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American
Film Noir

The History
of an ldea

Only that whick has no history is definable,

—FRizDRICH NIETZSCHE

The past is not dead. It isn't even past,
—WiLLIAM FAULKNER

It has always been easier lo recognize a
fitm noir than to deline the term. One can casily imag-
inc a large vidco store where examples of such films
would be shelved somewhere between Golhic horror
and dystopian science fiction: in the center would be
Double Indennity, and at cither margin Cat People
and Invasion of the Body Snatchers. But this arrange-
ment would Iuwc out 1mpomnt titles. Thcrc isinfact

em and nobody is sure whether the films in ques-
tion constitule a period, a genre, a cycle, a stylc, or
simply a "phenomenon.”

Whatever noir “'is,” the standard histories say it
originated in America, emerging out of a synthesis of
hard-boiled fiction and German Expressionism. The
term is also associated with certain visual and narra-
tive traits, which some commentators have tried to
locatize in the period between [941 and 1958, Others
contend that noir began much earlicr and never went
away.? One of the most comprehensive (but far from
complelc) references, Alain Silver and Elizabeth

Ward's Filmt Noir: An Encyclopedia of the American
Style, begins in 1927 and ends in the present, listing
over 500 molion pictures of various stylistic and ge-
neric descriptions.?

Encylopedic surveys of the Silver and Ward type
can be educational and entertaining, but they also have
a kinship with Jorge Luis Borges's fictional work of
Chinese scholarship, The Celestial Emporium of Be-
nevelent Knowledge, which contains a whimsical tax-
onomy of-the animal kingdom: those belonging to the
Empcror; mermaids; stray dogs: those painted with a
fine camel’s-hair brush; those resembling flies from a
distance; others; eic. Unforlunately, nothing links to-
gether all the things discussed as poir—uot the theme
of erime, not a cinematographic technique, noteven a
resistance to Aristotelian parratives or happy endings.
Little wonder that no writer has been able to find the
calegory’s nccessary and sulTicient characteristics,
and that many generalizalions jn the ¢ritical literature.

are open lo question. If noiris American in origin, why
does it have a French name? (The two Frenchimen who
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supposcdly coined the term, writing separatetessays in
1946, were referring to an international style.) Morc
intiiguingly, il the heyday of noir was 194 1-58, why
did the term not enjoy widespread use until the 1970s?
A plausible case could indeed be made that, far from
dying oul with the old studio system, noir is almost
entirely a creation of postmodern culture—a belated
reading of classic Hollywood thal was popularized by
cindastes of the French New Wave, appropriated by
reviewers, academics, and filim-makers, and then re-
cycled on TV,

At any rale, a ferm that was born in speeialist
periodicals and revival theaters has now become a
major significr of sleekly commodificd artistic ambi-
tion. Almost 20 percent of the titles currently on the
National Film Preservation List al the Library of Con-
gress arc associated with noir, as arc most of the carly
volumes in the British Film Institule “Film Classics™
scrics. Mcanwhile, “hea noirs” are produced by Hol-
lywood with increasing regularity and prominence.
Consider the last three American winners of the Grand
Prize at Canncs: Wild ar Heart (1991), Barton Fink
(1992), and Pulp Fiction (1994). Consider also such
big-budget tclevision productions as “Twin Peaks,”
“Wild Pahns™ (marketed to ABC as TV noir™), and
“Fallen Angels.”

Some of thesc instances might be described as

p |\1iclu,." hm p.mtidat of wh.u" Thc L|'1“i(.’l! modei
was named hy critics rather than him makers, whod;d
not spcak of fiim noiruntil well after it was established
as a fcature of academic writing. Nowadays, the term
is ubiquitous, appcaring in reviews and promotions of
many things besides movies. If we want to understand
it, or to make sense of genres or arl-historical catego-
rics in general, we nced 10 recognize that filn noir
belongs to the history ol ideas as much as o the history
of cinemay it has less 1o do with a group of artifacts
than with a discoursc—a luosc, cvolving system of
arguments and rcadings, helping to shape commercial
stralegies and acsthelic ideologices. '

It seems odd that film theorists did not arrive at
this conclusion long ago. Afier all, the Name - of the
Genre (or Mood, or Generic Tendency, or r whatever)
functions in much the same way as the Name of the
Author. Michel ¢l Foucaull ias pointed out that the “au-
thor function” is ticd to the “institutional system that
encompasses, deicrmines, and articulates the unjverse
of discourses.™ The author, Foucault says, ischie(ly a
means of textual classificarion, allowing us ta estab-
11§ ™3 relationship of hémogencity, filiation,
authentification of some texis by the use of others™

(147). At bottom, these relationships are psychologi-
cal “projections,” governed by the belicf that at_there
mu<l be "a point wherc conlradiclions are rcsolch
where incompatible elements arc at last ticd together
or organized around o fundamental and originating
contradiction” {151).

Could we not say exacily the same things about
the "genre function”? And could we not ask of it many
ol the same questions that Foucault asks of authorship:
What are the modes of existence of this discourse?
Where has it been used, how can it circulate, and who
can appropriate i1? (160) In the case of film noir, onc
of the most amorphous yet importan! calegories in
{itm hislory, these questions scem particularly apt. As
a start toward answering them, the lollowing pages
offer a commentary on early writings about noir. In-
stcad of looking for the essential features of a group of
films, I shall try to explain a paradox: {ilm noir is bolh
an importat cinematic legacy and an iden we have
projected onto the past.

Noir is Born
Paris, 1946-59

The end of World War 1] in Paris gave risc
to a noir sensibility, but this sensibility was expressed
through many things hesides cincima, and # 1 had 10
choose & representative artist of the period, il would
not be a film-maker. Instead 1 would pick the some-
what Rimbaud-like personality Boris Vian, who wasa
friend of the surrealist Raymond Quencau and the
existentialist Jean-Paul Sartre. Vian wrole wilty
avant-garde novels, proto-absurdist plays, satiric col-
umns for Les Temps Modernes, music criticism for
Jazz Hot, and vver 500 Dylanesque profest songs {in-
cluding “Le Déscrteur,” which has remained an an-
them lor French antiwar movements down to the
present day): meanwhile, he also played trumpet and
sang in the Club Tabou and other St-Germain
nightspots. During his lifelime, however, he was best
known for a roman noir that did not bear his name,

In the summer of 1946, Vian was approached by
an editor who wanted to create a list of murder novels
that would rival the popular, black-covered Séric
nofre recently inaugurated at Gallimard. Within two
weeks, Vian composed J'irai cracher sur vos tombes
(11 Spit on Your Graves), which he published under
the name “Vernon Sallivan,” an identity he adopted
on scveral occasmns, clanmng to have translaied
Sullivan's work "from the American,” An ulira-vio-



lent mixiure of plot situations from William
Faulkner's Sancteary and Richard Wright's Narive
Son, the novel concems a black man who passes for
white in a Southern town and who exerts racial ven-
geance by dominating, raping, and murdering two
white women. In a preface, Vian said that the book
could never have been printed in the United Siutes
because it involved black violence against whites, But
there were also problems in France, where J'irai
cracher became the first novel to be prosecuted for-
obscenily since Madame Bova 'y, The case took a bi-
zarre turn when a middle-aged Parisian salesman
strangled his young mistress and committed suicide in
a hotel room near the Gare Montparnasse, leaving an
apen copy of the baok next to the murdered woman’s
budy, one of its grisly passages underlined. Vian was
brielly hiled and required 1o pay a fine, and for the rest
of his life he suffered from notoriely and ill health.
Although he remained active on the literary and caba-
rel scenes, he sometimes described himsell as “ex-
erivain, ex-trompetiste.”’ Then, in the summer of
1959, he entered a Paris movie theater to watch a press
screening of French director Michel Gast's adaptation
of J'irai cracher, a project he disliked but had been
unibie to prevent. As he sat alone in the dark audito-
rium, his heart failed and he died.’

