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Hagen, Drew J. Out of the Darkness: Defining the Three Eras of Film Noir 

 

Abstract 
 
This thesis explores the role of Film Noir in American Cinema. It specifically defines Film Noir 

as a genre and explores its evolution and effect on American Cinema. This definition will be 

proved utilizing elements of film theory. Specific film examples will be indicated as milestones 

and existing research by film historians and theorists will support the definitions presented here. 

Based on these ideas, this thesis will propose a new definition of Film Noir—consisting of three 

eras—as a credible and definable genre of American Cinema. 
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Chapter I: Introduction 

Film Noir. The name itself conjures up an exotic flavor of cinema. Whether one is 

familiar with the term or not, most would admit they’re intrigued to know more. There is 

immediately a mystery around the term “noir” and its relationship to the word behind it, “film.” 

There are multiple ways to consider the exotic elements of Film Noir. One is found in Appendix 

A. A second way is found in the pages which follow. 

Statement of the Problem 

For the last seventy years, scholars have been debating the definition of Film Noir and its 

status as a genre. Those who define Film Noir as a genre have previously demarcated two eras. 

This thesis proposes a clear definition of Film Noir. It also reviews both the historical and 

current status of Film Noir within American Cinema. This thesis will further propose that there 

are three distinct eras in the evolution of Film Noir: Classical Noir (1941-1960), Transitional 

Noir (1960-1981), and Neo-Noir (1982-present), with each period having distinct and unique 

characteristics that are tangible and definable. 

Research Question 

Using mise-en-scène analysis and a proposed Transitional Noir era, what is the new 

definition of Film Noir? 

Purpose of the Study 

This thesis explores the definition of Film Noir as a genre. It also describes and analyzes 

the evaluation process used by film scholars to define that genre. The convention has been to 

divide Film Noir into two major categories: Classic Noir and Neo-Noir. This thesis questions this 

conventional definition, proposing that there are three distinct eras in the evolution of Film Noir: 

Classic Noir (1941-1960), Transitional Noir (1960-1981), and Neo-Noir (1982-present), with 
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each period having distinct and unique characteristics that are in fact, tangible and definable. 

This thesis will explore 3 fundamental objectives: 

Objective 1. explore and define the origins of Film Noir, 

Objective 2. define and introduce a new context in the way Film Noir is viewed 

through the exploration and definition of three unique eras in the Film Noir 

timeline, and 

Objective 3. clarify and identify clear parameters in the way Film Noir is defined and 

viewed in the larger scope of cinema history. 

Definition of Terms 

Terms that may be unfamiliar to some readers are introduced and defined below. I have 

chosen the Oxford English Dictionary (henceforth referred to as OED) to provide generally 

accepted and understood definitions (Oxford University Press, n.d.-a, n.d.-b). Additional terms 

are exclusive to this thesis. I have elaborated on those entries and their unique meaning within 

the context of this thesis. 

Chiaroscuro 

“The style of pictorial art in which only the light and shade, and not the various colours, 

are represented; black-and-white, or dark brown and white” (OED). In the context here, it will be 

referencing the artful (and purposeful) balance of light and shadow in the black & white films of 

Film Noir. 

Classic Noir  

Classic Noir is the first era of Film Noir. This thesis defines Classic Noir as the eighteen-

year period of Film Noir’s origin, from 1941 to 1959. Aesthetics became the signature of the 
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genre, creating a definite visual cueing system that worked with the pulpy and dark subject 

matter of the films. 

Femme Fatale 

“An attractive and seductive woman, esp. one who is likely to cause risk to or the 

downfall of anyone who becomes involved with her” (OED). 

Film Noir 

Literally, “black film” (French origin). “A film characterized by a mood of cynicism, 

fatalism, menace, and moral ambiguity, typically taking place in an urban setting” (OED). While 

this definition generally refers to the large encompassing scope of the genre in casual use, it can 

specifically refer to the classic period of noir, as defined in this thesis, from 1941-1959.  

Genre  

“spec. A particular style or category of works of art; esp. a type of literary work 

characterized by a particular form, style, or purpose” (OED). As proposed by this thesis, there 

are three eras in the evolution of film noir as a collective genre of cinematic expression: Classic 

Noir, Transitional Noir, and Neo-Noir. 

Hays Code  

“n. Film, a set of ethical guidelines for the regulation of motion picture content; spec. 

(sometimes with capital initials) a code for self-regulation which prohibited material such as 

sexually explicit scenes, nudity, profanity, violence, etc., created in the United States in 1930 and 

applied strictly from 1934 until the early 1960s” (OED). Hays Code is also known as the 

Production Code. It was essentially a censorship board that used it political power to convince 

movie studios to censor countless films, scripts and even actors during the early age of the 

Cinema in America. This directly and profoundly affected Film Noir productions during the 
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Classic era of Film Noir, 1941-1959, since the written material was based on often salacious pulp 

writing involving murder and often “perversion” (as defined during the historically conservative 

cultural context of this time in America). 

Mise-en-scène 

“Cinematography. The design and composition of the elements visible on screen, 

including the setting, costume, action, lighting, etc.” (OED). This evaluation tool is central to the 

analysis of the three eras of Film Noir. 

Movement 

“A course or series of actions and endeavors on the part of a group of people working 

towards a shared goal; an organization, coalition, or alliance of people working to advance a 

shared political, social, or artistic objective. Frequently with modifying word” (OED). In the 

context of this thesis, specifically applicable to Film Noir; examining the ideas and attitudes that 

transcend the cinematic efforts and reflect those of a changing culture, specifically in America. 

Neo-Noir 

Neo-Noir is the third era of Film Noir. This thesis defines Neo-Noir as the current period 

of Film Noir from 1982 to present day (2021). This era mastered the blending of aesthetic with 

plot and characters in a chameleon- like way, often rendering its themes and visuals in an 

unrecognizable noir package. 

Pulpy 

“Of, relating to, or characteristic of pulp literature or pulp entertainment; of poor quality; 

popular, sensationalist, ephemeral” (OED). This is of course a reference to the pulp fiction 

literature from which Film Noir grew; dime detective novels popular in the 1920s and ‘30s 

containing sordid activity, typically revolving around sex and violence. 
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Transitional Noir 

Transitional Noir is the second era of Film Noir. This thesis defines Transitional Noir as 

the twenty-one-year period from 1960 to 1981. Following the Classic Noir period, the 

Transitional Noir era focused on the psychological philosophies of Film Noir rather than a 

consistent visual aesthetic. 

Assumptions of the Project 

This thesis operates under the premise that Film Noir is a genre. Films cited in this thesis 

are considered as “evidence” and assumed to be accessible in the public domain. This thesis 

focuses on: 

• Film Noir’s conception in America 

• the reasons behind that conception 

• Film Noir’s American evolution 

It is understood that, over time, various countries (e.g., cinematic cultures) have adopted 

the concepts of Film Noir as their own and built upon them. 

Limitations of The Project 

Military History and Economic History both contributed to the rise of Film Noir. However, 

given the scope of this thesis, these complex cultural histories are only briefly examined. 

Mis-en-scène is a wide-ranging analytical tool. For purposes of clarity, this thesis 

artificially and intentionally narrows the broad range of that tool. 

Note of April 1, 2021: On September 1, 2020, a work entitled Transitional Noir, 1960s– 

Early 1970s from the book entitled Noir as Post-Classical Hollywood Cinema, written by Robert 

Arnett, was published by Palgrave Macmillan. Owing to the recent publication date of that work, 
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this thesis makes no attempt to review, analyze, or otherwise consider Transitional Noir, 1960s–

Early 1970s. 

Methodology 

This study explores the definition of Film Noir through the lens of mise-en-scène 

analysis. In this study, mise-en-scène analysis consists of careful consideration of placement 

within the cinematic frame of three visual elements: 

• light and shadow on monochromatic vs polychromatic color palettes 

• urban setting 

• crime-connected characters 

  



13  

Chapter II: Summary of Scholarly Literature  

The following summary of scholarly literature establishes the status of knowledge 

concerning the definition of Film Noir as a genre, describes previously unacknowledged 

interpretive assumptions and strategies, and documents how the proposed study differs from 

prior studies. 

The Purpose of The Summary of Scholarly Literature 

Numerous scholars provide overviews of the history of critical responses to Film Noir as 

a genre with two distinct sub genres. However, I propose that Film Noir consists of three 

demonstrably distinct eras. 

Before turning to the various scholarly conversations regarding Film Noir as a genre, a 

brief overview of the etymology and usage of the term “Film Noir” and a brief historical 

overview of global and national strife will establish a firm foundation from which to consider the 

various perspectives regarding this genre. 

