed books like that. 
I only enjoyed crime stories. So more than anything, this fascination 
with writing was an issue of identity. (Rich 2008: 181)

Ellroy offers an image of himself as a wild man and then undermines 
it. By distancing himself from his earlier disclosures, the more extreme 
aspects of his life that he capitalized on to promote his novels are 
debunked in his desire to be viewed predominantly as an aspiring 
author rather than a criminal. The two identities would merge in 
the gradual formulation of his literary persona. Ellroy has crafted an 
image of his younger self as ambiguous and undefinable, neither fully 
a criminal nor an author. From its inception, the Demon Dog persona 
was always subversive, and not subservient, to Ellroy’s ‘creative duty’ 
to realism. Against the odds, crime fiction would be Ellroy’s conduit 
into becoming a ‘literary writer’, but his ultimate ambition was to both 
embrace and transcend the crime fiction genre.

None of Ellroy’s difficulties, even his criminal record and jail time, 
deterred him in his ambition to become a writer. Quite the contrary: 
‘Booze and drugs … are powerful inducers of fantasy’ (Meeks 1990: 
21). Yet although these fantasies and obsessions drove him, he always 
maintained an objective distance as an observer and outsider. Speaking 
about his time in jail, Ellroy explained, ‘I always had some germ of 
circumspection that said, “White boy, don’t open your mouth.” I think 
I should’ve been in grad school somewhere’ (Kihn 1992: 30). Ellroy’s 
humour is rooted in his self-embodiment of high and low culture: he 
mimics the language of the streets, which is demeaning to him, ‘white 
boy’, and pairs it with a reference to ‘grad school’ that makes him 
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sound snobbish. The internal dialogue implies the author sees his past 
self as a character, and all characters, even real-life ones, are there, in 
Ellroy’s words, ‘to be manipulated’, an important point when approach-
ing Ellroy’s countless autobiographical admissions (Duncan 1996: 81). 
Ellroy’s ambition was to tease out the circumspection which was block-
ing his complete assumption of a criminal life, and yet still apply some 
of his criminal experiences to narrative. In 1977, Ellroy started attend-
ing Alcoholics Anonymous, and the following year he began making 
notes for a novel that had been ‘churning in his subconscious for years’ 
(Kihn 1992: 31). He had been aware, even during his darkest periods, 
that his experiences contained the potential for narrative.

Ellroy found his first regular job caddying, although it did not begin 
smoothly as he was fired from the Hillcrest Country Club for fighting 
with another caddy. He then began to work for the Bel-Air Country Club 
where the clientele included several Hollywood celebrities (Milward 
1997). It was at this time that he began outlining his first novel, but 
panic quickly set in: ‘I stopped because I was afraid I might write the 
book and not sell it; I was afraid that I might fail in general’ (Kihn 1992: 
31). It was an act of faith that persuaded Ellroy to start writing: ‘on 
January 26, 1979, he went out onto the green, stared up at the sky, and 
prayed: “Please, God, let me start this book tonight”’ (Kihn 1992: 31). 
In other sources, Ellroy has given this anecdote a hint of irreverence: 
‘I was on the golf course. And I actually sent up a prayer to my seldom 
sought, blandly Protestant God. “God,” I said, “would you please let 
me start this fucking book tonight?”’ (Meeks 1990: 22). Ellroy’s profane 
supplication to a ‘Protestant God’ makes his faith, such as it is, a sub-
versive and creative act. Ellroy is both iconoclastic and traditional, and 
his approach to writing has been to bring the two into direct conflict.

Brown’s Requiem: death and rebirth

Caddying combined some of the desperation of Ellroy’s earlier life with 
a new insight into how the underbelly of society services the elite: ‘95 
percent of most country club caddies … are alcoholics, drug addicts, 
and compulsive gamblers’ (Swaim 1987: 16). His experiences as a caddy 
were to be an integral part of Brown’s Requiem, but a brief unsuccessful 
interim in detective work was also an influence: ‘I had quit caddying 
for a spell, to work for an attorney service. Basically I was a processor 
server, but I couldn’t make any money at it, because it was contingency 
work, and I wasn’t very good at finding people’ (Silet 1995: 42). Ellroy’s 
emotional investment in failed men would help form the characters of 
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would-be private detective Fritz Brown and his deranged client Freddy 
‘Fat Dog’ Baker.

