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Introduction



by David Sterritt and John Anderson






THE QUESTIONS: WHAT KIND OF COLLECTION COULD POSSIBLY find common ground among The Son of Kong, Platoon, and Pink Flamingos? What kind of fevered minds could conceive of such a list? What are the unheard-of qualities that tie them all together?


The answers: This book. The National Society of Film Critics. And the farreaching excitement of the B movie itself. Once it was the Hollywood stepchild, the underbelly of the double feature, the scrambling lab rat of cinematic innovation. Today, we assert in this volume, it is a more inclusive category, embracing films that fall outside the mainstream by dint of their budgets, their visions, their grit, and frequently—sometimes essentially—their lack of what the culture cops call “good taste.”


This is precisely where The B List takes a stand. Taste, at least in the sense of decency, decorum, and propriety, is subjective, transitory, and evolving. With that in mind, this book throws caution to the proverbial wind, zooming in on movies that demand attention despite their lowly births, squalid upbringings, and dubious character traits. What admirable qualities the pictures have—and they have such qualities galore—are cheerfully irrelevant to the properties that define Oscar movies, although some of our selections are, in fact, Oscar movies. The importance of these pictures lies in characteristics that are so offbeat, unpredictable, and idiosyncratic that only two generalizations can be made: some are important for what they are, and others are important for what they aren’t.


No one, for example, would mistake Reservoir Dogs for a cookie-cutter Hollywood caper film; the violence is too extreme, the characters too eccentric, the motivations too arcane to provide a comfort zone for audiences brought up on more conventional thrillers. Yet the blood-soaked outbursts and contorted plot twists cooked up by Quentin Tarantino have influenced so many movies that they now seem like formulas themselves.


In the pages that follow, we and our critical colleagues address such genuine acts of genius as Francis Ford Coppola’s prescient thriller The Conversation (the director’s “tweener” movie, meaning it came between Godfathers) and Michael Powell’s razor-sharp Peeping Tom, which virtually ended his brilliant career. We probe weird-fiction mentalities as different as the red-scare paranoia of Invasion of the Body Snatchers, the end-of-the-world ingenuity of The Core, the living-dead moodiness of I Walked with a Zombie, and the dream-world delirium of Eraserhead,  which Jennifer Lynch, director David’s daughter, has charmingly called “my baby album.” We resurrect forgotten gems like May and Mona, find unsuspected depths in Gun Crazy and King Creole, and rediscover the delights of Vampire’s Kiss and The Big Bus. Did you know The Girl Can’t Help It resounds with modernist self-reference; Red Planet Mars is anti-Commie agitprop; and The Rage: Carrie 2 is a crypto-feminist allegory steeped in beauty, terror, and intelligence? If so, you’ll find much to treasure in these pages. If not, prepare for a string of cinematic jolts as galvanic as the Great Whatsit flare-up in Kiss Me Deadly.


At the risk of seeming grandiose, we think The B List subscribes to the same philosophy as radical scholars like Howard Zinn, who maintain that the evolution of a people, a culture, or a nation is rarely in sync with the Great Man theory’s assumption that history is driven by singular acts of famous individuals. Transplanting this to the movie world, cinema is more than the pictures that have grossed the grossest, busted the most blocks, enriched their studios most fulsomely, and been statuetted most enthusiastically by the Academy of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences, whose membership has always been more interested in what’s good for the business of filmmaking than what’s good for filmmaking itself.
 

If you think movies aren’t what they used to be, you can’t blame the big movies, the self-congratulating Oscars, or the money-minded industry they represent. But you could blame us critics if we blindly echoed all the hype, so the best of us refuse to. Of course, we recognize the genius of the Hollywood system and the brilliant artists it has produced, but we also like peering into dark little corners where the marquee light doesn’t shine. John Ford and Howard Hawks were great filmmakers, but so were Anthony Mann, Sam Fuller, and Budd Boetticher, who put their own distinctive imprints on the Western, too. Alfred Hitchcock was a master, but so is David Cronenberg, who has carved (and we mean it) his own niche in the body-conscious psycho-horror genre. Edgar G. Ulmer holds as important a place in American movies as directors much better known—see his inimitable Detour for Exhibit A—and watching Lee Marvin blast his way through Point Blank is as unnerving now as it was when John Boorman made the picture in 1967. Our fondness for these diamonds in the (very) rough, and a few dozen others, is the guiding force behind The B List.


Editing the book in the spirit of the movies it discusses, we’ve imposed no rules or regulations in matters of subject, style, or tone. To make the field manageable we’ve kept ourselves to English-language pictures, and most of the essays deal with American movies from the World War II era on. But writers could go in any directions they wanted as long as B productions were at stake. And don’t look for a formal declaration, or even an informal one, of what a B picture is. Within the industry, the term originally meant a low-budget quickie destined for the bottom half of a double bill, and since the late 1950s, when double features bit the dust, it’s come to mean a low-budget quickie, period. We’ve taken it in the broadest sense, referring to any and all movies made with modest means, maverick sensibilities, and a knack for bending familiar genres into fresh and unfamiliar shapes. Beyond this we’ve left it to the writers to follow their own magnificent obsessions in their own ornery ways, and the results of their labors have the anything-goes vitality of a dusk-to-dawn B marathon.


Critics are, by definition, outsiders. We observe, we judge, we maybe advise, but we’d be foolish to expect much affection in return. Perhaps that’s why this particular volume is close to our hearts, celebrating the outré margins of mainstream American cinema. For every big Hollywood hit there are many, many also-rans that have not won popular acclaim, racked up huge profits, attracted the diligent scrutiny of PhD candidates, or secured the warm affections of Netflix and company. But that doesn’t mean they never will. And in the meantime they deserve our attentions. Even our love.














Part ONE: Out of the Shadows



Film Noir






PSYCHOLOGICALLY GRAY, MORALLY AMBIGUOUS, AND EMOTIONALLY hair-triggered, noir came out of shadows—shadows of the Depression, creeping fascism, ’30s pulp fiction, and a post-Darwinian universe—birthed in a caul of darkness and writhing its way into stepchildhood. More a cycle than a genre, “film noir” was named in 1946 by French critic Nino Frank, a Modernist who championed James Joyce and company. Its landmarks are bone-chilling tone poems of the ’40s and ’50s like The Maltese Falcon, Double Indemnity, and other hits with James M. Cain, Raymond Chandler, and Dashiell Hammett pedigrees. But today some bigger-budget studio noirs can seem like baby food, at least in relation to the hardest-boiled of the genre’s nuggets; even Humphrey Bogart, outside In a Lonely Place (1950), is sometimes almost cuddly. What we discuss in this chapter is cinema made by men (our apologies to Ida Lupino) who toiled through much of their careers in the asphalt jungle of Hollywood’s off-ramps, breathing an atmosphere of financial, technical, and artistic uncertainty, all of which is reflected on the screen, along with marvelous ingenuity and craft.