The themes of Vian's life and work—indigo
moods, smoky jazz clubs, American ficlion, romantic
isolation—resemble some of the movies of his day,
and his scandalous novel foregrounds two issues that
seem especially relevant to film noir: sexuval violence
and racial blackness or otherness. Psychoanalytic
feminism tells us something about the first issue
{much Teminist theory grows outl of the siudy of
American ilms noirs}, although the discussion needs
to he historicized and linked 10 changing patierns of
censorship. In regard 1o the second issue, we need a
close examination of the metaphor of darkness, The
discourse on noir grew out of a European male fasci-
nation with the instinclive.(a fascination thal was evi-

denl in most forms of high modernism), and many of
the lilms admired by the French involve whitle charac-
ters who cross borders to visit Latin America,
Chinatown, or the “wrong" parts of the city. When the
idea of noir was imported 10 America, this implication
was somewhal obscured; the lerm sounded more artis-
tic in French, so it was seldom translated as “hlack

i

cinemi.”*

Where my immediale purposes are concerned,
Vian's life story is also relevant, because the publica-
tion and eventual adaplation of J*irai cracher coin-

cide with what | would call the [irst age of lilm noir:

the years between the postwar arrival of Hollywood
movies in Paris and the beginnings of the French New
Wave. We can never say when the first film noir was
made, but everyone agrees that significant writings on
American noir began to appear in French film journals
in August, 946, at exactly the moment when “Vemnon
Sullivan™ was composing his novel, The werm was
used in discussions of five Hollywood features made
during the war, all of which had just been exhibited in
succession on Paris movie screens: The Maltese Fal-
con; Double Indemnity; Layra; Mmder My Sweer;

and—somewhat surpnsmgly. in light of the fact that it
disappears from most subsequent writings—The Lost
Weekend. Another picture released in Paris thal sum-
mer, Woman in the Windew, described by one French
reviewer as a “hourgeois tragedy,” was later 10 he-
come & noir classic.” The forthcoming MGM produc-
tion of The Postman Always Rings Twice. was
mentioned aiongside the ini(ialgroup offive, nndQ_g'.:j;

class by ||seIr. Critical discussion ccmcrcd mainly on
the lirst four thrillers—which, even though they were
not exactly alike (The Maltese Falcon does not have a
first-person narrator or flashbacks, and Lanra is not
based on a hard-hailed novel), scemed 1o belong to-
gether. These films would become the prototypical
members of an emergent category, and they would
have an unusual infTuence on French thinking lor over
a decade,

In one sense the French invented film noir, and
they did so because local condilions predisposed them
to_view Hollywood in certain_ways. As R. Barton
Palmer has observed, France possessed a sophisti-
cated film culture consisting of theaters, journals, and
“ciné-clubs™ where movies were trealed as art rather
thin as commercial entertainment.* Equally impor-
tant, the decade alier the fiberation saw a resurgence
ol Americanism among directors and critics, many of
whom soughtto refashion the French arl cinema along
the more “authentic” lines of Hollywood genre mov-
ies. A nouvelle vagie would eventually grow out of
this dinleclic betwden America and Europe, und (he
so-called film noir—which was visibly indehted (o
Europcan modernisim—became the most imporiant
calegory in French criticism.

The French were also predisposed (o invent noir
hecause it evoked a golden age of their own cinema.
They were miiﬁh?ncmﬂ wood
thrillers resembled such films as Pépé te Moko (1936},
Horel dit Nord (1938), and Le Jour se {éve (1939)—a
group of "poetic-realist” melodramas set in an urban
criminal mificu and Teaturing d66mmed protagonists
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who wore fedoras and behaved with sangfroid under
pressure.” Indecd when Double Indenmnity was re-
leased in the United States in 1944, areviewer for The
Hollywoad Reporter noted that #t was “"more than a
little reminiscent of the late lamented, excellent
French technique.” (To reassure moviegoers, he
added, “This is not (o say that itis ‘arty’™ [8/24/44].)

French wrilers might have recognized the equally
significant contributions of other European nations.
For example, they could have alluded to Hitchcock’s
British thrillers of the 1930s, and—had they known
it—to Carol Reed’'s Night Train to Munich (1940).
These were the films to which American reviewers
compared the 1941 version of The Maltuse Falcon; in
fuct, when Billy Wilder completed Doulde Indemnity,
hetobd the Les Angeles Times that he intended to “out-
Hitchcock Hitchcock,”"™ Significantly, however, the
French not only ignored the British, they also failed to
mention the Germans.'' Instend, the two earliest es-
says on [ilm noir—Nino Frank’s “Un nouveau genre
policier: L'aventure criminelle,” published in the so-
cialist L'Ecran Frangais in August, 1946, and Jean-
Pierre Chartier's "Les Américains aussi font des films
‘nioirs,”” published three months later in the more con-
servative Revue die cindma (an ancestor ol Cahiers du
cinémay—tireaied the American pictures as il they had
only o lew Gallic predecessors.,

For Nino Frank, it seemed that a young gencration
ol Hollywood auteurs, led by Huston, Wilder, and
Chandter, had reiected the sentimental humanism of
“muscum objects” like Ford, Capra, and Wyler.”? The
new film-makers specialized in the policier, which,
according to Frank, always deals with the “sociai fon-
tastic” and the “dynamism of viclent death”(8); unlike
carlier practitioners, however, the Americans were
concerned with “eriminal psychology,” and were
therelore making “criminal adventures™ or “lilms
noirs' " {(14). Such films were convoluted, harsh, and
misogynistic, but they made the characters in most
movies seem like "puppets”(14). Morcover, they of-
wen employed a first-person narration and tlashbacks
that fragmented the story, producing nmontage. Frank
cluimed that Sacha Guitry had been the first to use this
tcchnique, in Le Roman d'un trichenr (1936), but he
wonderad whether or not Hollywood had outclassed
Paris. Flencelorth, French cindastes would need to
make “somber” Tilms in which there was “more dynu-

On Dangerons Growel: 1da Lupine
(opposite page, top); Larera: Dana
Andrews and Gene Tierney (bottom)

mism in an unmoving shot than in a majestic. pan-
orama’(i4).

Jean-Pierre Chartier also treated the American
films as a group, but he disliked their “pessimism and
disgust toward humanity,” and suggested that the
Breen Office had deflected the characters' sexual
motives inlo an “obsessive criminal atulity.”! Al
though he admired the first-person narvation in Mur-
der. My Sweet (which reminded him of “the old avaru
garde”), he was appalled by the moral eitect of the
series as a whole;

One may speak of a French school of {ilm
noir, but Le Quai des brumes or Hotel diu Nord
have at least accents of rehellion, a fleeting
image of love that gives hope lor a better
world, . .. and il the chacaclers are desperate,
they rouse our pity or sympathy. Nothing of
that here: these are monsters, criminals whose
evils nothing can excuse, whose actions im-
ply that the only source for the falality of evil
is in themselves (70).

