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        INTRODUCTION


      




      ‘I’m a bad girl,’ says Laure (Rebecca Romijn) in Femme Fatale, ‘real bad – rotten to the heart.’ Laure knows that she’s a femme fatale. In fact, she just watched Double Indemnity on TV and is modelling her behaviour after that of the lovely but lethal Barbara Stanwyck in that film. In Basic Instinct, writer Catherine Tramell (Sharon Stone) tells detective Nick Curran (Michael Douglas) that her book is about ‘a detective. He falls for the wrong woman. She kills him.’ They both know that this is the plot of many classic film noirs – and we know that they know and are intrigued to discover whether their story will turn out the same. ‘This isn’t going to have a happy ending,’ Somerset (Morgan Freeman) tells Mills (Brad Pitt) in Se7en, for Somerset is conscious of the role they are playing in the kind of noirish tale that almost always has a dark conclusion. (‘Film noir’ is French for ‘dark movie’ – with ‘dark’ meaning ‘sinister’ and ‘dreadful’ as well as ‘shadowy’, as in Raymond Chandler’s great line, ‘The streets were dark with something more than night.’)1 Contemporary film noir, or neo-noir, is a highly self-conscious genre, keenly aware of the plot conventions, character types and common techniques associated with past film noirs. Indeed, some neo-noirs are actually about scripting or acting in noir films (The Singing Detective, Bad Education, INLAND EMPIRE), while other neo-noirs are remakes of classic film noirs (The Postman Always Rings Twice) or ‘retro-noir’ homages set in the period of, and consciously styled after, past noir films (Chinatown, Body Heat, L.A. Confidential, The Man Who Wasn’t There).




      The time span of classic film noir is often said to stretch from The Maltese Falcon (1941) to Touch of Evil (1958). Although they had some growing awareness of genre conventions, the makers of the great 1940s and ‘50s noir movies – Double Indemnity, Laura, Detour, The Postman Always Rings Twice, D.O.A., Sunset Blvd., Kiss Me Deadly, The Killing and Vertigo – did not conceive of them as a single genre of ‘film noirs’. Instead, these movies were known by a variety of different labels, including ‘crime stories’, ‘suspense pictures’, ‘psychological thrillers’ and ‘melodramas’. It was French critics, particularly Raymond Borde and Etienne Chaumeton in their 1955 book A Panorama of American Film Noir, who first popularised the term ‘film noir’, noting that several of these movies were based on the hardboiled detective fiction and crime novels of Raymond Chandler, Dashiell Hammett and James M Cain, which had been published in France under the imprint ‘Série Noire’ (meaning ‘a dark series of books’ but also punning on ‘a series of bad events’). As the study of this newly recognised genre took off among British and American critics in the 1970s, the roots of film noir were traced to German Expressionist, French Poetic Realist, and Hollywood gangster films of the 1920s and ‘30s. In addition to these cinematic precursors, the biggest historical influences were identified as World War II and the ensuing Cold War, with the violence of combat, the threat of nuclear destruction and the ‘red scares’ of McCarthyism spreading paranoia, rage and disillusionment – all emotions characteristic of film noir. The femme fatale – seducer and betrayer of the hapless hero – was also seen as springing from a post-war change in the balance of power between the sexes: male veterans, physically and psychically wounded in the war, came home to find that women had grown in financial and sexual independence from having joined the workforce as part of the home-front war effort. Men found such powerful women both alluring and frightening – the same ambivalence felt for the femme fatale. Techniques that have been identified as typical of film noir include dark shadows, particularly those that fall in chiaroscuro patterns like bars or spiders’ webs, seeming to entrap the hero; oppressive, angle-down shots and claustrophobic framings; distorting mirrors and unbalanced compositions; and flashbacks and voiceover narration that give visual and aural emphasis to the personal traumas experienced by the disoriented and doomed hero.




      And yet, despite the many efforts to describe it, film noir remains the most disputed of all movie genres. Critics disagree about whether there is any one defining element common to all film noirs and about which movies fit and which should be excluded from the genre. As James Naremore points out, ‘There are many themes, moods, characters, locales, and stylistic features associated with noir, no one of which is shared by all the films that have been placed in the category.’2 Not all noirs have a detective-hero, or a femme fatale, or even a tragic ending. Should heist movies, or gangster films, or female Gothic melodramas be categorised as film noirs? In this book, I follow the lead of recent critics who have argued for an expansive understanding of film noir. According to Wheeler Winston Dixon, ‘most definitions of noir films are, it seems to me, excessively narrow. The classic archetypes of the lone protagonist in a dark, rainy alley, accompanied by an omnipresent voiceover on the soundtrack, of doomed lovers on the run from the police, or hardboiled detectives unravelling labyrinthian mysteries with cynical assurance, represent only one manifestation of this pervasive film genre.’3 Jim Hillier and Alastair Phillips contend that ‘film noir is as much about a state of mind as a single set of stylistic signs’ and that ‘there is no such thing perhaps as a film noir but rather many forms and variations of a sensibility that alters and shifts according to culture, place and time’.4




      Which brings us to neo-noir. If defining classic film noir is difficult, the challenge only increases with contemporary film noir. Since, as Mark Bould rightly observes, ‘each additional film noir rethinks, reconstructs and refabricates the genre’,5 are there any useful generalisations that can be made about films as diverse as The Crying Game, Reservoir Dogs, The Matrix and Memento? My claim is that, in addition to being highly self-conscious of their relation to past noirs, neo-noirs are characterised by blurred boundaries and hybrid genres, and that what is new about neo-noirs can be traced to the influence of contemporary social changes and historical events as well as the latest trends and technological advances in filmmaking.




