
4. In a rew of the films noirs, for example I'ick Up On South Street ( 1953), the ending 
suggests that the lovers arc to live happily ever after. However it can be argued that 
the mood created and the knowledge pro<luce<l by the visual style of the film negates 
or undercuts the apparent happiness of the ending. 

5. The notion of a 'structuring absence' is developed by the editors of Cahiers du 
Cintma in their article on 'John Ford's Young Mr. Lincoln'; they write: 

What will be attempted here through a re-scansion of these films in a process 
of active reading, is to make them say what they have to say within what 
they leave unsaid, to reveal their constituent lacks ... they arc structuring 
absences, always displaced ... the unsaid included in the said and necessary 
to its constitution. 

(Cahiers du Cintma, No. 223, 1970, translated in Screen, vl3 nJ, Autumn 1972, 
pp5-44 and reprinted in the Screen Reader, No. !, 1978.) 

Thanks for practical assistance to David Bradley (UCLA) and the Stills Department at 
the British Film Institute. Thanks for intellectual stimulus to memh<:rs of the doctoral 
seminars in film, UCLA (on the basis of which work this article was oriidnally written 
in 1975): Ron Abramson, Jacoba Atlas, Joe Mclncrncy, Bill Nichols, Janey Place, Bob 
Rosen, Eileen Rossi and Alain Silver. 
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Women in film noir 

Janey Place 

Tl~;;;?'-the spider woman, the evil seductress who tempts rna11 a11d 
brings about,f1is destruction is among the oldest themes of art, literature, 
mythology fond religion in Western culture. She is as old as Eve, and as current 
as today's1movics, comic books and dime 11ovcls. She and her sister ( or alter 
ego), the/virgin, the mother, the innocent, the redeemer, form the two poles 
of fem~trtrclietypcs. . .. 

., .. FT1;1tnolrisamale fantasy, as is most of our art. Thus woman here as clsc­
wlicrcis defi;1-ctl-by l~cr sexuality: the dark lady has access to it and the virgin 
t1"c;e"~ 

0

ni;i.-t1~at men arc not so deterministically delineated in their cultural 
iiii:'tf'h'r'tistic portrayal is indicative of the phallocentric cultural viewpoint: 
women are defined in relation to men, and the centrality of sexuality in this 
dcfii1itlmi IS a kcyfoundcrstanuing the position of women in OUr culture. 
The Q.rLIT!¥Y_Crimc the 'liberated' woman is guilty of is refusing to be defined 
in such a "0Y 1JJ.1d this_re[usal can be perversely sc·cn (in art, or in life) as an 
;;:iijcforl men'.S:v;~ry~rx istencc. Film noir is hardly 'progressive' in I IH'"' terms 

it docs not prc~t:11t us with role models who dcl"y their fate and triur11ph 
over it. But it docs give us one of the few periods of film in which women arc 
activc,not static. symb'oTs,'arcintdligcnt and powerful, if destructively so, and 
dc-rivcpowcr' not weakness, from their sexuality. 

Myth 
Our popular culture functions as myth for our society: it both expresses and 

. ~ctrod"ucestlic·ideologics necessary to the existence of the social structure. 
Myt!w1ogylsTcmarR:1!ilf'rcspoiisive lo changing needs in the society: in sex 
roicsfor ~xamplc .. whC!lTf ,,,:,;s ;1~~cssary for women to work in factories 
<luring Worlcf'Wadl.anirthen necessary t_o channel them back into the home aftcrtl1CWar? ~~ . ·--. .. . - . 
....______.... . ...;.:.......,..,:•,'·---~--

*See the contributions to this volume by Sylvia Harvey and Pam Cook. 
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We can look at our historic film heroines to demonstrate these changing 
v atttitudes: the strong women of 1940s films like Katharine Hepburn and 

Rosalind Russell (whose strength was none the less often expressed by their 
willingness to stand behind their men in the last reel) were replaced by the 
sex goddesses (Marilyn Monroe), virtuous wife types (Jane Wyman), and pro­
fessional virgins (Doris Day) of the 1950s as the dominant cultural heroines. 
This is not to assert that these were the only popular movie stars of their 

'-',Afines, but by the shift in relative importance of an archetype can be observed 
the corresponding change in the needs of the culture which produced them 
all. 

Myth not only exJJre~~e_s dominant ideologies - it is also responsive to the ·--.:..__ --~ ---· -- ,. ..... . ................... ·- . ' . . .--- . ·i ::Pf?ir~;F{~!1~~Je~1i:t!!~~}1l;~:~iij~Jsti~J{~~{tJt~tl!\~6!ti1w;i;~e_s 
, allows sensuous ex.pres·sion of that idea and then destroys it. And by its 
..,/'. limited expression, ending in defeat, that unacceptable element is controlled. 

Forexample,we--cansee.por11ograpl1y as expressingu11accepiabie.necdswhicl1 
are created by the culture itself, and allov,:ed limited ( degraded) expression to 
prevent these socially-induced tensions from erupting in a more dangerous 
form. 