Reviewers in the United States had already seen a
vague connection between the pictures discussed by
Frank and Chartier, but they made no attempt (o invent
a new term, ™ The New Yorker deseribed Double in-
demnity as a “murder melodrama' {9/16/44), and the
Los Angeles Times called itan "intellectual exercise in
crime” (10/10/44), (Times critic Philip K. Scheuer
noted, I am sick of {Tash-back nareation and 1 can’t
forgive it here.”') Newsweek said that Murder, My
Sweet was a “brass-knuckled thriller” {2/26/45), and
The Hollywood Reporter remarked that Paramount
seemed to be investing heavily in the “hard-boiled,
kick-eme-in-the-tecth murder cycle” (1/28/463. The
American critics also grouped the films in unusuul
ways: the Los Angeles Times compared Doulle In-
demaity 1o the MGM adaptation of William Sarayan’s
The Human Comedy (8/6/44); and Manny Farber,
writing in The New Republic, compared il 1o Preston
Sturges’s The Miracle of Morgan's Creek (8/2.1/44),

French writers, on the other hand, were fascinated
with the noir metaphor, and in subsequent discussions
they claborated Ihe tensions between the Frank and
Chartier essays. Over the next decade, ns the calegory
cexpanded and beeame the subject of retrospectives
and catalogues riisonnds, Freanch eritics otten praised
noir for its dynamism, its cruelty, and its irrstionality;
but they also scarched the dark Hollywood stgeets Tor
what Charticr called “necents of rebellion'” against the
“ltality of evil.” Some of the reasons behind this

{7
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potc-tiatly contradictory response were briefly evi-
dem during & round-table discussion at Caliers in
19517, when André Bazin remarked in pasml in
the French prewar cinema, *even if there wasn't ex-
actly a genre there was a style, the 1calist /il noir”
Bazin was nostalgic for a lost national identity, but he
alse recogniyed that noir had philosophical or ideo-
lomical signilicance; Freneh films of the type, he ar-
gucd, were indebled to surrcalism and might have
been develuped adong 1the fines ol literary
cxislentalism. '

As Bazin's remarks suggest, French discussiom of
Amurican Tilm noir was conditioned by the prevaifing
and sometimes conflicting trends in Left Bank intel-
lectval culture. The importance of existentialisin to
the period has long been recognized; what needs 10 be
emphasized is that French existentalism was iater-
twined with a residual surrcalism, which was cincial
for the recepltion of any art described as ooir,
Gallimard's §¢ric noire was conceived and cdited by
Marcel Duhamel, who assisted in the developme.i of
the “Exquisite Corpse” game in 1925, and who par-
ticipated in the surrcalist recherches into sexuality
during the carly 1930s:'® the Anthologie d'lmeur
noir 11940y was cdited by André Breton himsel!. and
critical discussion of lilms noirs in the 1950s was
vonducted chielly in swrrealist journals, Indeed, Nino
Franx's seminal cssay, which emphasizes “criminal
adventure” and the “dynamism of violent death,” is
replewe with surrealist values.,

From their beginnings in the years after World
War |, the surrcalists had used cinema as an apparatus
fur the destruction of bourgeois art and the
desublimation of everyday life. Breton and his associ-
atcs would pop briefly in and out of movie thealers and
write lyrical essays about their experiences, develop-
ing what Louvis Aragon called a “synthelic™ or tangen-
tal criticism that extracted fatent, chiefly libidinal
meanings from images or shorlt scquences, This
projuct was facilitated by movies with improbable,
confusing, or incoheremt narratives: the bad {itm, the
crazy comedy, the horror film, and—especially in the
post-World War If era—the Chandleresque detective
Tilny, which often lost control of its plot, becoming a
series of hallucinatory adventures in the criminal un-
derworld.”?

The surrealists were "dreaming” cathected details
from the cinemalic mise-en-scéne, but not just any
detail caught their eye. They were attracted 1o the
cinema of the “social fanlastic,” o slories about
doomed erotic lave, and to Hollywoaod thrillers with
Sadcian titles, Among their particular favorites were
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movies aboul gangsterisi and murder, partly because
such piclures depicted violent, antisocial bchavior,
and partly because they bestowed an aura of the mar-
velous apun ordinary urban decor. As Aragon had
written in 1918, American crime lilms “speak of daily
lite and manage lo raisc to a dramatic level a banknolte
on which our attention is riveled, a table with o re-
volver on il, a botle that on occasion becomes a
wcapon, i handkerchief thal reveals a crime, a type-
wriler thai’s the horizon of a desk. . . ."¥

Aragon might well have been describing thiritlers
of the 1940s and 50s, which werc perversely erotic,
conlined Jargely to interiors, photographed in a deep-
focus style that seemed (0 reveal the secret life of
things, and often derived from the lileralure of alco-
hol—a substance especially conducive 1o desire, ener-
valion, euphoria, confusion, and nightmare. Not
surprisingly, such films were admired and discusscd
in L'Age diw cindma, o surrcalist publication of 1951,
and in Posiif, which maintained strong conncclions 1o
surrealism throughout the 1950s and 60s. They were
also given their first important study in abook that was
profoundly surrealist in _its ideological aims:
Raymond Borde and Efienne Chaumelon's Panorama

argeand: NAUMelon
du film noir américain (1955), which has been de-
scribed as a “benchmark™ for all fater work on the
topic."

Raymund Borde was a {requent contributor o
Positif and an importamt sceond-generation surrcalist,
But we do not need Lo consult his or Chaumeton's
vilae, since their intellectual herilage is apparent from
the outset. The Panorama is introduced by Marcel
Duhamel, who fondly recalls the years 1923-26,
when he and other members of the surrcalist group,
including Breton, Raymond Quencau, Benjamin
Péret, Jacques Prévert, and Yves Tanguy, waltched
American pangster [ilms that were “'curious, non-con.
formist, and as noir as one could desire.” ™ If this were
naot enough, Borde and Chaumeton chonse i plisise
from Lautréamont, the surrcalists’ favorite poct, as an
epigraph: "The bloody channels through which one
passes lo the extremities of logic.”

Despite their obvious ideological purpose, how-
ever, Borde and Chaumeton often seem unclear or
inconsistent. Al various points they discuss film noir
as a serics, acycle, a genre, a mood, and a Zeitgeist. In
the introduction, Duhamel claims that noir is as old as
cinecma and has never becit healthier, whereas in the
text Borde and Chaumeton say that the Amcrican sc-
ries began in 1941 and ended in 1953. (A postscript o
the 1969 edition moves the end of noir forward 1o
1955, and then notes its “lascinating renaissance™ in




such films as Point Blank, Dirty Harry, and Bad-
lands.) Throughout, an “objegtive’” tone serves as a
mask for the celebration of kinky wmuonalny Borde
and Chaumeton have surprisingly Jiitle (o say about
visual style {the French were gencrally unimpressed
by what Bazin called “plastics” or expressionist imag-
ery): in fact they emphasize that the dark aimosphere
of Hollywood crime movies is “nothing in itself" and
ought not 1o he adopted for its own sake (180). On the
other hand, they place great emphasis on the theme of
death, and on the “essential” affective qualitics of
noir, which they list in the Torm of five adjectives
typical of surrealism: “oneiric, blzarrc erotic, am-
Bivaient, and cruct” (3). 7 Sometimes one of these
(]ll‘lllllt.‘: is suid to dominate: The Shanghai Gesture
(which had prompted one of the surrealist experi-
ments in “irrational expansion™) is supposedly
“aneiric,” whereas Gilda is Yerotic’ (3). Sometimes,
oo, the traits are unevenly distributed, with the "noir
aspect” manifesting itsell in a fragmentary or tangen-
tial form that resembies Aragon’s synthetic criticism:
“The Set Up is a good documentary about boxing: it
becomes [itm noir in the sequence where accounts are
setiled by a savage beating in a blind alley. Rope is a
psychological film that can he linked to the noir serics
only because of its spellbinding sadism® (3).

But according 10 Borde and Chaumeton, there are
also noir narratives and characters; and at this level
{iim noir becomes a full-Nledged outlaw genre, sys-
tematically reversing Hollywood's foundational
myths. True films of 1the type, Borde and Chaumeton
insist, not only 1ake place “inside the criminal miliew,”
but aiso represent “the point of view of criminals™ (7).
Such {ilms are "moral” in an approximalely surrealist
sense: instead ol incorruptibie legal agents, they give
vs shady privale eyces, crooked policemen, murderous
plainclothes detectlives, or lying district attorneys.
Ofien they depict the gentry as corrupt, and whenever
they deal with gangsters, they replace the “grand
primitives” of carlicr gangster movies like Scarface
with angelic killers or neurotics (7).