      Blurred Boundaries




      Many classic film noirs consist of three character types: the investigator, the villain and the victim. While even past noirs put some pressure on the boundaries between these types, neo-noir really tends to erode these distinctions. In The French Connection, ‘Popeye’ Doyle (Gene Hackman) is a zealous cop whose reckless disregard for the law may help him to catch crooks but also threatens to make him one of them, as this film points to ‘the thin line between the policeman and the criminal’ which is ‘very often crossed over’.6 In Manhunter, Will Graham (William Petersen) is an FBI profiler who must think like the monstrous murderer he seeks – but not too much like him. As the film’s tagline warns, ‘Enter the mind of a serial killer… you may never come back.’ The undercover cop (Leonardo DiCaprio) and the gangster mole (Matt Damon) in The Departed are affected by their assumed identities and become morally ambiguous characters: ‘No one knows who they really are, or who anyone else really is.’7 More and more, the difference between the investigator and the villain comes to seem like a difference within the investigator, who, if he looks hard enough, may find the potential for evil inside himself. ‘You don’t know who you are anymore,’ Leonard (Guy Pearce) is told in Memento. ‘Maybe it’s time you started investigating yourself.’ Similarly, a new psychological understanding of the femme fatale may reveal that her ‘evil’ is really the result of her having been abused, that she is actually more victim than villain, as can be seen in Blade Runner, The Crying Game, Devil in a Blue Dress and Bad Education. In neo-noir, villainous females can break out of the stereotype to become investigator-heroes (as in Femme Fatale and INLAND EMPIRE), but female investigators can also be morally compromised to the point of villainy (see Blue Steel and demonlover). Finally, male investigators are more likely to end up as victims in neo-noir, not only because the villains are too strong for them but because the investigators themselves are morally compromised – so complicit that they have already lost part of the battle. Even in classic film noir, the detective was often beaten up and tempted by sin on the way to solving the case and catching the killer, but the investigations in neo-noir can end in pyrrhic victory or outright failure, with the hero himself becoming just another victim (see Chinatown, Reservoir Dogs, Se7en, Following and Basic Instinct 2).




      Hybrid Genres




      Already in the 1940s and ‘50s, noir was having an influence on other kinds of films, creating hybrid genres such as noir melodramas (Possessed), noir westerns (Blood on the Moon), noir gangster sagas (White Heat), noir science fiction (Invasion of the Body Snatchers) and even noir musicals (The Band Wagon). But, by the time of neo-noir, it sometimes seems as though noir has spread into virtually all other genres, and with noir has come a troubling of the clear-cut distinctions that used to be maintained within each genre. In the traditional police procedural (such as TV’s Dragnet [1951–59]), the cops are clearly the good guys tracking down the evildoers, but in the noir-influenced Dexter (2006–) the man in the crime lab is himself a serial killer, blurring the line between pursuer and pursued, moral and immoral. The anti-hero of the classic gangster film always inspired a mixture of attraction and repulsion in the viewer, but this is nothing compared to the moral ambivalence we feel towards Tony Soprano (James Gandolfini) in The Sopranos (1999–2007), who is psychoanalysed, leading us to confront both the good and the bad in him. Traditional romances and comedies often take place in idyllic small towns or natural settings, as opposed to classic film noirs whose terrible events unfold in the big bad city. But in neo-noirs like Blood Simple, Blue Velvet, Fargo and The Talented Mr. Ripley, the city/country distinction breaks down as crime and corruption are shown to be present even in sunny climes (‘white noir’) and agrarian locales (‘country noir’). In ‘techno-noirs’ such as Blade Runner and The Matrix, noir’s pessimism invades science fiction to imagine near-futures where the hope for human advancement through science has been turned into a dystopian nightmare. And ‘superhero noirs’ reveal the moral doubts and failings of those who, in earlier incarnations, were simply our saviours. In The Dark Knight, a vengeful Batman struggles to differentiate himself from the vengeful Joker, while in Watchmen some of the vigilante superheroes prove hard to distinguish from the villains, leading a fearful populace to wonder, ‘Who watches the Watchmen?’




      Contemporary Social Changes and Historical Events




      Writer/director Paul Schrader has said that ‘as a filmmaker you look for rips and tears in the social fabric that can be addressed metaphorically’.8 There are some neo-noirs in which the traumatic impact of contemporary events is not difficult to decode. Taxi Driver is about a Vietnam veteran in the urban jungle of New York City who has trouble telling friend from foe and who commits a massacre, destroying a ‘village’ in order to save it. Chinatown, though set in the 1930s, reflects the widespread suspicion of rampant corruption among supposedly benign authority figures that followed upon the Watergate scandal. More recently, the remake of The Manchurian Candidate exposes the trumped-up xenophobia manufactured by war-profiteering corporations, while The Dark Knight shows a populace tempted to turn against and destroy itself as a result of Bush-era fear-mongering about terrorism.




      With other neo-noirs, it is less a case of specific historical events and more a matter of larger social changes that have had an influence.The women’s movement and the male backlash against it have deepened audience ambivalence towards the femme fatale. More women today are empowered in the bedroom and the workplace, and there is a tendency to cheer the femme fatales in Body Heat, Basic Instinct and Bound as they seek their own pleasure and profit – and often get away with both in the end. But these women also embody male fears of sexually liberated women as castrating predators and of independent career women as out to steal men’s money. The abolition of Hays Code censorship restrictions, along with the introduction of an age-appropriate ratings system, has led to a new frankness of female nudity and sexually explicit speech, but here again neo-noir’s representation of woman tends to be ambiguous: is her open sexuality to be celebrated or feared as overly aggressive? Is her own desire being encouraged or will she be reduced to an object of the voyeuristic male gaze? Feminism has also prompted men to question their own investment in machismo, and many neo-noirs are deeply split in their attitude to the ‘hardboiled hero’ – both admiring and critical. In The Samurai, Pulp Fiction, Ichi the Killer and I’ll Sleep When I’m Dead, being a tough guy is shown to be both cool and self-destructive, while the macho killers in Fingers, The Crying Game and Amores Perros struggle to find a way to admit their sensitive sides without feeling emasculated. The gay rights and civil rights movements have brought a new complexity to neo-noirs like Cruising and Suture where the white hetero hero’s struggle turns out to be with his own repressed homosexual side or with the ‘black brother’ whom he has oppressed.




