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Take with you someone you can trust.

—ODD MAN OUT (1947)

You know, I don’t think you can trust anybody.

—OUT OF THE PAST (1947)

Lie not one to another.

—COLOSSIANS 3:9
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Grauman’s Chinese Theatre


INTRODUCTION

The architecture of old movie palaces like Grauman’s Chinese promises audiences something remarkable, but not convincingly there. Ah, yes, escapism, one says. Yet many mainstream films are fables, more didactic than dreamy. Whatever else goes on in movie palaces, certain genres—such as noirs and spy films—are more or less committed to social instruction. One says that, when the lights go out, viewers enter their own distinctive imaginations, and that surely happens. But notice that theaters are built for crowds: the Chinese happens to have 1,492 seats. The film industry has long had the means to address the nation collectively. George Tenet’s director of public affairs at the CIA observed that “the vast majority of the American public forms its impression of the intelligence community from TV and movies.”1 In 1996, one year before Tenet took over, the agency appointed its first entertainment liaison officer in order to promote positive representations of the agency. Even in a democratic republic, the state has an interest in the representation of its activities.

Viewers engage images, stories, and claims about civic and personal matters, and they do so together, in the dark but in public. Film directors recognize the didactic potential of the medium, and some conceive their work in terms of political policy or even theory. For instance, in 1976 Sydney Pollack, who directed Three Days of the Condor (1975), said, “I tried to deal . . . with trust and suspicion, paranoia, which I think is happening in this country, when every institution I grew up believing was sacrosanct is now beginning to crumble. It’s destroying . . . a certain kind of trust that is essential to have in a working society. . . . I don’t think we should abolish the CIA. What we have to do is find some way of making a check and balance [sic] system work that, conceivably, hasn’t been working before. The CIA has grown autonomous in a way that’s horrific.”2 New films are discussed among friends who, within a few weeks, get to more or less those theater seats too. Some films are engaged in intellectual projects, practical, timely ones that concern many people. If not immediately, then in time, the visions asserted by these films emerge into the light of public awareness. Sydney Pollack spoke of corrupt institutions, lost trust, and getting on with the work of the republic. His film made a difference in 1975, but his constellation of issues had come together nearly four decades earlier in The Maltese Falcon (1941) and the noirs that followed in a remarkable period of film production that ended in the mid-1950s.

The term film noir is especially indefinite, even by comparison to literary critical terms.3 William Park’s recent What Is Film Noir? is devoted entirely to definition. Scholars want stable terminology, but this term has to fit hundreds of films already produced and an indefinite number yet to be made under the influence of those predecessors. “The most compelling proof that film noir is a bona fide genre,” Park argues, “is its reemergence in the 1970s in what the critics have dubbed ‘neo-noir.’”4 Filmmakers continue to develop the resources of the genre despite concern among critics about the viability of the term. Some critics refer to noir in terms of its conspicuous stylistic features: high-contrast lighting juxtaposed with chiaroscuro, key lighting, depth of focus, low and oblique camera angles. Other critics stress its narrative features: elaborate, obscure plots, most obviously. One should remember that, as Park says, “No group of films, not even a single film encompasses all the characteristics of film noir.”5 The first film noir, The Maltese Falcon, for instance, shows few of these stylistic features. Park says more particularly that “noir consists of a fallible protagonist, a crime, an investigation, and a contemporary setting.”6 The protagonist he has in mind “has taken a false step, attempted a cover up, become an accomplice, or in some way fallen into crime.”7 The themes this sort of narrative engages are temptation, duplicity, betrayal. “The dominant world view expressed in film noir,” according to Janey Place, “is paranoid, claustrophobic, hopeless, doomed, predetermined by the past, without clear moral or personal identity.”8