1t follows thal the ideal noir hero is the opposite of
John Wayne. Psychologically, he is passive, masoch-
istic, morbidly curiocus; physically, he is “often ma-
ture, almost old, not very handsome. Humphrey
Bogust is the type” (10). By the smmne logic, the noir
heroine is no Doris Day, Borde and Chaumeton never
aliude (0 the Marquis de Sade's Juliette, one of the
most famous sexual terrorists in French literature,?
but the character they describe resembles her in every
respect save the fact that she is “laal even Lo herself”
(10). Beautiful, adept with firearms, and “probably

frigid,” this new woman contributes 10 a distinctive
noir eroticism, “which is vsually no more than the
erolicization of viclence™ (10).7 Her best representa-
tive on the screen, Borde and Chaumecion argue, is
Glorta Grahame, who, even thouglh she was never cast
as afermme ftale, nlways suggested “cald caleulation
and sensuality™ (125).

Above all, Borde and Chauineton are intrigued by
the way film noir has “revived the theme of violence”
(10). One of the major accomplishments of the series,
they observe, is to replace the melodramatic combat of
arms between hero and villain (the swordplay at the
climax of a swashbuckler, the gun duelat theend ol a
Wesiein, etc.) with a richly elaborated “ceremony of
killing.” Death in such films usually takes the form of
a prolessional execution (o locus elassicus is the 1946
adaptation of Hemingway’s The Killers) or a sadistic
ritual. In The High Wall, a publisher of religious books
murders an elevator repairman by hooking an um-
brelfa under the stool on which the man is standing,
sending him plummeting down an empty shalt; in Kiss
of Death, a demented gangster laughs as he shoves a
little old lady in a wheelchair down a flight of stairs; in
Brute Force, a fascistic prison guard toriures inmates
with an claborate, stylized brusality; and in Boadder
Incident, an undercover policeman is slowly run over
by a tractor while his helpless confederate stands by
and watches.

“In this incoherent brutality,” Borde and
Chavmeton remark, “'there is the feeling of' a dream”
(12). Indeed the narratives themselves are often situ-
aled on the margins of dreams, as if to intensily the
surrealist atmosphere of violent confusion or
disequifibrium that Borde and Chaumecion regard as
the very basis of noir. “All the components of noir
style,” they write, are designed to “disorient the spec-
tator’ (14). At the cinema, "the public has become
accustomed o certain conventions: a logical action,
an evident distinction between good and evil, weli-
defined characters with clear motives, scenes that are
more speclacular than brutal, a heroine who is exquis-
it¢ly feminine and a hero who is honest” (14). The
“vocation™ of film noir is to reverse the conventional
norms—thus creating a specific lension which results
romihe disruption of order and “the disappearance of
paycheldogical bearings or guideposes (F5).

Bul film noir was also a prisoner of conventions,
Borde and Chaumeton contend (hat in the 1940s, films
about crime and gangs possessed a hizarre quality
reminiscent of the surrealists or Kafka: by the 1950s,
however, sacial criticism was smothered by banal plol
conventions, and “incoherence™ became predictable
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{180). Cven the original pictures were beginning to
look dated: at a 1953 revival of Murder, My Sweet
presenled by the Ciné-Club of Toulouse, people
laughed whenever Philip Marlowe lost consciousness
and disappcared into a black poot, and in the discus-
sion aflerward the picture was treated as a “parody of
horroe™ (181).

From the perspective of the mid [950s, it ap-
peared that noir was dying, Borde and Chaumeton
attribute this "“decadence” to the exhaustion of a for-
mula and to the risc of ncorcalist social-problem pic-
tures. There were also several economic and political
reasons for the declinc of crime movies. In response to
television and a diversified leisure industry, Holly-
wood was turning to Cinemascope, color, and Biblical
epics; at the same time, several of the key writers and
directors of the previous decade had been blacklisted
by the major studios. As iftosignal theend of acycle,
urbun thrillers were increasingly being produced by B
units or Poverly Row studios. Hence the two pictures
of the 1950s that the Panorama singles out as truly
disorienting were both filmed on low budgets. The
first was Gun Crazy (1950), the story of a murderous
heterosexual couple of “exemplary beauty™(9), which
allows the woman to wear pants and act as the aggres-
sive partner. Borde and Chaumeton regard this film as
a pure and unself-conscious expression of the surreal-
isteredo; in their words, it is "one of the rarest contermn-
poracy illustrations of L'AMOUR FOU (in every
sensc of that term),” and it deserves to be called "a sort
ol L.°Age d’Or of the American film noir” (118). Next
in importance is the Robert Aldrich adaptation of
Mickey Spillune's Kiss Me Deadly (1955), which
Borde and Chaumeton dis¢usy in their 1969
“postface.” Like The Maltese Falcon, this film in-
volves a private eye and the search for a mystcrious
object; nevertheless, Borde and Chaumeton describe
il as the “despairing opposile” of the picture that inau-
gurated the noir scrics: “From the cve ol war to the
socicty of consumption, the tone has changed. A sav-
age lvricism throws us inlo a world in complete de-
composttion, ruled by debauchery and brutality; to the
intrigues of these wild beasts and spectres, Aldiich
provides Lthe most radical of solutions: nuclear apoca-
lypse™ (277).

Mowadays, both Kiss Me Deadly and Gun Crazy
sometiines provoke the same unwanted laughter that
grected Murder, My Sweet in 1953, Even so, Borde
and Chaumcion’s achicveinent in discussing these
and other films is remarkable, Without complele ac-
cess lo American culture, they call aliention to scores
of interesting movies that might have been forgotien,

and they create an entire category that functions nor-
matively. Here and in many later wrilings, noir is not
simply a descriptive term, but the name for a ¢ritical
tendency wilhin (he popular cinema—an_anti-genre
that reveals the dark side of savage capitalism. For
Borde and Chaumeton in patticular, the essence of |
noirness lics in 4 lecling of discontinuity, an intermin-
ghing of social rcalism and oneiricism, an anarcho-
lefiist critique ol bourgeois ideology, and an
eroticized treatment of violence. We might debate
whether these qualities are in fact essential to Lhe Hol-
lywood thriller (if any quality can be essential), but
there is no question that they are fundamental Lo surre-
alist art.

Via the Panorama and several other writings, sur-
realism provided an organizing metaphor and a kind
of aesthetic rationale for the film noir. Perhaps it also
fostered the tendency of later critics to read individual
pictures against Uhe navritive grain, emphasizing tone
or mood—a technique frequently used 1o bestow cult
value on mass art. But as | have already indicated,
French discussion of noir was also affected by existen-
tialist literature and philosophy, which placed empha-
sis on different matters. Existentialism was
despairingly humanist rather than perversely anar-
chic, and it had a different attitude toward violence;
thus if the surrealists saw the Hollywood thriller as a
theater of cruelty, the existentialists saw it as an
absurdist novel. For critics who were influenced by
cxistentialism, {ilm noir was cspecially autractive be-
caus¢ il depicted a world of obsessive rewum. dark
corners, and Auis clos. It often employed scllings like
the foggy scaside diner in Fallen Angel, where Dana
Andrews gets off a bus and seems unable to leave.
(*I"'m waiting for something to happen,” he teils Alice
Faye. "Nothing's going to happen,” she responds.) Or
like the dark highway in Detour. where Tom Meal
keeps thumbing a ride to a violent destiny.