      In addition to issues of gender, sexuality and race, social tensions related to class have had a major impact on contemporary film noir. The ‘greed is good’ mentality of the Thatcher, Reagan and Bush years can be seen in the selfish scheming of the characters in Body Heat, Blood Simple, Fargo and Following, who are all the more driven to emulate the rapacious greed of the upper classes by the fact that the disparity between the very rich and the very poor has grown ever wider. The satisfaction we may feel in seeing these selfish, low-life characters come to a bad end is complicated by a sense of how unjust it is that they should have so little when others – who are no more deserving – have so much. The materialistic mindset of our conservative politicians and corporate leaders is also evident in the lust for high-priced commodities, which plays such a large part in the desire – and often the downfall – of the characters in To Live and Die in L.A., The Talented Mr. Ripley, The Departed and Basic Instinct 2. The increasing ability of corporations to use the media as a way of manipulating what we desire as consumers – and even what we believe to be real – has fed the paranoia and pessimism of such techno-noirs as Blade Runner, The Matrix, Vanilla Sky and demonlover.




      Trends and Technological Advances in Filmmaking




      Stylistically, neo-noir owes a great debt to the film movement known as the French New Wave, exemplified by the late-1950s and early-‘60s films of Jean-Luc Godard and François Truffaut with their mobile camerawork (including hand-held tracking shots), experimental editing (freeze frames and jump cuts), outdoor shooting and (sometimes parodic) self-awareness of genres. Many of these innovative techniques were adopted by New Hollywood directors (Robert Altman, Brian De Palma, Martin Scorsese) and went on to influence the makers of contemporary film noir. Technological advances affecting the look of neo-noir include the development of faster film stock and then of digital video, enabling on-location scenes to be shot in colour under low-light conditions (and also allowing high-contrast images with truer blacks to be obtained even on colour film). The increasing use of widescreen composition aided in the presentation of neo-noir characters being enveloped by darkness (see Lost Highway) or surrounded by a vast emptiness (as in the ‘white noir’ Point Blank). The invention of the Steadicam helped us to move with and physically experience events alongside the neo-noir hero, and the development of digital editing has made it easier to convey that hero’s disorientation through accelerated cutting and through flashback images that break in as shock cuts. Multilayered voices and effects on the soundtrack, combined with music that tends towards dissonance and unresolved harmonies, have worked to dramatise the psychological complexity and moral ambiguity of the neo-noir protagonist. And CGI images and other digital effects have presented a neo-noir world that seems ever more threatening and unreliable, constantly morphing under the control of shadowy others – or because of the hero’s own unstable mind.




      

         


      




      This book covers 69 films, which are grouped into the following sections: neo-noirs that have made the biggest splash in the field (‘landmarks’); films by directors who have become cult figures of neo-noir (‘auteurs’); neo-noirs that deal with age, gender, race and sexuality (‘discoveries’); neo-noirs from non-English-speaking countries (‘international’) and neo-noirs that put a new spin on past noirs (‘remakes’). For each film, the title and date of release are given, followed by the names of the crew: director, writer, producer, editor and cinematographer. The key members of the cast are then listed, matched to the names of the characters they play. A fairly detailed plot summary of each film is supplied, followed by my own comments on the meaning of the film. Wherever possible, I have tried to add to the already existing scholarship by providing original insights and provoking the reader to new ways of thinking about each film. For some films, there are also ‘factoids’ that present intriguing facts, behind-the-scenes anecdotes and quotes from the cast and crew. The book concludes with a list of recommended films for further viewing, along with a bibliography of books on neo-noir for further reading. An index of names and film titles is provided to help readers locate these quickly in the text. 
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        NEO-NOIR LANDMARKS


      




      
Chinatown (1974)




      

        Directed by: Roman Polanski




        Written by: Robert Towne




        Produced by: Robert Evans




        Edited by: Sam O’Steen




        Cinematography: John A Alonzo




        Cast: Jack Nicholson (JJ ‘Jake’ Gittes), Faye Dunaway (Evelyn Mulwray), John Huston (Noah Cross)


      




      Plot 




      Los Angeles, 1937. Private eye Jake Gittes is hired by Evelyn Mulwray to get photographic evidence that her husband Hollis is being unfaithful. However, after these pictures of Hollis in the company of a younger woman are published in the newspaper, Jake realises that he has been duped: the woman who hired him was a fake, and Jake’s photos were used to discredit Hollis who, as chief water engineer, was opposed to building a dam he felt would be unsafe. Then, when Hollis is found drowned, the real Evelyn Mulwray hires Jake to find out who did it and why. It turns out that Hollis may have been killed because he uncovered a conspiracy to dump fresh water into the ocean, buy up cheap land and then make a fortune when a dam is built and that land becomes water-rich. Jake suspects that Hollis’s former business partner and Evelyn’s father, Noah Cross, may be behind the conspiracy and Hollis’s murder. However, Cross throws suspicion upon Evelyn, whom he describes as a dangerously jealous woman. Could she have killed Hollis, and what might she do to the younger woman Hollis was seen with? Cross hires Jake to find this younger woman. Jake wants to believe in Evelyn’s innocence – the two of them even make love – but he is also afraid that she has seduced him so that he won’t suspect her. When Jake finds the younger woman at Evelyn’s house, he slaps Evelyn around to get her to talk, and she reveals that the younger woman (Katherine) is both her sister and her daughter – the product of incest between Cross and Evelyn. Jake confronts Cross with the fact that his glasses were found in the fish pond where Hollis drowned: Cross killed him because Hollis was trying to keep Cross from getting to Katherine. However, Cross forces Jake to give him back the incriminating glasses and to take him to Chinatown, where Jake has arranged to meet Evelyn and Katherine to help them escape. Police handcuff Jake to another cop, so he can do nothing but watch helplessly as events take their course. When Cross tries to take Katherine, Evelyn shoots him in the shoulder and attempts to drive off with Katherine in the car. But a warning shot from a policeman’s gun accidentally kills Evelyn, and Cross claims Katherine in the end.