My argument is that many noirs approach this darkness with an ethical value, and that they explicitly name this value trust. Characters repeatedly implore one another, “Trust me!” This trust is rarely realized in its fullest form, but it is often a horizon of hope; these films are not desperate works of art. In setting up his analysis of fatalism in film noir, Robert B. Pippin distinguishes between “what we actually think about some issue, collectively and at a time, and what we think we think.”9 The noirs, as Pippin proposes, are correctives to collective thinking; by engaging viewers in exception-taking narratives they show that audiences actually see the point of complications, qualifications, and negations of what we think we think. This is an aesthetic with a distinguished recent history. T. S. Eliot quoted Mallarmé in speaking of poets as purifying the dialect of the tribe, and Ezra Pound developed the idea by noting that without clear terms one cannot legislate or litigate justly. (One may object to Pound’s account on the ground that modernist poems do not circulate sufficiently widely to influence the language as he imagines, but that objection cannot hold in the case of popular films.) Some art—in particular that of the noirs—corrects what is commonly termed agency, Pippin’s concern, or trust, my own. In order for this art to succeed, audiences need to understand just what is under examination: its subjects must be named. This is why so many characters in the films I analyze explicitly seek the trust of others. The art of the noirs and the spies engages directly with familiar, not exotic concepts. Some artists seek to provide terms for experiences or subjects that elude familiar concepts. Paul Celan, for instance, constellates words so that they may stand in place of particular concepts: these words and only these in this arrangement configure his subject; a poem may be the only suitable name of its subject. But the films discussed in this book engage recognizable subjects with familiar names, though the films seek to clarify what is actually thinkable, by popular audiences, as trust.

A large number of films are gathered in the following pages in order to set out what audiences may generally understand about the representations of trust and commitment that noirs and spies propose. I analyze scenes of many different films in order to render visible this general account of trust. A critic with different aims attends more closely to the “density of stimulus,” as Stanley Cavell puts it, in a small number of films, revealing their exceptionality or focusing less on their narrative and more on their formal and aesthetic features.10 My claim is that the noirs develop a subtle and coherent account of deep trust between two individuals. Most of part one is devoted to an explication of just this. One would like to be able to cite the speeches of characters about trust. Sam Spade has a memorable one at the end of The Maltese Falcon. But sustained speeches are rare, exactly because the noirs observe a code of male taciturnity. I have constructed a synthetic account of trust largely by interpreting the films as parables of cooperation. The account of deep trust that interests me is a collaborative effort, not just in the sense that filmmaking is always a collaborative effort, but in the sense that many films contribute to this account. This claim about a collective discourse concerning trust has the surprising consequence that the significance of some apparently modest films—The Narrow Margin (1952), for instance, or (a much lesser film) Where Danger Lives (1950)—is enhanced when one recognizes that they were understood originally as responses to intellectual issues already in play. The spy films I discuss in part two are unlike the noirs in that they are obviously topical: the United States has sharply escalated its covert operations since 2001. Presidents Bush and Obama have overseen particularly punitive and deadly operations abroad. Several of these films, the noirs and the spies, are more meaningful in relation to the collaborative thematic I describe than they are in isolation.

I long ago spent many hours in theaters that I should have spent in school (I was a dropout). I like to think of theatres as a little like lecture halls: one interrupts ordinary activities in order to think about something there, and to do it with other people. One leaves one theater reminded of something heard in another, but carrying something away that will affect how one understands another film in another theater next week. As one passes from one theater or hall to another, one’s judgment is not exactly formed but it is directed along some paths more than others, and these paths tend to cross over or coincide with one another. I stress the ways in which films collaborate with one another to present patterns of understanding that constitute a network of significance. Although noirs cohere thematically, my notion is not that directors sought to speak with one another about trust and commitment, but rather that diverse filmic conventions led to an intellectual coherence that audiences sense as they pass from one screening to another.

