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What is Film Noir?
Summary
1. Film noir is a cinematic term used to describe stylish Hollywood crime dramas, chiefly those that highlight moral ambiguity and sometimes sexual motivation. 
2. Hollywood's classic film noir period is the ‘40s to the late ‘50s. 
3. Film noir of this period is linked to mainly black-and-white inspired by German Expressionist cinematography.
4. The themes, stories, and attitude of classic noir are inspired by the Hardboiled School of crime fiction that was prominent in the US during the Depression.
5. The term film noir (French for "black film"), first used by French critics.
6. Cinema scholars, historians, and critics applied the term and framework in retrospect. Truth be told, the process, in its time, was rather unconscious vis-à-vis filming to a style. Lots of filmmakers were unaware they were making film noir.
Details
According to Michael Walker, “Film noir is not simply a certain type of crime movie, but also a generic field: a set of elements and features which may be found in a range of different sorts of films. The generic labeling of films adopted by Hollywood studios for their own purposes (casting, production, marketing, etc.) does not do justice to the complex interaction of determinants – including generic elements – in any given film” (Cameron 8). Simply put, in the 40s/50s cycle – the films made a break with the 30s cycle that included various distinct elements (listed above in the “Summary”). Although tied in with gangster flicks film noir say in its use of a, “lone, often introverted hero” (Cameron 8). Walker adds that this hero is a, “victim of a hostile world” (Cameron 8) and the movies usually tackle a problem of a political nature set in a personal struggle. The mood set is often somber and cynical and the mode de emploi usually voice over. In Film Noir 1994, Film Noir is seen not as a genre but, “… a look, a tone, or a feel” (Film Noir 1994). Narrative style and character type/development – one of deep psychological angst - are two of the more distinctive elements spoken of above. More specifically, I will discuss the creative and varied uses of flashback and the notion of the femme fatale as destroyer (Cameron 12). 
A film like Sunset Boulevard (1950) and Double Indemnity (1944) use flashback (Spicer 76). One cannot escape two of the more profound contributions of Billy Wilder to this genre Double Indemnity (1944) and Wilder’s crowning achievement Ace in the Hole (1951) which marked the peak of noir era. According to Spicer, “Sunset Boulevard (1950) uses the flashback narrative of a man already dead. Although the protagonist appears to be in control of the retelling of the story, it is really the past events that are still controlling him, which he would love to alter if he could” (Spicer 76). Double Indemnity (1944) is the perfect segue to talk about the second element the femme fatale. Spicer writes “Thus Neff’s flashbacks have a double purpose: to try to exorcise the malign influence of the femme fatale Phyllis Dietrichson (Barbara Stanwyck), and to renew a bond of loyalty with Keyes (Edward G. Robinson) which offers some form of redemption” (Spicer 76). Both of these elements are used very skillfully by Jacques Tourneur in the Film Noir masterpiece Out of the Past (1947). Tourneur deftly uses flashback to bring back the main character Jeff Bailey’s (Robert Mitchum) past. Bailey narrates his sordid past with Kathie Moffat (Jane Greer) – the film’s femme fatale – to his pastoral country girlfriend Ann Miller (Virginia Huston). Marie Windsor, in the documentary Film Noir (1994), argues that, “Classic femme fatales are the kind of woman who after gets the man into bed and then gets him into trouble” (Film Noir 1994). Intimating from her experience as the femme fatale in Forces of Evil (1948), Windsor further intimates that femme fatales like Barbara Stanwyck (Double Indemnity 1944) and Gloria Swanson (Sunset Boulevard 1950) are the ones most often remembered (Film Noir 1994). 
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Double Indemnity (1944)
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Out of the Past (1950)
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Sunset Boulevard (1950)
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Ace in the Hole (1951)
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Blue Velvet (1986) 
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Sin City (2005)