At the root of any deeper understanding of an idea is language. Words are used to 

articulate ideas. The “film” in Film Noir refers to cinema in this context. The OED considers 

“film,” as “a mass noun: the making of films considered as an art form, genre, or industry.” The 

word “noir” is French for “black,” stemming from the Latin root niger. This root is associated 

with the Latin word for “night,” specifically the “blackness of the night.” 

The masculine version of the French is spelled “noir.” The feminine is spelled “noire.” 

Like other grammatically gendered languages, these adjectives must agree with the noun they 

modify. As “film” is a masculine French noun, “Film Noir” is the correct spelling when referring 

to the cinematic genre. The plural of the term (multiple films of the genre) is “Film Noirs” or 

“Films Noir.” Specific use is dictated by the rules of French grammar. 
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French film critic Nino Frank is credited with coining the term “film noir” in 1946, with 

his article Un nouveau genre 'policier': L'aventure criminelle (A new police genre: The criminal 

adventure), published in L’Ecran Français. Frank uses the term “film noir” to describe the dark 

awakenings in American Cinema. In his article, Frank features several choice films of the 

(Classic) Film Noir era—The Maltese Falcon, Double Indemnity and Murder My Sweet—as 

examples of this new genre. As the first three words highlight, Frank perceives Film Noir as a 

new genre. 

It is significant to note that the earliest film mentioned in Frank’s article is The Maltese 

Falcon (Huston, 1941). This study also considers The Maltese Falcon as the first Film Noir. This 

film example will be indicated as a milestone. Chapter IV will address and evaluate this film as 

Classic Film Noir, the first of the three eras of Film Noir. 

The second recorded appearance of the term “film noir” occurs in 1955, during the 

genre’s Classic era. Panorama du Film Noir Américain 1941–1953 (“A panorama of American 

Film Noir 1941-1953”) was written by French authors Raymond Rorde and Étienne Chaumeton. 

Their efforts solidified the assertion that film noir was both American in its origin and “a group 

of nationally identifiable films sharing certain common features” such as “style, atmosphere and 

subject.” This work galvanized the idea that film noir was unique and distinct from other 

categories of (specifically American) films. The book also made the term “film noir” 

increasingly popular. By the 1970s, this term was known to both film scholars and moviegoers 

alike. 

While Panorama du Film Noir Américain 1941–1953 was a milestone in the evolution of 

film noir, it was also its worst enemy. Its authors proposed that film noir was not so much a 

genre but rather a “series” of films with the aforementioned commonalities. Thus, at the very 
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moment serious cinematic discussion began unfolding around it, the genre-status of Film Noir 

was thrown into confusion. Some cinema philosophers and scholars (like Steve Neal in his book 

Genre and Hollywood, 1988) tout Panorama du Film Noir Américain 1941–1953 as support of 

the claim that Film Noir is not a genre at all. 

Many film scholars, however, agree with Frank and Hartnett’s (1946) premise that Film 

Noir is a genre. In The dark side of the screen: Film Noir, Foster Hirsch (2001) argues that it is a 

genre in a book-length study of Film Noir. In the 5th edition of American Cinema/American 

Culture (Belton, 2017), Robert Belton devotes a chapter to Film Noir as a genre. For more, see 

Appendix B, Notes on Belton’s Chapter 10, Film Noir: Somewhere in the night (pp. 210-227). 

The term “film noir” quickly took root in American Cinematic culture. It was there, after 

all, that the ideas of film noir grew and expanded. These ideas resonated with a growing 

cynicism in a post-World War II American society. 

But why America? It was, after all, on European soil that the Holocaust occurred, where 

cities were razed, bombs were dropped, and innocents bled. No bombs fell on America’s white 

picket fences. As in the first World War, no lush green fields were turned into no man’s land. It 

was as though America had escaped the world’s worst wars – at least within her backyards. In 

most ways, the American civilian had no idea of what life in the middle of devastating warfare 

was like. 

But the GIs who left American shores and saw Hell with their own eyes knew the horrors 

– and those GIs were changed when they returned. This was never more apparent than in 1945 

when massive numbers of veterans returned to the States at war’s end. These returning soldiers 

brought with them all the fears and horrors they shared with the Europeans. How could the state-
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side June Cleavers sit down at the dinner table with the battle-weary Humphrey Bogarts and find 

commonalities?  

American culture began to ask questions and challenge the optimistic beliefs of God, 

country and justice. How could America and God allow the Holocaust to happen? Why did death 

not feel like justice for the Nazis’ sins against humanity? 

This broad-scoped context is important to note, but beyond the scope of this thesis. Art is 

a language of expression, and Cinema arguably the most evolved and penetrating voice of 1940s 

American culture. Americans began to take such life-altering questions and funnel them into the 

public consciousness for debate – often in subtle ways. Film Noir would prove to be the perfect 

vehicle for exploring these questions. 

Popular literature, particularly the salacious pulp fiction of the 1920s and ‘30s, had 

challenged puritanical views of the American ideal for years. These trashy “dime novels” laid the 

foundation upon which Film Noir would build its concrete jungles. 

This extremely important embodiment of cultural ideas and visual aesthetics has not, 

however, received the credit it deserves. Film Noir’s tropes (melancholy saxophones, trench 

coats, fedoras, etc.) have been lampooned in everything from films like Dead Men don’t Wear 

Plaid (Reiner, 1982) to TV shows like The Simpsons (Groening & Brooks, 1989–Present). Film 

Noir’s cultural impact is felt today, in language, fashion and design: in everything from perfume 

to painting. 

Merriam-Webster (2003) defines a genre as “a category of artistic, musical, or literary 

composition characterized by a particular style, form, or content.” The Cambridge Dictionary 

essentially says the same: “a style, especially in the arts that involves a particular set of 

characteristics.” The last definition sheds light on the ongoing debate regarding Film Noir as a 
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genre and how that “particular set of characteristics” should be defined. Moreover, without a 

central authority, there is no central deciding voice on the matter. 

To underscore my argument and illustrate the need for clear and defined categorization of 

these films, I return to Merriam-Webster (2003). The definition of Film Noir appears as follows: 

“a type of crime film featuring cynical malevolent characters in a sleazy setting and an ominous 

atmosphere that is conveyed by shadowy photography and foreboding background music.” Note 

the word “genre” is avoided here. Other than the term “crime film,” James Whale’s (1931) 

Frankenstein could be defined as Film Noir. After all, it has cynical (Dr. Frankenstein) and 

malevolent (Fritz) characters in sleazy settings (the gallows, a graveyard, etc.) with an “ominous 

atmosphere” and “foreboding music.” However, all this has little to do with defining Film Noir. 

By Merriam-Webster’s (2003) definition, many horror films could be labeled as Film Noir. So, 

too, could numerous crime films of the 1930s and ‘40s, such as The public enemy (Wellman, 

1931) or The roaring twenties (Walsh, 1939). However, none of these motion pictures can be 

considered Film Noir. 

I underscore the challenges of Merriam-Webster’s (2003) definition because I believe 

them to be emblematic of a larger issue. These definitions of Film Noir are generic, broad, and 

lack sufficient parameters for meaningful refinement. They simply do not capture what makes 

Film Noir tick. These definitions contain neither beginning nor ending dates. There is no 

timeline from which to contextualize or consider the evolution of ideas. No notable artists are 

cited as examples. That “particular set of characteristics” is missing. 

Lexico has a much smarter, but still incomplete, definition:  

A style or genre of cinematographic film marked by a mood of pessimism, fatalism, and 

menace. The term was originally applied (by a group of French critics) to American 
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thriller or detective films made in the period 1944–54 and to the work of directors such as 

Orson Welles, Fritz Lang, and Billy Wilder. A film marked by a mood of pessimism, 

fatalism, and menace. (Lexico, n.d., “Film Noir” section) 

With this definition, we are significantly closer to the essentials. This definition includes 

the visual aesthetic, philosophy, and time period (with a dash of etymology). It also provides 

artists as examples. This definition includes the term “genre.” 

However, this definition is incomplete and arguably inaccurate. As such, it creates new 

questions and problems. These are as follows: 

• This definition creates an option. It offers the choice between style and genre. 

• This definition, while correctly implying that an evolutionary change has occurred, 

creates two questions: 

o Why the specific time period of 1944-54? 

o What changes occurred on or after 1954 to cause Film Noir’s end or 

evolution? 

