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INTRODUCTION
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This is the second in a series of film review compilations. I’ve chosen to focus initially on film noir and neo-noir movies, because they’ve influenced my own fiction writing so much.

The terms “film noir” and “neo-noir” are somewhat nebulous, as well as controversial. There are those who don’t consider such films to be a separate genre, but more of a style of filmmaking. James M. Cain, author of books that inspired the films noir The Postman Always Rings Twice and Double Indemnity, rejected having his work pigeon-holed into categories like “hardboiled” or “noir”. Be that as it may, film noir and neo-noir have distinctive characteristics in terms of stories with anti-heroic protagonists, desperate or difficult situations, shadowy cinematography, and unique visual perspectives.

“Film noir” was coined as a term in 1946, years after those movies were first created. Filmmakers, movie critics, and fans rarely used the term until decades later. It wasn’t until the 1970s that neo-noir came into its own as a separate genre or style, although the first example of that movie type dates back to 1967.

Generally, critics categorize neo-noir films into two types: modernist and postmodernist. According to Andrew Spicer, the modernist period ran roughly from 1967 to 1976. The postmodern era began in 1981 and continues to this day.

Whether or not any particular film falls into either category of neo-noir is, in my opinion, quite subjective. However, this collection focuses on the most obvious suspects, so to speak.

If you haven’t had a chance to read the first book of this series, I’m offering free copies to anyone who purchases a copy of this book. Just click here and fill out the form to get your copy: https://dl.bookfunnel.com/j8jy97vwql

I hope you enjoy this collection of reviews and essays. More to come.
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The term “neo-noir” literally means “new noir”. It’s interesting to consider the term, in that noir seems neither old nor new. There are differences between “film noir” and “neo-noir”, which I’ll explore in each part of this book.

The classic themes and tropes of film noir may have developed from about 1941 to 1958, but the existential themes and post-war anxiety expressed in those early movies didn’t die with the onset of the 1960s.

If anything, the Sixties was an era of prosperity and consumerism, much like the Fifties. However, that prosperity (and emphasis on embracing the American Dream) starkly contrasted with much of the reality during those years. Beneath the seemingly complacent surface of middle-class suburban life lurked the unfulfilled desires of women who had yet to form the coalitions that would spearhead the feminist movement.

In addition, racial segregation and discrimination continued to exist. The Civil Rights movement led to violent confrontations, despite the position taken by civil rights leaders like Martin Luther King, Jr. Add to that the specter of the Viet Nam war, the continued state of high concern about Communism, and the worries over matters as diverse as the space race and nuclear weapons. Is it any wonder that a rift between the generations developed?

It’s out of this historical backdrop that the conventions of film noir were coopted to express the anxieties, paranoia, and moral complexities of a time in which several notable leaders (including John F. Kennedy, Martin Luther King, Jr., and Robert Kennedy) were assassinated. The Watergate scandal and Richard Nixon’s ensuing resignation arguably marks the last of the post-World War II era of optimism. Neo-noir may take its cues from the film noir canon. However, as society changed due to youth culture, the women’s rights, and the civil rights movements, among other things, the movies adopting the neo-noir style adjusted to reflect the sensibilities of those times. And continue to do so.
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Part One: The Modernist Period
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The emergence of neo-noir in the late 1960s and early 1970s was as much a reaction to social and political issues of those times as was the creation of film noir itself. In many respects, the neo-noir movement coopted the sensibilities of film noir, but with a more up-to-date touch, in terms of color and (to some extent) social mores.

To a certain extent, neo-noir started out using colorful cinematography to create the surreal feeling of the film noir universe. This is an obvious contrast to the black-and-white visuals employed in the older films. Even so, both film noir and modernist neo-noir observed certain conventions, including stories about hapless men or women caught in dire circumstances of one sort or another.

Given the generalized anxiety and lack of trust in authority prevalent during the late 1960s and early 1970s, modernist neo-noir bears many striking similarities in theme and mood with the style it emulates. This will change with the coming of the post-modern era of neo-noir movies.
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POINT BLANK (1967)


[image: ]


This is one of those neo-noir films that push the envelope for its time — that time being the late 60s.

Essentially, the film boils down to this. Mal Reese (played by John Vernon, in his first big movie role) talks his friend Walker (played by the ever-laconic Lee Marvin) into pulling a heist at the abandoned Alcatraz Island. But it all goes south for Walker when Reese turns on him and splits with the dough and Walker’s wife. Talk about a double whammy. In a series of flashbacks, we see the three of them enjoying good times together in the past. Like the Mod Squad with a white version of Linc.

The whole movie is pretty much about how Walker wants his share of the dough. And all the shit he must endure to find Reese, who (as it turns out) shacked up with and abandoned the wife, who ... well, let’s just say things don’t go well for her.

So there’s a lot of Lee Marvin kicking the shit out of people and trying to figure out what’s what with the help of a mystery man (played by Keenan Wynn). All set against a late 60s backdrop where women wear miniskirts and go-go clubs have dancers wearing outfits no more revealing than a Victoria’s Secret commercial. Not to mention at least one shot of psychedelic blood going down the drain. In that respect, Point Blank is kind of like film noir on an acid trip.

But there’s the matter of the Big Organization that Reese owed the money. Apparently, criminal rackets make you jump through more hoops than publicly traded corporations to get a refund.

For its time, I’ll admit this film is fairly brutal, but compared to today’s shoot-em-ups ... I’m not sure that it stands up over the test of time. It is a suspenseful film in many senses. Not only did I wonder what would happen, but I kept hoping it would get better.

Unfortunately, even the talents of Lee Marvin and Angie Dickinson couldn’t keep this one from being just so-so.

* * *
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Directed by John Boorman

Produced by Judd Bernard and Robert Chartoff

Screenplay by Alexander Jacobs, David Newhouse, and Rafe Newhouse (based on the novel The Hunter by Richard Stark)
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