Fittingly, noir’s best practitioners were yeomen. Detour was the strong-willed Edgar G. Ulmer’s greatest artistic achievement, yet the 1945 masterpiece was produced on a rented soundstage in less than a week. Pickup on South Street, written and directed by Samuel Fuller in 1953, won an Oscar nomination for supporting actress Thelma Ritter, but it was hard recruiting someone for the big role Jean Peters eventually took. Nothing was easy in noir. If an air of the miraculous sometimes hangs over these films, it should be no surprise.


Few filmmakers have been more versatile than the best noir directors, for the simple reason that they had to be. Jacques Tourneur, who steps up more than once in this volume, was responsible for three of the most famous chillers produced by B-movie king Val Lewton at RKO in the early ’40s—Cat People, I Walked with a Zombie, and The Leopard Man—but he was equally ready for the challenge of Out of the Past in 1947, and no noir selection would be complete without it. The awesome stylist Joseph H. Lewis supervised the musical sequences in The Jolson Story in 1946, and by the ’60s he was directing episodes of The Rifleman and Bonanza; but his 1950 stunner, Gun Crazy, aka Deadly Is the Female, is a towering noir achievement. Ditto for Kiss Me Deadly with its A-bomb coda, directed in 1955 by Robert Aldrich, the Zelig of mid-century motion pictures: he directed Burt Lancaster in Apache and Vera Cruz in 1954, led Bette Davis (as much as that was possible) through the ’60s shockers Whatever Happened to Baby Jane and Hush . . . Hush, Sweet Charlotte, and oversaw an all-star cast in The Dirty Dozen in 1967, but he never outdid his work with Ralph Meeker as Mike Hammer in the greatest of Mickey Spillane movies. André de Toth made Westerns, African safari adventures, a whole lot of television, and the top-flight noir Crime Wave, one of four pictures he helmed in 1954. These were not prima donnas.


For some directors, noir offered a cheap way to be profound. It was a paycheck, of course, but it wasn’t easy money. And what’s more auteurist than auteurism under the gun? The films we call noir are often flat-out marvels, eight of which are discussed here.





Detour



Edgar G. Ulmer, 1945



by J. Hoberman






“YES, VIRGINIA, THERE IS AN EDGAR G. ULMER , ” ANDREW Sarris chuckled in The American Cinema, as though the idea of this unique director— a bargain-basement maestro who epitomized the category Sarris termed “expressive esoterica”—was even more remarkable than the director himself. But Edgar George Ulmer (19001972), a filmmaker who set up aesthetic shop in the recesses of Poverty Row, requires no indulgence. The man was a hero.


Reading the extensive interview that Peter Bogdanovich conducted with the ailing Ulmer in 1970, it’s natural to wonder whether the filmmaker’s bizarre trajectory from The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari (1920) through the Universal horror factory and the Ukrainian independent cinema to the Hollywood B-movie mill and eternal idiocies of Beyond the Time Barrier (1960) was Bogdanovich’s invention. Here was a filmmaker whose major commercial success, Damaged Lives (1933), was a banned educational film on venereal disease that wound up grossing $1.4 million, and whose greatest artistic achievement, Detour (1945), was produced on a rented soundstage in under a week. Could such a vita be real?


Raised in imperial Vienna, where he studied architecture, Ulmer broke into movies as a teenager in postWorld War I Berlin and, shuttling for the next decade between Germany and the United States, built sets for F. W. Murnau while directing Westerns for Carl Laemmle. A new sort of avant-gardist, Ulmer followed up a classic independent documentary in Berlin with the supremely perverse The Black Cat, Universal’s top-grossing release for 1934. The Black Cat was From Caligari to Hitler in one lurid package, marooning a naïve pair of American honeymooners in Europe’s heart of darkness as unwitting pawns in the death struggle between a hysterical Hungarian psychiatrist (Bela Lugosi) and a protoNazi, Satan-worshipping Austrian architect (Boris Karloff) who has built his steeland-glass deco castle on the site of World War I’s bloodiest battlefield.


Wildly expressionist, bathed in Liszt and Chopin, trafficking in incest, necrophilia, human sacrifice, and sadism, The Black Cat somehow transcended the Production Code (not to mention the narrative incoherence resulting from extensive reshooting). The movie also established the Ulmer style—long, somewhat stolidly choreographed takes punctuated by close-ups all shot on the last day of production—which was designed to get the most out of the fewest number of camera setups. This pragmatism was put to the test when, in a career move without Hollywood precedent, Ulmer relocated to New York to make “ethnic” movies on budgets that sometimes failed to break five figures.


Ulmer’s inventiveness was legendary—constructing a plywood shtetl in rural New Jersey as the backdrop for both his Ukrainian and Yiddish talkies, and shooting Moon over Harlem (1939) entirely with short ends. When he returned to Hollywood during World War II to direct six-day wonders for the B-movie studio PRC (Producers Releasing Corporation), Ulmer demonstrated a formidable capacity for making something from nothing. He created PRC’s relatively lavish Isle of Forgotten Sins (1943) using leftover South Seas miniatures from John Ford’s The Hurricane (1937). Even more minimal, Club Havana (1945) was shot entirely in the nightclub that might be generically termed The Ulmerocco.


Never lacking for adaptive strategies, Ulmer used the saga of a concert-hall cleaning woman as the premise for Carnegie Hall (1947), otherwise a succession of musical performances shot on location. (That this movie was produced by Boris Morros, the only Russian spy ever to have a Hollywood career, adds another improbable footnote to Ulmer’s career.) The Amazing Transparent Man and Beyond the Time Barrier, the impressively crazy movies that Ulmer made for American-International Pictures in 1960, were shot simultaneously in Dallas, using a “futuristic” art exhibit at the Texas State Fairgrounds for postapocalyptic locations. Ulmer might have been the model for Ed Wood, but unlike Wood (or the even more experimental Oscar Micheaux), his ultra-pragmatic craft is anything but desultory. Ulmerian mise-en-scène is synonymous with problem solving—and vice versa.


Having served his apprenticeship at UFA (Universum-Film AG), the world’s largest movie studio and the citadel of German expressionism, Ulmer imbued his PRC productions with a surplus of craft. Far from artless, the filmmaker was, if anything, too arty. He cluttered his foregrounds with shrewdly placed bric-a-brac, contrived to dapple the most barren set with shadows, varied angles, and forced perspectives, and created “atmosphere” with a vengeance—no director ever made more adroit use of smoke pots and fog machines. Moreover, Ulmer had kultur.  Green Fields (1937) adapts a Yiddish stage classic; Strange Illusion (1945) transposes Hamlet to contemporary Southern California; Ruthless (1948), written under a pseudonym by blacklisted Alvah Bessie, remakes Citizen Kane for the equivalent of Orson Welles’s dinner allowance.