What is the historical context of Film Noir?
Summary
According to Sklar, “One of the most startling aspects of Hollywood’s postwar slump was the trouble filmmakers were having in a basic aspect of their craft – story continuity. There was an increasing trend in the 1940s to use voiceover narratives to tell a story that shots and dialogue themselves apparently could not be made to do” (Sklar 281).
Details
Film Noir is juxtaposed against a post-war optimism (Film Noir 1994, Sklar 269-285). As if Hollywood and its audience were not convinced that everything was peaches and cream, Hollywood would revert to a darker mood culminating, for our discussion, in a form of self-reflexivity and foreboding about the coming of television and nostalgia for the golden age of silent movies in a film like Sunset Boulevard (1950).  According to the writers of the documentary Film Noir (1994), movies such as Samuel Goldwyn’s The Best Years of Our Lives (1946) and the musical Ziegfeld Follies (1946) where released alongside Film Noir seminal piece Detour (1945). Unlike the two big budget films, Film Noir offerings such as Detour were “B” movies made on the cheap allowing them break all the rules. Film Noir, it could be argued is an example of the Production Code forcing directors to be creative vis-à-vis sex, violence, and even subversive themes. 
Film noir in general and Sunset Boulevard (1950) in particular inhabit that liminal time and space of a pre-television era (as we see with the final scene of Sunset Boulevard). Hollywood as self-reflective is evidence in the movie-within-a-movie scene where Norma Desmond (Gloria Swanson) and Joe Gillis (William Holden) watch one of Swanson’s old silent movies: Queen Kelly (1929) a movie directed by Erich Von Stroheim - who plays Max Von Mayerling. Details of this change in subjectivity, which outlines one of many moves that display Billy Wilder’s range, complexity, and genius, will be discussed below.
Sunset Boulevard

“Pursued by creditors who want to confiscate his car, down-and out screenwriter Joe Gillis turns into a Sunset Boulevard driveway and finds shelter in a crumbling garage flanked by a massive, faded mansion. The half-ruined estate is occupied only by Norma Desmond, a long-forgotten silent film star, and her faithful butler, Max, who was once her husband and a famous director. Attracted to Joe, Norma offers him a job helping her prepare the script of her comeback film Salome. Because he is broke, Joe accepts and moves into a room over the garage at Norma’s insistence. The spineless writer soon becomes Norma’s kept man, accepting fancy clothes and expensive jewelry in exchange for suffering Norma’s smothering affection and her strident insistence that new days of stardom are around the corner. Bored and fed up with Norma’s world of past glories, Joe escapes one evening to a local hangout, where he meets Betty Schaefer, a young studio reader. Together they try to write a screenplay, and Joe sneaks out at night observed only by the ever watchful Max. Soon falling in love with Betty Joe tries to make a clean break with Norma but is pulled back into her orbit when she attempts suicide. Norma goes too far, however, when she finds out about Joe’s clandestine meetings with Betty and tells the young girl that the man she loves is really no more than a weak gigolo. Joe finally summons up enough courage to walk out, but as he does so, the hysterical Norma goes mad. Descending her staircase as the newsreel cameras roll, she believes that she is making her comeback as Salome” (Silver 276).
Without surrendering too much to auteur theory, writer in Conversations with Wilder Cameron Crowe was direct and asked Wilder about his motivations vis-à-vis Sunset Boulevard. Wilder did not disappoint.
CC: What was the initial inspiration behind Sunset Boulevard?

BW: I wanted to make things harder for myself, I wanted to do that which never quite works – a picture about Hollywood. Originally, it was a comedy, possibly for Mae West. The picture became about a silent star and a writer. And we could not find the person to play the great silent star. Mae West did not want to do it. Mary Pickford, no. We were about to sign or not sign Pola Negri for the movie. Then we came upon the idea of Gloria Swanson. It might have been George Cukor who first suggested her. She had already been abandoned; she was a death knell – she had lost a lot of money on the Paramount lot. But I insisted on her. A wonderful idea, that carried with it the great value that she had been a great star, and had made a picture with Erich von Stroheim called Queen Kelly (1928), which we could use on the projection screen in her home. We did a screen test, she did a few lines, where an angry Swanson maintains that she’s still the greatest. Now we had a picture. She got a minimal salary, $150,000, less than Holden. And it was a wonderful thing I also had Stroheim. He has two ideas for the film, one of which I used – the writing of the fan letters himself. It other was, he wished to be seen washing her underwear. [He demonstrates Stroheim lovingly washing the garments.] Stroheim! Montgomery Clift was to play the writer. Three days before, he pulled out (Crowe 47).
Billy Wilder (Director)

