














EUROPE AND THE UNITED STATES: INTERFERENCES AND DiSCONTINUITIES * 63

need for cuts and rationing imposed by wartime conditions); as in German expres-
sionism, oblique and vertical lines are preferred to horizontal lines; such lines tend to
splinter the screen, resulting in unsettling compositions; the actors and settings are
often given equal light emphasis, which creates a fatalistic, hopeless mood; compositional
tension is preferred to physical action; a complex chronological order is used to reinforce
the sentiments of hopelessness and lost time; therefore, almost all noirs display a pas-
sion for the past and the present and an almost organic fear of the future (Schrader 2003:
235-37; Conard 2006: 7; Park 2011: 55-57; Bordwell, Staiger and Thompson 2002:
77). The visual motifs of noir include slants of light (the Venetian blinds effect), frequent
portraits, nightclubs and bars, dark city streets and cars racing along these streets, run
down store fronts and apartment buildings, tunnels, basements and sewers. In terms
of the most frequent narrative devices, films noirs boast voiceover narration, and the
use of flashbacks, both of which run counter to the conventions of the classical Hollywood
narradve style. Some other distinctive elements of noir consist of a lack of comic struc-
ture (although the dialogue in many films noirs includes a distinctive sarcastic note), a
denial of traditional social and domestic happiness by many of film noir’s main protag-
onists, and an assertion of individuality defined by murder. One of the most enduring
figures of film noir is undoubtedly that of the femme fatale, and her male counterpart,
the homme fatal, both of whom display unbridled sexuality and contempt for conven-
ton (Pramaggiore and Wallis 2008: 382-83). For Thomas Schatz, it is the noir visual
style that determines substance, while mood overwhelms plot, emphasis is shifted from
the “what” to the “how” (Schatz 1981: 115-17). The author also argues that the
majority of noir style elements are prefigured by Orson Welles’s 1940 Citizen Kane.
However, many of the elements mentioned can be found in many Hollywood-pro-
duced films in the 1940s and 1950s, and the examples range from westerns to horror
films and from romances to musicals, to the point where William Park rightfully argues
that noir was indeed the dominant period style (Park 2011: 72-83).

But what is the period of film noir? Most film noir scholars adhere to Paul Schrader’s
periodisation: he divides the history of classic noir into three temporal segments, the
wartime period (1941-1946), the phase of the private eye borrowed from Chandler’s
and Hammet0’s fiction featured in films like The Maltese Falcon, Gaslight, or This Gun
for Hire; the postwar realist period (1945-1949), when films dealt with the problem
of street crime and political corruption (see The Killers, Act of Violence, or The Naked City);
the period of psychotic action and suicidal impulse (1949-1953), when the noir hero
became increasingly neurotic and tormented in films like Where the Sidewalk Ends, Kiss
Tomorrow Goodbye or Sunset Boulevard (Schrader 2003: 237-239). However, a different
periodisation was put forward by Robert Porfirio, who identified four stages of noir: the
early experimentation period (1940-1943), the “studio-bound” period of the private
detective (1944-1947), the “location” period of the semi-documentary noir (1947-1952)
and the final phase of fragmentation and decay (1952~1960) (Porfirio 1979: 9).

In the following sections of my article, I will analyze three examples of representa-
tive noirs (one of each of Schrader’s periods), in order to see how the conventions of
the noir style apply to these particular cases: Wilder’s Double Indemnity (1944), Siodmak’s
The Killers (1946) and Lang’s The Big Heat (1953).
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contrasts sharply with the tone and content of the discussion between the two (Dussere
2006: 19-21). The naturalistic style of the film is also reminiscent of the French natura-
lisdc traits present in the 1930s films; this kind of documentary realism, present in films
like La Chienne, was achieved by Wilder by filming on location in several seedier LA neigh-
borhoods (Phillips 2012: 20). All these elements, typical of film noir style, prove both the
emergence and establishment of a set of conventions present in many films of the peri-
od, and the influence of earlier German and French styles in Hollywood; as Paul Duncan
argues, “Double Indemnsry is the film that launched a million imitations in the 1940s
and 1950s. Even in recent years, you can see that Body Heat (1981) and The Last Seduction
(1994) are just modern reworkings of the basic premise.” (Duncan 2006:36).

Robert Siodmak, one of the celebrated directors in the noir canon, directed The Killers
at the height of his Hollywood success; in the space of a few years, he directed some
of the best-known and most influential noirs of the classic canon, such as Phantom
Lady (1944), Christmas Holiday (1944), Cry of the City (1948) or Criss Cross (1949);
these films make him “the most decisive example of the German expressionist-inspired
film artist to find work in the American film industry.” (Dickos 2002: 34) Given the
fact that Siodmak also worked in France before coming to Hollywood, his works show
the influence of French poetic realism, especially in his noir protagonists fatalistically
resigned to their fate. And perhaps no better example could be found from this point
of view than his 1946 The Killers, whose script is loosely based on a Hemingway novel-
la. A film with a rather complicated plot structure, somehow inspired by Welles’s
Citizen Kane, and punctuated by no fewer than eleven flashbacks, The Killers tells the story
of the “Swede”, (Ole Andreson, played by Burt Lancaster in his screen debut), a one-
time boxer turned small crook and of his involvement with one of the screen’s most
emblematic femmes fatales, Kitty Collins (Ava Gardner). Few images in the history of
noir have been so enduring as the opening scene of this film: a car speeds along a dark
street, the only light comes from the car’s headlights, while the screen is cut by large diag-
onal shadows, instilling in the viewer an impending sense of doom; the camera is
placed in the back seat of the car, and the viewer is forced to share its perspective and,
in a sense, tag along for the ride (Harris 2003: 9; Jarvie 2006: 171). The unnamed killers
of the title are introduced to us in a well-lit diner (which stands in sharp contrast to
the dark street of the opening scene), and the dialogue by which they announce their
intention of murdering the Swede has many surreal notes to it. But perhaps the most
puzzling element of the film, the one that drives the plot, is the Swede’s passivity: he
shows no reaction to the news that he is about to be killed, he merely stares empry-
eyed into the cinematic space and accepts his fate with the typical fatalism of many
noir heroes; he believes that he deserves his fate because he “did something wrong, once.”
From this point forward, the film takes the form of a detective story in which insur-
ance investigator Riordan tries to find out the reasons behind the Swede’s murder (Harris
2003: 11); as it turns out from the flashbacks narrated by various characters, what he did
wrong was not taking part in a very profitable robbery, but falling under the spell of
the femme fatale Kitty Collins (Schatz 1981: 140). It is Riordan’s task to piece togeth-
er the various pieces of the puzzle and reconstruct the portrait of the elusive Swede, whose
figure appears somehow two-dimensional, as the only information the viewer knows


