In the years before and alter the wur, when the
Erench themselves were entrapped by history, several
themes of French existential philosophy had been
claborated through readings of such novelists as
Hammelt, Chandler, and Cain, who were ofien brack-
cted with Wright, Hemingway, Dos Passes, and
Faulkner; indeed the French “discovered™ several of
these talents, just as they later discovered the Holly-
wood auleurs. In 1946, even Faulkner was a relatively
neglected ligure in the United States, where most of

Shoot the Piano Player: Charles Aznavour
(opposite page, top); Hreathless:
Jean-Paul Belmondo (bottom)
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his incomme came rom movies like The Big Sleep and
from a story he had published in ENeiy Queen's Mys-
tery Magazine; meanwhile, Jean-Paul Sartre de-
scribed him as a "god.” The interest of Parisian
intellectuals in a certiin kind of American [iction be-
came so intense that the British author Rebeeea Wess
teased James M. Cain, "You were a fool not to be born
a Frenchman., The highbrows would have put you with
Gide and Mauriac i you had taken this simple precau-
tion,™*

There was (ruth in West's observation. The
Erench liked their Americans exotic, violent, and ro-
mantic;® they wrote a greal deal about Southern
Golhicism and tough-guy modemism, and they usu-
ally ignored anyone who did not offer what André
Gide called “a Torctaste of Hell.” Gide himsell de-
clarcd that Hammicl's Red Harvest was “the last word
in atrocity, cynicism, and horror™" André Malraux
described Faulkner's Sanctuary as “the intrusion of
Greek tragedy into the thriller™; and Albert Camus
conlessed that he had been inspired to write The
Stranger aller reading Cain's The Postman Always
Rings Twice™®

This pussion lor literary toughness has an interest-
ing relation 1o he sociat and political climate aflter the
war. Some American and French authors who had
once heen Marxist, such as John Dos Passos and
André Malraus, completcly reversed themselves; oth-
ers, such as Dashicll Hanmnelt, were imprisoned or
blacklisted. ‘The lelt had been in disarray in the Weslt
since the Nari-Soviet pact, and the situation in France
was complicaled by the fact that the country had re-
cendy emerged from what the French themselves de-
scribed as les années noires—a lime of torture,
compromise, and collaboration.® Faced with a choice
helween capitatism and Stalinism, many French art-
ists tricd to achicve “heedom”™ through individualized
styles of resistance. For them, prewar American nov-
els oflered a modet—cspeially novels depicting a
violent, corrupt world in which ambiguous personal
action is the only redemptive gesture, In Qu'est-ce que
la linndrature ? {1947), Sartre wrole,

As for the Americans, it was not their cruelly
or pessimism which moved us. We recog-
nized in thom men who had been swamped,
lost in oo large i continemd, as we were in
history, and who tried, without traditions,
with the means available, to render their stu-
pot and lorlornness in the midst ol incompre-
hensible events.?

Thal same year, Sartre claimed that modern life
had become “fantastic,” as if it were made up of a
“labyrinth of hailways, doors, and stairways that lead
nowhere, innumerable signposts that dot rowtes and
signily nothing.”™" To convey such a life, he advo-
cated @ litermure ol “extreme situations” that was par.
ratcd ambiguously, without “all-knowing witnesses”
(154-55). The novel, he insisted, must shift from
“Newtonian mechanics to generalized relativity™; it
should be peopled with “minds that lare] hall lucid
and half overcast, some of which we might consider
wilth more sympathy than others, but none of which
[should] have a privileged point of view" {155},

Sartre was particularly impressed by Faulkner's
experiments wilh multiple-perspective narration in
The Sound and the Fury (1929), but he also praised the
way Americans used a lree-indirect style. In 1938, he
had argucd that Dos Passos was the grestest contem-
porary novelist; as prool, he quoted @ passage Irom
USA describing a fistfight in a Paris cal¢:

Joe taid out a couple of frogs and was backing
off towards the door, when he saw in the mir-
ror thal a big guy in a blousc was bringing
down a bottle on his head with both hands, He
(ricd to swing around but he didn’t have time.
The bottle crashed his skull and he was out,

Here was puie existential consciousncess, divested
of authorial comment. observing itsell in a mirror and
registering the action like a camera obscura, as if
Descartes and Bergson were the “couple of frogs™ laid
out on the café floor. Here, toc, though Sartre did not
say so, was the lamiliar voice of American pulp fic-
tion. Sartre belicved that this voice amounted (o “a
technical revolution in the arl of telling a story,” and
for over a decade he and other French novelists teicd to
cmulate its clfects, aiming for what Roland Barthes
later deseribed as o vero-egree style

Unlike the surrcakists, who made the movies ¢s- |
senlial (o their project, the existentialists were literary
and somcwhat dubious ol Hollywood. Nevertheless,
given the intellectual climate Sartre helped establish,
it is nol surprising that French cinéasics embraced
Amcrican thrillers with special fervor. These pictures
were often based on the novels of respected authors:
{hcy were sometimes narrated from multiple points of
view; and they offered an atltractively labyrinthine,
encloscd mise-cn-scéne peopled with alienated char-
acters. Thus in 1955 Eric Rolimer observed, “Our
immediale predilection tends 1o be for faces marked
with the brand ol vice and the neon lights of bars rather



than the ones which glow with wholesome sentiments
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and prairie air.

Rohimer an.! most of his colleagues at Caltiers du
cinéma belonge 1 to a younger generation that imbibed
ils existentialisty and phenomenology through Bazin,
who was a mo. conscrvative and in some ways a
more consistent wriler than Sartre, In Qre'est-ce que la
littérature?, Sunre had struggled to recancile modem-
ist narration wirh political engagement; Bazin could
avoid the prob!-m, because his essays, posthumously
collecled in Oui'est-ce qiee le cinéma (1958-62),
were couched in lerms of moral dilemmus or the prob-
lem of death. Like all the French, Bazin was interested
in moderm Anwerican fiction, and he often used a
Sartrean vocahulary (“freedom,” “fate,” “authentic-
ity," cte.); in fuct, many of his theoretical writings
seem 10 have been defived from Sartre, ninus any hint
of Marxism. On the grounds of "“realism,” Sarire had
wanted 1o do away with both omniscient narration and
icmporal ellipsis in the novel; modern narratives, he
argucd, should resemble Ulysses, giving detailed ren-
ditions of a day, an hour, or even a minule (158). For
his pari, Bazin believed that cinema vould achieve
“the asymptote ol realiy” through long 1akes or tempy
morts, such as the coffee-making sequence in
Umberio P. In plitce of Sartre’s neutral or ambiguous
titerary narrators, Bazin valorized the camera, which
he regardued as a phenomenology machine thal couid
preserve ambiguous reality without (he tendentious
intervention of a human hand,

Bazin's style of existentialism is everywhere ap-
parent in his 1957 eutogy for Humphrey Bogart, writ-
ten only two years hefore his own death. According to
Buzin, Bogart was importani because “the raison
o "fre of his existence was in some sehse 1o survive,”
amd becanse the ajeohalic fines on his face revealed
“the corpsc on reprieve within cach of us” (Hillier,
98). Jean Gabin, the star ol prewar French films noirs,
seemed romantic by comparison; Bopart was a man
“defined by late,” and because he was associated with
“the noir crime Film whose ambiguous hero he was to
epitomize,” he became the quintessential “actor/myth
ol the postwar period” (Hillier, 99). Bavin argued that
Bogart’s perirayal of Sam Spade was theoretically
equivalent to the almost simultancous release of Ciki-
zen Kane: "It must be the case,” he wrote, “that there
is some secret harmony in the coincidence of these
cvents: the end of the prewar period, the arrival ol a
certain novelistic style of cinematographic éeritire,
and, through Bogart, the triumph ol interiorization
and ambiguity™ (Hillicr, 100).

