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Introduction: A Bright, Guilty City

Here America will build its great city of the Pacific, the most fantastic city in the world.

Carey McWilliams on Los Angeles, 1946

Is the City of Angeles Going to Hell?

Time magazine, 1993

The trouble begins with the sun, that spotlight which floods the city, throwing everything into relief. The sun and all it suggests, the infinite pleasures and permanent tans, is how the world knows Los Angeles, one of the few instantly recognisable modern metropolises without a defining architectural totem – save for the Hollywood sign, of course. The world knows Los Angeles through the movies and television, and if you live here long enough, you realise it’s not much different for some Angelenos. It is the city’s defining paradox that even as it has become one of a handful of global cities in the last half-century, it remains principally identified with its fantasy industries. In his film The Lady from Shanghai, the sailor played by Orson Welles gets off a boat in Acapulco, squints at the sun and declares, ‘It’s a bright, guilty world.’ It’s easy to imagine that Welles was thinking of Los Angeles when he said that line, for it neatly captures the popular view of the city as transparent and opaque at once, a dreamscape of seduction and shame. Welles’s path to and from L.A. is familiar, but it’s worth noting that he never could stay away for long. Whether out of habit or necessity, this city of bright and fallen angels keeps a tight hold on those who loathe it; perhaps especially to those who do.

When native son James Ellroy published L.A. Confidential in 1990, Los Angeles was in the midst of a plague season that transformed it from an ambivalent dreamscape into a national fixation, at once the talk-show host’s late-night joke and the new urban theorist’s reigning cautionary tale. (Ellroy skipped town permanently in 1981.) For nine seemingly interminable years beginning in the late 1980s, the city suffered drought, devastating fires, a fatal earthquake, torrential floods, mud-slides – along with one of the worst civil disturbances in United States history – that remade it into the very noir landscape the movies had production-designed for decades. When the film of Ellroy’s novel was released into theatres in 1997, the worst of the city’s recent miseries seemed to be over, or maybe that’s what those of us who live here liked to tell ourselves. The fires and floods had subsided, as had the civil unrest. The problems persisted but the streets were again clear for production. Once more, the movie-makers could take possession of Los Angeles; they could wrench it from the headlines and return it to the screen, where to all appearances it belonged.

Los Angeles is, after all, one of Hollywood’s bad habits – or is it the other way around? Just as the movies can’t seem to leave the city alone, it is impossible to envision L.A. outside a film frame, so often has its sprawl, its night, its downtown been beamed across the world. What was there left to say about L.A. that the movies hadn’t already told us? In the age of the blockbuster, what was left of the movies themselves? For Curtis Hanson, the director L.A. Confidential, and his co-writer, Brian Helgeland, the answer was: plenty. Closely based on Ellroy’s book, their film redefines the city by embracing everything that the real Los Angeles historically, at times murderously, tried to hide. Set in the early 1950s, the Good Old Days of our collective imagination – which, for many, looks a lot like the golden age of Hollywood – it is a period piece that speaks to the city’s recent hard times even as it conceives of a Los Angeles that is more than the sum of its disasters. With its patina of glamour and hard-boiled interior, it is a period film that looks as if it could have been produced in 1950s Hollywood if studio self-censorship hadn’t gotten in the way of all the sex and the sadism, the institutional racism and government corruption. A period piece that follows the contours (if not the conventions) of the classical studio system and, at the same time, critiques that system by exposing everything the movies once refused to reveal.


[image: ]


Hanson with Spacey



As Ellroy had done before him, Hanson resurrected the Los Angeles of his childhood with L.A. Confidential. For both men, the resurrection was an act of nostalgia for a lost city and a lost time, but it was also a way of revisiting their respective obsessions: Ellroy’s for the city and its crimes, Hanson’s for the city and its movies. That these twinned obsessions could dovetail in one masterfully wrought Hollywood movie seems ironic given the state of the art during the 1990s. In the mid-1990s, movie-making in the United States was increasingly divided between low-budget independent film driven by vision and high-concept studio movies driven by box office. Free-floating above this divide were designated auteurs who roamed from studio to studio looking for patronage. For a film-maker like Hanson, who had been born during the studios’ golden age and come of creative age during the New Hollywood movement, and held to the promise of both eras that cinema aspire to the condition of art, 1990s Hollywood seemed an unlikely home. That it was such a home was a minor miracle, a flicker of hope in a place where art had been all but eclipsed by industry. In this sense, L.A. Confidential is not just a movie but a dream of the movies – how they once were and how they could be again. This, then, is a Los Angeles movie – this time with the lights turned on.


1 Watching the Detectives

It begins with a blare of horns – of saxophones, not automobiles as you might expect of a film set in the car-culture capital of the world – and the relentlessly cheerful dictate ‘to accentuate the positive’. Taken from Johnny Mercer’s arrangement of his and Harold Arlen’s 1944 wartime hit, ‘Ac-cent-tchu-ate the Positive’, the words ring out over the first image in L.A. Confidential, a stack of postcards, one of which bears the legend spelled out in big, bold type: ‘Greetings From Los Angeles, California’. In 1952, the year that the film opens, it was the sort of postcard a tourist might have mailed to the folks back home for a glimpse of palm trees and a stretch of beach, along with a bird’s-eye view of the city’s totemic city hall – scenes from a world of endless sunshine. Here, though, the postcard serves as a visitor’s pass both to Lost Los Angeles and to the film itself, a reassuring, gently sentimental point of entry for the extended montage which it launches. ‘Come to Los Angeles,’ exhorts an unseen male narrator. ‘The sun shines bright. The beaches are wide and inviting and the orange groves stretch as far as the eye can see.’

The voice belongs to Sid Hudgens (played by Danny DeVito), the resident scam artist for a scandal magazine called Hush-Hush. Hudgens will prove to be a linchpin in the story to come, right now, though, heard but not yet seen, he is a tour guide cum sideshow carny for an excursion into the city’s past, real and imaginary. Onscreen, booster image follows booster image, and citrus trees give way to factory workers and ‘jobs aplenty’. There are images of sylvan fields and manicured suburban lawns on which smiling children play ball. ‘Inside every house’, Hudgens promises, ‘a happy all-American family.’ Just as the vision of everyday Angeleno bliss reaches its apex, the city’s iconography is abrupt subsumed by that of Hollywood: Marilyn Monroe and Jane Russell beam their brights in front of a bulwark of waving fans. Frank Sinatra squires Deborah Kerr at one of those convergences of idols and idolatry known as The Movie Premiere. The hucksterism in Sid’s voice curves around a menacing bend. ‘It’s paradise on earth,’ he pledges, right before releasing a cascade of laughter, the rat-a-tat of sunshine cynicism. ‘That’s what they tell ya anyway. Because they’re selling an image, they’re selling it through movies, radio and television.’

Hollywood has been eclipsing Los Angeles virtually from the moment the latter swallowed the former. The small community of Hollywood incorporated in 1903; seven years later Los Angeles, which had been keeping its landlocked neighbour strategically dry, absorbed the water-thirsty burg of several thousand. It was around this same time that movie people started pouring in from the East, staking claims on the area to take advantage of the climate, variegated terrain and the distance from the patents office on the other coast. In
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