Two aspects of the portrayal of worn.en i[!Jilm noir are ref(!ark_able: first, 
the particular mix ahd'versTon·foTifi'effiore gcnerafarchc]Ypes that re~n 

-'IT!ms no1rs; ana second th~_~ty1c·o1JGa_texpressJ.oii._YrsuallyJilmno1rfs"iluid, 
sensual, extrac:>ra'inari!feJS.P!~sive, making !tie sexually expressive woman, 
which is its dominant. if.1:1.<!g~.Q['!\'OJ'_Ilan, extremely po?{erfti[Tfjs·not their 
1nevitablecfemlsewtiemember but rather theii.--strong, dangerous,-and ab-cive 
all, exciting sexuality. In film noir we observe both the social action of myth 
which damns_the sexual woman and an·wfio'6e"come'enmeshed by her, anda 
~i ~ty)istic_ pJeSeQt~tio:n pfthe_sexua) sfr~l}gth o(wo:rn:en . 

which man fears. This operation of myth is so highly stylised and conven­
tioiiarrs1m-rnaCfhe final 'lesson' of the myth often fades into the background 
and we retain the image of the erotic, strong, unrepressed (if destructive) 
woman. The st.)'lc of these films thus overwhelms their conventional narrativ~ 
content,or'inte~proouc·earcmarkablypotentimagc Q~ 

~piess.ioo af the ruyili..Qf man's 'righCQuie.e.cfIO::~-OJJtrol-women 
.sexually is in contrast lo.llJe dominant version of it in 'A' films of the 1930s, 

-~//-f940s anal~h held that women are so weak andincapalJlc they need 
mc-n"·s-)froffction.-to survive. In these films, it is the wo·manwfioifpoffrayed 
bcnefiiTngTrom-trerd·e·pe·rraerice on men; in film noir, it is clear that men need 
to control women's sexuality in order not to be destroyed by it. The dark 
woman of film noir had something her innocent sister lacked: acccsfto her 

~\1/IlS_l!;\'.~~l~_L(~_':d !11!:1~ !e>_ITl:~9-~~1Tf~e~~-~J:E_!l1_a_t this ~c_ce_ss unloc:½~d. 

Movement and genre 
Any claims for film noir's special significance in portraying fear of women 
(which is both ancient and newly potent, today and during the period which 
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'It is not their inevitable demise we remember but rather their strong, dangerous, 
and above all, exciting sexuality.' Barbara Stanwyck in Double Indemnity. 

produced film noir) must account for the particularly valid tics between film 
noir and the cultural obsessions of the United States during the 1940s and 
early 1950s. Film noir has been consideted a genre, but it has more in 
common with previous film movements ~.g., German Expressionism, Soviet 

Socialist Realism,TfalTanf'feo:!3-:C~lism)and, in fact, touches every genre. For 
a consideration of women in .film noir, this is more than a semantic dispute. 
Film movements occur in specific historical.2£riods - at times of national 
strest'?i;=crrocusoFencrg~~e"xpress:a:consistency·orbotl1-fhC'iffatJc-:;;;d * ~fu2l$J~~e~~~%l~ic~-!!~!:~~-~~~J~!iI~.:~x,pressive of~1ose t~m~s, 
and are _uniquely abfe to express tlie homogeneous IH1£e.s_ (Soviet Socialist 
R"eaB'sm ~ana-naTian Nw:'Reatlim) ·and fc~°is(Gc;man .. Expressionism and film 
noir) ~ughU.o..JheJ~!~ by,fore~mpl;,-the upl11!__~.!'~L2L2"N-