About trust and commitment, filmmakers and philosophers can speak to one another, and filmmakers more than hold their own in the dialogue. Philosophers conceive of trust as a consequence of rational inference and a means to a definite objective. The noirs propose an analysis of trust that can be reduced to two claims: first, that deep trust is neither rational nor definite in its objectives; second, that it is constructed by two electing and consenting agents. From these ideas much follows, but this is the heart of the analysis in part one. The filmic analysis rests, I admit, as much on instances of failed as on successful trust relationships. Nonetheless the films present durable ideals and fine-grained analysis of practical difficulties. One does not expect more. As a literary critic, I am accustomed to paraphrasing a text concerning a particular topic like trust. Because I am convinced that the noirs present an elaborate but coherent and in some ways attractive set of judgments, I reconstruct, in chapters two through five, the trust constraints of the noir regime by pushing the films’ implications toward explicit general propositions. Professional interpreters prefer to engage meaning through constant mediation of a text, whose significance is understood to derive from a particular place and time. Most of my statements about trust are illustrated or supported by particular passages in the films under discussion, but that is not the only reason to talk about trust. In truth, this book is as much about commitment as about noirs and spies.

Has trust gone the way of fedoras? No. The noirs successfully bequeathed this theme to later filmmakers in other genres. Many recent films continue to explore the construction of trust between two individuals. Noir inquirers seek to build trust relationships when people and circumstances around them warrant suspicion. They work against the grain of daily experience. Trust is exceptional, in no sense normal. Where they succeed, the powers of imagination and perseverance are proved. Where they fail, ordinary life is to blame. Inquirers know to expect little assistance from social institutions and civic agents. When now and then a benign servant of the state offers help—a Bernie Ohls, say, in The Big Sleep (1946)—the resistant character of individuals is demonstrated. Particular people surprise one—a hopeful sign—even if large communities are not to be turned around. In the first film discussed, Kiss Me Deadly (1955), the last of the true noirs, individual trust and initiative are subordinated to trust in the state.

That was the crucial historical development of the theme: the state has come to overshadow individual relationships. In part two I shift to a set of films that begin by setting aside the construction of such trust between two people in order to give one’s all to state service. Think of the enormous success of the Bourne films (2002–2007), but of many others too in which individual characters struggle with their need to trust a state that is said to “know better” than individuals. Also spies are masters of misperception who earn a living by exploiting the trust of others. A half century after the noirs, the thematics of trust have been radically altered. Talk of trust is common now in a wide range of films, but trust itself, aside from talk, is central to spy films: the issue is no longer how one may construct trust, but rather how mistrust pervades state activity and thinking about the state. The construction of trust between two people is merely vestigial in contemporary spy films. What if, instead of thinking about the regrettable obstacles to the construction of trust between people who know one another well, one were to make oneself trust a representation of the interests of a large number of strangers? CIA agents do not expect to build trust relationships. Their trust in the state is instead chosen and avowed, not constructed. One signs on to state service, as to a contract. “You said you wanted to save American lives,” Dr. Hirsch repeatedly reminds Jason. This abstract, innocuous claim was David Webb’s way of honorably retreating from his own personhood in a manner that looked like an advance: he became Jason Bourne, or one who acts decisively, effectively, and of course impersonally. A quest for public trust—trust in the state in particular—mutilates the spirit.

Why compare 1940s mysteries with thrillers of the new century? The thrillers do not match the artistic achievement of noir. They are thesis films that, when they excel, engage topical issues with some intellectual independence, as the underrated Traitor (2008) does. They show that there is an economy of trust in American society: when the desire to trust one’s intimates meets with systematic frustration, as in the noirs, that desire does not simply go away to sulk. It resurfaces in another form. A half century after noir lost its great vitality, that desire is replaced by a willed resolve to trust impersonally, to lay aside the issues that provoked failures of personal trust in order to participate effectively in the political life of a nation under threat. Through the 1940s, well into the 1950s, and again in the last decade, successful films have been made from an engagement with trust and commitment. Success matters: audiences continue to take interest in noir configurations of trust and in the problems of commitment examined by spy films. This is to say that these particular structures of thought and feeling have been drawn into public discourse. The contrast of the noirs and the spies says something about the imaginative terrain crossed in the last half century, as filmmakers know.