With the decline of the studio system, Ulmer switched to cheap sci-fi. Watching The Man from Planet X (1951), one need only squint a little (and screen out the corny dialogue) to see this juvenile quickie as a UFA fantasia filled with expressionist tropes—the spaceship that blinks like a jack-o’-lantern, the alien with the face of a Pacific Indian mask, the lonely castle on the blasted moor. As a filmmaker, Ulmer is actually quite rigorous in proposing his threadbare productions and ridiculous scenarios as a sign system. Not for nothing did the critic Myron Meisel, who used to bestow an annual Ulmer award, call his pioneering Ulmer paean “The Primacy of the Visual.”


Indeed, given the music with which Ulmer characteristically drenched his movies, one wonders if he didn’t conceive them as silent. The simpleminded but forceful reform-school drama Girls in Chains (1943)—which, thanks largely to its title (typically conceived before the script was written), was among PRC’s biggest hits—ends with a wordless chase over the rooftops worthy of French director Louis Feuillade. Beyond the Time Barrier, which, among other things, envisions a civilization of mutant deaf-mutes, suggests an impoverished remake of the 1924 Soviet constructivist space opera Aelita.


The musical puppet show that provides the centerpiece for the often brilliant Bluebeard (1944) is almost a metaphor for Ulmer’s method. There is finally no disjunction between style and content. In some mysterious way, the artist’s stylistic conviction dignifies even the most atrocious script as authentic kindermärchen while raising absurdity to a form of primordial make-believe.


Shot on a thirty-thousand-dollar budget that included the rights to Martin Goldsmith’s pulp novel, Detour was cheap even by B-movie standards. But the master of arte povera stylistics turned all the production’s liabilities—back-projected locations, limited actors, six sets, abrupt ending—into formal tropes.


Detour is quintessential Ulmer and, with its flashback structure and overdetermined plot, quintessential noir—an example of un-American fatalism in an echt American world, populated by slangy, tough characters telling one another things like, “You’re being a goon, that’s how people wind up behind the eight-ball!”


In hitchhiking across America, the movie’s luckless antihero (Tom Neal) transverses the two noir modes—moving, via rear-screen projection, from a shadowy New York City to the harshly lit “realism” of the Southwest desert and his fateful rendezvous with a female blackmailer (the aptly named, indelible Ann Savage). This femme fatale is not so much evil as insane; the antihero isn’t just innocent but also stupid and unbelievably depressed: Tipped ten dollars for his piano playing, he glumly refers to the bill as “a piece of paper crawling with germs.” Earlier, he has told his movie-struck girlfriend that “people go out [to Hollywood] and start polishing cuspidors”; later, he’ll tell us that “no matter what you do, no matter where you turn, fate sticks out its foot to trip you.” Of course, this might be considered questionable in view of his own succession of blunders.


A stringently minimal exercise as paranoid as it is elemental, Detour is informed by a kind of lumpen James M. Cain existentialism and propelled by an overheated voiceover narration that, frequently at odds with Ulmer’s stolidly mobile camera, does less to explain the story than to discredit the very notion of any rational understanding. “This nightmare of being a dead man would soon be over.” Detour isn’t just a masterpiece; it’s a veritable moon rock, a jagged chunk of the American psyche. (Indeed, Neal—whose movie career fell apart in the early ’50s after a well-publicized fistfight with Franchot Tone over tawdry starlet Barbara Payton—wound up serving six years in prison for shooting his third wife, Gale, in 1965.)


Although never reviewed by the New York Times, this visually exciting movie should be a required study for all prospective independent filmmakers. Ulmer has an inexhaustible sense of how to use fog, shadows, and outsize props to construct a dynamic frame. He never tires of giving being to nothingness. Who was this guy trying to impress? Detour’s surplus of effect is not unlike discovering a Rembrandt drawing wrapped around a wad of bubble gum.








Gun Crazy



Joseph H. Lewis, 1950



by Richard T. Jameson






IF YOU HAD TO SELECT A SINGLE FILM TO JUSTIFY THE present enthusiasm for film noir and define its allure, few movies could compete with Gun Crazy. The same goes for celebrating the potential of B movies to achieve grade-A flair, excitement, and artistic intelligence. The picture taps brazenly into a sexual, almost feral energy that makes it unique, even in a school of film known for perverse psychology and smoldering subtexts. And it achieves its ends on an observably limited budget, via two strategies that ought to clash but instead invigorate each other: the bold stylization of expressionistic, vergingon-minimalist settings, and the camera’s embrace of the real world in adventurous, sustained takes that approach documentary realism . . . except that the keynote of documentaries is rarely frenzy.


The premise is elemental. Bart Tare, an orphaned boy in a small American town, has an obsession with guns—owning them, touching them, and especially shooting them with proficiency, which makes him “feel awful good inside, like I’m somebody.” After several years in reform school and four more in the army, Bart the man (John Dall) comes home an earnestly pleasant young fellow, albeit with his obsession intact. When he crosses paths with Annie Laurie Starr (Peggy Cummins), a carnival trick shooter who happens to be, in the words of her spieler boss, “soooo appealing, soooo dangerous, soooo lovely to look at,” no power on earth can keep them out of each other’s arms. What Bart doesn’t know till much later is that Laurie once killed a man (Gun Crazy was initially released under the title Deadly Is the Female), and before long she has persuaded him to join her in a cross-country crime spree that also plays like an extended honeymoon.


From the outset, the film is galvanized with an electricity we aren’t always privy to. The main title plays over an empty street corner at night, with a neon sign or two and a silver wash of rain. As the credits end, Bart (played at this preadolescent stage by Rusty Tamblyn) rounds the corner, pauses, then advances across the street toward the camera. The camera obligingly backs off, and we realize that all this time we have been looking out the window of a gun store—we’ve been inside Bart’s gun craziness, as it were. After gazing raptly for a moment, Bart smashes the glass, then turns his back, his arms spread across the hole in the window as if he could conceal what he’s done. Turning again, he reaches in to seize a pistol, then spins around to flee. But he trips and falls on his face, his prize skittering away through the puddles—virtually swept along by the camera to stop at the feet of the town sheriff. Extreme low-angle shot looking up at this towering figure, then cut to a camera moving along near ground level to frame a close-up of the boy. But instead of a conventionally centered close-up, the composition crowds Bart’s face into the lower left-hand corner of the frame, almost off the screen. After a moment, the focus ebbs away and the scene ends.


