
Welcome to...



FILM NOIR



Today’s Movie is…





Ebert on Detour

• "Detour" is a movie so filled with imperfections that it 
would not earn the director a passing grade in film school. 
This movie from Hollywood's poverty row, shot in six days, 
filled with technical errors and ham-handed narrative, 
starring a man who can only pout and a woman who can 
only sneer, should have faded from sight soon after it was 
released in 1945. And yet it lives on, haunting and creepy, 
an embodiment of the guilty soul of film noir. No one who 
has seen it has easily forgotten it.



The movie was shot on the cheap 
with B-minus actors, but it was 
directed by a man of qualities: Edgar 
G. Ulmer (1900-1972), a refugee 
from Hitler, who was an assistant to 
the great Murnau on “The Last 
Laugh” and “Sunrise,” and provided 
one of the links between German 
Expressionism, with its exaggerated 
lighting, camera angles and 
dramaturgy, and the American film 
noir, which added jazz and guilt.

https://www.rogerebert.com/cast-and-crew/edgar-g-ulmer
https://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/great-movie-the-last-laugh-1924
https://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/great-movie-sunrise-1928


The difference between a crime 
film and a noir film is that the 
bad guys in crime movies know 
they're bad and want to be, 
while a noir hero thinks he's a 
good guy who has been 
ambushed by life.



And it's strange that the first 
vehicles to give lifts to the 
hitchhiking Al seem to have 
right-hand drives. He gets in on 
what would be the American 
driver's side, and the cars drive 
off on the “wrong” side of the 
road. Was the movie shot in 
England? Not at all. My guess is 
that the negative was flipped. 



Ulmer possibly shot the scenes 
with the cars going from left to 
right, then reflected that for a 
journey from the east to the west 
coasts, right to left would be more 
conventional film grammar. 
Placing style above common sense 
is completely consistent with 
Ulmer's approach throughout the 
film. 



Do these limitations and stylistic 
transgressions hurt the film? No. 
They are the film. “Detour” is an 
example of material finding the 
appropriate form. Two bottom-
feeders from the swamps of pulp 
swim through the murk of low-
budget noir and are caught 
gasping in Ulmer's net. They 
deserve one another.



DIAL0GUE

• “Shut up! You’re making noises like a husband.”

• “Not only don’t you have any scruples, you don’t have any brains.”

• “Give a lift to a tomato, you expect her to be nice, don’t you? What 
kinds of dames thumb rides? Sunday school teachers?



DIAL0GUE

• “Life’s like a ball game. You gotta take a swing at whatever comes 
along before you wake up and find it’s the ninth inning.”

• “My favorite sport is being kept prisoner”

“Whichever way you turn, fate sticks out a foot to trip you.”

•

• “What'd you do --- kiss him with a wrench?” 

• “Fate, or some mysterious force, can put the finger on you or me, 
for no good reason at all.”



More Than Night by James Naremore

• Vera (Ann Savage) makes every femme fatale in the period look 
genteel by comparison.

• Al (Tom Neal) can’t figure out what to make of her: “She looked as if 
she’d just been thrown off the worst freight train in the world.”

• “A sullen, dangerous yet sympathetic figure, she leaves an indelible 
impression and it is impossible to imagine any AD-budget picture 
that would have been allowed to depict her.”



Cult Movies by Danny Peary

• Detour was made by Ulmer --- “master” of the B-film --- in 
just six days, using only four characters of any significance, 
and only six minimally furnished indoor sets…and featuring 
the oddest, most repellent symbiotic (leechlike) 
relationship in cinema history…quite possibly the most 
despicable female in movie history.



U.K Monthly Film Bulletin, Oct. 1946

The only bright spot is Ann Savage’s performance, which she does so 
well that she leaves a taste of complete revulsion in the mouth.

The Devil Thumbs a Ride & Other Unforgettable Films by 
B. Gifford 

She (Ann Savage) looks like a deranged leopard stalking off to the 
bedroom with the telephone to call the cops on him (Tom Neal).



