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    WELCOME TO THE UNDERWORLD

  


  The underworld of crime, the city under the city, is a shadowy world, full of unpleasant, untrustworthy people. But for some reason, crime movies hold a special
  place in cinema audiences affections. Many of the highest-grossing, most popular US films of all time fall into this category: The Godfather films, Pulp Fiction, and various
  stellar, all-action cops and robbers movies, often depicting the perfect crime. Something about breaking the law and getting away with it seems to appeal to everyone. The loveable outlaws Butch
  Cassidy and the Sundance Kid (1969), incarnated by Paul Newman and Robert Redford, were equally loveable when updated to thirties Chicago conmen in The Sting (1973), with equal
  box-office success. The aim of this book is to discover and enjoy this enduring appeal.


  Inspired by Turner Classic Movies annual Crime Wave season, the movies Ive chosen for inclusion in this book are seminal Hollywood films, both in their genre and their
  respective eras. Crime is a feature of so many films, from westerns to horror movies, murder mysteries to historical epics: in fact any film in which the law is broken. As a guide, Ive kept
  within certain genre boundaries, while discussing as many movies as possible. All the films examined in this book take place in the real world, and, in one form or another, look at
  crime fighting, corruption, thievery or vice.


  Crime Wave includes the classic gangster flicks of the thirties and forties, often detailing bootlegging, robbery and smuggling: The Public Enemy, High Sierra and White
  Heat. I also trace the development of the post-war film noir style, from The Maltese Falcon and Kiss Me Deadly to the knowing post-modernism of Chinatown and L.A.
  Confidential. There are tough B-movies from the thrifty fifties, such as The Big Combo; tales of gangster revenge (Point Blank and Get Carter) and Quentin Tarantinos
  genre-referential Pulp Fiction. There are heist and caper movies, epitomised by The Asphalt Jungle and Oceans Eleven. Also discussed are lone, rule-breaking cops
  (Dirty Harry), buddy cops (Lethal Weapon), global crime (On Her Majestys Secret Service), blaxpoitation action (Shaft) and even a gangster love story: Bonnie
  and Clyde. And of course there are the four great gangster epics, directed by Martin Scorsese, Sergio Leone and Francis Ford Coppola: GoodFellas, Once Upon a Time in America,
  The Godfather and The Godfather Part II.


  Each film is analysed in detail, with biographies and filmographies of key participants, accounts of the films making (including details of sets and location filming), their critical
  reception, performance at the US and UK box office and influence on the crime genre. Where appropriate, there are notes on the films literary inspirations or references to their historical
  period. Historical accuracy, particularly in B-movies, is often not one of the genres strong points, while other directors, notably Coppola and Leone, are scrupulous within their eras.


  Two notes concerning the text: firstly, when I refer to film and book titles, the film title is italicised, the book isnt. Thus: The Maltese Falcon for Dashiell
  Hammetts book, The Maltese Falcon for John Hustons film. Secondly, a note on the ratings certification system in the UK and US. The system in the UK is governed by the BBFC:
  the British Board of Film Classification. Until 1951 the main ratings were simply U (Universal) and A (Adults); in 1951 the X-rating was introduced, for over 16s. After 1970, the ratings in the UK
  were U (Universal), A (suitable for under-14s), AA (suitable for accompanied over-14s) and X (suitable for 18-year-olds and over). In 1982, this changed to U, PG (parental guidance) and the age
  bands 15 and 18. In 1989, certificate 12 was added.


  In the US, from the early thirties until 1968, films were subject to the strict Hayes Code. After 1968, the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA) introduced a ratings system: G (general),
  M (suggested for mature audiences), R (restricted  under-17s must be accompanied), X (no one under 17 admitted). M was soon changed to GP (general audiences, parental guidance suggested) and
  then to PG (parental guidance). In July 1984, this became: G (general)/PG (parental guidance suggested)/PG-13 (no one under 13 admitted, unless accompanied)/R (restricted, under 17 years need
  accompanying)/NC-17 (no one under 17 admitted). I hope this helps to clarify any certificates mentioned in the text.