The attitudes toward womeri'ili9effcecl iii"TITm noir : · i.e., fear of loss of 
~~~~_,::,;r~g_~~""''i~-----~;.;.·r--.~-:.1.-_-.,._.,,,,,..:._,.,.,..,...,N~~"'-,ss-•c""'"',...,_..,_,,-"~ ,,,_,,,_,~,·~,-·~·'<'~, 

st~~ility, ioentity and se_q1rHy :::.are~\e0_e_c1iv!! of the"dominar:itfeelings of tlie 
t .,,.,._.J:; >•a:•1~~e-:·:!~'T:.''.''k>.,T"'""f'~"-...-,.,,.,,--~--...... _,_.,__ - - -0-••• ,,~ ,-_ •• ,.~"--"-' -·-· , •• __ ,_ ""-·- "'-Ime. 

-.,,Cenre~n the other hand, (!_~J5-.UJJ.urng!.1_tjme_:....»-e have had westerns from 
the'emy:+goos and in spite of rises and falls in their popularity' westerns are 
with us today. Ge!)!'..~J!te-1llQ_re clmacteriJ_ed by_thcipu_bject rna'tter al}.~.. , 

~ tJ-1.cir...ic.o.n..og_i:.apl1y-11ian...rnovements:-ancfi}1ey caitex.pressa wici e a-rid changing ' -.:~ ::::::s;;-· ---· -- . . ... . ...... 
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range of ideologies. The convention of the railroad in the western, for 
~~ ... -~~-~ . ~ - - . ~---,·"·-~,--,-~-·-¼ ~~~---~-
example, ffas cfiangecfradically from 1924 (771e Iron Horse) when it2Y!].!Q_QI-

. 1sed man's hopes for-progress,-the uniting of the continent, and iliebuil<ling 
-o-r-apeacefuJ-cornmunity irl_~~eWe_s!,·to J972(Sergio Ll!Olle's o_~~<!!Lfl 
time in the West)'. when it was the economic imperaffv-c causfiig exploitation 
cl"tne-poor. Many gangster pictures now cffampion the crim10alsancf ;cste;ns 

aepict theWest as corrupt and lawless instead of an innocent refuge from 
corrupt Eastern values and a pure environment in which to build a virtuous 
society. 

Unlike genres, defined by objects and subjects, but like other film move­
ments, film noir is characterised by the remarkably7lom,2geneous visual_s_!yJe 
:,yJth.,.,».:!Ji_cbJ-1.£uts across_genres: ttt:rrnno~~n'fif1fifrnrrtiloi;inli~ce on 
certain westerns, melodramas t even musicals) and particularly the detective 
genre. This style l!!c!ic~s a_similarly.lJ.9fil~-~o_us_cul_tural attitude, and is_ 
only possible within an isolated time period, in a particular place, in response 
~nal crisis'ofsome'lZirla. - '"'~~ - --

----The ch"';;~cte';isHcs'o1'Tilm-iioir style, however, are not 'rules' to be 
enfo~'6ra~th<:y~~necessarilytf1e~mosfiffiporfaf1Taspect's of each film in 
wltlch they appear; and no attempt to fix and categorise films will be very 
illuminating if it prescribes strict boundaries for a category. This leads to 
suppression of those clements which <lo not 'fit', and to exclusion of films 
which have strong links but equally strong differences from a particular cate­
gory. Often the most exceptional examples of these films will be exceptional 
because of the deviations from the general 'norms' of the movement. 

For example, in the classic film noir, 171ey live By Night, the strain of 
romanticism is far more important than that of the spider woman, who is in 
this film a minor character. The 'evil' Mattie who turns Bowie over to the police 
is even psychologically sympathetic - through love and loyalty to her 
imprisoned husband she is 'trading' Bowie for him. On the other hand, in as 
equally central a film,Kiss Me Deadly, no one, male or female, enjoys any of 
the transcending benefits of the romantic aspects of film noir. Only the vic­
tims Christina (Cloris Leachman) and Nick (the mechanic) are sympathetic: 
the rest are <loomed only by their own greed. But after acknowledging that 
every film worth discussing is going to be 'exceptional' in some way and that 
their visual styles are going to vary, we can then go on t_o_i_<l_c_n!l(y_tlte_vis.u_al 
and narrative themes that dominate film noir and influence countless other 

-fiTmsma<lc during the 1940s and early-tc;:-~iddle 1950s in the UnitcdSl:~ics. --··-·~·----·- - ~- ---~~·----·-···-· ----«·--------·-· 
• Often it is the films made from Raymond Chandler's novels, or films maclc hy a 

director like Fritz Lang that have the most characteristic visual and narrative themes. 
Indeed, a film noir made by a strong director like Nicholas Ray may have more in 
common with one of his films that is not squarely in the film noir style than with other 
films noirs. 

p.38 (top)' •.. the image of the erotic, strong, unrepressed (if destructive) woman.' 
Claire Trevor in Farewell, My Lovely. 
(bottom):' ... a particularly potent stylistic presentation of the sexual strength of 
women which man fears.' Jane Greer in Out Of The Past. 
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The detective/thriller genre whose subjects are generally the lawless under­
world, the fringes of society, crimes of passion and of greed, is particularly 
well-suited. to the expression of film noir themes. The movement affected 
other gerires: melodrama particularly' but there are westerns and even 
musicals that have distinctly noir elements. When the themes of the genre are 
not conducive to the noir mood, an interesting and confused mix results. 
Ramrod (1947, directed by Andre de Toth) is such a western. Veronica Lake 
plays the typically aggressive, sexual 'dark lady' of film noir who causes the 
murders; Arleen Whelan is her opposite, the nurturing stay-at-home good 
woman. The usual stable moral environment of the typical western is lacking, 