• This definition utilizes the terms “thriller” and “detective films” while avoiding the 

word “crime.” The concept of crime lies at the heart of a “thriller” or “detective film.” 

Finally, the OED comes closest to providing the satisfactory and accurate two-part 

definition of film noir. 

• “A film characterized by a mood of cynicism, fatalism, menace, and moral ambiguity, 

typically taking place in an urban setting.” 

• “A genre of crime film or thriller film characterized by a mood of cynicism, fatalism, 

menace, and moral ambiguity, and having a (typically American) urban setting.” 
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The OED definition does not avoid the word “genre.” Furthermore, it includes the key 

issues of philosophy, location and subject matter. The OED also suggests a perimeter within 

which its cast of characters would appear. 

Categories & Characteristics of Film Noir: A Genre with Two Eras 

Many scholars assert that Film Noir is a genre with two eras. Conard (2009), The 

philosophy of Neo-Noir, Silver et al. (2015) American Neo-Noir: The movie never ends, and 

Belton (2018), American Cinema/American Culture, 5th edition are three who do so. In Film 

Noir: Somewhere in the night, Belton presents a table with a select Filmography. The table is 

divided into two eras (Belton, 2018, p. 227). 

Conclusion: How This Investigation Relates to and Differs from Previous Studies 

To define something is to decide what it is not as well as what it is (i.e., “that particular 

set of characteristics”). This thesis responds to that understanding and proposes a new definition. 

Film Noir  

A specific genre of crime films infused with an (American) post-World War II 

philosophy of cynicism and fatalism; specifically with an urban mise-en-scène and characters 

that serve those philosophies. A collective term encompassing three evolutionary and distinct 

eras of the genre: Classic (1941-1959), Transitional (1960-1981), and Neo (1982-present), with 

each successive era portraying evolving qualities and mise-en-scène that reference those 

established in the classical period of the genre. Thus, each era presents and re-presents a 

particular set of characteristics. 

With that definition secured, this thesis will explore the components of Mise-en-scène 

analysis, consisting of a particular set of characteristics and offering a clear and concise 
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methodology. Moreover, Mise-en-scène analysis sheds light on the multi-faceted nature of the 

Film Noir genre. Out of the darkness emerge three distinct eras of Film Noir. 
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Chapter III: Design Methodology 

Film scholars have struggled to define Film Noir since the genre’s inception. This project 

aims to address that issue with a solid, film theory-based response. In crafting this response, this 

thesis gathers, cites, and explores specific film examples as well as existing research by film 

historians and theorists. This gathered information has been subjected to a strenuous evaluation 

process emphasizing analysis of the use of mise-en-scène. 

The goal of instituting this methodology has been the creation of a reliable, 

understandable, and defendable definition of Film Noir. The result has been the recognition of 

Film Noir as a tripartite entity consisting of three distinct eras. 

Film Examples Indicated as Milestones 

In addition to exhaustive personal research, this project has examined those films 

frequently cited by Film Historians and Theorists as emblematic of Film Noir. For purposes of 

this study, two examples per era will be analyzed. The following films will serve as examples of 

their specific era: 

• The Maltese Falcon (Huston, 1941) Classic era 

• Point blank (Boorman, 1967) Transitional era 

• Blade runner (Scott, 1982) Neo-Noir 

Still images from each film will be captured and cataloged for access and analysis. 

Evaluation Process 

The Film Noir genre has previously lacked a comprehensive, accurate, and articulated 

definition. To address this deficiency, it was incumbent upon this project to cultivate an 

evaluation process. This process examines cinematic candidates to the Film Noir universe 

utilizing mise-en-scène as the primary evaluation tool. 
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Mise-en-scène Analysis 

Three visual elements (Light and Shadow on Monochromatic vs Polychromatic Color 

Palettes, Urban Setting and Crime-Connected Characters) along with their placement within the 

cinematic frame create a unique element of Film Noir. So much so, that many films containing 

any one of these ingredients have been incorrectly labeled as Film Noir. Studios continue to use 

the “Film Noir” label in an effort to sell films not precisely associated with the genre. 

Therefore, any viable mise-en-scène-based evaluation of Film Noir must determine and 

articulate those essential visual elements in a meaningful and systematic fashion. 

Light and Shadow on Monochromatic vs Polychromatic Color Palettes 

Film Noir’s Classic era was shot exclusively on monochromatic (black & white) film 

stock. Key to distinguishing Classic era Film Noir from other films of the period was the 

uniquely stark lighting style utilized on that medium. Known as chiaroscuro lighting, this 

idiomatic integration of light and shadow in graduated shades of gray was a consistent and 

purposeful identifier of Classic era Film Noir. Often shot on a shoestring budget, filmmakers’ 

experimentation and improvisation with lighting impacted Classic Noir’s visual aesthetic. As an 

example, upstage lighting (in which the actor stands between the camera and the light source) 

created dramatic, shadow-rich images while simultaneously speeding and simplifying lighting 

setups. The result was an economical cinematic image in which the deeps shadow of noir 

became a character in its own right. One could make a strong argument that this era of Film Noir 

was the pinnacle of lighting for black & white films. 

Chiaroscuro lighting on black and white film stock was a key element which changed 

when “Transitional Noir” arrived in 1960. Filmmakers, armed with the new (and inexpensive) 

16mm Eastman Color Print Film 7383 were eager to experiment outside the established 
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boundaries of Classic Noir. With a polychromatic palette at their disposal and a film stock much 

less demanding of skillful studio lighting, Transitional Noir filmmakers explored new and 

evolutionary boundaries. By “pushing” the emulsion of their color film stock, they could film 

with less light. This allowed them to take their cinema cameras to locations which did not support 

high-powered film lights (and the shadows they created). On occasion, Transitional Noir films 

simply avoided the contrast of light and shadow completely. Instead, they opted to film 

thematically dark events in sunshine at genre-neutral locations. The chemical trade-off for 

pushing film emulsions during development was the creation of large silver halide crystals in the 

processed film. This noticeable film grain contributes to the texture of many Transitional Noir 

films. 

The 1982 arrival of Neo-Noir ushered in a new experience of light and shadow on a 

prescribed color palette. While Transitional Noir often sought to distance itself from Classic 

era’s visual stereotypes, Neo-Noir intentionally embraced and enhanced many of these traditions. 

This evolutionary step is evident in Neo-Noir’s renewed emphasis on light and shadow. Against 

its polychromatic color palette, Neo-Noir refines the concept of volumetric light. Pioneered late 

in Film Noir’s Classic era, volumetric light is the result of a specialized technique which reflects 

light off suspended particles (smoke, fog, steam, haze, etc.) to create light in discernable shafts 

and shapes. Volumetric light’s primary function is not as a source of illumination. Rather, it is a 

physical entity. It possesses shape and color which pierce the cinematic frame. As a result, in the 

mise-en-scène of Neo-Noir, light joins shadow as a physical entity – a new character of Film 

Noir. 

Urban Setting: The city or urban setting is a definitive part of Film Noir. So vital was the 

city’s role that it was arguably as important as any of the characters within it. Proof of its 
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importance lies the number of films within the Classical Era (1941-1959) which contain the word 

“city.” A non-exhaustive search indicates that fifteen titles contain the word “city.” (The Naked 

City [Dassin, 1948], Night and the City [Dassin, 1950], etc.) while ten more contain the name of 

a specific city (New York Confidential [Rouse, 1955], New Orleans Uncensored [Castle, 1955], 

etc.). 

With the details of these “city” titles in hand, one could nearly chart the exact moment in 

the early 1950s in which Film Noir becomes self-aware – with movie executives quickly linking 

any script with a murder or crime plot to a title with the word “city” in it. 

An awareness of the urban setting along with its connection to crime, murder, sex and all 

manner of the seediness is part of Film Noir’s permanent DNA. However, caution must be 

exercised before labeling a motion picture from this time as Film Noir simply because it contains 

the word “city” in its title. 

In the mise-en-scène of Film Noir, the connection to an oppressive urban setting is 

paramount in defining what is or isn’t noir. Cities become characters in all three eras of the genre. 

Crime-Connected Characters: What kind of people inhabit the cities of Film Noir? 

Nearly all the stock characters who might come to mind have one thing in common: a 

connection to crime. Whether plotting the heist, double-crossing the partner, silencing the snitch, 

dodging the cops or facing the aftermath, Film Noir’s mise-en-scène is a crime scene populated 

by the usual suspects. 

