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1

INTRODUCTION: 
LIMINALITY AND THE BOUNDARIES  

OF FILM NOIR

Elyce Rae Helford and Christopher Weedman

An appreciation of classical film noir and its importance to international cin-
ema studies must begin with an understanding of its rich and complex history. 
The earliest influential studies of what has come to be identified as film noir 
emerged from France in the immediate post-World War II era and concentrated 
on a subset of Hollywood films that had previously been withheld from dis-
tribution in France during the années noires (dark years) of the Nazi occupa-
tion (1940–4). In their seminal 1955 study, A Panorama of American Film 
Noir, Raymond Borde and Étienne Chaumeton followed the lead of earlier 
critics Nino Frank and Jean-Pierre Chartier by applying the term ‘film noir’ to 
a strain of American motion pictures that French cinephiles encountered in July 
and August 1946.1 These films, including John Huston’s The Maltese Falcon  
(1941), Billy Wilder’s Double Indemnity (1944), Otto Preminger’s Laura 
(1944), and Edward Dmytryk’s Murder, My Sweet (1944) were based largely 
on hard-boiled crime fiction written during the 1930s and 1940s (called Série 
noire by the French). Produced and distributed by various Hollywood film 
studios such as Warner Bros., Paramount, Twentieth Century-Fox, and RKO, 
these motion pictures shared ‘an unusual and cruel atmosphere’ as well as a 
‘very particular eroticism’, establishing a historical ‘noir series’ of films by 1946. 
This American cycle, Borde and Chaumeton confidently announced, ‘is seem-
ingly beyond question’.2 That this dark series of films reflected a more expan-
sive transnational cultural mood and influence was left largely unconsidered,  
as was agreement on exactly what elements define film noir.
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The difficulty of developing unifying or even cohesive definitions of film noir 
has not stopped critics from trying. Raymond Durgnat, for instance, posits the 
centrality of crime or criminals within an ‘interbreeding’ process of motifs, from 
‘crime as social criticism’ and ‘middle class murder’ to ‘sexual pathology’ and 
‘psychopaths’.3 In popular culture, noir is instead often defined by its recurring 
character types, such as the disillusioned private eye and the duplicitous femme 
fatale; by its bleak and gritty urban settings; by its subjective and, at times, com-
plex flashback structure; or by its low-key, chiaroscuro cinematography. In this 
volume, we will find that the most useful definitions recognise the origins, influ-
ences, and cultural affect of noir. Paul Schrader, for example, outlines a valu-
able definition coming from ‘the more subtle qualities of tone and mood’ that 
are drawn from a series of ‘catalytic elements’, including historical (‘war and 
post-war disillusionment’), filmic (‘post-war realism’ and ‘German influence’),  
and literary (‘the hard-boiled tradition’).4 These qualities – as well as Schrader’s 
acknowledgement of ‘foreign offshoots of film noir’ from Britain and France 
such as Carol Reed’s The Third Man (1949), Jean-Luc Godard’s À bout de souffle  
(Breathless, 1959), and Jean-Pierre Melville’s Le Doulos (1962) – illustrate  
what Andrew Spicer, as part of an ever-growing contemporary body of scholar-
ship, rightly interprets as ‘a transnational cultural phenomenon’.5 

Some critics have productively made noir’s definitional elusiveness the cen-
trepiece of their analysis. James Naremore, for example, argues that film noir 
does not comprise a definitive genre or a unique style. Nor, he claims, can it 
even best be defined as ‘transgeneric’. As he posits, ‘Neither the film industry 
nor the audience follows structuralist rules, and movie conventions have always 
blended together in mongrelized ways.’6 Film noir certainly involves historical 
and social connections; nevertheless, we cannot fully establish final boundaries 
or uniformity for the category.7 As Marc Vernet, David Bordwell, Janet Staiger, 
Kristin Thompson, Steve Neale, and Naremore have demonstrated, the major-
ity of films combine thematic, narrative, and stylistic elements from diverse 
categories and, as a result, they are, in Naremore’s words, ‘transgeneric or 
polyvalent’.8