and the noir influence is evident in the murky moral confusion of the male 
characters and in their inability to control the direction of the narrative. 
Ramrod has the open;extreme long shots characteristic of the genre, but the 
clarity they generally signify is undercut by the noir ambiguity. 

T e __ dominant world view expressed in film noir is paranoid_, ~1.:.ipst.i:.o,._ 
,// Rhobic, 10. ss, ?Orne ;prec!etermfiiectb~pisl~-~~; g~~~~)l~~rat o_r 

,R.!:!.Sona} en t~}S_~ a as een inexplicably uprooted from those values, 
oeliefs ancrcncieavours that offer him meaning and stability. and in the almost 
exclusively urban landscape of film noir (in pointed contrast to the pastoral, 
idealised, remembered past) he is struggling for a foothold in a maze of right 
and wrong. He ha~_J!.9 r_eJ:erenc_e points, no moral base from which to con­
fidently oper'ate-:Any-previousframeWcfik""i:n:ut7ooseand mora!Tfyoecomes 
rc1aiivC:1'ol11e;tcrnally (the world) and internally (the character and his 

;relations to his work, his friends, his sexuality). Values, like identities, arc con-

/
. consta.ntfy sh_. ift. in_ g a __ -~-d _!TIUSt be .. re~,c-nn __ cd at every turn. N.oJJJing,;;e~peci,l!)ly 
womal!..;:;;J.S+S.!i!§~ nothing 1s d~p~nd_a_ble. 
Tile visual style conveysTfilsrrtoocfthrcmgh ew.£.s~jve use of darkness: 

~'!!'::"-~.:"!'.'.t:; - ."I'.. - - - - . ~ - -· ~-- ·-·-···-- - .. 
both real;- in predominantly underlit and night-time scenes, and psychologi-
cally through shadows and claustrophobic compositions which overwhelm the 
character in exterior as well as interior settings. Characters (and we in the audi­
ence) arc given little opportunity to orient themselves to the threatening and 
shifting shadowy environment. Silhouettes, shadows:mirrors and reflections 
(generally darker than the rcfledeg__persol}))ndipte his lack of hoth uniL~ 

. l r-a_ni.l corftror.Tficysuggest a doppelgan~t. alter ego or distorted 
-~- /"'51:d·e--of mans personahtYwTiicTrw7ln!'merge in the dark street at night to 
~ 'clcstr~ .. ::mncxuaT;dangcrouswomarllTvc.;intllis~cr~c 

psychological expression of his own internal fears of sexuality, and his 11ccd 
'(o control apd reprcssjt. · · · 

__ Tb~_c_harac.te,i:s_;i_nd !hemes of the detective genre are ideal for film noir. 
T~o-:r_~und pl1y~fcfiaoitiseasi1yexpressccrip~fr1me:··rneZi"6;m~<l:-for­
tured souls seem to beatliome'in'ffie·violen~t;-,tnstabfe ·mrneu of the under­
world]he ctark woman is comfort_~!eJ!l.!.~_E~orlcI ... oLch<:ap_diy_<;s,_sli;.1_dpw}' 
c!_9orways and mysterious settings. The opposite archetype, the woman as '·· .... --=---·-··-·:__ ______ ...:..-___ _ 

p.40 (top)' ... expressive use of darkness.' Double Indemnity 
·(bottom): 'The dark woman is comfortable in the world of cheap dives, sh:idowy 
doorways and mysterious settings.' Googie Withers in Night And The City 
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'a contrast to the fringe world'! the family home in The Big Heat. 

redeemer, as agent of integration for the hero into his environment and into 
himself. is round in the innocent victim who dies for tl1e heroTffie7iii"--. 
Combo), the lon,gsuffering and iaiTfiTuTlovcr of the loser hero (Pick-up 011 

~5?13tlz_ Street, They_j,ive B~_Nii,Jzt, NightJindjb_e CUy)~_a. cqn~asf to Jhe_ 
fl_i~ge :,vorld its~lf (T71!!3igHeat,On Da1-~erpus Ground_,_Out of the Pas(). 

The Spider Woman 
The meaning of any filn_1 image is a complex function of its visual qualities 
(composition, angle, lighting, screen size, camera movenfo"rl'f7"'efc.): tne 
coriteiifciTThe image (acting, s'Grs, icongg!.:iPFX:JtTI, i~ltion to .. -··---- __. .... ~•-•-•-•-~--· .- .. .. . .. ··~-=--- VdC.¼~<r""ry-cT-"' 

surrouncling image~·and the context of the narrative. Ev~n...m.ore_DLOa<lLy' 
~~_§fevei:enlargin1(cohlcxts;sucTiasffie conventions of a 
particular ge·nr'e~·or film generally, and of the time in which the film _is made 
amnn·wfffch it is viewed. It would be presumptuous and an impossible under­
~mfll:>~~ffe"~_ffJ§~ei{a~·1i_s~1_ ~ 'd}~i_g_l_!ill':_o l rri~l)Jggs within (~~te~~-­
wh ich is so bound for S£C.£ill<=.Qleaning to such complex elements af!~L!ht:iI 

,-hrre-ra-ct"i"o2_1:--~[ct!.1eless, fil!lUiQjLls:a-mov~111ent,~nd,
2
~~

0
~_£h i~_!.e_markably 

~tt!1g.ically COl)SistemJ!t)ms ~come~_possible;o _iden tif~nt_v1sual 
ir1otifs and their general raiige·or meanings: Wilhfretlieserecurrent patterns, 
some drawn from conventions noi specificallyTilmic, others specific to film 
generally, and still others to film noir or the detective film genre, the source 
and operation ofthe _sexual "!'Oman's dangerous power is expr~ 

-------~ - - . - - -·· ----::-=·-----_-,,.~,_c-=•·-"-·-"·_,;."-"~--==--•.:::::;;,;...,_,, 
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The following illustrations are all comprised of these visual motifs, but the 
consistent meaning is not necessarily the entire meaning in any single image. 
A directoL.;::;,.F,Qfil~J.2.!lJ!Y..Qr un£Q.[1.~£lR,.1!,slr ::: 9_n use. a_<:cJ11v~r.ifig})_<!g~!J_S_Li.ts 
u~_lq_r,J:~~~1,"~sJqr,ex~inpfe"in liizi@,.Jfil.,.R2.~~.[_JO 
inc1te_mlir~er-whiclU_~ visually ascrib~o Lau!~~s !!!~nit}_cent po.r.trait iJ 
