Film Noir, ca. 1944-ca. 1955
Define – coined by admiring French critics in 1950s (“noir”)
USA 1945: historical conditions: causes for optimism and yet some cultural pessimism – GIs come home from war….
Content of film noir films
Based on detective novels (e.g., James M. Cain, Raymond    Chandler)


Dangerous urban life, especially Los Angeles

Interior psychological film: dread and anxiety; nightmare; claustrophobia (compare to 30s Whodunits, e.g. ‘Thin Man’)

Themes – lust, greed, murder, revenge 

Femme fatale leads sucker guy to his destruction (women are powerful and dangerous!)
Fate or Doom is in charge; you can’t oppose it; you’re trapped; it’s bigger and more powerful than you are.

Shows how to foil the strictures of the Code!

Film style

Flashback narration by protagonist (reinforces doom)
Pools of shadows; light and dark contrasts; Venetian blinds (evil lurking everywhere)
Film grey – many films in this period influenced by film noir themes and style, but aren’t true film noirs.

Billy Wilder, ‘Double Indemnity’ 1944 

The first real film noir

Barbara Stanwyck as Phyllis; Fred MacMurray as Neff; Edward G. Robinson as Keys
Directed by Billy Wilder – German émigré known for his sardonic wit – ‘Sunset Boulevard’ 1950; ‘Some Like it Hot’ 1959; ‘The Apartment’ 1960.


Takes place in suburban Glendale (LA); Coast Starlight

Dialogue by Wilder and Raymond Chandler (who knows better the American vernacular) – “About 90 miles an hour, officer.” (See course website)
Quotations from the voice over:


“The smell of honeysuckle” is the smell of death


“It was the walk of a dead man”

“All the way to the end of the Line”; you don’t get off the trolley car until you reach the cemetery.

Paradoxical father-son relationship between Keys and Neff; visualized by the match. (The love affair between Neff and Phyllis switches to Keys and Neff.)
Illustrates above points about film noir – femme fatale; male protagonist is trapped by fate “all the way down the line”; voice over as Neff narrates his own destruction into the dictaphone; cinematography bathed in darkness and shadow; venetian blinds.

Jacques Tourneur, ‘Out of the Past’ 1947.

Robert Mitchum as weary disillusioned guy trying to get out of a life of crime; but obsession with femme fatale

Jane Greer as the dangerous woman 

Kirk Douglas in one of his first roles as the guy that makes it difficult for Mitchum to go straight.
Light plays a big role.  Greer walks out of the Acapulco light into darkness of the cantina.  The film begins and ends in sunny, quiet Bridgeport, CA: the film begins and ends in light. Mitchum’s one-liners. 
Typical film noir conventions: voice-over, dark mise-en-scène, the weight of doom, the femme fatale
But differences from ‘Double Indemnity’?


Of degree – femme fatale; doom, etc.

Is film fundamentally less pessimistic?  Light plays role?  Happy ending?
More poetic, moving.