Fritz Brown is an ex-policeman turned repossession agent, ‘Repo-
man’, who has officially registered as a private investigator merely as a 
tax front. ‘Fat Dog’ Baker, a corpulent golf caddy, hires Brown to inves-
tigate the middle-aged Jewish businessman Sol Kupferman. Kupferman 
is paying for the music lessons of Baker’s sister Jane, a cellist, and the 
anti-Semitic Fat Dog fears he may have designs on her. Brown finds 
himself attracted to Jane, and they become lovers, but disturbed by 
what Jane tells him of her brother, Brown begins to investigate Fat Dog. 
Brown learns that Fat Dog was implicated in a nightclub firebomb-
ing case which killed six people but was shielded from prosecution by 
corrupt LAPD Lieutenant Haywood Cathcart, who has been using Fat 
Dog as an enforcer. Events appear to be heading towards a showdown 
between Brown and Fat Dog, but Ellroy unexpectedly closes down this 
storyline halfway through the novel with the sudden death of Fat Dog, 
and gradually pivots events so that the climax is a deadly confrontation 
between Brown and Cathcart.

Ellroy has repeatedly stressed the autobiographical side to the 
narrative: ‘Here’s a guy [Brown] who looks exactly like me, has a 
German-American background, likes classical music, came from my old 
neighborhood, gets involved with a bunch of caddies. All that’s me’ 
(Duncan 1996: 64). But what Ellroy has not explicitly stated is that both 
the protagonist and the antagonist were based on aspects of his own 
personality. Fat Dog is a caddy who sleeps rough on golf courses. Ellroy 
was caddying at the time of writing the novel and, years earlier, spent 
time sleeping in LA parks. The criminal, shambolic and anti-social Fat 
Dog might seem like the more natural parallel with Lee Earle Ellroy than 
Brown who, despite the occasional moral lapse, is a former policeman 
turned moderately successful businessman. Ellroy, however, has insisted 
on distancing himself from Fat Dog: ‘I invented a nice Arsonist … I 
knew a caddy who was called Fat Dog who slept on golf courses’ (Rich 
2008: 182). Fat Dog’s nickname foreshadows Ellroy’s Demon Dog per-
sona; however, Fat Dog’s name is rather ironic as although he dreams 
of owning racing dogs, he enjoys torturing animals. Ellroy, however, is 
a dog lover. Indeed, Fat Dog is Ellroy’s nemesis as much as he is Ellroy’s 
former self, as his anti-Semitism and voyeurism connect directly with 
Ellroy’s own containable, but nonetheless questionable, obsessions. 
Fat Dog’s anti-Semitism extends towards an adulation of Nazism, but 
Ellroy was never a Nazi ideologue, using it instead as a prod ‘to infuriate 
and sicken his peers and teachers’ (Rowston 2012). However, his brief 



Lee Earle Ellroy and the Avon Novels 13

association with the party was a source of guilt. He began a relationship 
‘five months into my first book’ with a woman named Penny in June 
1979: ‘She was Jewish. That appealed to me. It would force me to atone 
for prior anti-Semitism’ (Ellroy 2010: 57). Redemption and rebirth are 
major themes of the novel as Ellroy was compelled to make Jane Baker 
and Fat Dog partly Jewish, and it is later revealed they are the illegiti-
mate children of Kupferman. That Fat Dog’s father was Jewish and his 
adoptive parents were Russian Jews who anglicized their name is Ellroy’s 
way of mocking the dead man, rendering his racism ludicrous, and by 
extension, further atoning for his own past bigotry.

Despite his dislike of Fat Dog, Brown sympathizes with him and rec-
ognizes how their different upbringing pushed Fat Dog to his fate: ‘[I] 
was tempered with some love and gentleness. … All he knew was anger, 
hatred, and meanness. … He deserved better’ (Ellroy 1981: 121–2). 
Brown’s ambivalent relationship with Fat Dog mirrors Ellroy’s identi-
fication with him. Peter Wolfe argues Ellroy has an ‘urge to be fair … 
he will safeguard the integrity of his books against his evil side. One 
familiar countercheck is his tactic of identifying with scurvy characters’ 
(Wolfe 2005: 15–6). Brown’s sympathy, which places him in Fat Dog’s 
shoes, is extended through their names: Brown and Fat Dog share the 
same initials, FB.

