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Foreword

Film noir is the most amorphous yet fascinating category in cinema. I call it a
“category” because cycles and movements are more short-lived, and genres, though
much less stable than historians make them seem, are somewhat easier to delineate.
We usually associate noir with certain black-and-white, Hollywood pictures of the
1940s and 1950s — movies about private eyes seduced by femme fatales, domestic
women threatened by killers, criminal gangs planning robberies, and outlaw couples
on the run. Famous titles include Double Indemnity (1944), Murder, My Sweet
(1944), The Killers (1946), Gun Crazy (1950), and The Killing (1956). These are core
examples; a couple of them were in fact among the first American movies dubbed
“noir” by the French, who had invented the term in the 1930s to describe “poetic
realist” pictures such as Le Jour se léve (Daybreak, 1939). But what about Treasure of
the Sierra Madre (1947, the story of three ragged prospectors searching for gold),
Reign of Terror (1949, a costume adventure set during the French revolution),
Cronaca di un amore (Story of a Love Affair, 1950, an Italian art film with a detective
protagonist), Dr. No (1962, the first James Bond movie), and 2001 (US 1968)? Each
of these has also been described as noir by at least one respected writer on the sub-
ject. (The writers in question are Raymond Borde, Etienne Chaumeton, Raymond
Durgnat, Jim Hiller, and Alastair Phillips.) They may seem like far-fetched instances,
but the idea of noir - born of criticism, subject to different uses, and capable of
change or evolution over time — is rich and flexible enough that anyone who has
seen enough films can think of unusual suspects that might, at least arguably, be
listed under the noir rubric. My own picks would be A Cottage on Dartmoor (1930,
as skillful and troubling a murder story as anything by Hitchcock); Wanda (1971,
the rawest and most truthful criminal-couple-on-the-road movie ever made), and
Variety (1983, a sort of female, avant-garde Vertigo).

One way of trying to contain film noir is to define it, as Paul Schrader did in 1972,
as a Hollywood movement occurring between 1941 and 1958 which was influenced
by American pulp fiction and émigré directors from Germany. This approach has
the advantage of confining the topic to a historical period with its own nexus of



XX Foreword

fashions and systems of production; we can then invent another term, “neo-noir;” to
account for the considerable number of later pictures that have close connections or
affinities with the original group. But as several writers in this book show, neat
boundaries and distinctions are difficult to maintain. Film noir has never been
exclusively American; we can find excellent examples not only from France but also
from other countries in Europe, Latin America, and Asia. By the same token, film
noir can't be easily limited to a historical period. Some have tried to claim that the
1941 version The Maltese Falcon was the first film noir; but while Falcon certainly
influenced subsequent films, it was influenced by earlier ones, several of which are
now regularly called noir. It should also be emphasized, as it is in this collection of
essays, that noir has never been exclusive to film. Most of the famous early examples
were adapted from novels, and during the 1940s and 1950s we can find noir radio
drama, noir jazz (known to Hollywood as “crime jazz”), and noir comic books.

None of this means that film noir is a figment of the critical imagination. It’s safe
to say that before 1941 noir was an emergent, little-known cultural category accu-
rately describing certain French films and French popular literature; between
roughly 1945 and 1950, when the French began writing about American film noir, it
was a dominant category, its characteristic moods and themes affecting many differ-
ent kinds of movies and other media; after 1958 it became a residual category, with
films of the type appearing sometimes more, sometimes less frequently. But by 1970
the term “film noir” was known to filmmakers and cinephiles everywhere — critical
writing about it proliferated, and it soon became available to the industry as
something close to a genre or brand name.