The "ambiguily” of which Bazin speaks is quite

different from the disorientation or inversion of moral
norms valued by the surrealists. It has more 1o do with
ethical complexity, and with the cinema’s ability to

capture what Bazin elsewhere calls the “structure of

reality™ in all its phenomenological uncertainty. Like-
wise, Bazin's “interiorization™ has tirtle to do with the
Freudian subconscious. Tt suggesis instead & radical
isolation or individuality that forces the subject 1o
creale identity oul of existential choice. Bazin appar-
ently believes that the “secret harmony” linking
Bogari and Welles is a byproduct of what French
literary critic Claude-Edmonde Magny (in a book
heavily influenced by Sartre) had called “the age of
the American novel.”* On a more general level, how-
ever, the themes of isolation, uncertuinty, and ambigu-
ity must lave exerted o strong appeal 10 anyone who
was wary of collective politics and inclined o treat
social issues in terms of personal ethics.

During this period, younger critics at Caliers he-
gan to project Bazin's ideas onto films noirs, which
became c¢xistential, depoliticized altegories of the
white male condition. The favored existential hero,
however, was not Bogart but Nicholas Ray, who di-
rected They Live by Night, In a Lonely Place, and On
Dangerouy Ground. Frangois Truflust wrote that the
essential theme of Ray's films was “moral solitude™
{Hillier, 107), and Jacques Rivette argued that Ray
was concerned with “the interior demon of violence,
which seems linked to man and his solitude" (Hillier,
105). At this juncture, “film noir” and “auvteur™ hegan
to work in landem, expressing the same values from
different angles. (I is no accident that the two terms
would enter the English language at the same mo-
ment.) Film noir was a collective style operaling
within and against the Hollywood system; and the
auteur was an individual stylist who achicved reeslom
over the studio through cxistential choice. But the
auleur was more important than the genre. Uniike
Borde and Chaumelon, who used the names of direc-
tors only as a convention of French scholarship, the
Cahiers group always subordinated general forms to
personal visions. In other words, France was not lar
{rom the nouvelle vague,

To see what the future had in store, we need only
consult Claude Chabrol’s 1955 Cahiers review of
Kiss Me Deadly. Like Borde and Chaumeton, Chabrol
regarded this picture as a walershed, although he be-
licved its signilicance had less 1o do with the end of a
genre than with the creation of acinema of authors. By
the mid 1950s, Chabrol argued, the literary sources ol
film noir had “dried up,” and the plots and mises-en-
scéne were clichéd, There wis no question of rencw-
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ing the form, but it had become a “wonderful pretext”
(Hillier, 160):

(Kiss Me Deadly} has chosen lo create itsell
oul of the worst materiad to be found, the most
deplorable, the most nauscous product of a
genre in a stale ol putrefaction: a Mickey
Spillane story. Robert Aldrich and A, L
Besserides have taken this thrcadbare and
lackluster fabric and woven it into rich pal-
tcrns of the inost cnigmatic arabesques
(Hillier, 163).

Clearly, an art cinema based on transformation of
“the worst material” was about to appear, In 1959,
Godard's Breathless was released, and Truffaut's
Shoot the Piano Player soon followed. Both films
were fusions of Bazinian neorealism and surrealist
disjunctions; both were littercd with refercnees to
Bogart, Gun Crazy, On Dangerous Ground, etc.;** and
both made {ilm noir available as a “pretext” for direc-
tors who wanted to assert their personalities. Also in
1959, Boris Vian died in a Paris movie theater. The
first age of film voir had come to an end.

Darkness Everywhere

The discourse on noir was inilialed by two
generations of Parisian intellectuals who announced
the death ol the form soon after they discovered it. But
crime in the city, which has always bcen one of
America's [avorite themes, continued to be exploited
by politicians, journalists, and artists of every kind,
Eventually, French critical terminology migrated to
Britain and Amecrica, where il exerted considerable
inftuence and acquired new interpreters. By Lhe
1990s, it had become what Dennis Hopper describes
as "every dircclor’s favorilc genre.”

A complcte history ol noir in America would take
into account such things as New York film culture in
the East Village during the late 1950s, or the Bogarl
cult that developed at the Brattle Theater in Cam-
bridge, Mass., in the early 1960s. It would look closely
at the role of alternalive criticism and college [ilm
societies in the late 1960s and carly 1970s. On a more
general level, it would consider the Vietnam war (a
structuring absence in Paul Schrader’s “Noles on Film
Neir'); Lhe rise ol academic lilm theory; the vast
changes in the economics and censorship of Holly-
wood; and the inereasing dissolution of discursive
boundaries between high and commercial art.

24

Today, the “original” films noirs stif! circulate
alongside new ones. The noir mediascape in the late
twenticth century spreads across virtually every na-
tional boundary and every form of communication,
including muscum relrospectives, college courses,
parodies, remakes, summertime blockbusters, mass-
market paperbacks, experimental literature and paint-
ing, made-tor-TV films (there is a significant B-movie
industry known in Lhe trade as “cabie noir™), and soft-
core “erotic thrillers™ that go directly to video stores.
Why has noir become so important? The answer s
beyond the scope of an essay, bul it seems obvious that
the idea of film noir has been uselul to the movie
industry, providing artistic cachet and spectacular op-
portunities for both the “New Hollywood" auteurs of
the 1970s and the sex-and-viclence specialists of the
[980s. The more interesting question is whether g
category developed by critics to influence what Borde
and Chaumeton called “the vecidental wnd American
public of the 1950s” (5} can function in the same way
{or us.

It we could ask the original French commentators
what {ilm noir represented, they might agree that, for
all its romanticism, it was a challenge to Hollywood
conventions: it used unorihiodox narration; it resisted
sentiment and censorship: it reveled in the “social
Fantastic; it demonstrated the ambiguity of human
metives; and it made commaoditly culture scem like a
wasleland, Later European art directors (including not
only Godard and Truffaut but also Resnais in Last
Year at Marienbad, Wenders in The American Friend,
and Fassbinder in The Anterican Soldier) saw noir as
a dying form that could be deconstructed or
transmogrified; it could retain its psychological and
social edge, but it nceded to be treated at a self-reflex-
ive distance, '

In the 1990s, when the media are pervasive and
the counterculture hardly exists, {ilm noir represents
something lar more complicated. Good and bad ex-
amples arc created in every mode of production, but
Hollywood usually reconstructs its old pictures, bor-
rowing the allusive technique of 1960s and 70s art
films 1o make audiences feel sophisticated.’ This
stralegy also extends beyond Hollywood. as two ¢x-
hibits will scrve to illustrate. First is the cover of a
press kil for A Dama do Cine Shanghai (The Lady
Srom the Shanghai Cinema, 1987) by Brazilian dirce-
tor Guilherime de Almeida Prado, in which the star
image of Rita Hayworth is used in a nostalgic, some-
what campy way to suggest a movie aboul movics.
Second is a page from the fashion section of the New
York Times Magazine of May 23, 1993, showing a



model dressed in a “tilm noir.” The caption telis
us that “Semething filmy, see-through and black
is this summer’s No. 1 sensation, TUwill be seen
on the street, the beach, the ballroom and maybe