~~d to~ ~ J?rodu~c_\ of the neuros_es of the_ m!:'l around her, no~ 
_g9wershe Wi~lds,_Norma Desmond in Sunset Boulevard is the most hlghly 
stylised 'spider woman' in all of film noir as she weaves a web to trap and 
finally destroy her young victim, but even as she visually dominates him, she 
is presented as caught by the same false value system. The huge house in 
which she controls camera movement and is constantly centre frame is also a 
hideous trap which requires from her the maintenance of the myth of her 
stardom: the contradiction between the reality and the myth pull her apart 
and finally drive her mad. The complete meaning of any single image is com­
plex and multi-dimension.ii, but we can identify motifs whose n:1eaning 

,~pfoi::eedsfriiHallylrom common origj11s. . .. ,... - .. - -, 

The source~peration o[.th~_sexual.woman:s powecand its dang_er 

t~i!!e£!~.!!2I~se~_vi~ill);'. boJh..Lll]iD:fafil!grne!!Y...Q[Jl]g.,. 
~~!,~P,,,l~i-Yl~.lt~Lt!YJ~"'L~~--l~~ography is explt~!!Y sexu'al, and often 

Sunset Boulevard: Gloria Swanson as Norma Desmond emphasises the perverse, decaying 
side of film noir sexuality, with her claw-like hands, dark glasses and bizarre ci!(arette 
holder. 
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explicitly_violent a~ we21: ~~.sJtalL{lJ!2m!_~~i0.;na~eup, andj~ry. 
Cigarettes with their wispy trails of sm.9~._!Lcan beCOIDLJ:_!Je,~ of il.uk and - a 1it'A"'::7 j . ·:l'~~.s.~~ ~- - .. , ... , .... ,.":'i;'- ______ ..... m ... __ _ 

immora sensuaMt,"ah7J"tne iconography of violence (primarily guns) is a 
z&::::::i::.::.:~""--~ .,_ - , ., ,.., -·ef-z-"""""""~~-"'::~"~~,;;.,>tr,_,_,.,. ·-""""""·~-. -· _,__,.__,-.. ~·--:c--:----'-'"'-"-'-"' 

;-specific S_}'m O . a IS er aps the-cigarett~}ofner'urinatural' phalliCj)OWer. 
flie'Je,;me a/;; e ~S C. aracterised bylierio-~g )ovely1e~gs:'ourifisfv!e~''o°fi11e 

e~1veV ~1~~1'}_¥ur~~-~v SJITgt __ g!f,~et(ftfg_Jg~JyTanQ _ _QL ~:c>ia]illze 
Postmait--A.Jl':'fI)!Lf?:l!!~])vice_J~ a ~ign_!fic;int,---3:ppre~i;itive sllgt qf ,tl}e_J~-~~re 
!~gs, a dir.:~cled.,gll!!!f_~(so directed in the latter filin that the shot begins on 
her cal':es, cuts to a shot of her whole body, cuts back to the man looking, 
then finally back to Lana Turner's turban-wrapped, angelic face) from the 
viewpoint of the male character who is to be seduced. In Double JndemfJitv 
Pl!xlli~'legs(with 11_g()ld a11l_<}~tsig11Jfi_cantly bearing(1__er name)d<>JDina}~ -

<'.W.a[ter's'affd our OW_'} _111_e~~ix _qfh_er_ llS_ t]1__e __ ~llf!l~!ll_~()llo_'Ys_}_1e!"~~~c-~1-1.!jo':Yn 
-<' the_stairs, fram111gonly lier spike heels and silk-~tqckin~ed calves, • .D1:_e~s =- or 

\/ '1aah,f-ir=furflieY defines the woman:'Pfiyiils first is-·viewecfin.boub/e =­
·~' · Jniiemm'ty·wrappea in a towel,* anfific·sequinnea,tigfi.T;-iija~kg6wnof the 

f,hitasy woman in Woman in the Wiiidowanci tile· nameless 'dames' oT fil.m 
noir instantly cqnvcy the import-ant ir1formationabout'tj'iem~~;dthei~~le in iiuti'fim~--- - -· -- - -- - --- -· ------·----------

---·rr;estrength of these women is expressed in the visual style by their 
dominance in CO!JmQS.itiori, angle, camera movement aQdJightLng. ** They arc 
ovcrwheTming!y the compositional focus, generally centre frame and/or in the 
foreground, or r.ulling focus to them in the background. They control_ camera 
movement, see~ing,!C> 9}re_ct the camera (and the hero's ga£c;w1th our own) 
frresistil5f7~the'nf:ii'tfie'y'move''.'.{lnco"fffra'sY;llie 'good' women of film 
~1oifar1irinany·or tne seduced: passive men are predominantly static, both 
within the frame and in their ability to motivate camera movement and com-

' . position.) The femme fata~e_ t_1!t_in1atC!ly loses P.!1ysical_movement, influence 
- over camera'friovcmenf."a'na"1soften~aXly__:_g,(fr:m,~Qlicafltimprisoncd"ffy 
\// composwoff'as'coiitrol ovcr-:Dtos·:c.xer'tccl_anJ"'~xpresse·u visutiliy~· s:oineti~~cs 

~~1~:~~~~~il~;K~:r1I:~~}~1f1i;fa;:·;~n 
G~s Me Deadl;:,I)quble indemnity), sorn.C!tirpcs synibolic~IIY 
icnderecfTmpoterit(Sunset Boulevard(The idcolog1cal operatTo,:torT11e _myth 
fffiraiJsoiiite"nec~ssity of controlling the strong, sc-xualwoifiarlJt'fl'l11.is • ---.-

~ _.,-:..- ,_," __ ,._ - •- ~~~" ~--,,, -•--,•-,:--,~,, ,•o~ --·~-··•-,·-, '';-. -~~~> -"-~"-»-~" • 

/-:.; achieved byj}rst dcmonstr_a~ing lier uangc·rolis~powffani:I its frigft.fening 
\~~-ti1e_11des!_rox_ing it::--~=,~~-~'.7 ·,·-:·:::~::;:.:::::::;:::c-, 

• See opposite. 
•• Lighting and chiaroscuro can express the moral relationship between characters; in 

the still of Phyllis Dietrichson and her stepdaughter from Double Indemnity the 
women arc contrasted and morally characterised; see p.107. 

p.44 (bottom): 'The moral and physical chaos Is easily expres5Cd in crime.' John 
Garfield and Lana Turner in The Postman Always Rings Twice. See also pp.58-9. 
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Often the origir1al transgression of the-da!1gerous lady of-film noi~(un!ike_ 
the 'va'mp seauctress-01 t~twentiesJ is ambition expji!Jsed: iri_etapllQricaJlyjn 
~eI9=rii~§CCiiiqv1i!}i~{1~~3:ii~b'iSt1al Q()rpin~~nce~!JJ:l~~Jiloii~l~ inappro-
~ her status as a woman, and must be-confmed.:-Sfie w._<!_!1~to be the 
