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NOTES ON FILM NOIR 

ul Schrader's fi rst book, Transcendental Style in Film: Ozu, Bresson, Dreyer 

1972) exanuned the aesthetics of the directors Yasajiro Ozu, Robert Bresson, 

ind Carl Dreyer. A film school graduate, Schrader became the author of a

number of such �creenplays as Taxi Driver (1976), Raging Bull ( 1980), The

};fc1quito Coast (1986), and The Last Temptation of Christ (1988), as well as
drrecrtmgBlue Collar (1978), Hard Core (1979), American Gigolo (1980), and 
several other films. A number of his essays and interviews have been collected 
in Schrader on Schrader & Other Writings (1990). He has also written on 
Japanese gangster movies and representations of the psychopath in film. 

In 1946French critics, seeing the American films they had missed during the war, 
ced the new mood of cynicism, pessimism, and darkness that had crept into the 

American cinema. The darkening stain was most evident in routine crime thrillers, 
l,ut was also apparent in prestigious melodramas. The French cineastes soon realized 
Ibey had seen only the tip of the iceberg: as the years went by, Hollywood lighting 
JreW darker, characters more corrupt, themes more fatalistic, and the tone more hope­
le-ss. By 1949 American movies were in the throes of their deepest and most creative 
funk. Never before had films dared to take such a harsh uncomplimentary look at 
Amencan life, and they would not dare to do so again for twenty years. 

Hollywood's film noir has recently become the subject of renewed interest among 
moviegoers and critics. The fascination that film noir holds for today's young film­
goers and film students reflects recent trends in American cinema: American movies 
are again taking a look at the underside of the American character, but compared 
to such relentlessly cynical examples of film noir as Kiss Me Deadly (Robert Aldrich, 
1955) or Kiss Tomorrow Goodbye (Gordon Douglas, 1959), the newer self-hate cin­
ema of Easy Rider (Dennis Hopper, 1969) and Medium Cool (Haskell Wexler, 1969) 
seems naive and romantic. As the current political mood hardens, filmgoers and 
filmmakers will find the film noir of the late forties increasingly attractive. The for­
ties may be to the seventies what the thirties were to the sixties. 

Film noir is equally interesting to critics. It offers writers a cache of excellent, 
little-knO\vn films (film noir is oddly both one of Hollywood's best periods and least 
known) and gives auteur-weary critics an opportunity to apply themselves to the new 
questions of classification and transdirectorial style. After all, what is a film noir? 

Film noir is not a genre, as Raymond Durgnat has helpfully pointed out over the 
objections of Higham and Greenberg's Hollywood in the Forties. 1 It is not defined, 

1Raymond Durgnat, "Paint It Black: The Family Tree of Film Noir," Cinema (U.K.), nos. 6-7 (August
1970): 49-56. 
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