A great deal of Gun Crazy’s logic and dynamism is set up here. The normal world can take on a hallucinatory quality—albeit expressed in acceptably naturalistic terms—in sympathy with Bart’s state of mind. The camera is attentive, responsive to Bart’s assertive behavior; but it’s also susceptible to quicksilver changes, and can turn almost predatory in catching him at a disadvantage. The strategy of pinning Bart ultra-close-up in a corner of the frame will recur at key moments, an acute visual index of his distress and impotence, but also a kind of milestone measuring a fatal progression, a pattern, outside Bart’s ken. And the ebbing away of focus never operates merely as an alternative to a fadeout or soft cut; there’s always an expressive overtone to it, a sense of shame, or loss of power, or orgasmic release.


Gun Crazy was directed by Joseph H. Lewis, who had come up from the editing bench to helm an el cheapo medley of Bowery Boys comedies, program Westerns, and Bela Lugosi vehicles, then scored with an authentic noir sleeper, the 1945 My Name Is Julia Ross. (Lewis would go on to direct one of the most corrosive entries in the classic noir cycle, The Big Combo, in 1955.) Even the least and/or most preposterous of his low-rent assignments contained an ambitious deep-focus composition or eccentric use of a character player to relieve the surrounding flatness and give a glimpse of a lively directorial intelligence. Yet nothing anticipates the wall-to-wall resourcefulness and stylistic commitment displayed in Gun Crazy.


Take that carny introduction of Annie Laurie Starr. She enters with guns blazing, literally, and because the camera is looking up as though from the point of view of someone in the carnival audience—Bart, say, who’s been brought along by his boyhood chums for a homecoming celebration—the guns and then Laurie herself rise into the frame. Brief cut to Bart grinning, then back to Laurie, who twinklingly registers his gaze, returns it, and . . . points a gun at him and fires! Bart, of course, grins all the brighter.


Like Luis Buñuel’s razor across the eye in Un Chien Andalou, that moment never fails to astonish. Besides rendering superfluous any sober essay on the relationship between gun power and sexuality, the scene is a classic example of how, if only a director puts his camera in the right place, at the right distance and angle, all manner of additional values and valences can blossom. The whole erectile, rising-into-view nature of Laurie’s entrance is a natural function of someone walking from the back of a stage to the front; forward motion becomes vertical thrust only within the selective frame of a camera. Lewis also had the cunning not to make the camera’s eye precisely synonymous with Bart’s. Laurie is looking—and firing her blank shot—just past the camera, not directly into our eyes; like Bart’s pals sitting beside him, we’re close enough to appreciate Laurie’s audacity and its impact on Bart, but this is strictly between the two of them. Still, we can enjoy the contact high.


Actually, you can get a contact high off the movie in general. Everything seems freshly seen, unexpected: throwaway details like the breathy exhilaration of Bart’s older sister, Ruby, taking a phone call from her brother (Lewis had the actress, Anabel Shaw, run around the soundstage for a couple of minutes just before the take); or the late-night goofiness of the moment when a nameless cook in a greasy-spoon diner dismissively turns away from the distant figures of Bart and Laurie, takes a swig of bad coffee, and favors us with a sardonic grimace. There’s always an extra dimension to things.


But Lewis’s greatest coups are, again, integral to the movie’s action and how he films it. When Bart goes up onto the carnival stage to try outshooting Laurie, the camera follows each of them upstage and down as they trade places. (She lights matches over his head; he lights matches over hers.) Given the aura of competition, attraction, and sexual energy, the camera movements not only build suspense but also eroticize the space the two are traversing. The strategy is soon echoed in the claustrophobic scene in Laurie’s trailer when Bart replaces the carny owner (Berry Kroeger) as the man in Laurie’s life. And in a kind of aesthetic sense memory, the eroticism attaches to another scene a few minutes later when Bart and Laurie, having committed their first holdup, back out of the scene: the camera advances, as if fearful of being left behind. Or maybe that’s just us.


The tour de force for which Gun Crazy is most famous is a bank-robbery scene near the midpoint. The camera is planted in the backseat of a car the couple has just stolen. Laurie is driving; Bart—dressed in the showbiz cowboy garb he wore during his own brief turn as a carny—will be getting out to go in and commit the robbery. As they wind through several blocks’ worth of the small town of Hampton on a busy Saturday morning, the actors seem as much on the spot as their characters: they know the whole scene must play out in a single take of several minutes’ duration, including perhaps some improvised dialogue. And so it does, with only the adjustment of the camera swinging to aim through a window when Laurie has to climb out onto the sidewalk and chat up the cop who ambles into view just after Bart enters the bank. The shot continues through the sounding of the alarm, Bart running out, Laurie pistol-whipping the cop, and a rushing getaway with Bart at the wheel. And still the shot holds, with Laurie now crowded up against Bart and looking back, ostensibly watching for the police cars whose sirens we begin to hear, but really just burning with lust for the moment. The camera can’t just sit there; it moves closer to the glow in her eyes . . . and then settles back again, satisfied, as the car surges away. Up the road.








Out of the Past



Jacques Tourneur, 1947



by Stephanie Zacharek






IN THE WORLD OF NOIR, FINDING LOVE WITH A NICE GIRL means nothing: it’s obsession—which electrifies and overstimulates the soul, spoiling it for anything as pedestrian and comfortable as marital love—that rules the day. In Jacques Tourneur’s Out of the Past—one of the greatest noirs, among the most unsparing and the most bleakly beautiful—the femme fatale is actually the femme domestique. Robert Mitchum’s Jeff Markham has escaped a crooked past to build a new life as a mechanic in a small, placid town. There he’s found a girl he loves, and he truly does love her, with a deeply touching, gentlemanly, dutiful decency. Virginia Huston’s Ann seems to be a fine enough match for him, an intelligent young woman who doesn’t recoil when Jeff’s secrets begin to seep into daylight. Instead, she urges him to talk to her, to tell her everything about the man he was before he met her: she’s tough enough to take it, bolstered by the womanly, and not wholly unrealistic, belief that providing shelter and support and understanding is the key to earning a man’s love.


And so Jeff begins his story, about a treacherous but irresistible creature named Kathie (Jane Greer), whom he first saw in a café in Acapulco, a faux-angelic vision in a white dress and a saucer-shaped halo of a hat. He’s tough and smart, and he knows better than to believe the lies she feeds him; the problem is that her treachery is actually the ultimate truth, so raw in its hungry calculation, and its overt sexual dominance, that it isn’t really a lie at all.