Biographical Notes: [quoted from Robert Porfirio, Alain Silver, and James Ursini]
“Although he made only four pictures in the noir style over seven years from 1944 (Double Indemnity) to 1951 (Ace in the Hole), director-writer Billy Wilder is clearly a seminal filmmaker of the classic noir period. Wilder was born in Vienna as Samuel Wilder on June 22, 1906. Raised in a bourgeois environment, he dropped out of law school at the University of Vienna to become a journalist. In 1926, he moved to Berlin and became a crime reporter for a large tabloid. In 1929 he collaborated with the Siodmaks (Robert and Curt), Edgar Ulmer, and Fred Zinnemann on Mennschen am Sonntag, a short film photographed by Eugen Schufftan – all of whom would shortly be in Hollywood as refugees from Nazism – and began working as a screenwriter for UFA Studios. As a Jew, Hitler’s rise to power forced him to flee, first to Paris in 1933 where he co-directed his first feature, Mauvaise Graine, thence to Mexico where he waited for a visa to enter the United States and finally to Los Angeles. Wilder’s mother and other members of his family who did not escape later died in concentration camps. Starting with little command of English, Wilder nonetheless was hired by the script department at Columbia, 20th Century-Fox, and then Paramount where he teamed with Charles Brackett to produce scripts for such renowned directors as Ernst Lubitsch and Howard Hawks. Wilder was upset at what other contract directors at Paramount did with his material and lobbied to be given a chance to direct himself. Beginning with the 1942 comedy The Major and the Minor, Wilder became one of the most successful hyphenate filmmakers in Hollywood. Double Indemnity, co-scripted with Raymond Chandler, was the first of his noir films all of which are tinged with cynicism and black humor. Although his later career was mainly in comedy, his noir works have been cited as prototypes form the inception of the term in post-War France through today” (Porfirio et al, 118-119)
.
Producer: Charles Brackett (Paramount), Associate Producer: Maurice Schorr (uncredited), Screenplay: Charles Brackett, Billy Wilder, and D.M. Marshman, Jr., Director of Photography: John F. Seitz, Special Photographic Effects: Gordon Jennings, Process Photography: Farciot Edouart, Sound: Harry Lindgren, John Cope, Music Score: Franz Waxman, Song: “The Paramount Don’t Want Me Blues” by Jay Livingston and Ray Evans, Art Director: Hans Dreier, John Meehan, Set Decoration: Sam Comer, Ray Moyer, Costumes: Edith Head, Makeup: Wally Westmore, Karl Silvera, Hairstyles: Nellie Manley, Vera Tomei, Production Manager: Hugh Brown, Assistant Director: C.C. Coleman Jr., Script Supervisor: Lupe Hall, Film Editor: Arthur Schmidt, Supervising Editor: Doane Harrison, Location: Los Angeles, California, Filming Completed: 18 June 1949, Release Date: 4 August 1950 (Paramount), Running Time: 115 Minutes, Genre: Drama | Film-Noir | Romance, Tagline: A Hollywood Story, Awards: Won 3 Oscars. Another 13 wins & 13 nominations.
Cast
Joe Gillis (William Holden) 

: The character of Joe Gillis is the embodiment of one of the classic archetypes of film noir the hopeless drifter. Gillis may have been the fatalist in this movie but he did have a choice. In conversation with Robert Porfirio, Billy Wilder lets out, “Maybe the theme of the movie was one of a macabre one, one of hopelessness. Spiral Staircase is film noir, isn’t it?” (Porfirio et al 103). According to Silver et al, “The real buffoon of the piece is the weak,  wavering Joe, played with highly appropriate, slack-jawed prettiness by William Holden” (Silver 276). Heavy on the character development, psychological angst, a sense of personal hopelessness such as personified by the character of Joe Gillis, I have argued, are what sets film noir apart from its hard-boiled gangster roots. 
Norma Desmond (Gloria Swanson)
: On the other hand, Norma Desmond embodies another archetype, the tragic femme fatale. Silver et al argue that, “Norma herself, as portrayed by Gloria Swanson, is a tragic figure, imbued by Wilder with powerful romantic presence. A woman obsessed, she clings to her vision with a tenacity that must ultimately be granted a grudging admiration, and she is the only character in the film, with the possible exception of Erich Von Stroheim’s  fanatically loyal Max, who inspires genuine sympathy” (Silver 276). Here is where I depart from Silver. While femme fatale characters like Norma Desmond in Sunset Boulevard, Kathie Moffat in Out of the Past, and Phyllis Dietrichson in Double Indemnity are the focus of the male gaze, it is their counterpoints that make them so visible – characters who despite being less glamorous may (at least in my case) elicit more sympathy.
Betty Schaefer (Nancy Olson) 