      Comments




      In this neo-noir, the detective solves the crime but fails to save the woman he had tried to protect. Moreover, the criminal goes unpunished, free to grab more land and more women, extending his illegal enterprise unchecked into the future. For Jake, this disastrous case seems like a repetition of a past time when he tried ‘to keep someone from being hurt’ and only ‘ended up making sure that she was hurt’. Jake not only fails to prevent Evelyn from being hurt, he is complicit in what happens to her. Perhaps because Jake was fooled by the fake Evelyn, he is wary of being duped again. Cross feeds Jake’s suspicion that Evelyn may be a femme fatale, and Jake even physically abuses her, making us wonder how different he really is from Cross. Jake’s vanity as a detective leads him to persist in trying to solve Hollis’s murder no matter what the consequences, and to foolishly confront Cross, enabling Cross to take back his glasses (the only evidence against him) and to locate the woman he wants to victimise (Jake takes Cross right to Katherine!). Like Oedipus, Jake discovers that he is complicit in the crime he has been investigating. According to writer Robert Towne, ‘All detective stories are a re-telling of the Oedipus tale. I mean those… movies where the detective is looking for the solution… [and] finds he’s part of the crime, that he’s part of the problem.’9 It’s tempting to argue that everyone might have benefited if this detective had never sought to find out the truth. As Jake himself warns a client early on, ‘You’re better off not knowing.’ Evelyn is shot through the eye at the end. Is this a symbol of the disaster that can come from seeing too much? But note that it is the evil Cross who then tells Katherine not to look, for he desires nothing more than to cover up his past crimes so that he can commit more of them. Earlier, Jake had looked into Evelyn’s eye, discovering ‘a flaw in the iris… a sort of birthmark’ – a clue to the fact that her own father sexually abused her. If there’s no one like Jake who will look for such clues, what chance is there of ever stopping this kind of abuse? The fact that Jake may share some of Cross’s violent tendencies does not make him equivalent in evil, and the fact that Jake fails to prevent Cross from continuing his predation does not invalidate such attempts, which are, after all, the only hope.




      Factoid




      Director Roman Polanski and writer Robert Towne argued over the film’s ending, which Towne considered too bleak, calling it ‘the tunnel at the end of the light’.10 Towne had wanted Evelyn to kill Cross and then escape to Mexico with Katherine.




      




      
Taxi Driver (1976)




      

        Directed by: Martin Scorsese




        Written by: Paul Schrader




        Produced by: Michael and Julia Phillips




        Edited by: Tom Rolf and Melvin Shapiro




        Cinematography: Michael Chapman




        Cast: Robert De Niro (Travis Bickle), Jodie Foster (Iris), Cybill Shepherd (Betsy), Harvey Keitel (Sport)


      




      Plot




      Vietnam veteran Travis Bickle drives a taxi in the urban jungle of New York City, where he sees ‘all the animals come out at night’: whores, pimps, drunks, drug addicts and the mentally deranged. Travis idealises a blonde campaign worker named Betsy, who appears to him ‘like an angel out of this filthy mess’. However, when he takes her to a porno film on their first date, she rejects him. Betsy works for presidential candidate Palantine, a man once admired by Travis for his plan to clean up the city, but now Travis seems to see Palantine as part of the problem, a false saviour and a rival for Betsy’s attentions. Meanwhile, Travis also takes an interest in Iris, a preteen prostitute who works for a pimp named Sport. Travis wants to save her from a life of exploitation and return her to her parents, even though Iris tells him how bad things were back home: ‘She doesn’t want to be rescued, but that doesn’t matter to him.’11 Travis steels himself for his mission, exercising to make his body hard, holding his arm over a stove flame and firing guns at a practice range. Travis makes an attempt to assassinate Palantine at a campaign rally, but this fails when Travis is spotted by security guards and chased away before he can get close enough to his target to shoot. Travis then goes to the cheap hotel where Iris turns tricks. Travis shoots her pimp Sport in the stomach but is in turn shot by him in the neck. When a hulking assistant keeps coming at him, Travis shoots off three of the man’s fingers, stabs him in the hand with a knife and puts a bullet through his head, spattering the wall with blood. Travis then tries to shoot himself in the head, but his gun is all out of bullets. Travis recovers. Iris’s parents write him a thank-you letter for saving their daughter. The tabloids hail Travis as a hero. He goes back to driving a cab, as lonely and paranoid as ever, suggesting that it is only a matter of time before all this happens again.




