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FILM NOIR



TODAY’S 
MOVIE IS…
•





Hard-Boiled: Great Lines from Classic Noir Films
by Peggy Thompson and Saeko Usukawa

• “I distrust a close-mouthed man. He generally picks the 
wrong time to talk and says the wrong things. Talking is 
something you can’t do judiciously unless you keep in 
practice.” Gutman (Sydney Greenstreet) to Spade (Humphrey Bogart).

• “Don’t be sure I’m as crooked as I’m supposed to be.” (Sam 
Spade)

• “When you’re slapped, you’ll take it and like it.” (Sam Spade)



Dark City: The Lost World of Film Noir by Eddie Muller

• …The Maltese Falcon is more a character study than a 
typical whodunit… Plot takes a back seat to Hammett’s 
exploration of deceit and avarice. Most detective stories 
that emerged from Dark City followed this pattern. They 
had less to do with intricate plots and feats of deduction 
than they did with the tarnished chivalry and jaundiced 
attitude of the detective. (p. 70-1)



City of Nets: A Portrait of Hollywood in the 1940’s (sic) 
by Otto Friedrich

• Up to the very end, the authorities at Warners couldn’t 
seem to understand that The Maltese Falcon was a 
marvelous title. Having changed it to “Dangerous Female” 
and “Men on Her Mind” and “Satan Met a Lady,” and 
having failed every time, they now wanted, even at the last 
preview, to change it to “The Gent from Frisco.” It was 
apparently Hal Wallis, the production chief, who persuaded 
all the nervous improvers to desist. So The Maltese Falcon 
was, finally, a smashing success. (p. 85)



REVIEWS
• Los Angeles Times, Oct. 14, 1941

• “Critics have found The Maltese Falcon to be the  freshest 
and most original film seen in New York since Citizen Kane 
(which opened the previous May). It is also the most 
cynical, depraved, and brilliantly melodramatic. There isn’t 
an honest motive in the entire cast --- which is why we 
accept the characters as real people.”



Letter From Regional Theater Owner

• “The picture is too long and talky. Its title is meaningless. 
Bogart is miscast. My patrons tell me they like him best as a 
crook.”

• E. M. Freiburger, Paramount Theatre, Dewey, Oklahoma, 
Motion Picture Herald, January 17, 1942 



A Life on Film by Mary Astor

• “It was Huston’s script, Huston’s picture. He had the wit to 
keep Hammett’s book intact. His shootng script was a 
precise map of what went on. Every shot, camera move, 
entrance, exit was down on paper, leaving nothing to 
chance, inspiration or invention. Of course you don’t know 
you’re making history while you’re in there making it.”



1941 -2021

•The Maltese Falcon cost $375,000 ($6,193,136.50

• today)

• and grossed $1.7 million ($28,568,116.13 today).



Roger Ebert

• Review of The Maltese 
Falcon

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

https://greatestmovies.miraheze.org/wiki/Roger_Ebert
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


Among the movies we not 
only love but treasure, 
“The Maltese Falcon” 
stands as a great divide. 
Consider what was true 
after its release in 1941 
and was not true before:



1) The movie defined Humphrey 
Bogart's performances for the 
rest of his life; his hard-boiled 
Sam Spade rescued him from a 
decade of middling roles in B 
gangster movies and positioned 
him for “Casablanca,” “Treasure 
of the Sierra Madre,” “The 
African Queen” and his other 
classics.

https://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/great-movie-casablanca-1942


(2) It was the first film directed 
by John Huston, who for more 
than 40 years would be a prolific 
maker of movies that were 
muscular, stylish and daring.

https://www.rogerebert.com/cast-and-crew/john-huston


3) It contained the first screen 
appearance of Sydney 
Greenstreet, who went on, in 
“Casablanca” and many other 
films, to become one of the most 
striking character actors in movie 
history.



(4) It was the first pairing of 
Greenstreet and Peter Lorre, 
and so well did they work 
together that they made nine 
other movies, including 
“Casablanca” in 1942 and “The 
Mask of Dimitrios” (1944), in 
which they were not supporting 
actors but actually the stars.

https://www.rogerebert.com/cast-and-crew/peter-lorre


(5) And some film histories 
consider “The Maltese Falcon” 
the first film noir. It put down the 
foundations for that native 
American genre of mean streets, 
knife-edged heroes, dark 
shadows and tough dames.