owner of her own nightclub, not the owner's wife (Night and the City). She 
wants to be a star, not a recluse (Sunset Boulevard). She wants her husband's 
insurance money, not her comfortable, middle-class life (Double Indemnity). 
She wants the 'great whatsit', and ends up destroying the world (Kiss Me 
Deadly). Sl1e_ wants independence, and sets off a chain of murders (Laura). 
She wantsto win a uninterested lover. and ends up killing him, herself, and 
two other people (Angel Face). She wants money, and succeeds only in 
destroying herself and the man who loves her (Gun Crazy, The Killers). She 
wants freedom from an oppressive relationship, and initiates events that lead 
to murder (The Big Combo, The Postman Always Rings Twice). ~~.!,,~ii 
(Double Indemnity, Gun Crazy, Kiss Me Deadly, Night and the f2ity, The 
Maltese Falcon, 171e Postman Always Rings Twice), or innocerit (Laura, The 
Big Combo), h~r desire for freedom, wealth, or indep~.nctence-fgnites the forces 
which threate~fiero~------ . -----------------'----------~- .. 

1ncfependence is her goal, but her nature is fundamentally and irredeem­
ablysex-cr,rrrn-mrrn1Tifr':-r11e·tns1stcnceortcommnmg"fnefw-cf'(aggtessivttress 

' ... self-absorbed narcissism: the woman gazes at her own reflection in the mirror.' 
Rita Hayworth in Gilda. (See also p 61). 
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,.,,. and sensuality) in a consequently dangerous woman is the centrnl obsession 

,;·"'o1 rnn1 norr;=au<I tfie~1£!f TT1~nt~~~Et! •• ~11rtTc~tes~~I!~~see!a~Jixtty 
~eru!P.!~!}.,!!:,!b__:_!,ll~~~~...,,l!_~e~_t1~li_~~~l1. l!},lls,~ .. '?~. __ 
rfil>..~s.~-~~!:Q!!.UoJ!~.!~!)t i~ not t? j~~tr<:>y ]1Lm. · · 

Thej_ndegenqen~~!;_i£_~}ln[n~ofr~w'o~e'ri-seel< is_orten visu~lly _pr~sented. 
as self-absorbed narcissism: the womangazes'at her. own reflection in.the '~" ~ \r 111'!r.!:?~~~[i~'lns~~l~:Sf!:~g11i~~~.1Jfr_g2~;:-~~his attenti6i1 to 

\ \:;herself ms_tea!:l.of th_~ man 1s th!! 0Jiy10.us_n_arrativ_e_yan~gr~ss1on· of Norma 
~ """-·-··-,· ., "-«,.~" ... . 3(,,....., """'.~ . --~ Q _,,,, -~- -·- , ~'"·"~-~-.. ~.,- ,. . . ,.~,-- .,.~., 

Desmoncl whose images - botli reflected ana pictures - dom1nate--lii:r 
mansion in Sunset Boulevard. She hires Joe Gillis to work on her script for 
her comeback, and she continues to insist he participate in her life rather than 
being interested in his. He dreams he is her pet chimp, and he actually 
becomes victim of her Salome. Joe finds an acceptable lover in Betty, the 
young woman who types while he dictates, smells like soap instead of per­
fume. dreams of his career. and is content to be behind the camera instead of 

, in front. Self-interest over devotion to.a man is often the original sin of the 
7(___ film_noir woman and metaphor ton1Jethrea1 her sexuafity represents to him. 
. Anoth<:_r.,Q_9ssi!lfe·m.eaning ofTfiemaiiy'mirrorsnofsinlilm noir IS to _ 
-./ indi~omen~dui,licitous nature. They are visuallyspl1(1fiusnot'io'be 

~u,.,~·rr:e ':ir~?i~i!l'rr'nJ"mtf-Y?:fW: '"•»-.i;,,,,.,,~~.;...,.c;:\::...,.c.:.__2>~-...~.;..~=-~-~ _ 

'This attention to herself instead of the man is the obvious narrative transgrcsslor. of 
Norma Desmond .. .' Sunset Boulevard 

• Sec for example the still from Double Indemnity where Phyllis is putting on lipstick 
(p 104). 
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'Mirror images ... seen in odd, uncomfortable angles help to create the mood of 
threat and fear.' The Big Heat 

trusted. Further, this motif contributes to the murky confusion of film noir: 
nothing and no one is what it seems. Compositions in which reflections are 

stronger than the actual woman, or-tn which mirror images are seen in odd, 
uncomfortable angles, help to create the mood of threat and fear. 

In some films the 'spider women' prove not to be so and are tlm~J~-
/ dee~ufffraarevalidatecla.51mfiviouals{Cilc!awassimply acting 

1e1 out the para1;c:,1ct fii1ftas1:e~~9r1fer true·1ove; Jofinny··anciT:au_ra ;.asaij_.i611ocent 
2iti1ysnor men's Tde~Iisation~), hut ·tlie im:igcior'sexual ·pow~·ttileiexhTbit 
arcmo·rcpowerfol than the narrative 'explanation'. The fmage of Gild; w'e · 
~crnem6er is the-close-up intr~duction to her, wttilfong hair tossed back over 
her head to reveal her beautiful face. Her song, 'Put the Blame on Mame, 
Boys' (for every natural and economic disaster to hit the world) is ironic, but 
stripping as she performs, the power she possesses as a sexually alive woman 
seems almost up to the task. Laura's beautiful, dominating portrait that 
haunts the characters and determines the acti<:m of tl1dtllll whei1 slie-is 
6c1i~;;d ti;aJ; 11;t;i;o11ges1visuaU~;ge · even w·11en·sffe reap pea.ii ai:ve. 

_c,._,_-,-_-_,_,- ____ -_r ----~-~-- ":' - --- " - - - --::=-:-~.--.'.:-~ :_- ~~- .,_ .c:'.;":'.'.--'::" :.- ·:c. :::"'~:-.:-,·---:·;_ -_-,._- ::""-

l'.49 (top): 'The image of Gilda we remember is the close-up introduction to her .. .' 
(bottom) 'Laura's beautiful, dominating portrait that haunts the characters .. .' 
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The framed portrait of a woman is a common motif in film noir. Some­