: Characters like of Betty Schaefer runs in parallel, I would argue to the likes of Norma Desmond. In a short form of intertextual analysis, the juxtaposition of Desmond and Schaefer follow a tradition made popular by Ernst Lubitsch in Trouble in Paradise (1932). The juxtaposition of the glamorous femme fatale Madame Colet (Kay Francis) with the more down to earth Lily (Miriam Hopkins) sets the stage for juxtapositions such as this one. In Out of the Past (1950), the character of Anne Miller is similar to the fatalist Betty Schaefer. Both “nice girl” characters serve as counterpoints to the more excessive divas in Kathy Moffat (Jane Greer) and Norma Desmond respectively. The character of Lorraine Minosa (Jan Sterling) in Ace in the Hole (1951) is more akin to Betty Schaefer than to Anne Miller. Contrary to what other might think, characters like Betty Schaefer, Lorraine Minosa, and even Anne Miller are not stupid or pathetic and elicit a strong sense of sympathy from the audience despite their perceived single dimensionality. On one level, it is characters such as this (and I am not ignoring the difficulty to defining a femme fatale), that make simplistically tagging a movie film noir so difficult. 
Erich Von Stroheim – Max Von Mayerling, Fred Clark – Sheldrake, Lloyd Gough – Morino,  Jack Webb - Artie Green, Franklyn Farnum – Undertaker, Larry Blake - First Finance Man, Charles Dayton - Second Finance Man, Cecil B. De Mille – Himself, Hedda Hopper – Herself, Buster Keaton – Himself, Anna Q. Nilsson - Herself , H.B. Warner – Himself, Ray Evans – Himself, Jay Livingston - Himself
Memorable Quotes
1. Joe Gillis: You're Norma Desmond. You used to be in silent pictures. You used to be big. 
Norma Desmond: I am big. It's the pictures that got small.
2. Norma Desmond: We didn't need dialogue. We had faces!
3. Norma Desmond: All right, Mr. De Mille, I'm ready for my close up. 

Sources

IMDB and Silver, Alain, and Elizabeth Ward. Eds. Film Noir – Revised and Expanded Edition. New York: The Overlook Press, 1992 (275 – 277).
How is Sunset Boulevard (1950) Film Noir?
Summary
Sunset Boulevard is often called a “monster movie” because Gloria Swanson’s exaggerated character Norma Desmond is made to appear exaggerated and at times almost ghoulish. Critics argue that Sunset Boulevard is not film noir at all. Given what you know about film noir: it’s origin, it’s manifestation in US or Hollywood made movies, it’s altering of the cinematic landscape. 
Details
Silver et al. write that, “The fusion of writer-director Billy Wilder’s biting humor and the classic elements of film noir make for a strange kind of comedy, as well as a strange kind of film noir. There are no belly laughs here, but there are certainly strangled giggles: at the pet chimp’s funeral, at Joe’s discomfited acquiescence to the role of gigolo; at Norma’s Mack Sennett-style “entertainment” for her uneasy lover; at the ritualized solemnity of Norma’s “waxworks” card parties, which feature such former luminaries as Buster Keaton as Norma’s has been cronies” (Silver 276). Riffing along Silver et al it is clear that this is not your conventional film noir. Billy Wilder in Sunset Boulevard maintains the elements selected above – the femme fatale as destroyer and flashback narrative – but adds a strong dose of Hollywood self-reflexivity and calls to question its excesses, its corruption, its unreality, and its transition to television - all of which add to but also departs from the classic film noir.
Q: Did you see a kind of trend happening in the 1940s when Double Indemnity spawned a rash of movies with first-person narrations? 
Wilder: I have always been a great man for narration, and not because it is a lazy man's crutch. That is maybe true; but it is not easy to have good narration done well. What I had in Sunset Boulevard, for instance, the narrator being a dead man was economical story telling. You can say in two lines something that would take twenty minutes to dramatize, to show and to photograph. There are a lot of guys who try narration; but they don't quite know the technique. Most of the time, the mistake is that they are telling you something in narration that you already see, that is self-evident. But if it adds, if it brings in something new, another perspective, then good (Porfirio et al 111-113). 
Q: Obviously I planned to ask about the noir aspects of Sunset Boulevard. 
Wilder: The description of the house was, if I remember, the whole thing was early Wallace Beery, to whom she was married at one time, by the way. At first, you know, this was supposed to be a comedy. We were going to get Mae West, but she turned us down. And then [Gloria] Swanson almost dropped out when Paramount asked for a screen test. There was a lot of Norma in her, you know. 