  Finally, in these chapters you will find some of the great crime stars, in some of their greatest films: James Cagney on top of the world, Humphrey Bogart pursuing the black bird, Sterling
  Hayden prowling the asphalt jungle, Lee Marvin escaping Alcatraz, Clint Eastwood feeling lucky, Michael Caine spilling blood on the Tyne, Joe Pesci getting whacked, Robert De Niro being a wiseguy,
  George Clooney taking the pot and Marlon Brando making you an offer you cant refuse. Accept it, its well worth the time.
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    Gangsterism and criminality in the nineteenth-century United States were associated with outlaws in the wild west; bandits such as Jesse James and Butch Cassidy, folk heroes
    fronting gangs named the Hole-in-the-Wall and the Wild Bunch. But in the east, in the big cities, with their rising immigrant populations, gangs such as the Dead
    Rabbits, the Shirt Tails, the Plug Uglies and the Roach Guards were fighting turf wars on the streets of New York, as depicted in Martin Scorseses Gangs of New York (2002).
    Predominant among the street gangs were the immigrant communities of Irish, Italian and Chinese; the Chinese immigrants brought with them their Triad Societies, later renamed the Tongs, secret
    sects rooted in ritual, which gained a foothold in these nascent cities.

  


  When crime became more organised, in the early twentieth century, it became more prominent. With the puritanical Volstead Act, declaring Prohibition in 1920, the sale and consumption of alcohol
  went underground and the criminals and bootleggers thrived. Irish and Italian gangsters battled it out for control of New York and Chicago. It was in the latter city that the most famous gangster
  atrocity took place, after four long years of Beer War. On 14 February 1929, five gunmen, some disguised as cops, employed by mobster Al Capone (Public Enemy Number One),
  machine-gunned seven rival Irish gangsters. The victims were members of the North Siders, Bugs Morans gang. They had met in Morans bootlegging depot, the North Clark Street garage, to
  plan Capones demise, when the killers struck. As a result of the St Valentines Day Massacre, Sicilian gangster Lucky Luciano organised Murder Incorporated,
  a self-regulatory gangland outfit, which killed mobsters who broke the criminal code. These enforcers thought they were doing the cities a favour. As James Woodss up-and-coming New York
  gangster says in Once Upon a Time in America (1984), when told that his form of urban crime is a disease: This country is still growing up...certain diseases its better to have
  when youre still young.
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    The Untouchables: gangster iconography adorns a fairground shooting gallery; Robert Stack as Tommy-gun-toting Eliot Ness (photograph Clara Hughes).

  


  
    CRIME WAVE 30s

  


  The thirties were the heyday of gangster movies, with Warner Bros Studios leading the way. There had been one notable silent crime movie, Joseph Von Sternbergs
  Chicago-set Underworld (1927). In Germany, Fritz Lang had directed M (1931), with the criminal underworld and the Berlin Homicide Squad joining forces to track down a child murderer,
  chillingly portrayed by Peter Lorre. Originally called Murderers Among Us, the film was retitled when the Nazi party sensed it referenced their infiltration of society. The killer is
  described as a danger often cloaked in a friendly disguise and the sense of paranoia, as fear and suspicion spread through the city like a plague, vividly brings Langs
  depiction of urban criminality to life. But with the advent of sound, the crime genre really took off in the US, concentrating on the topical subjects of bootlegging, racketeering, gang war, kidnap
  and murder.


  The most fashionable type of early gangster movies was the Broadway crime movie, which looked at the links between the underworld and the theatre world. The relatively recent addition of sound
  ensured audiences heard their fair share of musical numbers, in films such as The Lights of New York (1928), Tenderloin (1928  which concerned bootleggers, not butchers),
  Broadway (1929) and Broadway Thru a Keyhole (1933), with chorus girls on the ladder to stardom, mixing with mobsters. The influence of such early musical gangster movies can be seen
  throughout crime cinema; The Girl Cant Help It (1956), for example, featured Jayne Mansfield as a tone-deaf gangsters moll, who mobster Edmond OBrien is convinced can be
  transformed into a singing sensation.