      Comments




      When Travis wreaks bloody slaughter to ‘save’ Iris, she is terrified rather than grateful, as if unsure who is the bigger threat: the pimp who exploits her or this rampaging, righteous avenger. Earlier she had asked Travis, ‘What makes you so high and mighty?… Didn’t you ever try looking at your own eyeballs in the mirror?’ At the end of the film when Travis looks in the rear-view mirror of his cab, he does a paranoid double take as though he had caught some evil stranger’s eyes staring back at him – eyes that are his own. In his apartment, Travis practises for his confrontation with the villain by standing in front of the mirror. ‘I’m faster than you,’ he says, quick-drawing his gun on himself. ‘You talkin’ to me?’ he asks, as if confused about who is challenging whom, who is the hero and who the enemy. Sport first calls Travis a ‘cowboy’, but when Travis shaves his hair into a Mohawk and stands looking at Sport who wears beads and a headband, it is as though ‘Indian’ confronts ‘Indian’; there is no clear ‘good guy’. Sport pimps Iris out to johns, but Travis takes Betsy to an X-rated movie: ‘He really wants to get this pure white girl into that dark porno theatre,’12 says writer Paul Schrader, ‘to shove her face in the filth that he felt, to dirty her, to say, “Look at this: this is what I’m really like. How could you love someone like me?”’13 Travis fears that he himself is the scum he has to save the city from, which is why he is so violent in his self-righteousness and why he is so ready to turn the gun on himself, to take himself out with the rest of the trash. Betsy says that Travis reminds her of a song about ‘a prophet and a pusher… a walking contradiction’. Travis is sickened by the drug addicts, drunks and pimps he sees on the city streets, but he himself pops pills, pours liquor on his breakfast cereal and has a degrading view of women and sex. When Travis tries to pull himself together through military exercise and commit to ‘total organisation’, he becomes instead only more deranged, a hard body as aimless weapon – ‘organis-ised’. Travis has lost all sense of where the evil lies. He ends up firing wildly at any target – Palantine the politician, Sport the pimp – and ultimately even at himself.




      
Body Heat (1981)




      

        Directed by: Lawrence Kasdan




        Written by: Lawrence Kasdan




        Produced by: Fred T Gallo




        Edited by: Carol Littleton




        Cinematography: Richard H Kline




        Cast: William Hurt (Ned Racine), Kathleen Turner (Matty Walker), Richard Crenna (Edmund Walker), Ted Danson (Peter Lowenstein), JA Preston (Oscar Grace), Mickey Rourke (Teddy Lewis)


      




      Plot




      During a Florida heat wave, lawyer Ned meets married woman Matty at a band concert. She drips cherry ice on her white dress and asks him if he wants to lick it off. Her husband Edmund is away on business, so Ned follows her home. She tempts him with the siren call of wind chimes, and he uses a chair to break through a front window, then climbs in and has sex with her on the floor. They begin an affair, alternating between rounds of steamy sex and attempts to cool off in a bathtub filled with ice cubes. They conspire to murder her husband: Ned kills him with a board in the house, then moves his body to a derelict restaurant where he makes it look as though Edmund was accidentally killed by a falling beam during an arson gone wrong. Later, Ned is dismayed to learn that Matty forged his signature on an improper change to Edmund’s will, which not only makes Ned look incompetent but also rouses police suspicions of his complicity with her. (Since the will is ruled invalid, Edmund dies intestate and she now inherits all his wealth, despite a prenuptial agreement.) Moreover, because Edmund’s glasses were not found at the arson site, the police suspect that he was actually murdered in another place and his body moved. Matty calls Ned to tell him that she has located the incriminating glasses and to ask him to retrieve them from a boathouse. But Ned believes that Matty has rigged the boathouse door with a bomb, and he accuses her of this when she arrives. Matty denies it and goes to the boathouse herself, at which point an explosion occurs. Ned is imprisoned for the murders of Edmund and Matty (her body is identified from dental records). However, though the police are not persuaded, a high-school yearbook leads Ned to believe that Matty has stolen the identity of a lookalike friend and that it was this woman’s body that Matty used to fake her own death in the boathouse explosion. Matty is still alive, lounging on a tropical beach and enjoying her dead husband’s money.




      Comments




      Body Heat is sometimes referred to as retro-noir because its plot (a wife and her lover scheme to murder her husband for the money) recalls that of such classic films as Double Indemnity and The Postman Always Rings Twice. But there are some innovative aspects to Matty that make her a new kind of femme fatale. Unlike her slyly seductive counterparts in classic noir, Matty is brazenly and voraciously sexual. ‘My temperature runs a couple of degrees high, around 100,’ she admits, and her insatiable demands prompt Ned to say, ‘You are killing me.’ Matty is also outspoken about her superior intelligence, telling Ned, ‘You’re not too smart, are you? I like that in a man.’ It’s as though she’s taunting him to realise that she is manipulating him, having planned all this from the beginning. (It is Matty who arranges their first meeting at the band concert, having heard that Ned is a lawyer whose incompetence she can use to her advantage.) Finally, rather than being punished for her treachery like earlier femme fatales, Matty gets away with it in the end, showing a relentlessness and achieving a success that even Ned half-admires and envies. Indeed, some viewers have found it hard not to cheer for Matty, who out-sexes and outsmarts all the men to realise her dream ‘to be rich and live in an exotic land’. But even as Matty stretches out on that tropical beach, her face does not look joyful, and she virtually ignores the man lying beside her as if she has already lost interest in manipulating her next male victim. Could it be that, in acting the part of Ned’s lover, she actually came to care for him? ‘I fell in love with you,’ she has said earlier. ‘I didn’t plan that.’ The fact is that in the end Matty is profoundly alone, in heat and in hell on that beach, imprisoned in her own ruthlessness. Ned compares her to her gangster husband, both of them willing to do ‘whatever was necessary’ to satisfy their greed. But the problem for black widows is that, while well fed, they end up without any mate.




