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Preface

Classic film noir was Hollywood’s “dark cinema” of crime and corruption, a genre underpinned by a tone of existential cynicism, which stripped bare the myth of the American Dream and offered a bleak nightmare vision of a fragmented society that rhymed with many of the social realities of post-war America. Mean Streets and Raging Bulls explores how, since its apparent demise in the late fifties, the noir genre has been revitalized in the post-studio era, post-Vietnam context of recent American cinema. The book is divided into two sections. In the first, the evolution of film noir, indeed its metamorphosis into post-sixties neo-noir, is contextualized in relation to both industrial transformation (that is, studio policy, technological innovation, and the influx of new personnel) and the post-Depression political history of the United States from the Second World War to the present. In the second, the evolution of neo-noir and its relation to classic film noir is illustrated by detailed reference to temporally specific texts: Chinatown, Night Moves, and Taxi Driver in the seventies; After Hours, Blood Simple, and Sea of Love in the eighties; and Reservoir Dogs, Romeo is Bleeding, and One False Move in the nineties. Not only do these films suggest noir’s continuing exploration of the collective anxieties of American society, but they also reflect a sustained tradition of artistic creativity and technical virtuosity nurtured within the confines of American genre cinema. Such a tradition is epitomized by the work of neo-noir auteur Martin Scorsese, whose influence on the recent evolution of the genre is considered in some detail.


Introduction

Film noir is a descriptive term for the American crime film as it flourished, roughly, from the early forties to the late fifties. It embraces a variety of crime dramas ranging from the claustrophobic studies of murder and psychological entrapment to more general treatments of criminal organizations. From stylized versions of the city at night to documentary-like reports of the city at midday, from the investigations of the wry, cynical sleuth to the “innocent” man momentarily and fatally tempted by luxury, to the desperate failings of the confirmed and inveterate criminal, the genre covers a heterogeneous terrain. In range of theme and visual style, it is both varied and complex, and in level of achievement it is consistently high.

Foster Hirsch, The Dark Side of the Screen

What are we doing when, to practice a “genre,” we quote a genre, represent it, stage it, expose its generic law, analyze it practically? Are we still practicing the genre?

Jacques Derrida, “Living On: Borderlines”

A feature of American film production throughout the forties and much of the fifties, film noir was not at first recognized as distinct from other Hollywood genres in the nation of its origin. In fact, it was in post-war France, where American forties productions unavailable during the Nazi occupation were finally being screened, that films like The Maltese Falcon (John Huston, 1941), Double Indemnity (Billy Wilder, 1944), Laura (Otto Preminger, 1944), and Murder, My Sweet (Edward Dmytryk, 1944) were initially celebrated for their thematic and stylistic departure from the conventions of traditional Hollywood studio filmmaking. Given the darkness of their tone and mood such films were collectively dubbed film noir, or “dark cinema,” by the French, and were considered a cinematic correlative to the American hard-boiled fiction of Dashiell Hammett, Horace McCoy, Raymond Chandler, James M. Cain, and Cornell Woolrich, a type of crime fiction popularized in France by collections such as Marcel Duhamel’s “Série Noire,” which similarly debunked notions of the American Dream and offered a nightmare vision of contemporary urban society in the United States. Indeed, a recent definition of hard-boiled fiction applies in equal measure to film noir, which, as the authors themselves acknowledge, has always “proved fertile ground for the hard-boiled movement”:

The hard-boiled crime story deals with disorder, disaffection, and dissatisfaction. Throughout the genre’s seventy-year history, this has remained a constant and central tenet. The typical hard-boiled character (if not the typical hard-boiled writer) has a jaundiced view of government, power, and the law. He (or, sometimes she) is often a loner, a social misfit. If he is on the side of angels, he is likely to be a cynical idealist: he believes that society is corrupt, but he also believes in justice and will make it his business to do whatever is necessary to see that justice is done. If he walks the other side of the mean streets, he walks them at night; he is likely a predator, and as morally bankrupt as any human being can be. In the noir world, extremes are the norm; clashes between good and evil are never petty, and good does not always triumph, nor is justice always done.1

Film noir, then, and by extension the hard-boiled movement in general, represented for those early European commentators like Nino Frank, Raymond Borde, and Etienne Chaumeton2 a body of work which offered a bleak and, to a certain degree, subversive worldview that contrasted starkly with the self-promoting American myths that had characterized many of the Depression-era Hollywood films.