First on this list of characters is The Femme Fatale. While usage of the term extends back 

to the late 19th century, this female character reached its zenith in Film Noir. As “an attractive 

and seductive woman, esp. one who is likely to cause risk to or the downfall of anyone who 
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becomes involved with her” (OED), the femme fatale, like all the characters listed here, is a 

signature crime-connected member of all three eras of the Film Noir genre. 

As Film Noir must always revolve around crime, criminal characters are a major element 

to the genre. The Gangster fits that bill. Interestingly, at the heart of Film Noir is a spirit of 

solitude and loneliness. As gangsters are typically part of an organized unit, they are rarely cast 

as the protagonist. The gangster can be involved with the protagonist. The gangster can put 

pressure on the protagonist. 

The Detective is the definitive character of Film Noir. This hard-boiled gumshoe knew 

how to handle a gun and knew the legal parameters of operation (i.e., how far they could push the 

limits of the law before breaking it themselves). Occasionally supplanted by the closely related 

Insurance Investigator, the detective understood the core philosophy of Film Noir: Primordial 

Human Nature is Essentially Self-Destructive. 

Summary 

This project has created an evaluation process for defining and categorizing Film Noir. 

Through this process, specific visual elements – when viewed through the lens of a project- 

specific mise-en-scène analysis – can be used to identify contributions to the Film Noir canon. 

These three specific visual elements are: 

• light and shadow on monochromatic vs polychromatic color palettes 

• urban setting 

• crime-connected characters 

While a diversity of plots, characters and aesthetics can combine to create Film Noir, the 

three visual elements listed above are demonstrably evident in virtually every example of the 
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genre. These visual elements provide a framework through which the researcher can provide a 

clear and concise assessment of Film Noir’s specific eras and evolution. 

Historically, many film scholars have found it difficult to place such refinements on Film 

Noir’s definition. However, such action is necessary to understanding. This does not prohibit nor 

deny the existence of sub-genres such as Western Noir. However, the main thoroughfare of ideas 

must exist first before other ideas can emerge from the main. Hopefully, this investigation spawns 

more questions and thoughtful research. 
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Chapter IV: Results for the Three Eras of Film Noir 

As stated previously, this thesis proposes that there are three distinct eras in the evolution 

of Film Noir: Classic Noir (1941-1960), Transitional Noir (1960-1981), and Neo-Noir (1982-

present), with each period having distinct and unique characteristics that are in fact, tangible and 

definable. 

Classic Film Noir 

Classic Film Noir was a new post-World War II genre of film, focusing almost 

exclusively on the genre of crime and characters that inhabit the inner-city melting pot of post- 

war America. The genre used a distinct visual aesthetic, specifically light and shadow, not seen 

consistently or as purposefully in film before. The characters, concepts, and aesthetics exist to 

serve the cynical and often fatalistic ideals of an eternally flawed humanity. As with most 

movements or ideas, growing pains are seen near the end of the decade in films suggesting 

Classic Noir’s broadening scope. 

These ideas become more than a film genre. They become a cinematic movement that 

effects and drives popular culture. 

In a cinematic context, the 1941 film The Maltese Falcon, directed by John Huston and 

starring Humphrey Bogart and Mary Astor, laid the groundwork for Film Noir. The film is the 

third remake of Dashiell Hammett’s book of the same name. The other two being The Maltese 

Falcon (Del Ruth, 1931) and Satan Met a Lady (Dieterle, 1936). Critics regard the first two 

attempts at the novel as complete cinematic disappointments. Huston’s film is a great film 

outside of its tremendous importance to the history of Film Noir. Iconic lines (some of which 

weren’t in the book) and narrative moments put the film in the company of Citizen Kane 

(Welles, 1941), The Wizard of Oz (Fleming, 1939b), and Gone with the Wind (Fleming, 1939a). 
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An excellent example is the famous repurposing of Shakespeare’s ‘The stuff that dreams are 

made of’ from The Tempest (Shakespeare, 1623). This philosophical and aesthetic concept would 

grow stronger as Film Noir evolved. 

None of the elements of Film Noir are front and center here. They all exist subtly, 

reinforcing the columns that will hold up the genre as it evolves. Fatalism and Cynicism, two 

attitudes that would be supported by the events of America’s involvement in World War II and 

nurtured by the soldiers who had seen too much, were quickly assimilated into the fabric of 

cinematic culture. 

Creatively, John Huston made brave artistic decisions (especially when compared to his 

predecessors), but the most important to the birth and further evolution of Film Noir would be 

his emphasis of the philosophies of Fatalism and Cynicism. This choice would set the tone of the 

genre through present day. 

These ideas became especially relevant in post-war America, embraced by veterans 

suffering from PTSD, and the shock of a changed American cultural landscape. When these 

young men left for the European fronts, American women cheerfully donned aprons, confining 

themselves to housework and all things domestic. Upon their return, women were now working 

in factories, newly empowered, and in their eyes, the security of the home was now in question. 

The pulp origins of Film Noir are here in spades (no pun intended); everyone in the story 

has an angle, everyone is corrupt. Even the police drink on duty (toasting to the “success of 

crime”) and there are no real symbols of virtue or righteousness in the story that may be found in 

other films of the period. 

Sam Spade is all we’re going to get for a hero, and he’s planted firmly in the gray area of 

moral ambiguity. Other pulp fiction staples are the “sordidness” themes and characters of the 
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world they inhabit. This includes open homosexuality, murder, and an implied sexual 

relationship between Spade and many of the female characters within the story (including his 

investigative partner’s wife). All these pressed the boundaries of the Hays Code and stood in 

contrast to the context of the times with Sergeant York (Hawks, 1941), Citizen Kane (Welles, 

1941), and Dumbo (Ferguson et al., 1941), all released that same year of 1941. Classic Film Noir 

is presented in its glory in Figure 1, Figure 2, and Figure 3.  

Figure 1 

Classic Era Image 1 of 3 

Note. Detectives Miles Archer (Jerome Cowan - Left) and Sam Spade (Humphrey Bogart) in the 

office of Spade and Archer. The Maltese Falcon (Huston, 1941). 
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The mise-en-scène analysis is as follows:  

• Light and Shadow on Monochromatic vs Polychromatic Color Palettes: A classic 

image of Film Noir which reads like a tombstone. The studio lighting setup creates 

the illusion of sunlight casting the foreshadowed names of Spade and Archer onto the 

office floor. 

• Urban setting: A high-rise office building looking out on the San Francisco skyline. 

• Crime-Connected Characters: The Private Detective. Film Noir’s classic protagonist. 

Figure 2 

Classic Era Image 2 of 3 

Note. Wilmer Cook (Elisha Cook Jr.) emerges from the shadows to tail detective Sam Spade. The 

Maltese Falcon (Huston, 1941). 
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The mise-en-scène analysis is as follows:  

• Light and Shadow on Monochromatic vs Polychromatic Color Palettes: A San 

Francisco city street (in a Hollywood soundstage) reflecting evocative upstage 

lighting. Notice the actor (moving along the sidewalk towards camera right) is located 

between the camera and the light source. As a result, the camera shoots into the 

shadowed side of the actor’s face. This is a classic Film Noir lighting technique. 

• Urban Setting: Night. The most dangerous time in the city. The same high-rise office 

building as noted above. But now we stand at the roots of that towering edifice. We 

are on a street populated by a shadowy faceless crowd. 

• Crime-Connected Characters: The Gunman. Note the Colt .45 pistol clearly outlined 

in the right-hand pocket of his trench coat. 
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Figure 3 

Classic Era Image 3 of 3 

Note. Brigid O'Shaughnessy (Mary Astor) peers through the bars of an elevator car as she enters 

police custody. The Maltese Falcon (Huston, 1941). 

The mise-en-scène analysis is as follows:  

• Light and Shadow on Monochromatic vs Polychromatic Color Palettes: In a 

foreshadowing of prison bars, the sharp shadow of an elevator door partially obscures 

the face of the actor. Even in this, the first film of the new genre, shadow played a 

key role in Film Noir’s mise-en-scène. 

• Urban Setting: Apartment building. No cozy pastoral setting. Residents are so far 

removed from nature that they require clattering steel transportation just to reach the 

ground. 
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• Crime-Connected Characters: The Femme Fatale in police custody, already plotting 

the next move. 

Transitional Film Noir 

Film Noir of the 1960s to the early 1980s takes major course changes which set it apart 

from the previous iteration of its classical predecessor. In applying the characteristics of Classic 

Noir to a more contemporary setting, with different priorities in its style and subject matter. 

These films portray a grittier sense of urban decay, sexual deviance and political distrust. There 

is a deeper sense of psychological disturbance. 