      
Blade Runner (1982) (Director’s Cut, 1992)




      

        Directed by: Ridley Scott




        Written by: Hampton Fancher and David Peoples, from the novel Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? by Philip K Dick




        Produced by: Michael Deeley




        Edited by: Marsha Nakashima




        Cinematography: Jordan Cronenweth




        Cast: Harrison Ford (Rick Deckard), Rutger Hauer (Roy Batty), Sean Young (Rachael), Edward James Olmos (Gaff), M Emmet Walsh (Captain Bryant), Daryl Hannah (Pris), William Sanderson (JF Sebastian), Brion James (Leon), Joe Turkel (Doctor Tyrell), Joanna Cassidy (Zhora)


      




      




      Plot




      Los Angeles in the year 2019. In this techno-noir (combining film noir and science fiction), Deckard is a trench-coated detective and ‘blade runner’ who must track down and kill ‘rogue replicants’. These are androids or humanoid robots that have turned against their human masters, demanding that they no longer be used as expendable warriors or as sex slaves and that they be allowed to live longer than their predetermined lifespan of four years. As Deckard follows the clues and uses his gun to ‘retire’ the replicants – including shooting one of the females in the back – he sees their suffering and the way they mourn for each other, and begins to wonder whether they are not more humane than he, their ruthless exterminator. Deckard begins to develop feelings for the replicants, especially one called Rachael, a femme fatale whom he ‘interrogates’ by giving her an empathy test which reveals that she is not human. However, Rachael turns the tables on her interrogator by asking him, ‘Did you ever take that test yourself?’ Rachael saves Deckard from being murdered by a replicant (Leon), even though shooting Leon means that she has killed one of her own kind. Deckard vows not to hunt Rachael, despite the fact that she has been placed on his hit list. Meanwhile, the replicant leader, ‘combat model’ Roy, has been doing some tracking and hunting of his own, and finally confronts Tyrell, head of the corporation that made and enslaved him. When Tyrell says he cannot extend Roy’s life beyond its four-year expiration date, Roy violently unmakes his maker. Then, when Roy discovers that the female replicant he loved (Pris) has been killed by Deckard, Roy pursues and tortures him, making Deckard face his own inhumanity: ‘I thought you were supposed to be good. Aren’t you “the good man”?’ But, just as Roy is about to take revenge on Deckard by letting him fall to his death, he pulls him to safety instead, thus displaying the kind of compassion the human Deckard should feel. Deckard then helps Rachael, the replicant with whom he has fallen in love, to escape. However, as they are leaving, he finds an origami unicorn, a sign that Deckard too may be a replicant doomed to early extinction. As Deckard and Rachael board an elevator, the door slams shut on them, as if sealing their fate. This is the way the Director’s Cut of the film ends and, according to Ridley Scott, ‘The elevator door was the perfect ending, but it also felt like a prison, it also felt like the end of the road. And that, I found, maybe just too oppressive for words.’14 The theatrical version of the film adds a more hopeful coda: Deckard and Rachael make it to the green countryside, and we are told that Rachael actually has an uncertain termination date – like the rest of us.




      Comments




      As part of his detective work, Deckard electronically enhances a photo which contains a round mirror, allowing him to peer into it and see a female replicant (Zhora) in the bathtub. By tracing the origin of animal scales found in the actual tub, Deckard discovers that Zhora is an exotic dancer who performs with a snake. So that he can question her backstage, Deckard impersonates a decency crusader who claims to be checking her dressing room for holes, but instead of protecting her from dirty old men, Deckard seems to be one himself, sneaking furtive glances at her while she is undressed. This exploitation continues when, having determined that she is a replicant, he shoots her in the back while she is trying to escape, sending her crashing to the ground amid a bunch of female mannequins – scantily clad females like herself used as sex dolls. Standing in the wreckage, Deckard begins to detect that he himself is the voyeur and the violator from whom women need protection.




      Like Zhora, Rachael initially appears to be a femme fatale with her hard, lacquered look, her cigarette and red lipstick, and her dark hair worn up in a rigid, sculpted style. When Deckard fails to find empathy by peering into her eye, she rightly suggests that he try that test on himself, for if she is a femme fatale it may be only to defend against him as a deadly man. Later, after Deckard has shown her some kindness, Rachael takes her hair down, arranging it to match the softer look of a woman in one of his family photos. This femme fatale could become a love interest if he has eyes to see her that way, and he could become something other than a killer if he would let himself be seen differently by her. At first, Deckard is violent towards Rachael, barring her exit and throwing her body backwards, but when he turns to tenderness, she responds in kind. He tells her, ‘Say “kiss me”’, and she says it and does, and then repeats after him, ‘I want you,’ herself adding, ‘Put your hands on me.’ If Deckard is here ‘implanting’ ideas in Rachael the replicant, she seems to have a few ideas of her own about what she wants him to do. Love makes them both human.




      
The Singing Detective (1986)




      

        Directed by: Jon Amiel




        Written by: Dennis Potter




        Produced by: Kenith Trodd and John Harris




        Edited by: Sue Wyatt and Bill Wright




        Cinematography: Ken Westbury




        Cast: Michael Gambon (Philip E Marlow), Janet Suzman (Nicola), Patrick Malahide (Mark Binney/Finney/Raymond), Joanne Whalley (Nurse Mills), Bill Paterson (Dr Gibbon), Jim Carter (Mr Marlow), Alison Steadman (Mrs Marlow/Lili)


      




      Plot




      The Singing Detective uses songs to link the several strands of its complicated plot. (1) Adult reality. Marlow is in a hospital ward suffering from psoriasis and arthritis – diseases that affect the skin and the joints. To escape from his pain and paralysis, he recalls scenes from (2) a mystery novel he wrote, imagining himself as the detective (like Philip Marlowe, the private-eye hero of Raymond Chandler’s novels). In this mystery set in 1940s London, Marlow is hired by Mark Binney to prove that Binney was not responsible for the death of a prostitute whose body was found in the river. However, Marlow suspects that his client, who had slept with the prostitute, may be guilty of her murder and of spying for the Nazis. While lying in his hospital bed, Marlow also has (3) a paranoid fantasy in which he imagines that his wife Nicola has been sleeping with a man named Mark Finney and that the two of them are in cahoots to steal Marlow’s screenplay. Nicola seduces Marlow into signing away the rights to the screenplay, but when Finney won’t give her the lead part in the film, she stabs him in the throat and then dies as a result of jumping into the river while trying to elude the police. Finally, Marlow also thinks back to (4) childhood memories, in which he falsely accused a fellow schoolboy (Mark Binney) of having befouled their teacher’s desk. In addition, the child Marlow remembers witnessing Mark Binney’s father having sex with Marlow’s mother in the woods. The young Marlow later confronted her about this, and soon afterwards she committed suicide by throwing herself in the river. It was also at this time in his life that his terrible skin-and-joint disease first began to manifest itself, the illness that has now landed him in the hospital. In the end, the various strands of the plot come together, with the detective Marlow shooting the diseased Marlow in his sickbed. It is the detective Marlow who, cured of his illness and reunited with his wife, walks out of the hospital, and who remembers himself as a young boy thinking that when he grew up, he was going to be a detective.