The biggest threat to the mood in Sunset Boulevard was when we lost the original actor, [Montgomery Clift], and went with Bill Holden. He looked older than we wanted, and Swanson did not want to be made up to look sixty. It would never have worked anyway. This was a woman who used all her considerable means to go the other way. Who knows what mood a younger actor, or at least younger looking, would have given (Porfirio et al 114-115).
Interrogating the Film: Movie within a Movie
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	In the introduction to The Order of Things, Michel Foucault interrogates Velasquez’s Las Meninas. The painting has been center of considerable debate in other venues (the arts, academia, etc.), and as Foucault uses it, he raises larger questions about the nature of representation and of the subject. The painting is unusual in that, “we are looking at a painting in which in turn the painter is looking out at us.” (Michel Foucault, The Order of Things). Foucault argues that while the painting shows us a scene in which a portrait is being painted, it is also a painting that tells us something about how representation and the subject work. In this way it produces its own kind of knowledge. It is crucial to Foucault that the painting does not have any completed, or for that matter closed meaning. Las Meninas has two subjects and two centers: one constantly shifting between the young princess in the scene and the king and queen reflected in the mirror, the center is illusive as it never finally settles on one. Thus we take up positions specified by the discourse, identify with them, surrender ourselves to its meaning, and become its subjects. In Billy Wilder’s Sunset Boulevard cynicism and black humor as well as the interchanging positionality of Hollywood being examined and represented make the film even more… powerful.


Queen Kelly
	Queen Kelly starred Gloria Swanson under the direction of Erich von Stroheim, appends a moment of irony that now seems priceless.
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Questions to Ponder
Is film noir a genre or a style?

What do you think was film noir’s significance?

What do you think was film noir’s appeal?

What was film noir’s historical context?

Why film noir?

Why is Sunset Boulevard considered one of the great classics of film noir?

What does Sunset Boulevard reveal about Hollywood?
How does Joe meet Norma?

Why does Joe decide to move in with Norma?

Why does Betty want Joe to work with her on the screenplay? Describe their evolving partnership and relationship.
Theme - Desire for Fame

“Many people have daydreamed about being a famous movie star. It is not uncommon to wonder what it would be like to have the general public know one's name or covet one's identity” (Bookrags Staff). 
Question: To what and how does Sunset Boulevard speak to the notion of desire for fame? Is it a healthy desire?
Motifs - Lost Fame

“Norma is no longer a celebrity, although she does not realize it. Although it might be painful for her to discover that her fame has passed, it is far more detrimental that she lives her life in ignorance of the fact that her days of glory have come to an end” (Bookrags Staff).
Question: What are your thoughts on Joe’s condition? On Norma’s condition, on Max’s condition, and Betty’s condition? Conventional noir pits a hopelessly trapped protagonist who is ensnared by the femme fatale – how is Sunset Boulevard in line with noir and how does it depart from classic noir?
Symbols - Chimp and the Organ Grinder

“One night, Joe dreams about a chimp who is owned by an organ [image: image11.wmf]

grinder. The chimp does everything the organ [image: image12.wmf]

grinder wants so that he can make some money and have some food. Joe's dream is symbolic of his relationship with Norma. She offers him food and lodging; in return, he does whatever she asks. Before becoming Norma's kept man, Joe entertained big dreams of becoming a brilliant writer. Although times were tough and he was being chased by creditors, at least his independence and idealism remained intact. After Joe comes to live with Norma, he essentially becomes her chimp.”
Question: How does the symbol and dream of the chimp relate to the dead chimp early in the movie?

Style and Cinematography

“Sunset Boulevard is one of the most renowned and classic films of 1950s Hollywood. Most films of the time were made strictly for entertainment. Film studios wanted to keep their fun, lighthearted, wholesome images intact at all costs, but this film suddenly turned all that on its head. The truth of Hollywood's often twisted mindset, including the problems faced by writers, actors and actresses, came to light through [image: image13.wmf]

Sunset Boulevard” (Bookrags Staff).

Question: What is Sunset Boulevard’s style contribution?
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� Billy Wilder, in his interview with Volker Schlöndorff intimated three interesting items about Sunset Boulevard (1950). First, that the opening scene was very difficult to film. Filming through the water was unstable so he fixed the problem by placing a mirror at the bottom of the pool and filming directly on it. Second, that the opening scene we now see was not the original one filmed. Set in a morgue with dead bodies talking to each other, the opening had a comic quality to it. After the disastrous screening in Poughkeepsie where he was asked: “Have you ever seen shit like this in your life?” the first five minutes was replaced. Finally, when asked about Gloria Swanson, Wilder replied, “She had a period way of acting. Her style was 1920s. You can’t learn that. You must grow up with it. It wasn’t modern” (Billy Wilder Speaks 2006).
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