In 1965 Martin Ritt and Oswald Morris, his director of photography, shot The Spy Who Came in from the Cold as a retro noir in black and white. They wanted audiences to see the bond between these genres. Both sets of films reveal ways that audiences wish to think about trust and commitment. Noir inquirers and spies too display the effects of crafty interaction with others. They all seek to move adroitly through perilous circumstances in order to disarm or elude wicked adversaries, though they have different techniques for achieving these ends. Noir inquirers think their way through the minefields of others’ needs and desires. Spies do more punching. All the thrusts, parries, and car crashes render obvious now what has been lost in moving from noirs to spies. These later films suggest that noir was a resource of a now-lost moment. Public esteem for effective agency has endured, but esteem for independent practical judgment has been eroded. Spies generally consent to be instruments of others’ judgment. They are willing, as noir protagonists are not, to be used. Spy films ask how long special agents can sustain indifference to the ends to which their labors are put. Filmmakers have had the courage to reject consequentialism as a final means of justifying dubious service to the state; by so doing, they have dissented from the dominant views of contemporary political philosophers. The noirs and the spies propose ideals of behavior, concepts of motivation that bear on the thinking lives of general audiences.

My first job was at the Chinese. I was hired as an usher at minimum wage, then promoted to doorman, also at minimum wage (in 1961: $1.25 hourly). The expression was that one “worked the door.” I had the day shift. Weekday afternoons hardly anyone goes to the movies. My work was killing time. I stood for hours, and occasionally tore a ticket in two, maybe forty of those on a weekday. The Chinese is a tourist attraction kept open during the day for the sake of appearance. This seemed reasonable, because all the enterprises on Hollywood Boulevard were there for the sake of appearances. A tour guide, Larry, about fifty, constantly smoking, hawked motor tours of the movie stars’ homes—former homes, in fact, though that was not mentioned. Al, a sixty-year-old thick-set Caucasian wearing a Chinese-style jacket and peaked straw hat, but also a pencil moustache like William Powell’s, offered Polaroid photos of the tourists with their hands in the prints of their favorite stars—one dollar. And Wild Bill, about seventy, dressed after photos of James Butler Hickok (1837–1876), wore a long moustache and a silky white goatee, like a little horsetail, and made a show of birdcalls for the tourists’ children. It was attention, not money, that he wanted. I watched the tourists, the street, and its regulars for hours—more or less the same scene every day. Strange always, but without consequence.

Fifty years later, far more tourists arrive every day, and more entrepreneurs improvise the same sort of living there. The commodities are the same: maps, tours, photos, costumes—traces of merely imagined presence. It is more apparent now than it was then that what is on sale is fakery. I knew in 1961, as I put on my Chinese uniform, that the whole enterprise amounted to a sham. Everyone who worked there felt that. What I did not realize then is that the tourists somehow felt it too, and that no one minded the fact that there were no movie stars at the theater, only their footprints, and that the stars did not in fact live in the houses to which Larry drove the tourists. No one complained of fakery. No one was fooled by the pretenses of the scene. The theater was no more Chinese than the Egyptian theater Grauman built down the street was Egyptian. Tourists came to Hollywood Boulevard then (and yesterday too) as to a studio back lot, where all is façade. That is the real point of the Boulevard, and of the film industry: no one is gulled by these façades.