      Comments




      At first, Marlow’s mystery novel seems like an escape from reality, just as his hardboiled detective persona and cynical wisecracks protect him from feeling more pain: ‘I used to think that all I wanted was the good opinion of honourable men and the ungrudging love of beautiful women. Now I know for sure that all I really want is a cigarette.’ But Marlow gradually realises that he must become the true detective hero of his fiction and see through its elaborately evasive plot in order to confront the truth. Mark Finney the screenplay-stealer who slept with Marlow’s wife, and Mark Binney the spy who slept with the prostitute, and Mark Binney the boy whom young Marlow accused – these are all disguises that Marlow must penetrate to get to the truth, which is his childhood memory of having watched his mother ‘prostituted’ by and ‘stolen’ from him by Mark Binney’s father, who slept with her. It is this man whom Marlow blames for his mother’s later suicide. And Marlow also blames his mother for having slept around, which is why she is a prostitute in his fiction and an adulterous wife in his fantasy – an unfaithful wife who rather gets what she deserves when her lover betrays her and she ends up drowned in the river. So, his mother was a femme fatale and her lover was her killer? No, Marlow is still using his detective plot to evade a deeper reality, but he can nevertheless follow the clues to find it. Marlow was hired by the fictional Mark Binney to prove that Binney did not do it, and when Binney himself is killed, he leaves behind a note: ‘Who killed Roger Ackroyd?’ The Murder of Roger Ackroyd is an Agatha Christie novel in which the narrator himself is guilty of the crime. Is Marlow, the narrator and author of this fiction, responsible for the death of the woman in the river? Well, what Marlow finally realises is that he has always felt responsible for his mother’s death (since she committed suicide in the river soon after he had confronted her about her adultery) and that this secret guilt has only been fed by his blaming of others (her lover, herself) for her death. But, no, the boy Marlow should not consider himself responsible for the fact that his mother drowned herself. What this detective discovers in the end is that he was not the killer. And, since Marlow’s skin-and-joint disease is a psychosomatic manifestation of his secret guilt, he is healed when this guilt goes away. The detective has cured himself by solving the mystery of his own life.




      




      
The Crying Game (1992)




      

        Directed by: Neil Jordan




        Written by: Neil Jordan




        Produced by: Stephen Woolley




        Edited by: Kant Pan




        Cinematography: Ian Wilson




        Cast: Stephen Rea (Fergus), Miranda Richardson (Jude), Jaye Davidson (Dil), Forest Whitaker (Jody)


      




      Plot




      Jody, a British soldier stationed in Ireland, is lured away from a fairground by a seductive woman named Jude so that the IRA can kidnap him and hold him hostage in return for one of their own. Fergus, assigned to guard Jody, finds himself forming a bond with his captive, and this closeness makes it hard for Fergus to shoot Jody when ordered to do so. As Fergus hesitates, Jody is run over and killed by a British armoured vehicle while trying to escape. To keep a promise made to Jody, Fergus goes to London to seek out and look after Dil, Jody’s girlfriend, and gradually falls for her himself. However, as they are about to make love, Dil removes her robe to expose a flat chest and male genitals, revealing that she is a he – a gay male transvestite. While Fergus struggles to overcome his homophobic disgust at this surprise, he also has another problem to contend with: Jude and her IRA compatriots have tracked him down in order to force him to carry out a suicide mission. However, on the day of the mission, Fergus finds himself unable to go, for Dil has tied him to the bed (because she is angry with him for his role in Jody’s death, but also because she wants him to love and not leave her). When Jude arrives with a gun and plans to use it on Fergus for his betrayal, Dil shoots her. Fergus then takes the rap for the murder Dil has committed, but through the years of his confinement she visits him faithfully in prison.




      




      Comments




      In some ways, Jude seems to be the stereotypical femme fatale. She seduces and entraps Jody for the IRA. She grabs Fergus’s crotch and, when he rebuffs her aggressive advances, she pulls a gun from her handbag and points it at his head. Posed with her pistol on the movie poster for The Crying Game, Jude is the phallic woman, her femininity a mere cover for a hard cruelty. In one scene, as light streams through Venetian blinds, Jude applies make-up in front of a three-part mirror (indicating her deceptiveness). She has helmet-like hair and wears a padded-shoulder power suit. She combines masculine aggression with the spitefulness of a spurned woman, for she is insanely jealous of Fergus’s relationship with Dil. Here, though, the film gives Jude’s femme fatale character an extra dimension because, as the similarity in the names suggests, Jude is also a symbol of Jody’s jealousy in Fergus’s mind. When Fergus moves from looking after Dil (as he had promised Jody) to loving Dil (which was not part of the promise!), the jealous Jude suddenly appears as a personification of the guilt Fergus feels for being with Jody’s girlfriend. It is as though Jody returns from the grave to express his jealousy through Jude.