  But in the thirties, a triumvirate of crime films quickly established a tougher side to the genre and ensured its global popularity. Each depicted a criminals spectacular rise and equally
  dramatic fall, and all made stars of their leading actors. Edward G. Robinson starred as Cesare Enrico Bandello, alias Rico in Little Caesar (1930). The film ended with the death of Rico on
  the steps of a church and his classic final line: Mother of God...is this the end of Rico? (which was altered by the censors to Mother of mercy in some prints). Rico was
  based on Al Capone, who was incarcerated that same year for the less-than-glamorous crime of three years tax evasion; his defence was that he didnt think hed have to pay tax on
  money garnered illegally. The second, and best, of the three crime films was William A. Wellmans The Public Enemy (1931), with James Cagneys dynamic turn as Irish hood Tom
  Powers, based in part on Bugsy Morans associate, Dion OBanion. This also climaxed with the mobsters memorable demise: here Powers trussed-up corpse is delivered to his
  mothers doorstep.


  The third and most controversial of the three was Scarface, Shame of a Nation (1932), directed by Howard Hawks and starring Paul Muni as Tony Camonte and George Raft as his coin-tossing
  sidekick, Guido Rinaldo. Based on the novel by Armitage Traill, it was written for the screen by Ben Hecht and W.R. Burnett, as another thinly disguised biography of Al Capone. Hawks had trouble
  from the censors concerning the films violence (one version ends with Camonte being hanged) and the movie was held back for over a year. Hecht was visited by Capones heavy mob, who
  had heard it was about their boss. Hecht managed to convince them it was based on other mobsters and the Scarface reference was simply to attract cinemagoers. Capone reputedly liked
  the film and even bought his own copy.


  With the success of these three films, many imitations followed, though few equalled their power. Unlike the conflicting wild-west heroes and villains, these gangster badmen were completely
  amoral: violence is underhand and treachery rife. A code of honour, which existed in the film versions of the old west, is completely absent from the crime movie. Death comes with a knife in the
  back, or machine-gun ambush, and there are no rules in the urban jungle. It was ironic that for the first years of the thirties, these men were heroes.


  As the decade wore on, James Cagney made two more films now regarded as classics. First he starred in Angels With Dirty Faces (1938), one of his most popular films. It is a highly moral
  version of the rise and fall scenario, with a justly famous electric chair finale. Then Cagney released The Roaring Twenties (1939), which looked at how economic factors and
  unemployment following the First World War pushed men into a life of crime. In this period, future crime-movie icon Humphrey Bogart made his name as a supporting heavy, in Warners films
  The Petrified Forest (1936) and The Roaring Twenties (1939), forever in the shadow of a star, which rankled with Bogart. There were also many spoofs of the genre, including Cagney and
  Robinson sending up their own gangster images in Lady Killer (1933) and A Slight Case of Murder (1938) respectively, while Buster Keaton parodied bootleggers with What? No
  Beer? (1933).


  After their success in Dead End (1937) and Angels With Dirty Faces (1938), rough and tumble street urchins the Dead End Kids started a fad for juvenile crime gang films. These
  ranged from social dramas to knockabout comedies and horror spoofs. The Dead End Kids imitators, competitors or spin-off projects included the Little Tough Guys series (see
  Little Tough Guy  1938, Code of the Streets  1939, Youre Not so Tough  1940, and six further adventures), the East Side Kids (stars of 22 features,
  including Spooks Run Wild  1941) and the Bowery Boys (who made 48 features between 1946 and 1958).


  Stringent censorship and the reining in and dismantling of the real gangsters power saw the on-screen G-men (government agents) fighting back from the mid-thirties onwards, spearheaded by
  Cagneys turn as James Brick Davies in G-Men, based on the book Public Enemy No. 1 by Gregory Rogers. Released in April 1935, G-Men was a box-office
  smash and spawned many rushed-out sequels and derivatives: Public Hero Number One (1935), Counterfeit (1936  featuring T-men, treasury agents), Trapped by G-Men (1937),
  When G-Men Step In (1937) and the western-set Border G-Man (1938).