This new-found self-awareness at the changing of the decade is significant to the point of 

condescension toward the Classic era. To a critical eye, it seems almost as though filmmakers 

looked back and said “We’ve grown out of this post World War II thinking. We’re a new 

generation that has its own problems, and the idea of ‘innocence lost’ is no longer a novel 

perspective. We don’t trust ‘the Man’ and we’ve fully accepted that the world is a screwed-up 

place.” We no longer expect the American Dream for all. 

Most film scholars agree that a decidedly different animal emerges from the Film Noir 

swamp of ideas around 1960, but unfortunately most call this ‘evolved’ noir the beginning of 

“Neo-Noir.” Many assert this period never ended. But that assessment is premature, and not 

sufficient for those looking deeply into the evolution of Film Noir. 

The social upheaval of the 1960s drove increased protest against the war in Vietnam and 

ushered in a counter-culture movement. The Hays Code was officially replaced by the Motion 

Picture Association of America (MPAA) film rating system (Hayes, n.d.). This era is quite 

clearly operating with a different mindset and rules for Film Noir than the Classic era. The idea 

of paying tribute to the genre’s classic roots emerges. One does not pay homage to an idea while 
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one is practicing that idea unaware. It is done once the idea has become antiquated. Therefore, it 

is quite clear that the Classic era had indeed ended and that a new era of Film Noir was evolving. 

This was a highly transitional time for noir and the ideas it put forth. This thesis proposes that 

this is where the era of Transitional Noir was born. 

Films like Blast of Silence (Baron, 1961) and Point Blank (Boorman, 1967) still gave 

viewer the fedoras, the .45 Automatics, and the fatalism, but without the subtext of their 

implication. The production code was extinct. Audiences could see all the blood and naked flesh 

they were denied under years of censorship exercised by the studios. Furthermore, protagonists 

had a different attitude about it all. They were no longer conflicted. The sense of urban decay 

had evolved, and audiences were more in touch with their cynical side than their parents had 

been. Examples of Transitional Noir can be found in Figure 4, Figure 5, and Figure 6. 

Figure 4 

Transitional Era Image 1 of 3 

Note. Walker (Lee Marvin) stands alone to confront the faceless expanse of organized crime. 

Point Blank (Boorman, 1967). 
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The mise-en-scène analysis is as follows:  

• Light and Shadow on Monochromatic vs Polychromatic Color Palettes: Director John 

Boorman pushes the boundaries of Film Noir. Filling every inch of the wide-screen 

format, he shoots on location using the contrast of early morning sunlight to create 

shadowed elements. Note the shadowy foreground from which the character emerges. 

Note the long shadow the protagonist creates. Tall shadows adding verticality and 

visual interest to the dominating structure. In addressing the emerging counterculture 

of the 1960s, Boorman weaves a Film Noir story while modifying (or rejecting) many 

of Classic Noir’s visual cues. 

• Urban Setting: Office building. Captured with a wide-angle lens (note the curved 

distortion of horizontal lines) this edifice dominates the frame and the solitary 

protagonist. 

• Crime-Connected Characters: The Gangster/The Detective/With a Twist. Boorman 

embraces – but also evolves – Film Noir’s crime-connected characters. Although 

Walker is the Gangster (he helped rob a bank), he is also the Detective (ruthlessly 

searching for his cut of the money he helped steal). 
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Figure 5 

Transitional Era Image 2 of 3 

Note. Walker (Lee Marvin) in a decidedly Transitional Noir setting. Point Blank (Boorman, 

1967). 

The mise-en-scène analysis is as follows:  

• Light and Shadow on Monochromatic vs Polychromatic Color Palettes: By 1967, 

Transitional Noir’s use of color film was no longer innovative, it was the norm. 

Boorman responds with a muted color palette. The blues of the water are muddied 

rather than vibrant. The sky is pale and cloudless. The structures are lifeless beige. 

The shadows are weak and incapable of hiding danger. The wide aspect ratio 

contributes to the desolation of the frame. Walker, his posture evoking the vertical 

structures behind him, is the darkest element in the frame. 

• Urban Setting: Cement-clad channel of the Los Angeles River with the 4th and 1st 

Street Bridges in the background. Leading lines direct our gaze back to the city. This 

river does not wash the city clean. It simply expands the city’s waste outward, making 

room for more. 
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• Crime-Connected Characters: Revolver in hand, the Gangster/Detective continues 

the search. 

Figure 6 

Transitional Era Image 3 of 3 

Note. Walker emerges from the shadows. Point Blank (Boorman, 1967). 

The mise-en-scène analysis is as follows:  

• Light and Shadow on Monochromatic vs Polychromatic Color Palettes: A skilled 

innovator of the Transitional era, John Boorman was nonetheless willing to embrace 

stylistic elements of Film Noir’s Classic era. Note this archetypical example of 

chiaroscuro lighting (also known as Rembrandt lighting). Here, light carves the 

dimensionality of Walker’s face from the shadows. 

• Urban Setting: A featureless, industrial cement wall inside an urban parking garage. 

• Crime-Connected Characters: As previously noted. 
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Neo-Noir 

When examining if there’s a yet undefined sub-genre of Film Noir, it would be helpful to 

define what has come before it and what comes after, therein defining what it is not. 

The Classic Noir era came into its own almost upon accident and began to appear 

regularly with certain consistencies between the years 1941-59. It has unique visual aesthetics 

(light & shadow, black & white, urban and west coast settings, etc.), common narrative themes 

(organized crime, murder, corruption, etc.) and characters (Detectives, Femmes Fatale, 

Gangsters). All of these evolved from pulp fiction in previous decades and a new and growing 

cynicism from a post-World War II world. It was a bitter rejection of the “American Ideal.” Film 

Noir was the inoculation against bright-eyed innocence. 

The period from 1960-1982 was a time of major transition for America and the rest of the 

world. Innocence was considered “quaint,” and the world seemed darker. The idea of total 

atomic annihilation crept into the forefront of human thought. 

The ideals of Film Noir still existed. They were suddenly more relevant than ever before. 

The Korean War and Vietnam were turning Americans into a bunch of Sam Spades: tired, jaded, 

and forlorn. Filmmakers had begun to experiment with the crime genre, telling stories that 

reflected their world more accurately. The highly visible aesthetics from Film Noir’s Classic era 

faded into the background. Censorship subsided with the collapse of the studio system and the 

Hays Code. There was more freedom in narrative themes. Blood and nudity could be shown. 

Profanity and sex could be discussed. All of this had a profound effect on the 

transformation of the genre. 

Neo-Noir, beginning with the film Blade runner (Scott, 1982), was a completely new 

generation of filmmaking and thinking. It embraced a generation of filmmakers not only 
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cognizant of the Classic era of Film Noir but eager to celebrate it and pay it homage. The 

principles of Classic era Film Noir had become a self-parody. Sophisticated audiences had 

“grown up.” They were no longer interested in the innocent simplicity those films offered. 

Neo-Noir filmmakers looked at Classic era films, selected the best ideas from the genre 

and selectively injected them into the DNA of modern contexts. 

There are films that mimic the Classic era Film Noir genre, but always as a contemporary 

artifact. Whatever is made now, is always created through a revisionist lens (whether intentional 

or otherwise). 

With this thought established, it is quite clear that the period from 1960-1982 is one of 

transition. America accepted the atomic era. Films made during this period such as The Long 

Goodbye (Altman, 1973) or Night Moves (Penn, 1975) cannot reflect the same attitudes and 

mindsets of films such as Basic Instinct (Verhoeven, 1992) or The Matrix (Wachowski & 

Wachowski, 1999). 

The 1982 film Blade Runner, directed by Ridley Scott, changed everything. The film 

smelled of Film Noir, complete with the DNA of its classical roots. However, it was a 

completely different animal – a science-fiction setting with a story that could only belong to the 

future. To this point Film Noir was about the past – ideas that had already been. Blade Runner 

was offering up the fatalistic idea that no matter where humans are on the timeline of existence, 

humankind will always disappoint. The city (a terrifying, almost omnipresent, Los Angeles of 

the future) was here. However, it was a lot bigger, a lot darker, and a lot more dangerous. It 

included a detective (Harrison Ford), a cover-up, a conspiracy, dangerous but alluring women, 

and oceans of police corruption. Based on Phillip K. Dick’s Do androids dream of electric sheep 
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(1968), Scott’s project demonstrated that Film Noir could be anything, unbound by the 

parameters set in the Classic era. 