In 1961 there were three banks at the adjacent intersection of Hollywood and Highland. Two of them were in the massive architectural styles meant to inspire confidence among depositors. On the fourth corner was a drugstore. None of the banks has survived. The massive buildings are there still: one houses Ripley’s Believe-It-or-Not museum; the other Madame Tussaud’s Wax Museum. The drugstore remains too, but as a bazaar for Hollywood memorabilia. All that appeared solid fifty years ago has been transformed into faux curiosities. Do people want the banks? No, they want to put their feet in the concrete impressions made by John Wayne, Clark Gable, Marilyn Monroe, and Michael Jackson. For that, they are ready to pay with cash. The real economy—that which endures and grows in time—is not sustained by banks or the stones used to suggest permanence. But real is the wrong word. It derives from the Latin res, signifying things, matter. My introduction to the working world had nothing to do with making things and everything to do with the manipulation of illusions. Hollywood Boulevard has come to resemble a movie set; the Kodak Theater next door to Grauman’s, and built for the Academy Awards, looks not like a Mesopotamian palace, but like a studio imitation of such a palace. This is the structure that replaced the third bank. No one is meant to be fooled by this palace entry. Sham itself is the attraction. The actual model was D. W. Griffith’s set of the Great Wall of Babylon for Intolerance (1916), then the most expensive movie set constructed. (The film enjoyed high attendance, but Griffith could not recover the production costs.) This bizarre economy of open fakery, not duplicity, had staying power and greater growth potential than anyone then realized. In what should one trust, when appearances are obviously false?

I started work just after a great era of American film had come to an end. Of the films under discussion here, only the neo-noir Charade (1963) played the Chinese during my time. I first watched film noir on late-night television with my mother; that was the art of her time. She is long gone now, but the noirs are still on television. The cities they depict have utterly changed; the crimes that fill the jails, changed too. Why have the films, compelling still, not lost the force of art? In the 1940s and 1950s, one says, there were great directors, actors, well-staffed studios, and two vital native genres for that talent: Westerns and noirs.11 In an obvious sense, the noirs treat ethical issues and the Westerns, political ones. Noirs focus sharply on single characters, but they seem to begin from a point at which politics has already proved disappointing—in particular, fraudulent.12 The noirs, I think, speak to us because they depict a still recognizable, even familiar, social and political context—one of pretense, dubious labor, extraordinary complication, and misadministration.
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Kodak Theatre, Hollywood and Highland

And noirs speak altogether acutely of the kernel of human relations, trust itself. My object here is to clarify what they say about trust relationships. Of course the Hollywood film industry excelled in its treatment of this particular theme because its resources in showmanship, or fakery, are unrivaled. Understand, though, that the noir focus on trust among friends implies that to trust in political institutions no longer makes sense. My argument is not only that the films reveal the nature of trust, though they do. The writers, directors, and actors who made these films contributed to an archive of ethical and even political theory on this theme. What is the trust at issue, and how is it distinguishable from practical cooperation? When can skepticism reasonably end and trust begin? Does trust facilitate agency? In what circumstances do such generic questions make sense? The personnel of one film collaborated with those of many other films and doubtless did so without an agenda to advance this particular project. The fact is, though, that the noirs had a collective philosophical project—from which anyone can learn. And a half-century after the end of the noir era filmmakers have returned to that project in a hotly topical context.

Many of these are famously great films: The Maltese Falcon, The Big Sleep, The Third Man (1949), Double Indemnity (1944), The Postman Always Rings Twice (1946), Notorious (1946). The other noirs I discuss are wonderful too, but of the second order: Out of the Past (1947), Gilda (1946), The Narrow Margin, Criss Cross (1949), In a Lonely Place (1950). And the spy thrillers, yes, are lesser still. My concern, though, is not with the art of filmmaking, and only incidentally with distinctive filmic properties. I want to know how noir constructions of trust affected the generation born just before the First World War. Mine is a sharp thematic focus. Noir is a forceful imaginative regime, and my parents were among its many subjects. The representations one loves, as Plato says, determine one’s thinking, feeling, and future. What would one know of trust if one knew only noirs? A great deal, is the proper answer, particularly about give-and-take, maybe more than one might learn from philosophers or even poets.