  
    CRIME WAVE 40s

  


  Like everyone from Charlie Chan to Gene Autry, during the war years cinema cops tended to be combating Nazis, rather than their usual gangster opponents. Notable cop movies
  include T-Men (1948) and Border Incident (1949), both directed by Anthony Mann. Nevertheless, gangster biopics enjoyed a comeback. Some of the better-known examples include Lady
  Scarface (1941), Johnny OClock (1947) and Dillinger (1945), starring Lawrence Tierney, who was later to become the boss of the Reservoir Dogs (1992). Looming over
  all forties crime biographies and looking down from the top of the world was Cody Jarrett in White Heat (1949), given the definitive portrayal by James Cagney, in his most-remembered
  gangster role.


  With the economic cutbacks and pessimism of the Second World War came the popularity of film noir, with mysteries, haunted antiheroes and femmes fatales to the fore. The male lead
  in film noir was often a private eye or cop, drawn into a spiders web of power, corruption and lies. This suffocating web of intrigue is often reflected in the films
  photographic style, with dark shadows and sinister atmospherics, more in the manner of Universals horror movies or German expressionism. But often, such style was a direct result of wartime
  thriftiness. The heroes have a fatalistic awareness of their own doom, which suited the films dark morality tales, often with downbeat finales. The creeping tendrils of mystery often emit
  from a femme fatale (literally deadly woman), who through her own obsessional kismet leads the hero to face his fate. The stories often take place in flashback, and the past
  tends to be something to be escaped and forgotten, rather than recalled nostalgically. Some of these noirs were little more than thin melodramas with a surfeit of style; others have stood
  the test of time and are perceptive and stylish works of art. Outstanding examples include Double Indemnity (1944), The Blue Dahlia (1946), The Spiral Staircase (1946), The
  Big Combo (1955) and Touch of Evil (1958).


  Humphrey Bogart kicked off the forties by shedding his second-from-the-left, blink-and-youll-miss-him, bad-guy image by playing what for many is the definitive screen detective: Dashiell
  Hammetts Sam Spade in The Maltese Falcon (1941). Following Casablanca (1942), Bogart returned to the genre with The Big Sleep (1946), where he enacted the most famous
  incarnation of private eye Philip Marlowe in Raymond Chandlers mystery. Chandler himself became involved with the film industry and co-scripted Double Indemnity and The Blue
  Dahlia. Other mysteries of the period included The Mask of Dimitrios (1944) and The Glass Key (1942).


  The best screen adaptation of Chandlers work was Farewell My Lovely (1944  Murder, My Sweet in the US), with Claire Trevor as the murderous Mrs Grayle and former
  musical star Dick Powell as Marlowe. Much was made of Powells new incarnation on posters: Two-fisted, Hardboiled, Terrific  Meet the New Dick Powell! Noir
  posters, like their subjects, were very stylish, featuring wispy smoke, the fog of dreams and the past, guns, dames and tangled cobwebs. The femme fatale was invariably the most important
  ingredient in forties crime movies. As the poster to Farewell My Lovely stated, Forget that Feeling...Shes got Murder in her Heart!


  Other forties films had a mobster as the central character, some of which incorporated a noir flavour. These included Bogarts transitional High Sierra (1941), the Robert
  Mitchum vehicle Out of the Past (1947  also called Build My Gallows High) and Kiss of Death (1947  worth seeing for Richard Widmarks wired debut as
  murderous Tommy Udo). Key Largo (1948) boasted an unhinged performance by Edward G. Robinson, while the 1946 film version of Ernest Hemingways short story The Killers
  featured the steamy pairing of Ava Gardner and Burt Lancaster (in his film debut). There was also Force of Evil (1949), Panic in the Streets (1949  in which bubonic plague
  represents the spread of crime) and the cult classic Gun Crazy (1949), concerning a pair of Bonnie-and-Clyde-style hoods.


  
    CRIME WAVE 50s

  


  In fifties Hollywood, the success of The Asphalt Jungle (1950) gave rise to a new breed of urban noir, the heist movie. Other examples include Armoured Car
  Robbery (1950), Crime Wave (1953), 5 Against the House (1955  a casino robbery), Violent Saturday (1955) and Stanley Kubrick
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