Something fibny, s theongh sad Black o oy summees

"
even [hf: bl)ulr(! room. N byepsadon. It wilt e seennn g streqr ihe
Q“"c ()h\"l()lt.‘;ty, a C(H\L‘CP[ lhi“ was gcncl'— Freacls, the Difroous and mavive evdathe Bvand annn
ated ex post Tacto hay hecome part ol a world- e e

wide miss memory; a_dream image of bygone
glamour, it ﬁm:wi%h 'lhs.lory ill»hz_ilml:g-
calls, usually i the service ol cinephilia and
commodilication. Not every recent instance of
film noir (even Prado’s work) can be explained
in ihis way, and it would be natve 10 assume that
the classic Iifms noirs were ever {ree of show
husiness and the consumer ccononty. Neverthe-
lexs, the term now plays o central role in the
vocabulary ol ludic, commercialized
postmodernism.Y? Depending on how it is used,
it can describe a dead perivd, a nostalgia for
something that never existed, or perhaps even a
vital tradition. One thing is clear: the last (ilm
noir is no easicr to name than the first. A fully
historicized secount of the calegory would range
across the twenticth-century imagination, and
would require o more nimble analysis thun any-
one hus attempied,

James Naremore, the author of
The Films of Vincente Minnelli
and other bouks, is writing 1
cultural history of American
fitm noir,
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Notes

Film noir is deseribed as a genre by, among others, Robin
Buss, French Fitmn Noir (London: Marion Boyars, 1994);
Charles Higham and Joel Greenburg, Hollvwaoodd in the
Ferties (New Yok AL S, Baraes, [968); Faster Hirseh,
The Dark Side of the Screen (New York: A, S, Barncs,
FOR 1Y Alain Silver and Elizabeth Ward, eds,, Fifm Noir:
An Encxlopedia of the American Stvle (Woodstock, NJY
Overlook Press, rev. ed., 1992} and Jon Tuska, Dark
Cinema: American Film Noir In Cultural Perspeciive
{Westport, CT: Greenwood Press, 1984). Noir is a move-
mem or period characterized by “tone and mood™ in Paul
Schrader. “"Nuotes on Film Noir,” in Filn Genve Reader,
cd. Basiy Keith Grant (Austin, TX: Universily of Texas
Press. |Y86), pp. 167-82; a sct of “patterns of nonconflor.
mity” within the classicai Hollywood style in David
Bordwel), Janct Staiper, and Kristin Thompson, The Clas-
sieal Hollvwoad Cinenta (New York: Colombia Univer-
sity Press, 1985); a series in Raymuond Borde and Eugene
Chaumeton, Pannvama du film noir américain, 1941-
1953 (Paris: Editions du Minuit, 1955); s motifand tone in
Raymond Durgnat, “Paint It Black: The Family Tree of
Filim Nuir,” Cinema nos. 6=7 {1970), pp. 49-506; ¢ visual
sivle in J. A. Place and L. S, Pelerson, *Some Visual
Maotils of Fifin Noir” Film Comment, vol. 10, no. 1
(HO74), pp. 13-18: a canon in ). P, Tekatie, Vaiees in the
Dask: The Naveative Patterns of Film Neir (Urbana, TL:
University of Winois Press. 19893 a phesomenon in
Frank Kruinik. In a Lonely Street: Fitm Noir, Geure.
Masculinity (Londun: Rutgess, [991): and a transgencric
phenomenon in R, Barlon Palmer, Hollywoud's Dark
Cinema The American Film Neir (New York: Twayne,
1994}, FFor an argument similar to Palmer’s, see lohn
Belton, “Film Noir's Knights of the Road.” Bright Lights
Fifm Jowrnal 12 (Spring 1994), pp. 5-15.

. The dawes 19411958 secin 1o have been first proposed by

Schrader, whoused The Maltese Falcon and Touch of Evil
to matk the beginning and end of the noir period.
Schrader’s position is accepted by Place and Petersson,
and by afew writers in B Ann Kapian,ed., Woumen in il
Noir (London: BEL 1980). Several othier books on ilm
nuir impbicity eadurse shis periodization, even when they
duv nol sct fixed dales; sce, for example, Telotle and
Krutnik. Most recent discussions Ireat fifm noir as a genre
that beging somewhere in the late 30s or carly 40s and
continues to 1he presemt day: sce Patmer, and many of the
essayists in Joan Copjee, ed., Shades of Noir {London:
Verso. 1993). In the Copjec volume. there are skeptical
voices: see especially Mare Vernet, “Film Noir on the
Edge of Doom."” pp. 1-31, who qucstions many of the
standnrd historical and stylistic assumplions.

. The Silver and Ward encyclopedia omits a number of

titles that might logically be called film noir, but as Marc
Vernct has sioted, one of the beaulies of the category is
that “there is always an unknown i 1o be added (o the
list.” FFor a larger filmogeaphy, see Spencer Sclby, Dark
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Ciry: The Film Noir (Jefferson, N, C.: McFarland, 1984).
“What Isan Author?,”" in V. Harari.¢d.. Textual Strategies
(Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 1979), p. 153, All
Turther references arc noled in the text,

Sce Philippe Boggio. Boris Vian (Paris: Flummarion,
1993). Sce also James Campbell, "Suflivan, the [nvisible
Man,” Times Literary Supplenent (January 28, 1994y, p,
7. J'irai cracher was later transformed into a low-hudget
American borror flm eatitlied 1 5pit on Your Grave, which
docy not ncknowledge Viin's novel ur the carlier Yrench
picture as sources: this film is discussed by Carob Clover
in Men, Women, and Chainsaws {(Princeion, N.).:
Princeton University Press, 1992). 1 ain gratelul o Poler
Wollen for calling my allention 1o Boris Vian and his
relevance (o the history of noir.

Higham and Greenburg use "Black Cinema™ as the title
for their chapier on noir. but they employ the French term
when they discuss films. For an interesting paper on films
noirs dicccied by African Americans, sec Manthin
Diawara, ""Noir by Noirs: Toward a New Realismin Black
Cinemn” in Copjec, ed.. pp. 20178,

Jaeques Bowrgeois, “La Tragédie policier,” Revie dis
cinén 2 (1946), pp. 70-72.

PPalmer is almost the only writer on film nir to have
recognized that movies have dilfercst meanings for dif-
ferent autiences. My survey of French eriticism diffees
from his in substantial ways, but | recommcnd his excel-
lent survey of writings on noir in Hellvwood 's Dark Cin-
cma, pp. 1--31.

For recent discussions of these films in English. sec Ed.
ward Byron TVurk, Child of Paradise: Marcel Curné and
the Golldlen Age of French Cinema (Cambridge, MA:
Harvord University Press, 1989): Alan Williams, Repub-
lic of Images: A History of French Filmmaking ¢(Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 1992): and Dudley
Andrew, Mists of Regret (Princeton. N.J.: Princeton Uni-
versity Press. 1995). In a talk at the 1994 Society for
Cinema Studies Conference (scheduled for publication in
lris}, Charles O'Brien showed thal the ierm “film noir™
was widely used by the French in discussions of their own
cinems during the 19305,

The Philadelphia Inguiver wrole thad The Maltese Falcon
was “worlhy to stand with the English-made mysteries of
Aldfred Hitcheock™ (10/25/41), and the New York Times
duscribed Julin Tluston as " coming American malch for
Allred Hiteheook™ (107824 1), Time compined Fabvan
with films by Hitcheock and Ciol Reed (1072044 1)
Witder's statement about Hilchcock is quoted from the
Los Angeles Times (8/6/d4},

. The vmission of Germany is not surprising, but the French

also (ailed to mention that the vopue for James M. Cain
staricd outside America. As many subsequent wrilers
have noled, The Postman Always Rings Twice was
adapled by the French themselves in 1939, and by the
ftalians in 1943, Another British filin that might logically
have been discussed was Hotel Reserve (1944), which
was bascd on a novel by Eric Ambler, Direcled by Lance
Com{ort and starring James Mason and Herbert Lom, Lhis
piclure now luoks guite neirish.

Nino Frank, “Un nouveau genre policier: L'aventure
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criminelle,” L*Feran Frangais 61 (28 August, 1946), p.
14. (My (ranslation.} Hereafter noted in the text. Frank
mentions Hitchcock’s Suspicion in company wilh other
recent ¢rime films, but he regards il as an “absolute fail-
ure,” unworthy of comparison with Double Indemnity.