As a descriptive term film noir first appeared in print in 1946 in Nino Frank’s L’Ecran Français article “Un nouveau genre ‘policier’: l’aventure criminelle.”3 It was not until the late sixties and seventies, though, that it gained widespread currency in anglophone film culture, adopted by writers such as Raymond Durgnat, Paul Schrader, Janey Place and Lowell Peterson, Robert Porfirio, James Damico, and Alain Silver and Elizabeth Ward.4 During this period, despite the early parallels drawn by the French between film noir and the literary hard-boiled genre, noir was subjected to such rigorous academic and critical investigation that the concept of what exactly constituted film noir became diffuse and fragmented. Noir was co-opted by different academic and theoretical factions, becoming many things for many people: it was a style, a tone, a mood, an existential worldview, and only occasionally a genre; it represented an American commodification and hybridization of German Expressionism, French Poetic Realism, and Italian Neo-Realism. It bore testament to

the influx of German emigrés and the influence of expressionism; the influx of French emigrés and the influence of existentialism; Ernest Hemingway and the “hard boiled” school of writing; Edward Hopper and the “ash can” school of painting; pre-war photo-journalism, wartime news-reels and post-war neo-realism; the creators of Kane—Citizens Mankiewicz, Toland and Welles; the Wall Street crash and the rise of populism; the second world war and the rise of fascism; the cold war and the rise of McCarthyism . . . general American fears about bureaucracy, the bomb and the big city . . . the industrialisation of the female work-force during the war and the escalating corporatism of American capital throughout the Forties.5

In fact, film noir was all these things, its very attraction to film commentators grounded in the fact that it offered itself to interpretation in terms of numerous (occasionally conflicting) theoretical disciplines (sociopolitical contextualization, genre criticism, psychoanalysis, feminism, structuralism, even auteurism).

Academic and critical investigation has continued throughout the eighties and the nineties and has culminated in a flurry of recent book-length publications on the subject, including J. P. Telotte’s Voices in the Dark: The Narrative Patterns of Film Noir (1989), Frank Krutnik’s In a Lonely Street: Film Noir, Genre, Masculinity (1991), the third edition of Silver and Ward’s encyclopedic reference guide Film Noir (1992), Carl Richardson’s Autopsy: An Element of Realism in American Film Noir (1992), The Movie Book of Film Noir (1992) edited by Ian Cameron, Shades of Noir (1993) edited by Joan Copjec, R. Barton Palmer’s Hollywood’s Dark Cinema: The American Film Noir (1994), Michael Stephens’s Film Noir: A Comprehensive Illustrated Reference to Movies, Terms and Persons (1995), James F. Maxfield’s The Fatal Woman: Sources of Male Anxiety in American Film Noir, 1941–1991 (1996), R. Barton Palmer’s Perspectives on Film Noir (1996), and Alain Silver and James Ursini’s A Film Noir Reader (1996). But it has been the parallel cinematic investigation and revival of film noir in the Hollywood cinema of the late sixties and its subsequent transformation through the cinema of the seventies, eighties, and nineties that has most significantly contributed to an evolving concept of what film noir actually is. The industrial assimilation of the term film noir, moreover, has contributed to its establishment as a contemporary Hollywood genre irrespective of how one is inclined to define the generic status of the classic films of the forties and fifties.