Film Noir could be science fiction, a musical, like The Singing Detective (Gordon, 2003), 

or a cartoon like Who Framed Roger Rabbit (Zemeckis, 1988). By now, the classic tropes of 

Film Noir had become comical caricatures of the genre. In fact, Film Noir and everything it 

represented had to change if it were to survive. But the beauty of it was that the fundamentals 

that previously defined Film Noir (philosophy, aesthetics, and stock characters) were more 

relevant than ever. Examples of Neo-Noir can be found in Figure 7, Figure 8, and Figure 9. 

Figure 7 

Neo-Noir Image 1 of 3 

Note. Roy Batty (Rutger Hauer) moves through a bleak future. Blade Runner (Scott, 1982). 

The mise-en-scène analysis is as follows:  

• Light and Shadow on Monochromatic vs Polychromatic Color Palettes: The 

volumetric lighting provides weight, shape, and substance to the light. This light does 
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not exist primarily to illuminate. It exists as a Neo-Noir character, the equal 

companion to shadow. 

• Urban Setting: Filmed at a well-known five-story office building and used to embody 

the spirit of urban society. The iconic Bradbury Building in downtown Los Angeles 

stands as a silent witness to cinematic history. It has provided the backdrop for 

dozens of Hollywood projects including such Noir and Noir-related films as Double 

Indemnity (Wilder, 1944), I, the Jury (Essex, 1953), Marlowe (Bogart, 1969), 

Chinatown (Polanski, 1974), and The Cheap Detective (Moore, 1978). 

• Crime-Connected Characters: Silhouetted in a halo of upstage lighting, The Gangster 

is a creation of shadow and light. Encountering Dr. Tyrell, Batty kills his god. 

Rescuing Deckard, he is the savior of his oppressor. 

Figure 8 

Neo-Noir Image 2 of 3 

Note. Rachael (Sean Young) in a haze of volumetric light. Blade Runner (Scott, 1982). 
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The mise-en-scène analysis is as follows:  

• Light and Shadow on Monochromatic vs Polychromatic Color Palettes: A loving 

homage to Classic Noir. Director Ridley Scott points his camera into the shadows to 

capture this beautifully sculpted image of the character Rachael. The volumetric 

lighting reflected in cigarette smoke creates not only cinematic depth but also a 

shroud of mystery. In a masterful directorial choice, Scott lights the character’s eyes 

(creatively angling a pane of beam-splitting glass between the camera and the subject), 

providing the audience a revealing window to her soul. 

• Urban Setting: Cold, futuristic office in a frighteningly familiar future. 

• Crime-Connected Characters: The Femme Fatale. A criminal defying the law that 

requires her termination. She is cool, distant, calculating and beautiful. Deckard will 

break the law to save her. 

Figure 9 

Neo-Noir Image 3 of 3 

Note. Gaff (Edward James Olmos) in relentless pursuit. Blade Runner (1982). 
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The mise-en-scène analysis is as follows:  

• Light and Shadow on Monochromatic vs Polychromatic Color Palettes: The aesthetic 

of Neo-Noir stands, not only on the shoulders of Classic Noir, but on Transitional 

Noir as well. Transitional Noir strove to break free of the shadow of Classic Noir’s 

post-war America. It looked to replace the newly-birthed cynicism of the 1940s and 

‘50s with its own era of countercultural realities. It was only through this evolution 

that Neo-Noir was able to come full circle and reimagine the imagery of its heritage. 

The image uses upstage lighting to create a near silhouette of the pursuing character. 

The wide aspect ratio and muted color palette create a comprehensive visual image. 

The visual message is clear. There is only one path. It leads ultimately to the judgment 

of the law. The character Gaff is the gatekeeper of that path. 

• Urban Setting: The city streets. Shrouded, decayed, and menacing. We are within the 

inner workings of the beast. 

• Crime-Connected Characters: The Detective. Like the film’s protagonist, the 

mysterious Gaff is on the hunt. 
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Chapter V: Discussion, Conclusions and Recommendations 

This study proposes a new definition of Film Noir. This definition considers the genre as 

a collective term encompassing three evolutionary and distinct eras of the genre: Classic (1941- 

1959), Transitional (1960-1981) and Neo (1982-present), with each successive era portraying 

evolving qualities and mise-en-scène that reference those established in the classical period of 

the genre. 

Prior to this work, film scholars have divided Film Noir into two major categories: 

Classic Noir and Neo-Noir. However, as this study has demonstrated, that conventional two-era 

definition fails to recognize the distinct and demonstrable characteristics unique to the 

Transitional era proposed and illustrated in this thesis. As demonstrated through the application 

of a mise-en-scène analysis, there are three distinct eras in the evolution of Film Noir: Classic 

Noir (1941-1960), Transitional Noir (1960-1981) and Neo-Noir (1982-present), with each period 

having distinct and unique characteristics that are tangible and definable. 

Conclusions 

Mise-en-scène analysis, a strict methodology with a particular set of characteristics, 

enables scholars to share the same language, use the same analytical tools, and illuminate, clarify 

and extend the conversation regarding Film Noir as a genre. Film Noir is a genre with three 

distinct eras. 

Recommendations 

Out of the darkness: Defining the three eras of Film Noir establishes the foundation for 

further investigations. This study contributes to Film Studies history and grammar by 

establishing three eras in the evolution of Film Noir as a collective genre of cinematic 

expression. 
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This study could potentially serve as the foundation for a much more in-depth study of 

Film Noir. This study could provide detailed descriptions of Military History and Economic 

History, complex cultural histories only briefly examined in this study. Numerous film titles and 

still images would be added and investigated using Mise-en-scène analysis. 
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Appendix A 

The Cinema of the Mind 

I was first introduced to the photographic work of Cindy Sherman sometime in 2009 as 

an undergraduate studying fine art photography at the University of Wisconsin. It was 

specifically her images from Untitled Film Stills that struck a particular chord with me. Her work 

illustrated the connection between the two mediums in a way I’d never really seen before. Her 

images suggested a deep sense of theatricality played out in a highly conceptual way. The title of 

the series suggested they were a piece of something cinematic, yet they remained highly 

ambiguous in their meaning and firmly planted within the realm of photography. Despite the 

organic symbiosis of the two mediums, they were quite different, and Sherman had captured 

something important with this series that required exploration. 

As often happens with introductions, I experienced a kind of artistic cross-pollination. 

Sherman’s work led me back to the beginning of early photography, to masters like Henry Peach 

Robinson and Julia Margaret Cameron, and the magic of Pictorialism. Their images had a sense 

of movement to them, predating the commercial cinema by decades, imbibed with a kind of 

timelessness and theatricality layered with imagination. 

I began to experiment through posing and staging purposeful, cinematic “scenes” that 

would allude to a story occurring in front of my camera, emulating the ideas the Pictorialists had 

shown in their work, but pushing things a bit further by experimenting with the relationships 

between color, black & white photography, and cinematic concepts. 

For me, photography was never about capturing a moment of truth; I don’t think either 

medium (photography or the cinema) was ever meant to be, and the more we swear that they are, 

the further away we move from any real resemblances of it. 
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Storytelling as an art form, however, is a kind of magic humans have been practicing 

since the dawn of time. And it has always been about embellishing and constructing a unique 

reality from the storyteller’s point of view. Photographs, be it portraits, landscapes or even 

(photographic) journalism, are just a wordless way of telling those stories. With the storyteller 

adding a piece of themselves, their truths, their experiences, drawn from the well of their life 

experiences. Audiences of the Cinema have always openly embraced this idea, but audiences of 

photography, unfortunately, have struggled with it. 

As I began to tell these stories with my camera, my use of Film Noir themes seemed like 

a logical direction to explore. A lifelong cinephile, I have always found Film Noir to be a genre I 

could connect with. It is misunderstood, rich with layers of tragedy, complexity and mystery, and 

as timeless as the Cinema itself. 

The more I started to explore the visuals through my photography, the more I began to 

hear the stories in my head. I started writing them down. Not whole stories with a beginning and 

an end, just parts of them. Sometimes the pictures in my head drove the stories, sometimes it 

worked in reverse. And as my work evolved, so did the importance of keeping the focus on the 

act of storytelling versus the story itself. During this exploration, when I achieved some answers, 

more questions arose. How could I relate still photographs to a state of visual symbiosis with a 

moving cinema? 

At some point, it became more important for me to create something about film that 

wasn’t entirely made of film. Could sound be a bridge to that cinematic experience? I started 

recording actors reciting the dialogue I wrote, and like Sherman, often using my own voice, 

borrowing elements of old-time radio drama, and asking how does an audio experience 

ultimately add or subtract from the images? 
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Through the actions presented in the photographs and their marriage to a soundscape, a 

kind of movement is suggested in the theater of the viewer’s mind. And this opens up all kinds of 

exciting questions about the Cinema and its relationship to Photography. Why is movement so 

important in the context of Cinema? Why can’t photographs move and still be photographs? 