Film noir has particularly strong hold on contemporary culture. No other type of
popular cinema, with the possible exception of noir’s close cousins horror and dys-
topian science fiction, is more often taught in classrooms or written about by
scholars. The western and the musical comedy, which were the most commercially
successful and arguably the most distinctively American films produced in
Hollywood’s classic studio era, have now almost disappeared from movie screens.
We live in an intensely urban or suburban society that makes the western seem
remote, and we've lost the studio infrastructure that made the best singing and
dancing movies possible. Although noir has never been the biggest box office
attraction in movies (except, perhaps, in the case of Christopher Nolan’s Batman
trilogy of 2005-2012, which is influenced by the “Dark Night” graphic novels), it
continues to manifest itself across all the media: a couple of twenty-first century
examples are Sara Gran’s pitch-black novel Dope (2005) and Nicholas Winding
Refn’s violent film Drive (2011). Where critical discourse is concerned, noir con-
tinues to be of interest because of its anti-utopian qualities (the best film noirs tend
to be told from the point of view of criminals or deeply flawed characters); its disori-
enting narratives; its mesmerizing play of style; and its complex treatment of gender,
sexuality, and race. You will find all these matters discussed in Andrew Spicer and
Helen Hanson’s excellent anthology. This discussion, like the fascination of film noir
itself, is likely to continue for years to come.

James Naremore



Contents

List of Illustrations viii
Notes on Contributors X
Acknowledgments xviii
Foreword Xix

James Naremore

Introduction: The Problem of Film Noir 1

Andrew Spicer

PartI Conceptualizing Film Noir 15

1 The Strange Case of Film Noir 17
Robert Porfirio

2 Genre, Hybridity, Heterogeneity: or, the Noir-SF-Vampire-Zombie-
Splatter-Romance-Comedy-Action-Thriller Problem 33
Mark Bould

3 A Wet Emptiness: The Phenomenology of Film Noir 50
Henrik Gustafsson

4 Cinephilia and Film Noir 67

Corey K. Creekmur
Part I Hidden, Hybrid, and Transmedia
Histories and Influences 77

5 Precursors to Film Noir 79
Wheeler Winston Dixon

6 Crisscrossed? Film Noir and the Politics of Mobility and Exchange 94
Alastair Phillips



Vi

10

Contents

Film Noir and Horror
Peter Hutchings

Borderings: The Film Noir Semi-Documentary
R. Barton Palmer

Crime Fiction and Film Noir
William Marling

Film Noir, American Painting and Photography:
Questions of Influence
Tom Ryall

Part III Social, Industrial, and Commercial Contexts

11

12

13

14

15

The Politics of Film Noir
Brian Neve

The Black Typewriter: Who Wrote Film Noir?
David Wilt

Film Noir and Studio Production Practices
Geoff Mayer
Film Noir and Post-Studio Production Practices

John Berra

Selling Noir: Stars, Gender, and Genre in Film Noir
Posters and Publicity
Mary Beth Haralovich

Part IV The Fabric of Film Noir: Style and Performance

16

17

18

19

Out of the Shadows: Noir Lighting and Hollywood
Cinematography
Patrick Keating

The Ambience of Film Noir: Soundscapes, Design, and Mood
Helen Hanson

In a Lonely Tone: Music in Film Noir
David Butler

Acting and Performance in Film Noir
Donna Peberdy

Part V Identities and Film Noir

20

Film Noir and Subjectivity
Christophe Gelly

111

125

142

158

175
177

193

211

229

245

265

267

284

302

318

335
337



21

22

23

24

Contents

Women in Film Noir
Yvonne Tasker

“The Corpse on Reprieve”: Film Noir’s Cautionary
Tales of “Tough Guy” Masculinity
Gaylyn Studlar

Ethnicity and Race in American Film Noir
Dan Flory

The Climb and the Chase: Film Noir and the Urban Scene -
Representations of the City in Three Classic Noirs
Murray Pomerance

Part VI Noir in Other Forms

25

26

27

Radio Noir in the USA
Jesse Schlotterbeck

Television Noir
Steven Sanders

“It Rhymes with Lust™: The Twisted History of Noir Comics
James Lyons

Part VII New Geographies of Film Noir

28 Film Noir in Asia: Historicizing South Korean Crime Thrillers
Nikki J.Y. Lee and Julian Stringer

29 Bombay Noir
Lalitha Gopalan

Index

vii

353

369

387

405

421
423

440

458

477
479

496

512