Although never employed in the United States either critically or industrially during the forties and fifties, today the term noir, having gained currency outside the domains of film criticism and academia, holds some significance for twentieth-century popular culture in general. It is applicable not only to the cinema but to all the arts. The noir sensibility manifests itself in fiction, exerting its influence beyond the pages of the crime novel and the short story, as witness David Thomson’s Suspects,6 Paul Auster’s The New York Trilogy, Thomas Pynchon’s Vineland, Theodore Roszak’s Flicker, and Geoff Dyer’s The Search. In painting, this sensibility is sustained by an enduring fascination among painters, filmmakers, and novelists with the frequently noirish work of Edward Hopper. It also can be perceived in photography, radio, theater (including musical productions like City of Angels and Sunset Boulevard), animation, and even comic strips such as Martin Rowson’s Chandlerian The Waste Land, a postmodern reworking of T. S. Eliot’s narrative poem of the same name. It is also, of course, a prevalent feature of network and cable television programming from the highly stylized eighties police procedural series Miami Vice to the nostalgic Showcase cable television series Fallen Angels.

In the United States of the nineties, film noir and its present-day counterpart, neo-noir, are terms now freely employed within the American film industry by both filmmakers and film reviewers to define the style, tone, and content of contemporary films (not to mention books, plays, television shows, and so forth). In fact, while classic film noir is the subject of countless publications and frequent retrospective seasons at film festivals and on television, in the mid-nineties the genre is enjoying one of the most prolific periods of production since the heyday of classic film noir in the mid-to-late forties. In 1995, for example, the fall season of U.S. cinema releases alone offered such neo-noirs or noir hybrids as The Usual Suspects (Bryan Singer, 1995), Seven (David Fincher, 1995), Clockers (Spike Lee, 1995), Devil in a Blue Dress (Carl Franklin, 1995), Nick of Time (John Badham, 1995), Jade (William Friedkin, 1995), Strange Days (Kathryn Bigelow, 1995), Things To Do In Denver When You’re Dead (Gary Fleder, 1995), Casino (Martin Scorsese, 1995), and Heat (Michael Mann, 1995), and this in a year that had already witnessed the runaway commercial and critical success of Quentin Tarantino’s neo-noir Pulp Fiction (1994). Similarly, the universal appeal of the genre was reflected during the same period in the United Kingdom, where two film noir seasons were programmed by the crime fiction writer James Ellroy at the National Film Theatre in London and at the “Shots in the Dark” film festival in Nottingham, and a number of classic films noirs including Scarlet Street (Fritz Lang, 1945), The Strange Love of Martha Ivers (Lewis Milestone, 1946), and D.O.A. (Rudolph Maté, 1950) were released on the new VHS label Second Sight Film Noir. There were also television broadcasts of the period noir series Fallen Angels and the documentaries The Film Noir Story (BBC2) and Dark and Deadly (Channel 4), both of which served as introductions to extended noir seasons on British television.7

As the term film noir has gradually permeated our culture, the evolution of the genre itself during the last fifty years has been informed both by the complex history of the American film industry and by the social and political change that has shaped the recent history of the United States. In part I of our exploration of film noir’s metamorphosis into the neo-noir of contemporary American cinema, “From Film Noir to Neo-noir,” we shall consider how both these factors have affected the history of the genre. In chapter 1, “Industrial Evolution,” we will explore how the genesis of film noir in the forties and its revival in the late sixties coincide with two periods marked by both tumultuous change within the infrastructure of the industry itself and an intense creative energy fueled by the emergence of new talent and technology. We also will analyze how the continuing evolution of the genre embraces changes in methods of production and marketing, technological innovation, and shifts in the popular taste of the filmgoing public. By so doing we will observe how film noir has evidenced those qualities associated by the film historians Robert Allen and Douglas Gomery with the longevity of Hollywood filmmaking itself, noting how “it has accommodated itself to economic changes, technological revolutions, influences from other stylistic systems, and the individual and aesthetic demands of thousands of filmmakers over half a century.”8 We will see, moreover, how the trajectory of film noir’s evolution has seen it develop from a radical, slightly subversive alternative to mainstream Hollywood conservatism to its current status as one of the mainstays of contemporary genre film production. In chapter 2, “America Noir,” we will contextualize recurrent noir motifs in relation to the post-Depression history of the United States, exploring how specific cultural movements and sociopolitical events have shaped our understanding of the evolution of the genre and examining how the recent history of the United States, with its wars, political scandals, and social injustices, itself reads as a noir narrative founded as it is on the traditional noir motifs of violence, corruption, greed, misogyny
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