In his Introduction to the Edinburgh University Press collection Film Noir, 
Homer B. Pettey openly acknowledges the problematics of ‘imposing system-
atic, often rigid categories upon art’.9 He recognises ‘the dire need for scholars 
to construct a homogeneous schema for a collection of seemingly heterogeneous 
elements comprising film noir’ as well as ‘an historical evolution for film noir’, 
but he concludes by refusing to reduce complexity for the sake of cohesiveness. 
Instead, Pettey’s book provides a group of essays that offer ‘aesthetic, thematic 
and interpretive strategies for opening up, expanding upon, revisiting, and re-
evaluating film noir’.10 This volume works in similar fashion.

To return to the original French critical perspective, we can understand 
how the creation of ‘film noir’ was governed and limited by its historical and 
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cultural context. Vital is recognition that the critics who identified the original 
‘cycle’ of noir films were ardent fans of American cinema. As R. Barton Palmer 
argues, ‘Frank, Chartier, and others were intrigued by US productions that 
seemed consonant with a substantial trend within their own national cinema: 
the gloomy romanticism and poignant melancholia of 30s Poetic Realism.’11 
While often acknowledged alongside German expressionism as a crucial influ-
ence on film noir, poetic realism must also be recognised as having an impact 
on the French critics themselves, men whose affection for Hollywood led 
them to define noir as coming from beyond their own national borders. When 
explored through a broader global lens, the post-war period that brought the 
dark series of formerly banned Hollywood films to an appreciative French 
audience also saw ‘the developing fashion for dark melodramas in both British 
and the revived German cinemas’.12 Echoing while further nuancing contem-
porary scholarship, Palmer thus identifies film noir as, from its conception, 
‘complexly trans-national’.13

With similar emphasis, Pettey commences the Introduction to Edinburgh’s 
International Noir with acknowledgment that ‘film noir from its inception has 
always been a culturally diverse genre, style, sensibility and movement’, adding 
that similar problems emerge when attempting to define or delineate the mean-
ings of ‘“world”, “international”, or “global”’ cinema.14 Exploring film noir in 
such a context, he reminds us, ‘requires an analytic sensitivity to aesthetic and 
narrative influences migrating across countries and continents’.15

Liminal Noir therefore begins with an appreciation of and indebtedness to 
a nearly 75-year history of scholarship that has defined, redefined, critiqued, 
and broadened the indefinite international category of film we call ‘noir’ to the 
point that it can persuasively be defined as ‘one of the dominant intellectual 
categories of the late twentieth century’ and beyond.16 This volume proceeds 
from the premise that film noir theory and criticism offer a useful apparatus 
for reconsidering and reassessing international films from what might loosely 
be termed the classical era of cinema. Our purpose is not to broaden the noir 
canon, which, as Spicer observes, already ‘remains an object of dispute and 
estimates of its size vary considerably’.17 Nevertheless, we recognise that this 
may be one result. More central to our goals is to explore what Naremore calls 
more ‘interesting uses’ of noir.18

A central concern of this volume is the ways in which films linked with 
(though not necessarily identified as) classical noir share what Christopher Breu 
and Elizabeth A. Hatmaker identify as ‘an affective disposition’ that crosses 
national boundaries.19 From such a perspective, noir is more than a category 
attached to a corpus; it is perhaps best considered as a way of thinking and 
feeling that produces texts which share particular qualities and emotional reso-
nances.20 Such a perspective allows us to expand the boundaries of noir study 
while acknowledging shared qualities, liminality in particular.
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In many ways, liminality may be deemed noir’s most defining feature – in 
areas from content and theme to style and affect. Literal borders are central to 
the plots of many classical noir films, for example, including contrasts between 
urban and rural settings (where the former symbolised corruption and the latter 
an innocence impossible to attain or recover) and flight across national bound-
aries (such as criminals in the US seeking to cross the Mexican border to escape 
prosecution). On the level of production, there were shifts across as well as 
within films from studio settings to location shooting, particularly as newsreels, 
wartime documentaries, and Italian neorealist cinema, alongside American  
noirs such as Henry Hathaway’s The House on 92nd Street (1945), Elia Kazan’s 
Boomerang! (1947), and Jules Dassin’s The Naked City (1948), helped bring 
a ‘semidocumentary’ approach to American studio filmmaking.21 Generic 
hybridity inflects noir with liminality as well, including diverse blends of estab-
lished genres that achieve complex moods beyond the traditional boundaries 
of individual film categories.

