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FILM NOIR



Today’s Movie…
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Roger Ebert

It is typical of this most puzzling of 
films that no one agrees even on 
why it is so puzzling. Yet that has 
never affected "The Big Sleep's" 
enduring popularity, because the 
movie is about the process of a 
criminal investigation, not its 

results.

The process follows private eye 
Philip Marlowe (Humphrey Bogart) 

as he finds his way through the 
jungle of gamblers, pornographers, 

killers and blackmailers …

https://www.rogerebert.com/cast-and-crew/humphrey-bogart


• Some bad guys get killed and others get 
arrested, and we don't much care--because 
the real result is that Bogart and Lauren Bacall 
end up in each other's arms. "The Big Sleep"
is a lust story with a plot about a lot of other 
things.



• That can be seen more 
clearly now that an 
earlier version of the 
film has surfaced. "The 
Big Sleep" was finished 
by Warner Brothers in 
1945, but held out of 
release while the studio 
rushed to play off its 
backlog of World War II 
movies.



• Bacall's powerful agent, Charles Feldman, who 
disliked the version he saw, wrote studio head Jack 
Warner in desperation, asking that scenes be 
eliminated, added and reshot. Otherwise, he warned, 
Bacall was likely to get more bad reviews, damaging 
the career of a promising star who was married to the 
studio's biggest money-maker.



• Warner agreed, and 
Hawks returned to the 
sound stages with his 
actors for reshoots…The 
1945 release, now 
restored by archivists at 
UCLA, is accompanied by 
a detailed documentary 
showing what was left 
out and what was brand 
new when the movie was 
finally released in 1946. 



What Feldman missed, he said, was the 
"insolence" that Bacall showed in "To Have 

and Have Not." In the original version of 
"The Big Sleep," the relationship between 

Bogart and Bacall is problematical: Marlowe 
isn't sure whether he trusts this cool, elegant 
charmer. The 1946 version commits to their 
romance, and adds among other scenes one 

of the most daring examples of double 
entendre in any movie up until that time.



• NOTE: No, I’m not going 
to tell you what that scene 
is. Pay attention, listen 
carefully and you should 
figure it out. If you can’t, 
you’re probably way too 
young to be watching this 
movie anyhow!



• The new scenes add a 
charge to the film that 
was missing in the 1945 
version; this is a case 
where "studio 
interference" was exactly 
the right thing. The only 
reason to see the earlier 
version is to go behind 
the scenes, to learn how 
the tone and impact of a 
movie can be altered with 
just a few scenes. 



• As for the 1946 version that we have been watching 
all of these years, it is one of the great film noirs, a 
black-and-white symphony that exactly reproduces 
Chandler's ability, on the page, to find a tone of voice 
that keeps its distance, and yet is wry and humorous 
and cares. 



• …one of the most 
quotable of 
screenplays: It's 
unusual to find 
yourself laughing in a 
movie not because 
something is funny 
but because it's so 
wickedly clever.

• Unlike modern crime 
movies which are loaded 
with action, "The Big Sleep" 
is heavy with dialogue--the 
characters talk and talk, just 
like in the Chandler novels; 
it's as if there's a competition 
to see who has the most 
verbal style.



Bogart himself 
made personal 
style into an art 

form.

…no other movie 
actor is more likely 
to be remembered 

a century from 
now. And the 

fascinating subtext 
in "The Big Sleep" 
is that in Bacall he 
found his match.



Somewhere in 
the Night by 
Nicholas Christopher

• Christopher points out that 
in The Big Sleep everything 
from adultery and 
promiscuity as well as other 
activities that would have 
been regarded as 
degenerate at the time or 
even today are essential 
plot elements but are 
concealed enough to be 
ambiguous. “One has to look 
and listen pretty carefully the 
first time around to pick up” 
what is really being portrayed 
and referenced. 



Howard 
Hawks, Director
• When Hawk’s three screenwriters, 

including William Faulkner, told him, 
“There are a lot of things that don’t 
make sense,” Hawks didn’t care. 
“Good,” he responded. “Let’s try it and 
see whether the audience likes that.”