The disparity between the nice girl and the dangerous one is a linchpin of film noir: the good girl seems good enough, until the bad one comes along. And so in Out of the Past, Ann seems so terrifically nice, such a great girl to settle down with, until we get an eyeful of Kathie—appraising, predatory, so casually confident that her magnetism rivals the pull of the North Pole. Kathie doesn’t have to work hard to be bad; she comes by it naturally, which makes her a woman without artifice. Her sin-dappled soul is as naked as her ambition.


And so in this twisted mirror world, Ann, the seemingly safe choice, the woman who has no desire for jewels, power, and dough, and who, unlike Kathie, would never dream of putting a bullet into another human being, is the dangerous one. Her infinite understanding and patience will come with a price: she’ll want Jeff home with her in the evenings; she’ll want babies, a family—she wants only to give life, not take it.


But can we picture Mitchum’s Jeff in that setting, trundling home in his coveralls after a hard day’s work, washing his hands in the sink, dandling a baby on his knee? We can’t—because he’s most alive to us in that faintly rumpled trenchcoat, his tipped fedora only partly shading those perpetually half-doubting, half-believing-everything eyes. In the hushed, velvety, black-and-white universe of film noir—a bitterly poetic landscape of desiring and not getting, compared with the false cheer of the real-life postwar world, in which GIs returned to put their noses to the grindstone in pursuit of happiness, prosperity, and the building of families—domestic bliss is life-sapping. In Out of the Past, it’s Kathie who gives Jeff context, and thus everlasting life.


And so Kathie’s cruelty is a kind of generosity. Jeff first yields to her, accepting, and then tries to resist, only to realize he can’t escape her. Greer and Mitchum are perfectly matched here, partly because Mitchum—a man we think of as an indelible symbol of masculinity—is so submissive to her, even against his better judgment. In a pivotal scene in which Kathie shoots one of Jeff’s old colleagues, he turns around in horror to face her, the gun still hot in her hand; her ruthlessness is a cruel surprise. Later—after he’s supposedly left her behind, eager to begin his life with Ann—he sees her again, and although he recoils from her, it’s as if she’s breathing life into him once again, a goddess of both destruction and rebirth. Recognizing what she is, in all its terrible splendor, repulses him, but it also sets something alight in him.


Mitchum was around thirty at the time the picture was made, and his youthful beauty is resplendent. (Even in the last years of his life, his face kept its aura of boyish vulnerability, although later you had to look a little harder for it.) In Out of the Past, his vulnerability is practically luminous. That’s partly because of the way he’s lit: as with all the great noirs, the movie’s surface (the cinematographer is Nicholas Musuraca) is so tactile that if you were unlucky enough to suffer a horrible blinding accident tomorrow, you could easily summon the contours of Mitchum’s face as if they were sculpture.


But what makes the performance so wrenching is the way Mitchum mingles that searching, open quality with skepticism. The last thing he wants is to be taken in—the sensible downward curve of his mouth clues us in to his resolve— and yet he knows it’s going to happen anyway. And how could he resist Greer’s Kathie? At first her lips look all wrong, a bit too big for her face, borrowed—or stolen—from some other woman. But scene by scene, we get used to them, until they’re nothing but bewitching. Greer’s eyes have that dewy, melting quality, but not the kind of melting that suggests she’s going weak at the knees. Their softness is a riddle, a dare: Come on in, the water’s fine. They’re welcoming eyes, bidding the dreamer to nestle deep inside this dream of a dame.


Jeff tries to find his way out of her strong undersea grasp, into a life of security, respectability, and love, the life Jeff would have built with Ann. Is it tragic that he’s unable to do it? The movie’s ending is tragic, but what makes Out of the Past so unsettling is that even its somber resolution suggests that Jeff has averted a greater tragedy. Love can sustain you for a lifetime, or it can be mere life support. From the moment Jeff met Kathie, he was of no use to anyone else. She’s the woman who makes him most alive. She’s the killer inside him.








Pickup on South Street



Samuel Fuller, 1953



by Ty Burr






PICKUP ON SOUTH STREET OPENS WITH THE IMAGE OF A New York City subway train slashing diagonally across the screen, its windows a scream of overmodulated brightness against a field of black. Then we’re inside the car, but it’s not one of those studio sets where everyone has a seat and enough room to unfold a highway map. No, it’s the morning rush in midsummer, and air conditioning is a futuristic fantasy. Each commuter is jammed up against a slick, sweating stranger, trying to maintain the dignity of personal space that doesn’t exist.


Because it’s a subway car in a Samuel Fuller movie, things are happening even when it looks like they aren’t. The guy with the snappy fedora and the weirdly taut face, leaning across the pole into the floozy opposite him—he’s picking the wallet right out of her purse. The two suits watching the lift from several people over in the crowd, not sure what’s happening—they’re government agents, tracing the trail of top-secret microfilm from scientist seller to treacherous Communist buyer.


The girl’s a courier, doesn’t know she’s carrying the equivalent of radioactive waste in her wallet. The pickpocket doesn’t know what he just boosted. Nobody knows anything, but it’s a Fuller movie, so they go down fighting anyway. The noirest of the noir, the best of the Bs, Fuller’s films are gutter operas in which the death struggle is the only evidence of life. Pickup on South Street begins and climaxes in the subway, but metaphorically it never leaves the packed, hurtling train in which, as Fuller sees it, we’re born and we die.


The pickpocket, Skip McCoy—a “cannon” in Pickup’s surreal argot—is played by Richard Widmark, the go-to weasel of early ’50s noir. The girl—the “muffin”—

 is named Candy, played by Jean Peters as one step from a streetwalker, either in the past or the future. (In reality, Peters would marry billionaire Howard Hughes four years later, staying with him until 1971.) The cannon and the muffin will fall hard for each other in the course of the movie, but even the sex looks like war here. When Skip and Candy kiss, their faces mash together like pieces of meat.


 As in a Hitchcock movie, the microfilm is a MacGuffin—the thing that gets the characters hot and bothered—and you can tell Fuller doesn’t worry too much about the Commies, either. It’s 1953, you need something nightmarish on the horizon, so fine, yell “Pinko” in a crowded movie house and watch the panic. The political analysis in Pickup doesn’t go any deeper than Moe’s comment, “What do I know about Commies? I just know I don’t like ’em.”


Wait, who’s Moe? She’s this old lady who sells neckties on the street and information on the side, and the federal agent on Candy’s tail—“the big thumb,” a city cop calls him—brings her in to find the pickpocket. She listens to the agent’s description of the boost and nails Skip based on his technique alone, but she’ll spill only if she gets fifty dollars to help pay for her burial plot out on Long Island. “If I was buried in Potter’s Field, it’d kill me,” says Moe, and that, my friends, is the world according to Sam Fuller in a soot-specked koan.