Beyond boundaries, we can also see the liminal as related to states of transi-
tion. Grounded in the struggles of the global post-Depression and World War 
II era, social and psychological wellness or wholeness emerges as impossible in 
film noir. Noir disorients through its foregrounding of absolute states as illu-
sory, marking true self-awareness as unreal. Cultural dictates and norms inflect 
and block change as they drive both obedience and resistance – often simulta-
neously. The petty criminal who longs for the big time or tries to go straight, 
the black widow who craves patriarchal power she cannot achieve, the private 
detective who seeks respect while shunning it: these core noir types are caught 
between the limitations of the real and impossible ideals. The impact of such 
conflicts relates directly to fragmentation, similarly central to noir. As Richard 
Martin argues, film noir in many aspects is ‘about fragmentation, not only 
stylistically (the disruptive effects of lighting, mise-en-scène, and editing) and 
structurally (the employment of flashbacks and voice-overs) but also themati-
cally (the dissolution of community and family, the psychological fragmenta-
tion of the protagonist)’.22 From national and generic boundaries to fragmented 
narratives and divided selves, liminality offers an illuminating concept through 
which to explore the dark films of the classical era. 

The chapters collected for this volume explore liminality, both directly and 
indirectly, through readings of social and psychological upheaval in films pro-
duced internationally between the 1940s and the early 1960s. We have pur-
posely limited our focus to this cinematic period before a new generation of 
cultural anxieties and tensions – in part reflecting the Vietnam War and the 
political unrest of the late 1960s and early 1970s – brought about a more 
self-reflective and self-reflexive style of noir (dubbed ‘neo noir’) that captured 
these rapidly changing times. Furthermore, the films under consideration are 
generally not labelled noir but benefit from a focus on noir liminality in style  
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and content. National cinemas under consideration in this book’s case studies  
include Argentina, Czechoslovakia (now the Czech Republic), Great Britain, 
France, Poland, Spain, and the United States. While necessarily limited in 
scope, we intend these selections as representative illustrations. We hope others 
will expand upon this focus, taking the study of liminal noir in new directions.

The chapters in Part I of the collection, ‘Exposing Cultural Anxieties’, fea-
ture liminally positioned characters during moments of social and political 
tension within specific national contexts. For Alan Woolfolk, Andrzej Wajda’s 
Popiól i diament (Ashes and Diamonds, 1958) uses the theme of compromised 
agency to address the inescapable legacy of Polish struggles against the Third 
Reich that were followed by violent conflict between Polish nationalists and 
Communists. Character and nation are inexorably bonded in this dark drama. 
Julie Grossman offers a study of the US gender politics of female trauma in Ida 
Lupino’s Never Fear (1949), a tale of a young dancer on the verge of success 
who is stricken with polio. Using location shooting to particularise a modern 
story about desire and disability, Never Fear anatomises myths of completion in 
the contexts of domestic romance and fraught notions of health and the female 
body. Autarkic Spain provides the background for Fernando Gabriel Pagnoni 
Berns’s study of Ignacio Iquino’s Camino Cortado (Closed Road, 1955). Com-
plex female characterisation, elements of melodrama, and a presentation of 
geographical asphyxiation result in a potent example of Francoist crime cin-
ema that interrogates impossible hopes of escape. Finally, Elyce Rae Helford 
considers the racial politics of post-war America in John Sturges’s little-known 
western-noir hybrid The Walking Hills (1949). Here, a Mexican border town 
brings together a group of treasure hunters with hidden pasts, among them an 
oddly placed African American performer whose diegetic songs speak directly 
to the film’s engagement with concepts of identity.