One can also speak of a noir viewpoint in social terms. These characters presume the incompetence of the state; they desire commitment to one person. The spies, a half century later, desire the opposite: some consequence in the public sphere. Prosperity and the elaboration of an economic empire during the intervening years have directed attention away from the state’s incompetence and toward its duplicity. That is a discovery for the characters of recent films. Jason Bourne and his near-contemporaries recoil from civic mendacity and surrender hope of a meaningful life grounded in state service. They are appalled by duplicity, as the noir characters (and the tourists at the Chinese) are not. The spies end where the noirs begin: in hope of a private life. But the spies are more narrowly conservative insofar as they imagine privacy as a conventionally settled subject: a reproductive family. And that is a serious intellectual limit. As a critic, I do not do justice to all the films I examine, but I have written a mercifully short book about a large number of engaging films. May my readers bear with me for the sake of a compelling subject.


PART I

Noirs


CHAPTER 1

Work

The ostensible purpose of a noir plot is the production of knowledge; that is the detective’s industry (though many of the noirs I discuss are not detective stories). Noirs require an inquirer to work through the entire film to see things, in the dark, as they truly are. He starts off seeing little or wrongly. Knowledge is shadowed, covered, several times over. The private eye, though, is the right inquirer because he is paid to look where others maintain darkness, at least surrounding their common privacy, if not also their illicit activity. He looks where the state is constrained from looking or where it is just unwelcome. Many of the noirs that I love begin conventionally with a detective or inquirer (Jake Gittes in Chinatown [1973], Philip Marlowe in Lady in the Lake [1947], or Holly Martins in The Third Man) who needs work and wants to be paid. A woman may walk into the office, as if out of a dream, and propose a snow job. The inquirer knows that she isn’t telling or doesn’t know the real story. Jake tells Ida Sessions, who he erroneously thinks is Evelyn Mullwray, to ignore her supposed husband’s apparent infidelity and move on, confident that her husband loves her. His counsel is given with cynical glances at his coworkers who have heard it many times. He thinks in this scene that he knows better than “Mrs. Mullwray.” However, she refuses to live with illusions. Jake takes the case, and he begins to track the phantom of Hollis Mullwray’s infidelity—money for traces of imagined presence. From the opening scene, Jake’s work is all wrong.

What is proper work? Very often one cannot see plainly, as Jake cannot, the consequences of one’s labor. Is one in fact working for what one thinks one is working? Most workers trust a process of collaboration and institutionalization to allow them to affirm their labor. The inquirers, however, are self-employed, locked into a small economic unit; they cannot grow their businesses, or generalize their efforts, exactly because they trust no one very far—even their business partners. Often, like Jake or Phillip Marlowe (in The Big Sleep or Murder, My Sweet [1944]), they have already failed to work successfully as part of a staff—Marlowe at the district attorney’s office, Jake in Chinatown. However, Marlowe, Sam Spade, Mike Hammer, and others cannot work alone. They maintain instead a strictly hierarchical structure in their offices; the other men are subordinates, and the chief female assistants are often vaguely involved with the detective in some sort of nonprofessional intimacy. At the outset of The Maltese Falcon, Sam Spade’s partner is killed by a new client, Brigid O’Shaughnessy. Sam and Miles Archer did not really trust each other: Sam was actually sleeping with Miles’s wife. The internal operations of a detective’s business will not bear critical scrutiny. In the opening sequence, Sam tells Miles that he has brains, whereas toward the end he mentions that Miles was not very sharp. The theme of trust has far-reaching and quite general economic significance. Social scientists like Francis Fukuyama have compared national patterns of trust in mercantile and corporate activities. Economies capable of establishing large networks of trust have advantages over others that remain locked into familial organizations.1 A detective’s skepticism, however, is always breaking groups down into smaller units. And with each such division the economic future dims.

I began by recalling my “work” in Hollywood, because the vague, dubious services of noir inquirers are an explicit theme of many noirs, and because the dullness and fakery too of my first job are recognizable qualities of many other jobs in the postwar era. Lady in the Lake begins with Marlowe (Robert Montgomery) at his desk, derisive about the modesty of his earnings and the insignificance of his labors; he tries the crime-writing business as an alternative to detective work, but he cannot get away from the latter. His editor (Audrey Totter) needs a detective more than she does another fiction writer. She has lots of bogus product to promote. Adverse conditions of labor are a point of departure for so many noirs. Joe Gillis (William Holden) in Sunset Boulevard (1950) is nearly destitute: “Things were tough at the moment. I hadn’t worked at the studio for a long time.” He pulls off the street into Norma Desmond’s garage in order to elude auto repossessors, and he tries to make an ambiguous living where public and private spheres overlap. Like a writer, a private detective is not an entirely private person; both are professionally engaged in inquiring into privacy, which they observe from a professional remove.