      Dil, too, could be seen as a femme fatale. Behind her deceptively feminine allure, she is in fact a man. Fergus often sees Dil in mirrors and behind veils, but when her robe is opened, it is as though her seduction of him has led to a betrayal, for she is not the woman she had seemed to be. Yet Dil is really only a femme fatale in Fergus’s mind, for it is his own homophobia that makes him fear her. Fergus claims that, before Dil’s gender was revealed, he did not know that she was a man, but it’s possible that Fergus did know and denied it to himself, just as it’s possible that Fergus’s love for Dil is an extension of his love for Jody. When Fergus is being intimate with Dil, he keeps having fantasies of Jody. Is this because a guilty Fergus feels a jealous Jody watching him with Dil, or because Fergus is actually expressing his love for Jody through Dil? Fergus even cuts Dil’s hair short like Jody’s, has Dil dress in Jody’s cricket whites and takes her to a hotel as if they were on a ‘honeymoon’. This is all ostensibly to hide her from the IRA, but why does Fergus choose this particular disguise for Dil if not to remake her into Jody? According to actor Stephen Rea (Fergus), ‘The emotional journey is that Fergus realises that you can love anyone… race, gender, nationality are all meaningless.’15 When Dil shoots the jealous Jude, perhaps this is a sign that Fergus no longer feels guilty about his relationship with Dil, that he no longer believes Jody would be jealous of it. And when Fergus goes to prison for Dil and welcomes her faithful visits, this may be a sign that he is overcoming his homophobia and is almost ready to receive Dil’s love – but not quite yet, as indicated by the prison-glass partition that still separates them.




      
Se7en (1995)




      

        Directed by: David Fincher




        Written by: Andrew Kevin Walker




        Produced by: Arnold Kopelson and Phyllis Carlyle




        Edited by: Richard Francis-Bruce




        Cinematography: Darius Khondji




        Cast: Brad Pitt (David Mills), Morgan Freeman (William Somerset), Kevin Spacey (John Doe), Gwyneth Paltrow (Tracy Mills)


      




      Plot




      Detective Somerset and his junior partner Mills are trying to catch a serial killer whose murders take place over 7 days and are modelled on the 7 deadly sins. An obese man (Gluttony) is found face down in a bowl of spaghetti, having been force-fed and then kicked till his stomach bursts. A high-priced lawyer (Greed), after being forced to cut off a pound of his own flesh, is bled to death. A drug dealer (Sloth) is strapped to a bed and injected with drugs for a year while he rots away. A prostitute (Lust) is raped to death by a man wearing a knife as a strap-on dildo. A beautiful woman (Pride) has her nose cut off and then takes an overdose of sleeping pills rather than live the rest of her life with such a disfigurement. Somerset and Mills follow a trail of what appear to be promising clues to the killer’s identity and whereabouts, but these prove to be a dead end. Suddenly, though, the killer (Doe) walks right into the police station and turns himself in. The detectives drive Doe to a desert location where he has said he will show them the bodies of his last two victims. At 7pm on the 7th day, a delivery van arrives with a box that contains the severed head of Mills’s pregnant wife. Doe (Envy) explains that he did it because he was jealous of Mills and his normal life, and Mills (Wrath), after being taunted and goaded by Doe, shoots him in the head. Mills is arrested as the sun sets on the last of Doe’s crimes, his masterwork having been completed.




      Comments




      By the end of Se7en, one of the detectives (Mills) has become a victim (of Doe’s manipulation) and a killer (of Doe). This detective’s actions serve less to contain the criminal’s evil than they do to enable him to complete his crimes. Mills sees himself as a Serpico or supercop who is fighting his polar opposite, Doe the rampaging murderer. But Somerset warns Mills that he is no ‘hero’ and that Doe is ‘not the Devil. He’s just a man.’ In fact, ‘John Doe’ could be any man, even Mills, because all men are capable of sins like growing so angry they commit murderous acts, as Mills does. Unfortunately, because Mills sees the killer as ‘other’, he is not able to recognise him as the ‘same’ until it is too late. If Mills had been alert to the potential killer within himself, he might not have gotten so angry at Doe’s goading that he shot him, thus falling into his trap.




      While Mills’s naïve idealism, his image of himself as a hero, leads to his downfall, Somerset runs the risk of being too world-weary, cynical and resigned. Like the killer, Somerset seems to have no hope for sinful mankind, seeing only a fallen world wherever he looks. ‘How can I bring a child into a world like this?’ he asks, explaining why he had convinced his girlfriend to abort their child – and we note that Doe violently aborts a child when he kills Mills’s pregnant wife. Both Somerset and Doe are alone, with no family to love or to love them back in a way that might mitigate their hopelessness. Evil seems so prevalent that Somerset can barely bring himself to fight it anymore. ‘I can’t get involved in this,’ he says about the serial killer case, and he wants only to resign and leave this city of pervasive sin and perpetual rain. In the end, failing to stop Mills from being goaded into shooting Doe, Somerset looks heavenward – as if in a last, desperate search for God – and then drops his head in despair. However, perhaps because his friendship with Mills has made him realise that he does still care, Somerset decides to stay on as a detective and keep fighting for this world.




      Factoid




      Concerned that an overly bleak conclusion would make for bad box office, the studio pushed for some happier endings: Mills’s wife could be rescued in the nick of time. The decapitated head in the box could belong to one of Mills’s dogs, not his wife. Somerset could be the one to shoot Doe, and that way Mills would not be arrested and could still have his whole life ahead of him.




      
The Usual Suspects (1995)




      

        Directed by: Bryan Singer




        Written by: Christopher McQuarrie




        Produced by: Bryan Singer and Michael McDonnell




        Edited by: John Ottman




        Cinematography: Newton Thomas Sigel




        Cast: Gabriel Byrne (Dean Keaton), Stephen Baldwin (Michael McManus), Chazz Palminteri (Dave Kujan), Kevin Spacey (Roger ‘Verbal’ Kint), Pete Postlethwaite (Kobayashi)
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