Part II, ‘Reconceptualising National Cinemas’, offers case studies of films 
from the US, Czechoslovakia, Great Britain, and Argentina that visually and 
thematically explore notions of state and of national boundaries. In his study 
of Anatole Litvak’s Blues in the Night (1941), Vincent Brook considers issues of 
hybridity in World War II-era Hollywood cinema, including the film’s combina-
tion of comedic, musical, and populist elements alongside noirish violence and 
expressionist mise en scène. Through this close reading, the liminal appears in 
questions of generic hybridity, race relations, and the role of the Jewish émigré 
filmmaker. Milan Hain explores Václav Krška’s Zde jsou lvi (Scars of the Past, 
1958) for its subversions of prevailing ideological and aesthetic norms in Czecho-
slovakia of the late 1950s. Through its unconventional dark approach, the film 
tackles such sensitive issues as individualism and crises of conscience, making it 
a welcome target for a threatened Communist system. Christopher Weedman 
reappraises Joseph Losey’s critically-neglected The Gypsy and the Gentleman 
(1958), which finds the blacklisted Hollywood director subverting the British 
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costume melodrama by infusing it with an American noir sensibility, particularly 
in its dark depiction of the duplicitous femme fatale: a half-Romani, half-British 
travelling woman named Belle. Played by Greek cinema star Melina Mercouri 
in a sexually bold and aggressive manner seldom found in either British film 
noirs or Gainsborough-style costume melodramas during the post-World War II  
period, Belle embodies cultural fears of both female promiscuity and racial mis-
cegenation and arguably serves as a harbinger of the type of sexually complex 
female performances that became more prevalent on British cinema screens after 
the emergence of the British New Wave with the release of Jack Clayton’s seminal 
Room at the Top in 1959. This section concludes with Osvaldo Di Paolo Harri-
son and Nadina Olmedo’s reading of Román Viñoly Barreto’s El vampiro negro 
(The Black Vampire, 1953), which examines this Gothic-noir fusion against the 
context of national tensions over notions of civilisation vs. barbarism in Argen-
tina of the 1950s. Generally considered a remake of Fritz Lang’s M (1931), The 
Black Vampire combines psychological horror with the detective film to provide 
a problematic moral guide to national norms of citizenship.

The chapters that comprise Part III, ‘Aesthetics and Antecedents’, consider 
the ways in which noir cinematography and other artistic elements impact the 
meaning and affect of films that have generally been explored apart from noir. 
Alicia Byrnes reads Agnès Varda’s debut film La Pointe Courte (1954) as pro-
ducing an inadvertently noir aesthetic through the repurposing of a modernist 
novel. Varda’s film offers dual narratives linked only by setting into a series 
of juxtapositions that generate an overall sense of uncertainty characteristic 
of the liminal and the porous boundaries of modernism. Matthew Sorrento’s 
(re)consideration of Richard Brooks’s The Brothers Karamazov (1958) focuses 
on noir style as it energises an adaptation of one of the most page-bound of 
nineteenth-century novels. While critical commentary has largely dismissed the 
film as tamed by the Hollywood assembly line, Sorrento illustrates how noir 
visuals and framing open up the screenplay’s chamber-drama treatment. Lastly, 
David Greven brings cinema and literary history to bear on the visuals, setting, 
and symbolism of Alfred Hitchcock’s I Confess (1953). In the context of the 
American Gothic, Greven explores the film’s complex representations of male 
bonds and homoerotic tensions.

Ultimately, Liminal Noir seeks to broaden the study of classical-era interna-
tional cinema through an expansive conceptualisation of liminality that is cen-
tral to the original cycle and international dimensions of film noir. Contributors 
herein create original perspectives that reinvigorate study of a body of relatively 
neglected or reductively theorised motion pictures from diverse nations. Some 
titles will be familiar to English-speaking audiences, though usually outside the 
context of film noir; others will be entirely new, even unavailable outside of 
their country and language of origin. All reveal the benefits of study through 
a liminal noir lens. Of course, no single collection can be exhaustive, and our 
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chosen focus and case-study approach has helped both to narrow our focus and 
to suggest the myriad possibilities of study beyond it. We hope readers learn as 
much from this volume and its process as we have learned in editing it.
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