Moe is played by the great Thelma Ritter (Rear Window, among many others), who gives the character a weary, quiet death scene that can bring grown men to tears. Ritter was actually Oscar-nominated for the role (one of six career supporting actress nods; she never won), proof that someone saw Pickup and realized her performance couldn’t be denied.


Otherwise, the governing culture of 1953 pretended this terse, agonized, cartoonish, beautifully shot black-and-white slice of urban existentialism never existed. An uncredited staff reviewer for Variety dismissed the film: “for the most part falls flat on its face and borders on presumably unintended comedy.” Bosley Crowther in the New York Times was equally unimpressed: “Indeed, the climate is so brutish and the business so sadistic . . . that the whole thing becomes a trifle silly as it slashes and slambangs along. . . . Sam Fuller, who wrote it and directed, appears to have been more concerned with firing a barrage of sensations than with telling a story to be believed.”


Oh my. What a precise explanation of what film noir meant and why Fuller matters, and it’s not surprising it came from the critic who lost his job after panning Bonnie and Clyde fourteen years later. Of course the filmmaker who was once the youngest crime reporter in New York City was “concerned with firing barrages of sensations.” That is what a visual medium like movies is for. This is what art is for. “This is called instinct!” Fuller howls in an interview included on the Criterion Collection DVD of Pickup. “I write with the camera . . . Once I’m on the set, I use the camera as a typewriter.”


What the Crowthers of the world never understood is that Pickup, both despite and because of its slightly loony exaggeration, its inarticulate urgency, captured 1953 culture far more cogently than A-list properties like From Here to Eternity  (whose Donna Reed, playing a dewy-eyed whore, won the supporting actress Oscar that Ritter should have taken home). The Eisenhower era sprayed sunlight everywhere, but noir is where the shadows went, and in those shadows hid all the things the mainstream denied. You can call it a manifestation of cultural id, if you want. Fuller called it a “cinema fist.”


That’s why Joseph MacDonald’s camera work doesn’t give the characters any wiggle room, pinning them to their fates like moths on corkboard. And, okay, Skip McCoy the social outcast lives in a metaphor so bald-faced it’s a bit of a giggle: an East River shack tenuously connected to the mainland by a gangplank. You can’t live any farther out in Manhattan and still actually be in Manhattan. What reels him back? What gets him so riled up that he has to bash Candy’s no-good boyfriend (Richard Kiley) right over the subway stile? Not patriotism, certainly. Not even Candy, who’s taken a bullet for Skip and gone down the way people rarely do in movies, with an ugly little cry and a thud.


No, it’s Moe who does it—or rather, it’s her death, which Skip saves from Potter’s Field anonymity in the first altruistic act of his entire life. And once he has saved her, he has to save himself (and Candy, too; why not?). Fuller knows that once the other passengers on the subway see you for who you are, the scam’s over and a bigger game’s just beginning.


The difference is, there’s personal space this time.








Kiss Me Deadly



Robert Aldrich, 1955



by Desson Thomson






WHEN THEY MADE KISS ME DEADLY, PRODUCER-DIRECTOR Robert Aldrich and his screenwriter, A. I. Bezzerides, knew that a little subtext about nuclear destruction would go a long way.


They were neck deep, after all, in the cold-war paranoia of the 1950s: the duck-under-the-desk drills in the classroom, the basement dugouts at home, the search for Communist spies in Congress. Their instincts proved right, albeit in a backhanded way. The government’s Kefauver Commission would soon declare Kiss Me Deadly the year’s most pernicious influence on American youth.


Clearly, this 1955 film noir, centering on the pursuit of a deadly black box containing deadly plutonium, had struck a cultural nerve. And half a century later, the movie still resonates as a terrifying and timely cautionary tale. Its white-coated villains—who pursue, torture, and kill anyone who threatens their secret nuclear project—don’t seem out of date amid today’s buildup of atomic arsenals in developing countries, the threat of terrorist dirty bombs, and out-of-control government surveillance and torture.


But even as we remember Kiss Me Deadly for its apocalyptic menace, another theme hits home perhaps even more perniciously. It is a creeping misogyny, emanating most obviously from Mike Hammer (Ralph Meeker), the hard-boiled detective at the center of the story, but also from the movie’s tacit implications about the women’s misery index of the time. While the film’s male characters grapple with the prospect of being bombed into the Stone Age, it seems these women already live in that dark place. And that sense of social oppression becomes the movie’s proverbial elephant in the living room.


We feel this societal contempt in the movie’s opening scene as a terrified woman, barefoot and naked but for her overcoat, runs frantically along a California mountain pass. Stopping Hammer’s speeding convertible by standing directly in front of it, she forces him off the road.


“Let me guess,” says Mike, reluctantly inviting Christina (Cloris Leachman) into his car. “You were out with some guy who thought ‘no’ was a three-letter word.”


To Mike, her obvious desperation means nothing—even when she tells him she’s being pursued by killers. Her wanton appearance is the issue, and we have little doubt that Christina’s screen minutes are numbered. Soon enough, we watch her inevitable comeuppance, as her legs wriggle and kick, and her unseen head screams out her final moments. Those shrieks, which seem to reverberate forever, eerily evoke the aura of terrorist beheading videos of late—there’s the same sense of rapacious physicality and our disconcerting involvement in it for even watching.


While Christina suffers horribly in the physical sense, another woman—Mike’s secretary and lover, Velda (Maxine Cooper)—undergoes the emotional equivalent. Desperately in love with Mike, she’s happy to satisfy his physical impulses, dreaming about a life with him. She exercises strenuously to remain attractive and waits forlornly for his return. (“I’m always glad when you’re in trouble because then you come to me,” says this darker version of Miss Moneypenny.) She’s so focused on him, she’s even resentful of the attention he gives to finding that nuclear device, which she dismissively dubs “the Great Whatsit.”


Kiss Me Deadly is much more than a weirdly trenchant reflection of yesteryear. By showing malevolent hostility and frustration between the genders, it offers the unsavory idea that the human race’s demise would be well deserved. If Mike Hammer—that walking, talking black hole—is our future, there is potent reason to doubt whether anyone is worth saving. And while that misanthropic philosophy would never see the light of day in a major Hollywood production, it makes a salient and powerful punch line here. Like so many other great B movies of the past, Kiss Me Deadly uses an ironic funhouse-mirror perspective to expose dark revelations about society. The outlook may be distorted and exaggerated, but we are still gazing directly into humanity’s looking glass.