In the movie (and in the book) 
Spade is cold and hard, like his 
name. How do Bogart and Huston 
get away with making such a dark 
guy the hero of a film? Because he 
does his job according to the rules 
he lives by, and because we sense 
(as we always would with Bogart 
after this role) that the toughness 
conceals old wounds and broken 
dreams.



•BEFORE
•THE
•MOVIE



John Huston had worked as a writer at 
Warner Bros. before convincing the 
studio to let him direct. “The Maltese 
Falcon” was his first choice, even 
though it had been filmed twice before 
by Warners (in 1931 under the same 
title and in 1936 as “Satan Met a 
Lady”). “They were such wretched 
pictures,” Huston told his biographer, 
Lawrence Grobel. 



He saw Hammett's vision more 
clearly, saw that the story was not 
about plot but about character, 
saw that to soften Sam Spade 
would be deadly, fought the 
tendency (even then) for the 
studio to pine for a happy ending.



When he finished his screenplay, 
he set to work story-boarding it, 
sketching every shot. That was 
the famous method of Alfred 
Hitchcock, … Huston was excited 
by new stylistic possibilities; he 
gave great thought to 
composition and camera 
movement. Huston and his 
cinematographer, Arthur Edeson, 
accomplished things that in their 
way were as impressive as what 
Welles and Gregg Toland were 
doing on “Kane.”

https://www.rogerebert.com/cast-and-crew/alfred-hitchcock
https://www.rogerebert.com/cast-and-crew/gregg-toland


The plot is the last thing you 
think of about “The Maltese 
Falcon.” … the black bird is an 
example of Hitchcock's 
“MacGuffin”--it doesn't matter 
what it is, so long as everyone in 
the story wants or fears it.



To describe the plot in a linear 
and logical fashion is almost 
impossible. That doesn't matter. 
The movie is essentially a series 
of conversations punctuated by 
brief, violent interludes. It's all 
style. It isn't violence or chases, 
but the way the actors look, 
move, speak and embody their 
characters. Under the style is 
attitude: Hard men, in a hard 
season, 



He (Spade) always stands 
outside, sizing things up. Few 
Hollywood heroes before 
1941 kept such a distance 
from the conventional pieties 
of the plot.



FOUR CONDITIONS IN 
1940s' HOLLYWOOD 

WHICH BROUGHT 
ABOUT FILM NOIR:



1) War and post-war disillusionment

2) Post-war realism

For e.g.,

The House on 92nd Street, Call Northside 777, The Killers,  
Brute Force



3)  The German Influence 

Hollywood played host to an influx of 
German expatriates in the Twenties 
and Thirties...no greater masters of 
chiaroscuro (the treatment of 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), eg., Fritz 

Lang, Billy Wilder, Otto 
Preminger, Max Steiner, et alii.



4) The Hard- Boiled Tradition

Writers, eg., 

Ernest Hemingway,

Dashiell Hammett,

Raymond Chandler,

James M. Cain 



T

https://it.qaz.wiki/wiki/Dashiell_Hammett


•Dashiell Hammett
• (1894-1961)
• Author

• Samuel Dashiell Hammett 
was an American author of 
hard-boiled detective 
novels and short stories, 
screenwriter, and political 
activist. Among the 
enduring characters he 
created are Sam Spade, 
Nick and Nora Charles, and 
the Continental Op.



From: The Simple Art of Murder (1944 & 
1951) by Raymond Chandler:

He (Hammett)  "gave murder back to the kind of 
people that commit it for reasons, not just to provide 
a corpse."



Hammett "is now widely 
regarded as one of the finest 

mystery writers of all time". In 
his obituary in the New York 

Times, he was described as "the 
dean of the... 'hard-boiled' 

school of detective fiction."

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


Time magazine included 
Hammett's 1929 novel Red 
Harvest on its list of the 100 
best English-language novels 
published between 1923 and 
2005.His novels and stories 
also had a significant 
influence on films.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Time_(magazine)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Red_Harvest


HAMMETT’S BOOKS:

Red Harvest(1929),
The Dain Curse (1929),
The Maltese 
Falcon (1930),
The Glass Key (1931)
The Thin Man (1934)

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Red_Harvest
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Red_Harvest
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Dain_Curse
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Maltese_Falcon_(novel)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Glass_Key
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Thin_Man


AFTER THE MOVIE