The boundary between public and private spheres is the usual corrupted site of a detective, and it reappears in one film after another. The wealthy class protects its privacy with diligence. Marlowe must pass through three doors and a butler to speak with General Sternwood in The Big Sleep. People of fewer means do worse with their boundaries: Joe Brody and Eddie Mars are gunned down at thresholds. Detectives may easily be insulted or even punished with impunity for their category errors, as when Roman Polanski slits Jake’s nose in Chinatown. A detective is no man of property. His insulation against state interference derives from personal relations with state agents; his access to legal redress is minimal. Noah Cross (John Huston), on the contrary, is a man of property whose political authority and insulation are far greater than Jake’s. Lou Escobar is willing to let Jake go home, at the end, but that is about all. Noah Cross has his way because he owns so much. Mike Hammer, in Kiss Me Deadly, drives a nice new Jaguar, but a car is not real property. He lives in a handsome, modern—but rented—apartment on Wilshire Boulevard at Beverly Glen. These inquirers live on sufferance. Their licenses can be revoked, as Marlowe is reminded in The Big Sleep and Sam is in The Maltese Falcon, or they can be handed a plane ticket out of the country, as Holly Martins is repeatedly told. Mike Vargas (Charlton Heston) in Touch of Evil (1958) is only tolerated north of the border, where he is a private inquirer, whereas Hank Quinlan (Orson Welles), the state’s agent, has jurisdiction, if not property. An inquirer is a private citizen laboring at a public task; his situation, essentially unstable. He is a terrier on a leash.

Noirs are set in proximity to a foggy zone where public and private concerns shift shape with one another. At the outset of On Dangerous Ground (1952), Jim Wilson (Robert Ryan) is all cop, no private life. Paradoxically, he has become a menace to his department: his exclusive focus on his work leads him to brutality. His commanding officer rusticates him to a village where a murderer is being sought largely by vigilantes. There, everything is personal, and Jim tries to secure some lawfulness. His own disturbed character is healed by intimacy with Mary Malden (Ida Lupino), a vulnerable blind woman who is sheltering her brother, a murderer. Jim learns from her and from Walter Brent (Ward Bond), the aggrieved father of a dead girl, that only a temperate mix of lawfulness and tact permits social life to proceed. Evelyn Mullwray knew this all along, as did General Sternwood, and many other clients of private detectives, who are hired exactly because public authorities cannot perform such a task adequately, and private citizens who can afford to pay know that they themselves are ill-suited to pursue their own justice. Marlowe is a shapeshifter whose guises enable him to complete advantageously the tasks for which he is paid. Sam Spade earned $900 finding Miles Archer’s murderer, and that might have been his own personal project—or of course the state’s. Noirs display repeatedly the ways in which private resources can be used effectively to resolve public problems. In so doing, they reverse the course of distinctively US legal prosecution. The concept of a public prosecutor, to whom citizens entrust responsibility for bringing causes of justice to litigation, is a modern invention. Prior to the eighteenth century in Europe only private citizens brought causes to the court; however, a public prosecutor was used in the American colonies and later institutionalized in the founding of the United States.2 Noirs are deeply retro in their suspicion of the efficacy of a public-driven system of justice.3

The police are agents of the state; their office is to safeguard public welfare. The public is asked to trust them to deal with tense situations, even to grant them the benefit of doubt when they are accused of using undue force. The logic of this exchange rests on a calculus that the public interest is greater than any particular private interest. A private detective, though, is another matter altogether. He might claim to be doing the same work that the police do, to be
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