Crime Wave



André de Toth, 1954



by Richard Schickel






WE HAVE TO WONDER IF THE TITLE IS MEANT IRONICALLY, because as crime waves go, Crime Wave’s is nothing very much: a couple of jailbirds (Ted de Corsia and Charles Bronson—still playing under his real name, Charles Buchinsky) make their way toward Los Angeles, financing their trip with petty gas-station and convenience-store holdups. They might have escaped police attention if they hadn’t accidentally bumped off a cop—in the film’s opening sequence—who interrupts one of the depredations.


Their larger plan is to hold up a bank in Glendale, and they want to enlist a former inmate pal in the heist. He is Steve Lacey (played by sometime song-and-dance man Gene Nelson), newly married to nice Ellen (Phyllis Kirk) and trying to go straight. Alas for Steve, he’s an aircraft mechanic and the bad guys need access to one of his planes for their escape. Even more alas for him, Detective Lieutenant Sims (Sterling Hayden) has a suspicious eye on him. And he’s trying to stop smoking, which, if possible, makes him even crankier than usual. He shreds many a toothpick as he attempts simultaneously to satisfy his oral fixation and thwart the miscreants.


What we have here is, of course, a classic B picture—nasty, brutish, and, at seventy-three minutes, short. It is the kind of small program feature Hollywood was beginning to phase out in 1954, the year of its release. It is also the kind of movie that requires a strong, no-nonsense director if it is going to make its mark. And that’s where André de Toth comes in. He was born in Hungary and began his career there before coming to America, where his first English-language feature was Passport to Suez (1943), one of the “Lone Wolf” series that starred the fading Warren William. Thereafter he made twenty-six other movies, many of them low-budget Westerns and crime pictures, while also writing, producing, and working as a second-unit director. He was married for a time to Veronica Lake, and if he is remembered at all today, it’s as the director of House of Wax (1953),  generally thought to be the best of the 3-D films, and occasionally, wonderingly footnoted by cinephiles because André had only one eye, which should have interfered with his depth perception, but rather obviously did not.


I came to know André late in his life and I liked him enormously. He was a boisterous, opinionated, deeply amusing man who made his last movie in 1968 and filled his later years with sculpture and writing. (His autobiography, Fragments, is a great, disorganized, fascinating read.) He was also, several times in his life, a great director. I think particularly of None Shall Escape (1944), a psychologically acute study of a man succumbing to Nazism during the interwar years, and Pitfall  (1948), a superb film noir, which brought that genre’s dark style (and even darker sexuality) to the suburban doorstep of postwar America. These movies, like Crime Wave, like all of the de Toth movies I’ve managed to see, are brisk, unsentimental, and very objective in manner. You can get away with that attitude in B pictures, where the emphasis is on action and no one at the studio much cares about establishing the audience’s “rooting interest” in the main characters—or for that matter about anything other than bringing the picture in on time, on budget.


Thus in None Shall Escape Alexander Knox plays perhaps the coldest and most unfeeling Nazi in movie history; in Pitfall Dick Powell achieves the sardonic heights he had been aspiring to since he abandoned his song-and-dance beginnings; and in Crime Wave Hayden, possibly the movies’ hardest hard guy, achieved his frozen-faced apotheosis. If you wanted not to be loved—only a rare and treasurable handful of actors have aspired to that condition—André de Toth was your man.


He was perhaps not so much your man if you were Gene Nelson or Phyllis Kirk (also his leading lady in House of Wax). I wouldn’t say that he’s contemptuous of their bourgeois aspirations, but neither here nor elsewhere did he ever show much interest in such matters. André was one of those Europeans who had been blown every which way by the vast dislocations of twentieth-century history. The Laceys’ desire for middle-class comfort and respectability clearly strikes him as naïve, ever subject to possibly fatal contingency. Indeed, in Crime Wave,  Buchinsky’s character is a constant, rapacious menace to Kirk’s Ellen. He’s always lurking in the corner of the frame, eyeing her, making salacious, sotto voce comments about her.


The script by Crane Wilbur, a sometime actor, occasional director, and creator of an endless filmography of B-picture screenplays, is terse and taut and makes gestures toward the semidocumentary manner often favored in postwar crime dramas. There are many shots of the police dispatch room, with cops barking into microphones or, conversely, being barked at by Hayden. These do not long detain de Toth: he obviously likes the ironic contrast between the vast resources the police can bring to bear on this case and the relative powerlessness of the victimized couple, but he does not require a lot of footage to make that point.


What he loves best is location shooting, and his deglamorized vision of Los Angeles is wonderfully realized in Crime Wave. It is, one might say, not a place that Lindsay Lohan or Paris Hilton would recognize. There are no movie stars, clubs, or paparazzi visible in this city. It is all dark, anonymous avenues, down which squad cars constantly race. The lights of the opening sequence’s filling station are what the picture has for a bright spot. The apartment the Laceys inhabit is perfectly characterless, existing at the low end of respectability—not quite a slum, but aspiring to nothing more than shabby gentility. The standard visual tropes of film noir—slanted light coming through Venetian blinds, rain-wet streets, blinking neon signs—are not particularly stressed. That’s equally so in the daylight hours. The city is seen in a flat, unmodulated light—characterless buildings squatting, without menace or promise, over streets jammed with buzzing traffic.


Putting the matter simply, there is nothing eye-catching in de Toth’s miseen-scène. His aesthetic is an antiaesthetic, blunt and without frills, just like the film’s overall psychology. There is no explanation for the detective’s sourness or for the crooks’ psychopathy, or, come to think of it, for Steve’s desire to go straight. It is typical of the best B-picture filmmaking that subtexts are elided. Their people are simply fated, like the characters in a naturalistic novel, to follow their preordained paths.


In de Toth’s world, backstories are for sissies and smooth sociopsychological explanations for behavior, good or bad, are a waste of time. This particular narrative works out all right for the entrapped youngsters; nevertheless, we are rendered uneasy by their escape, not the least bit confident that they—or anyone—will avoid fate’s blind pawings in the future. In essence, the unyielding bleakness of this movie triumphs over its conventionally “happy” ending. That’s true of many low-budget film noirs of its era. (I think of Side Street [1950], Act of Violence  [1948], Railroaded! [1947], and Raw Deal [1948], among many others.) As symbols of our postwar unease (or just as terrific little movies, so much more intense and ambiguous than the official great movies of their era) they are in need of rediscovery. Crime Wave, finally rereleased on DVD, is an excellent place to begin.








Murder by Contract



Irving Lerner, 1958



by Jay Carr






WHEN MARTIN SCORSESE DEDICATED NEW YORK, NEW YORK  to the memory of Irving Lerner (19091976), it wasn’t because Scorsese’s somber, fatalistic musical had anything in common with Lerner’s handful of noirs, apart from spiritual darkness. Of Lerner’s small output, the film that Scorsese was most influenced by, and cited frequently, was Murder by Contract. A quickie shot in eight days on a microscopic budget, it’s a potent reminder of how less can be more, centered on Vince Edwards’s loner killer for hire. Cool on the outside, tightly coiled on the inside, Edwards’s Claude, priding himself on having put his emotions on ice, exemplifies a sort of cusp noir, a harbinger of postwar American change.