tim"'e;-it1noffffasreirwitnYfieTiving wo~an: in Night and the City Helen is a 
nagging, ambitious, destructive bitch, but her husband gazes longingly at her 
'safe' incarnation in the framed portrait - under control, static, and power-

't 
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r,/1 
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. \~--.;~ 

\i---'" 
' '; _ _./ 

less. yµra's_,p~-~Jiti~E:~!1,[.~~p~~tl!!Si ~cjti~g ~~k's fantasies . ,-, {1 · 

and giving visual ~xpression to Waldo's ideaJised_}'ision ofner; out oruywh-en-\ . , ,, 
sh.e"uffexpectedff1urnsupali~~- do;s7~;the;t~~uble_e~~-iii_ssh·e·refu.~es fo- ~- J, . . 

conformto the ra~tasies inspired by ~~~~ifr~ffJri Woman ,,,··iheWindow, \ ,, ···T~ 
an elaei1y;"'fesp·e·c'fat,le·p·rofess6Tffufs his wife and children on a train, and ~- _,,r " __y' 
longing for adventure, dreams a beautiful portrait comes to life and involves U_ ,,-· f. \ ,r.-r 
him in murder. He ls about to take his own life when he wakes up, cured of .,, 1'.' · ,.--_ 
his longing for adventure. The lesson is obvious: onlyin a contr!)ll<:g,Jm- ·: ,..> 0 tc ' 
potent powerless form, powerless to move or acf,'Istbe

0

sexualwom.E!LnO " . r~ '-, . 
tnreaftotlefilntn61r~ma'ii:··"··-o· ............. ---·····-·········-- \ 

- On the rare occasions :that the normal. wo.rlp-ofJamilies,_i;hildren, homes 
ancfdomesticity appears in fiTmnolfffTs'eiUierso fiagil;;n-cTTcteal tl;at'we 

PJ 

0 ...... -~ a·nx·rous1v·:rn1rcrpi!Iffs aesttu"ction(Tiie7Jii. Heat for :'11fce~tTie'go'onut 
bor1ng wornlii-c-wno coritrasCwITh-t}it!·exc1Tmg;sexylem_rnes}ata!Jj_Jj:JiAo 
d~_:r_ m:1c_ ·o_5n_~smcyi:rg·m11:tJ(oJf~fsj<J, ~<>]:iij,eJJi~l~!te{l_'l~~--·JrtJ!!f_e'.. <la _n _g_e.~rous 

\. , -, c..· v· ) ..r-· .,_ iv •Y 
t (\ "'\' t>,;- i'tv 

outexciiinflife'ori the fr11ige. . ... . . .. . . - ·'····----~~---
-·,,;::.,_-' " .• . ..,_·_ - • - ::;:;__, .--... -~-,..,;;~.::! ... • 

The nurturing woman 
The opposite female archetype is also found in film n_oir: woman as redeemer. 
$Fieoffers the p0slinffrronn~t-~for theilienated~Tosi-~ 
~ --· .. ·=···--··- -- ... --· .... -. .... . .. . -. ·. ' .. . . .. ... . ···-·· .. -
stable world of secure values; rolesand identities: She gives love, understand-
ing c or at leasfforgiveness), asks very little in return Gust that he come back 
to her) and ~1m1er:a!Jyvisy_a!Jy_p_a~sjv~ an~ ~_tatic._9ften, in order to offer this 
alternative to the nightmare landscape of film noir, she herself must not be a 
part of it. She is then linked to the pastoral environment of open spaces, light, 
and safety characterisedby even, flat, high~key lig}lting. Often this is an 
idealised dream of the past aiid .. she exists only in memory, but sometimes this 
idealisation exists as a real alternative. 

Out of the Past is one of the best of the latter type: one woman (Ann) is 
firmly rooted in the pastoral environment, static, undemanding and rather 
dull, while the other (Kathie) is exciting, criminal, very active and sexy. In 
this mm the lack of excitement offered by the safe woman is so clearly 
contrasted with the sensual, passionate appeal of the other that the detective's 
destruction is inevitable. Kathie appears out of the misty haze of late after­
noon in a little Mexican town, walking towards the detective hero as he sits in 
a bar, waiting for this woman whose image has already been set up for him by 
the man she shot and ran away from, who wants her back at any cost. They 
later embrace against the tumultuous sea, a sudden rainstorm, and the dark 
rich textures created by low-key lighting. 

p 51 Out Of The Past (top) 'one woman (Ann) is firmly rooted in the pa.~toral 
environment.' (bottom):' .... the other (Kathie) is exciting, criminal, very active 
and sexy.' 
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The independent, active woman is often the primary noir element of noir· 
influenced films in other genres. In Ramrod, a western, and Beyond the 
Forest, a melodrama, the initial cause of the drama that results in death is a 
woman who will not 'stay at home' - Connie (Veronica Lake) on her father's 
ranch and Rosa (Bette Davis) in her small town with her doctor husband. 
Each woman is characterised sexually as aggressive and dangerous by the 
iconography and by the results of her actions. But because neither is centrally 
film noir, in Ramrod the quiet, waiting woman gets the man instead of 
aggressive Connie, and in Beyond the Forest Rosa's 'unnatural' ambitio·n is 
powerful enough to cause only her own destruction. The intersection of the 
western and its noir influence is particularly interesting because in westerns 
women are generally genre objects representing home and stability rather 
than actors in the drama. Other examples of noir-influcnccd westerns are also 
characterised by active women and noir visual style: Johnny Guitar, Rancho 
Notorious, and Forty Guns. 

TI1e_r_e.d_e1J1_pJj~_~g-~n __ oI~:,~_!::PE~.s~!!.!.t£!J.~J~.a~-of a_prima I connection 
with nature arid/or with the ·past~ which are"safe; srari~~rntf!s-Yatlicrtliail 
~ ____ '"(,•-, .,,., ",0 o,- 'C, -~·¢-'=-' -__,~.~, '> :-"'- ,<, --.~=»•~,>-, ,;,>.s•,--'"~--.~---"'"C~'CM', •,~ -~•·,,,.,.,""'=-==~"'"='=,...,..,,.,,, 
