
Welcome to…



• FILM NOIR



TOMMARYBETH@VERIZON.NET

• I WILL PLACE 
THE SLIDES OF 
EACH CLASS ON 
OSHER’S 
WEBSITE AFTER 
EACH CLASS.



HOW TO ACCESS THE CLASS NOTES

• Click on the Osher Website (not the Registration site): 

• https://www.wm.edu/offices/auxiliary/osher/index.php

• On the left side of the page, click “Course Information,” and 
then click on “Class Notes and Presentation.”

• When the next page comes up, click on my name next to 
the class notes you want.

https://www.wm.edu/offices/auxiliary/osher/index.php


Today’s Movie…

Thi

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Movie_theater




• … the cinematography from John Alton is spellbinding.

• What Alton achieved in The Big Combo is striking. You 
never want to peel your eyes away from the film. Every 
shot is a stunner, and he communicates the downbeat 
mood to its fullest.

• Like other noirs, the plot doesn't really matter. It's the 
characters that matter, and we're dropped into their lives.

• …The Big Combo is one of the few perfect distillations of 
film noir.



From HARD-BOILED: Great Lines from Classic 
Noir Films                    

• From The Big Combo:

"You're fighting a swamp with a teaspoon.“

“It happens to be against two laws, God’s and man’s.        
I’m booking her on the second.” (Det. L. Diamond)



“Book me, small change.” (Gangster Mr. Brown to Det. 
Diamond)

“What’s on your mind? As if I didn’t know.” (Stripper Rita to 
her on again/off again boyfriend Det. Diamond)

“Shoot me with my own gun, that’s what gets me.” (Hit 
man Mingo)

“I treated her like a pair of gloves. When I was cold, I called 
her up.”

(Det. Diamond on his sometimes girlfriend Rita) 



Joseph H. 
Lewis (1907-
2000)
Director



From IMDb

•The term "style over content" fits 
director Joseph H. Lewis like a glove. 
His ability to elevate basically 
mundane and mediocre low-budget 
material to sublime cinematic art has 
gained him a substantial cult following 
among movie buffs.



From THE DEVIL THUMBS A RIDE

• Chiaroscuro* (cf. definition below) is Lewis’ domain. 
There are several remarkable scenes in this film that 
belong at the top of the shadow game.

• Definition: the treatment light and shade in drawing and painting; 
an effect of contrasted light and shadow created by light falling 
unevenly or from a particular direction on something. The technique 
is employed in the visual arts to represent light and shadow as they 
define three-dimensional objects.



• Lewis (the director)  liked to use icy blondes the way 
Hitchcock did. In Gun Crazy it was Peggy Cummins; here it’s 
Jean Wallace. But the difference is that Hitchcock’s women 
were classier…Hitchcock had a bigger budget too.

• Darkness disguises cheap sets…but it takes a visual artist to 
make the black work, to infect it with just enough light so 
that anything other than dark seems wrong, 
uncomfortable, unnatural.



WHAT IS A CINEMATOGRAPHER?

• The person in charge of selecting the right lighting 
and cameras and capturing the images.

• Cinematography is the art of visual storytelling. The 
artistry comes in controlling what the audience sees 
and doesn’t see and how the image is presented



John Alton
(1901-1996)
Cinematographer



The first book written on 
cinematography by a major 
cinematographer, published in 
1949. The book's primary focus 
is on light and the many 
complex ways a camera crew 
can manipulate it for 
effect. Much of the content is 
still pertinent… essential 
reading for any budding 
filmmaker.



From SOMEWHERE IN THE NIGHT: FILM NOIR 
AND THE AMERICAN CITY 

•… John Alton, undoubtedly film noir’s greatest 
cinematographer…(used an effect that he had 
perfected from an earlier film): …flashes, 
against a steamy blackness, fill the screen …so 
that we see the gunfire (as) they shoot him…



• … John Alton who is perhaps the finest black-and-white 
cinematographer in the history of the American film. A 
master of shadows and light, and black-on-black 
compositions…Paul Schrader (film writer, director and 
critic) writes that he was “an expressionist 
cinematographer who could relight Times Square at noon if 
necessary. No cinematographer better adapted the old 
expressionist techniques* to the new desire for realism…”

• *Film Noir was heavily influenced by German expressionist 
techniques. For more info, google it or check YouTube for 
short videos.



SCENES TO NOTICE THE BRILLIANT 
CINEMATOGRAPHY!

• 1) The execution of one of the main characters: from 
The Devil Thumbs a Ride – “We become (the victim), 
the tentacles of light directed at us and slowed down 
so that the smoke curls and wraps around the 
darkness like reticulate pythons.”

• 2) Another execution: “…slow motion again, the 
white piles of flame and smoke slithering over and 
around each other, another exquisite maze of 
deathclouds.” 

• 3) The Final Scenes in the movie



•
BEFORE THE MOVIE



l) Computer

2) Film Noir 
after The Lady 
from Shanghai.

3) Harry Cohn
(1891-1958)





Joseph H. 
Lewis (1907-
2000)
Director



A MOVIES & B MOVIES

• A Movies: the studio received a portion of the box office 
from the theaters playing the A movie.

• B Movies: rented to the theaters at a flat fee. In order to 
get access to a studio's attractive A pictures, many 
theaters were obliged to rent the company's entire 
output for a season. With the B films rented at a flat 
fee (rather than the box office percentage basis of A 
films), rates could be set that essentially guaranteed 
the profitability of every B movie.





The first book written on 
cinematography by a major 
cinematographer, published in 
1949. The book's primary focus 
is on light and the many 
complex ways a camera crew 
can manipulate it for 
effect. Much of the content is 
still pertinent… essential 
reading for any budding 
filmmaker.



•Look for the very brief scene that 
may cause you to react like this…





•As well as the portrayal of the two 
hitmen, Fante and Mingo, throughout 
this movie! Both of these may cause 
you to ask…



• “Did I just see 
what I just saw? 
How could they 
do that in a 
movie that was 
made in 1955?”



•There are no subtitles in this movie.



AFTER THE 
MOVIE



SCENES TO NOTICE THE BRILLIANT 
CINEMATOGRAPHY!

• 1) The execution of one of the main characters: from 
The Devil Thumbs a Ride – “We become (the victim), 
the tentacles of light directed at us and slowed down 
so that the smoke curls and wraps around the 
darkness like reticulate pythons.”

• 2) Another execution: “…slow motion again, the 
white piles of flame and smoke slithering over and 
around each other, another exquisite maze of 
deathclouds.” 

• 3) The Final Scenes in the movie



•Look for the very brief scene that 
may cause you to react like this…





•As well as the portrayal of the two 
hitmen, Fante and Mingo, throughout 
this movie! Both of these may cause 
you to ask…



• “Did I just see 
what I just saw? 
How could they 
do that in a 
movie that was 
made in 1955?”