. Jean-Pierre Chartier, "Les Américains auyssi font des fitms

‘noirs,' " Revue di cinéma 2 (1946}, p. 67. (My transla-
tion.} Hercafer noted in the text.

. Oneexception to this rule was Siegleied Kracauer, writing

in the same month that ¢the French coined the term film
aoir ("Hollywood's Terror Films: Do They Reflect an
American State of Mind?,"” Commentary 2| August 1946),
pp. 132-36). Kracaver had recently completed From
Caligari to Hitler, his book aboul German expressionisi
vinerma, and he used the same arguments to discuss a
recent spale of American "terror films," including
Shadow of a Doubt, The Stranger, The Dark Corner, The
Spired Stwirease, and The Lost Weekend. Nis essay is
discussed briefly in Telotte, pp. 45, and extensively in
Edward Dimendberg, Film Noir amd Urban Space, PhL.D.
Diss.. University of California at Santa Cruz, 1992, pp.
116-63.

Bazin's comments are parl of an exchange with Roger
Leenhardt in “Six Characters in Search of awrenrs”
Cahiers du cinéma: The 19505, ed. Jim Hillier (Cam-
bridge, MA: Harvard Universily Press, 1985), trans. Liz
Heron, p. 37,

For information on Duhamel’s involvemen! with surreal-
ism, sce Marcel Jean, ed., The Autobingraphy of Surreal-
ism (New York: Viking Press, 1980}, See also José Picrre,
ed., Mvestigating Sex: Surrealist Discussions 1928~
1932, trans. Madeom horie tLondon: Verso, 1992),

Both (he plots and the dinfogue ol hard-boiled thriflers
created confusion, andl this was not always to the liking of
American reviewers, In The New Republic (8/24/44),
Manny Farber claimed that Double Indemnity was “the
most incomprehensible film in years.” He praised it for
being “much less repressed than usual,” but he distiked
the incessant 1alk: "'l think you could get at the Underlying
Thread of this fifm the same as you could in The Muliese
Falcon—by being allowed 1o lake the dialogue home with
vou to sty it length,”

Louwis Aragon, “0On Decor,” in The Shadow and s
Shadvw: Swrrealist Writings on Cinema, ed. Paul
Hammond (London: BFI, 1978), p. 29. | am indebted 10
Hammond's introduction to this volume, which provides
an excellent commeniary on surrealist fitm crilicism.
Silver snd Ward, p. 372,

Marcel Duhamel, “Preface,” in Borde and Chaumelon, p.
vii. (My translation.) Subsequent references are cited in
the tex1. Duhamel alludes to several unnamed gangster
litms starring George O Bricn, and 1o William Wellnun's
Chinatown Nights. The Wellman film, however, was not
released unii} 1929,

Onirigue, insolite, crotigie, ambivalent, el crael. 1 have
teansiated insolite as “bizarse,” but there is no good En-
glish equivalent. It connotes the Gothic, somewhal like
the Freudian watheimfich, bul with a more shocking or
horrific cffect, Judging from its frequency, inselite is the
mosl important adjeclive in ihe Panorama.

22. For a briltiant discussion ol this character, see Angela

29.

30,

31

32,

33.

Carter, The Sudeian Woman {New York: Pantheon,
1979}. Carter points out that Juliette is simply the mirror
image of Justine, Sade's besl-known fensinine characier.
In contrast 10 Justine, wha is derived from the virgingl
heroines of the sentimental novel, Jutiette approprimes
the weanons of patriarchy and uses them for her own ends,
In ane sense she is o radical or revolmionary figure; but
sheisalsoa figment of the male imagination and a product
of the very system she exploits. Her most obvious repre-
sentative in the contemporiry cinemn is the anti-heroine
of John Dahl's The Last Sedueiion {(1994), wha van.
quishes all the men in her path and rides off in the buck
seat of a chaulfer-clriven limousine,

. Compare Sharon Stone’s commenis 1o a reponter about

the role she played in Basic fnsiinct (1992): '] never
thought the characier really cared about sex at all. That's
why it was so easy for her 10 use her sexuality—il had no
value.” Parade Magazine (January 30, 1994), p. 10,

. Quoted by Roy Huopes, Cain: The Bivgraphy of James

M. Cain (New York: Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1982),
p. xiii.

French admiration fur American movies was oflen conde-
scending, as if Holtywood were filled with charming
primitives, unburdencd by European sophistication,
Godard, for example, argued 1hat “The Americans, who
are much more stupid when it comes 1o analysis, . .. have
agifi for the kind ol simplicity which brings depily. . .. The
Americans are real and natural.” (Quoted in Hillier, p. 8.)

. Quoted by Diane Johnson, Dashiell Hammen: A Life

{New York: Random House, 1983}, p. 322, n. 7, See also
Peery Miller, “Eorope™s Faith in Amerivan Fiction,™ Ar
luntic Monihly {December 19513, pp, 50-56.

See Hoopes, p. xiv.

28. For a delailed account of the politics of French intelleciu-

als in the period, see Tony Judi, Past hmperfeci: French
Intellecinals, 1944-1956 (Beskeley, CA: University of
California Press, 1992). .

Jean-Paul Sartre, " The Situation of the Writerin 1947, in
Whai Is Literature?, trans. Bernard Frechtman (New
York: Washinglon Square Press, 1968), p. 156. Hereafier
noted in the lext,

Quoted by Dana Polan, Power and Paranoia: History,
Narrative, and the American Cinema, 1940-1950 {New
York: Columbia University Press, 1986), p. 252.

For a discussion of Sartre’s ideas about Dos Passos, see
Robert Denoon Cumming's introduction to The Philoso.
phy af Jean-Paul Sartre (New York: The Modern Library,
1966, pp. 3-47.

Rohmer went on to tbserve that film noir had reached 2
dead end. For his gencration, he remarked, *The charm of
thexe works lies in the delivious romanticism ol their he-
roes and the modernism of their technique. Hollywood,
shy of them for so long, suddenly noticed their exisience,
and u breath of the avant-garde made the studios sremble.
What came of it? There is now enough distance for us {0
Judge: the snswer is very lillle, ifanyihing” ("Rediscover-
ing Amerlea,” in Hillier, ed., p. 91),

Ciaude-Edmonde Magny, The Age of the American
Novel: The Film Aesthetic of Fiction Retween the Two
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Wars, trans, Eleanor Hochman (New York: Ungar. 1972).
This book, published in France in the 19505, helped to
transmit Sartre’s jdens uhout the novel into Freneh 1ilm
theory.

For a listing ol allusions (o ilms noirs in Breathiess. and
for n usefut survey of the French intellectual backpround,
sce Dudley Andrew. “Breathless: Old As New." in
Breathless. ¢ Dudley Andrew (Rulgers, NI Rutgers
University Press, 1987), pp. 3214

Quoted by Leighton Grist, "Maving Targets and Black
Widows: Film Noir in Modern Hollywood.” in The Book
of Fitm Noir, ed. lan Cameron (New York: Continuum,

1993), p. 267.

. For an interesling commentary on Lhis phenomenon, see

Jonalhan Rosenbaum. “Allusion Profusion,” Chicage
Reader(October 21, 1994), pp. 12, 25-26. L am gratetul 1o
Rosenbaum for his helpful suggestions on my own cssay.
Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism: Or, the Cultural Logic
of Late Capitalism (Durham, N.C.: Duke University
Press, 1991). See also Marcia Landy and Lucy Fischer,
"“Dead Again vr A-Live Again: Postmodern ur Pashmor-
tem?,” Cinema Jowrnal, vol. 33, no. 4 (Summer 1994). pp.
3-22.
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