act1ve;excdtfrig ones, out she can sometimes offfr'(he only fransccnocnce 
'possimein fiTm''ffofi~~they·!ivt?"By Night ahc! ·ofl15a,tgerous Groun"J (60th 
cflrectecM5yNichblas Ray, 1949 and 1950) are characterised by the darkly 
romantic clement that can exist with the cynical. In the former film, the 
young lovers arc doomed, but the possibility of their love transcends and 
redeems them both, and its failure c_riticiscs the urbanised world that will not 
let them live. Their happiest moments are outdoors in the sunlight, with 
'normalcy' an ideal they can never realise because there is no place in the 
corrupt world for them. Mary (On Dangerous Ground) is not only cut off 
from the corruption of greed, money and power of the urban environment by 
living in a rural setting, she is further isolated (and purified) by her blindness. 
She teaches the badly disturbed and violent Jim to feel, and her reliance on 
him releases him from his emotional prison. Both characters arc crippled · he 
emotionally and she physically - and need each other to achieve the whole­
ness of health. This interdependence keeps both characters and their relation­
ship exciting, while other 'innocents' of film noir who exist only to contrast­
with the dangerous woman simply fade into forgetfulness. 

Film noir contains versions of both _extremes of the female archetypes, the 
~css an(nlre.crcJuvcnating redeemcr~'ffsspeclafsignfricanceTies in 
tf1c·corrioinari011·ofsc11suiJifr=~~tl.1 a~ti'.'ity iiiiit':i'inli'TI1011wfi'ici11:lta"r:fcf'ense's 
IT1c 1emme fatale, and in the mode ofconfrolfliafmusftil'exei-'ie'Jl'o"':;-'~'0•-< 

-~3cm,,~1cJ1cr. She is ·not often won over and pacified.by 'Jove fort'fieffero, as 
isthc strong heroine of the forties who is significantly less sexual than the 

(top): They Lfre By Nit;ht Bowie and Keetchie are visually confined by lighting and 
composition as the outside world makes their love impossible. 
(bottom): 'Mary (On Dangerous Ground) is ... cut off from the corruption of greed, 
money and power of the urban environment by living in a rural setting.' 
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film noir woman. lnd_eed, l1~r, str~_~gth is t!lllphasis~d by the g_ene~~I passivity 
_and jmp.Qt_eJJCl!_~i!i¢'ffcnaract_erises tl1e filni r10it male, making"lief':f}n@ai'::(o, 
liim far gre:iter than thecareerwoman of the forties w:i_s~~irigJJi"'[soniyaaual 

"or symooHccfesiruction if an effective controL Even moresign1fi~rWTs:tlte··· 
rorm,,1·wfuc11·1te··sp1aer woman's' strengt11 and power IS expressed:the 

·· '""visual slyfe giveshersuch freedom of movement and dominance.tliatTri"s her_ 
]f~ngtT1 and sensu.1!visu~U~'.'~ure thai _is inevitably prinif~Jn_p~~~ 
not her ultimate destruction. 

=Tne~tenctency·-ofpo·pular culture to create narratives in which male fears 
are concretised in sexually aggressive women who must be destroyed is not 
specific to the forties to middle-fifties in the United States, but is seen today 
to a degree that might help to account for the sudden popularity of these 
films on college campuses, television, and film retrospectives. But despite 
their_ regressive ideological function on a strictly_JJ~r:itj_y_eJ~_YlC.afullei:~ 
exp~ilatj~rffor the current surge of interest in film noir IIJl!St :I_cknow)~gge its 
uniquely sensual visual style which' ofte11 overwhdm~Jor at least acts, llE,9,!2l 
:_tl)e narra~ve}~:~2rnjJ~)lingli tnat it stand_s as.the only.pcrig_clinAmerica!l 
film in which women are deadly but sexy, exciting, and s,tro11_g,. 
~----- - -- -~ -· - - - -- -- -- -- ::---:,::-

A note on illustrations pp. 55-6 7 
The stills that follow provide further illustrations of the stylistic and icon-ographical 
motifs identified in Janey Place's article. They fall into eight groups: 
I 'the iconography is explicitly sexual ..• : long hair (blond or dark), makeup and 
jewellery.' p.55. 
II 'Cigarettes with their wispy trails of smoke can become cues of dark and immoral 
sensuality.' p.56. 
Ill 'Dress - or lack of it - ... defines the woman.' p.57. 
JV 'the iconography of violence (primarily guns) is a specific symbol .• of her 
"unnatural" phallic power.' p.58-9. 
V 'The framed portrait of a woman is a common motif in film noir.' p.60. 
VI Mirrors indicate narcissism or duplicity. p.61 
VII Women 'are overwhelmingly the compositional focus, generally centre frame 
and/or in the foreground or pulling focus to them in the background. They control 
camera movement, seeming to direct the camera (and the hero's gaze, with our own) 
irresistibly with them as they move.' pp. 62-4. In the shot from Gilda on p.64, 
Gilda's mere presence in the house throws a shadow over Johnny as he approache&. 
Vlll 'The visual style conveys ... mood through expressive use of darkness: both 
real, in predominantly underlit and night-time scenes, and psychologically through 
shadows and claustrophobic compositions which overwhelm the character in 
exterior as well as interior settings ... The sexual, dangerous woman lives in this 
darkness.' pp.65-7 
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Googie Withers in Night And The City 

Ava Gardner in The Killers 

55 