From “THE DEVIL THUMBS A RIDE”

• They're (Ann Savage & Tom Neal) right up there with 
John Dall and Peggy Cummins in Gun Crazy in the 
Looney Tunes department.

• One of the greatest of all B movies...makes no attempt to 
rise above its budget and brief shooting schedule, instead 
reveling in its cheapness.”

• ...conjures up a world spiraling out of control.



From DARK CITY:

•Detour plays just like a nightmare...it works best 
about 2:30 A.M. Through half-closed eyes...



From CULT MOVIES: THE CLASSICS, THE SLEEPERS, THE 
WEIRD, AND THE WONDERFUL

...probably the greatest 'B' film ever made...

• ...a work well in the running to be the cheapest 
really good film to come out of Hollywood. Many 
more critics have voiced similar sentiments...near 
legendary status.



Ann Savage 
(1921-2008)

• A 24-year-old former 
bowling instructor 
turned actress was like, 
according to Eddie 
Muller in “Dark City” ---
”Susan Hayward on a 
coke jag --- a keening 
harpy from hell, with a 
singularly irritating 
nails-on-slate voice



Detour Statistics

• The film was made by PRC (Producers Releasing Corporation), the 
epitome of a Poverty Row studio.

• The entire production row budget was $30,000.

• The shooting schedule was six days.

• Only 15,000 feet of film was allotted to make a 63-minute movie.



EDGAR G. ULMER, DIRECTOR 
OF DETOUR:

“I really am looking for 
absolution for all the things I 
had to do for money.”



•BEFORE
•THE
•MOVIE





AFTER THE MOVIE



Andrew Britton’s (Critic) theory of Detour

• …the narration is addressed directly to us: We're not 
hearing what happened, but what Al Roberts wants us to 
believe happened. It's a “spurious but flattering account,” 

• Al is less in love than in need of her (Sue) paycheck, and … 
his cover-up of Haskell's death is a rationalization for an 
easy theft. For Britton, Al's version illustrates Freud's theory 
that traumatic experiences can be reworked into fantasies 
that are easier to live with.



EBERT:

Maybe that's why “Detour” 
insinuates itself so well--why 
audiences respond so strongly. 
The jumps and inconsistencies 
of the narrative are nightmare 
psychology; Al's not telling a 
story, but scurrying through the 
raw materials, assembling an 
alibi. 



Consider the sequence where 
Al buries Haskell's body and 
takes his identity. Immediately 
after, Al checks into a motel, 
goes to sleep, and dreams of 
the very same events: It's a 
flashback side-by-side with the 
events it flashes back to, as if 
his dream mind is doing a quick 
rewrite.



Somewhere in the Night: 
Film Noir and the 
American City by 
Nicholas Christopher

• …in film noir, the automobile is yet 
another isolating urban device…

• …the automobile’s interior can carry the 
same charged or claustrophobic 
atmosphere as the noir city itself. The 
automobile becomes an insulate version 
of the city in miniature.

• Automobiles are also used to symbolize 
unbridled aggressiveness in film noir, 
and individual power run amok.





Ann Savage 
(1921-2008)

• A 24-year-old former 
bowling instructor 
turned actress was like, 
according to Eddie 
Muller in “Dark City” ---
”Susan Hayward on a 
coke jag --- a keening 
harpy from hell, with a 
singularly irritating 
nails-on-slate voice



Tom Neal (1914-1972)

• “a poor man’s Clark Gable”; a B-movie actor in the 40s

• Barbara Peyton, actress. Engaged to Franchot Tone in 
1951

• Married in the 50s to Patricia Fenton, one son; she 
dies of cancer

• Married Gail Kloke in ‘61.

• 1965: Kloke is shot to death and Neal arrested for her 
murder. He is convicted of involuntary manslaughter 
and sentenced to prison for 6 years. Released in ‘71, 
dies of a heart attack some months later.

• In 1990, his son stars in a remake of Detour.