What if photographs could speak, how would it change the way you interact with them? 

Ultimately my exploration and experimentation brought me back full circle to the important (and 

arguably inseparable) relationship between photography and the cinema, the latter not being able 

to exist without the former. At least for now as we know them. 

 Figure A1. A Clear Shot 

Sam peered around the corner of the concrete wall. He was tired of all this running, all of 

this cat-and-mouse. He waited for his pursuers to catch up. Finally, from the other end of the 

tunnel, movement. A flashlight. The black silhouette of a human figure faded into view. The dim 
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beam of the hand-torch waived drunkenly across the walls of the tunnel as its owner sloshed 

through the ankle-deep water. It wouldn’t be long now before both or all of these men were on 

their way to meet their maker. When Sam could distinguish the burning tobacco from the dank 

smell of putrid water, he knew they were close enough. He stepped out into the middle of the 

tunnel, his sweaty palm squeezing the solid wood and steel of the 1911 like he was trying to 

crush it in two, his index finger caressing the familiar metal trigger. One pull wavering between 

daylight and forever. 

Figure A2. Downtown 

A cloud of smoke rises between the men and their catch. “Why are you playin’ games 

here Rusky? Why’re you makin’ this so difficult?” 

There’s genuine curiosity in his voice as he leans over the top of his chair. 

Slumping, Rusky shifts in his chair, the blood from his nose now dripping onto his white 

shirt in a steady rhythm. 
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“You think we don’t know what you were doing down on the docks?” The second 

detective pipes up. “You think we’re stupid?” There’s a pause as the second detective plays out 

the ruse.  

“We got a witness, Rusky. A genuine, church-goin’, solid citizen what can link you to the 

body.” Rusky sags in his chair, ready to break. 

He opens his mouth, but no words come out. The detective closest to him leans forward 

in anticipation, listening intently. 

Figure A3. The Debt Collectors 
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Let it be known, the boss doesn’t play around when it comes to monies owed. Loan 

sharks? They break your legs or take your pinky. Maybe stomp around the place and break some 

furniture. They put on a great show. But when we knock at the door? You pay in blood. We take 

the drive, and you pay the debt. In full. Every time. 

Figure A4. The Farewell 

The delicate smell of her perfume and the glisten of a tear in her eye hit me like a two-ton 

dump- truck. 

She bowed her head, trying to hide the tears. Fiery red locks spilled across her face, 

hiding and revealing those unnatural blue eyes. Now I had made these once blue oceans turn gray 

and stormy. 

“Let it go. This is for her own good.” 
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I kept repeating that to myself, over and over inside my skull as I talked. My mouth 

betraying my feelings, one ugly lie after another tumbling out, every time I spoke. My brain not 

knowing what the words meant. Each sentence crashing into her like waves against the rocks, 

breaking her beautiful heart into smaller and smaller pieces. 

Figure A5. Late Arrival 

A little broken doll, carelessly discarded, leaned off the edge of the couch. A beautiful, 

broken, blonde-haired little doll. 

The earth had stopped turning. I was too late. 
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It was all my fault. I’d overplayed my hand and she paid for it with her life. Now there 

was a debt to be paid and I was the one coming to collect. For her. For them all. 

From the darkest corner of the room, a voice shattered the silence.  

“Didn’t think you were coming.” 

Figure A6. The Moll 

She downed another shot and immediately refilled her glass. She waited for the burn at 

the back of her throat to subside and the welcome numbness to wind its way up from her lips to 

the dull ache behind her eyes. Somehow nothing made her feel better. None of it was cutting the 

ice. And it was becoming painfully clear she was going to run out of bourbon before she ran out 

of headache. 
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The boys in back knew to keep their paws off her. That was one less thing to worry 

about. She tapped a fresh Kool from the pack and eased the Zippo from the crimson folds of her 

dress. 

Taking a long drag, she paused to consider her options. Being Pike’s girl came with a lot 

of privilege, she reasoned. Maybe it was time she moved up in the world. 

Without warning, the fresh-faced homicide detective popped into her head. She thought 

about how he had blushed when he questioned her about her relationship with Pike. She thought 

about how he had looked at her. Like she was a real person…like she was something more than 

“Pike’s girl.” And there he was, in her head all over again, and she started to realize just how 

much trouble she was actually in. 

Figure A7. Pure Poison 
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She pours the bourbon over the sweating ice and it shifts and cracks in the glass. As all 

eyes focus on Johnny drawing to an inside straight, she uncorks a small vial hidden in the sleeve 

of her gown. Just a few drops in each glass. 

She glances over her shoulder and feigns a forced chuckle when the crowd behind her 

erupts loudly and quickly returns to finalize her grim business at hand. That should do the trick. 

Gloria turns toward her, and she fills her open hand with one of the full glasses of 

bourbon. She smiles warmly at her as she does so, as if she’s having a good time. The tall one, 

they called ‘Blinky’, takes the first sip. He gives Gloria that half-witted sideways grin, squinting 

as he drinks and nodding his head with approval. Will he be the first? 

It doesn’t really matter. They’re all going to die tonight. She follows Gloria to the table 

and places the two remaining drinks in front of the card-playing hoods before seating herself 

alongside the other two girls. This won’t take long. 

The three glasses are already empty. The boys are laughing. But Death is dealing the 

cards tonight, and the hand will be aces and eights for all. A faint smile spreads from her 

thoughts to the edges of her mouth as she brings her thoughts to the edges of her mouth as she 

brings a fresh cigarette up to her crimson lips to light it.  
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Figure A8. Siren Song 

You ever read The Iliad? She was like one of those sirens. The ones who had a voice that 

called out to you. A voice that rang in your head ‘til you couldn’t think of nothin’ else. She made 

love to your ears brother. I never wanted to leave that joint when she was there. My own mother 

barely knew me anymore and here the bartender knows I take my Gimlet straight, where I like to 

sit and my favorite cigarette. And it was all because of her. This glowing angel and her heavenly 

voice calling me into the stars. 
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Figure A9. Stool Pigeon’s Don’t Fly Very Far 

It was him all right…or what was left of him after he took a four-story swan dive from one 

of the open windows that faced the alley. What a goddamned mess. 

A couple of pick-pocketing street kids had got to him first. Now the johns were waiting for 

the guy with the camera to finish up, so they could paw him over like a kid’s science project. Hell, 

when they were done, even his own mother wouldn’t recognize him. 

It was just the other day he was tellin’ me he was gonna’ walk on the beaches of Acapulco 

with his good-time girl, spending money like a sailor on leave.’ 
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Figure A10. The Warehouse 

The door creaked open slowly and I stuck a foot inside. The smell of gun smoke hung in 

the air and I saw the first casualty of their retreat lying in a crimson puddle of his own life. 

Better be cautious. This was a real bear’s den. The dilapidated walls surround me were 

inky black, pierced with razor-thin slits of light. Death herself hid within these walls. 
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Appendix B 

Notes on John Belton’s (2018) American Cinema/American Culture  

This appendix provides a detailed description of Belton’s (2018) chapter on Film Noir as 

a genre consisting of two eras. In American Cinema/American Culture, an American Cinema 

textbook now in its 5th edition, Belton devotes one chapter to Film Noir as a genre consisting of 

two eras (pp. 208-227). 

Gallons of metaphorical blood has been spilled between film historians, film theorists and 

the filmmakers themselves, deciding how and when Film Noir should be defined and what films 

should be categorized as Film Noir. Belton’s chapter attempts to capture this complex 

conversation. His chapter reveals the complex conversation in a manner than is more confusing 

than clarifying. 

The Importance of Pulp Fiction: Belton says 20 percent of Film Noir between 1941-1948 

comes from American pulp stories written by (also American) authors like Dashiell Hammett, 

Raymond Chandler, James M. Cain, Cornell Woolrich and many others (pp. 208-209). He 

purports that many American screen writers read this material and wrote screenplays heavily 

influenced from them. 

The French, newly exposed to a tidal wave of films fresh from America (as the Nazis had 

banned them from the French people), were the first to notice how dark and grittier American 

films had become compared to before the war (p. 209). Belton speculates that the term “Film 

Noir” may have grown out of a series of “hard-boiled” novels published by Marcel Duhamel 

(1945) entitled Serie Noire or “Black Series” (p. 209). 
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He claims the term was officially coined by two French critics (whom he does not name 

or produce a date) in an attempt to describe the “unsettling experience” of Film Noir, creating a 

feeling or mood of anxiety in the viewer. 