• Years later he said it was “the first time 
I made a picture and just decided I 
wasn’t going to explain things. I was 
just going to try and make good 
scenes.”



DIALOGUE

• Marlowe (Bogart), describing Vivian’s (Bacall) little 
sister Carmen:

• "She tried to sit in my lap while I was standing up."

•
Marlowe: “My, my. Such a lot of guns around town 
and so few brains.”

• Marlowe: “I don’t mind if you don’t like my manners. 
I don’t like them myself. They’re pretty bad. I grieve 
over them on long winter evenings.”

• Marlowe: “She was worth a stare, she was trouble.”



1001 Movies 
You Must See 
Before You Die 

• The Big Sleep is a reference to 
death and indeed death 
pervades the movie. This is a 
film noir masterpiece missing 
several  standard film noir 
tenets. There are numerous 
femmes fatales, but no 
flashbacks; chiaroscuro (light 
and dark) lighting, but no 
voiceover. More important, 
Bogart’s Marlowe seems not lost 
in a world of lies and deception 
but utterly confident and in 
control at all times. He’s a droll 
antihero, cool in the face of 
cruelty, unfazed in the face of 
wanton sleaze, and always 
appreciative of a pretty face.



The Big Sleep by Raymond 

Chandler

• Last page of the book:

What did it matter where you lay once you 
were dead? In a dirty sump or a marble 
tower on top of a high hill? You were dead, 
you were sleeping the big sleep, you were 
not bothered by things like that. Oil and 
water were the same as wind and air to you. 
You just slept the big sleep, not caring about 
the nastiness of how you died or where you 
fell.



•BEFORE
•THE
•MOVIE









AFTER THE MOVIE



The 
Convoluted Plot

• NY Times review: The Big Sleep is one 
of those pictures in which so many 
cryptic things occur amid so much 
involved and devious plotting that the 
mind becomes utterly confused… the 
complex of blackmail and murder 
soon becomes a web of utter 
bafflement.



The 
Convoluted 
Plot

•Q: Who killed the chauffer?

• During filming, neither the director nor the cast 
knew whether the chauffeur Owen Taylor had 
killed himself or was murdered. A cable was 
sent to Chandler, who told his friend Jamie 
Hamilton in a March 21, 1949 letter: "They sent 
me a wire ... asking me, and dammit I didn't 
know either".



“The Big Sleep: The most baffling film ever made” 
from BBC Culture

• The Big Sleep was released 75 years ago, and its plot 
has been puzzling viewers ever since. There is no 
disputing that Howard Hawks's Los Angeles-set noir 
classic is one of the most entertaining of all US films, 
thanks to its firecracker dialogue, brutal action, sultry 
atmosphere, and the volcanic sexual chemistry 
between its stars, Humphrey Bogart and Lauren Bacall. 
But there's also no disputing that it's hard to know 
what exactly is going on



• In fact, the plot isn't 
impossible to follow 
– it's just 
extraordinarily 
difficult without a 
pen, a notepad and a 
pause button to 
hand. Not only do you have 
to remember all the gorgeous 
librarians, shopkeepers, 
waitresses and taxi drivers who 
throw themselves at the film's 
wisecracking private-eye hero, 
Philip Marlowe (Bogart), but 
you also have to distinguish 
between the many male 
murderers and murder victims,



• …the fact that your mind has to 
race to keep up with Marlowe's is a 
major part of the film's appeal. 
Instead of just watching the 
detective, you become a detective 
yourself. The Big Sleep keeps you 
wide awake. 



• "The thing about movies 
with great ambiguities, 
impossible mysteries, or 
sometimes even just a few 
elliptical gaps, is that they 
draw you back again and 
again hoping that this will 
be the time you'll solve 
them,"



• Warner Bros. studio head Jack L. 
Warner was frustrated that he was shut 
out of the production and sent a memo:

• "Word has reached me that you 
are having fun on the set. This must 
stop."
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