There’s a surliness in Edwards’s bottled-up Claude. (It later served him well as TV’s Ben Casey, which ran from 1961 to 1966, with Lerner directing 13 of its 153 episodes.) But Claude is more about control, and self-control, than anything else, at least at the outset. In a deadpan subverting of the American dream, he declares that he just wants to buy a house on the Ohio River and will be able to pay for it much faster as an assassin, at five hundred dollars a pop, than as a wage slave. His intro to a prospective client parodies a corporate job interview. When he’s told to go home and wait for the phone to ring, he does so for two weeks, in his monk’s cell of a furnished room, passing the time exercising and immersing himself in minutely detailed routine.


When the call comes, he’s ready. Claude’s meticulousness extends to killing only with legal weapons—a knife, his hands, a rope, a razor. In every respect save vocationally, he’s scrupulously law abiding. He never speeds, doesn’t carry a gun. He’s a careful craftsman whose attention to detail is always rendered discreetly; we never see the killings, only Claude advancing on his victims as they—and we—yield to blackouts, or the sounds of death offscreen. Never asking questions, Claude is the model servitor, patiently executing hit after hit, recording five-hundred-dollar payment after five-hundred-dollar payment on a little pad, edging, step by step, toward his retirement cottage, à la Sterling Hayden in The Asphalt Jungle (1950).


But John Huston’s noir landmark and Lerner’s taut little study couldn’t be more different in their underlying assumptions and even their cinematic language. The documentary approach that found its way into mainstream American film during and after World War II was more pronounced by the late ’50s. Besides, Lerner, the New York–born leftist intellectual, came from making anthropological films at NYU. While Huston was making the now-classic combat documentary The Battle of San Pietro in 1944, Lerner shot a documentary on the legendary maestro Arturo Toscanini. While The Asphalt Jungle, with its nocturnal world of shadows and rain-slicked streets, was steeped in the noir lexicon, Murder by Contract stood the visual language of noir on its ear by dragging it into the sunlight.


There’s a seismic change in tone and focus when the film shifts from the East, where Claude’s killings had gone off without a hitch, to Los Angeles. It’s a big career opportunity for Claude, whose efficiency with smaller fry—including the man who originally hired him (Michael Granger’s Mr. Moon)—has led him up the ladder to a five-thousand-dollar payday for killing a gangster’s former girlfriend (Caprice Toriel, whose character blurs gender-role lines by being named Billie). She’s about to deliver damaging testimony to a grand jury. Avoiding Union Station, the taciturn Claude is met at the train in Glendale by mob grunts Herschel Bernardi and Phillip Pine. They’re comic relief, Shakespearean clowns, with their baffled grumbling at his inscrutable ways. But his insistence on spending the first few days driving around sightseeing, seemingly at random, isn’t just a show of nonchalance and a way to reduce the pressure. He wants to make sure they’re not being followed.


When he is sure, he goes into action, faced with assassinating a woman barricaded inside her house in the Hollywood Hills, surrounded by police guards inside and outside. It’s during the setup of the job, and Claude’s implementation of his plan, that the film’s thematic shocks come clear. The great cinematographer Lucien Ballard, most famous for shooting Sam Peckinpah’s wide-screen epics, started by loading trucks at Paramount and worked his way up to directing B movies for five years at Columbia when it was a B studio. He knew how to shoot with economy, and he knew the language of several genres, noir included. What’s impressive is that he used so much natural light to make the film’s point.


What anthropologically trained Lerner tapped into was American postwar change. Where historians saw an age of conformity, Lerner saw a release of pentup energies, a metaphysical sprawl that was soon to have its analogue in suburban sprawl. In his brilliant study Film Noir: The Spaces of Modernity, Edward Dimendberg usefully makes a distinction between the centripetal force of the classic noir of the cities, with everything (including women, trapped in male sexualizing of women’s roles) pulled toward the city’s dark center, and the centifugal forces of the postwar world, with everything spiraling outward, including into the suburbs, away from older role models.


Thus Billie, his target, although superficially trapped in her own house, is there out of choice. It’s her space, however compromised. Strong-willed enough to testify against powerful killers, she’s also strong enough to refuse protective custody in a safe jail cell and insist that the guardians of public morality guard her in her own house, where she can play her piano and flash a temperament the police around her are forced to respect. She is, in short, anything but a sitting duck. Analogue for a new kind of woman who wasn’t to fully emerge for another generation, she’s nevertheless a prototype. Claude’s problem, as his employers grow ever more anxious, is that he literally can’t get to her, especially after another woman intervenes.


Glowering, craggy-browed Edwards (Lerner used him again in his follow-up noir, the 1959 City of Fear) begins to show signs that his controlled exterior is starting to crumble. “I don’t like women,” Claude snarls. “They’re not dependable. I don’t like killing people who’re not dependable.” Leaving aside the psychosexual dynamic of which Claude seems at best dimly aware, this particular woman is especially unruly. The camera tracks Claude’s consternation. LA’s relentless, atomizing glare becomes a visual analogue to the erosion of the control that the hitherto cool hit man had extended over the spaces where he dealt out death with assurance. As he clambers through the scrubby hills overlooking her house, with Ballard’s camera pulling back and tracking him from a distance, we realize that the film is exchanging intimacy for a distanced study of the technician of death as a scrambling animal. We feel desperation in Claude for the first time. Maybe his sniper-scope plan won’t work. Maybe he’ll have to improvise (he’s aware that not successfully making the kill is his own death warrant), literally and figuratively penetrating the house, penetrating his quarry’s space. And if he does, who’ll end up as the victim?


Clean, lean, and mean, tight, tense, and satisfyingly reverberant, Murder by Contract vaults over its Poverty Row origins. We can understand why the young Scorsese was much more taken by it than by the A movie on the double bill he saw. We see in Scorsese’s Taxi Driver (1976) Travis Bickle’s genuflections to Edwards’s ascetic preparations. Scorsese says he recalled Perry Botkin’s potent music for Murder by Contract—a single guitar, which Botkin played, redolent with hints of ’50s Italo-pop and Anton Karas’s zither music for The Third Man (1949).  Years later, Howard Shore devised a similarly guitar-flavored score that underlined the web-of-fate element in Scorsese’s Oscar-winning The Departed (2006). In its pared-down imperative, and its distant early warning signals of postwar societal upheaval, Murder by Contract, with its fade to white, is a big little film noir turned film blanc.
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