Ellroy’s personal experiences also inform the romantic sub-plot of the 
novel. Brown and Jane’s relationship reflected Ellroy’s sexual frustration 
following his recovery from drug addiction: ‘I wanted sex. I wanted all 
that stuff and I wasn’t getting any, and that’s what really informs that 
book [Brown’s Requiem]’ (Duncan 1996: 64). As with his voyeuristically 
motivated housebreaking, Ellroy’s obsession with what he could not 
have spurred him to follow female musicians around LA:

Symphony concerts ended around 10 p.m. Women with violins and 
cellos scooted out rear exits. I was a tongue-tied stage-door Johnny. 
Most of the women met their husbands and boyfriends. They wore 
tight black orchestra gowns with cinched waists and plunging neck-
lines. They looked anxious to shuck their work duds, belt a few and 
talk music. Single women walked out, lugging heavy instruments. 
I offered to help several of them. They all said no. (Ellroy 2010: 49)

Ellroy has never been afraid to cast himself in a bad light, yet his dubi-
ous behaviour around female musicians and involuntary abstinence 
is not transplanted onto Brown, whose sexual relationship with Jane 
begins fairly soon after their first meeting, making him more of a 



14 James Ellroy

fantasy version of Ellroy than a direct portrayal. This is apparent in 
Brown’s somewhat laughable boasting. After inviting Jane back to his 
apartment on the pretext of listening to chamber music, he reports ‘in 
the end we didn’t listen to chamber music, we made our own’ (Ellroy 
1981: 90). By contrast, Fat Dog, unkempt and ugly, ‘looked like a refugee 
from the Lincoln Heights drunk tank’, and appears at first to be sexless 
(Ellroy 1981: 12). However, his sexual tastes are animalistic, as Brown 
discovers Fat Dog owns a collection of extreme pornography. Fat Dog is 
unable to separate sex from perversion, anger from sadism.

Ellroy’s voyeuristic obsession with classical musicians is suggestive of 
his striving for critical superiority. The novel’s original title, ‘Concerto 
for Orchestra’, eventually became the title of the fifth and final section 
of the novel (Ellroy 1980). The title was changed to Brown’s Requiem, 
which suggests both music and death, at Avon’s insistence. The pub-
lisher wanted a novel grounded in the genre, whereas Ellroy desired to 
rise above crime fiction: ‘At the time I was reading some recent crime 
fiction and rereading some of my old favorites, and I had this sneak-
ing suspicion that I could do better’ (Silet 1995: 42). Ellroy was fiercely 
ambitious and fantasized about surpassing established authors in the 
genre. Yet because Ellroy did not have full creative control of Brown’s 
Requiem, he felt thwarted in his creative ambitions. Unable to discard 
the private eye model, he attempted to visually distance his work from 
it by suggesting the front cover depict a woman holding a cello: he was 
again overruled (Ellroy 2010: 49).

Despite his desire to escape the confines of crime fiction through clas-
sical music, Brown’s Requiem also pays homage to Raymond Chandler, 
and it reflects the style and conventions that Chandler had developed 
and Ellroy had learned to imitate through his wide reading of the genre. 
When Brown walks into the Westwood hotel, his first-person narration 
directly references Chandler:

Walking into the hotel was like walking into another era. The flat 
finished white stucco walls, ratty Persian carpets in the hallway and 
mahogany doors almost had me convinced it was 1938 and that my 
fictional predecessor Philip Marlowe was about to confront me with 
a wisecrack. (Ellroy 1981: 193)

Despite Ellroy’s meta-fictional reference to Chandler’s influence, with 
Brown describing Philip Marlowe as his fictional predecessor, Ellroy’s 
Brown is an errant offspring of Marlowe. Ellroy liberally imitates, hyper-
bolizes, and somewhat mocks Chandler’s style in his use of colourful 