The Genre Debate: Belton (2018) acknowledges that “a number of scholars treat Film 

Noir as a genre…” and purports that those who do discuss it, do so in “terms of its 

iconography…fixed character types…and predictive narrative patterns” (p. 210). Moreover, “For 

those that treat it as a genre, Film Noir…relies on a well-defined system of conventions and 

expectations.” He then provides a turn in the logic: “But style is a feature that rarely, if ever, 

figures in the definition of a genre” (p. 210). Belton presents another perspective for his readers: 

Others insist that Film Noir is not a genre but a series or cycle and view it as an aesthetic 

movement, somewhat as German Expressionism was in the 1920s. Though certain characters, 

narrative situations and thematic concerns appear again and again in Film Noir, these elements 

tend to resist conventionalization and play against expectations. (p. 210) 

According to Belton, “critics of the genre argument note that film noir lacked the 

institutional status of traditional genres.” and that filmmakers of the 1940s and 1950s “did not 

intentionally set out to make film noirs” (p. 210). Belton adds another perspective: 

At the same time, a number of critics contend that Film Noir cannot be a genre because it 

crosses over traditional genre boundaries; there are noir Westerns, Pursued (Walsh, 1947), Duel 

in the Sun (Vidor & Dieterle, 1946), gangster films, White Heat (Walsh, 1949), melodramas, 

Mildred Pierce (Curtiz, 1945) and Leave Her to Heaven (Stahl, 1945), sequences in musicals 

“The Girl Hunt Ballet” in The Band Wagon (Minnelli, 1953), and even comedies Arsenic and 

Old Lace (Capra, 1944) and Monsieur Verdoux (Chaplin, 1947; Belton, 2018, p. 211) 
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Having It Both Ways: Belton (2018) presents and values two perspectives: “both the pro 

and con positions concerning noir’s status as a genre have a certain validity” (p. 211). He 

concludes, “The problem of film noir’s status really lies in its essentially schizophrenic nature: 

film noir is not a genre, but every film noir is also a genre film” (p. 211). He sums up his ideas 

on the specifics of how to define Film Noir with this: “Clearly, noir is a combination of all of its 

various identities. It is part genre, part series, part mode.” And that “…film noir’s identity is 

somehow bund up with its ability to disturb audiences” (p. 214). 

In his heading “Noir as Mode: An Uneasy Feeling” Belton believes another way Film 

Noir can be viewed as a genre is “to return to the notion of noir as a specific emotional 

reaction…” and that Film Noir “produces certain emotional responses in people” (p. 11). He says 

that with this definition “not every Film Noir needs to be noir from start to finish; it only needs 

to be noir for a moment or two. It requires only a single character, situation, or scene that is noir 

to produce the disturbance or disorientation that is necessary to give the audience an unsettling 

twist or distressing jolt” (p. 211). According to Belton, in light of this this perspective, noir “is 

not so much a genre as a mode-a particular way in which genre information is conveyed” (p. 

212). He states that “if film noir is a mode, should it not also transcend time?” (p. 212). He then 

compares Fatal Attraction (Lyne, 1987) to Leave Her to Heaven (Stahl, 1945) and L.A. 

Confidential (Hanson, 1997) to The Big Heat (Lang, 1953) claiming that although made decades 

apart and they share undeniable similarities, these contemporary examples are not noir; “they 

merely imitate noir stylistics and thematics. They are better understood as neo-noir, a revival of 

an older body of films” (p. 212). He purports that contemporary remakes of postwar (noir) films 

“are frequently mistaken as films noirs. A number of critics, especially those who view Film Noir 

as a genre, insist that these recent works are films noirs” (p. 212). Belton (2018) references the 

--
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writings of Paul Schrader, and his beliefs that noir is a “cycle” or series of films made during a 

specific period of time that “share certain aesthetic traits and thematic concerns” (p. 212). Belton 

returns the critical camp that does not view Film Noir as a genre: “For Schrader, film noir as a 

mode (rather than a genre) was an aesthetic movement” (p. 212). 

Belton presents numerous terms—genre, series, mode, aesthetic movement. However, he 

does not provide working definitions. This flurry of (undefined) terms promises to confuse 

readers. 

Belton addresses thematic elements of Film Noir. He quotes Robert Porfirio’s writings 

which state that Film Noir “grapples…with existential issues such as futility of individual action: 

the alienation, the loneliness and isolation of the individual in industrialized, mass society…” (p. 

213). Belton asks the reader to accept that Film Noir “seems to be a phenomenon that could 

appear at any moment in time. But as an aesthetic moment in time” (p. 214). 

Belton presents a table with the two eras and a select list of film titles (p. 227). He 

touches oh-so-briefly on a post-classical period of time with this statement: “American films of 

the 1970s and 1980s that appropriated noir stylistics in an attempt to capture the apocalyptic 

mood of an era disillusioned by the Watergate cover-up and psychically scarred by the Vietnam 

War. But they finally belong to only one period and place-to 1940s and early 1950s America” (p. 

214). 

Belton sees more modern films believed to be noir as “derivative films noirs of the 1970s, 

1980s and 1990s, which look back stylistically and thematically to the authentic films noirs of 

the 1940s and 1950s” (p. 216). He references (once again) Schrader’s (1972) writing, 

specifically “Notes on Film Noir” to say that “screenwriters and directors deliberately set out to 

make films noirs, transforming the disruptive stylistic strategies and disturbing thematic 
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obsessions of postwar Film Noir into a system of expectations and conventions” (p. 216). Belton 

(2018) believes, by doing this “film noir has been transformed from an aesthetic movement into 

a genre” (p. 216). He asserts: “The overall effect of these allusions to earlier films noirs on 

contemporary audiences is more reassuring than unsettling. The noir films of the 1970s and later 

are not noir. They are neo-noir” (p. 216). 

Belton’s examines the effect of the Hays Code (also known as the Production Code) on 

Film Noir, and how the genre bravely dealt with taboo topics not covered in the “mainstream” 

films of America during this time like homosexuality, profanity, and rape to name just a few (pp. 

216-217). He uses The Big Sleep (Hawks, 1946) as an example of the kind of challenges with 

censorship the genre faced. According to Belton, “the centrality of drugs and sex to the Raymond 

Chandler novel on which the (Howard) Hawks’ film was based forced its producers to resort to 

the most obscure sorts of subterfuges in an attempt to adapt the original plot to the screen” (p. 

217). 

Belton (2018) believes that with the eventual dissolution of the Production Code, films 

became far more explicit and “The matter-of-factness with which previously taboo material was 

dealt with in the sexually liberated climate of the 1970s is what distinguishes the earlier films 

noirs of the 1940s and 1950s from the neo-films noirs of the 1970s and later” (p. 217). 

Belton returns to the origins of Film Noir: popular fiction from 1920-30s. Pulp fiction 

mirrors a kind of innocence-lost in American culture. Moreover, the detective characters in these 

stories appear to be a different breed. He states: “Unlike their European predecessors, Edgar 

Allen Poe’s Dupin or Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes, the hard-boiled detectives did not rely on 

powers of deductive reasoning, acute observation, or scientific method to solves their cases but 

rather on dogged perseverance, animal cunning, physical stamina, and brute force. Noir heroes, 
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whether detectives or not, were similarly weak as intellects” (p. 219). The statement “weak as 

intellects” is a hasty generalization. What about the fast-paced dialogue and word choice reveling 

in double entendre? 

Belton devotes a section to Women in Film Noir (pp. 221-224). Women in Film Noir are a 

Social Menace as well as a Psychological Terror. Belton asserts: “The powerful women in film 

noir presented a psychic threat to the typically insecure noir hero” (p. 222). 

While Belton’s text offers a delightfully wide scope of perspectives, his writing also 

represents everything wrong with the current Film Noir debates. He doesn’t take any clear stands 

on establishing parameters around a clear and concise definition, and his writings seem full of 

contradictions. The author is introducing something brand new to his student audience, who we 

all must assume is not familiar with the subject. If this is a cross-section of a student’s basic 

introduction to the subject of Film Noir and it is this confusing, then we have every right to be 

jaded about cultivating a dialogue where we hope to extend the conversation and deepen the 

understanding of Film Noir as a genre. It is acceptable if a guide or explorer doesn’t know all the 

answers along the tour, but they can never not know where they’re going, or they cease to be a 

guide and become an accomplice to the confusion. 




